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      1. ANANIAS


       


    


    

      27 Feb., 1978


      Dear Joe:


      Here’s your blasted article; hope it’s in time for the April issue of your mag. It is, if you don’t ask me another re-write, which I’m damned if I’ll give you. I’ve been handing out this line longer than you have, and I ought to know what that class of readers wants. 


      Think “Ananias” would be a good title, but you won’t, of course. You’ve changed the title of every article I’ve sent you. As one editor to another, is that nice? 


      When are you going to send that article you promised for my Sunday page? I don’t want to have to fill the holes with more stories about 2-headed chickens! 


      Give me a ring next time you get down to New York. So long, 


      Walt


       


      TRUTH, like a gem, has many faces; you do not know it until you have looked at them all. More and still more books on the late war between the Confederacy and the Alliance roll from the presses; if I presume to add further printed matter to this vast and growing pile, it is in the hope of providing one more facet, unique if small, to the gem of truth.


      The hope is, I think, reasonable: my position as science editor of the New York Times-Tribune afforded me both a behind-the-scenes entree and a bird’s-eye view of the technical developments of the war. Much of my time is spent burrowing in dusty library files, searching out facts available to all but known to few; again, much is spent in interviews, extracting the facts of tomorrow from the vital minds of today.


       


      ANOTHER big war was foreseen as far back as the Thirties, and the nations had set about grimly preparing for it. The expensiveness of the preparation may have been responsible for postponing it more than thirty years. The generals would go around to a government and say, “We’re in danger of being attacked by countries A, B, and C. Therefore we need such-and-such an armament. You just give us the money, and in three years we’ll be ready for any eventuality.” The government would groan and say, “Mon Dieu, that’ll ruin us!” and then give in. The military measures would be taken, and then they’d find that all their neighbors had done likewise, so that they were relatively no better off than they had been before. So the whole business would begin over again.


      The ideal solution for any one nation would have been to have a greater armament than all the rest of the world combined, but no nation was in a position to do that—especially since China had ceased to be one nation, and was divided into eastern and western halves, under the Japanese heel and in Russian leading-strings respectively.


      In due course two of the future combatants found themselves “ready” at once, and the necessary insignificant excuse was found, and the war was on. Within a year we were in it, despite our good resolutions—or were they good? Since we shall never know what would have happened if we had stayed out, there is no scientific way of settling the question.


      I was hired by the Army Intelligence Service as a part-time civilian employee: an employee because modern Intelligence work consists of, besides active espionage, an enormous amount of study and comparison of public or semi-public documents, such as governmental reports, yearbooks, patent-office publications, etc., by which valuable information can be pieced together out of unintentional hints; a civilian, because my work was to be known only to my employers; part-time, because Intelligence valued my contacts with sources of news that didn’t always pass through the Military Censor’s hands. I had had plenty of practice at this kind of work in private life.


      On the evening of May 4, 1971, Admiral Dahlgren called at my apartment, which was as usual knee-deep in papers —though of course I kept no confidential ones there. After we had talked of this and that, he said: “Young man, your technical friends are driving us nuts again. It was bad enough when they pushed airplane speeds up into the four hundreds and upset all our calculations; but we knew the compressibility-burble point put a Ceiling on that and that they couldn’t get very far over five hundred. Now they’ve begun putting these auxiliary rocket-tubes on bombers to enable them to spring away from pursuit-‘planes, and compressibility-burble doesn’t matter; so God knows what they’ll do to our figures now. They may go up over a thousand. Hmp. Damn it, where’s my pipe?”


      “They have,” I said.


      “What?”


       


      “CURE. Haven’t you Navy people heard about it? It’s a new Arado that flies on its tubes alone except in taking off and landing, and it’s said to do around twelve hundred miles an hour. It’s for photography only, because at that speed you can’t hit anything much smaller than Manhattan with a bomb. Doesn’t even carry a gun, because things go by too fast to aim at them.”


      “Hmp. If your boys know about it, ours probably do too, only they didn’t bother to tell me. Nobody ever tells me anything,” he complained.“Damn it, what did I do with those matches. I suppose those dumbunny designers of ours got caught flatfooted, as usual. Hmp. Have to put the screws on them. They’ve been promising us an effective rocket-ship for six months, damn it. Ah-h!” The Admiral had found his matches.


      “You know, Hasbrook,” he went on, “The more I look at this war, the phonier the ostensible reasons for it seem. The idea that the members of the Alliance are fighting for needed natural resources has been worn pretty thin by our modern advances in chemistry, agronomy, and so forth. You don’t need much resources to support your people nowadays. On our side we talk about saving democracy, but I notice that our line-up includes some very peculiar-looking democracies—the regime of the Argentine cattle-barons, for instance. I suppose, though, that you can’t be too fussy about your friends or you won’t have any.


      “If I were to try to put in words my own feelings, I’d say that we were after tangible things, such as food, clothes, shelter, and entertainment for our folks. We may not know just how to get them, but at least there are such things. The other side seems to be fighting for things that either don’t exist such as the purity of their race, or whose existence can’t be proved, such as the divinity of their ruler.


      “They’re also after their national honor, which as nearly as I can make out is the kind of prestige you get by inflicting insult and injury on another and getting away with it. So every so often they have to injure or humiliate their neighbors as a matter of principle, previous promises to the contrary notwithstanding, hmp.


      “The Hell of it is that you can get people fighting over these imaginary abstractions, such as honor, if anything more easily than over real objectives, and the Alliance knows it—at least that devil Raiberti knows it.” Here my crusty friend exhausted his stock of four-letter words on the Alliance’s Chief of Public Enlightenment.“And with everybody carrying a radio the size of a watch we can’t stop him. We can’t even blanket these wave-crest modulated sets without smothering all our own stuff at the same time. If your technical friends—”


      Just then the world outside was lit up as by a noon sun. Then came a sound—the sort you feel rather than hear; but I should describe it as a vast grunt.


       


      I CAME to lying in a corner of the room. I couldn’t have been out more than a second or two because through my now gaping window came a long-drawn-out roar, made, I later learned, by tons of steel and masonry showering on lower Manhattan.


      The Admiral was already up, swearing in six languages. The lights slowly came on again. The roar died, to be replaced by official sirens and gongs. To the South, over the hedge of skyscrapers, a red glow lighted the belly of an immense smoke-cloud. We tried the telephone, but at first it didn’t work, and when it did all the numbers we called for information were busy.


      As I stepped back to the window, a piece of paper the size of a playing-card fluttered in. Across the top, in 24-point bold-face, were the words “Don’t Be a Sucker, Buddy!”, and below it one of the cleverly-worded appeals of Raiberti’s gang proving that the Alliance really thought the world of us, but that we were misled by our scheming politicians.


      There was no mystery about it. The Alliance had sent a radio-controlled rocket a couple of hundred feet long, with a mighty charge of explosive in its nose, across the Atlantic from the Alps. When it was almost over New York, a number of little auxiliary rockets full of these love-notes had been released to scatter their load, while the big one dove into the financial district.


      The next day I got a pass to the scene of the explosion. Where the City Bank Farmers Trust Building had been was now a large hole, partly filled with steel beams twisted into pretzel shapes. The skeletons of the surrounding skyscrapers were mostly still standing, but all the masonry had been blown away. Because of the financial district’s sparse night population, there had been less loss of life there than was caused by the fall of debris elsewhere. Some of it fell as far north as Times Square.


      I was out at Fort Montauk the night the second—and last—of these visitors came. A battery of new guns had been put up so hurriedly that there were footprints in the emplacements where the crews had walked before the concrete was dry. The guns themselves looked incredibly large, but that was because of the water-jackets six feet in diameter (including the cooling-fins) around their barrels. A cooling-unit the size of a box-car, full of blowers and radiators, was required to dissipate the heat developed by their thirty-rounds-a-minute fire.


      I descended into the fire-control room, which was full of men unconcernedly smoking while looking at indicators and oscillographs and pushing buttons and turning knobs. The main view-plate was a four-foot glass square, black except for a grid of green lines. The adjutant explained this and that to me, and a buzzer sounded. The operator in front of the main plate said over his shoulder, “Here she comes!” I saw the men tense themselves.


       


      AT THE TOP of the plate a white dot appeared and moved slowly down the glass, leaving a thread of purple light behind it. I held my breath, but you can’t do that for ten minutes, and the rocket was still far out of range. The minutes crawled by, the silence complete except for the breathing of the men and the tiny noises of their instruments.


      The dot reached a line a little heavier than the others, and I knew that the rocket was fifty miles out and angling down from the stratosphere. The operator pressed another buzzer. Through the concrete, the firing of the guns came to us as a tattoo of thumps. I was glad I wasn’t outside: of all guns, the six-inch is hardest on eardrums, but the eight-inch, which these were, is not far behind it.


      Little dots of red appeared on the plate, closer and closer to the white dot until they looked like a cluster of gems. The white dot seemed to swerve slightly, and turned red, meaning that it was dropping out of the plane represented by the plate. The operator spun a handwheel and brought it back to white again. He kept turning, turning, until his altitude dial showed zero. The white dot flickered and disappeared. Somewhere out on the Atlantic a column of steam marked the end of the rocket. It was all over. The defense had caught up with the offense again.


      It had caught up elsewhere, too. The main cities of Europe were buried in sandbags and sheathed with explosion-mats, and ringed with guns that could in a twinkling blast out of the sky any hostile aircraft, regardless of its speed or the weather conditions. On the battlefields, long lines of concealed gun-emplacements peered at each other from behind barbed-wire, concealed pits, fences of railroad-irons stuck upright in the ground, land mines, and every other defense that desperate men could devise. No-man’s land was sprinkled with the remains of men and of tanks that had tried to cross the space. The gun-crews groped for each other with sound-detectors, infra-red detectors, and seismographic detectors and fired. When a shot went home, the gun and its crew were replaced, and the war went on.


      Our Turkish friends drove through Thrace for a few miles, and were stopped by the Balkan army under Vacarescu. The Indians were slowly pinched back into Begal by the vast Japanese-officered Chinese armies of the Alliance, with the help of a few Siamese divisions. Things went against us in Uruguay.


      As the battlefields became more littered and shell-pitted, and as the contestants dug themselves in deeper, the snail-like pace of the war asymptotically approached a dead stop. But in the minds of men another kind of war was being fought. You bought a pack of cigarettes; the third one that you took out suddenly unrolled into a strip of paper bearing a propaganda message. You called the police, who arrested the clerk, the delivery-man, the dealer, and everybody at the cigarette-factory through whose hands the smoke might have passed. Their unanimous denial of knowing anything stood up under the lie-detectors. You couldn’t shoot them all in the hope of getting the hostile agent; you’d have to kill too large a proportion of the population, and besides that was the sort of barbarity practiced by the Alliance, whereas our side was supposed to be more humane.


       


      YOU bought a head of lettuce, and the grocer made out your receipted bill. The bill was normal enough when he stuffed it in the paper bag of provisions, but by the time you got home it had changed into one of Raiberti’s billet doux. You had the grocer arrested, again without result.


      Admiral Dahlgren, looking in civilian clothes more than ever like a Minnesota farmer, was in my apartment one evening when I turned on the radio. I set it for a commercial station, but when I threw the switch a hearty voice said: “… statement by Senator James. Now, folks, we don’t like to doubt a senator’s word, but when you consider that in 1956 he was held for mental observation in the Des Moines City Hospital, we think it should be taken with a grain of salt. I’m afraid you’re being taken for a little ride, folks. If you want to know how he got his dough, I’d suggest you look into the matter of the Oregon timber leases of 1959, and compare that with…” The voice was drowned in a blare of dance-music. The commercial station, no doubt in response to frantic official telephone calls, had changed their wave-form to blanket the Alliance station.


      “The swine!” barked the Admiral.“I get a lot of inside dope, and I know James had nothing to do with that scandal. But they’re so damned clever that their biggest lies are of a kind you can’t absolutely disprove. Remember the last time they pulled that insanity gag? They said President McRae had been in the looney-bin at White Plains. Then it turned out that a small fire had destroyed that hospital’s records, so that no matter what McRae said there was always a shade of doubt in people’s minds. Hmp.”


      Another time he brought up an individual who looked like a neo-vorticist poet, whom he introduced as Dr. Quentin Hoyle, the psychologist. I was surprised: I’d met many psychiatrists, but most of them were men of conservative appearance designed to give confidence to their patients.


      The Admiral spoke gloomily of the war.“Same old story, hmp. Trouble on the Ukrainian front. Trouble on the Chinese front—morale. They had a little mutiny in the Chinese Soviet’s 52nd Division. Propaganda, of course. Anybody who can beat the Communists at that game is good. You probably haven’t heard about it; the mutiny story should have been censored out before it got to you.”


      “No,” I replied, “I haven’t, but I have heard about our own morale troubles in the South and the Midlands. Raiberti’s song-and-dance has been making headway in the Chicago area.”


      The Admiral was going through his usual motions of hunting for a match.“Damn, damn, where’d I put them? You know, Hasbrook, our technics are easily as good as the Alliance’s, but in this ‘public enlightenment’ business they make our best advertising men and psychologists—with due apologies, Hoyle—look like children.”


       


      THE dreamy-looking Hoyle pulled his long hair, and said: “Repeat a thing often enough, and it leaves an indelible impression on a man’s mind, whether he wants to believe it or not. If either of you gentlemen are married you’ll know what I mean.”


      “Hmp, hmp. I am; Hasbrook isn’t that I know of. I get you, though, Doc. It sort of wears a path through the mind, doesn’t it?”


      Hoyle was silent for so long that Dahlgren thought he hadn’t heard, and started to repeat. But the psychologist, still looking at nothing, raised his hand.“Wears a path, yes. I suppose one could describe it thus in popular terms. I think you’ve said something, Admiral. If you have, we may yet hoist the Alliance with their own petard.”


      “Hmp! What the Hell’s a petard?”


      “Tsk, and you a military man! It’s a kind of bomb used in the later middle ages for siege work, and ‘hoist’ in that sense means ‘blow up’.” With which Hoyle retired into his own rarefied mental atmosphere, refusing to elaborate.


      It was a month before the Admiral came around again; the Alliance was giving our Naval Intelligence plenty of overtime work. You wouldn’t have guessed it from the censored newspapers, but I knew that the morale of the countries of the Confederacy was going from bad to worse. In the United States there was sabotage—not by spies, but by disgruntled Americans in Milwaukee, an attempted peace-at-any-price demonstration in Topeka, and a lynching of an Army officer in Georgia. In other countries it was worse: Argentina was practically out of the war, and Australia was cracking.


      I didn’t wonder. Wherever you turned, Raiberti’s propaganda got in your hair. If the ceaseless rain of half-truths, insinuations, and lies got on my nerves, I could imagine how it affected the masses of people, who lacked my inside knowledge. The usual spy-fever was bad enough, but this was something undreamed of in the old days.


      The neatest trick that Raiberti’s agents pulled was the doctoring of a load of newsprint on its way to the presses of my paper, so that three hours after the papers were printed the original print faded out and Raiberti’s messages took its place—just about the time the buyers of the papers were reading them. Almost as good was their placing a miniature phonograph in the microphone that McRae was supposed to use for a broadcast speech. When the President started, we heard what was apparently his voice, complete with Philadelphia accent, go off on a rambling tirade denouncing Congress, the Army, the Navy, the farmers, the workers, and everybody else in sight, the talk being punctuated by frequent hiccups. And all the time poor McRae was making one of the best and most reasonable speeches of his career! It was hardly surprising that the rumors that Raiberti had started concerning the President’s sanity revived.


       


      WHEN Dahlgren did come around again he brought a gang. There was, the poetic-looking Hoyle, and a dark man who combined the outlines and manner of an Iowa realtor with a buttery Oxford accent; he was introduced as Colonel Bosh of the Indian Army. The last man, whose name the Admiral said was Mr. Tsung, was an obvious Eastern Asiatic. When I got a good look at him something went “click;” I almost said “Phil!” but stopped at the “ph.”


      “Tsung” simultaneously recognized me and almost spoke, but checked himself. Then he laughed.“We might as well own up, Walt. The Admiral knows who I am, but he didn’t know that you did.”


      Years before, I had gone to high-school in California with a Japanese-American boy named Philip Okuma. He had—an incredible thing unless you knew him—been elected student-body president. But some local patriotic society became exercised and forced a change in our so-called Constitution, so that poor Phil was euchered out of his job. The experience hadn’t soured him.


      Now he mentioned that he was doing Intelligence work.“What else is there?” he asked.“My people have been in this country for three generations, but a lot of good that does me, when every Jap is supposed to be a spy, a saboteur, an emperor-worshiper, and a lot of other things. And in Japan I’d be considered a foreigner who had been exposed to the wicked and impious ideas of the Western barbarians.” He laughed again.


      The Admiral called the meeting to order. Hoyle handed him a little black cylinder, about the size of the eraser in the end of an ordinary pencil.


      “Colonel Bosh,” Dahlgren said, “Your job is this: your agents are to introduce these—these things into the electrical communications of the enemy in Burma, without getting caught. You have, I know, pulled riskier jobs before. I’m having the technical details typed and photo-offset; you’ll get them tomorrow. Tsung here —Okuma, that is—is to get the first ones installed in Japan. I’m sorry we had to deprive you of a good molar, Okuma, but I think you’ll find that the fake one we gave you to hold the— hmp—capsule works well. The capsule, once installed, cannot be removed without setting off a minute charge of thermite in it that will destroy it. I can’t tell you how it works, not even you, Hasbrook, but you can take my word that it does. When it and, we hope, several thousand more like it have been given a chance to work, your general staff will be given the necessary information.”


      Bosh, who was, I knew, a much more dangerous man than one would have suspected from his aggressively harmless exterior, made a fatuous little speech about doing one’s duty for one’s paw people, Sir. We talked of this and that, and they went.


      IN about a month, my sources began to turn up incredible reports. A Japanese cruiser squadron was caught and wiped out off the Kuriles by a superior Russo-American force. Their commander, fished out of the water and forcibly prevented from committing suicide, babbled that his rear admiral, had said to go ahead because the whole battle-fleet was right behind him, when we knew that there were no Japanese battleships within hundreds of miles.


      In Lithuania, General Czarnewicz was court-martialed and shot by the Alliance high command for saying that all was quiet on his front, when actually the Russians had broken his line, and he was just about to jump in his car and flee to avoid being run over by his own retreating troops.


      Dictators von Freygang and Botorovic weren’t on speaking terms, each swearing that the other had baldly lied to him at their last meeting.


      In Bengal, Field Marshall Sato started an offensive with one day’s ammunition, after assuring his Supply Service that he had enough for a month. When his Chinese troops ran out of shells and cartridges and the Indians counter-attacked, the results were pitiful. The Indians almost got across Burma into Siam before they were effectively opposed, and their advance was stopped more by the clogging of their supply lines with hundreds of thousands of prisoners than by the frantic efforts of the Alliance armies. I suspected that somehow our buttery friend Bosh was at the bottom of the debacle.


      Then one afternoon the Admiral paid me another visit, his last one during the war.“That damn place is noisier than a triple eighteen-inch turret,” he said, referring to his office.“Every three minutes somebody pops in with a ‘Sir, what do I do with this now? ‘ or a ‘Sir, Commander Zilch sends his compliments and wants to know something, ‘ and so on. I’ve got to get these reports read, so I came up here. Listen, Hasbrook, will you call up on that secret ‘phone of yours and arrange to have any important intelligence ‘phoned up? Big news is likely to break any minute.”


      He settled down to his reports. Presently the bell rang, and in walked Philip Okuma. To the Admiral’s and my questions as to what in Hell he was doing here, he replied that he’d just been flown over from Siberia, and hadn’t found Dahlgren in his office when he went there to report.


      “For a while,” he said, “I had no trouble installing the capsules, as I had been given the rank of corporal in the Imperial Army and was assigned to headquarters as a stenographer. But as a result of the operation of the capsules there’d been some bad losses on the Manchurian front, and the first thing I knew I was shipped off to the trenches, leaving my subordinates in Intelligence to carry on the good work with the capsules.


      “I soon found that morale wasn’t very good in my outfit, the reason being that people at headquarters had been making so many statements that failed to prove true.


       


      “ANYWAY, last week we were ordered to advance across the Sungari. The advance went fine, with amphibian tanks to support it—except that our battalion was on the extreme left of the brigade, and suddenly found that the brigade next to us had simply pulled out, for no apparent reason, and gone home. Of course you never realize just what’s going on on a battlefield, but I was chief battalion runner and got a better idea than most of the men.


      “With our flank in the air, the enemy—that is to say, the enemy of the army in which I was ostensibly serving—wasted no time, and we had to fall back on the Sungari. We dug in in some marshy ground on the inside of a bend in the river, and waited. Our battalion had only four officers left, a captain Ishii and three lieutenants. We sat in the mud for three days, and ran out of most of our ammunition and all of our food.”


      The ‘phone rang for the Admiral. When he finished listening, he said with a broad grin, “The Brazilian Army has asked for an armistice. Told you something was going to pop. Go on, Okuma.”


      “As I was saying, we sat there, with Captain Ishii trying by radio to get something done about our precarious position. Finally Headquarters announced that they were sending some ‘planes over to drop supplies, and asked our exact location, which was given.


      “Pretty soon the airplanes appeared, but instead of supplies a bomb came whooshing down, and we scuttled for our holes like a lot of prairie-dogs. The ‘planes dropped three more before the Captain, by frantically waving a Japanese flag, got their attention.


      “I could guess what had happened: a capsule had been influencing the operator at headquarters, and he, when given the position of our battalion, had reported it as that of a group of the enemy: The bombs hadn’t done much damage because of the softness of the ground, but I still felt that the capsules were working a little too well for my comfort. Having been brought up in this country, I haven’t quite the fatalistic attitude about death that a true Japanese possesses.


      “After the ‘planes had gone, and Captain Ishii had protested loudly into his radio, an amphibian supply-carrier appeared across the river, splashed into it, and puttered over. It crawled out on its tracks, and the driver hove out four large boxes. ‘These, Sir, ‘ he said to Ishii, ‘Are your food and ammunition. ‘


      “Ishii looked puzzled. ‘Why are the boxes marked, “Woolen Mittens”?, ‘ he asked.


      “The driver answered, ‘The Honorable Headquarters did not inform me, Sir, ‘ and drove his machine back the way it had come.


      “We hacked open the boxes in a hurry, I can tell you. You can imagine the feelings of those soldiers when the first was full of—woolen mittens. The second and third were likewise.


      “Captain Ishii said in a strangled voice, ‘Open the remaining box! ‘ We did, and it contained -woolen mittens.


      “Just then Captain Ishii spotted Sergeant Wada reading one of the innumerable propaganda leaflets with which the Russian ‘planes had showered us. ‘Sergeant! ‘ he barked, ‘I thought I told you not to read those again? ‘


       


      “THE sergeant just looked at him, and said ‘Sure you did, but I didn’t promise not to. ‘


      “Ishii looked as though he were going to have apoplexy. Not only was the sergeant being insubordinate, but he was using the forbidden Fourth Inflexion. The Japanese language has four inflections implying different degrees of politeness; ordinarily officers use the contemptuous Fourth to enlisted men, and enlisted men use the respectful Second to officers. The sergeant’s use of the Fourth was a mortal insult.


      “Sergeant Wada went on: ‘Furthermore, I’ll do as I damn please. You and the rest of the officers have been fooling us long enough. You’ve given us every reason to believe that these Russians’—here he waved the paper— ‘are right after all, when they say that all this talk about the divinity of the Emperor and the glory of the Empire is just a racket. In war you expect people in authority to lie, especially to the enemy and to the masses on their own side. But the members of our High Command lie not only to us, but to each other as well. That bombing this morning, and these mittens, aren’t the first of such happenings, but as far as I’m concerned they’ll be the last. Nobody in his right mind wants to fight for such crazy people. Who’s with me? ‘


      “Ishii whipped out his big old samurai sword and started for Wada, but a big gun went off and the Captain fell with his face in a puddle. We were astonished to see that Lieutenant Tatsuta had killed him. But then, these lieutenants were all pretty fresh from the ranks. The shortage of officers had made it necessary to promote them in a hurry, and they couldn’t be expected to take the samurai code as seriously as the military-academy products.


      “Tatsuta said to Wada, ‘I’m with you; I think you’re right. How about you, Kanzaki? ‘ speaking to one of the other two lieutenants.


      “Kanzaki said, ‘The samurai code leaves me but one course, ‘ and before anybody could move he had pulled his pistol and blown his brains out.


      ” ‘You, Ichikawa? ‘ said Tatsuta to the remaining looey, a nervous little rabbity man. Ichikawa answered, ‘We-ell, I suppose I really ought to kill myself too. But a lot of queer things have been happening, and if it should turn out that Wada is right, and the samurai code is actually the bunk, I’d have killed myself for no good reason. And if it transpires that Wada is wrong, it will always be easy enough to kill myself when that time comes. So I think I’ll go with you boys for a while and see what happens. ‘


      “We hoisted a white flag, and pretty soon a tank rattled over the nearest rise and up to the edge of the soft ground. A man in a Russian uniform got out and asked us in a strong Mongol accent who was in command.


       


      “THAT was embarrassing, because obviously Sergeant Wada was the commander de facto, and Lieutenant Tatsuta was the commander de jure. They began arguing about it, bowing and hissing politely through their teeth, but the Mongol officer said to skip it, and ordered us to fall in. As we started to march away, one little private asked the Mongol if he was going to have us killed. The officer just grinned, and said ‘Why should we? You’ll all be good Communists by the time we get through with you! ‘ “


      The ‘phone rang again. When the Admiral had finished listening this time, he was fairly bursting.“Poland has quit! In Italy they’ve set up something called a co-operative republic, though how co-operative and how republican it is remains to be seen. Von Freygang has killed himself. The King of the South Slavs fled from his palace in his pajamas, and when last seen was pulling his pants on in the cabin of his private ‘plane just before it took off.” He paused for breath. While he was getting it, I suggested getting our celebrating in early, before the streets became packed. He said “Sure, sure! But we’d better bring along the man who really did this—you know, the brain guy, Hoyle.” So he called the psychologist, and we picked up him and his wife on our way to the hotel.


      The steak wasn’t up to my idea of a celebration steak, but meat prices were still astronomical as a result of war rationing. We drank enough cocktails so that all the food tasted pretty good whether it was or not, and the Admiral said to Hoyle: “Hasbrook here has been asking me leading questions ever since I had you up to his place, trying to find how your capsule works. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to tell him now, especially as he’s the most discreet man I know, except maybe Okuma here, damn it.”


      Hoyle brought his eyes slowly back into focus.“Capsule?” he said vaguely.“Oh, yes, that’s what you call my transmitter.” He gazed into space for a moment.


      “Remember, Mr. Hasbrook, when the Admiral spoke of wearing a path through the mind? That gave me the idea. Every thought, every mental image, every sense-impression, consists essentially of an electric discharge-pattern between millions of neurons in the cortex of the brain. The pattern is so complicated that it is better described as a ‘web’ than as a ‘path’.


      “But it’s a definite linkage between definite cells, and the passage of electric current quasi-permanently lowers the resistance of the synapses between the neurons. Therefore one can re-create the pattern at will; or rather, electrically re-activate a pattern already created. This we call ‘remembering’.


      “In the setting up of one of these patterns by the lowering of resistance through certain synapses, many small discharges are as effective as one large one. Therefore an unnoticed sound that one hears or a sight that one sees daily becomes an integral part of one’s personality.


       


      “MY transmitter was designed to be placed in the regular transmitter of any electrical communication system, either wire or wireless, and connected in parallel with the transmitter circuit. It was so constructed that when the circuit was activated, the little transmitter would feed a sound-modulated current of the same frequency as that of the main circuit into it. The added current would carry a simple word-pattern urging the listener to lie. For instance, the transmitters installed in Germany said ‘Es ist gut zu lugen— es ist gut zu lugen’ over and over.“The listener would not actually hear these words, because they were a mere inaudible murmur superimposed on the conversation of the speaker. But, if he used the instrument often enough, the minute neuronic impulses caused by these sounds would in time wear the necessary paths in his brain, and he’d believe it was good to ‘lugen’. With these devices installed in the telephones and radios used by the dictators, ministers, and general staffs of the Alliance countries, the result was what we have seen. In other words, we made pathological liars out of them.”


      He paused again, and I could imagine millions of resentful soldiers taking their destinies into their own hands; of their officers, some yelling, threatening, and being contemptuously shot down, others discreetly removing their insignia and joining their men.


      “That’s what I meant by saying that we’d hoist them with their own petard. All these men have made such extensive use of that never-obsolete weapon, the lie, and they’re all such accomplished liars anyway, that it didn’t take as much of this form of suggestion to achieve our object as it would have with more truthful people. “


       


    


    

      2. ASOKORE POWER


    


    

       


      THE cruel sun of southern India I beat down. on the walks and terraces of the royal palace, but inside the car it was cool. The tiny blower hummed, and whisked away Fernando Brown’s half-formed smoke-rings. The Director of the Asokore Laboratories parked in front of the main entrance (knowing perfectly well that he shouldn’t) and got out. The hot air billowed into the car.


      “His Highness will see you presently/’ said the orderly or doorman or whatever he was. Brown couldn’t keep the elaborate mechanism of a royal household straight. He settled in a chair in the vestibule. Having been kept waiting before by His Highness General Sir Keshub Hydar Ramanija Santosh Edward Mir Daula Shah, Rajah of Asokore, he had foresightedly brought along a technical magazine to read. He finished an article and a half before the functionary reappeared and said His Highness would see him forthwith.


       


      AS HE strode into the Presence and bowed stiffly, Brown reflected that here was one on whom his detached attitude, which his friends called fair-mindedness and his enemies called coldbloodedness, didn’t work. He hated the Rajah with all his heart. He loathed the smooth pudgy face (his own was freckled and angular, with a tendency toward squirrel-teeth) the suavely insolent manner, the excruciating Briticisms. He even hated the perfectly fitting linen suit.


      His Highness raised his eyebrows in his invariable what-species-does-^if-belong-to manner.“Mr. —Ah—Ah—”


      “Brown, Your Highness.”


      “Oh yes, Brown. What did you wish to see me about?”


      “The recent disturbances, Your Highness,” said Brown, keeping a tight grip on his temper.


      “What about them?”


      “There was another riot yesterday, in the Northern Department. One of the Palestinian guards received a broken collar-bone, and another has internal injuries. Day before yesterday one was shot dead from ambush.”


      “Really? Why do you come to see me about it?” The Rajah inspected his finger-nails.


      “Just this:” said Brown earnestly; “you and I know that our cattle-killing program is the only known way of ending this hoof-and-mouth epidemic. Most of your people understood the program and are back of it. But you and I know that certain religious and political interests have seized on the program to advance their own ends, which are inimical both to your present form of government and to the continuance of the research program that we’ve mapped out for the Asokore Laboratories.


      “I and my European and American co-workers were brought in here and set up in these laboratories to give the people of Asokore a higher standard of living, and that, to some extent, we’ve succeeded in doing. And now Avanend and his gang are howling “Send the foreign blasphemers back where they came from. ‘ You know that that’s merely an excuse to—”


      “I know?” interrupted His Highness.“I say, Mr. —Ah–Brown, have you added mind-reading to your scientific techniques? How do you know what I know?”


      Brown ignored the provocation.“You’re a well-informed man, Your Highness. This movement is getting such prestige as it can from the exploitation of your name. They call themselves royalists’, and brag of having your backing. Now, a statement from you, clearing up the question—”


      “Indeed, Mr. Brown? I’m afraid you’ve been misinformed about my functions. I’m a constitutional monarch, you know. I never mix in politics.” (Liar, thought Brown. )


      “But, Your Highness, the welfare of three million Asokoris—”


      “I can only repeat what I said. I don’t. make public statements. The question will not be discussed further.”


      Brown knew it was hopeless, and turned to go. The Rajah suddenly spoke: “What’s this I hear about some sort of death-ray or atom-gun your chaps are developing?”


      Brown recalled that old Shastri, the Prime Minister, had asked him the same question a few days previously. He told the Rajah there was nothing to it.“We could hardly keep it a secret if there were, Your Highness. Atomic disintegration and metamorphosis go back half a century, to the 1930’s. But a controllable atom-gun would be something else. It would require lots of apparatus and power. And every experimenter who’s tried to produce one has blown up his laboratory and sometimes himself.”


      “Oh, really? And the person who had such an instrument would have another kind of–ah—power.” (He pronounced it “pah”. ) “If such a device should be developed, I should consider it my duty to—ah–reward the inventor fittingly for his—ah—benefit to humanity, and all that rot. You see, Mr. Brown? It wouldn’t do to let such pah fall into irresponsible hands.”


      I see all right, thought Brown, and you can bet I’ll never let any atom-gun fall, into your hands. But aloud he said: “I understand perfectly, Your Highness,” and made his formal exit.


       


      BROWN drove his car up to the ramp joining the Bangalore Highway and stopped; the light on his- instrument-board showed red. He thought as he waited, some day I’ll wipe the oily smirk off your face, my foul friend. The light changed to green, and he ran the car out on the highway. As it picked up speed, the green light changed to white. Brown pushed the synchronizer lever, moved the steering-wheel up out of the way, took out his magazine, and resumed his reading. The car, no longer under his control, purred along merrily, keeping just 50 meters behind a truck. The afternoon sun blazed down on the olive-and-buff slopes of the Eastern Ghats which whirled past him.


      He reached the Laboratories, on the outskirts of the City of Asokore, after five, and went to the canteen. There, as usual, Nick Tukharev, looking like a slightly Mongoloid Santa Claus, was waving a stein and orating on the sins of Capitalism. Dark, fox-faced Benoy Kumar, resplendent in purple shorts, was listening sympathetically to Quesada, the chemical engineer, tell the well-worn tale of the Spaniard—or rather, the president of the Manila Chamber of Commerce— who had blighted his life. Quesada was weeping into his beer.


      Brown caught Kumar’s eye, and the young physicist came over grinning toothily.“Hallo, Fernando! I see by your face that it happened as I said it would. Don’t worry, Shastri and his Cabinet will back you come Hell or—you Americans say high tide? Oh, high water. You see, it’s not our jobs only they have to worry about, but theirs as well. Of course, after what we did with the hoof-and-mouth disease, Avanent hasn’t such a hard job. You know that to the orthodox Hindu the killing of a cow is much worse than murder or incest.”


      “I know all about it,” said Brown wearily.“Our local “equivalent of the Archbishop of Canterbury called on me yesterday and lectured me on the evils of a materialistic outlook. I tried to defend science, but got nowhere. What have you been doing?”


      “Oh, nothing much. Six sets of tennis this morning, and this afternoon I worked out some new approximate solutions to quintic equations, and then I went down to the hippo-farm and worked with Gus on our gadget.”


      “And now,” said Brown with respect in his voice, “you’ll have a hearty dinner of roast beef, thereby setting your pious Brahmin ancestors back a few reincarnations, and then you’ll do physics all night. Wish I knew how you did it.” He told Kumar in detail about his conversation with the Rajah.“I wonder,” he finished, “whether your and Gus’s gadget mightn’t be the source of these rumors about an atomic-power gun.”


      Kumar frowned thoughtfully.“I don’t see how—it’s not anything like that. Unless—Gus has a girl-friend, you know.”


      “What! That old coot?”


      “Sure; the prettiest little Asokori you ever saw. I say, Fernando, you must come down and see our gadget, even if you are busy.”


      “Well—I’ll try to. But I’ve got work to do tonight.”


       


      BROWN was just finishing the last paper at midnight, when his telephone rang. He flicked the switch on his wrist. When the excited voice from the receiver on his shoulder calmed down enough to be intelligible, it identified itself as that of Brahispati, the chief engineer of the Asokore Municipal Lighting System.“They tried to steal my new generators!” the voice shrilled.


      “What?” said Brown.“You mean those four new generators you ordered from Madras? Who tried to steal them? And how in hell can anybody steal a three-ton generator anyway? You. can’t carry it under your coat.”


      “I tell you. They—I don’t know who they were—had a truck, maybe two trucks. The generators came today, and were sitting on a flat-car in the railroad yard. And tonight these—” here the telephone crackled with Urdu obscenity “—sneaked into the yard, and slugged the watchman, and tried to hoist the generators off the car onto the trucks. They used the yard crane, but in the darkness they did something wrong, and they dropped the first one they hoisted. The casing is cracked!” Brahispati sounded as if he were about to weep, “And—you know the hardware shop across the street from the depot? The cashier was down there going over the books, and he heard the noise and gave the alarm. But the thieves had disappeared, with their trucks, by the time the police came. My beautiful new generator—”


      Brown finally convinced the overwrought engineer that he, Brown, had no idea what this bizarre theft meant, and went to bed swearing. Things got loonier and loonier. He wondered if he’d been wise to give up his good job at Schenectady (he was a steam turbine engineer) to come and exec in this goofy little Hindu hill kingdom. It was probably his unfortunate habit of accepting responsibilities that nobody else wanted that had gotten him into this. Maybe it would have been better if the British had stayed in India, after all, though Brown had always sympathized with the Indians’ feelings on the subject.


      THE next morning he had hardly gotten through his mail when he had the job of placating one of the more temperamental members of his staff.“I’m sorry, Martha,” he said, “but all the labs on the east side were spoken for long ago. But look here: Tukharev and Lowrie haven’t installed half their junk yet. If the view means so much to you, why don’t you try your feminine wiles on them? Maybe one of them would be willing to switch. I admit the Scotchman’s a hard case, but you shouldn’t have much trouble with the sentimental Nikolai.”


      Miss Martha Livengood drew herself up, every inch a Bostonian.“Why—at my age—you suggest—” She saw he was trying not to laugh, and went on: “That’s a splendid idea, Fernando. Now if you’ll just help me select the right lipstick and underthings—” Brown’s ears became pink. She continued: “Seriously, I didn’t know we were going to move into these new laboratories for a month, and I’ve been so busy with my fleas and lice —I’ve had six entirely new mutations—” Somebody’s hoarse yell ended the discourse.


      Brown’s desk drawer flew open to the touch of a button, and his static pistol was in his hand. When he got to the source of the sound, Kumar and Quesada were looking at a six-foot cobra on the floor of the latter’s lab. The snake’s head was smashed to jelly, but its body still twitched. The little Filipino held the broken half of a mop-handle. -Now that the danger was over, a reaction had begun to seize Quesada; he looked as though he were going to faint.


      “Better come down and have a drink, Juan/’ Brown told him. Then Brown’s eyes strayed to the ventilator inlet in the concrete wall.“So that’s where they come from! Stand clear, everybody!” The pistol purred for a tenth of a second as its ultra-violet beam sought the ventilator, and cracked piercingly as the blue streak of the charge followed the ionized path. The visible half of the second snake’s body exploded into fragments.


      “Damn!” said Brown, “The place must be impregnated with cobras. The ventilating system goes all over the building; we’ll have to clear everybody out.”


       


      EXTERMINATION took the rest of the morning. When Brown settled into his chair after lunch, he found Maganlal Vora, the janitor, extending one of the laboratory’s printed forms, “I theenk, Sair, we have extirpated the ophemophidia. Here is a leest; any others will have been slain by the gas.”


      Brown read the neat typing: ” 1 spotted viper; 4 Russell’s viper; 9 common cobra; 16 banded krait; 2 harmless.” Vora coughed deprecatingly.“I theenk those harmless ones are put in by mistake. Someone was inefficient.”


      “Think we ought to send in a complaint about inferior merchandise?”


      “Ah, no, Sair, it is a small matter— only two out of thairty-two. Next time perhaps.” Brown looked hard at his dignified janitor; he could never be sure whether Vora was being serious. Vora, loftily deferential as ever, withdrew, and Brown, hoping he’d seen the last of these distractions to the orderly running of a laboratory, settled down to work.


      But events were really just getting into their stride. In a few minutes General Dubin burst in. The heavy-set commander-in-chief of the Palestinian mercenaries was in field uniform, and was looking even glummer than was his normal wont.“The Rajah’s gone,” he snapped.“He and his gang, including his royal guard, just weren’t there this morning. When did you see him last?”


      Brown told him.“Why didn’t you telephone, Stanley?”


      The general made the short barking noise generally described as a mirthless laugh.“Have you tried ‘phoning in the last couple of hours?”


      “No.” Brown flicked the switch on his wrist and dialed Chief Engineer Brahispati’s number. The receiver on his shoulder crackled.


      “Interference,” said Dubin.“The whole system’s out of commish. I got Shastri to order the militia mobilized. Something’s going to pop, but I don’t know when or where. All I can do is see that my tanks and ‘planes are in order, and that the charging-stations for the static-gun condensers are working. Can’t you scientific wizards help us out? All the police have been able to uncover is a rumor about some sort of atomic pow—”


      “Stop it!” yelled Brown.“Stop, Stanley! The next guy that asks me about an atom-gun is going to have to eat my slide-rule, glass and all.” He told Dubin about the ubiquitous rumors on the subject that he had encountered.“We’d like to help you out, Stan, but we’re not doing anything in the way of atomic power. We haven’t the equipment, and Kumar’s the only one of us with enough knowledge of physics.”


      The glum general chewed the ends of his mustache.“Maybe it would have been better if you’d put some time in on means of destroying your fellow-man, instead of being so noble and constructive. You humanitarians put through a program for uplifting the masses, and forget all about the toes you’re going to step on in the process. And then when the owners of the toes—”


      A Palestinian soldier, hung with gadgets, knocked and entered. Dubin frowned at the paper that was handed him.“Hm,” he said, “an army of undetermined strength has appeared in the Eastern Department with tanks, artillery, and aircraft. We’ll have to move quickly. Good bye, Fernando. If you do invent an atom-gun, let me know. Maybe I should have stayed in Palestine and been a rabbi, like my father wanted me to.” He shook hands and clicked off down the corridor.


       


      GENERAL DUBIN had laid his plans well, for within two hours the long line of trucks, tanks, and armored motorcycles was roaring out of town eastward. As the last of the column got into motion, an airplane snored over from the east and loosed a bomb, which blew a suburban bungalow skywards, then whipped into a turn as two Palestinian machines swooped at it. An antiaircraft battery crashed, and a puffy black cloud appeared in front of the insurgent machine. As it popped out on the far side its engine died. (The black cloud was emery powder. ) But with a grunt the ‘plane belched a streamer of flame and smoke aft, and raced off out of sight on its rocket-jets.


      Brown collected his staff and announced that they were going to work out a program of military research. The staff seemed more concerned by the fact that most of their laboratory assistants were being called up for the militia, and Brown had to remind them that their jobs and perhaps their lives depended on the defeat of the Rajah’s attempted coup.


      After it was over, Benoy Kumar came up and urged Brown to come down to the hippopotamus-farm.“I think maybe Gus and I have something for you,” he said mysteriously.


      “You mean for military purposes? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”


      “I did, but you were busy. And we didn’t know what it would do until a couple of days ago, and we only figured out how to make it work last night, “


      So Brown went. As they let themselves into the farm, Scheherazade, the queen of the herd, recognized Brown as a friend and started toward him, opening her gargantuan mouth expectantly. Brown hoisted himself on the steel bars of the fence and yelled “Gus! O-o-oh Gus!”


      From behind the trees came a voice: “Hey, is that you, Fernando? All right, Scheherazade, you come here!” The hippopotamus waddled off.


      “Gus!” shouted Brown, “How many times have I told you to keep your pets away from the gate? First thing you know one of ‘em will step on a visitor’s foot, and we’ll have a damage suit. Or a visitor will get scared and run out leaving the gate open, and the hippos’ll clean out every melon patch in ten miles. Or Scheherazade will get me against the fence and lean, and I don’t think that would do me any good!”


      Gus Gillenhaal, the pink top of his skull showing through his sparse yellow-white hair, apologized’ profusely, promising that an extra fence would be built, and so forth. Brown, who had heard all this before, walked on up the path; the Swede, arms still gyrating, followed.“And you know, Fernando, my Scheherazade wouldn’t a fly hurt, and we got an order from Bengal for six hippos for canal-clearance, and with a couple more like that we show a profit for the year, and that Tamil boy of mine is run off again, and…”


       


      INSIDE the rambling concrete structure that served Gillenhaal as dispensary for his charges, shop, laboratory, and living-quarters, Kumar picked off the work-bench, littered with tools and a vast tangle of wire, something that looked like a flashlight with a pistol grip. “This is the gadget,” he said; “If you’ll sit down, Fernando, I’ll explain.


      “Gus and I thought we were inventing something new in photosynthesizers, to see if maybe we couldn’t make a synthetic virus or something. But we found that, if you can form carbon-linkages with ultraviolet radiation, you can also break them down. The carbon-hydrogen bond isn’t a very strong one, you know. You look at the heat of formation of the commoner hydrocarbons; they’re all relatively near zero. Methane is about plus 20 kilogram-calories per gram-molecule; ethylene is about minus 6, compared to plus 94 for carbon dioxide and plus 69 for water.


      “It’s mostly a matter of finding just the right wave-length. It has to be a certain function of the orbits of the outer electrons of carbon and hydrogen. But once you have that, you don’t need much power. You turn your beam on, and if it hits an organic substance all the carbon-hydrogen bonds on the surface break, and you get a lot of free monatomic hydrogen floating around. That’s about the most inflammable substance there is, so you don’t have to worry any more about where the rest of your energy is coming from. The combustion of the hydrogen supplies that—poof!”


      “I see,” said Brown.“That’s how these stories of an atomic gun have gotten around, though your device works by purely molecular reactions.”


      It was getting dark inside, and Gillenhaal flicked the light switch. Nothing happened. Muttering something about fuses, the Swede disappeared, leaving Kumar and Brown to discuss the possibilities of the projector. In a few moments he was back.“It’s funny,” he said, “but our power seems to be shut off. All the fuses are okay, and to make sure I tried out some of the extras.”


      Before he could be answered, there was a rapid series of concussions, faint with distance. The sound swelled as they listened.


      Gillenhaal said: “I think that means the Rajah has pulled one of his little yokes. What do we do, Fernando?”


      Brown stepped to the door for a look citywards. Something woke to life and raced clown the path. Brown yelled “Stop!” and felt for a non-existent static pistol. Never having formed the habit of gun-toting, he had left his weapon at the laboratory. But Benoy Kumar pushed him roughly aside from behind and fired twice. The gate clanged, and the hippopotami burbled with fright. Kumar fired again; the discharge grounded on a gate-bar with a shower of sparks.


      “Damn!” said the physicist.“I need practice. But all I could see in this twilight was a shirt and a pair of shorts going—how do you say—Hell-bent for election. Probably —royalist spy. Where’s your car, Fernando? Mine’s at the gar-age.”


      “Lent mine to Tukharev,” replied Brown.“What do you need to make that gadget work?”


      “A few volts a. c. or d. c, to turn the generator and heat up the tube—oh, Lord!”


      “Huh?”


      “The power’s off, probably all over the city, and we haven’t a dry-cell in the place. We’ve been using current from the labs for experimenting, and that little motor-generator set.”


      “Well, come on, then,” said Brown; “There are plenty of cells in the labs.”


       


      BROWN found the gate locked. Turning to Gillenhaal, he snapped: “Gus, did you leave the key in the lock again?”


      “Yudas, Fernando, I’m sorry, but you see—”


      “Never mind. Where’s the spare?”


      “J lost it last month–I been meaning to have another made—”


      Brown cocked a fist and almost let fly at the hippopotamus-breeder. But he controlled himself.“Have you forty feet of rope that we could throw over the fence?”


      “I don’t think so,” said Gillenhaal.“But wait—I got an idea.” He bellowed “Scheherazade!” There was a snuffling in the dusk, and his special pet waddled up.“See?” Gillenhaal indicated the gate.“Push!”


      The hippo put her vast nose to the bars and pushed. The tortured steel groaned but held. A second attempt also failed.


      “Looks like it don’t—wait! I got another idea.” Gillenhaal ran back to the building, and reappeared with a hypodermic syringe the size of a small fire-extinguisher.


      “Just happened to have some adrenalin,” he explained.“The normal human dose for stimulus is around fifteen minims; Scheherazade weighs 3, 240 pounds; that divided by 180 means 600 minims. Somebody please hold a match. Good.” Scheherazade winced as the needle sank into her neck, but Gillenhaal soothed her.“Now we got to wait a few minutes for the effect.”


      Brown listened impatiently to the symphony of explosions and static discharges. The night-glow of Asokore City was missing but the flicker of guns showed over the trees. At last Gillenhaal said : “Scheherazade! Here, push!”


      Scheherazade lunged friskily at the bars. The steel bent; Gillenhaal shouted encouragement; and the hinges gave way. The hippo pitched forward and lay panting.“Poor girl!” said her master, “I bet your nose got permanent grooves in it. Tomorrow I fix it. Where now, yentlemen?”


      Three blocks from the laboratory they stopped as a beam from a searchlight on a truck illuminated the buildings. Men were jumping out of trucks and spreading out, directed by officers with flashlights. Somebody banged on the laboratory doors and shouted in Urdu.


      “Turbans!” said Brown.“That means Avanend’s private army; they’re the only ones who wear ‘em.”


      As the royalist forces spread through the surrounding blocks, the three men beat a hasty retreat, cutting across vacant lots.“Our friends are back there in the city,” said Brown; “I’d like to get ‘em out, but how we could do it with one static pistol—” He cursed softly.


       


      THEY were well out on the highway to Madras. A car stopped near them with a squeal of tires. Its headlights were out; the driver was evidently using night-goggles. A spotlight beam stabbed out, and a voice said in Urdu: “Stand, you three! We want a look at you.” Then it changed to English.“Why Meestair Brown! A pleasant surprise. General Avanend said to look for—”


      Crack! Kumar whisked the static gun from behind his back and fired. The light vanished, and while glass tinkled on the road, the three men bolted into the woods. Behind them the blue crackling fingers of static discharges explored the bush. One struck a tree near them and showered them with fragments. Brown got a beetle down the neck of his sport shirt, but it had been safely electrocuted. He was more concerned with the possibility of stepping on a krait than of being hit; he knew that it would take some seconds for the royalists’ eyes to become adapted to the ghostly images in the infra-red goggles.


      The crackling bolts and sounds of pursuit died away. After a while they came to a dirt road.


      Gillenhaal said: “This goes on for about five kilometers, and yoins the Madras Highway. If we went along it until we found Dubin’s army, maybe we could do something.”


      “Good idea,” said Brown.“We’d best step on it. Those birds back there will report to headquarters and send a posse out after us. Hope your bolt burned out their car’s wiring, Ben.”


      “A posse?” said Kumar vaguely.


      “Search party with hostile intentions. It’ll take a couple of days for us to walk to Dubin, but maybe we can get a lift.”


      “If you don’t mind,” said Kumar, “I’d rather not get any lifts before daylight. I want to know who’s offering the ride.”


      FOUR hours later they were still plod-ding through the dust, and the other two commented sarcastically on Gillenhaal’s idea of five kilometers. A spot of light sent them into the bush; it was made by an Asokori sweeping the ground in front of him with a flashlight for snakes as he walked. When they came out of the shrubbery he almost took to his heels, but Kumar assured him that no violence impended.“We only wanted a light,” said the physicist.“We came away without our cigarette-lighters.”


      The Asokori, still suspicious, produced his lighter, and Kumar, offered him a cigarette and asked him how far it was to the Madras highway.


      “Just a few hundred meters—I just came that way. Watch yourself when you get on the road; I was stopped twice by cars full of royalists. My name’s Bhasa, Mohandas Bhasa. My cousin and I run a fruit-stand on the highway. I’ve just been down to my cousin’s house listening to the war-news on the radio, but we couldn’t hear much because each side was blanketing the other’s waves. Those dogs of royal—” He broke off, suddenly fearful again.“Which—which side are you on?”


      “Same as yours, brother,” Brown told him.“We’re here because those dogs chased us.”


      “That’s fine! I was scared for a minute. But if I didn’t have a family I’d enlist in the Parliamentary militia tomorrow. My nephew’s going. Yes Sir, the only way we common people can keep their liberties is to fight for them! What’s your name, please? You’re a foreigner, aren’t you? I thought so…”


      Brown, when he had a chance, introduced himself and his companions.


      “Not the Brown? The Laboratory Director? Sir, this is a great pleasure, and an honor, if I may say so…”


      Kumar waited until their new friend stopped for breath, and asked if he could buy the flashlight.


      “Well—you’d be welcome to it; I wouldn’t think of taking money—but the snakes, you know—my poor aunt’s sister-in-law stepped on a krait one night, and she was dead before they got the serum to her—I’ll tell you what; walk back to my house with me, and I’ll make you a present of the light!”


      Brown hated to spend the time, but he didn’t want to antagonize the man, who would be only too anxious to tell people about having met them anyway. So they retraced their steps, the garrulous Bhasa pouring out his interminable stream of Urdu. He was so glad to meet the great Director Brown and his co-workers, because he had an idea he’d long wanted to submit them. It was a scheme for exterminating venomous snakes; briefly, it comprised injecting mice with some sort of poison, and releasing them for the snakes to prey upon. It would of course have to be harmless to the mice. No, he didn’t know of such a poison, but the great scientists at the laboratories would, no doubt.


      Kumar said, gravely, “A very interesting idea, Mr. Bhasa. I’ll look into it. It has just one weakness in its present form; it wouldn’t spare the harmless snakes, which are economically valuable. However, if we can find a poison that will distinguish between snakes and mice, we ought to be able to fix the other difficulty.” (Brown hoped Bhasa wouldn’t know he was being kidded. Benoy Kumar took an impish delight in skating on thin ice. )


      When they reached Bhasa’s bungalow, the Asokori gave them the light with a ten-minute speech of presentation. They broke away finally after swearing him to secrecy.“Whew!” said Brown.“And I always thought Nick Tukharev was a talker! We’d best find a hideaway to tinker with your gadget.”


       


      THEY settled in a clump of trees in the angle between the dirt road and the Madras Highway. After a few minutes of tinkering, Kumar said sadly, “We need two lights, Fernando. When we take the cell out of this one for the projector, we can’t use it to see what we’re doing.”


      Brown yawned.“It’ll be light in a couple of hours. You go ahead and work” on it; I’m going to sleep.”


      … A rajah as big as an elephant was chasing Brown who was riding a hippopotamus. Now and then the beast rolled an eye back and said in a strong Swedish accent “I vant to lie down yust a minute.” Brown was trying to adjust a heat-ray device to blast the rajah who was gaining on him, but to work it he had to wind a long wire into a coil. And every time he got the thing almost wound it would pop out of his fingers. Finally it got altogether out of control and coiled around him and his mount. The hippo tripped and fell, pitching Brown off. He bounced up—up— “If I can only stay up,” he said aloud.“But no, I’m falling—” The rajah’s face rushed up at him, to dissolve into that of his star physicist, grinning foxily.


      “Wake up, Fernando!” he said.“It’s almost daylight; We’re going to try the gadget.”


      Gillenhaal aimed the device at a small bush and clicked the switch. Brown noticed the faint sparkle of burning dust-particles along the path of the beam; the bush went’ floomp and exploded into flame.


      “If we had some breakfast,” said Brown, “we could cook it. We’d better put that fire out.”


      It was done, and they cautiously walked up to the highway. Up the road a hundred meters was a parked car, and near it were four royalists eating.


      They crept half the distance through the edge of the woods, and Gillenhaal aimed at the back of a fat royalist who was just raising a coffee-cup. The man shrieked once from the cloud of flame and smoke that enveloped him. The others stared; then another one of them went up. The remaining two leaped for the car; one of them made it. As the machine started with a roar, Gillenhaal aimed at it. There was another burst of flame as paint and tires oxidized. The car wove out of sight over the next rise.


      They ran after it, Brown not enjoying the sight of the three black things beside the road. When they reached the crest they saw the car standing in the road with one door open, its paint still smouldering. There was no driver.


      “There he goes!” said Kumar. A receding spot far down the highway dwindled to nothing.“Another royalist on a motorcycle came along and picked him up. They’ll have a—a reception committee waiting for us.”


      “And,” said Brown, “we’d better find a suitable place to receive their greeting.”


      THEY settled themselves in the edge of a wood. Below the birds’ morning concert and the chatter of monkeys they could hear the faint rumble of battle from the city. Evidently the garrison was holding out.


      Brown adjusted a listening-device looted from one of the dead royalists.“Quiet, everybody,” he said.“Damn those birds; they sound like the Ride of the Valkyries. I can hear a line of trucks, I think, coming this way.”


      “They’re stopping,” he said.“They ought to be just out of sight. I can hear their shoes hitting the asphalt.”


      They waited. A dozen men, widely spaced, appeared over the rise. The rising sun reddened their brown faces.


      Brown whispered: “Hand me those binoculars, Ben. Yes, they’re just scouting. Let ‘em have it, Gus. Get those across the road, too.”


      Gillenhaal aimed—and a man became a torch. There were shouts; the monkeys’ chatter ceased abruptly. Another man was incinerated, then a third. The rest returned the way they had come, with haste.


      “This isn’t as kvick as I’d like,” complained Gillenhaal.“You got to hold it on them a second or so.”


      Over the rise came three tanks, and behind them a line of men three meters apart. Brown said: “All right, Gus/1 The nearest tank glowed with sparks; then a thin sheet of flame floomped over it. It changed course, firing wildly, and stopped. Its hatch flew open, and the crew boiled out and ran. The other tanks roared at them. One threw a suddenly sputtering track and stopped, and its crew went away. The third whirled about, zig-zagged off, and turned over, its tracks still moving. Brown muttered: “Must have been using a tung-oil paint on those things, and synthetic-rubber tracks. Most of the rubberoids won’t burn, but they’ve got plenty of hydrogen in them.”


      Officers ran up and down the line of men, threatening and exhorting. Flup! flup! man after man became a yellow flare. Then there was only a line of mushrooms of black smoke, swelling lazily over the bodies of those who had not been able to get away,


      IT WAS quiet again; a bird resumed his song. Small grass-fires smouldered; they crackled cheerfully as a breeze sprang up and the grass-stems nodded.


      Two jarring explosions came over the rise, followed instantly by a wheet-bam! wheet-bam! as the shells crashed into the trees. Brown said, “Field-howitzers, I think; about four centimeters.” The guns cracked again, and they could hear an airplane motor overhead.


      Brown through the glasses saw movements in the grass that betokened the crawling of men. A black speck caught his eye; he made out an infra-red detector on a little tripod. He could just see the motion of the hand of the man lying behind it, as he turned the crank that traversed the instrument. Brown thought, with ail those fires he’ll get a positive reading every few degrees.


      The shells shrieked and exploded. One deafeningly heaved up a truckload of dirt near them; clods spattered through the leaves above.


      The crawling men began to rise far enough to clear the muzzles of their static guns, and long blue flashes sought the edge of the wood. The grass intercepted most of the discharges as effectively as would a concrete wall, but some came close enough to make the men jump as the electric surge jerked their muscles.


      “Can only see them when they rise up to skoot,” said Gillenhaal.“Silly thing about those static guns: no good for skooting through grass.”


      “Can you give a slow traverse?” asked Brown.“We’ll have to burn them out.”


      “Try to.” The Swede pivoted like a man panoraming with a hand movie-camera. With a low roar a broad band of flame marched down the field. As the first thick cloud of smoke billowed up, the three caught glimpses under it of a few men running back over the rise. The guns did not fire again.


      Brown looked at his watch.“Six-thirty-five,” he announced, “and the airplanes seem to have gone away. Ben, suppose you take the glasses up a tree for a look.”


      Presently Kumar called, “Can’t see anybody. The two howitzers are standing in the field, with a lot of stuff lying around as if it had been dropped in a hurry.”


      “Guess they’ve pulled foot,” said Brown.“Wonder if there’s any food in the junk they dropped?”


      Thirty minutes later they sat around a little blaze, started with the indispensable projector, and toasted royalist rolls on sticks. Smoke from the grass fire drifted into the wood and made their eyes water.


      “I’m sorry for those fellows,”. said Brown; “They were brave men, but they just couldn’t face an unknown weapon. But one shell, or a whiff of gas, would have finished us. And a good coat of inorganic enamel would protect a tank from your weapon. Of course we needn’t tell anybody that, yet.” His telephone tinkled.


      “Hello,” said the voice, “Brown? This is Dubin.”


      “Hey, Stanley! How come service has been restored?”


      “The royalists besieging Asokore City quit, and the people got the auxiliary station going. Where are you, and what in hell’s this heat-ray or atom-gun that you said you didn’t have?”


      “We’re near the village of Little Kurnool,” Brown told him, “and we just invented the device. I’ll tell you about—”


      “Wait a minute,” said the general. After a pause, he barked, “The royalists up here are surrendering too! I’ll call you back.”


       


      THEY finished breakfast before the “phone rang again. Dubin sounded more excited than Brown had ever heard him. He even sounded cheerful.“When you burnt up the party that was sent out to get you, Avanend was watching the whole performance in his televisor, or what he could see of it, as the telecaster was mounted on a truck over the hill. Then when the detachment came back, scared to death, they spread a rumor among his troops that you had atomic power after all. And the troops decided that fighting was no fun under those circumstances, and either started home or surrendered. Some of the officers tried to make them go on fighting, but they were —ah— liquidated. Then when the insurgents up here got word of what had happened, they did the same thing. They even turned the Rajah over to us.


      “You see, Fernando, as nearly as I can make out, atomic power was in back of the whole thing. The Rajah’s been scheming for years to get back some of the power his ancestors held; he’d even have called the British back if he could.


      “The Rajah was afraid that if the parliamentary government got hold of such a weapon, he wouldn’t have a chance. You told him that you weren’t working on it, and you also mentioned the great power that would be required. Then Brahispati, the engineer of the lighting system, bought those four new generators for his power-plant. The Rajah heard of their arrival, and inferred that you’d lied to him, and that the generators were really for your atomic power. He’s such a liar himself that he never credits anybody else with telling the truth.


      “He figured he’d have to act quickly, and he had his puppet Avanend send a gang of his cutthroats to steal the generators. That didn’t work, so there seemed to be nothing for him to do but a putsch. He started the main uprising here, and had Avanend hide his private army in the game-reserve, to attack the city when our forces had been drawn away. Then he’d have control of the generators, which are what he was most afraid of.”


      Brown chuckled.“Stanley! I can’t explain the apparatus over the ‘phone, but I’ll tell you that it does use an electric generator—a little one-mouse-power affair the size of a golf-ball!”


      “Mp! You damn scientists. Anyway, Fernando, I’ll fly down to Asokore City to straighten things there this morning, and meanwhile I’ll have a truck sent out from the city to pick you up. So long.”


      As the three men walked toward the highway, the smoke made them cough. Brown said, “Jeepers, I almost forgot.” He dialled.“Hello, Little Kurnool City Hall? Director Brown calling the mayor. Hello, Mr. Gopal? Yes, I’m alive… The shooting you heard was some royalists. They’re gone now. Say, I’m afraid we started a rather bad grass fire in the course of the fighting. Better send some of your boys over to put it out. Okay, don’t mention it. “


       


    


    

      3. INVADERS FROM NOWHERE


       


      Chapter I. The Crusading Alans


       


      WILLARD BUTLAND did not yet know about the Alans as he surveyed Antonio’s with riotous distaste. The proprietor had called the restaurant that to distinguish it from the seven Manhattan restaurants named Tony’s. Butland would have called the place a den of iniquity—or perhaps a sink of iniquity; more picturesque—except for the fact that the word “iniquity” was, to his lay friends and acquaintances in the States, a comic one. This fact distressed Willard Butland. To him, iniquity was not at all a light matter. He often wrestled with his soul on the question, to why resolved: that is was unreasonable to spend his young life carrying the gospel to the heathen of India when so many of his godless fellow-Americans were in obviously greater need of it.


      For instance, he thought, coughing from the smoke of the vile weed, there was his cousin Rex Piper across the table. Rex Piper was tall, thin, and dark, whereas Willard Butland was of medium height, plump, and sandy, with adolescent freckles lingering on a stub-nose of the kind one sees on funny-paper characters. Rex Piper would have called Antonio’s a joint or dive, though the place with its orderly clientele and handsome modern furnishings did not deserve such contumely.


      Rex Piper looked up from his highball and said: “Hi, Kitty!”


      A tall, professionally good-looking brunette came over and sat down. She said: “Hello, Rex.” She looked at Willard Butland’s glass of milk and added: “So I’m not the only milk-drinker. Order me one too, Rex darling.”


      Piper introduced his cousin to Miss Kitty Blake. He added in a stage-whisper: “Her name’s really Ophelia but people make too many jokes about it.”


      Butland frowned in honest puzzlement.“I think Ophelia’s a pretty name, and I don’t see how anyone could make a joke out of it.” He said hopefully to the girl: “You don’t drink?”


      “No. I’m in the stage-show at the Megapolitan, and I have to keep in shape. But just you wait till my vacation!”


      “Oh,” said Butland.“I thought you might have a higher reason.”


      The girl looked at him, then at Piper. She said: “Say, what is he?”


      “Will’s an authority on Sin.”


      “Really?” said Kitty.“That must be interesting. Mr. Butland, what kinds have you tried lately?”


      Willard Butland reddened. Piper said: “He doesn’t practice Sin; at least he’s never been caught at it. He tries to extirpate it. Missionary. We were arguing on the subject of Sin when you came in. You know: If God made everything, and if everything He made was good, how come Sin into God’s good world?”


      “I told you,” said Butland patiently, “God made man capable of choosing between good and evil, so he has a chance to earn his salvation—”


      “Good Mohammedan doctrine” said Piper.


      “Mohammedan!” said Butland.“The only good ideas those bloodthirsty heathens ever had were borrowed from Christianity—”


      Then the Alans appeared, and neither the serious missionary nor the cynical chemist nor the blithe chorine thought about Sin for some time.


      THE manner of the Alan’s arrival was upsetting: one minute they were not there; the next they were, in a solemn black-and-white row on the unoccupied half of the red imitation-leather crescent around the table.


      The three newcomers were about the size of people, and had a similar number of most things. They had projecting, upturned noses and hairless tails. They wore shoes on their feet, gloves on their four digit-hands, and large muffs on their ears. The effect was strikingly like that of a trio of Mickey Mice.


      One of the things said: “Holl dool youl dool?”


      Butland asked the girl: “Do you see them too?”


      “I’m afraid so. Maybe we’d better ask Rex.”


      “He can’t help. He’s been drinking.”


      “Drinking!” snorted Piper.“One highball, and he calls it drinking—”


      The thing repeated: “Holl dool youl dool?”


      “Uh—very well, thanks,” said Piper.“And you?”


      The thing hesitated. It unzippered a pocket in what appeared to be its skin, and brought out a small book. It leafed through this, and replied: “Very vell, I thank youl. Is this thee Earth?”


      The waiter arrived with Kitty’s milk. He set it down with obsequious cordiality. He had started to leave before he took a good look at the visitors. He continued to depart, but slowly, staring back “like one who on a lonely road doth walk in fear and dread…”


      “Is this thee Earth?” repeated the thing.


      “That’s what we call it,” said Piper.


      “The city of Nil York?”


      They nodded helplessly.


      The thing studied its book, and said: “We are friends. See!” It opened another pocket in itself and brought out three small objects that looked like magnifying-glasses. It handed them around.“These are for youl.”


      Butland put his glass to his eye. He almost dropped the object. The glass made everything seen through it semitransparent. The partition that separated their table from the next disappeared almost; Butland could see the people at the next table, and through them to the next, and so on until people, walls and furniture merged into a dim blur. Will Butland looked sideways through the glass at Kitty Blake. He quickly looked elsewhere, and worried a little about whether that look would damage his chances of salvation.


      THE thing that had done all the talking asked: “Is this thee city with thee temple of Ng?” The last word was pronounced like “sing” without the “si.”


      Butland asked: “Who or what is Ng?”


      Another thing, the smallest of the three, spoke up: “Ng is thee sovereign of thee ulniverse. He made thee egg from vich thee ulniverse was hatched, and himself brolke thee shell. In my humble vay I serve him—”


      “Some false god of theirs,” said Butland lightly.“I’ll—ouch!” He bent over and rubbed his shin and looked reproachfully at Rex Piper.


      Piper said: “Would you mind telling us who and what you are?”


      The giver of the glasses said: “I am Zrap. Ve are Alans.”


      Kitty Blake said: “I thought Alans were members of a Scythian tribe whose descendants live in the Caucasus Mountains.”


      “What?” cried Butland.“How would you happen to know that?”


      She turned on him.“So because I dance for a living, you don’t think I know anything, Mr. Butland? Thank you, I’ve got a degree from Radcliffe—”


      “Here, here,” said Piper.“Let’s let our friends go on with their story.”


      Zrap continued: “Ve are from thee planet Ala. Since in thee English language youl make Culbans from Culba and Australians from Australia, ve thought you vould understand if ve made Alans from Ala. Ve are traveling throughl thee serial ulniverses, and ve stopped at this one because ve vere told that Ng is vorshipped here. This—” He indicated the middle-sized Alan “is Vlik, whool represents our government. This—” He indicated the smallest Alan, “is Sfong. He is vot—hoo—wot—what you vould call a missionary.” As they talked, the Alans’ accents rapidly disappeared.


      Butland started off: “We’ve got enough false g—” before another kick from Piper silenced him.


      “Where’s this Ala?” asked Kitty.


      “Right here,” said Zrap.


      “I don’t see it.”


      “Of course you do not. It is in one term of the series of universes, just as the Earth is in another. We, the Alans, knol holl—know how to pass from each term to the next. The natives of the different terms are often surprised to see us.”


      Kitty asked: “Is Zrap your full name, Mr. Zrap?”


      “No, it is Zrap Hlef Pfiln Gofalt Rim Byelning Vrulk Hsingong Gzhipnik Srolb Ngulp Bvolndam Ringgup. That is a short name where we come from. Now, if you please, will you lead us to your Senator?”


      The people frowned. Piper said: “Our senator? We’ve got two, Murray and Dahl, but they’re not—”


      Zrap continued unruffled: “We mean, the head officer of the Earth.”


      Piper answered: “No such thing. There were one or two guys who thought they’d like to be, but they’re dead.”


      “You mean here is no one head officer of the planet? Then we will see the one who is head of this political unit.”


      Kitty said: “I’ll have to leave; the next floor-show goes on pretty soon.”


      “No,” said Zrap softly.“You will not leave, madame.” And the Alan looked at the girl. Kitty sat where she was. An expression of horror came over her face.


      “Say,” said Piper belligerently, “You can’t—” The eyes were turned on him and on Butland. Willard Butland felt a fearful terror steal over him: a deadly, choking, nauseating fear that was all the worse for not being fear of any particular thing. After a few agonizing eras it left him.


      Piper said feebly: “The government’s in Washington.”


      “Then,” purred the Alan, “you will take us to Washington.”


       


      Chapter II. The Great God Ng


       


      THEY rose and paraded out, all six.


      The Alans attracted much attention. Willard Butland mentally went over several theories to account for his experiences. The most promising one seemed to be that there was a personal devil after all, and these were-his agents.


      Near Antonio’s stood the Megapolitan Theater. Along the nearest wall of the theater was a row of bronze frames containing advertisements of current and coming attractions.


      From one of these beamed the face of Mickey Mouse, who had entertained the old and young of five continents for nearly a century.


      The Alans saw Mickey and stopped, chattering among themselves and saying “Ng! Ng!” Zrap told their escorts: “This must be the temple of Ng that one of our intra-universal explorers reported! We must go in at once to pay our respects, and see how nearly correct his worship is.”


      In they went. Butland fumbled for ticket-money, but the Alans urged him on. They walked up to the ticket-taker, who looked horrified but did not demand tickets, and in.


      The Alans did not seem to mind being stared at. One of those who stared remarked:


      “Say, ain’t that a wonderful piece of makeup? You’d think they really was Mickey Mice!”


      When they had been seated for some minutes, Sfong the missionary said: “It is not seemly to use a temple of Ng for frivolous entertainment. I see where you poor creatures will afford a fertile field for our activities.”


      The Alans were silent until the animated cartoon appeared. Then they bounced out of their seats crying “Ng! Ng! Ng!” They pushed out to the aisle, threw themselves prone, and went through that diabolical exercise which the U. S. Army misleadingly calls the “leaning rest”; in other words, a series of pushups.


      When they had completed these they rose. Sfong said loudly: “What is the matter, people? Why do you not do obeisance to the great lord Ng?” People shushed them, and ushers came in to eject them. The first ushers went cringing away under the impact of their unexplained power to inspire fear. But the power would not, apparently, work on many ushers at a time. And there were plenty of ushers…


      The picture went off and the lights on. Zrap said something in his own language to the other Alans, and they ceased their resistance.


      The ticket-taker pointed out Kitty Blake, Piper, and Butland, who tried to look inconspicuous. They were ordered to come along.


      It was Willard Butland’s first ride in a paddy wagon. He sat on the hard, narrow seat with his head in his hands. Piper told him to cheer up. Butland moaned: “But me—of all people—”


      The Alans were quite composed. Sfong said in a kindly tone: “Do not fear, it was not your fault. It was the will of Ng. All will be well. But still I do not understand the customs of your people, to display such heathenish indifference to a cinematic representation of Ng.”


      Piper tried to explain that Mickey Mouse had been invented many decades before by a man named Disney, and that the character had no theological connotations.


      This seemed to perplex the Alan missionary more than ever.


       


      THE desk sergeant at the police station showed incredulity when confronted by the Alans, and more when they gave their names and origin. He looked them over carefully and called the zoo. The director of the zoo arrived, saw, and refused to take any responsibility for the Alans. The desk sergeant then called the commissioner. The commissioner called the mayor. The mayor called the President of the United States. The President dispatched an undersecretary of state named Wilmington Stroud to New York by airplane to look into the matter of the alleged visitors from another planet.


      By the time Wilmington Stroud arrived it was morning. Kitty Blake, Piper, and Butland were asleep on each others’ shoulders.


      The undersecretary of state was a tall, baldish man with pince-nez. He faced the Alans with a sang-froid equalling their own.“How do you do,” he said.“Am I to understand that you wish to communicate with the government of the United States?”


      The Alan named Vlik replied: “That is right. My Senator, the Great Black Father of the world of Ala, sends greetings to your Senator.” Vlik opened a pocket in his skin and took out a small black disk, which he handed to Stroud. “This is for you. You adjust for distance with that knob, and hold the device against your ear.”


      Stroud did so, then jumped.“My word! I seem to be hearing things out in the street!”


      The Alan smiled.“That is precisely what you are doing. That receiver, being set for fifty feet and aimed toward the street, hears what you would hear were you fifty feet away in that direction.”


      “Amusing,” said Stroud, and dropped the object in his pocket.“And now, my dear sirs, what other evidence have you to substantiate your story?”


      The Alans looked at one another. Vlik said: “That is easy. We will take you back to Ala with us.”


      “Oh, now really—”


      “It will not take long. Me need merely go back to the eating-place where we broke through into this universe.”


      Wilmington Stroud smiled a superior smile.“If it’s as simple as all that, I’ll give you chaps a chance to demonstrate.”


      The police-sergeant said: “Better take those three along, Mr. Stroud. If it’s a put-up job they’re in on it. They was with the Mickey Mice foist.”


      Back they went to Antonio’s, Stroud in a luxurious State Department car and the rest in the paddy-wagon.


      A man in an apron opened the door. Two other men were cleaning the floor of Antonio’s. The chairs were stacked, the tables were bare, and the restaurant— or sink of iniquity—had a cheerless air.


      The Alans found the alcove in which they had appeared. They arid the undersecretary slid themselves around the red-leather seat. The cops pushed Kitty Blake, Willard Butland, and Rex Piper toward the seat. These three protested that they did not want to go to Ala. They were forced into their places nevertheless.


      “Now,” said Zrap, “we go to Ala.”


       


      WHICH they did, just like that. The Alans gave no visible signal, and manipulated no visible gadgetry. There was no sound, no jar, no anything. Yet the sink of iniquity disappeared and was instantly replaced by an entirely different room, as quickly as a shift of scene in the movies. One second they had been in Antonio’s; the next second they were in a circular room whose yellow walls bulged outward spherically. The room contained a table, a couple of chairs, and two more Mickey Mice.


      Butland abandoned the theory that the Alans were genuine devils. This place did not look at all like Hell. It had no visible doors or windows. It was well lighted, but no lamps or other sources of illumination were visible.


      The young missionary observed with rising alarm that his companion’s color-schemes had changed in bizarre fashion. Kitty Blake’s reddish-brown hair was an unpleasant olive-green, and her skin was lemon-colored.


      He said: “Miss Blake, your hair is green.”


      Kitty Blake squeaked with dismay, then recovered herself. She said: “So’s yours. And your eyes are purple.”


      Wilmington Stroud said: “I say!” He took off his glasses and polished them. By the time he had put them back on his nose he had recovered his glacial self-possession. Rex Piper muttered something banal about going on the wagon.


      Zrap, Vlik, and Sfong talked to the two other Alans in their own language.


      Willard Butland had been moving his lips silently. He now said to his human companions: “Don’t you think we all ought to pray to God?”


      Piper shrugged.“I’m afraid this is out of Yahveh’s territory. Ng’s the boss here.”


      “Rex, you’re a hopeless—”


      “Don’t talk rot, you two,” snapped Stroud. “Nothing’s happened to us.”


      “Yet,” added Kitty Blake.


      Zrap addressed the quartet in English: “Friends, as we are back in Ala, my colleague Vlik outranks me. He will conduct you to the Great Black Father.”


      Vlik started off. The four followed him. Vlik walked toward the curved wall, on which a thin red line denned a rectangle about the size of a door. Instead of opening anything, Vlik marched through the wall and disappeared. The others halted.


      “Go on,” said Zrap.“Put your trust in Ng.”


      Stroud extended a cautious finger. It went into the wall without resistance. The undersecretary followed. So did the others.


      Butland had an instant of total darkness. Then he was in another spherical room, much like the previous one. A Mickey Mouse sat behind a desk. Vlik talked into its ear. At least, the people assumed that Vlik was the one standing; the Alans all looked as much alike as a bucketful of crabs.


       


      VLIK straightened up and said: “Friends, this is Senator of Ala, Bvin Drula Vunyup Ghob Hlong Sam Dzak Hmelk Froebvet Ing.”


      Stroud said coolly: “We’re very much honored, I’m sure. Are we supposed to bow from the waist or stand on our heads or what?”


      “No,” said Vlik.“Such punctilio is not expected of aborigines. The Senator wishes you to know that, because of our admiration for your struggle toward civilization, we have decided that you deserve a helping hand. We shall therefore establish a mission near the portal between this term of the universal series and yours, to spread the true worship of Ng among you.”


      Stroud said: “You will, eh? Very kind of you. I shall have to consult my government about that, though.”


      The two Alans spoke in their own language. Vlik said to Stroud: “That will be quite unnecessary. We shall establish the mission entirely with our own resources, without making any demands on your tribe for labor or materials or anything else.”


      “I’m afraid you don’t understand,” said Stroud.“You see my country has things called laws, which determine who is allowed to enter it and under what conditions.”


      More consultation. The whiskers that stuck out from the sides of the Alans’ noses quivered with a suggestion of amusement. Vlik said: “If your tribal government wishes to put its official approval on our acts, it is quite welcome to do so.”


      Stroud said: “My good fellow, has it occurred to you that my tribal government, as you see fit to call it, may disapprove?”


      More quivering of whiskers. Vlik said: “Disagreement between master and pupil would be unfortunate, do you not think? There is no sense in it, since we have only your best interests at heart. To convince you of this, will you step this way?”


      As they did so, wondering what was up, a section of the wall vanished, or at least became transparent. In front of them was a flat plain stretching out of sight in all directions. On it grew plants that suggested a desert: barrel-shaped spiny things. Overhead tall banks of clouds rode through a purple sky.


      “You see the plains of Ala,” said Vlik.“Now watch.”


      Over the rim of the horizon came a number of dots, which swiftly grew into armored vehicles. These rushed straight at the window. Some of them were small, and rode on a dozen doughnut-shaped wheels. Others were a thousand feet long, and were supported on a single huge belt or caterpillar track as wide as themselves. They swelled to huge size and vanished.


      Piper said: “Look as though they were doing a hundred. But I wonder how the big ones with the single track turn?”


      The Alans’ whiskers quivered. One of the large machines rushed back into view and described a wide figure-eight, throwing up clouds of sand and broken rock.


      “Now how,” said Rex Piper, “did the driver of that thing know I was going to ask that question? Are we looking at the real thing, or a movie, or what?”


      The catwhiskers trembled. Vlik said: “Look up.” The sky was filled with drifting dots. These were presumably flying machines.


       


      “WHAT’S that?” asked Kitty Blake.“A Lombardy poplar? It wasn’t there a minute ago.” She referred to a dark column that had sprung up on the horizon. Others appeared. They became larger, and were seen to be tall slender clouds of dirt thrown up by explosions. As they came closer, the four human beings gasped at their magnitude. Any one of these explosions would have wiped a terrestrial county off the face of its earth.


      The explosions came closer until the audience flinched at each one, expecting the next to blow them up. The explosions ceased, leaving the landscape dotted with pits big enough to hold a fair-sized town.


      A vast herd of animals trickled into the picture, trotting in streams of thousands of individuals around the edges of the pits, stopping intermittently to nibble at the cactus-like plants. They were nondescript, unspectacular beasts, with blunt muzzles, mule-like ears, leathery hides, large flat feet, and long thick tails. They looked somewhat like a lizard, a bear, and a rabbit rolled into one.


      Then all at once these thousands of beasts dropped dead and melted and ran down the sides of the pits. The sight was not pleasant. When the Great Black Father saw that his visitors were on the verge of digestive upsets, the wall became opaque again.


      “You see,” said Vlik, “how regrettable would be a disagreement between us.”


      “I see,” said Wilmington Stroud grimly.“What, besides the establishment of your mission, do you want of us?”


      Vlik spread his hands.“Practically nothing. Save perhaps some of the substance you call wood. The plants of our world are all soft-bodied, and we could use some of the harder woods of yours.”


      Stroud said: “With such advanced science, I don’t see why you need such an inferior material as wood.”


      “Ah, that is because wood is so common on your world that you do not appreciate its properties. We shall pay for the wood, of course, with things that you lack, such as the—I suppose you would call them parascopes and paraphones; those seeing and listening devices we have shown you.”


      “I’ll tell my government,” said Stroud noncommittally.


      “That will be fine,” beamed Vlik.“This way, if you please.” He walked through the wall again. When the others followed, they found themselves in a third spherical room with four couches and other furnishings. Vlik said: “Here you will remain for some days, as the portal is unfortunately in use. We shall return you to the earth as soon as possible.”


      Piper and Butland looked at one another. Each had a question he wanted to ask, but Butland was too inhibited a person. As Vlik’s tail w-as disappearing through the wall, Piper called: “Mr. Vlik!”


      “Yes?” The Alan’s tail vanished, and his head popped through the wall. It looked like a mounted head, except for its lively speech and expression.


      “We—uh—if you’re going to leave us here for some hours—”


      “Ah, I understand.” Vlik pointed at the opposite side of the circular room, on whose wall at once appeared a green rectangular line.“Through there.” The head vanished, leaving nothing but smooth yellow wall. Piper extended a finger. The wall was solid to the touch. He walked across the room and touched the wall within the green rectangle.


      This time his hand sank without resistance into the wall.


      “Damn clever, these Alans,” said Piper.


      “Rex,” said Butland, “I wish you wouldn’t use such language—” His three companions gave him such withering looks that he subsided.


       


      Chapter III. Hostages on Ala


       


      THEY explored the small room— spherical like the rest—beyond the green rectangle, and found it adequately furnished but without means of egress other than the marked-off section of wall through which they had entered.


      Piper said: “The walls turn solid or hot, whichever the Mickey Mice happen to want. And when you step through a wall you always find yourself in the room you happen to want to go to.”


      “Damned convenient,” said Stroud.


      Kitty Blake asked: “What are you going to do when you get back, Mr. Stroud?”


      Stroud shrugged.“Tell the President what I’ve seen.”


      “What’ll he do?”


      “How should I know? But my notion is that we’ll be very careful not to antagonize our rodent friends.”


      “Why” said Butland.


      “You saw what sort of armament they have and still you want to know why!”


      Butland persisted: “But mightn’t all that show they put on be just a show? Something done with a miniature set, like those prehistoric animals they have in movies about that absurd evolution theory?”


      “Absurd!” barked Rex Piper. But Stroud silenced him with a gesture.


      Stroud said: “That might be so. We have no way of telling. But it’s a fair inference that if they can put on such a convincing show, their science is also capable of delivering the real thing if necessary.”


      Kitty Blake said: “Mr. Butland, don’t you see a parallel between the way they’ve treated us and the way you approach your heathens in Africa or wherever it is?”


      “Not at all,” replied Butland stiffly.“I preach the true gospel, whereas these things worship a false god—”


      Stroud slapped his knee.“Of course! You’ve put your finger on it, Miss Blake. Our friend Butland gives the natives bits of cloth and glass to win their confidence; the Alans gave us those gadgets, which to them are no doubt just toys. Everything they’ve done shows that they regard themselves as vastly superior to us, with good reason.”


       


      PIPER grinned at his cousin and said: “How does it feel to be on the receiving end for once, Will?”


      Butland dissembled his indignation and asked Stroud: “What’s going to happen to the world?”


      Stroud smiled a thin, cold smile.“What usually happens to aborigines when more civilized people invade their country?”


      “We could fight.”


      “Sure. The aborigines usually do fight. But the result is the same.”


      “You think we ought to give in right at the start?”


      “What I think doesn’t matter; it’s what the President thinks after he’s received my report. But if I were in his place, I can easily imagine deciding that giving in was better than fighting a hopeless fight.”


      Butland turned to Piper, “You, Rex?”


      Piper shrugged.“Lost causes never appealed to me much, “


      “You, Miss Blake?”


      “I don’t know yet.”


      “Well,” said Butland, “that’s not how / feel about it. You can sit around and watch these heathens put up their idolatrous temples and send our peoples’ souls to perdition. But I’ll fight them every chance I get.”


      “I wouldn’t,” said Stroud.“So far they’ve threatened us with nothing worse than missionarying and a little trade. If you cause trouble, you may give them an excuse for taking us over lock, stock, and barrel.” The undersecretary got to his feet as his anger rose.“You missionary chaps cause the State Department enough headaches by sticking your noses in where you’re not wanted all over the world, and getting yourselves killed. I’ll be God-damned if I’ll let you interfere in our very delicate relations with the people of this cockeyed world of Ala.”


      That started an acrimonious argument that lasted until Kitty Blake threatened to subdue the arguers with a chair. She looked capable of doing it. She added: “Maybe it hasn’t occurred to you yaps, but the Mickeys are probably listening in on all your talk.”


      They fell silent. Even the glacial Stroud looked apologetic.“Speak of the devil,” he muttered as Vlik stuck his head through the wall.


      “Friends,” said the Alan, “I have here something wherewith you can amuse yourselves.” He handed Stroud a box.“I apologize for the delay. But you will be returned to earth as soon as the portal is clear.”


      Stroud opened the box. The other three crowded around.“Puzzles!” cried Kitty Blake. The box was in truth full of puzzles: interlocked rings, pieces of bent wire, and other contraptions designed to be taken apart and assembled with a minimum of speed and a maximum of exasperation.


      Stroud laughed shortly.“They’re consistent. Where a southern colored woman will smear her kids’ hands with molasses and give them feathers to play with, to keep them occupied, the Alans give us puzzles. Let’s see how this one works.” Wilmington Stroud interestedly picked up and fiddled with a bunch of metal pieces resembling bent nails.


       


      VLIK said: “Ah, friends, at last I am able to return you to your home universe. I am sorry that you have had such a boring wait. Will you follow me, please? Mr. Stroud first; Mr. Piper next.”


      They jumped to their feet and lined up. Stroud noted the point at which Vlik’s receding tail disappeared into the wall, and marched through. Piper followed him. Kitty Blake next in line, bumped hard into a wall that resolidified as soon as Piper had disappeared through it.


      “Damn it to Hell!” said that forthright young woman.


      “Please, Miss Blake, your language!” said Will Butland.


      Kitty Blake felt the wall to make sure it had no soft spots. Then she turned and planted her right fist in Willard Butland’s eye.“That,” she said, “is only a taste of what you’ll get if you make any more remarks about my swearing.”


      Will Butland reeled back, clapped a hand to his eye, and sat down. He felt utterly miserable; he really tried to do the right thing, and people punched him in the eye for it. It wasn’t even a man who. had hit him; any man under 200 pounds Butland could handle. In India he had once beaten an obstreperous Pathan chief into a jelly before he remembered those texts about loving one’s enemies, turning the other cheek, etc. In remorse he had then gone around to the hospital where the Pathan was recuperating, and proselytized the unfortunate chief until the Pathan turned Christian in self-defense.


      To add to Butland’s unhappiness, he could not get out of his head his cousin Rex’s remark about this universe’s being out of Yahveh’s territory. The Bible mentioned Heaven and Hell, but nothing about a series of parallel universes. Was or was not the same deity in charge of all of them? If not, then he was indeed lost and abandoned.


      “For heaven’s sake,” said Kitty Blake, “stop pacing the floor. You give me the williejitters. What’s the matter with you?”


      Butland told her. She laughed.“Will, if I hadn’t known you I wouldn’t have believed you. Here you’re imprisoned in another universe by things out of one of the late Mr. Disney’s dreams, and all you worry about is whether you have an immortal soul and if so how to save it. A big strong man like you ought to be ashamed of himself.”


      “What’s your idea, Miss—may I call you Kitty?”


      The girl laughed.“Why Mister Butland, this is so sudden!”


      “Oh, all right, make fun of me. I can take it. What I was going to ask was, why do you think we’ve been left behind?”


      “Now you’re talking sense. I’d say that they overheard us, and decided that you and I weren’t as sold on their invincibility as the other two.”


      Butland said: “They look pretty invincible to me; I just didn’t want to give up without a fight.” He stood up and began feeling around the wall. He said over his shoulder: “They probably have some perfectly simple system of dematerializing the walls…”


       


      VLIK stuck his head in.“I regret, friends, that it was not possible to send you back with your colleagues. We will tend to the matter soon. Meanwhile will you come this way to the study chambers?”


      They followed him through the wall. This time they found themselves in an unusually large sphere. It was in fact a two-story sphere, divided into upper and lower hemispheres by a great yellow disk floating unsupported. Treads and handholds allowed one to climb from the lower to the upper hemisphere through the yard-wide space between the edge of the disk and the wall of the sphere.


      They climbed to the upper story, where they were met by another Alan. Vlik said: “This is Ngat, the studier. He will study you.”


      Butland frowned.“You mean this is a laboratory?”


      “Of course! How stupid of me not to remember the name. This is the first time I have ever forgotten a word of a foreign language, once I had heard it.” Vlik stepped through the wall and disappeared.


      Butland asked: “Do you speak English?”


      “Yes,” said Ngat.“I learned it yesterday.”


      “Could you tell us how we get from one of these rooms to another?”


      “I should be glad to, but there are no words in your language to express the concepts involved.”


      “I don’t mean the theory; I’d just like to know how to do it, “


      “It is done by a special kind of thought,” said the Alan.“These objects worn over our ears amplify this thought. That is the best explanation I can give—it is like trying to explain to your pet cat how to work the locks and latches in one of your houses on earth.” The creature said this without hostility.“And now may I ask you some questions?”


       


      SOME hours later Butland remarked that both interrogatees were getting hungry. Ngat exclaimed: “Of course! It is that deplorable absentmindedness of mine.” Then Alan led them back to their room.


      Butland asked: “Don’t you take notes?”


      “For such a short little interview? No; I remember.”


      When their interrogator had gone, Kitty Blake said: “He seems like a friendly enough sort.”


      Butland replied darkly: “Never trust a heathen.”


      “Maybe he regards you as one.”


      “Then he’s ignorant.”


      “Yeah? Whose world is this, anyway?”


      “Unh.” Butland fell silent while he hunted down a small doubt roving about in his mind. When he had squashed the doubt, at least for the time being, he said: “Don’t you see, Miss—Kitty, I mean, I can’t admit any such possibility. It would mean that my whole life’s work had been wasted.”


      “Suppose it has been?”


      Butland squirmed.“You’re not deliberately torturing me, are you? No, I won’t doubt my mission. It’s my duty to make this deluded denizen of another world see the truth.”


      Kitty Blake said: “When I was a little girl, I used to argue with my brother. As I remember, the arguments usually ended up with one of us yelling ‘it is, it is, it is, ‘ and the other hollering ‘tain’t, ‘tain’t, ‘tain’t. It was good lung exercise, but it never settled anything. And most religious arguments seem to me to make just about as much sense. Goodnight.” She curled up on one of the couches. Butland had an instant of scandalized feeling. Then he adapted himself to the necessities of his situation, and went to sleep on another couch.


       


      Chapter IV. Specimens


       


      THE scientist, Ngat, called for them the next day and continued questioning. All went well until he inquired about earthly religions. Butland jumped up and gave him a hell-fire-and-damnation sermon. When he could get a word in edgewise, Ngat insisted that this would never do; Butland would have to go somewhere else so that the questioning of Kitty Blake could proceed. Butland demurred. Ngat got up and, regretfully, gave him a violent push toward the wall. Butland fell off the edge of the yellow disk that constituted the floor of the upper story of the inquisition-sphere. He threw up an arm to break the shock of hitting the wall of the sphere. But he hurtled right through. Wham!


      He was lying on the floor of the biggest sphere he had seen yet. It was divided into several stories. Each one was full of exhibits. It was evidently a museum.


      An Alan helped Butland up. It said: “Did you trip? I was expecting you, but I did not think you would arrive so precipitously.”


      Butland gave up trying to figure out the rationale of this world, where nothing seemed to follow the ordinary sequence of cause and effect. He let the Alan—an assistant of some sort of Ngat—show him the exhibits in the cases.


      One series of cases held a row of things that were Alans at one end and lizardlike things at the other.


      “Evolution,” said the Alan.“These are reconstructions of our remote ancestors. Do you understand?”


      “Unh.” Here too, the godless delusion of evolution was held! Butland did not have the energy to argue the matter though. Suppose he asserted the world had been created in six days, as he had really believed; what would he say when his guide brought up the fact that this was another world?


      “This,” said the guide as they climbed to another floor, “is an exhibit of forms of life from other terms of the universal series—of which your universe is one.” There were a lot of cases, each containing a thing, sometimes with two legs and some times with many; sometimes with wings, sometimes with fins, and sometimes with tentacles. Some of them were mounted beside their skeletons, the skeleton and the mounted skin in the same attitude.


      THE guide pointed to a thing rather like a devil with bat-wings.“This one is from the x to the nth powerth term of the series. The planet in that term corresponding to Ala is very large, though of low density. Hence the atmospheric pressure is enormous—several hundred times that of Ala and your world, which have similar surface conditions. Since the surface gravity is not much greater than that here, while the atmosphere is much denser, a flying organism of that size is quite practical. These are an intelligent people—much more so than you of earth; they even compare in some ways with the Alans.”


      Butland asked: “Is that a real specimen or an imitation made of wax?”


      “Oh, a real one of course.”


      “How did he die?”


      “He was killed specially,” said the Alan.


      “Oh. You mean you killed an intelligent being just to mount in your museum?”


      “But naturally! It was done painlessly; our society for the prevention of cruelty to non-Alans saw to that. Ah, I see they have moved the cases to make room for the next two specimens.” So they had. There was an obvious gap.


      Butland shuddered.“Let’s look at something else,” he said.


      The guide showed him cases full of mechanical objects. These, he explained, were old-fashioned weapons. The planet had not had a real war in a long time, and had practically eliminated crime. Butland thought uncomfortably that if this were true, the Alans were superior. The guide said: “This one projects a ball of steel at high speed, so that it penetrates deeply into the body of any organism that it hits and kills it. There is a package of the propellant and some of the balls.”


      Butland asked: “If a ball of steel from it penetrated into you, would it kill you?”


      “Undoubtedly,” said the guide. Just then a siren wailed somewhere. The guide flung himself down on the floor and did pushups. When he had done ten, he looked up reproachfully at Willard Butland.“What no, obeisance to the great lord Ng?”


      “No. I serve the true God, and don’t bow down to false ones.”


      The Alan scrambled up.“Oh, you are very much mistaken! You will go to the place of never-ending pleasure when you die.”


      “What?”


      “The place of never-ending pleasure, where bad people go.”


      Butland said: “We believe in something called Hell for sinners, but nobody ever described it as a place of pleasure. It’s hot. You sizzle. Where’s the punishment in never-ending pleasure?”


      “You just experience pleasure without cease for a few thousand years and you’ll see. We can imagine nothing more wearying. But look, even if you are of an inferior people that is barely able to reason, will you not put your faith in Ng?”


      “No,” said Butland. They argued for a while. Butland had never been proselytized, but he gave a good theological account of himself.


       


      THEN he remembered the arguments wherewith Rex Piper always used to upset him.


      He said: “You say that Ng is omnipotent?”


      “Yes,” said the Alan.


      “And omniscient?”


      “Yes.”


      “And all-good?”


      “Yes.”


      “And he made everything?”


      “Yes.”


      “But still evil exists?”


      “Y-yes, “


      “Well, who made the evil, then?”


      The Alan was stumped, as Butland had been on previous occasions. The Alan fidgeted nervously. Finally he threw himself down on the yellow floor, kicking his heels and wailing in his own language.


      “What are you saying?” asked Butland.


      The Alan left off his wailing long enough to translate. These were an indomitably polite race.“I was begging Ng’s pardon for having doubted him! This is terrible! Nobody ever brought up that point of yours before! I must go to our learned doctors, to have the truth expounded!”


      “You’d better take me back to my room first.”


      The Alan did so. Kitty Blake had already returned. Butland told her what had happened to him. He added: “If I ever gambled, I’d bet you that we’re the next two specimens to go in their museum.”


      “That sounds likely, Will. When do you suppose they’ll kill us?”


      “I suppose when they’ve finished questioning us. There won’t be anything malicious about it.”


      “Maybe we can stall; keep the questions going.”


      During the following days they practiced the technique of stalling on the unfortunate Ngat; speaking slowly, digressing widely, and holding interminable arguments with each other over trivial points.


       


      Chapter V. Too Dangerous to Live


       


      ONE day Butland propounded to Ngat the question that had so upset Ngat’s assistant. Ngat sat motionless for a long while. Then he said: “You must excuse me for the rest of the day. I do not feel well. I will take you back to your room.”


      Back in their room they found Rex Piper awaiting them. They threw themselves upon him; Kitty hugged him and Butland wrung his hand. Then they saw that he looked very serious.


      “What’s happened in our world?” asked Butland.


      “Plenty.” Piper told them how the religion of Ng was advancing by giant strides.“These Alans have got every earthly preacher, salesman, advertising man, or what have you licked in matters of mass psychology. They give away tons of junk to get worshippers to come around. They hold a kind of bingo game. They use colored lights and smells and music.”


      “Aren’t they under any sort of control?”


      “No; we don’t dare say boo, after that little military demonstration they put on. Already they’ve got a tenth of the people of New York City converted. They’ve installed a kind of siren in the tower of the Empire State Building, in charge of one of their priests of Ng. Every time the priest gets inspired he yanks the cord, and the siren goes off, and all the converts in the city drop what they’re doing and do pushups.”


      “That must be tough on the rest of you,” said Kitty Blake.


      “It is, especially when the convert is the motorman on a train, for instance. And—you know five is their sacred number? They won’t let us sell anything for five cents or five dollars or any multiple thereof. Nickels are holy, and the priests of Ng wander down Fifth Avenue collecting them with those little gadgets that motormen on the Fifth Avenue busses used to snatch our dimes with.” He turned to Butland.“You really ought to be there, Will. You’d know what your poor heathen feel like when you get to work on them.”


      “What else is there?” asked Butland.


      “Oh, they think our marriage-customs are most immoral. They haven’t figured out new ones for us yet, but they will. The trouble is that we have only two sexes, while they have three.”


      Kitty Blake said: “You mean like ants, male, female, and neuter?”


      “No; three honest-to-God sexes. I’ll tell you about it when Will’s not around; I don’t want to shock him. How’s he been behaving?”


      “So good it hurts,” said Kitty Blake.“Not one little pass has he made.”


      “Okay. Your father will be waiting at the portal with a shotgun on your return, but I’ll go ahead and explain things. By the bye, do you mind if I speak to Will alone?”


       


      THE girl went through the wall at the point marked by the green rectangle. Rex Piper pulled out an automatic pistol. His face got very tense and serious, and he said: “I’m sorry, Will, damned sorry, but I’ve got to kill you.”


      “What?” yelped Butland, jumping up.


      “Kill you, I said. I hate to do it, but—”


      “You’re crazy!”


      “Not at all. The President of the United States himself ordered me to. We feel that—”


      “Then he’s crazy too!”


      “—you’re too conscientious. With your profound convictions you’ll make trouble with the Alans; try to interfere with their damned Ng or something, and they’ll take it out on the poor earth. You’re too dangerous to be left in their hands. And since we can’t rescue you…” Piper raised the pistol.


      Butland, backing away from the menacing muzzle, tripped on the nearest couch and fell backward. The shot missed him and flattened itself against the yellow wall. Butland scrambled to hands and knees. The couch hid him from Piper temporarily. He tugged at it. It was light. He picked it up and ran at his cousin, holding the couch for a shield. The pistol roared again, but as Piper was unable to see the upper part of Butland’s body the shot went through the couch and missed Butland. Butland slammed the couch down on top of Piper, crushing his lanky cousin to the floor.


      A fist holding the pistol stuck out from under the couch. Butland grabbed at the pistol. It went off; the slide scorched and bruised his hand. He shifted his position to kick the hand. He kicked the pistol out of it, but in shifting he took enough weight off Piper for the latter to get his knees under him. Piper heaved both Butland and the couch off himself.


      They both got to their feet and swung. Butland landed the first real punch, on Piper’s nose. Piper staggered and ran into a clinch. That was an error; Butland picked him up and slammed him down on the floor with terrific force.


      When Rex Piper came to, Will Butland was standing over him with the pistol in his hand.“Get up, damn your soul,” said the missionary.


      Piper shook his head.“What did you say?”


      “I said get up, damn your soul.”


      “Did you say damn, Will?”


      “You’re damn right.”


      Piper shook his head some more.“I still don’t believe it. You must have dropped me on my head when you threw me.” Piper mopped his nosebleed with his handkerchief.“I think you loosened one of my teeth. But it was worth it, if I’ve lived to hear you say ‘damn’. What’s come over you?”


      “I’ve decided that you’re right about this being out of the Lord’s territory. Or maybe I’m just mad about the treatment the world hands out to those who try to save it. Anyway, from now on I’ll do what I think best, whether it agrees with the books or not. Get up.”


      Kitty Blake stuck her head through the door.“Have you boys finished—Rex! Your nose! What’s going on?”


      Will Butland told her. He finished: “Are you on my side?”


      “I—I suppose so—though I can’t believe Rex would hurt a fly, let alone shoot—”


      “I wouldn’t hurt a fly, but Will’s not a fly,” said Piper.


      Butland snapped: “Do you want to stay here till they mount you in the museum, Kitty?”


      “Of course not. But how—”


      “I have an idea of how these Alans’ minds work, even if they are cleverer than we. For one thing, having no crime to speak of, they won’t know how to defend themselves against it. Kitty, you take this gun and cover Rex while I catch some sleep. Shoot him if he moves toward you.”


       


      WHEN Ngat appeared for the next interrogation, Butland was twirling the pistol on his forefinger. He asked if Rex Piper might go along. Ngat said certainly, Piper was an honored guest of the Senator, who was sorry to have had to lodge him in the old jail while a new room was being blown—”


      “This is the jail?” burst out Kitty Blake.


      “Why yes; or it was before we got rid of crime.”


      “Most comfortable jail I was ever in,” said Piper.


      “Is that so?” said Ngat.“Strange; an Alan would find it horribly uncomfortable. Of course non-Alans are different. Let us proceed to the interrogation. By the way, Mr. Butland, what is that black object you are carrying?”


      “A perfume sprayer,” said Will Butland. It was the first deliberate lie he had told in fifteen years.


      “Ah, I understand. Now let us resume our questioning. This should be the last day thereof.”


      “But,” cried Kitty Blake, “there’s lots of things about the earth that we haven’t told you yet!”


      “True, but those things either are not important or can be inferred from what you have told us. Let us—”


      Butland interrupted: “What’s going to happen to us starting tomorrow?”


      “You will be turned over to another examiner, who will undertake the study of your somatic characteristics. But do not be afraid; everything will be done to make your last hours painless. Now let us proceed—”


      Butland shouted: “You can’t do that! I’m a servant of the Lord, not of your imaginary Ng either, and if you kill me you’ll roast forever in Hell—”


      “I insist, Mr. Butland, that you contain yourself. Otherwise I shall send you to the museum again.”


      “—with devils dancing around and poking you with red-hot pitchforks, along with the other unrepentant sinners—”


       


      Chapter VI. Escape


       


      AGAIN that push, that fall through the wall of the sphere, and that landing on the floor of one of the stories of the museum sphere. Butland, as he picked himself up, remembered vaguely speculative talk from Rex Piper about multidimensional space-manifolds and other scientific fantasies—Butland had had no great faith in science, since it so often disagreed with Holy Writ. The Alan city must involve a multi-dimensional manifold or something. Otherwise how was it that one passed from one sphere instantly to another without experiencing any intermediate stages?


      The curator, or whatever he was, was there again. He said cheerfully: “Back again, I see. We shall take up where we left off last time.”


      “Oh no we shan’t” said Butland, pointing his pistol.“You remember those old-fashioned projectile weapons you showed me? Well, this is a thing of that sort. If you don’t want to have a small blob of metal penetrate your body at high speed, raise your hands.”


      Instead of complying, the Alan argued: “That device does not look like one of ours. How do I know that you are telling the truth, not being an Alan and therefore incapable of lying?”


      Butland fired at one of the cases. As the echoes of the shot died down, he pointed out the two holes the bullet had drilled in the case.


      Another Alan appeared, and made noises that evidently constituted a question as to what was going on. Butland moved to cover both the creatures, and said to his acquaintance: “Explain it to him, and tell him that if he doesn’t put his hands up too he’ll be—ah—plugged, I think the slang term is.”


      The curator, whose name was Zvelk, did so, meanwhile raising his own hands. His colleague started to obey, then bolted for and dove through the wall of the sphere.


      Butland fired, but too late; the wall had resolidified.


       


      BUTLAND grabbed the skinny fore-arm of his remaining Alan. He felt a tremor of the terror that Alans could instill by some unknown means.“Turn it off!” he grated, digging the pistol into what would have been the Alan’s ribs if he had had ribs. The Alan complied. Butland continued: “You’re not going to get away like that! What was that you said about Alans being unable to lie?”


      “It is t-t-true,” yammered the Alan, who was dithering with fright and indecision.“Our chromosomes were treated many generations back, when we abolished crime, to make lying impossible.”


      “That’s just fine. Now, answer some questions. Where did your friend go?”


      “To get help.”


      “How long should it take him?”


      “He should be back any time now.”


      “Can you take me to a place where he won’t find us?”


      “Y-yes.”


      “All right, do so. I’m hanging on to you, so don’t try anything unrighteous.”


      The Alan led Butland through the wall to a small dwelling-sphere, which he explained was his own quarters—or rather, those of him and his two spouses, the terms “wife” and “husband” having no exact equivalent in the triangular Alan marital relationship. The spouses would be out for some time.


      “All right,” said Butland, “explain about that portal.”


      “I do not know the details—”


      “Then explain what you do know.” Butland poked his prisoner with the pistol.


      “Are you familiar with the universal series?”


      “Mmm—yes and no; I’ve heard about it but I don’t understand it.”


      “It is an equation that defines the relationship of the parallel universes, each universe corresponding to one term of an infinite series. The portals between them correspond to the operative signs—”


      “What?”


      “You know, the things like plus and times, though in intra-universal mathematics you do not add or multiply. You use operatives meaning, as nearly as I can translate, before-inside-perpendicular, or after-among-rotated-with. As I was saying, the portals correspond to the operatives of the equation; you pass through them from one universe to another.”


      “Any other?”


      “Any other on your pseudoplane. To get to another pseudoplane one must pass to the metacenter of hyper-rotation of one’s own pseudoplane, and thence—”


      “Here, here, stop the math. Get back to how you use the portal.”


      “One picks a universe where the corresponding portal is just above the ground-level; if the other side of the portal is below ground, it is choked with rock and cannot be opened. Then one gravitizes one’s not-inertia—”


      “One’s what?”


      “One’s not-inertia; you have no exact word—”


      “Never mind, I think I have what I want. Take us to Ngat’s office.”


       


      NGAT was interrogating Kitty Blake when Zvelk and Butland popped through the wall. The latter explained to the startled scientist about the damage that could be wrought by bits of metal traveling at high velocity. Ngat took the hint and raised his hands.


      Rex Piper burst out: “You crazy fool, the President was right. I should have bumped you off without warning.”


      “Too late for that. Put your hands up too. No, first grab all those little round cases. They’re textbooks, aren’t they? Kitty, you catch hold of Ngat, so he can’t duck through one of these heathen walls.” He told Zvelk: “The minute your colleague shows up with the help he went for, you take us all through the nearest wall.”


      His instructions were none too soon. Six Alans burst in through the wall of Ngat’s sphere. Butland fired a shot over their heads. They jumped back through the wall; then cautiously stuck the muzzles of their weapons through.


      “Come on!” said Butland. He got all his gang through the opposite side of the sphere. They burst in on a trio of Alans of assorted sexes who were making love in the curious Alan fashion.


      “Excuse us,” said Butland hastily, “Zvelk, take us to your sphere.” Zvelk did so. Butland said: “We’re going to the portal next.”


      “Suppose it is open to a world other than yours?”


      “Then you’ll change the opening,” said Butland firmly.“And when we pass through to the earth, you and Ngat stay behind. As soon as we’re in Antonio’s we’re going to start shooting at any Alans in sight. Hey, Rex, have you got any more cartridges?”


      Piper handed them over, and the five individuals marched through the wall into the room containing the portal.


      The Alan in charge of the portal had just admitted another of his kind in a great hurry. This Alan wore a thing like a tropical helmet and carried a thing like a rifle. He or she or it (Butland had not yet learned to distinguish the sexes by sight) was chattering something at the Alan in charge of the portal.


      “The purple square in the middle of the floor,” muttered Zvelk. They were moving into it when the six Alan pursuers also appeared in the room. They pointed their weapons.


      Will Butland seized Ngat around the waist, used him for a shield, and fired a shot at the six representatives of the law. Ngat squealed something in his own language. The armed Alans conferred for three seconds and raised their weapons.


      Ngat squeaked in English: “They are going to shoot anyway! And me with my will not made out!”


       


      Chapter VII. The Fatal Paradox


       


      JUST then there appeared in the portal the thing that had been the cause of the flight of the Alan with the sun-helmet. It was a feline beast the size of a tiger, with a single enormous hooked claw on each foot. It snarled and sprang. Rex Piper ducked as it whizzed over his head. The weapons of the Alans went off with one deafening crash. The beast landed among the Alans. That part of the sphere became a blur of frenetic turmoil. Butland saw a black-and-white head with its absurd ear-muffs go bouncing along the floor, shorn off by one of those sickle-shaped claws.


      Then they were in Antonio’s.


      Antonio’s had changed much since it had become the portal between the earth and Ala. Gone were the restaurant tables and chairs and the bar. It now looked like the waiting-room of a bus or airline terminal. The limits of the portal were marked off on the floor. There was a telegraph desk, a U. S. customs officer, a U. S. immigration officer, and a policeman.


      Butland spoke to the last of these, quickly, while the cop was still feeling for his gun: “You’re a human being, aren’t you? Those heathens wanted to skin us and mount us, and we just barely escaped. Don’t tell ‘em which way we went!” And he started for the door. Kitty was with him; Rex Piper hung back. Then the beast with the four great claws appeared. Rex yelled, jumped two feet in the air, and came down running.


      The beast ran after the fleeing trio before the others in the erstwhile sink of iniquity could react. The trio stepped up their speed to college-record figures. Hitched to a fire-hydrant on the curb was one of the Alans’ vehicles, a black egg-shaped thing the size of an automobile body that simply floated in the air two feet from the ground. Butland yanked the door open.


      Piper said: “But nobody would dare steal one of these—”


      “Get in!” snarled Butland. He shot the beast as it bounded up. It did not seem to mind in the least. He bolted in after the other two, and slammed the door.


      “How do you operate this thing?” he asked.


      Piper said: “I think you just sit in the driver’s seat and control it with your mind.”


       


      BUTLAND tried. The egg lifted, snapped the strap that tied it to the hydrant, and rose.


      “It acts kind of logy,” said Piper.


      Kitty looked out one of the windows and screamed.“Look! No wonder it’s logy!” A long furry tail swished back and forth across the window. The beast was on the roof.


      “Up high and then do a barrel-roll!” cried Piper. Butland did the best he could. Slowly the egg rose, until New York was an irregularly-shaped pincushion of skyscrapers below. Then he gripped the sides of his seat and imagined a roll. Over they went. The feline, with a despairing scream, came loose and plunged toward the scattered clouds below.


      “Where now?” asked Piper.


      Butland imagined that they were going to Washington, D. C. At once they were on their way to Washington. Butland said: “We’re going to call on the President. Say, what time is it?”


      “About seven A. M.,” said Kitty Blake.


      “Good. We’ll catch him at breakfast.”


      THE evening of that day, every Alan in and around New York City had been stopped by an F. B. I, man and asked the following questions: “You believe that Ng created everything?” “Yes.” “And that he is all-good and all-powerful and all-knowing?” “Yes.” “And that everything he did was good?” “Yes.” “But that evil exists?” “Oh, yes indeed.” “Well then, who created this evil?”


      Whereupon the Alan, after puzzling for some minutes, would throw a mild fit and dash off to the portal, to return to his home world for instruction on how to handle this unprecedented question.


      Butland, Piper, Kitty Blake, and the immigration officer checked the Alans off as they departed. They came in such a stream that they made a line reaching into the street.


      “… two thousand forty-nine, two thousand fifty, two thousand fifty-one, two thousand fifty-two, two thousand fifty-three, and I think that’s all,” said the immigration officer.


      An Alan burst out of the portal.“What has been going on here?” he cried.“For hours our people have been coming back so fast we have been unable to get through from the other side.”


      Butland gave the signal, and the huge concrete-mixer was backed up to the door of Antonio’s. He cautioned the Alan: “Better get back to Ala quick. We’re going to close the portal.”


      “What? But you cannot! We will not allow that!”


      “Let ‘er go!” shouted Butland. The mixer tipped, and wet concrete sluiced down a trough and spread out on the floor. Everyone in Antonio’s but Butland and the Alan bolted for the door and squeezed out past the trough.


      “Stop!” screamed the Alan, wet concrete piling up around his ankles. Butland made for the door. He glanced back just in time to see the Alan, and a large gob of concrete around him, disappear. More concrete flowed into the vacant space left.


      They stood outside watching successive concrete mixers systematically fill the whole building with concrete.


      WHEN it was all over, after midnight,” Butland had his hand wrung by the President of the United States, the Secretary of State, Undersecretary Wilmington Stroud, the mayor of New York, Bishop Sutherland, Cardinal O’Toole, Rabbi Rosen, John Capman of the American Association for the Advancement of Atheism, and dozens more people. The President took charge personally of the books that Piper had looted from Ngat’s laboratory. He said: “By the time they figure out how to open the portal with all that concrete blocking it, I hope we’ll be able to meet them on more even terms. And, Mr. Butland, any time you want a job with the government, drop a line to Mr. Stroud.”


      When Butland finally got back to the Y. M. C. A. where he lived, and was having his swollen right hand treated in the lounge, Rex Piper, after many humble apologies, asked: “Are you going back to missionarying, Will?”


      “Nope. You see, Rex, in the course of selling the President on that argument to upset the Alans, I incidentally convinced myself. So from now on I’m a hard-boiled materialist like you. Maybe I’ll become an anthropologist, and study the backward peoples instead of sermonizing them. Or maybe I’ll get an ordinary job like selling insurance.”


      Kitty Blake said: “That earnest air of yours ought to be useful at that.”


      “Maybe.” Butland put the wrong end of a cork-tipped cigarette in the exact center of his mouth, lit it, and coughed himself blue in the face.“By the way,” Kitty, one of these days I think I’ll ask you to marry me.”


      “Ree-ally? Why Will! But you’d better practice being a normal human being a while longer. Ask me again in six months.”


      “I will. I wouldn’t propose in front of my licentious cousin Rex anyhow, for fear he’d—what’s the slang expression? —gum the works with his cynical remarks. As for the practice, it’ll never be earlier than it is now.” He caught her wrist and hauled her to him with more determination than finesse. In fact so awkward was his initial attempt at love-making that Kitty was too helpless with laughter to resist.


      Rex Piper said: “Hey, guy, you’re embarrassing me. It’s not decent.”


      Mrs. McCullogh, the Y. M. C. A. house mother, stopped in the doorway of the almost empty lounge with a tray of tea and fixings that she was bringing the returning hero. At the sight of said hero, the tray sagged, tilted, and slid to the floor with a fearful crash of samovar, cups, saucers, lady-finger plates, sugar-bowls, cream-pitchers, and teaspoons.


      The hero did not even notice.


       


      4. POSSESSION


       


      PROFESSOR ERIC WADE lolled in his Tecumseh as the car, on automatic, dipped down the long slope into the Rock River Valley. Granite sand and pines gave way to limestone and farms. Here and there an early-turning maple gave a spot of red to the landscape. Wade swallowed to equalize the pressure on his eardrums; it was hot in the valley— though not hot enough to make Wade crank up his windows and turn on the air-conditioning.


      Then, though still miles short of Clarksburg, Wade flipped the switch that put the car on manual, grasping the wheel as he did so. He slowed down to a mere thirty, looking about. Presently he turned off on a dirt road, where there was no buried control-cable to operate the Tecumseh on automatic.


      The road was a short-cut to Clarksburg, but so rough and winding—not to mention its lack of automatic control—that nobody used it except as a means of reaching the houses that lay along it. Most of these houses were too far back to be seen from the road, their existence betrayed only by dirt or gravel driveways and mailboxes. As he neared one of these driveways, Wade slowed to a crawl and peered about. He did so with a slightly furtive air, as if Doris’ jealous ghost-were watching from the back seat. He smiled at his own guilt-reaction, thinking: She always said if anything happened to her I should marry again soon; that I could never manage the house and kids without her. She was right, too.


      The Tecumseh crept past the driveway with the mailbox marked Honeth and speeded up. A last dip and it rumbled over the old bridge at Aquilon and purred up the slope on the other side of the Rock River. Wade continued to glance about.


      A few minutes later the dirt shortcut rejoined the main road by which Wade had driven down from Lake Scajadaga. He put the car back on automatic and rolled into Clarksburg.


      Here he pulled up to a curb and got out. He reasoned that his knees were stiff from a two-hour drive, and moreover, having started from the Shapiros’ right after an early breakfast, he had not yet seen a newspaper. But he still moved in that oddly furtive fashion and peered about, looking hard at passing autos.


      Greene’s Drug Store still flourished. Professor Wade went in, picked a paper off the rack, and sat down at the fountain. Old man Greene himself came behind the fountain. The soda-jerk had not yet showed up, as it was just after nine.


      “A cnatsi,” said Wade, glancing at old man Greene. The proprietor, it seemed to Wade, was a lot fatter and grayer than he remembered. But, he thought, others who had not seen him, Wade, for twelve years would say things like that about him—even though he had not grown a belly like Will Shapiro’s. He put on his glasses and began reading the headlines and the weather-forecast.


      “A cnatsi,” said a voice with a curious tinny tamber.


      Wade, knowing that accent, looked up. Of course it was a Rwon, partaking of the common drink of his planet. Cnatsi had made big inroads into the earth’s consumption of tea and coffee, as its alkaloids provided a mild stimulation without affecting the heart, and it tasted good in its tart way.


      The Rwon looked like all the others of his race: a five-foot humanoid, powerfully muscled against the gravity of Rwona, though the muscles never quite corresponded to those of a man. The face, though not human, was not unattractive when you got used to it. It reminded Wade of an Easter Island statue or an exceptionally brainy baboon. The naked putty-gray skin was shorn of its silvery pelt, for otherwise Rwons found Earth’s temperate zone too hot to endure. There were no external indications of sex, for the good reason that Rwons were sexless; they budded.


      After a reciprocal glance, in which the red-irised eyes of the Rwon met Wade’s, Wade returned to his drink and his paper. It would have been easy to exchange a word with the extra-terrestrial. Rwons. were friendly and likeable, though their culture was very different from that of men. Not only were they sexless; they regarded human reproduction with horror and disgust. And their institution of property was without terran parallels; any Rwon who could prove to another of his own caste that he needed a possession of the latter, more than its present owner, was entitled to have it. Their social structure was entirely undemocratic.


       


      WADE SUCKED on his straw. As a member of the Advisory Commission on Interplanetary Relationships, he worked on the Rwonan problem all the time; this was his vacation. Moreover, if he was little known among his fellow-earthmen outside the University, he was—as a commissioner— known to the Rwons. If he admitted his identity, the Rwon would talk his ear off, trying to influence him. And Eric Wade’s mind, at the moment, was full of more personal matters.


      He finished his cnatsi, paid, and returned to his car. A glance up and down the main street of Clarksburg showed no sign of her. He got back into the Tecumseh and purred off towards Carcosa.


      Carcosa was a huge house, built by an ancestor of Eric Wade at the beginning of the twentieth century—which made it practically medieval. Despite its wooden construction it had survived the hazards of fire and of social and financial upheaval for over two centuries in the same family—not that its successive owners had not tried hard to sell it.


      With the car on manual still, Eric Wade drove out Iroquois Street until it turned into another country road, dipped down into the valley again, crossed the Rock River, and snaked along that turbulent stream for three miles. Then Wade turned into the driveway marked by the buggy-wide ivy-covered pylons. Carcosa came in sight amidst its dark towering ancient pines. With a nostalgic frisson, Wade recognized the towers and other architectural excresences. They should, he-thought, advertise: antique manor-house for sale. Hot and cold running ghosts; built-in bats and owls.


      Then he was greeting his cousin Molly Kirkland. She had turned gray of hair since “he saw her last, but was still plump and forceful. She kissed him loudly and introduced her son, a handsome lad in uniform just back from Lunar duty.


      Wade’s more distant cousin Christine was there to be kissed, too; she was the one who had never married. There was much well-well-well, you don’t look any different, which of course was not true. Molly joshed Wade on his receding hairline.“Lots of time before lunch, Eric. Let’s go look at the garden.”


      “Any nibbles on the property?”


      “Yes, there’s a man who’s sure to buy any day…”


      “Where’s Aunt Betsy?”


      “Didn’t you know? She died three years ago. How’s your brother?”


      “He’s in Africa.


      “We were so sorry about poor Doris… Where are your children, Eric? We expected them.”


      “I left them with the Shapiros. If I didn’t get away from those three savages once in a while I’d go psycho. How are you making a living, Molly?”


      “Oh, between Humphrey’s insurance and a column in the Clarksburg Press I manage. Say, I’ve got to drive into town before lunch to shop. Like to come along and tote groceries?”


      “Sure. Say, whatever became of…”


      Eric Wade sat beside Molly Kirkland as the big old Kessler rolled back towards Clarksburg. With surgical skill he probed for news of people whom he had known in these parts in his youth. True, there was only one in whom he was really interested. But he did not care to unmask his batteries so early by starting his questions with one about her.


       


      HE SMILED at his own craft. You are, he thought, a middle-ageing pedant on a cold-blooded, self-seeking wife-hunt. (Well, what’s wrong with that) They don’t have to take me if they don’t want me. ) You haven’t been in love with Vida for thirteen years, even if the frustrations of the last year have caused a prettyfied memory-image of her to haunt your sleep. You’d stay a widower if the kids weren’t too much for you…


      He asked: “What’s happened to that oaf—you know—Bertram de Retske?”


      “Trying to drink himself to death. It’s got so nobody can invite him anywhere, because he always gets stinking and totally uninhibited with the ladies.”


      “I’m not surprised,” said Wade.


      “He has some excuse; his wife has become a Rwonist.”


      “Oh? Maybe she left him because of the kind of man he is.”


      “You could argue either way.”


      “How does Mrs. de Retske find the perfect husband?”


      Molly shrugged.“I haven’t seen her since. Say, Eric, aren’t you on some international commission to do with the Rwons?” ‘


      “Yes. That’s the kind of thing that makes it tough for us.”


      “How?”


      “Well, you can’t really blame the Rwons because they treat a woman better than any terran husband. Always kind and considerate and reliable; always appreciative of improvements in the house; always admiring the new hat or coiffure.” Wade shot an appraising glance at his cousin, five years his senior.“You could do worse yourself.”


      “Thanks, but if I have to put up with another man, I want a man.”


      Wade sighed.“You always were a lusty wench. Most women are glad to put up with a Rwon’s shortcomings for the other benefits.”


      “Besides,” said Molly Kirkland, “I don’t care to be anybody’s possession —anybody’s slave.”


      “Oh, that’s nominal, and purely voluntary as far as Earthwomen are concerned. They have this caste-system in. which everybody’s the property of a member of a higher caste. But it’s a mild form of slavery; you can’t make your ‘property’ work for you.”


      “How do they cause your commission trouble?”


      “Well,” said Wade, wiping his high forehead (for the Kessler’s air-conditioner had long since given up its mechanical ghost), “you can see how a man like Bert de Retske would feel. He’s just an ordinary human being with the usual lusts and vices, and bad temper, and his wife deserts him for an extra-terrestrial monkey. Even though it’s not living in sin, he feels he’s the victim of unfair competition, and wants us to erect a marital tariff-wall around the earth. On the other hand, though the Rwons have some odd customs, they’re peaceable and friendly and have clever ideas we can use. So v/e don’t want to antagonize them, see?”


      “I see.”


      “By the way, what’s become of my old girl-friend, Vida Honeth?” said Wade, his heart pounding despite his ostentatious nonchalance.


      “What we’ve been talking about.”


      “Huh?”


      “She’s become a Rwonist too.”


      “O-oh!” said Wade, staring at the instrument-panel. He felt as if a stick of plutonium had just gone off in his viscera, but kept his voice steady. He also felt a sneaking sympathy for the disreputable de Retske.“I ran into her uncle last year at a conference on extra-terrestrial relations, and he told me she hadn’t married.”


      “That’s why, though her family doesn’t like to talk about it… What are you staring around like that for? Hoping for a glimpse of Vida?”


      Damn, thought Wade. He should have remembered his cousin’s shrewdness. With an effort he refrained from peering about the streets of Clarksburg. Molly continued: “It’s a waste of time anyway.”


      “You mean she’s not living in the house at Aquilon?”


      “Oh, she’s there. But she has the house to herself because none of her family will come while it is there—”


      “A prejudiced attitude,” interrupted Wade, “but dog my cats if I don’t see their point of view.”


      “As I was saying, she doesn’t come into Clarksburg because she feels the people here look on her as the victim of some horrible vice. It drives in and does the marketing instead.”


      “Hmm. Is this the only Rwon in the county?”


      “The only one I know of.”


      “Then it must be the one I saw in Greene’s this morning. Oh, well, it doesn’t matter,” said Wade with forced levity as Molly parked.“I refuse to cope with the Rwonan problem on my own time.”


      Molly shot him a glance of irony and got out to shop.


       


      THREE HOURS later, Eric Wade was driving back towards Lake Scajadaga to pick up his three savages. He expected to find Will Shapiro and his wife somewhat limp from their experience, but Will had asked for it.


      The matter of Vida Honeth continued to churn his thoughts. His first reaction had been that he had lost all interest in her; she might as well have died. However, with the passage of time, the image of the small dark girl began to edge back into his consciousness for all he wished to shut her out.


      (Girl? She was three years younger than he, which would make her thirty-six or seven. Say “woman.”)


      Rolling out of Clarksburg, he shifted the Tecumseh into automatic as he reached the state highway. A moment later he shifted back into manual and whirled the car, tires squealing, on to the dirt road that ran past the hamlet of Aquilon. He told himself that he was merely saving a couple of miles, but he knew this to be a singularly transparent excuse.


      Five minutes later Wade slowed down for the Honeth driveway/He was aware of a curious pressure within himself, as if conflicting emotions had caused the blood in his skull to boil. He struck the steering-wheel with his fist.


      The leading emotion of which he was aware was. a burning curiosity. He must look into this matter. If he did not, he would probably never see Vida Honeth again and never know just what was going on and how he, himself, really felt. And then there was a twinge of chauvinistic planetary jealousy. A human husband, even one of another race or nation, he could have wished well to; but for her to take up with a Rwon seemed like a waste of good womanhood.


      The car nosed into the driveway and crept up the long hill and around the bend, flanked by trees, to the house. This was a field-stone farmhouse built in 1998 and remodelled in 2035.


      Fie rang the door-bell. The emotions might still churn within, but the suave facade was now that of Dr. Eric Wade, Professor of Political Science and counsellor to the great of the earth.


      As the day was very hot for September, the entrance was barred by the screen-door only. Wade had a glimpse of a small person in jeans, with a kind of turban around her head. As his eyes adjusted to the light of the interior, it seemed to him that Vida did not look a day older than the last time he had seen her, thirteen years before. (Maybe the screen has a softening effect, he. thought. )


      Then came the words: “Why, Eric! For heaven’s sake! Come in, but why didn’t you ‘phone so as not to catch me in the middle of housecleaning?”


      He shook her small firm hand and was led in. As he stood in the archway opening into the living-room, a sound from the rear came to his ears. In came the Rwon he had seen in Greene’s that morning. Vida said: “Eric, this is my friend, Zdaor. Dear, this is Professor Eric Wade. Maybe you’ve heard of him?”


      “I have indeed,” said the tinny voice; “it is a great pleasure.”


      The clawed hand, something like a bird’s foot, came smoothly out to grasp Wade’s hand. Vida said: “You two wait here while I go to make myself look human. Zdaor, get Dr. Wade a drink. He’s an old friend.”


      Zdaor said: “What would you like, Pi’ofethor? Scotch? Rye…”


       


      WADE OPTED for rye-on-rocks. While waiting he prowled around looking at books and magazines. He had the habit of many intellectuals of minutely inspecting the books of every new house he entered, as if he could thereby gain an insight into the owner’s personality. Most of these books were in a Rwonan language, written with a signary of dots and bars. Wade could make out only an occasional word. His ears made him aware of the return of the Rwon with refreshments.


      “I must brush up on my languages,” he said with an insincere smile.“I tried Enyau once, but all those prefixes and affixes and suffixes and infixes defeated me.”


      Zdaor spread a hand in a shrugging gesture, though a genuine shrug was impossible to it because its arms were firmly jointed to its skeleton instead of being loosely hung in muscle like those of a terran mammal.“It is no worse than some of your terran tongues. I do not sink any of our languages are so highly inflected as the Bantu tongues, or have so many rules as Arabic, or such irregular spelling as your own English. But before talking let us drink. Ceswo to interplanetary friendship!”


      “Ceswo. That’s good!”


      “It is hot, thir. And our conditioner is in Clarksburg undergoing repairs. But tell me, Professor Wade, are you not a member of the Advisory Commission on Interplanetary Relationships?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Ah.” The Rwon smiled (an artificial gesture, as the true Rwonan smile was performed by twitching the ears).“What will your distinguished Commission advise the Assembly about the new bill to regulate the residence of Rwons on earth?”


      Here we go again, thought Wade.“We haven’t completed our report yet. And you know terran politicians; they may ignore it. Have you any suggestions?”


      “Oh, yes, if I may present them wissout boring you. In the first place, we contend…”


      The argument was fluent, cogent, and delivered with charming adroitness. The only trouble was that Wade had heard it all before in the course of his work on the Commission. He was glad when Vida came back in a proper dress and hair-do. She was still a damned pretty woman, thought Wade, though now he could see hints of age, such as gray hairs among the black.


      “Oh, Zdaor!” she said.“Eric’s heard all that. I want to talk about him. I was sorry to hear about your wife, Eric; you have children, haven’t you?”


      “Three little monsters.”


      “What a thing to say! What are they like?”


      “The older boy’s a muscular, extraverted young hellion; the younger’s a maladjusted genius who has to do everything differently from everybody else. As for the little girl…”


      For a while the talk ran upon such personalia: relatives, friends, jobs, money, personal adventures and accomplishments. Then, subtly, Zdaor brought the talk back to human-Rwon-an relationships. Vida kept refilling the glasses before Wade had a chance to half-empty his.


       


      ERIC WADE’S tensions relaxed. The room swam gently. If he could only stop this damned dull argument about the rights of wrongs—he meant the rights of Rwons—things would be perfect. Somewhere along the line he resolved not to drink any more, because he was going to have to drive on manual. But that resolution got mislaid along with his recollection of the phenomenal drinking-capacity of Rwons.


      “… but,” Zdaor was saying, “you admit we do no harm. We abide by your terran laws and do not upthet your economic systems. Why, then, all these hostile new restrictions? Anybody would sink—”


      “I’ll tell you!” shouted Wade, banging the wooden arm of the ancient Morris-chair. The only way to stop this individual would be to give it the unpalatable truth. Wade realized that he was shouting and repeated in a lower tone: “I’ll tell you, Zdaor old pal.” With effort he focussed on the gray baboon-like face.“You’re an example yourself.”


      “How can that be? I take care to offend no one—”


      “Look. Itsh—it’s like this. You know, my wife died last year. Damn fine wife. We didn’t always get along, but that was as much my fault as hers.”


      “I do not see the connection.”


      “Well, she left me with three kids. Prob’ly grow up to be good citizens, but meantime they drive me nuts. Utterly, ^absolutely, indubitably psychotic. Never was much good at handling them.”


      “I still do not thee–”


      “Tried getting housekeepers, or boarding ‘em out with relatives. Nothing works. My damned brother’s in Africa, frinstance, and housekeepers are all thieves or incompetents. What’s the answer? Get a new wife. Eligible widower, good salary. Shouldn’ have trouble. What do I do? Start looking up all my old girl-friends of fifteen-twenty years ago. Look up Vida here. What do I find? You tell me, Zdaor old pal.”


      “Ah, I see. But, my friend, why blame me? If she had not come into my possession, she would probably have married another earthman and be just as inaccessible.”


      “And maybe not. How long you two been—uh—going together?”


      “Four years last May,” said Vida.“Eric, can’t we talk about something less embarrassing?”


      Wade ignored the last request and said with owlish solemnity to Zdaor: “See? Told you.”


      “Told me what? I do not understand—”


      “Damn it, you don’t want to see!” cried Wade in a passion.“How many of you are on earth? Fourteen thousand? No, skipped a decimal; hundred and forty thousand. More coming every year.”


      “Well?”


      “At least a hundred and thirty thousand of ‘em have got terran women living with ‘em. Living in non-sin, you might say. Where does that leave. us terran males? We can’t compete with you in charm and virtue—”


      “Why don’t you go for a walk, Eric?” said Vida.“You’ll feel better. We have a fine garden.”


      “I’ve smelled my quota of flowers for the day, thanks. Now, you listen here, Zdaor—”


      The Rwon said: “But we are such a small fraction of your population— what is it? Three billion?”


      “Nevertheless and notwithstanding, every man who can’t find a proper mate shub-subconsciously blames it on you, and says why should that goddam monkey—”


      “Please, Dr. Wade. We try to adapt ourselves, but one sing we do not like is to be called monkeys.”


      “If you don’t like it, you know where you can go. Right back—”


      Zdaor rose.“It has been very interesting, Professor. You must excuse me, for I have work—”


      “Oh, no you don’t! Jush when—”


      “Please Eric, you’re making a fool of yourself,” said Vida.“If you can’t be pleasant, you’d better—”


      Wade heaved himself out of his chair.“Not till I’ve finished telling this monkey—”


      Splush!


      Wiping his stinging, streaming eyes, Eric Wade was vaguely aware that the Rwon had thrown the remains of a glass of rye-and-ice in his face. When he could see again he took a staggering step towards a blur he identified as Zdaor. He cocked his fist.


      Then the light went out.


       


      AS CONSCIOUSNESS returned to Eric Wade, he became aware that he was lying on his back on the sofa in the Honeth house. The thing that had aroused him was a yellow ray of the evening sun, shining slantwise across the room on his face. His belt had been loosened and his shoes removed. He had a headache, a foul taste in his mouth, and a burning thirst.


      But his physical discomfort was nothing compared to the spiritual agony that settled upon him as, with horrible clarity, he remembered his drunken conversation with and attack upon Zdaor. What in the name of all the gods had possessed him? He had not made such an obnoxious ass of himself since he was an undergraduate, twenty-odd years before. He, Eric Wade, never got drunk and insulted people as did louts like Bertram de Retske. His career would be ruined if this got out. And these people had only been kind and courteous to him.


      What was wrong with him? Of course there was the heat, and his state of emotional upset, and Vida’s habit of pouring a little into your glass when you weren’t looking. But nothing could atone for this horrible gaffe…


      His head began to clear and the throbbing to abate. As he lay wondering whether he should try to slink out without exposing those in the house to his defiling presence, Vida came in.


      “Awake?” she said.


      “Guess so.” Wade swallowed with effort.“What happened?”


      “Zdaor pushed you, and you fell and hit your head on the arm of the chair. We had Dr. Federico in, and he said you’d be all right when you came out of your drunken stupor.”


      Wade felt his scalp and located the goose-egg.“Where’s it? I mean Zdaor? I’ve got to apologize…”


      “He’s packed up and gone.”


      “Gone?” said Wade stupidly.


      “Yes.”


      “You mean it was so insulted that…”


      “No, it wasn’t that. First he was terrified of trouble with us ‘natives, ‘ but the doctor reassured him.”


      “What then?” said Wade, wincing at a throb.


      “You know their system of property?”


      “Yes.”


      “Well, you proved to Zdaor that you needed me more than he did, so under their custom he had to give me to you. If it had just been love—or what they call ‘that strange terran glandular madness’—he wouldn’t have been influenced. But when you showed him you needed somebody to keep your house and children, you had him.”


      “Oh.” Wade became aware that Vida was holding a carving-knife. His eyes widened. He pushed back against the wall, away from the bright blade. No doubt, he thought, she will now disembowel me for driving away her ideal husband…


       


      SHE TOOK a step towards him.“Vida!” he croaked.“Don’t ruin your life! That won’t help any…”


      She stopped.“What’s the matter?”


      “Aren’t you going to stab me?”


      “Good heavens, no! What made you think such a thing?”


      “Well—I thought—with Zdaor gone…”


      She burst into laughter. She laughed until she had to sit down, and finally said: “You poor idiot, I’ won’t miss him; and it’s not a question of sex, either. He had his virtues, but you have no idea what a dull bore it gets, living with an ideal person. Now you have faults, but—”


      “Me?”


      “Well, didn’t you mean what you told Zdaor?”


      “Of course I did. But after that exhibition…”


      “That’s all right. The reason I always turned down your proposals in the old days was you were such a stiff little prig, never drinking or—anything. Now… Of course I won’t be rushed into anything.”


    


  




  

    

      “It’ll work out, darling,” said Wade, swinging his feet down from the sofa and reaching for his shoes.“But what was the knife for?”


      “I was going to ask you, if you were conscious, how you liked your steak.”


      “Real cow-steak?”


      “Yes.”


      “Rare,” said Eric Wade.“Better yet, let me cook it. I can do a couple of things Rwons can’t, and one of them is to broil a steak right.” He tied his shoes, rose, and followed Vida into the kitchen.


       


      5. PROPERTY OF VENUS


       


      THE SOUND of three men in loud discussion of planting-plans drew the man from Venus. This was at Mrs. Hort’s neighborhood party on a fine May weekend. The forsythia’s golden rain had ended; the magnolias had littered the lawns with their petals; the azaleas blazed in orange and purple and the dogwoods in pink and white.


      Carl Vanderhoff, on his second bottle of beer and fourth hot-dog sandwich, said: “… I can’t bother much with annuals this year. I shall have to do some surgery on that cracked Japanese maple…” He was medium-sized and a little gray, and taught French Lit at Penn.


      Sydney Devore, the oldest of the three, lit his pipe and said: “… I’ve got three new kinds of cactus, and as soon as I get them unpotted…” He led a retired life as a consulting engineer.


      Bill Converse, burly and ruddy, waved his fourth beer-bottle and said: “… if there’s any screwy plant in the world, trust Sydney to plant it…” He was vice-president of the Keystone-Fidelity Insurance Company.


      Several of those at the party had objected to Devore’s unconventional planting, such as his setting out assorted species of cactus. Vanderhoff had supposed that cactus would not thrive in the dank of a Philadelphian suburb, but these did as a result of Devore’s care in keeping weeds and grass away from them and potting them through the winter. As Vanderhoff’s own wife had said, Devore lived. alone without a wife to keep him within the bounds of convention, but why couldn’t he plant decent iris, phlox and chrysanthemums like everybody else?


      The cactus made his lot stand out like a sore thumb.


       


      BEFORE Converse could say more about this eccentricity, Mrs. Hoyt’s brother, the spaceman, sauntered over. His uniform, unless one looked closely, was like that of a chief petty officer of the United States Navy. Vanderhoff understood that Grant Oakley was in fact some sort of chief mechanic on the Goddard.


      Carl Vanderhoff braced himself to look interested in Venerian matters, though the flight of the Goddard had been so overpublicized, and he had already seen, heard and read so much about it through the normal channels of information, that he was getting bored with it.


      “You fellas like to plant things?” said Grant Oakley with a noncommittal smile; a compact, competent-looking little man with bad teeth.


      “Wait till my roses come out,” boomed Converse.“I’ve got…”


      “I’m trying out this new bug-killer, R-47,” said Vanderhoff.“It’s said to really lick the Japanese beetles…”


      “Come over to my place after this breaks up,” said Devore, “and I’ll show you my South American…”


      As they all spoke at once, Oakley stared with a vague smile until they ran down. Then he said: “How’d you like to plant something from Venus?”


      “Oh, boy!” exclaimed Devore.“If I only could!”


      “Hm,” said Vanderhoff.“Perhaps.”


      “People would think I was nuts,” said Oakley.“I suppose a plant from Venus would come crawling into your house at night like some kind of octopus?”


      “No, nothing like that,” said Oakley.“The plants of Venus are higher developed than ours, but they don’t run after you. What would it be worth to you to plant them?”


      Devore frowned.“You mean you have some?”


      Oakley smiled, dipped a hand into a coat pocket and brought it out. He opened it just enough to show a small fistful of seeds ranging in size from that of an apple seed to that of a lima bean.


      “Now,” he said, “supposing these were seeds from Venus—I’m not saying they are, understand—what would they be worth to you?”


      Vanderhoff said: “That would depend on what they grew up to.”


      Devore said: “I thought the Department of Agriculture had a regulation—”


      “Who said anything about the Department of Agriculture?” asked Oakley.“I haven’t said these were from Venus. But supposing they were, what would you do about it?”


      Devore said: “Well, I suppose I ought—no, to hell with that. I want some. But I couldn’t pay you anything like the transportation cost.”


      “The same for me,” said Vanderhoff.“How about you, Bill?”


      Converse rubbed his chin.“We-ell—if you two take some, I guess I will, too. But none of us are rich, Mr. Oakley.”


      Oakley shrugged an eyebrow.


      “Neither am I. I brought these because I’ve got to have some quick money. How would ten bucks a seed strike you?”


       


      DEVORE whistled.“Suppose you tell us what they are first.”


      “You’ll read all about it when the Department of Agriculture gets out a bulletin. But these little black fellas are the singing shrub. The medium-sized—”


      “What does the singing shrub do?” asked Vanderhoff.


      “It sings. The blue ones are the bulldog bush. You understand, these are just the names the fellas on the expedition called them. The scientists gave ‘em Latin names, but you’ll have to read those in the Department of Agriculture Bulletin.”


      “How about the big red ones?” said Converse.


      “That’s the tree of Eden. It has the best-tasting fruit ever. Harmless, too. We ate lots of it. It seemed to make everybody happy and grateful. Some called it the stein plant on account of it grows a thing shaped like a pitcher or more like an old German beer stein.”


      “What does the bulldog bush do?” said Devore.


      “It tries to bite, like one of those fly-catching plants on Earth, only bigger. I wouldn’t say to plant it if you’ve got small babies. It may bite hard enough to hurt.”


      “How about growing up and biting our heads off?” Converse wanted to know.


      “It only grows so high, and the snappers about like so.” Oakley described with his hands a biting organ the size of a pair of human hands.“And it’s not that strong. Now how about it? Shall we have a little auction?”


      There ensued a long low argument. More beer was drunk and hot-dogs eaten. The Sun went down; the neighborhood’s bat came out and flew in circles over Mrs. Hort’s party. At last the three householders each agreed to pay Grant Oakley fifty dollars, for which Converse should get the tree of Eden seeds, Vanderhoff all the bulldog bush seeds and Devore all the singing shrub seeds.


      They had disputed whether each of them should try to raise specimens of all three species, but concluded that a single extraterrestrial species apiece would be enough to handle. Vanderhoff would have preferred either the tree of Eden or the singing shrub, but his gardening friends put in their claims for these before he had a chance to and pressed them with such vigor that he gave way.


       


      “BRING ‘em in before frost,” said Oakley.“If they haven’t grown too big, that is. These came from the polar regions of Venus. Those are the only parts of the planet that aren’t so hot a man has to wear a protective suit. It’s about like the equator on Earth. So the plants won’t stand cold.”


      The seeds and money changed hands as Carl Vanderhoff’s wife Penelope came up. Bill Converse saw her first and said: “Hello, gorgeous!” with the lupine expression he assumed in addressing his neighbors’ wives.


      Penny Vanderhoff simpered at him and said to her husband: “Carl, we really have to go. That sitter said she’d only stay till seven.”


      Vanderhoff slipped his seeds into his pocket and went along.


      “What were you talking with Mr. Oakley about?” said Penny Vanderhoff.“Venus?”


      “He was telling us about the plants there,” said Vanderhoff.


      He did not speak of his Venerian seeds because this would have started an argument. Penny would have scolded him for being eccentric, “just like that crazy Sydney Devore. I don’t know what you see in that man…”


      In moments of fantasy, Carl Vanderhoff liked to imagine himself an ancient patriarch, sitting in a tent with a towel over his head, combing his beard and ordering his wives, children and goats around. In practice, he never got anywhere near this envied state, as his wife and children could and often did outshout him in familial arguments.


      Although he was willing to coerce his children by force, Penny always stood up for them, having been indoctrinated with the extreme educational progressivism of the followers of Dewey and Watson. And in these days of easy divorce, there was no question of using force on one’s wife.


      Penny was not as gorgeous as Converse made her out with his leering compliments, being short and rather squarish of build, though still fairly pretty in a round-faced floral way. But that wasn’t the point. He longed to be the power in the household and he didn’t stand a chance.


       


      NEXT morning at breakfast, Vanderhoff put on his firmest face and said: “I shall plant some new things today. There will be wire guards around them and anyone who steps on one gets the derriere beat off him. Je suis tout a fait serieux.”


      There was a condescending chorus of affirmative grunts and vocables filtered through corn flakes.


      “And, Dan,” continued Vanderhoff, “you left your baseball equipment all over the floor again. Either you clean it up or there’ll be no allowance.”


      After breakfast, Vanderhoff went out to plant his seeds. The neighborhood was waking into its usual Sunday-morning racket. The roar of power mowers was joined by the screech of the power saw in Mr. Hort’s basement and the chatter of Mr. Zanziger’s electric hedge trimmer. Mr. O’Ryan, hammering something in his garage, furnished the percussion effect.


      Carl Vanderhoff walked about, wondering where to plant. If the bushes really bit, it would not do to plant them near the walks; they might grab guests or men delivering things.


      He had had a qualm about accepting the seeds for fear they would endanger his children. But since his youngest, Peter, was four and active, he thought he was not running much risk, especially if he put up a guard heavy enough to keep plant and youngster apart.


      Besides, if Peter did get nipped, it would teach him to obey orders.


      Vanderhoff decided to plant the seeds outside his picture window, in place of a mass of old jonquils that had practically ceased to flower and that he had been thinking of throwing away.


      He put on his rubbers, got out shovel and garden cart and went to work. When the jonquils were out of the way, he dug a hole for each of the six seeds, filled it with a mixture of mushroom soil and fertilizer, trod the earth hard, and finished off the surface with a slight bowl-shaped depression to catch the water.


      He watered the six places, stuck a flat stake beside each site with a notation, and put cylindrical wire guards over the spots.


       


      THREE weeks after Vanderhoff had planted his seeds, five little yellow shoots appeared. Vanderhoff naturally did not know that the sixth had just germinated when a beetle grub, inching its sluggish way through the soft earth, had come upon it and devoured it.


      Vanderhoff diligently watered his plants. The clouds of Venus had turned out to be ordinary clouds of water droplets, not of formaldehyde as had been feared, and the surface of the planet was quite as rainy as fictional speculators had portrayed it.


      At the next session at Sydney Devore’s house, Vanderhoff asked Devore and Converse how their Venerian plants were coming along. Devore, who not only lived alone but further fractured convention by never speaking about his past or personal affairs, had a habit of throwing small penny-ante poker parties for the men of the neighborhood. Vanderhoff was the most regular guest. As a thinking man, he found Devore’s company congenial. Converse was the next most regular, not because he was a thinking man, but to get away from his wife. Very little poker was played, for they found more pleasure in drinking and talking.


      Converse answered: “Only one of my three seeds sprouted, but the thing’s a foot high already. Take a look next time you go by my place, Professor.” Converse always called Vanderhoff “Professor” with a kind of annoying tolerance, as if being a professor were a disgrace or at least an embarrassing state to admit and he was big enough to disregard it.


      “How about yours, Syd?” asked Vanderhoff.


      “They all came up, but I can’t tell what they’ll look like. I planted them down both sides of my front walk.”


      “You mean those little pink things we passed on the way in?”


      “Yes. I moved the cactus to make room for them.”


      THE azaleas went. The iris came and went. The peonies bloomed briefly and the tiger lilies for a longer time. Vanderhoff’s bulldog bushes grew with extraterrestrial speed until, one Saturday, Penny said: “Carl, what on Earth are those things? They look like a Venus’ fly-trap, but they’re such a funny color and so big.”


      “Those are the plants I bought from Oakley.”


      “Who? Oh, you mean Mrs, Hort’s brother, who went to Venus. Are those Venus plants, then?”


      “That’s what he said. Tell the children not to poke their fingers at them or they’ll get bitten.”


      “Why, Carl, I won’t have such dangerous plants on the place!”


      “We’re going to have these. Nobody’ll get hurt if he does as he’s told. I’m going to put heavier guards around the plants and if they get out of hand, I’ll cut them down.”


      “What’s that?” said Penny, turning her head. There was a sound like songbirds.“It’s funny, but it always sounds as if a lot of birds were singing at Devore’s place, even when you can’t see any.”


      “That must be his Venerian plants,” said Vanderhoff.


      “Well, I should think you could at least have taken the singing plants and given him the biting ones. It would have been more appropriate, if you must have these weird things. Why don’t you do like other people, instead of always trying to be smart and different?”


      “If you start that again, I’ll grow a beard and wear a beret. Then you’ll really have something to complain of.”


      Penny went off in a huff, leaving Vanderhoff to work on his plants. He had long tried, with some success, to impress his family with the belief that, though a mild man in most respects, he was inflexible about his plants and terri. le in his wrath if one was hurt.


      When he had finished gardening, Vanderhoff walked down the street to Devore’s house, from which the birdsongs issued. He found Devore squatting before one of the little pink bushes that had grown from his Venerian seeds. At the apex of each shrub grew a brown, convoluted structure something like a flower; beneath it, the stem swelled out into a bladderlike bag.


      As he looked more closely, Vanderhoff saw that these structures were making the birdsongs.


      The bladders swelled and shrank while the “flowers” on top quivered and contracted.


       


      “WHAT are you doing, Syd?” asked Vanderhoff.


      “Teaching these to say ‘good morning. ’”


      “They can be taught?”


      “Within limits. They’re imitative, which is why they’ve been copying the local birds.”


      “How do you train them?”


      Devore held up a can of X-53-D, the latest super-fertilizer.“They love this and I give ‘em a spoonful when they say something right. An article in the Botanical Gazette says they use these songs the way our flowers use color and perfumes, to attract Venerian flying things for pollenization.” Devore addressed the plant.“Good-morning, Mr. Devore.”


      “G’morning, Mis’ Dwore.”


      “Good plant!” said Devore. He sprinkled a spoonful of X-53-D around the base of the bush and wetted it down with his watering can.“Reward of merit.”


      “I suppose you’d call that speaking with a Venerian accent,” said Vanderhoff.“I must make a phonetic transcription of it some time. How do they know you from anybody else?”


      Devore shrugged.“Sound or smell, I suppose. They don’t have any eyes, of course. Are your bushes doing any biting yet?”


      “They try to. Each pair of jaws has a sort of antenna sticking up above it, like a radar antenna. That seems to be how they sight on their prey.”


      “Can they draw blood?”


      “I don’t know. One got my finger the other day; quite a pinch, but it didn’t break the skin.”


      “What do you feed them?” asked Devore.


      “They seem to like tuna-fish best. Steak and ham they find indigestible.”


      “Hi, Professor!” came the loud voice of Bill Converse.“Hello, Syd. How’s your crab-grass this morning?”


      “It’s beginning to show up as usual,” said Devore.“How’s your bouncing betty?” For Converse, despite his noise about his expert gardening, had never eradicated all the soapwort or bouncing betty with which his flowerbeds had been overrun when he bought his house.


      “You needn’t kid me,” said Converse.“After all, bouncing betty does have a flower.”


      “Yeah,” said Devore.“That miserable weed. You’re just lazy.” He lowered his voice.“How’s the tree of Eden doing?”


      Converse rolled his eyes.“It’s as tall as I am. C’mon over and look at it.”


       


      THE tree of Eden, over six feet high, was a plant of curious shape. A stubby trunk, about three feet tall and four or five inches thick, ended abruptly in an organ that hung down in front of the trunk and, spraying up and out behind it, a fan of slender stems of finger-thickness, each bearing a double row of small orange leaves.


      Vanderhoff had a fleeting impression of a sort of vegetable peacock with its tail spread. The organ in front had a pitcher-shape, rather like that of a terrestrial pitcher-plant, only larger, complete with lid. This vessel was now as big as a bucket. The lid was grown fast to the top of the vessel so it could not be raised.


      “The funniest thing,” said Converse in the same low voice, “is not only how fast it grows, but that it has such hard wood. Normally you expect anything that grows that fast to be soft and porous.”


      He bent down one of the stems for the others to feel. It did seem to be made of strong hard wood.


      Vanderhoff said: “Maybe these little berries are going to be that wonderful fruit Oakley told us about.”


      “Uh-huh,” said Converse.“At this rate, they ought to be ready to eat by September.”


      Devore said: “Let me suggest that you fence the tree off, or the kids will have eaten all the fruits before we old dodderers get a chance at them.”


      “Good idea, pal,” agreed Converse.“Tell you what—when they’re ripe, I’ll throw a neighborhood party and we’ll all eat them.”


       


      WILLIAM Converse did fence off his tree, which continued to grow like Jack’s beanstalk. The neighborhood’s beds of phlox came out in crimson and white. Vanderhoff’s bulldog bushes grew larger and more voracious. Penny Vanderhoff got a gashed finger feeding one and had a row with her husband about getting rid of them.


      Curiously, neither the bulldog bushes nor the tree of Eden aroused comment. Vanderhoff’s picture window was at right angles to the street, and the bushes, planted beneath this window, could not be seen from the street. Vanderhoff had threatened his children with dire penalties if they told outsiders about his marvelous plants, and apparently they had obeyed him.


      The tree of Eden was in plain sight, but, while its strange shape caused many to ask Converse about it, they accepted his casual word that “Oh, that’s just a South African stein plant.”


      Sydney Devore’s, however, could not be overlooked. First his singing shrubs twittered in imitation of the birds they heard. One, in fact, took to hooting like a screech owl, except that the plant hooted all day instead of at night like a well-regulated owl.


      Then Devore taught them to greet him with “Good morning, Mr. Devore” as he came down his walk. When his neighbors asked him what was happening, he made jocular or enigmatic remarks, such as asserting that he had wired the plants for sound. But the plants’ behavior was so egregious that the explanations were not believed. As the plants grew, their tonal range and intelligibility increased.


      Devore taught them a more elaborate repertory. He hopped up the morning greeting from a mere “Good morning, Mr. Devore!” to such phrases as “All hail, Your Imperial Highness!”


      WHEN their greetings were as magniloquent as the most egotistical paranoid could desire, Devore started teaching the bushes to sing Clementine. He had trouble getting them to sing in unison, but he persevered. Evening after evening, the neighborhood gathered to see Devore striding up and down his walk, tapping a little Indian drum and exhorting his plants.


      “Just wait,” said Penny Vanderhoff to her husband.“Any day now, a swarm of F. B. I, men and newspaper reporters will come down on us. They’ll take you three to jail and the reporters will write stories that’ll cost you your job.”


      But that was the summer so much happened—the near-war between India and China over Nepal, the death of President Tringstad in an airplane crash, and the return of the Bergerac from Mars—that the newspapers had their attention elsewhere.


      At any rate, the mums and gladioli were out and nothing had yet befallen when Bill Converse, after tasting a fruit of his tree of Eden, pronounced it ripe and invited the neighborhood to a Saturday evening party to eat the whole crop.


      This was the weekend after Labor Day. On this weekend, the International Council of Language Teachers’ Associations met in New York City. Carl Vanderhoff went to New York as a delegate, intending to return Sunday evening.


      It also happened that Bill Converse read in Popular Gardening an article about Venerian plants in general and the tree of Eden in particular. Enough of these plants had now been grown by the Northern Regional Research Laboratory of the Department of Agriculture at Peoria, Illinois, to allow some conclusions about them. But Converse, who glanced more and more through his own windows toward the Vanderhoffs’ house, said nothing about this even to his gardening friends, Devore and Vanderhoff.


       


      THE day of the Converse party, Penelope Vanderhoff telephoned Mrs. Converse.“Mary? I’m so sorry, but I can’t come to your party this afternoon.”


      “Oh,” said Mary Converse, “isn’t that too bad?”


      “My sitter has stood me up and Carl’s away, so I have to stay home,” Penny explained.


      “Aren’t they old enough to be left?”


      “Well, Dan is eight and Eleanor six, but if you leave them alone they fight, scream, chase each other, break windows, upset furniture and make a shambles of the place. I can’t imagine why—I’ve always let them do as they pleased, like it says in the book—but that’s how it is. So I’ll have to pass it up.”


      When Mary Converse told her husband, he said: “Oh. Too bad. I’ll take her some of the fruit.”


      “It’ll be all right if that’s all you do over there,” said Mary Converse.


      “Damn it!” shouted Converse.“I don’t see why I put up with your groundless suspicions!”


      The refreshments at the Converse party consisted of martinis and tree of Eden fruits. The guests picked the fruits directly from the tree, from which Converse had removed the fence. The fruits looked like plums, but proved to be without pits. They gave out a delicious, enticing smell that had the guests drooling by the time they received their portions. The taste caused gasps, cries, closed eyes.


      The tree now towered twelve feet tall, while the pitcherlike organ in front was as large as a laundry hamper. The lid of the organ had come loose from the rest, except for a hingelike connection in the back. The edges of the lid curled up a little, so one could look down into the empty body of the pitcher.


      The spray of slender stems bore hundreds of fruits. Any lesser number would have been quickly consumed. The guests hardly bothered with their cocktails in their rush to gorge themselves on Venerian fruits. When the lower branches of the fan had been stripped, Bill Converse, his face red from martinis, lugged a stepladder from his garage and climbed it to hand down more fruit.


      Converse did not eat any himself. When a lull in the demand allowed him, he took a small paper bag from his pocket, unfolded it and dropped a dozen of the fruits into it. Then he quietly came down from the ladder and walked away from the party toward the Vanderhoff house.


      There he rang the doorbell. Penelope came. Converse said: “Here’s some fruit, Penny.”


      “Oh, thank you,” she said.“Won’t you come in?”


      “Sure. Maybe you’d like to put those on a plate and eat ‘em now.”


      Penelope got out a plate, dumped the fruits out on it and ate one.“My, these are delicious. I’ve never tasted anything like them. Won’t you have one?”


      ‘Thanks,” said Converse, “but I’ve had all I can hold.”


       


      BACK at the Converse party, guests, stuffed with fruit, were sitting and standing about lethargically, wiping the juice of the fruits off their hands and sipping martinis. The only fruit yet uneaten were a few on the highest parts of the tree, which could not be reached by the stepladder.


      Two men walked slowly up the walk, peering about. One was lean and hatchet-faced; the other short and stout with thick-lensed glasses. While all the male guests were in sport-shirts, the newcomers wore coats.


      The shorter one said: “There’s the house and that’s one of the plants.”


      The two drifted quietly up to the crowd around the tree of Eden and the taller asked Mr. Zanziger: “Excuse me, but which is Mr. Converse?”


      Zanziger answered: “Bill isn’t here just now. He went over to the Vanderhoff house.”


      “Are Mr. Vanderhoff or Mr. Devore here?”


      “Mr. Vanderhoff isn’t, but I think Mr. Devore—yeah, that’s him.” Zanziger pointed to the square-jawed, gray-haired figure with the pipe.


      Mary Converse said: “I’m Mrs. Converse. What can I do for you?”


      The hatchet-faced man said: “I have here a warrant for your husband’s arrest. Also for Mr. Vanderhoff and Mr. Devore. Here are my credentials.” The man produced the badge of a United States deputy marshal, and added: “My name is Jacobson, and this is H. Breckenridge Bing of the Department of Agriculture. Where—”


      Devore stepped up.“Did somebody say I was wanted?”


      “I’m sorry to say you are,” said Jacobson, producing more papers from his inside coat pocket.“Here’s the warrant for your arrest on the charge of buying articles whose importation is forbidden by the Plant Import Control Act of 1963, as amended 1989. Now if—”


      “Why, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Devore with an exaggerated expression of innocent astonishment.


      “Ahem,” said the short stout man.“He means that Amphorius tentatius—” Bing indicated the tree of Eden—“as well as several specimens of Faucifrons mordax and Cantodumus mimicus. Our investigations show—”


      Devore broke in.“Are you the H. Breckenridge Bing who wrote in the Botanical Gazette on the reclassification of the Pteridophyta in the light of recent paleobotanical evidence?”


      “Why—uh—yes.”


      Devore shook the man’s hand.“That was a swell piece, but I never thought I’d be arrested by the author.”


      “Well—er—I assure you I would have preferred not to be a party to your arrest, but they sent me along to identify the contraband plants.”


       


      JACOBSON said: “If you’ll show me where Mr. Converse and Mr. Vanderhoff are, I’ll run you down to the Federal Building in my car and you’ll be out on bail in a few minutes.”


      “What will they do to Mr. Converse and the others?” asked Mary Converse.


      “Probably just a fine,” said Jacobson.


      “Oh,” said Mary Converse in a disappointed tone.


      The deputy marshal continued: “It depends partly on whether they’re cooperative witnesses in the prosecution of Grant Oakley, who sold them the seeds. He’s the one who we’ll really throw the book at. He’s under arrest now.”


      “My brother in jail!” cried Mrs. Hort, but nobody heeded her.


      Devore asked: “I suppose the Department of Agriculture will send a truck around to gather up our Venerian plants?”


      Bing’s eyes blinked behind their spectacles.“That’s right. It’s bad enough to bring in an exotic plant from some place on Earth when its properties aren’t fully known, and a hundred times more risky to bring in one from another planet. You never know what might happen. It—uh—might spread all over, like the prickly-pear cactus in Australia. Or it might have a disease that would get loose and wipe out the wheat crop.”


      “Urn,” said Devore.“I hadn’t thought of that.”


      “Come on, Breck,” said Jacob-son.“Show me the Vanderhoff house.”


      A guest named Dietz, who had had several martinis too many, muttered: “Don’t worry, you beautiful plant, we won’t let these guys take you away from us.”


      H. Breckenridge Bing continued: “Now this Amphorius, for instance, has a strange property. I suppose you know that the biochemistry of the higher Venerian organisms turned out to be almost the same as that of terrestrial vertebrates?”


      Devore nodded vigorously; the other hearers in more tentative fashion.


      “Well, you remember that in the 1970s, Petchnikov isolated gratisone, the gratitude hormone, which is secreted by the pineal gland. It occurs in such minute amounts that it had been overlooked, but it controls animal behavior somewhat as prolactin stimulates mother-love. It’s one of the things that makes community and family life possible. Now the fruit of Amphorius contains significant amounts of gratisone, or a substance almost identical with it. The result is that anybody who eats an Amphorius fruit is soon seized by an irresistible desire to please the thing or person from whom the fruit was received. If you eat it off the tree, you want to please the tree.”


       


      “HEY, Breck!” said Jacobson, tugging at Bing’s sleeve. H. Breckenridge Bing was no man to relinquish an audience for anything less than a convulsion of nature. He continued: “Now Amphorius is a carnivorous plant, like Faucifrons, but instead of snatching its prey, it persuades the prey to feed itself to the plant. Small vertebrates who eat the fruit climb into the amphora—” Bing indicated the steinlike structure—“and are digested. The highest form of Venerian life, the yellow gibbon-like Sauropithecus xanthoderma, is too intelligent to thrust itself into the amphora. Instead, the tribe seizes the weakest member as a sacrifice to the plant and thrusts him into the vessel.


      “If, on the other hand, you receive the fruit from another person, you—”


      “My gosh!” cried Mary Converse.“That no-good husband of mine took a bag of the things over to Penny Vanderhoff! Three guesses what he’s up to!”


      Dietz, the drunken guest, said: “And that’s what we ought to do to Mr. Bing and Mr. Jacobson here. Nothing’s too good for our tree, not even a Federal dick.”


      Bing gave a forced smile.“I don’t think human beings would go to the extremes of the Venerian lizard-monkey—”


      “Oh, wouldn’t we?” said another guest.“Tear up our plant and take it away, will you?”


      “Now look here—” said Jacob-son.


      “Into the jug with them!” yelled a guest, and the cry was taken up. The circle began to close in on the Federal men, who backed hastily toward the street.


      Deputy Marshal Jacobson drew a pistol from under his armpit, saying: “You’re all under ar—”


      Standing on his right was young John S. Mosely, expected to be Penn’s star halfback during the coming football season. Moseley let fly a kick that sent the pistol thirty feet into the air, to fall among Converse’s pachysandra.


      The guests closed in, clutching.


      There was a crash of glass from the Vanderhoff house, but nobody heard it.


       


      CARL Vanderhoff returned home Saturday evening instead of Sunday as he had planned. He delivered his paper Saturday morning; he saw everybody he really wanted to see by the end of Saturday’s lunch; he discovered that the meetings and papers scheduled for Sunday were of little interest; finally, Professor Junius White of the University of Virginia offered him a lift home if he would leave Saturday afternoon.


      The thought of saving both train fare and a night’s hotel bill, and of getting home in time for the tail-end of the Converse party, decided Vanderhoff to leave early.


      He walked the half-block from where he was dropped by White, who had declined an invitation to stop in. He marched up to his front door, entered and dropped the briefcase containing his notes, pajamas and other equipment for the Conference. He almost tripped over young Daniel’s lightweight baseball bat, clucked with annoyance, leaned the bat against the corner, and made a mental note to fine Daniel.


      Then he filled his lungs to shout: “Hello, family!” but closed his mouth and let his breath out as muffled sounds of human activity came from the living room.


      Frowning, Vanderhoff took three steps to the threshold. On the sofa, his wife sat in hot, amorous embrace with his neighbor Converse.


      Converse looked up at the slight sound of Vanderhoff’s entrance. Vanderhoff stared blankly. Then the habits of a lifetime started to curl his lips into a cordial smile of greeting, while at the same time a rising fury distorted this automatic smile into something else—an expression at which Converse looked with visible horror.


      Vanderhoff took a step forward. Converse, though he outweighed the professor of French Literature by twenty pounds, tore himself loose from Penelope, looked furtively around, and crashed through the window.


      There was a scrambling in the shrubbery outside. At the same instant, from the other direction came the cries and footfalls of a crowd pursuing something along the street, but Vanderhoff’s attention was drawn by a loud cry from beyond the window, followed by the yell: “Ow! Help! It’s got me!”


      Vanderhoff hurried to the window.


      Converse had fallen among the bulldog bushes, which had instantly seized him. Two of the jaws had grips on each of his legs, or at least on the trousers that clothed them, while a fifth held a fold of his sport-shirt.


      Converse, on hands and knees, had crawled as far out of the clump as he could and was trying to get farther, while the other jaws of the bushes lunged and snapped at him like the heads of snakes.


      He had knocked over a couple of the wire guards that Vanderhoff had set up in front of the bushes. His right hand had blood on it, apparently from a cut sustained when he broke the window. Fragments of glass, reflecting the golden sunset, gleamed on the frantically trampled ground among the bushes.


       


      VANDERHOFF stood with ‘ pursed lips, contemplating various kinds of assault. If he merely used his fists, Converse would grab him and probably give him a worse beating than he inflicted. Then he remembered Dan’s bat. He strode into the hall, picked up the bat, went out the back door, and came around to where Converse sprawled in the grip of the bushes.


      “Hey!” cried Converse.“Don’t do that, Carl! Let’s be civilized about this! I didn’t mean any harm! I was just—”


      The sound of a blunt instrument on a human skull ended his explanation. Converse yelped and moaned, but could not crawl back among the bushes lest worse befall him.


      As Vanderhoff stepped back, sounds from the street attracted his attention. He hurried around the corner of his house and saw a strange procession winding toward the Converse home.


      First came Sydney Devore, beating his Indian drum. Then came four neighbors, each holding one limb of a short, fat man who struggled. Then came the other neighbors, male and female, moving in a fashion that resembled one of the more athletic Latin-American dances.


      As the line passed Devore’s place, his singing shrubs burst into Clementine.


      Vanderhoff found these sights and sounds so strange that, foregoing further revenge for the moment, he followed the procession with the bat on his shoulder.


      The marchers danced up to the Converse house. One guest raised the lid of the pitcher of the tree of Eden, while the four who held the little man prepared to thrust him in.


      Vanderhoff caught up with the head of the procession and asked Devore: “Hey, Sydney, what’s going on? Are you all crazy?”


      “No-o, we’re just going to reward the tree for its lovely fruit.”


      “You mean they’re going to sacrifice this man? Who is he, anyway?”


      Devore explained about H. Breckenridge Bing.“The other one got away. He could run faster.”


      “But what’ll happen to this one?”


      Devore shrugged.“He’ll be digested, I suppose. Serves him right. It should stimulate the tree no end.”


      “You’re insane,” said Vanderhoff, and pushed his way through the crowd to the tree.


      The four stalwarts had finally inserted Bing into the amphora, despite his struggles and the tightness of the fit. Muffled cries came from inside. Bing’s fingers could be seen curled over the edge of the pitcher as he tried to force his way out, but the plant now held down the lid by its own mechanisms. The amphora remained closed, though it bulged this way and that as Bing kicked and butted.


       


      “GET away!” said Vanderhoff, shoving the Converses’ guests aside and grasping the edge of the lid.


      “Wait, you can’t do that!” Dietz cried, seizing Vanderhoff’s arm.“Leave our plant alone or we’ll feed you to it, too!”


      Vanderhoff resignedly hit Dietz over the head with his bat. As Dietz staggered back, holding his head, several other guests rushed at Vanderhoff. He waded in with the bat, cracking arms, heads, and knuckles with such verve that the attackers fell back, leaving the football-playing Moseley unconscious on the lawn.


      Vanderhoff then returned to the tree of Eden, keeping an eye cocked for another rush. When heaving on the lid had no effect, he struck the amphora with his bat. This induced a yell of anguish from inside, but did not loosen the plant’s hold.


      Then Vanderhoff got out his pocket-knife and attacked the hinge of the stein-lid. He drew it across the grain again and again. After he had sawed half an inch into the structure, he found he had weakened the hinge enough so that he could raise the lid.


      Bing climbed out. His glasses were gone and his scanty hair was awry. His skin was covered with red spots and his clothes were stained by the tree’s digestive juices.


      He peered nearsightedly at Vanderhoff.“Did you get me out? Thanks. As for the rest of you—”


      Mary Converse shook her head and said: “I don’t know what could have got into us, Mr. Bing. I’d never do such a dreadful thing.”


      “Gratisone got into you, that’s what,” said Bing.“Now you see why we can’t let just anybody plant extraterrestrial plants.”


      The others, too, seemed to be coming out of their madness. Mr. Hort said: “You must let us pay to have your suit cleaned.”


      Dietz said: “We’d better buy him a new suit. The plant’s digestive juices will eat that one full of holes.”


      It was finally agreed that Mr. O’Ryan should act as banker for the neighborhood and assess them whatever was needed to repay the damages sustained by Bing. Just as this agreement was reached, one of the township’s patrol cars drew up. Out got Deputy Marshal Jacobson and the two local policemen.


      Jacobson growled: “You’re all under arrest for forcibly intimidating a United States officer!”


      “They couldn’t help it, Jake,” said Bing.“It was the fruit. I’m not going to press any complaints.”


      “Why not?” demanded Jacobson.


      “Well, Mr. Devore said he liked my article. I didn’t know anybody had even read it.”


       


      CARL Vanderhoff returned home late that evening, after he and Devore had departed in Jacobson’s official car and Converse, released from the bulldog bush, in an ambulance.


      He told his wife: “They let me sign my own bond. It seems I’m something of a hero for rescuing that little botanist, so I shall be let off easily. And Bill never said a word about me; he just let them think it was the bushes that beat him into a pulp. He’d better! And now what have you to say?”


      “I—I don’t know how to explain– I must have gone out of my head—I never loved anybody but you—”


      “That’s all right,” said Vanderhoff, and told her about gratisone.“Now that that’s over, send those kids in here. Dan is going to be penalized for leaving his bat on the floor, and the whole outfit will be run on orderly lines from now on. No backtalk, either.”


      “Yes, dear,” said Penelope.


      “And if I feel like growing a beard tomorrow, I’ll grow one.” Vanderhoff’s picture of himself as an ancient patriarch, sitting in his tent and ordering his wives, children and goats around, might not last. The family would probably wear him back down to his normal mild self.


      But he meant to enjoy his authority while he had it.


       


      6. PROPOSAL


       


      WHEN Alice Wernecke walked up the path to the Greers’ house she was mildly interested in the fact that the thing from that planet, which was staying with the Greers, would be there. Meeting it would be an interesting experience and all that.


      But that was not the main consideration: She had read enough about these extra-terrestrials in the newspapers and magazines, and seen them enough on television, so that meeting one would cause no great shock. And they were certainly nothing pretty to look at; not at all human (barring the fact that they had two arms, two legs, and a head) but not much like anything else on earth either.


      These Wolfians had certainly made the human race look silly, after all those Important people had gone to so much trouble and appropriated so much money for a World Space Authority under the United Nations, and made so many dull speeches about the dawn of a new era. Because when they got their moon-ship half built, the ship from the planet of the star Wolf number something had landed in Africa. The sixteen extra-terrestrials aboard had solemnly announced that they were paying a visit, and would the earthmen be so kind as to explain everything about this planet to them?


      The fact uppermost in Alice’s mind, however, was not the presence of the alien, but that of his guide and mentor, that Mr. Matthews from the State Department. Mr. Matthews was a kind of cousin of the Greers. He was unmarried, and for months the Greers had been promising to introduce him to Alice. The trouble was that Mr. Matthews worked—dreadfully hard, said the Greers—in Washington, and seldom got to the Philadelphia suburbs. Now, however…


       


      ALICE also felt a little guilty about the fact that her roommate Inez Rogell was not coming to this party— though there was no reason why she should. The Greers had asked Alice, not Inez, who was no great asset to a party anyway.


      Harry Greer let her in and introduced her round. The being from Wolf whatsit stood at the far end of the room holding his cocktail in one hand and resting the knuckles of the other on the ground. The remarkable shortness of his legs and length of his arms made this possible. The creature was covered with a wrinkled gray leathery hairless skin that gave the impression of being very thick, like that of an elephant. His head reminded Alice a little of that of a turtle, though the skull bulged enough to accommodate a decent share of brains. Aside from a wrist-watch and a thing like a musette-bag slung from one shoulder, the being wore no clothes or ornaments, and aside from his large opalescent eyes and his beak-mouth there was nothing about him that could be definitely identified with a corresponding organ on an earthly organism. He was not quite so tall as Alice’s five-four.


      Harry Greer said: “Alice, this is—” and here he uttered a name that sounded something like “Stanko”.“Stanko, this is Miss Wernecke, who teaches our youngest.”


      Stanko opened the musette-bag. Alice had a glimpse inside and saw that it was full of a fountain-pen, an address-book, and other things such as an earthly man might carry in his pockets. He brought out and extended a calling-card, which read:


    


    

      Kstaho ‘Agu Lozlek Haag


      Cultural Representative,


      Wolf 359-I


      At the same time Stanko (as Alice continued to think of him despite the hieroglyphics on the card) said slowly: “I am glad to meet Miss Wernecke. Does she teach that one child only, or others as well?”


      The accent was not bad—at least most of the sounds were recognizable—but the voice had a curiously inhuman flat quality, as when a man speaks with an artificial larynx.


      While Harry Greer answered Stanko’s question, Mary Greer presented Alice to the tall man with dark hair thinning on top who stood next to the extra-terrestrial. Now Alice’s interest really soared, for Mary announced that this was “Byron Matthews, who I’ve been telling you about.”


      “And she’s told me about you, too,” said Byron Matthews.


      Alice wished that Mary had not poured it on quite so thickly. Nothing nips a beautiful friendship in the bud like the suspicion of the people concerned that they are being thrown together for matchmaking purposes. Still, this did look like a possibility. If not exactly handsome, Byron Matthews had a distinguished air and a pleasant manner. Certainly he was an improvement over anything in Alice’s present stable: that twerp John, who taught English at Darbydale High, or Edward, who clerked at the Darbydale National Bank, or the two or three occasionals…


      When she had shaken hands, Alice straightened up and drew back her shoulders to make the most of her assets. She was acutely conscious of Matthews’s glance as it took in her freshly-set golden hair, her best blue afternoon frock matching her eyes, and her lush figure which careful dieting kept on the safe side of plumpness. She said:


      “My goodness, Mr. Matthews, you don’t look like one of those terrible State Department people one reads about.”


      Matthews gave a theatrical wince.“Young lady, if the State Department were as bad as its critics for the last two centuries have been saying, the Republic would have ceased to exist. But then, it’s an axiom of American politics that the better the Department is the worse it gets criticized.”


      “How awful! Why is that?”


      “Because we have to take a long view and consider the whole world, which puts us on the unpopular side of many questions. Most folks, especially Congressmen, would rather take a short view and forget the rest of the world. Now that we have to start considering other planets as well it’ll be even worse.”


      “You poor things! Are you staying up here to keep an eye on Mr. Stanko, “


      “That’s right. The Wolfians decided that the most profitable use to make of their time was to scatter and sample various earthly environments. So one is living with a family of Chinese peasants, another with a family of decayed European aristocrats in Denmark, another in a Catholic monastery in Quebec, and another with the Camayura Indians of Brazil. Kstaho was assigned to sample life in a typical suburban-bourgeois home in the United States.”


      “I think he got the best deal of the lot,” said Alice, absent-mindedly accepting the martini that Harry Greer handed her.“How long will he be here?”


      “About five months. Then they all fly back to Africa to take off for home.”


      “What do you do meanwhile?”


      “I stay at the Swarthmore Inn, and during the day I take our guest sightseeing.”


      “You’ll be here all that time?”


      “Unless Congress decides the State people are all Wolfians in disguise and cuts off our salaries.”


       


      THEN Mary Greer pulled Alice off to meet a couple more people, and there was a general scrimmage for a while. The other guests, once they had gotten over their initial nervousness towards Stanko, crowded round and plied him with questions:


      “How d’ you like this lousy Philadelphia climate?” “Have you been to a football game yet?” “Do they have insurance on this planet of yours?” “What do you think of American women?” “Aw, don’t embarrass the poor guy, George; he thinks they’re inhuman monsters.” “Well, sometimes I think they are too…”


      The extra-terrestrial responded in his slow way, taking his time for solemnly exact answers. The milling of the party —and some volition on her part-brought Alice back into proximity with Byron Matthews, though she let it seem accidental. This time their discourse got to where he was saying, with more hesitation and evident trepidation than one would expect of a rising young diplomat:


      “Uh, I thought maybe while I’m here, uh, maybe we could get together some time. Uh. You know, have dinner out or something.”


      Alice smiled her best.“That’s sweet of you, Byron! Or maybe I could feed you some night? You must get awfully tired of restaurant food.”


      “I do at that. Do you mean you can cook as well as teach?”


      “I should be able to! My folks are Pennsylvania Dutch…”


      The flat mechanical voice of the Wolfian cut in: “Mr. Matthews, I have not yet seen one of your schools in operation. As Miss Wernecke is a teacher, could I perhaps watch her teach?”


      “How about it, Alice?” said Matthews.


      “Oh, goodness,” said Alice.“If Mr. Stanko comes in to one of our classes the kids will be so distracted nothing will be taught, and he won’t see what he came for. Suppose I send him up to the High School? He’d find Mr. Lorbeer’s science class interesting.”


      That, she thought will fix that old goat’s wagon. She had good reasons for disliking Mr. Lorbeer. The previous year, when she had been doing her practice teaching at the Lowland Avenue School in Darbydale to qualify for her Pennsylvania State teaching license, Mr. Lorbeer had been her supervisor sent by the University to check up on her along with the other would-be teachers who were finishing the University’s education course. And he had driven poor Alice nearly crazy slinking around hinting that she would be sure of a good grade if she would only tender him the ultimate in female hospitality. Otherwise—out, and she had seen enough of his arbitrary firings of student teachers to know that he meant it. (One unlucky youth whom everybody else considered promising material had been tossed out at the end of his first day for what Mr. Lorbeer had reported as “intangibles.”) The facts that he had a wife somewhere and that such conduct was not socially approved in a conservative Philadelphia suburb did not deter him.


      Alice, however, had every intention of keeping her virtue, at least for another six years until she was thirty. Then, if she had not landed a man, she might reconsider. Therefore she had adroitly held Mr. Lorbeer off, treading the tightrope between submission and defiance until she got her license, and the principal of the Lowland Avenue School had also seen her practice work and had an opening for a third-grade teacher.


      But the fact that he was no longer in a position to apply improper pressure had not discouraged Lorbeer. He still pursued her with phone calls, small gifts, and offers of dates. And though he was no longer her practice-teaching supervisor he was important enough in the school system so that she did not dare insult him openly.


      “Certainly it will be interesting,” said Stanko, but persisted in his implacable monotone: “I should still like to see this elementary school where Miss Wernecke teaches. Could I be shown around?”


      Uncertain what to do with this request, Alice floundered.“I’m not sure— I suppose—oh, I know! The fourth-graders are putting on Hansel and Gretel tomorrow afternoon. Why don’t you bring him around then? I’ll speak to our principal.”


      It was a dirty trick to play on Inez Rogell, who taught one of the two fourth-grade sections, but at that moment it was the best that Alice could think of.


       


      LATER after Byron Matthews had walked home, she sprang the news of the impending visitation on Inez. The roommate proved a brick. After a quiet case of hysterics she said sure, she would make all the arrangements. Inez was a stocky girl a decade older than Alice with an unbeautiful face, thick eyeglasses, and all the sex-appeal of a lawn-mower. She had, Alice knew, given up all hope of marriage many years before. Nevertheless her virtue was still intact for want of takers. Alice sometimes reflected that if only Mr. Lorbeer would come slavering after Inez instead of her, everybody would be happy. Or at least happier.


      Because of Inez’s age and ugliness, Alice did not have to worry about competition from Inez for her own men. On the other hand, it put Alice in the position where she felt obligated to try to get dates for Inez from time to time, and these never turned out well.


      Inez concluded: “But if that Warren boy has another fit, don’t say I didn’t warn you. Now, let’s get some sleep.”


      The following afternoon Alice was waiting when Matthews showed up ten minutes late in the little black State Department sedan with Stanko beside him. Matthews explained:


      “Sorry, couldn’t find the place. Where do we go now?”


      Alice led them to the auditorium, noticing that when in more of a hurry than his short legs could manage, Stanko put his knuckles to the ground and used his arms as crutches.


      The school auditorium was merely a big room with a stage at one side and several rows of folding chairs set along the floor. The first of these rows was now occupied by pupils of the fourth and adjacent grades, while the two and a half rows behind these were filled by the mothers of the fourth-graders. On the stage Father, in the person of a colored sixth-grader with a false blond beard affixed to his chin, was singing his complaint about hunger’s being the poor man’s curse, while to the right of the stage Inez bravely banged out Herr Humperdinck’s mediocre music on the school’s battered piano.


      Alice led her guests in, Stanko swinging along on his knuckles like an orangutan, Though they entered and sat down quietly in back, heads turned and there were gasps and whispers from the fourth-grade mothers. As the auditorium was only imperfectly darkened, those on the stage could see the new arrivals too. The song about the poor man’s curse died away in a squeak as Father stood goggling, ignoring the backstage prompting of Miss Pasquale, who taught the other fourth-grade section. Then Father sidled towards the wings where he engaged in a colloquy with the unseen Miss Pasquale. His stage-whisper wafted out into the auditorium:


      “I’m scared. Can’t sing with him look-in’ at me.”


      Alice breathed an “Oh, dear!” Mr. Matthews looked serious. As Father tried to push his way offstage, Miss Pasquale’s arm came out and grabbed him, and Miss Pasquale was heard to make some threat about beating his head in that would certainly not be found in any of the official manuals on child guidance. Meanwhile the girl playing Mother caught his coat from behind in an effort to pull him back to the center of the stage.


       


      STANKO sat taking all this in with his great jewel-like eyes. As the efforts of Father to leave the stage and of Miss Pasquale to stop him became more gymnastic, Stanko asked in a low voice:


      “Is something wrong?”


      “You—ah—seem to have startled him a bit,” murmured Alice.


      Stanko rose to his stubby legs and his voice carried flatly: “Do not be alarmed; I am merely studying your tribal rites. Please go on.”


      The sound of the inhuman voice seemed to have more effect on Father than either Miss Pasquale’s threats or her efforts at physical coercion. Father let himself be pulled and pushed back to the center of the stage, where he concluded his song in a tremulous voice. After that the opera limped along for another three-quarters of an hour without major mishap, save when the Witch became so conscious of Stanko’s scrutiny that she missed her footing and tumbled off the stage.


      At the end the shades were pulled up to let in the light. The mothers took a good look at Stanko and hurried off without stopping to exchange greetings and gossip. Miss Pasquale and Inez Rogell and Miss Halloran, the principal, came forward to meet the visitor, though each of the three ladies seemed anxious to let the others experience this honor first.


      When they finally got away, Alice caught up her coat to show Stanko and Matthews out. When they got outside Mr. Matthews wiped his forehead with his handkerchief, though it was a cool October day, and suggested that they stop at the nearest drug store for a cup of coffee. At the drug store he said, even more hesitantly than when he had suggested a date the night before:


      “Alice, Kstaho has another—uh— proposal to make.”


      “Yes?” said Alice with a sinking feeling.


      “Yes,” said Stanko.“I have been inquiring into your social customs, particularly that custom of dating which your young people practice. When I pressed Mr. Matthews for an example he admitted that he intended to undertake this rite with you, Miss Wernecke.”


      Alice glanced at Matthews, whose face bore much too unhappy, embarrassed, and self-conscious a look for even a fledgling diplomat.


      Stanko continued: “So it seemed to me that the most instructive thing that you could do would be to embark upon one of these dates with me along as an observer. You would do all the things and go all the places that you would if I were not there; just pretend that I do not exist.”


      “Why I never—” Alice began with heat, but Matthews gently grasped her wrist.


      “Please, Alice,” he said.“It’s important.”


      “Oh, all right,” she said. After all a date with Byron Matthews, even with this bizarre chaperonage, would probably prove more fun than one with John or Edward.


      “How about a movie?” said Matthews, and so it was arranged.


      When Alice got home the telephone rang, and there was Byron Matthews on the line. He said:


      “I’m awfully sorry about this, Alice—”


      “Sorry about what?”


      “Why, tonight. I mean, uh, not that I don’t want to take you out—”


      “I wondered for a minute,” she said.


      “Well, uh, you see, under normal circumstances—but we have to play along with Stinky or it’ll be bad not only for me but for the country and maybe the world as well. These Wolfians are really very proud and sensitive and emotional—”


      “Those shell-less turtles high-strung?” cried Alice.


      “Yes, believe it or not. They even commit suicide when they consider themselves insulted.”


      “Oh my goodness! That doesn’t sound like the sort of people to send exploring the universe, when they may run up against any kind of treatment…”


      “That’s true. Stanko told me they’ve lost three members of their group by suicide already. Before they landed on earth, that is. So you see… But we’ll have a real date as soon as we can get out from under Stanko’s eagle eye. See you tonight.”


       


      DURING the evening Alice cooperated as well as she could with Byron Matthews in the pretense that their chaperon was not there.


      After the movie they stopped in at the same drug store where Stanko ate a banana split, Matthews had a root-beer soda, and Alice, mindful on the one hand of her shape and on the other of the necessity of getting a full night’s sleep to be in condition for her monkey-cage the next day, confined herself to a small coke. In answer to her questions, Matthews told her something of the inner workings of the Department of State. She commented:


      “When you explain it, it doesn’t seem so mysterious or glamorous at all, but just one more government bureau all snarled up in its own red tape, like the Darbydale public school system. I always imagined State Department people as dashing about in striped pants and dodging spies, with brief-cases full of priceless papers under their arms.”


      He answered: “That’s what many people think. But the striped pants are merely our working-clothes, like an elevator man’s uniform. And for the last five years I’ve been chained to a desk in Washington filling out forms in sextuplicate and buying airplane tickets for


      V. I. P. ‘s, most of whom turn out to be just ordinary human beings with the usual percentage of stinkers.” He took a final pull on his straw, so that it emitted a snoring sound as the last of the soda was sucked up.“But I expect more variety in the future. I’ve put in for transfer to the Foreign Service. Would you like something else? You might as well shoot the works. Uncle’s paying for it.”


      “I think I’ll have mercy on the taxpayers,” said Alice, mentally adding, and on my waist-line.


      When Matthews bid her good-night they shook hands. Stanko, watching, said:


      “From what I have read and seen in your motion pictures, I understand that young people on dates in this country usually kiss before parting.”


      “Uk?” said Matthews.


      “Well, do they not?”


      “Sometimes,” said Alice.


      “And sometimes they do other things as well,” said Matthews.“But as this custom you refer to is an—uh—somewhat sentimental rite, I don’t think this would be an appropriate time…”


      In the darkness Alice could not see if Matthews were blushing, but he certainly sounded as if he were. Stanko said:


      “Nevertheless I wish that you would kindly do so. My observations will not be complete otherwise. Pretend that I am not here.”


      Matthews swore under his breath, then held out his arms.“Might as well do it up brown.”


      Alice suppressed a giggle and went into the clinch. She had been kissed often enough to know that unless the other party had a bad breath, a broken tooth, or a full beard, the difference between one kiss and another is not astronomical. Nevertheless she was pleased to find that Byron Matthews did a smooth job, as a man of his age and presumable experience certainly should. Before they broke he whispered:


      “As soon as I can get rid of Stinker I’ll be around for more!”


      Alice went into her apartment thoughtfully. The last word had been somewhat ambiguous. Perhaps Stanko’s chaperonage had not been an altogether bad idea. If Byron Matthews’s notions of “more” were like those of Mr. Lorbeer, the extra-terrestrial’s presence had at least saved the date from degenerating into a wrestling-match, as sometimes happened on dates with young men whose hands seemed to possess an uncontrollable exploratory urge.


      In the case of Matthews she was not even sure of how strong her defenses were against one whom she found so attractive. She fortified her resolution by remembering her mother’s last warning:


      “Ach, Alice, remember yet, any time you think you don’t vant a good girl to be, you never gatch a man by giving him free vot he vill marry you to get!”


       


      ALICE WERNECKE was correcting papers in her apartment the following afternoon when the telephone rang. Her heart leaped at Byron Matthews’s voice, then sank as she took in his graveyard tones.


      “Alice,” he said, “you know what?”


      “What?”


      “Stinko—pardon me, Cultural Representative Kstaho—wants a date with you!”


      “You mean like last night?”


      “No! He wants it all by himself. I’m not even to come along as chaperone.”


      “Oh-oh!” said Alice.


      “Exactly, oh-oh.”


      “What’s the big idea?”


      “He has a line of double-talk about how to understand our cultural pattern he has to engage in our activities as much as the difference of species permits.”


      “I hope the difference doesn’t permit too much. What sort of date has he in mind?”


      “He’s hell-bent to take you to a football game; heard the men at the Greers’ party talking about it. I suppose I can use my State Department connections to get you a pair of tickets to the Penn-Army game…”


      “I’ve got a better idea. Darbydale High plays Lansdowne High tomorrow. It won’t be a very hot game, but he won’t know the difference, and it’ll be easy to get seats at, and I’d rather be stared at by a couple of hundred people than fifty thousand. Or maybe you could persuade him to stay at the Greers’ and watch a good game on their TV?”


      “No; I’ve tried that. He’ll call for you at two-thirty tomorrow, then. Uh.”


      “Yes?”


      “Damn it, I was all set to ask you out tonight myself, but I’ve got to get in a report. The Undersecretary’s been putting the heat on me.”


      “Oh,” said Alice.“I’m sorry. But then I have papers to correct too.”


      Prompt and courteous, Stanko showed up in a taxi the following afternoon. After a trip to Lansdowne High School, marred only by a tendency of the driver to crane his head around to stare at Stanko when he should have been watching the road, they got out and trailed in with the crowd. The high-school bands were cutting up on the field, and they were hunting for seats when a familiar voice said:


      “Hello, Alice!”


      It was Mr. Lorbeer with a blanket over his arm and a pipe in his mouth, looking not at all like the leading lecher of the Delaware County public schools.


      “Oh—ah,” said Alice nervously, then pulled herself together: “Mr. Lorbeer, this is Mr. Stanko, of Wolf three hundred and something. Mr. Stanko, meet Mr. Lorbeer, who teaches science at Darbydale High.”


      “I’ve heard a lot of the Wolfians,” said Mr. Lorbeer. “Have you become a football fan?”


      “As I have not yet seen a game,” said Stanko judiciously, “I cannot tell whether I shall acquire a fanatical devotion to the sport or not. Perhaps you would be so kind as to explain the rules?”


      “Sure, sure,” said Lorbeer, and drifted with Alice and Stanko to a vacant spot in the stands. They seated themselves.


      For the next two hours Stanko and Lorbeer almost completely ignored Alice. They seemed to get on famously. Considering the identity of her swains Alice was just as glad, and tried to act as if she were sitting with them purely by accident.


      Lorbeer not only explained the nuances of football, but even draped his blanket around Stanko’s shoulders when the latter got cold. Lorbeer knew a lot of things that Alice did not and that interested Stanko.


      “I,” said Stanko, “tried that curious custom of breathing smoke once, and nearly choked to death. Tell me, how did the custom originate and what is its cultural or ritualistic significance?”


      Lorbeer launched into an account of the peace-pipes of the North American Indians, the cigars of the Caribs, and the cigarettes of the Aztecs. Wolfians, thought Alice, were poor judges of human character.


      When Lansdowne had beaten Darbydale 55-36, Mr. Lorbeer got up, reclaimed his blanket, and said: “This has been a most pleasant afternoon. I’ll be seeing you, Alice.”


      He made the last statement with that emphasis that made Alice think that he rather than Stanko ought to be called a Wolfian.


      Stanko crutched his way out to the curb where the same taxi had stood all through the game. The bill, thought Alice, must be fantastic, but then the government was probably paying it too. As Stanko stood back for Alice to get in, he said:


      “I trust that I am not too precipitate in asking you for another date, Miss Wernecke, but I request that you accompany me to dinner at the Bellevue-Stratford this evening. Is that agreeable to you?”


       


      NOW to dine and dance at the Bellevue-Stratford had been an ambition of Alice ever since she settled in the Philadelphia neighborhood. Unfortunately neither John nor Edward nor any of the occasionals could afford it, and while Mr. Lorbeer would have taken her, she did not wish to date him under any circumstances. On the other hand she would have preferred never going near the hotel to going with Stanko. But in view of what Byron Matthews had said, she did not quite dare turn him down flat …


      “I can’t tell you right now,” she temporized.“I have a half-way date this evening already.”


      “Oh?”


      “Y-yes. Let me go home and check up—I’d have to get dressed anyway— and then call me.”


      As soon as she got into her apartment she bolted for the telephone, causing Inez to say: “Here, what goes on?”


      Ignoring her roommate Alice dialed the Swarthmore Inn and got Byron Matthews. She wailed:


      “Byron, that mud-turtle of yours wants to take me out again tonight!”


      “Hell!” roared Matthews.“I worked most of last night to get that report done so I could ask you out tonight myself—though I thought you’d probably be dated up in advance anyway.”


      “Then couldn’t we just pretend—”


      “No! Honey, you’ve got no idea how important this is. If Stinky wants anything short of physical indignities, go along with him as far as you decently can.”


      “Oh. Is that really true? About the importance, I mean. Or are you trying to get out of—”


      “True!” came the blast of sound out of the receiver.“You’re damned right it’s true. These Wolfians act friendly and honest enough and maybe they’re all right. But nobody has yet been to their damned planet to check up, see? And they’re at least as smart as we are. So it’s absolutely vital to keep on the good side of them until we can find out what they are up to.”


      “You mean I’m a sort of key figure in interplanetary relations?”


      “For the time being, yes. So put on a long dress and toddle off with Stanko.


      If he wants to be a big turtle-about-town, you help him be one.”


      “But am I safe? If you don’t really know much about these creatures—”


      “You’ll be as safe as the Department can make you. You didn’t notice you were followed by a couple of F. B. I. men all afternoon, did you?”


      “N-no.”


      “All right then. If the Cultural Representative acts up, just yell.”


      She hung up with a sigh. Byron was evidently one of those exasperating males, incomprehensible to any- normal woman, who would sacrifice even their women to some abstract ideal. Like that nonsense about “I could not love thee, dear, so much, loved I not honor more.”


      Alice took a bath and made up. Inez caught her admiring her assets in the mirror and remarked sourly: “Yeah, you make a good appearance, especially without your clothes. But it’s all wasted on your friend from the Galapagos.”


      Alice made a face at her roommate, repaired the damages thus done to her makeup, and slid into her second-best evening dress—she was saving the best one for a hoped-for formal date with Byron Matthews. At the appointed time Stanko showed up in the same taxi.


      At the Bellevue, Alice moodily drank her cocktail and fiddled with her dinner. Being stared at was bad enough, but in addition she found Stanko, even with allowance for the difference of race, to be egregiously dull company. Despite his near-perfect English the extra-terrestrial seemed to have no sense of humor, no sparkle whatever; no visible motivation save an insatiable appetite for facts and statistics about the earth. When she tried to get him to talk about his home planet he answered her questions with curt one-word answers and returned to the attack. His slow monotone was maddening in its deliberation.


      The only time she brightened was when he said: “I trust, Miss Wernecke, that you will not be affronted if I do not ask you to dance. I am not familiar with the sport, and it is moreover one to which my form is not well suited.”


      “That’s all right,” she said heartily.


      At ten o’clock Stanko looked at his wrist-watch and said: “I understand that this time the more conservative citizens among you are accustomed to return home to sleep. Is that correct?”


      “Yes. Wait, Mr. Stanko, you have to pay your bill.”


      “So I do. Oh, garcon! I mean waiter! By the way, Miss Wernecke, I have heard of your custom of tipping. How much do you think I should give?”


       


      ALICE made a rough guess and walked out with Stanko. In the taxi home the inquisition continued:


      “Now, please explain the social significance of this custom of chewing the gum of the sapodilla tree. Though I have seen many performing the act, 1 note that neither you nor Mr. Matthews does it. Is it regulated by law, or what?”


      Alice answered with half her mind, the other half silently urging the driver to get them home as soon as possible to rid her of this galactic bore. At the doorstep, however, Stanko said:


      “Wait, Miss Wernecke. I have several things to say. To begin, I think we had better forgo your custom of kissing, which strikes me as most unsanitary. You do not mind?”


      “Not in the least!”


      “Well then, we now come to the question of our next date. I wondered what we could do tomorrow. Another dinner and dance, perhaps? One of those places of revelry called night-clubs?”


      “No, Mr. Stanko, you can’t. In Philadelphia all the places of revelry are closed on Sunday.”


      “Then how about the theater? It impresses me as a highly developed art-form—”


      “They’re closed too.”


      “Another motion-picture?”


      “I’ve seen all the good ones.”


      “Then how about doing something in the afternoon? For instance, we might pay a visit to the zoological gardens. I have already been there, but I should not mind repeating my visit.”


      Alice shook her head grimly.“The animals bother my allergies, and I see enough monkeys every day in my class.”


      “That is unfortunate. Perhaps we could have a swimming party. We” (here he used a word from his own language, full of nasal vowels and gutteral consonants) “are good swimmers.”


      “In October? That’s much too cold for us mere humans, Mr. Stanko. All the pools will be drained.”


      Alice suspected that some heated indoor pools might be open in the Philadelphia area, but had no intention of giving him this opening by suggesting it. Interplanetary crisis or not, she was not going out with the Cultural Representative again as long as she could think up excuses.


      “I see,” he said, his alien form drooping a little as if with sadness, though his flat voice betrayed no emotion.“We seem to be at an impasse. Tell me, would you consider the term ‘a few’ as including the number ‘two’?”


      “What an odd question! I suppose you could, though ‘few’ doesn’t have any definite limits.”


      “Well then, it could be said that I have had a few dates with you. We can count Thursday night’s episode as half a date, I think. I had intended to have one more before putting my proposal to you—”


      “What proposal?” said Alice, alarm running up her spine.


      “—my proposal to you, but since that seems impractical I will stretch a point and proceed. Mr. and Mrs. Greer were kind enough to tell me much about your custom of marriage. They explained that it is common for a male of your nationality, after he has had a few dates with a female, if he likes her well enough to wish to live with her, to ask her to marry him. As I have now qualified, I ask you to marry me.”


       


      SPEECHLESS, Alice stood staring, her throat refusing to make a sound for several seconds while the enormity of the proposal sank in. At last she squeaked:


      “Did you say m-marry?”


      “Yes. I assure you that I am not always so devoted to my work as during my present investigation, when I must make every minute count. Back on Wolf 359-1 you will find me an agreeable and not an exacting companion, and you shall enjoy such comforts and luxuries as you are accustomed to on your own world.”


      “But—b-but—Stanko, that’s im-possible!”


      “What is impossible about it? Marriage, as I understand it, is a matter of the couple’s agreeing before a magistrate to live together in mutual affection and support for the rest of their lives. What prevents us from doing that?”


      “It wouldn’t be legal, you not being a human being…”


      “If your magistrates raise legal objections, the captain of our ship can devise the necessary contractual ceremony.”


      “Oh, no. Oh, no. Stanko, you don’t understand.”


      “And what do I fail to comprehend?”


      “There’s much more to marriage than that.”


      “Really? Please explain.” Alice found herself tongue-tied.“Well? I await your reply, Miss Wernecke.”


      Alice, never having reared children of her own or taught adolescents, had not developed a technique for answering such questions. All that she could say was:


      “Didn’t the Greers ever say anything about the facts of life?”


      “They have explained a great deal, but I do not know if that includes the facts that you have in mind.”


      “You know, about the bees and the flowers.”


      Stanko gave the Wolfian equivalent of a sigh.“Miss Wernecke, I am striving to follow you, but am admittedly finding it difficult. Why should the Greers lecture me on insects or plants? Neither is an entomologist or a botanist.”


      Alice, feeling her face flaming in the dark, had no choice but to explain in plain words what she meant. When she finished there was a little silence. Then Stanko said:


      “I see. Miss Wernecke, I have committed a grave social error, and hope that you will accept my assurances that it was through ignorance and not through intent. By pure chance nobody had explained to me the connection between marriage and the reproductive process to which you allude. On Wolf 359-1 things are managed differently. A male there fertilizes a female only once in his life. After that he is assigned to another female to serve her in his time off from work. Our females are much larger than the males—about the size of one of your elephants—and of quite a different exterior form, so that they find it difficult to move about. They are also less numerous, so that each female has sixteen to twenty males assigned to her. And I had erroneously equated this latter relationship to your marriage.”


      “But what made you think—” began Alice in a small voice, close to tears.


      “That you would find the relationship agreeable? I fear that I was judging by the reactions of my own kind. This contretemps goes back to when my fellow-explorers were discussing the matter, shortly after we had alighted, and I in a jesting way spoke of bringing an earthly female back home with me. Considering that you are hardly larger than I, the prospect looked inviting. You could hardly mistreat me as my ex-wife, from whom I was divorced so that I could come on this expedition, treated all her husbands.”


      Alice could hardly imagine Stanko’s joking about anything, but let that pass. He continued:


      “The others kidded me (I believe you say) about this rash boast until I swore that I would in fact carry it out. Now that I see that I have failed and have been humiliated in your eyes, my own, and those of my companions, there is nothing for me to do but die. I shall sit down right here and will myself to death.”


      “Oh!” cried Alice.“Don’t do that!”


      “I am sorry, but there is no alternative. Rest assured that the process will take only an hour or two, and then the garbage-collectors will remove my corpse in the morning.”


      “But—” Alice stared helplessly into the darkness, then remembered Byron Matthew’s promise of surveillance. She called: “Help! F. B. I.! Help!”


      “Coming,” said a voice. Footsteps pounded.


      Three men approached. One was the taxi-driver, one a man whom she had vaguely noticed sitting near her at the Bellevue-Stratford, and the third was Byron Matthews.


       


      IN A few strangled sentences Alice explained what had happened, pointing to Stanko, who had sat down with his back to the wall in a kind of yogi posture and seemed no longer conscious. Then, sobbing, she melted into Matthews’s arms.


      “Hell and damnation,” he said, “does that guy have to get ahead of me in everything? I was going to propose to you too, after a few more dates to get decently acquainted.”


      “You were?”


      “Yes. But now there’s only one thing to do.”


      “What?”


      “You must marry him, as he says.”


      Alice, hardly believing her ears, squirmed out of Matthews’s arms.


      “Byron Matthews are you crazy?”


      “Wish I were. But we can’t have this guy willing himself to death while we’re responsible for him. It might cause God knows what kind of interplanetary crisis.”


      “Do you know what you’re saying? To go to the other end of the universe with this — this—” She almost said “mud-turtle” but decided that such an epithet would only aggravate matters.


      “I know,” he said grimly.“I’d as lief marry him myself. But—”


      “If you were going to propose to me—”


      “Rub it in!” he said furiously.“I love you. Sure. I do. But I’ve also got my duty to my country and my world. Corny, isn’t it?”


      “You mean you’d actually want me to—”


      “Who said ‘want’? I’d rather will myself to death like him first. But I know what I’ve got to do When I’ve got to do it. Go on, tell him you will.”


      “Byron Matthews, I’ll never see you again. I’ll never speak to you again, for urging such a thing.”


      “Okay, you probably won’t have the chance. I know how you feel. But go ahead. You’ve got to.”


      “Here” said the voice of Inez “what’s all this? Is everything all right, Alice? I heard you call.”


      “Everything’s not all right,” said Alice, “but I don’t know what you can do about it. Inez, this is Mr. Matthews of the State Department and a couple of gentlemen from the F. B. I. Miss Rogell. You know Mr. Stanko.”


      “F. B. I. ?” said Inez, the light on the front porch of the little apartment-house gleaming upon her glasses.“What on earth is this? And what’s wrong with Mr. Stanko? Has he a stomach-ache?”


      Alice explained.


      “Oh,” said Inez.“Let me think. Mr. Stanko!”


      “Yes?” said the Wolfian.


      “As far as you’re concerned, would you say Miss Wernecke and I were about equally attractive?”


      “I should say you were. Perhaps you have a slight advantage, since you look a little more like a female Wolfian.”


      “Then it doesn’t matter which human female you take back with you, does it?”


      “No, though naturally some would prove more congenial companions than others. That however, is something that could only be determined by trial. What have you in mind?”


      “Why not take me instead of Alice?”


      Alice gasped.“Now you’re crazy, Inez. I can’t let you sacrifice yourself for me.”


      “I’m not. I’m just a typical old-maid schoolteacher and I know it as well as you do. Whereas if I go with Stanko I’ll be the first woman on Wolf 359-I and have all sorts of interesting experiences. Maybe I’ll revolutionize their educational system. Well, how about it, Stanky?”


      “I accept your offer with pleasure,” said Stanko.


      “But Inez—” began Alice.


      “But nothing. I’m doing this because I want to, and I’m a free agent. Drop around tomorrow and we’ll make the arrangements, Stank.”


      “Thank you, I will.” Stanko got up and began to hobble towards the taxi.


      “Alice—” said Matthews reaching.


      “Go away!” she said, trying to keep down another spate of tears.“I still never want to see you again, after you tried to get me to—to—”


      “But I still love you—”


      “And I still hate you!”


      Matthews’s footsteps receded on the walk as he followed Stanko and the F. B. I. men.


      “Seems to me,” said Inez, “that when you get a chance at a good man like Byron you’re a fool not to grab him. If I were in your place—”


      “Oh shut up!” said Alice. The tears were coming freely now.


      “By the way, old Lascivious Lorbeer called. He’s got a pair of tickets for a concert next Friday night—”


      “Oh!” said Alice.


      The vision of life without Byron Matthews suddenly filled her mind—bossing her roomful of brats, holding off Lorbeer, tolerating the insipid John and the feckless Edward grabbing at invitations to parties like the Greers’ in hopes of meeting something worth playing up to …


      “Byron!” she called.


      He came back on the run. Inez tactfully went back inside. When the clinch and the reconciliation had been executed and the vows had been exchanged, he said:


      “I haven’t had a chance to tell you but my transfer to the Foreign Service just came through this morning, with a promotion.”


      “How splendid! I don’t care where they send you; I’ll go with you to the ends of the world.”


      “Swell! That’s the kind of wife a State man needs.”


      “Only I hope never to see Stanko or any other Wolfian again.”


      “I’m not so sure. We’re setting up a new Extra-terrestrial Division in the Foreign Service, and I’m scheduled to be First Secretary of our new embassy on Wolf 359-I as soon as it’s … Hey!”


      He quickly made as if to catch Alice’s arms.


      “No, I’m not going to faint,” said Alice.“It was just the shock. But I’ll manage. After all, Byron darling, you do have one advantage over Stanko don’t you?”


       


    


    

      7. THE HIBITED MAN


    


     


    

      Chapter I.


       


      As Thomas Otterburn entered the offices of the laboratory that Friday morning and hung his hat on the rack, he heard somebody call, “Tom!” behind him.


      It was Eduard Dubrowsky from the Psychoelectronic Section, looking more like a disheveled hawk than usual. Dubrowsky barked, “Busy this morning?”


      “Good morning, Ed,” murmured Otterburn with his usual formality.“Yes, I’ve got to get out the weekly project-hour sheet, the biweekly news-letter, the monthly project report, the quarterly appropriations estimate, the—”


      “Okay, okay—after lunch then.”


      “What after lunch?”


      “You know, you know.” Dubrowsky lowered his voice and came closer.“We’re ready for the first human test with the materiostat. And you’re going to be it. Remember?”


      “Uh—yes, I suppose I do. But—”


      “But nothing. See you after lunch in my section.”


      “Oh, all right.” Otterburn, wondering if he had been smart in volunteering for the first human tryout on Project Styx, sought his desk and spread out his papers.


      On top of the pile in his in-box lay the envelope containing his pay-check. Jimmy the office-boy must have been around early. He slit the envelope and looked at the check to make sure, put the envelope in his pocket and plunged into his work despite the fact that he had ten minutes to go before the working day officially commenced.


      Behind him he heard McQueen’s loud: “Hi, genius!” as McQueen scaled his hat ten feet onto a hook beside Otterburn’s.


      “Good morning, Donald,” said Otterburn.


      McQueen found his own desk, put his feet on it, ran a hand through his red hair and opened his newspaper. Presently he said, “It says here—say, for gossakes, Tom, why don’t you relax? There’s nobody here to be impressed by your industry except me, and heaven knows I’m not.”


      Otterburn looked at him briefly and went on working without reply. Then’ McQueen’s feet came down off his desk with a bang. That meant that Seymour Barlow, head of the Fluid Mechanics Section and the mutual boss of Otterburn and McQueen, had arrived. McQueen, after a brief glance at the clock, continued reading his newspaper. Five minutes to go.


      Otterburn looked up long enough to say, “Good morning, Mr. Barlow.” Everybody else in the section called Barlow “Seymour,” “Sey,” or even “Fats.”


      Then, rapidly pro-rating hours of work among his various projects, he heard the sounds of the arrival of the other engineers in the section. From the glassed-in section of the big room devoted to the Stenographic Department came the clack of female tongues as the space filled up with stenos.


      The bell sounded. At a certain click of heels Otterburn caught his breath and peered slantwise through his glasses without turning his head enough so you’d notice. Lucy Kneipf was coming in, one minute late as usual.


      Otterburn called, “Good morning, Lucy,” but so softly that the girl apparently did not hear it.


      Otterburn told himself that Barlow, as usual, would do nothing about Lucy’s lateness. Good-looking girls really had no business going in for engineering and then disrupting the routine. However, if he were in Barlow’s position he would no doubt do the same. He’d even take advantage of his position to date Lucy.


      His mind left the figures to wander off into a fantasy in which he married Lucy in the teeth of competition from the entire section and settled down with her in some suburban paradise to raise a vast family and be the envy of the whole laboratory. He had never expected to fall in love with a short dark plump girl, especially since he was on the tall thin sandy side, but there it was.


      His daydream was shattered by McQueen’s bawl, “Hi, gorgeous! How’s the lady engineer this morning? Boy, we sure spray-painted the town last night, didn’t we?”


      Lucy smiled and said something that Otterburn missed. Otterburn pressed his lips together angrily and forced his mind back to his figures. He despised himself. Here that booming extravert was no section head but he managed to date Lucy all right while he, Otterburn, had never nerved himself to get beyond the how-are-you-this-nice-morning stage.


      Despite the fact that he was more intelligent than McQueen and a better engineer too. Barlow had practically told him so—that he was the smartest man in the section except old Matthias back in the corner there. And if he were going to get married ever he’d better start soon. He was going to be thirty.


      “It’s Friday in case any of you have forgotten,” said Seymour Barlow.


      McQueen gave a dramatic groan.“Paperwork day! I wish you guys with the brass would figure a way to let us poor mad scientists do our science instead of this glorified bookkeeping. Say, Tom!”


      “Yes, Donald?” Otterburn turned his head. He thought that McQueen would probably not treat him so genially if he suspected that Thomas Otterburn was a rival for the esteem of Lucy Kneipf—even if only a latent rival.


      “I sometimes wonder. Is it as bad as this in private industry? Or are all these blasted reports and dope-sheets and things a disease peculiar to government?”


      “I wouldn’t know,” said Otterburn.“I’ve worked for the government ever since I finished college, eight years ago.”


      Matthias cackled from his corner, “I can answer that one. Some big private companies are even worse. Every time some new super or manager comes in he thinks of a new periodical report he’s simply got to have, so he sends out an order establishing it.


      “The only trouble is he never thinks to abolish any of the old reports, so they accumulate until the personnel spend all their time filling them out and haven’t any time for useful work.”


      Otterburn forced his mind back to his work again—no easy feat, since this kind of paperwork was the dullest task he had to do. His mind wandered off into apprehensive speculation as to what might happen this afternoon when Dubrowsky tried out his darned gadget on him. He’d been foolish to accede to Dubrowsky’s urgings. If he could only say, “No!” and make it stick…


      Lunch came before Otterburn realized it. He put away the small remainder of his paperwork, stopped at the check-cashing window to cash his paycheck and shuffled over to the cafeteria with the others of his section. He slouched along with nervous little steps, hands in pockets and eyes on the ground, mumbling polite responses to the helloes of his acquaintances from the other departments.


      At the cafeteria he carefully let all the others of his section precede him through the door of the portion of the room partitioned off and marked Executives, Engineers and Guests Only.


      Then, by quickly dodging around a table, he managed to reach Lucy Kneipf’s chair in time to pull it out for her. She thanked him, and while he stood blushing and trying to think of a witty reply McQueen took the place on one side of her and another engineer that on the other.


      McQueen made his usual complaints, long grown banal from repetition, about the food and the service. Then he barked at Otterburn, “Don’t you think so too, Tom?”


      Otterburn studied his plate and answered modestly: “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve seen better and I’ve seen worse.”


      McQueen snorted, “Try and get you to criticize anything or anybody!” and turned his attention to giving Miss Kneipf a shamelessly public buss.


      Otterburn felt a hand on his shoulder, and there was Dubrowsky looking down at him.“Coming to our lab right after you finish, Tom?”


      “We-ell,” said Otterburn hesitantly, “I do have some more to do on the quarterly estimate.”


      “Oh, fertilize the estimate! It’ll keep till Monday and we can’t wait around. You promised you’d help us, didn’t you?”


      “Why, sure, you know that.”


      “All right then, come over to the lab with me when you finish.”


      Otterburn wiped his mouth, folded his paper napkin neatly, rose and followed the engineers of the Psychoelectronic Section to their own part of the building. This laboratory had a No Admittance sign on the door.


      In front of the door stood a desk at which sat a police woman with a register. Otterburn signed the register, and followed the others in. These were Dubrowsky, Dubrowsky’s young P-l assistant, and Dubrowsky’s associate, de Castro, a bald and burly psychologist.


      The test was to be the first tryout on a human being of what some mythological-minded functionary in the Bureau had christened Project Styx. Otterburn had become involved in this project by solving a minor but baffling problem in the design of the apparatus—a matter of getting an actuator-mechanism into a small space—for the regular engineers on the project.


      Since the project was classed as Secret he had had to be cleared for secret information outside of his own immediate field. And because the plan had fascinated him—although he was not an electronics man—he had kept in touch with it ever since and had let Dubrowsky talk him into volunteering for the first tests on a live man.


      Dubrowsky ambled over to his section of the laboratory and extracted from the general clutter on the workbench a mess of straps and cables, saying, “This is her. Want to take off your coat and shirt?”


      Otterburn, while stripping to the waist, asked, “How did those live tests come out?”


      Dubrowsky said, “Fine, except that the field seems to extend in from the surface of the skin as well as out.”


      “What does that do?”


      “Nearly as we can figure from the effects on the animals it affects parts of their brains.”


      “Huh?” said Otterburn in a tone of alarm.


      “Nothing serious. Has an effect like a little alcohol. Doc can tell you.”


      “Yes,” said de Castro.“It appears to affect mainly the frontal lobes and also some of the cortex, so as to decrease inhibitions and promote the thalamic functions. The dog, for instance, tended to forget that he was housebroken while he had it on.”


      Otterburn said, “Boy, I sure hope it doesn’t—”


      “I do not think so. Of course we do not really know with a human being. The effect on the forebrain might suppress the superego.”


      “The what? I’m sorry, but that’s out of my line.”


      “Of course, of course,” said de Castro.“The superego is the name given in the old Freudian psychology to the section of the ego, mostly on the unconscious level, that criticizes one’s performance by comparing it with some ideal and punishes one by making one unhappy when one fails to live up to the ideal.”


      “Do you mean the conscience?” said Otterburn. Dubrowsky was fastening. the thing around his bare torso. There was a little flat black-enameled box in front, over his solar plexus, and another in back. The two were connected by a number of straps radiating from each, so that they looked not unlike a pair of enormous black spiders embracing Otterburn’s trunk between them.


      “No, not exactly the conscience,” said de Castro.“That is on the conscious level.”


      “Let’s not get off into psych terminology,” said Dubrowsky.“Been listening to it for years now and I still don’t understand it. The point is that it may temporarily uninhibit you a little, like a prefrontal lobotomy. Or hibit you, if you prefer.” He smiled at his little joke.


      “That’s why I wanted you to be the first subject, because heaven knows if there’s anybody on the station who’s over-inhibited it’s you. Gives us a margin of safety to play with.”.


      De Castro smiled agreement.“Yes, Tom, you even stand out among a crowd of research scientists, who tend to be inhibited introverts—you know, the quiet, subdued, intellectual type–to begin with.”


      Dubrowsky said, “All right, she’s ready to go. Are you?”


      “Okay,” said Otterburn, feeling a little like the Earl of Essex giving his own executioner the signal to swing the ax. Despite the excitement inside him, however, he kept his voice as low and steady as always.


       


      Chapter II.


       


      Dubrowsky clicked the switch on the chest-section of the materiostat, saying: “We’ll try it on low power first.” He turned the knob control to the first index figure.“Feel anything?”


      “No, not a thing—wait, it tingles a little,” said Otterburn.


      They waited several minutes in silence.“Anything now?” asked Dubrowsky.


      “No. I got used to the tingle so I don’t notice it.”


      “How about your brain?”


      “Hasn’t affected it at all as far as I can tell.”


      “All right, let’s begin testing. Brace yourself.” Dubrowsky put his hand out and touched the skin of Otterburn’s face, neck, and thorax. Then he began slapping lightly, making a note on a pad after each slap.


      As long as he moved his hand slowly nothing out of the ordinary happened, but as he slapped harder, some force manifested itself just before his hand reached his subject’s skin, so that his slaps were slowed and cushioned before they reached their target.


      “Try intermediate,” suggested de Castro.


      Dubrowsky turned the control a notch higher.“Any feeling?”


      “No, sir,” said Otterburn.“A little more tingle but that’s going away now. Okay, go ahead, sock me one.”


      Dubrowsky tried more slaps. This time, when he struck hard, his hand bounced back before it reached Otterburn’s skin at all. Finally Dubrowsky doubled his fist and threw a stiff punch at Otterburn’s jaw.


      The fist bounced off empty air. Otterburn’s head rocked a bit as the energy of the fist was transferred to it through the cushioning medium of the materiostat field, but he grinned.


      “Hot spit!” he said.“That didn’t hurt at all. Here, you, give me a whack with that stick!”


      De Castro raised an eyebrow—after all he was nearly twice Otterburn’s age—but wordlessly picked up the sawed-off broomstick and swung on Otterburn. The stick swooshed through the air and bounced harmlessly away.


      Otterburn’s grin became broader.“Say, this is the thing to wear when you’re attending a riot! Too bad we haven’t got a bow and arrow,” he said.“We could put on a William Tell act. I know, how about a baseball? I don’t suppose there’d be one around the lab, would there?”


      “Come to think of it, one of the mechs has one they play catch with in the lunch hour,” said Dubrowsky.“Hey, John!”


      The mechanic presently produced one very dirty hard baseball out of his tool-box.“You want I should lend you the gloves too?” he said.


      “No thanks,” said Dubrowsky.“Stand by, everybody!” He wound up and hurled the ball at Otterburn in a very creditable pitch.


      The ball ricocheted off the field and went through a pane of glass separating Dubrowsky’s part of the laboratory from that adjoining. The tinkle of falling glass mingled with shouts of alarm and indignation from the engineers in the next section.


      “Oh-oh,” said Dubrowsky.“Must be getting kind of hibited myself.” He recovered the baseball, pacified the occupants of the adjacent booth as best he could and returned the ball to its owner.


      “Now,” he said with artificial solemnity, “let’s try high.”


      When he turned the control as far as it would go, the results were similar only more so. Even a light tap was repulsed, and the subject’s clothes showed a tendency to bag out from his body as he moved.


      Dubrowsky said, “With that setting you’d have to be careful about eating. If you shoved a forkful of grub at your face too fast it would fly off at a tangent.”


      Otterburn, moving tentatively, said, “Wouldn’t be practical unless I were going to jump off a high building or something. Now let’s try the stat at various settings with all my clothes on.”


      Two hours later de Castro asked, “You say you do not feel any effect, any mental effect that is?”


      “Not a bit. I never felt better.”


      “It might be that you are afflicted with euphoria,” said de Castro, “like that induced by alcohol or anoxemia.”


      Otterburn shook his head vigorously.“Nonsense, Doc. I’ve drunk liquor and I’ve been anoxic in the altitude chamber and I know what euphoria feels like. I feel perfectly normal. Want me to do some simple addition to show you?”


      De Castro looked at his watch.“That is a good idea for another series of tests, but I fear we cannot start them tonight.”


      “Jeepers, nearly quitting time!” said Otterburn.“Say, why don’t you guys let me wear this thing overnight, just to make sure it has no mental effects?”


      “Oh, couldn’t do that,” said Dubrowsky quickly.“Secret equipment.”


      “And you could not return it until Monday,” said de Castro.


      “So what? It’s under my clothes where it doesn’t show/’ Otterburn stood up in a marked manner and buttoned his coat.


      “I’ve made up my mind. It’ll take Ed half an hour to get this thing off me and I’ve got a date this evening—that is, I hope to have a date—and don’t want to be late. It’ll be perfectly safe, because as you said yourself nothing can happen to me. Even bullets would bounce off, and the faster they come the harder they bounce.”


      He grinned.“Anyway I don’t see how you guys can stop me. All I have to do is turn the control to high and to heck with you!”


      He walked out, leaving the men staring at one another in wonderment and alarm, uncertain what to do about his highhanded action.


      On his way back to his own department, Otterburn paused to take out his wallet and check the currency in it. His routine had always been to go home, calculate his expenses for the next two weeks and take the rest of his pay down to the bank during their Friday evening open hour and deposit it. He had never, at least consciously, thought of blowing all his pay in one tremendous binge. Well, why shouldn’t he? He was only young once.


      He strode into the space occupied by his own section. The engineers were standing around the hatrack, gassing and watching the clock. Otterburn tapped Lucy Kneipf firmly on the shoulder.“This way,” he said with a jerk of his head.“Doing anything tonight, gorgeous?”


      “Why—uh—let me think. No, I—”


      “Okay, then how about dinner and a show with me?”


      “Well, I—I’d like to, but Don said he might come around.”


      “Oh, bolt Don McQueen! Why should you let him keep you dangling? Come on, what do you say?” He managed to put such an unexpected man-of-distinction air into the invitation that the girl stammered: “Wh-Why, all right.”


      “Good. Pick you up at eighteen-hundred.” Why had he ever been afraid to ask her out? And why had he ever cringed before McQueen? When he threw put his chest and straightened his back he was fully as large as the redhead.


      The bell rang, and he passed McQueen on the way out. The latter looked at him with an expression compounded of puzzlement and suspicion.


      Otterburn swung his arm to give McQueen a hearty clap on the back and roared, “Good night, you old weasel! Have a crummy week-end!”


      The only hitch was that his slap on the back failed to make contact. His hand bounced back without ever touching McQueen’s sports jacket, though McQueen staggered a little from the transmitted force of the blow.


      Otterburn showed up at Lucy Kneipf’s house at six-fifteen. When she came downstairs she paused at the sight of his dinner-jacket, from which floated a faint odor of naphthalene.


      “It won’t do,” he said sternly.“Go back up and put on a dinner-dress.”


      “But—I’m sorry. Why didn’t you tell me? After all—” Resentment made itself heard in her voice.


      However, he cut her off with, “That’s all right. One if these days I shall probably ask you to marry me and you will probably accept. So you might—”


      “What?”


      “Sure. You don’t think I’d let a pretty girl like you spend the rest of your life running a slide-rule, do you? So you might as well get in practice now.”


      She stood with her mouth open as if one of the experimental rabbits in the Psychoelectric Laboratory had roared at her with the voice of a lion. Then she quietly went upstairs and reappeared ten minutes later in a longer dress.


      He ushered her out and into a taxi with a lordly air as if he did this sort of thing all the time.“We’re eating at the Troc,” he said.“It’s probably a clip-joint but just let ‘em try to clip me and see what happens. It’s only a block from the show.”


      “What show is it?”


      “Crinolina. Oh, it just occurred to me—I hope you haven’t seen it?”


      “N-no.”


      “You like musicals, I trust. I phoned Bergen’s and got two on the aisle, fifth row. If we don’t like it we can walk out in the middle. Hey, driver, a little more speed, please! Say, have you heard about Dillworth in the Metallurgical Lab and his wife? Darndest thing—”


      He rattled on about office gossip, his own opinions on everything and his plans for his—that is to say their—future. Finally she got a word in edgewise.


      “You know, Tom, you’ve talked more in the last fifteen minutes than in all the six months I’ve known you?”


      “Is that so? I talk rather well, don’t you think? Now—oh, here we are. Just a min while I fling a purse of gold to our charioteer.”


      In the restaurant he told the headwaiter, “Two please. Your very best table, and not too near the music.”


      When the music started he said, after a slight hesitation, “Dance?”


      “But there’s nobody else on the floor. Let’s wait—”


      “All the better. We’re less likely to bump people. What do we care if they look at us?”


      “Oh, but please, Tom. Wait till there are at least a few—” Otterburn’s eyes took on a dangerous glitter.“If you won’t dance with me, Lucy,” he said, “I shall get out there and do a solo!” He rose.“Are you corning?”


      She hastily followed him to the floor. After a couple of turns she said, “Why, you’re not as bad as I—I mean, you’re good!”


      He smiled tolerantly. He had thought, himself, that his coordination seemed exceptionally good this evening.“For a man who hasn’t danced in nearly a year I get along. I find I can do practically anything I want to if I put my mind to it. The only trouble is that I know only a couple of simple steps.


      “You’ll have to teach me some of those fancy Latin American numbers. You know, like this!” He stamped his feet and wagged his fundament to indicate his idea of a South American dance, ignoring the fact that he was still the only man on the dance floor.


      However, more were now coming in from all sides. Presently the floor became crowded, and Otterburn said, “Our cocktails have arrived, I see. To heck with dancing. Let’s drink!”


      She said, “Tom, what on earth has come over you? It’s as if some other personality had suddenly taken over your body.”


      “What? Why? Nothing’s come over me. I’m perfectly normal and never felt better in my life. If you don’t believe me I can recite my past history for the last fifteen years to show you I remember it. Ahh, good cocktail. Waiter, the menu. Hey, waiter!” His voice rose to a near-shout to emphasize his point.


      When dinner was slow in coming, Otterburn made unpleasant comparisons between the Troc and the government cafeteria where they ate lunch. Then he shouted and banged on his glass until he got attention. The headwaiter and all the other waiters were by now beginning to bend black looks upon him as if he had chosen their place to start a public temperance lecture.


      When the noise of the music and the general chatter made it hard for him to make himself heard he simply sat back and raised his voice to a bellow.


      “Look at those four fat slobs at the table in back of you, Lucy! The ones with the red faces and the loud voices. Must be a bunch of salesmen figuring how to trim their customers. Anybody who makes that much racket ought to be hove out. For a nickel I’d heave a roll at ‘em.”


      “Please don’t,” wailed Miss Kneipf.“Control yourself, Tom! They’re not doing any harm and they’re not making a bit more noise than you are!”


      “Heck,” growled Otterburn, “I’ve controlled myself too much.” He attacked the remains of his steak.“Hey, waiter! Dessert, please!”


       


      Chapter III.


       


      When the check finally arrived Otterburn looked at it closely, then called, “Waiter, come here! What’s this charge? I thought you had a big sign out front, ‘No Cover Charge. ‘ How about it?”


      The waiter looked.“Oh, sir, that’s the minimum liquor charge.”


      “What’s that? I haven’t seen anything about it on your menu.”


      The waiter turned the menu over and pointed to a line of three-point type, barely visible. By holding the menu up to the light and straining his eyes, Otterburn made out the words Minimum liquor charge, $5. 00 per person.


      Otterburn said, “Lucy, run along and meet me in front of the ticket-agency. Know where Bergen’s is? Same block as the theater but on the corner of Fifteenth.”


      “But why, Tom?”


      “Because I’m going to make a disturbance. I told you I wouldn’t let these gyp-artists clip me. So if you don’t want to get caught in a riot be on your way. No argument now!”


      Then, turning back to the waiter, he roared, “You mean you expect me to read that line of flyspecks? To heck with’ you! I’ll pay for the one cocktail apiece the young lady and I had and for our dinners and that’s all.”


      “Shall I getta the manager, sir?”


      “Yes, bring on your manager! Here’s what I owe you, and not another cent do you get. Get out of my way!”


      Finding his path blocked by a couple of very large waiters, and hearing the headwaiter cry, “Get that guy!” Otterburn seized the corner of the tablecloth that covered the table at which sat the four noisy fat red-faced men. They were noisy no longer, however, since like all the other customers they were watching Thomas Otterburn.


      He pulled the tablecloth, which came off the table with a frightful crash of plates and glasses, and threw it over the heads of the burly waiters.


      Waiters rushed at him from all points of the compass. Although Otterburn kicked a couple of tables over to block their path, a couple did get close enough to throw punches and kicks, which however merely bounced off his force-screen.


      “Gyp me, eh?” he yelled.“I’ll show you crooks. Come on, why don’t you hit me?” He pushed a large waiter, who had been vainly trying to punch his face, so that the man fell backwards, carrying a couple more tables with him.


      As Otterburn dodged about the throng of waiters trying to get at him and customers trying to get away, the air became filled with plates, glasses and a chair or two flying at him. All bounced off.


      As he heard a waiter yell: “E un’ diavolo!” he plunged through the door of the men’s washroom. Seeing the window open, he climbed out, dropped to the ground and walked the length of the alley to the street.


      A waiter was leading a policeman into the Troc. Otterburn shrank back into the shadow until they had passed out of sight. Then he took stock of himself.


      The Troc still had his hat but perhaps he had better not try to reclaim it just yet. It wasn’t much of a hat anyhow. He must buy one of those snappy black-felt numbers, like the hats priests wore, to wear with his tux.


      Said tux had several spots made by water, liquor and food that had not come at him so fast as to be deflected off by the field, and his knees were dusty from the climb through the window. He dusted his knees and worked on the spots for some seconds with his handkerchief.


      Then, considering himself presentable enough for practical purposes, he stepped out of his alley and melted into the throng just as the policeman stuck his head out the window of the men’s washroom to see what had become of il diavolo.


      Since Otterburn’s watch told him that he had plenty of time yet he strolled slowly toward Bergen’s, ogling the crowds as they passed. He had always been puzzled by stories of men accosted or picked up by girls on the street, since nothing of the sort had ever happened to him.


      The reason, he now realized, was simply that he had never made a practice of ogling but instead had always walked with a quick and businesslike step, his eyes glued dutifully to the pavement in front of him.


      Now he was surprised to observe how many of the girls were walking slowly and unaccompanied and how they returned his stare with an expression that seemed on the verge of breaking into a welcoming smile if he would only encourage them. He must look into this matter some time when he didn’t have Lucy on his hands. Speaking of whom—


      Lucy was not in front of Bergen’s. Otterburn picked up his tickets and waited outside the speculator’s for five minutes, becoming more and more impatient. She must have stood him up, though he couldn’t imagine why. It wasn’t as if he’d done anything offensive or out of the ordinary. Oh well, there were just as good fish in the sea and he couldn’t fool around all evening.


      He started down the street towards the theater, scanning the crowd for another pickup. There didn’t seem to be so many now that he was actually looking for them. However, two doors short of the theater he spotted a girl standing still in the doorway—a tall bleached-blonde, good-looking despite a beaky nose, heavy makeup and a distinctly used look.


      “Good evening, miss,” he said politely, showing his tickets.“I beg your pardon but my girl just stood me up. Would you like to go to the show next door with me?”


      “Why—” she hesitated, giving him a calculating eye.“Sure, I don’t mind. My boy-friend has let me down too. My name’s M’rie; what’s yours?”


      By the time they reached their seats Otterburn was telling the girl whatever came into his head. He rattled on, “Got a date after the show? No? Fine. We’ll come up to my place. Heck of a dump but it’s home to me.


      “I can’t ask you to see my etchings because I only own one and that’s not very good but I’ll show it to you if you insist. We might stop at the liquor store on the way and get a bottle of anti-freeze. Make a real night of it.”


      “Why Mister Otterburg,” she said coyly, “I only just know you.”


      “It occurs to me,” he said as they sat down, “that I don’t even know whether this show’s any good. I haven’t been reading the reviews. Say, that gives me an idea! I won’t be gypped twice in one evening—three times, if you count my girl’s running out on me. You wait here a minute. I’ll be right back.”


      Five minutes later, as the music started he returned with a large paper bag. He gave M’rie a peek inside. It was full of tomatoes.“Now,” he said, “the show had better be good.”


      Alas, Crinolina was not good—at least not according to Thomas Otterburn’s hypercritical taste. During the first act he commented on the low quality of the performance so audibly that people shushed him. It began to dawn upon him that if it had been a better show he probably couldn’t have obtained such good seats on short notice.


      During the second act a heroine in crinoline and a hero in the garb of a pre-Civil-War South’n gentleman engaged in an endless love-duet that went round and round without getting anywhere. When the hero finally kissed the heroine’s dainty hand, and then placed a tall beaver hat on his yellow curls, Otterburn stood up.


      He cried, “It stinks!” and let fly with a tomato.


      The first missile splashed against the backdrop. The second carried away the hero’s top-hat and the third disappeared into the folds of the heroine’s vast skirts.


      The aria died as if beheaded. Shouts resounded through the house. Feeling a hand snatch at him from behind, Otterburn turned quickly to face a man in the audience who had risen to grapple with him, and let him have a tomato in the face.


      M’rie cowered away from him as if he were an inhuman monster. He stepped out into the aisle and threw his two remaining tomatoes at the ushers pounding down it towards him, then ran.


      His flight took him to the orchestra in three long steps. He had some vague idea of leaping to the stage and escaping out the wings. Now, however, he saw a small door at one side of the orchestra-pit, below the level of the footlights. Into this he bolted and slammed it shut behind him.


      Inside the door steps led down and to the left. He found himself in a big room below the stage, a room full of ropes and pieces of scenery. There was machinery for moving the stage itself and things whose names he did not even know.


      Off to the-left, where the scenery was piled thickest, there seemed to be a space cleared for a workroom.


      He ran that way. No exit—only a middle-aged man touching up a piece of stage-scenery with green paint. Apparently he was in that undiscovered country called backstage though he had always thought of it as being literally in back of the stage and not underneath.


      The man, looking at him mildly as he approached, said, “What goes on, mister?”


      Steps resounded on the stairs Otterburn had just descended and he saw a couple of ushers sprinting towards him. For some reason the painter’s equipment fascinated him—what fun couldn’t he have with a can of that lovely green paint? He snatched up the large can the painter was using, wrenched the 4-1/2 -inch paint-brush out of the astonished man’s hand—and then started running again.


      He dropped the paint-brush into the can so as to have a free hand, toppled a couple of pieces of scenery in the path of his pursuers and came out the other end of the workroom, back in the large room again.


      To the other side of the stairs by which he had come down he saw a passage and ran for it.


      The passage went straight on for a short distance. Then there was a little flight of steps leading up to another door and the passage did a square turn to the right. At the sight of something moving in front of him, Otterburn started so hard he spilled paint before realizing that the moving thing was his reflection in a huge full-length mirror beside a double door.


      He ran on down the passage to the right to where it did another turn, to the left this time, and ended with a door marked Green Room. No admittance except to theater personnel.


      As he took in this message the door flew open and a couple more ushers boiled out.


      They checked as they saw him facing them, giving him time to turn and flee back the way he had come.


      But when he got back to the big mirror and the double door, here came the other two ushers who had followed him the way he had come. There seemed to be no way to go except through the double door.


      Therefore he wrenched it open and plunged in.


      He found himself in a large room full of lockers, mirrors, long dressing-tables and a score or more of girls in all stages of nudity, some sitting at the tables and working on their makeup while others struggled into and out of articles of costume.


      As soon as his entrance became obvious the girls set up a chorus of screams.


      Some held garments in front of them while others simply yelled at him. Knuckles pounded the door.


      It took Otterburn a few seconds to decide on his next course of action while fragments of stories he had read and movies he had seen floated through his head. Deciding that terror tactics were in order, he twisted his face into a horrid grimace and raced about the room, screaming at the top of his lungs and slapping wildly with his dripping brush at every patch of bare skin he saw—which under the circumstances included a great deal.


      The shrieks of the girls rose to a. deafening crescendo. A few threw bottles and jars of cosmetics at him, which he heeded not at all. By showing his teeth and foaming a bit he soon had the entire mob rushing out the double door, bowling over the ushers standing there or else carrying them along in the torrent. Otterburn, counting on just that, followed them closely out of the room.


       


      Chapter IV.


       


      Once outside, the crowd streamed off in all directions. Some ran for the Green Room, others for the circular staircase at the back of the scenery room that led up to the stage—Otterburn later wondered what the audience must have thought when the females boiled out onto the stage yelling their heads off.


      Others ran up the little stairs near the mirror and threw open the door which, as Otterburn could see, was the main backstage exit, the Stage Door. He ran up the steps after them and followed them down another alley to the street.


      Since it was the middle of the theater hour with most of the customers in their seats, the crowd on the sidewalks had thinned. Otterburn, thinking it about time he went away from there, looked around for means of transportation.


      In front of him he saw a policeman’s horse, standing calmly with one forefoot on the curb. No doubt the cop had parked the animal while he went into the theater to investigate the disturbance. Well, he might as well have one more fling.


      Otterburn, still clutching his paint-can, swung into the saddle. He collected the reins into his left hand—(which also held the paint-can)—and kicked the horse into motion. At first the beast showed signs of fractiousness at being mounted by a strange rider, but in his present exalted mood Thomas Otterburn was no man to let a mere horse buffalo him. He whacked the animal’s rump with the paint-brush and set it to cantering down the avenue.


      Ahead of him, screaming, ran three of the chorus-girls. One wore a petticoat with wire stiffening, another a brassiere, and the third a pair of shoes and a broad green stripe across her backside.


      Otterburn took a good schloop of paint on his brush and, as his horse passed a bald pedestrian, brought the brush down with a smack on the man’s head. He swung at another man afoot but missed and almost swung himself out of the saddle. A third dodged behind an automobile when he saw Otterburn’s intention.


      Then the three babes had disappeared and from behind him rose a clamor of yells, whistles and sirens. It was time to switch again. He pulled up at a comer and jumped off the horse. The force-field, as he expected, saved him from the jar when he hit pavement.


      He threw the paint-can as far as he could and, with the brush, again slapped the horse, which took off down the avenue. Looking hastily around, Otterburn sighted a fire-box. He quickly pulled a false alarm by way of diversion and ran down the side-street.


      Since this street, on the edge of the theatrical district, was occupied almost entirely by office-buildings and garment-lofts, it had hardly any pedestrians. The few there were looked at Otterburn as he ran past, but made no move to stop him. At the next corner he turned again. The most promising refuge was an all-night barber shop. He leaped down the four steps that led to it.


      When police and firemen swarmed over the neighborhood five minutes later, Thomas Otterburn lay blissfully in a barber-chair with his face covered by lather. He had just finished saying, “Don’t shave the upper lip. Think I’ll grow a mustache.”


      By the time the barber had finished the commotion had died. Otterburn looked ruefully at his suit, which now bore several smears of green paint in addition to the spots from its earlier misadventures. He asked, “Have you got some turpentine?”


      As it happened the barber did have some turpentine. When Otterburn had abated the worst of the paint-stains he thanked the barber, paid up and strolled back to the street. Everything seemed normal.


      He stretched his muscles a little. A shade tired, yes, but not the least bit sleepy. Who said go home? The night was yet young and even if Lucy and M’rie were gone beyond recovery there were plenty more…


      Next morning at about ten Thomas Otterburn opened his front door in answer to a knock. Before he could move, strong arms shot in and seized his wrists. Handcuffs clicked.


      “We got him, Professor,” said one of the cops, holding tight.“Okay, now you turn the gadget off.”


      Otterburn started to remonstrate when he recognized Seymour Barlow, Eduard Dubrowsky and Dr. de Castro. Dubrowsky opened the front of Otterburn’s pajamas wide enough to get his fingers on the switch of the materiostat.


      Click!


      “All right,” he said.“He’s no longer invulnerable, and if you’ll unlock these handcuffs and hold his arms I’ll get the contraption off him.”


      “Am I pinched?” asked Otterburn innocently.


      “You sure are, brother,” said one of the cops.


      “What for? That little fun I had last night?”


      “Whew! Just about everything. Disorderly conduct, assault, stealing a cop’s horse, a can of paint and et cetera.”


      Otterburn’s eyes lighted up.“You know, I’ve never been pinched in my life, even for speeding? This’ll be swell. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be tried and sentenced.”


      “No, no,” wheezed Barlow.“Don’t say such dreadful things, Tom. We’ll prove to the court that it was all the fault of this infernal machine of Ed’s, which affected you so that all your brain was numb except the thalamus. How do you feel now, you poor boy? Ed, if you’ve ruined his mind I’ll never forgive you.”


      “I’m all right,” said Otterburn.“A little tired maybe. But you know, I didn’t sleep a wink all night?”


      “That is as I thought it might be,” said de Castro.“Since sleep is an inhibitory process the field, by suppressing that process, prevents sleep.”


      Otterburn waved the explanation aside.“Say, how did you guys find out I was the culprit?” If they were looking for a sudden return of his mousy-meek former personality with the switching off of the materiostat, they were disappointed. He faced them with a grin, thoroughly at ease and willing to talk forever on any subject they chose.


      Barlow explained.“Lucy—you know, she went home when you first started acting up in that night-club. She thought you’d gone crazy. Anyway, she read in the paper this morning about the dangerous madman who terrorized the theatrical district last night. She figured you must be it, and called me on the phone. I got the cops, because we couldn’t let you go on that way, you know. What did you do the rest of the night?”


      ‘Tell you some time,” said Otterburn with a leer.


      “Oh. Look him over, Doc. You can’t move him until he’s been examined, officer. No telling what state the poor boy’s health is in.”


      De Castro gave Otterburn a brief once-over—pulse, temperature, knee-jerk, and other elementary tests. He removed the stethoscope from his ears and said, “He seems in perfect condition to me. As for his mental condition I should have to give him more extensive tests.”


      “Very well officer,” said Barlow.“Guess we go down to the magistrate and speak our piece as soon as poor Tom gets his clothes on—oh, who are you?”


      A man had stepped into the apartment, saying, “Good morning. You Mr. Otterburn? Got something for ya. G’bye.”


      Otterburn turned the papers that had been thrust into his hands over a few times before he unfolded them and started to read them.


      Barlow looked over his shoulder and whistled.“Summons for a civil suit by the Trocadero Restaurant and another by the Mayfair Theater. You poor, poor fellow! I’ll try to find a good lawyer.”


      Otterburn carelessly stuck the papers in the pocket of the coat he was putting on.“Okay, it doesn’t worry me any. Let’s go, gents.”


      Two hours later they were at the laboratory. Because the judge was not sitting that Saturday morning Otterburn was out on bail, pending his hearing.


      De Castro, who had been giving Otterburn psychological tests, said, “He reacts normally for a man of extraverted type. Not the extreme state he was in while he had the harness on, but still an uninhibited type with little superego control.


      “However, with his high intelligence the suppression of the superego is not too harmful because he will avoid antisocial actions on a basis of calculated self-interest.”


      “Does that mean he’s safe to let run loose?” asked Barlow.


      “Surely. If I had met him for the first time I should have said he was a natural-born salesman or actor type. Whether in his present state he is suitable for scientific research is another matter.”


      “What’s the prognosis?”


      “I have no idea, since the case is without precedent. He may remain as he is or revert to his former condition.”


      Dubrowsky spoke up.“Afraid that’s the end of Project Styx. Idea was to provide a light psychoelectronic armor for soldiers to deflect bullets and things approaching the surface of an organic substance at high speed. Obviously won’t do if the harness makes men into maniacs.”


      “Of course,” said de Castro, “this was an extreme case. This young man has led a very repressed life, so under the influence of the field he tried to throw off all the inhibitions and repressions of the last ten years at once.”


      “Still wouldn’t be practical,” said Dubrowsky.


      “Not for you, perhaps,” said de Castro, “but for me I see all sorts of possibilities. For melancholies, where the inhibitory process has been carried to the point of catatonia.”


      “Tom,” said Barlow, “you’ve got two or three weeks’ leave accumulated. Why don’t you take your vacation now? And if there’s any question at the end of that time take some leave without pay on top of it. I’ll shuffle the papers so you can come back to your job when you’re up to it.”


      Otterburn yawned.“Okay, Fats, I’m up to anything.”


      “Well—uh—that’s not all. This business will give us bad publicity. Arrests, civil suits and the like. We might even have a Congressional Committee snooping around and it would be just as well if you weren’t here when they were. See what I’m getting at?”


      “I see all right,” said Otterburn, rising.“And I can say this, Seymour—take your job and stick it. I’m through. Have one of the girls type me out a resignation and send it to my apartment and I’ll sign it. So long, twerps!” He went out whistling.


      A month later Thomas Otterburn, having made his peace with the law, turned up unexpectedly at the laboratories.


      Grinning, poised and dressed well if a shade loudly, he shook hands and slapped backs all around.


      “Hey there, Lucy!” he cried.“Give us a kiss—that’s a good girl. You engaged to Don yet? Why, what’s holding you up? Don’t look at me that way. I’m having too much fun as a professional wolf.


      “Hi, Seymour! I just dropped in to make arrangements with the paint lab for submitting samples for tests under the new ND specs. Yeah, I’m a paint-salesman now. Straight commish plus bonus and I’m making twice as much as you are and three times as much as I ever did. Oh, there’s my man now. So long.”


      “Wait a second,” said Barlow.“What happened to those civil suits? The restaurant and the theater?”


      “Oh, I talked them out of it.”


      “You what?”


      “Sure, I convinced ‘em the publicity was worth more than the damage they’d suffered. They’re not bad guys when you get to talk to them. Same way I got my job. I went after the company that made the paint I used to decorate those babes’ behinds. Well, be seein’ ya.”


      They stared after the departing demon salesman. Lucy said, “I’m afraid I liked him better the way he was before. Now he makes even Donald seem like a quiet meek sort by comparison.”


      “Me meek?” snorted McQueen.“Why—”


      Barlow said, “I guess that’s our answer; he’s changed for good. And to think the poor boy was one of my most brilliant intellects. That’s a real tragedy—our most promising young engineer a martyr to science.”


      Donald McQueen interrupted.“What d’you mean, martyr? Didn’t you get that about the dough he’s making? He looks prosperous, don’t he? Well then, who’s crazy, him or us?”


      Barlow started, then looked very uncomfortable.“Well, I suppose if you put it that way—”


       


      8. THE SOARING STATUE


    


    

       


      THE battle of Khye was decided by Semapova’s charge. That young Tshimvian, scorning to obey his uncle’s orders to slink in a wide detour to raid the Znaci baggage, led his tribe’s light cavalry in a long uphill mass charge against the main array of the Znaci. The Znaci crossbowmen, standing four deep, piled their unarmored assailants in heaps, while the Znaci gunners, armed with weapons bought or stolen from the earthmen of Sveho, added to the confusion more by the noise of their weapons than by the accuracy of their fire.


      Semapova reached the Znaci line alone, to fall with a Znaci pike through him and several crossbow-bolts sticking in his feathery pelt. The surviving Tshimvi riders fled. Soon thereafter Horko, the Znaci chief, rode up on his vaciza and tossed Semapova’s head into the ranks of the Tshimvi.


      The Tshimvi were at a disadvantage in trying to fight and move their entire tribe at the same time. Crafty old Zhewha (or more accurately Zhe3a, the numeral representing a whistle) had planned to hold off the Znaci by feints and raids until his noncombatants were safely through Khye Pass, but Semapova’s folly ruined his plan.


      The arrival of frantic fugitives from the charge shook the Tshimvi. Then at the onset of the Znaci they dissolved into a disordered mass of soldiery afoot and mounted, non-combatants, and beasts of burden, all trying to jam through the pass at once. The Znaci plowed into them, smiting all regardless of age or sex. The sun (that is, 61 Cygni A) went down on a scene of sanguinary carnage: bodies, severed members, dead vacizas, weapons, battle-standards, trumpets, drums, and all the other paraphernalia of barbarian war lying in tangled heaps and soaked with bright-blue blood.


      With darkness, Zhewha slipped away with a few Tshimvi and spent the night rounding up survivors, though more than half of his nation had perished. Horko might have pressed the pursuit more closely had not another matter distracted his attention.


      The baggage-train of the Tshimvi included a litter slung between a pair of vacizas in tandem. This conveyance, like all the others, got jammed in the panic-push into the pass so that the vacizas could do nothing but claw and peck. Horko, blood masking the glitter of his gilded scale-armor, rode up and abated even this activity by striking off the head of the leading vaciza with the sickle-like reverse-curved sword of his people. The fact that he was merely destroying valuable property would not have deterred him in his battle-madness.


      As the vaciza collapsed, two smallish figures leaped out of the litter on the far side and tried to battle their way through the jam afoot. Horko recognized them as earthmen. One of his soldiers drove his mount around the litter to get at them, cutting down a female Tshimvi in his way. As the soldier got within reach of the earthmen, the larger of the two pulled out a small one-hand gun and shot the soldier.


      Meanwhile two other Znaci had pushed to within reach of the earth-men from other angles. He whirled and shot one of these, but before he could shift his attention again the other hewed off his gun-arm and then his head. The remaining warrior turned his attention to the other earthman, who seemed unarmed. Before he could strike, Horko shouted:


      “Give back! Take it alive!”


      He had to repeat the command before it penetrated the blood-maddened mind of the fighter. But Horko was known as a chief not to be trifled with, and at last the other earthman was seized unharmed. Horko dismounted and approached the creature, which like most of its kind was covered with artificial fabrics so that Horko could not perceive its sex. He wiped and sheathed his sword, gripped the fabric in his clawed hands, and ripped.


      “A female!” he said. He had never seen one of that sex so far from Sveho. He spoke to it in trade-pidgin:


      “Who you?”


      The Earthman was leaking at the eyes in the curious way the things did under stress of emotion. When it ceased its snuffling noises it replied in the mixture of Anglo-Terran and several Kteremian languages by which earthmen communicated with natives of the planet:


      “Me female belong Chief Holm.”


      “Chief belong Sveho?” said Horko, cocking his head with interest.


      “Yes. You hurt me, Chief Holm kill all Znaci.”


      If Horko had known how, he might have smiled. This capture opened up a new, and very interesting, line of thought. He indicated the remains of the male earthman:


      “Who that?”


      “Ivan Dolgoruki. Trader.”


      Horko told the warriors holding the surviving earthman: “Bring it along.” He picked up the pistol and ammunition of the late I. Dolgoruki but paid no further attention to the corpse.


       


      AMAURY Brisson sat in the Northern Cross drowning his sorrows and pouring his troubles into the ears of a fellow-savant named Iflatun Faruq. Brisson was a man of slightly below average height and inclined to plumpness, with thinning light hair, a toothbrush mustache, and a pair of heavy-rimmed glasses that gave him the look of an indignant owl.


      “… so what the hell can I do?” said Brisson, almost upsetting his glass with the eloquence of his gestures.“For fourteen days—no, fifteen—this species of camel has kept me sitting on my behind in his sacred offices. Every day it is the same: ‘So sorry, but administrative difficulties prevent… ‘ or ‘So sorry, but Governor Horn is on vacation… ‘ I have already missed one ship to earth, and it is probable that I shall miss another. What does he want? For me to die here, of old age?”


      “You have not heard of the curious habits of Ricardo Holm?” said Iflatun Faruq, a slender swarthy man with the look of the Fertile Crescent about him.


      “No. What to me are the eccentricities of some pig of a governor? I deliver myself therefrom. I am an archaeologist, me. I come, I dig, I go. I take my finds to my museum and write my reports. I mind my own business.”


      “What detriment!” said Iflatun Faruq, sipping delicately.“I was warned before I left Baghdad, but fortunately Governor Holm’s cupidity does not extend to small invertebrates.”


      “The animal wishes to be bribed, hein? I might have known.”


      “Yes, my friend, but not in the usual way.”


      “What is it you wish to say?”


      “Ricardo Holm demands bribes of a particular sort before he will sign the exit-permit of any scientist. To be brief, he wants your collection—or a large part of it at least.”


      “Hm.” Amaury Brisson made a remark reflecting upon Governor Holm’s love-life.“What is the object of this dirty pig? To sell these rarities that I and my colleagues have acquired with such pain and risk? That seems degraded even for a popularly-elected governor.”


      “No. This governor is a man of ample means, which he has no need to supplement by such extortion. In most respects he is even considered honest.”


      Brisson snorted. Iflatun Faruq continued:


      “Ricardo Holm is a fanatical collector of what he considers curios and objects of art. And since it is not practical for him to roam the galaxy picking up samples, he extorts their finds from archaeologists visiting Kterem. His house, I am told, is something of the fabulous.”


      Brisson snorted again.“No doubt with relics strewn about on mantle-pieces and whatnots, with no record of their provenance.”


      “Absolutely. He knows nothing of science, but knows what he considers pretty.”


      “Well, he shan’t have my pieces. I’ll see the rascal in the fire first.”


      “My poor Amaury! What will you do?”


      “I shall expose the type.”


      “To What good? The kind of people one finds in such a place don’t care. In fact they would admire him for thinking of such a smart trick. All one could do would be to stay over until the next election, enter politics, and try to displace this Holm.”


      Brisson shuddered.“I deliver myself from politics! If there were only some sort of interplanetary government to whom one could appeal—”


      “True, but there is not. And so…”


      Iflatun Faruq broke off and grasped Brisson’s wrist.


      “There! Do you see what I see?”


      “What?”


      “That man! The one in green shorts.”


      “What about him?”


      “Ricardo Holm!”


      “Oh, ah!” Brisson gulped the rest of his drink and looked. The man in question was a big heavy-set fellow with abundant gray hair. He plowed up to the bar, said something to the bartender, drank the resulting drink at a swallow, and swept the room with a bloodshot glance. Then he started out.


      Brisson muttered: “I’ll see about that filthy beast or my name is not Jean-Pierre Amaury Jules-Cesar Michel Perigord Brisson!”


      “Hey!” cried Faruq, but without effect. Before he had finished reciting his own name, Brisson had leaped up, ignoring the crash of his glass to the floor and the fact that he had not paid for his drinks, to rush after the disappearing governor.


      Brisson arrived at the entrance to the Northern Cross just as Governor Holm was getting into his automobile. With a howl of “Assassin!” Brisson hurled himself into the vehicle beside the astonished governor and grasped the latter’s lapels.


      “Now one has you!” yelled Brisson.“Species of dirty animal, you shall not escape the penalty of your crimes! There is no hope!”


      The chauffeur-bodyguard in the front seat squirmed around and poked a pistol into Brisson’s face.


      “Do I shoot?” said the bodyguard.


      Brisson, red-faced and breathing hard, released the governor’s jacket.


      “Go ahead, shoot!” he said. “One more to your numberless atrocities, what difference?”


      “Would you mind telling me what this is all about?” inquired Holm.


      “You are the rascal who has been holding up my exit permit, so you can rob me of my archaeological finds! But you shall never succeed, if I have to spend ten thousand years here!”


      “Oh. And who are you?” #


      Brisson identified himself.


      “I see,” said the governor.“Of course I expect courtesy for courtesy… But right now I’ve got other things on my mind. I can’t worry about your exit permit, or your antiques either.”


      “Ah?” Brisson became aware of the strained and stricken face of the governor.“May one ask?”


      Grief showed through the governor’s self-possession.“They got my wife.”


      “Who?”


      “The damned natives. She would run off—that is, ah—she went sightseeing in the Tshimvi country and got caught in a battle.”


      “The battle of Khye Pass of which we have been hearing rumors?”


      “Yes.”


      “But how it is frightful! Was she killed, my poor friend?”.


      “No. Horko’s got her, but she wasn’t hurt.”


      “Ah!” said Brisson in a less sympathetic tone.“Sometimes I wish somebody would seize my wife like that. But since the Kteremians are bark-eaters exclusively except at the mating season, and as that is far distant, I don’t think you need worry about the fate of the unhappy Mrs. Holm.”


      Ricardo Holm looked at Brisson with compressed lips, then said: “There’s a hell of a lot more to it than that. You know that country pretty well, don’t you?”


      Brisson shrugged.“I’ve been over it, yes.”


      “Do you know those chiefs, Horko and Zhewha?”


      “But yes! In fact I think that I am the only earthman who has ever gained the confidence of the Znaci.”


      “Treacherous devils.”


      “So would you be, if you’d been treated as they have.”


      Holm made an impatient motion.“And you want your exit-permit without any strings attached, don’t you?”


      “Of course. That is what I am pushing cries about.”


      “Well, come on over to my place and maybe we can make a deal. Home, Lin.”


      THE bodyguard drove furiously to the governor’s mansion, clearing the way with his siren. Inside, Brisson whistled at the gleam of the many archaeological treasures, gold and jade and crystal, that Governor Holm had amassed, hung from the walls and otherwise disposed about. Holm said:


      “A pretty swell little collection, isn’t it? Even if I say so myself.”


      “I don’t suppose you ever kept records of where and from what strata these finds were taken, did you?”


      “Wasn’t interested. Maybe the guys who gave ‘em to me know.”


      “So, as a result of your unprincipled rapacity, the clues that make these objects of value to the interpretation of the past are scattered and lost for all time. It is the cow-heads like you—”


      “Look here, damn it, I didn’t bring you here to lecture me! Anyway this planet’s got enough ruined cities to stock every museum on earth. So let’s get down to business.”


      “Well? I attend.”


    


  




  

    

      Holm lit a cigarette.“Do you—did you know a man named Ivan Dolgoruki?”


      “A trader, no? I encountered him once at Severak, but I shouldn’t say I knew him.”


      “Was, you mean. He was killed in the battle.”


      “So?”


      “But my Euphemia was captured by Horko, who’s holding her as hostage.”


      “What does he want you to do?”


      “To recognize his claim to the ownership of the whole Sveho Purchase. He claims title to the tract on the ground that the sale to the earthmen by the Tshimvi was invalid because his people owned the land before the Tshimvi drove ‘em out. Now that he’s chased the Tshimvi clear out of the whole damned country, he claims the Znaci ownership of the Purchase is still valid.”


      “Ah,” said Brisson.“And does he expect all the earthmen in Sveho to pack up for home?”


      “No, he’ll settle for a lease. But I can’t admit anything but outright, legal, incontestable ownership, or some day in the future some windbag will persuade the natives to try to drive us off the whole damned planet. You know, the old foreign-devil gag.”


      “Did the Znaci own the tract at one time?”


      “Depends on who you’re talking to. They say yes; the Tshimvi say no, mostly, I think, just to spite the Znaci. As neither of ‘em have any written records it’s a tossup which is the bigger set of liars. The Znaci claim their ancestors built Ozymandias.”


      Ozymandias was a huge statue on a sort of natural pedestal, a few miles outside the city of Sveho, well within the bounds of Sveho Purchase. Nobody knew who had carved it. The Kteremian tribes had various stories of its origin, but these were either obvious myths or were suspiciously designed to serve the interests of the tribes that told them, and in any case they were wildly contradictory. The name “Ozymandias” had been casually conferred by an Earthman who, though evidently a person of some culture, could not be bothered with mastering the grunts and whistles of the Kteremian languages. Holm continued:


      “I sometimes wonder, how come these natives worked up to civilization so many times, but always went back to the way they are now? Maybe you know the answer?”


      “It seems to be the nature of the beast. They are intelligent but emotionally unstable, much subject to envy, feelings of inferiority, and destructive impulses. We have those qualities too, of course, but not to the same degree. That’s why every time a tribe has raised itself to a standard above its neighbors, the latter have attacked it and pulled it back down. They cannot bear that another should surpass them, which also accounts for the rancorous feelings they often hold towards earth-men even when they have been well treated. It also explains why they have never been able to achieve a political unity—with a few exceptions like the Hrata Empire—larger than the tribe.”


      “Just as good for us. If they all got together… But to get back to our deal: The tribes aren’t all in on this plan of Horko’s by a long shot. They’re afraid it’ll lead to open war, they don’t want their trade disrupted, and they’re afraid of our fire-power. On the other hand they’re afraid of the Znaci, since these are the strongest tribe. So they’re calling a conference of chiefs at Gdoz to thrash the matter out. Now, I want you to go there and get Euphemia away from them.”


      “What?” cried Brisson.“Am I a magician? How am I supposed to do that without an army?”


      “Oh, you’ll figure out a way. Promise anything you like; shoot Horko in the back; I don’t care, so long as you get results and don’t start a general holy war against earthmen.”


      “And why, my dear governor, should I undertake this mad scheme?”


      “Because until you get Euphemia back here I won’t sign your exit permit. That’s final.”


      “Give me a day to think about it,” said Brisson. Mentally he cursed the surplus of males in Sveho, which resulted in the fact that those who did have women would go to extraordinary lengths to keep them.


      NEXT morning Amaury Brisson and Iflatun Faruq chugged out on motor-scooters for a look at Ozymandias. The statue stood near the lower end of Sveho Valley, which was more or less congruent with the Sveho Purchase. The valley narrowed here: a flat alluvial plain through which the Sveho River wound its way, surrounded by steep black cliffs of intrusive basalt. The pedestal towered over the heads of the earth-men, the red of its sandstone contrasting with the black of the statue.


      Faruq said: “Now we have two madmen: Holm for proposiny this project and you for falling in with it.”


      “Be of good heart, my friend. It is an intolerable delay on one hand, against a small display of courage on the other. Besides, I have an idea that may make the venture a little less desperate. This statue was evidently not carved where it now is. Does one know from whence it came originally?”


      Faruq pointed.“That recess in the hills is supposed to be the quarry from which it was taken, though nobody knows how these unknown builders hauled it up on to its pedestal. It would be quite a feat even with modern construction-machinery, and as far as is known the Kteremians have never mastered any such engineering technics.”


      “Unless the Doznyi did it,” said Brisson, frowning. He referred to the race of prehistoric demigods that lurked at the back of the Kteremian myths.“But that is also improbable, for the material evidence of their existence shows a cultural level no higher than that of the historical Kteremian peoples.”


      They walked around the high narrow mesa on which stood the statue. On the far side they came upon a group of tame Kteremians eating a picnic lunch of bark. The two parties glanced at one another before turning back to their own affairs. Like most earthmen who had had to do directly with wild Kteremians, uncontaminated by earthly influence, Brisson had a poor opinion of the half-terrafied product of trader and missionary influence, wearing pants over its feathery pelt and sedulously imitating the aliens’ vices. Unlike most, he pitied rather than scorned these deracinated barbarians who had lost most of their own culture without mastering that of the earth-men.


      Brisson walked away from Ozymandias to snap a few photographs, then went back to the base of the pedestal, shed his burdens, and began to climb up the furrows that erosion had cut into the sandstone.


      “Take care that you do not break the head,” said Faruq.


      “Don’t worry, my old, I have climbed higher mountains than this.”


      Despite his plumpness Brisson expertly wormed his way up to the base of the statue proper. Ozymandias was in the form of a figure seated on a throne, sitter and throne chiselled from the same huge block. At least it looked as much like that as anything, for time had so weathered and worn it away that no small details, such as facial features or inscriptions, remained. One could not even be sure that the sitter was one of the present species of semi-civilized Kteremians, though Brisson felt fairly sure that it at least did not represent an earthman. His head barely topped the sitter’s feet.


      He took out a small petrographic analyzer and ran a series of quick tests on the rock: hardness, gonio-photometric, and so forth. He picked up a couple of small pieces of rock that had spilled off and lay around the base, climbed back down, and joined Faruq, who asked:


      “Have you made up your mind yet?”


      “I think so. Of course,” Brisson made a deprecating gesture, “this isn’t the science. This is the tactics of a lawyer: make the most of everything that supports your side, and suppress or distort everything to the contrary. Ah, well.”


       


      AMAURY Brisson flew to the outpost of Severak, whose factor had a helicopter which he rented out on a drive-yourself basis. Brisson rented this machine on Holm’s expense-account, and with one tame Kteremian helper to carry his food (as he could not live on bark like the natives) and flew to the small plateau overlooking the Valley of Plashce. This is the only practical landing-place near the ruins of Gdoz. Then he had an arduous three-day scramble over ledges and through swamps to reach the ruin itself.


      The chiefs’ conference was already going. Armed guards pounced on Brisson as soon as he approached the city. As he was well-known among the tribes represented at this pow-wow, he was treated less roughly than a strange earthman would have been.


      The meeting was held in the ruined amphitheater of Gdoz. There was a commotion among the chiefs and their retainers as the guards led Brisson forward. Chief Horko, who had the floor at the moment, stopped his speech to stare, his great incisors showing pink. Behind the huddle of chiefs, on one of the stone benches that had seen enacted the great but forgotten dramatic compositions of the Hrata Empire, sat Euphemia Holm, a dark well-developed wench with the remnants of her clothes pinned together with thorns.


      Horko said: “What are you doing here, Biso?”


      Brisson replied in fluent Znaci: “Chief Holm heard that there was to be a conference of chiefs and sent me as his deputy. His feelings are much hurt that you did not invite him.”


      The chiefs grunted and whistled at one another. This was motivation that they could understand. Brisson continued:


      “So, hearing that matters concerning him were to be discussed, he thought it beneath his honor that he should not be represented. Have you come to these matters yet?”


      “We were just beginning,” said Horko.“If you wish me to repeat my preamble—”


      “Thank you, that will not be necessary,” said Brisson, who knew something of Kteremian oratory.“Pray continue.”


      “As I was saying, the blood of our ancestors cries out from the ground: give us back our land! Who are these arrogant creatures from other worlds, to claim a single foot of sacred Kteremian soil? Any sale to them is automatically invalid, and the punishment lately inflicted upon the Tshimvi was surely visited by the gods for their sin in alienating the Sveho Tract, which did not even belong to them—”


      “Excuse me,” said Brisson, “but why did it not?”


      “Because under the immemorial customs of the Kteremian peoples, a tribe does not get firm title to a tract until it has occupied it in adverse possession for a hundred and ninety-six years!”


      Brisson recognized the square of fourteen, the base of the Kteremian number-system, as they had that total number of digits each—three on each birdlike foot and four on each hand.


      “But,” continued Horko, “we, the Znaci, possessed the Sveho Tract up to two hundred and fifty-eight years ago, at which time we were ejected from it by the Tshimvi, as a result of an unjust and aggressive war.”


      “You never did own the tract!” shouted one whom Brisson recognized as Zhewha, the Tshimvi chieftain.“Moreover the war to which you allude was forced upon us by the refusal of the Znaci to surrender the murderers of Yesil to justice—”


      “What kind of justice could an accused Znaci expect of the Tshimvi?” shrieked Horko.“Coward and liar—”


      All the chiefs yelled to sit down and shut up. At length, unable to make themselves heard over the din, the disputants did so. After mugs of native wine were passed to cool tempers all around, Horko was allowed to resume:


      “At any rate, the Tshimvi occupied this tract for only a hundred and twenty-three years, when the first earthmen arrived on Kterem with their vices and their insolence.” Horko glanced at Brisson.“I do not mean you, Biso. You are not like an earthman; you are quite decent. But these creatures at once contrived the so-called Sveho Purchase. As they have been in possession only a hundred and seventy-five years, obviously neither Tshimvi nor earthmen have complied with the requirements for title.”


      “I still say you l—you are misinformed,” said Zhewha.“Even before we drove the treacherous rabble of your ancestors into cowardly flight, the Sveho Tract was included in our boundaries.”


      “It was not. It was ours!”


      “It was so. It was ours!”


      “It was ours!”


      “It was ours!”


      “IT WAS OURS!”


      The yelling began again until the argument was quieted. Brisson interjected:


      “You are both making strong statements, but on what evidence? Neither of you could have been alive then.”


      “True,” said Zhewha, “but my great-grandfather was, and from him the story has come down through the generations. I can produce as many witnesses as you like to prove that such is the tradition.”


      “We can do better than that,” retorted Horko.“Not only do the Znaci have a tribal tradition giving the tract to us in former times, but we have left tangible proof of our occupancy in the form of the great black statue near the city of Sveho.”


      “Oh!” said Brisson, who had been waiting for this.“Do you claim your people made Ozymandias?”


      “Certainly, though not under that ridiculous earthly name. That is a statue of Uyedna the Fourth, chief of the Znaci in the days of the Hrata Empire.”


      Horko swept his glance around the ruins of the Hrata capital.


      “And so,” said Brisson, “you are employing your alleged authorship of this monument to persuade the chiefs to back you in this matter, while simultaneously using your possession of the female of Chief Holm to induce him to accede to your claim. Is that correct?”


      “That is right.”


      “Then, chiefs, may I say a word? Good. Most of you have, I suppose, seen this statue. Perhaps you noticed that it was carved of a single piece of a notably hard, dense, heavy rock. Perhaps it occurred to you to wonder how the makers succeeded in hauling it up an almost vertical slope, several times the height of a full-grown Kteremian, to the top of that spire or natural pedestal on which it stands.”


      The assembled chiefs squatted silent and watchful.


      “Perhaps you even wondered how that pinnacle happened to grow in just the right size and shape to serve as a base for the statue,” Brisson continued.“Perhaps my good friend Horko can explain these things. How did your people get the statue up there, Horko?”


      Horko’s incisors clicked wordlessly. At last he said: “How should I know? I am no earthman.”


      “Come, come! Did they equip it with wings so that it could soar to its present position?”


      “Do not mock me! I suppose they plaited ropes of grass or hide and stood on the top to haul it up.”


      “Have you measured that top? I have, and I assure you that it would not accommodate one-hundredth the number of Kteremians needed to haul that weight into position. Well?”


      Horko muttered: “The Hrata kings had some powerful magicians. Maybe one of these put a spell on it.”


      “Oh, now really! If the Hrata kings had possessed the powers your myths attribute to them, the Znaci and their allies could never have overthrown the Hrata Empire, now could they?”


      “Well, you insolent earthman, have you an explanation?”


      “Certainly. I examined the statue just before I came here, and I can give you a good idea of how it originated. It was built, not by the Znaci or any other present-day people, but by the Doznyi; and it was erected not a few hundred years ago, but hundreds of thousands or even millions of years ago.”


      The audience gave a slight whistling gasp. Brisson, suppressing a grin, hurried on:


      “The quarry from which this statue was dug still exists in the hills flanking Sveho Valley. I went over the valley carefully, and found indications that back before Doznyi times it was not just a valley but a lake. The streams flowing into this lake laid down a deposit of sandstone. Then the outlet eroded its way down until the lake-water ran out, leaving this flat sandstone surface dry save for the Sveho River.


      “Then the Doznyi civilization rose. The Doznyi carved this statue of some king or god—we shall never know which—and hauled it across the level valley on sleds or rollers to its present site, then on a level with the rest of the valley floor. In later ages the valley rose and erosion came into play. The Sveho river cut down through the sandstone into the softer strata beneath, and the downpours of the rainy season washed away the topsoil—except where this statue stood. Protected by the monument, the sandstone under the statue remained in place while that all around was broken up and washed away. So now the statue stands on the pedestal it made for itself. If it were not of a fine-grained and extremely hard rock it would long since have disappeared too, and as things are it is badly worn.


      “Therefore, you see, this statue could never have been built by the Znaci, because they could not have raised it to its present height. And so I fear I must tell you that my friend Horko, no doubt from the most praiseworthy motives, is a liar and a fraud, who has tried to draw you into dangerous conflict with the earthmen in order to satisfy his inordinate ambition.


      “Now, since there is no reason for you to back his demand upon Sveho, his whole plan falls to the ground. There is therefore no further excuse for his holding this female earthman, thus straining the relations between our two peoples.”


      As he spoke, Brisson walked calmly to where Euphemia Holm sat. He held out a hand to her, hauled her roughly to her feet, and started for the exit, saying:


      “Friend chiefs, this has been a most interesting session. Any time you wish some such puzzling question solved, drop in on me at Sveho for a consultation. Good-bye.”


      He walked briskly, dragging Euphemia almost at a trot. Behind him, after a moment of stunned silence, a violent squabble broke out among the chiefs. A backward glance showed Brisson that a couple of them were holding the struggling Horko. The tame Kteremian joined the terrestrials. As soon as the shattered walls and pillars of Gdoz hid the conference, Brisson said:


      “Run!”


      “But—”


      “Run like anything! If we can get a good start, we might just beat them to my helicopter!”


      They ran, like anything.


       


      FIVE days later Ricardo Holm met Amaury Brisson and Euphemia Holm (more adequately clad) at the little airport outside Sveho. He pecked his wife’s cheek, wrung Brisson’s hand, and gave them a ride to the gubernatorial mansion. Again Brisson repressed a grimace at the sight of the scores of archaeological objects serving as mere decorations.


      The governor rummaged in his desk and came up with a bottle.“Here,” he said, “is real honest-to-God earthly champagne. Practically priceless, and I’ve been saving it for some such occasion.”


      He poured and they drank appreciatively while Brisson and Euphemia told of their experiences. Brisson noticed that Euphemia said very little about Ivan Dolgoruki, whose part in this affair remained curiously vague. Finally Brisson looked at his watch and said:


      “I must pick up my gear and get to the airport.”


      “Are you leaving for earth?” asked Holm.


      “Yes; I am already far behind my schedule. So if you will please sign my exit permit…”


      “Oh, what’s your hurry? Stay over till the next ship.”


      “I’m sorry, but the next ship doesn’t leave for forty-three days, and I have professional business to attend to back on earth. Will you please sign, governor?”


      Holm looked at him through narrowed lids.“Now, wait a minute, pal. I said I wouldn’t sign unless you got Euphemia back, but I didn’t say I would sign when you did.”


      “Oh, you fibber! You said as plainly as you are speaking now—”


      “Whatever I said then, it’s what I’m saying now that counts. I still expect courtesy for courtesy.”


      “You mean you’re still trying to rob me of my specimens?”


      “I wouldn’t put it that way, but I do expect something for my consideration of your interests. Just let me pick half; you can keep the rest.”


      “You—” Brisson choked.“You miserable brigand! You vile poltroon!”


      “Well?”


      “Before I do that, I will go back to Horko and tell him how his ancestors could have got that statue up on the pedestal!”


      “What?”


      “Certainly. They could have used a long inclined ramp and dug it away afterwards. I still think my first theory is the more probable, but Horko won’t care about that. Ha, filthy wretch, you cower and pale, do you not?”


      “You wouldn’t betray your own kind!” ‘


      “Wouldn’t I? What have my own kind done for me on Kterem, except to try to rob me of the fruits of my scientific labors?”


      “Well, it won’t happen anymore.” Holm pressed a spring and a drawer of his desk flew open. He snatched out a pistol and pointed it at Brisson.


      “I’m sorry to kill you, little man,” he said, “but you’re too dangerous. I can’t have anybody running around here with such subversive ideas.”


      “You do not dare. They will hang you.”


      “Hang me, the guy who makes up the jury-lists? Not likely. Anyway we don’t care much for scientists here; always poking their noses into other folks’ business and taking the side of the damned natives against their own kind.”


      Ricardo Holm raised the gun. Before he could shoot, Euphemia, who was standing beside him, picked up an ithyphallic brass statue of Aletshim, the fertility-god of the Fshi, from the gubernatorial desk and brought it down on her spouse’s head.


      Before Holm could even roll out of his chair to the floor, Brisson pounced upon him and snatched the gun from his limp hand.


      “He doesn’t seem badly hurt,” he said after a brief examination.“But what shall I do now, me?”


      “Your rocket leaves in a couple of hours, doesn’t it?”


      “Yes. You mean I should go and catch it? But my exit permit?”


      “I’ll forge Ricardo’s signature.”


      “That is wonderful. But why…?”


      “Because you’re taking me with you, “


      “What?” cried Brisson.


      “Certainly. You don’t think I want to be around when this awful husband of mine comes to, do you? I can’t stand the stinker even when he’s in a good humor, and now… Why do you suppose I eloped with Ivan Dolgoruki?”


      “Oh, ah.” Brisson thought. So that was it! And such was the effect of the woman-shortage that Holm had been prepared to take her back with no more than a scolding. Brisson reflected. that his own wife would probably find out about this and make life hell for him when he got back, but she always made it hell for him anyway.


      “The native servants are all out for the afternoon,” continued Euphemia, “so there’s nobody on the grounds but Lin, and he can drive us to the port. Help me drag a trunk down from the attic so I can throw a few dresses into it.”


      “I will do more than that.” Brisson wrestled the governor’s shirt off and tore it up to bind and gag him.“I will get a couple of trunks and fill one with these relics your spouse has so villainously extorted from my poor colleagues. Perhaps I can return some of them to their rightful owners. And then I should like to see this species of assassin get them back!”


      Euphemia Holm straightened up from the task of rolling the bound and unconscious governor into a closet.“You are a funny fellow! Dolgoruki wasn’t very bright, but at least at a time like this he wasn’t thinking about archeological relics! Oh, well, I suppose that’s science for you. The attic is this way.”


       


    


    

      9. THE STONE OF THE WISE


    


    

       


      Alchemy, which paralleled chemistry much as astrology did astronomy, probably arose in the eastern Mediterranean in Roman times. Later it flowered in the Islamic world and in medieval Europe, but with the scientific revolution it split off from chemistry proper and slowly declined as the great chemical discoveries of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries undermined its position.


      Well, just what was alchemy? A philosophy, - an art, and (its practitioners thought) a science. As a philosophy it dealt with the nature of matter; as a science it formulate laws governing the changes in material substances; as an art it was carried on with furnaces, vessels and reagents as was chemistry.


      But alchemy differed from chemistry in two ways. First, it was based upon magical concepts of the analogistic universe, full of sympathetic forces and occult connections. Secondly, while chemistry studies the behavior of matter for a vast variety of industrial and medical purposes, alchemy narrowly pursued the secrets of changing base metals into gold and of making the Elixir of Life to confer health and immortality. Some alchemists even sought the alkahest or universal solvent, though the smarter ones asked: what would you put in it if you got it?


      To begin operations, the alchemist needed a sample of prima materia or “first matter.” This was variously identified with mercury, gold salt, vinegar, air, fire, blood cloud, sea, Venus, dragon moon, shadow, theriac, Goose of Hermogenes, and many other real and fancied substances. An alchemical recipe reminds one of the magical chain Gleipnir of Norse myth forged by the dwarfs out of the breath of fishes, the footfalls of cats, the beards of-women, and other improbable substances.


      Then the alchemist undertook his magnum opus, a series of chemical manipulations, usually based upon some biological or mythological analogy. The alchemist who wrote under the name of Morienus taught that to obtain the Philosopher’s Stone for transmuting metals there had to be coitus (in a chemical sense), conception, pregnancy, birth, and nutrition


      Generations of alchemists tried in all seriousness to stimulate these events. Others believed that to transform a metal into gold, it had to be “killed,” “buried,” and “resurrected.”


      Most alchemists used a clay reverbatory oven called an athanor or “philosophical egg,” together with retorts and other legitimate chemical apparatus. They paid much attention to changes in color and sought a process that would carry their material through a sequence of three colors: black (“Crow’s Head,” symbolizing putrefaction) white (indicating the lesser Stone) and red (indicating the perfect Stone).


      The Philospher’s stone, the objective of all this activity was a substance which, “projected” or sprinkled on molten metal, would turn that metal into silver or, if the Stone were of the highest grade, into gold. The Stone was also called the Tincture the Grand Magisterium. the Quintessence, the Stone of the Wise, the Universal Essence, the Thirnian Stone, the Hyle, or the Carbunculus. Those who claimed to have seen it usually described it as a powder, generally red but sometimes of another color. The power of the Stone to transmute was estimated at as much as a million times its own weight.


      Having gotten his Stone, the alchemist could use it to transmute base metals or, by dissolving it in alcohol, to make the elixir vitae, the Elixir of Life, by which he could cure all ills, rejuvenate himself and prolong his life. Elixirs for these purposes have been developed in various societies: a Chinese emperor is said to have died from drinking such a concoction.


      Some of the recipes were fantastic to say the least. The early alchemist Theophilus proposed to make gold as follows: Imprison and feed two cocks until they copulate and lay. The resulting eggs must be brooded by toads fed on bread. (Toads do not eat bread. ) These eggs produce normal-looking chicks which are, however, really basilisks and which grow snakes’ tails and burrow out of sight unless kept on a stone floor. Put these basilisks in underground brazen vessels for six months, during which time they are nourished by “subtle earth” which enters through the holes in the vessels. Then roast the vessels and mix the remains of the basilisks with vinegar, copper, and human blood to make gold.


      A determined alchemist might spend years distilling and redistilling mercury. He thought that to obtain the Philospher’s Stone he had to start with the Mercury of the Philosophers, which could only be refined from common mercury by repeated distillation. So he repeated the operation over and over until his funds ran out or the fumes killed him.


      Or he might roast molten lead until it all evaporated, leaving a tiny lump of silver to begin with. But the alchemist, not knowing this, would think he had done at least a second-rate transmutation.


      Chemistry was slower than most sciences to free itself from pseudo-scientific associations. The reason was that the laws of chemistry are so complex and interdependent that, in formulating these laws, you must hit upon the right scheme almost all at once, instead of proceeding in normal scientific fashion from the simpler problems to the more complex. Moreover chemistry is concerned with the behavior of atoms and molecules and, since you can’t see atoms and molecules, you have to infer their existence and behavior from other facts.


      Medieval European alchemists believed that alchemy had been invented by Tubal-Cain, Noah, or some such patriarch and passed down by Solomon, Hermes Trismegistus, Osthanes Demokritos, and other adepts, some of whom never lived and the rest of whom had nothing to do with alchemy. Thus Hermes Trismegistus is a combination of the Greek messenger-god Hermes and the ibis-headed Egyptian god of wisdom, Tehuti or Thoth, metagrobolized into a mortal king of Egypt who lived about the time of the Flood and wrote 36, 525 books on alchemy.


      Actually, alchemy developed from two main roots: the speculations of Classical philosophers about the nature of matter, and the techniques of Mediterranean metal-smiths and other industrial artisans.


      A few Ionians, or Asiatic Greeks, began philosophical speculations about matter in the sixth century B. C. Some of them thought that the universe around them was made of a single primal matter, of which all the familiar substances were modifications. Thales of Miletos suggested that the “first principle” was water; Anaximenes, that it was air; Herakleitos, that it was fire or change; Pythagoras, that it was number.


      As these guesses left nobody much the wiser, the next formula “tried was that the universe was made of a few simple substances. Empedokles of Agrigentum, the fifth-century B. C. Siceliot-Greek philosopher, advanced the classical element-theory of antiquity: that there were four elements—earth, water air, and fire,


      This Empedokles was a versatile fellow whose accomplishments were exaggerated into legends. Though rich and pompous, he was an influential democratic politician who liberalized the constitution of his city. He wrote plays and poems, and addressed his fellow-townsmen thus:


      O friends, who dwell in the mighty city which slopes.


      To the yellow Acragas down, by the lofty keep


      With works of virtue occupied, all hail!


      Among you as an immortal god I go,


      No more a mortal; duly honored by all


      With fillets and flowery garlands.


      Modesty was evidently not a vice with him. Anyway, he taught that these four elements, mixed in various proportions, give all the familiar substances:


      The four roots of all things first do thou hear—


      Fire, water, earth, and aether’s boundless height:


      For of these all that was, is, shall be, comes…


      In the following century Aristotle complicated this picture by adding a fifth element, aither or ether, an imaginary pure high-altitude air. He also analyzed the elements into combinations of four fundamental qualities: heat cold dryness, and wetness. Thus fire was hot and dry, air hot and wet, and water cold and wet. Classical scientist^ spent much’ of their time and thought in juggling these qualities, producing a body of theory notable for ingenuity influence, and complete uselessness.


      The other root of alchemy was the Egyptian art of counterfeiting—or, to take a kinder view, making cheap alloys that looked like gold and silver.


      Egypt has produced wonderfully skilled artisans and jewellers from the early dynasties to the present, and the art of imitating precious metals had been stimulated by the discovery of mercury about the third century B. C.


      It was found, for instance that a good ersatz gold can be made by combining silver arsenic, and sulfur. Later philosophers who read of these metallurgical feats wondered whether the Egyptians hadn’t really made gold, since the alloy looked like gold and a metal’s appearance was deemed one of its most essential qualities.


      Pliny the Elder said that Emperor Gaius Caligula made a little gold by heating arsenic sesquisulphide, but concluded that the method was impractical. After this early reference to gold-making come several fragmentary works on alchemy from the first seven centuries of our era, published under the names of (pseudo-) Demokritos, Synesios, Zosimos Olympiodoros, and Stephanos. These early references point to vigorous alchemical activity in Roman times, centering in Egypt.


      With the decline of the Roman Empire, alchemy spread. It flourished in the Byzantine Empire and the Caliphate. However, of the many treatises that have come down from this period, most are so full of magic, mystery and amphigory as to be practically unintelligible. One reads:


      A serpent is stretched out guarding the temple. Let his conqueror begin by sacrifice, then skin him, and after having removed his flesh to the very bones, make a stepping-stone of it to enter the temple. Mount upon it and you will find the object sought. For the priest, at first a man of copper, has changed his color and nature and become a man of silver; a few days later, if you wish, you will find him changed into a man of gold.


      How much good would this do a practical chemist setting out to make gold?


      The real pioneer of Muslim alchemy was Abu Musa Jabir ibn-H ayyan whom Europeans called Geber. He lived about the eighth century and revived the almost forgotten experimental methods of Archimedes and other Hellenistic scientists. Of the many Arabic works attributed to him, some are adaptations of Greek alchemical works. Others show considerable chemical knowledge such as the preparation of lead carbonate and the reduction of arsenic and antimony from their sulphides. About 200 medieval Latin works were ascribed to Jabir, but most of these were mere pseudepigrapha written under Jabir’s name for reasons of prestige.


      Jabir probably originated the hypothesis that all substances were compounds -of sulfur and mercury. This theory partly replaced Empedokles’ four-element hypothesis. But Jabir’s sulfur and mercury were not the ordinary substances known by these names. His Sulfur (we capitalize it to distinguish it from common sulfur) was the “principle” of combustibility and color, while his Mercury or Azoth was the principle of liquidity and luster. Thus gold and silver were nearly pure Mercury. Like the Greeks, Jabir tended to confuse things with qualities. Other alchemists added a third principle, Arsenic or Salt, the “principle of solidity.”


      With the decline of the Caliphate as a result of the Turkish invasions in the tenth and eleventh centuries the intellectual center of Islam shifted from Baghdad to Spain, and thence alchemy spread to Western Europe. From the eleventh century on Europeans read translations of Arabic alchemical manuscripts and decided to become alchemists themselves. Many wrote their own treatises under the names of their Muslim predecessors or, later, under the names of distinguished European scholars like St. Thomas Aquinas.


      Thus there grew up an immense and unreadable corpus of alchemical literature. The Byzantine and Arabic works had been heavily magical, telling of visions of the tail-biting snake Ouroboros (an old Egyptian magical symbol) and of the seven heavens of the planets. They invoke Hermes Trismegistos and affirm that the sages hide the secret of transmutation for fear of the anger of demons. Sometimes these works preserve the old Hellenistic-Egyptian counterfeiting formulas, but so distorted by repeated translations as to be scarcely recognizable.


      The European alchemists followed this tradition. Their treatises had such flowery titles as “The New Pearl of Great Price”, “The Triumphal Chariot of Antimony” or “An Open Entrance to the Closed Palace of the King”. To hide their meaning from the “vulgar”, they saw fit “to vaile their secrets with a mistie speech” by such code-names as “Royal and Magnificent Blood of a Gray Dove” for red lead and “Product of the Daughters of the Bulls of Athens” for honey. Paracelsus used “Red Lion” for gold and “Green Lion” for copper sulphate.“Dragon’s Blood” might be almost anything, even “real” dragon’s blood since that rare substance was a commonplace of magical recipes.


      The seven metals were often called by the names of the planets: “Sun” for gold, “Moon” for silver, “Mars” for iron, and so on. Some alchemists devised symbols like those of astrology for their substances and illustrated their books with pictures full of kings, lions dragons, naked people, skeletons, mountains, and other symbolic objects. Western alchemists achieved such masterpieces of obscurity as this:


      But if you add to the Eagle the icy Dragon that has long had its habitation upon the rocks, and has crawled forth from the caverns of the earth, and place both over the fire, it will elicit from the icy Dragon a fiery spirit which, by means of its great heat, will consume the wings of the Eagle, and prepare a perspiring bath of so extraordinary a degree of heat that the snow will melt away upon the summit of the mountains, and become of water, with which the invigorating mineral bath may be prepared, and fortune, health, life, and strength restored to the King.


      This special jargon might have been helpful had there been a Society of Alchemical Engineers to standardize the terms. As there wasn’t, the number of symbols increased with each new treatise, running into the thousands. Alchemists sometimes began their tracts with protests against the “obscure and allegorical style” of their colleagues, and then went ahead to write as cryptically as their predecessors.


      One of the most celebrated pieces of alchemical writing, the “Tabula Smaragdina” or “Emerald Tablet,” comprised a collection of aphorisms which goes back to early Muslim alchemy and perhaps farther. Medieval accounts tell how Alexander the Great found a slab of emerald inscribed with Phoenician characters in the tomb of Hermes in a cave near Hebron, reading:


      1. I speak not fictitious things, but that which is true and most certain. 2. What is below is like that which is above, and what is above is like that which is below, to accomplish the miracles of one thing. 3. And as all things were produced by the mediation of one Being, so all things were produced from this one thing by adaptation. 4. Its father is the Sun, its mother the Moon; the wind carried it in its belly, its nurse is the earth. 5. It is the cause of. all perfection throughout the whole world. 6. Its power is perfect if it be changed into earth. 7. Separate the earth from the fire, the subtle from the gross, acting prudently and with judgment. 8. Ascend with the greatest sagacity from the earth to heaven, and then again descend to the earth, and unite together the powers of things superior and inferior. Thus you will obtain the glory of the whole world, and all obscurity will fly away from you. 9. This thing is the fortitude of all fortitude, because it overcomes all subtle things, and penetrates every solid thing. 10. Thus were all things created. 11. Thence proceeded wonderful adaptations which are produced in this way. 12. Therefore I am called Hermes Trismegistus, possessing the three parts of the philosophy in the whole world. 13 That which I had to say concerning the operation of the Sun is completed.


      At least forty-eight books have been written to explain the “Emerald Tablet”, but at best it expresses in a vague way the principles of sympathism and analogism that underlie all sympathetic magic.


      Besides their belief in the four Elements, the four Qualities, and the three Principles, the alchemists entertained the notion that metals grew from seeds in the earth like vegetables. Some thought that the heavenly bodies impregnated the earth, and that gold, for instance, was the child of the sun; tin, of Jupiter; and copper, of Venus. Others believed that Nature was trying to make the perfect metal, gold and that base metals were abortive or defective efforts in this direction. Or they thought that metals evolved changing from one to another and moving up the scale to gold. The alchemist’s job was to synthesize gold by speeding this natural process.


      There was some questions as to whether the end-product would be common gold or some mysterious new “Gold of the Philosophers,” also called ios (Greek for “tarnish”). The idea of this supergold was based upon the appearance of a purplish or iridescent film on the surface of some alloys under certain treatments.


      Accounts of dramatic discovery of magical books like the “Emerald Tablet” are a common feature of pseudepigraphic (falsely attributed) works, especially those about occult matters. For instance, the alchemical treatise “Concerning the Seven” was said to have been discovered in the tomb of the mythical King Kyranides at Troy, while the “Book of Images of the Moon” turned up in a golden chest. The medieval practice of asserting that a book was received under mysterious circumstances, to lend it spurious authority, is an old custom that has not yet died out, as witness Madame B1avatsky’s “Secret Doctrine” and Joseph Smith’s “Book of Mormon”.


      Even when they did not resort to such melodramatics medieval alchemists commonly ascribed their books to long-dead famous men—even to those, like Raymond Lully whose authentic works show that they did not believe in alchemy.


      Thus, astrology was analogistic astronomy, so alchemy was analogistic chemisty, full of religous mysticism, Neoplatonic symbolism, and thaumaturgic magic. Alchemists, working on the magical principle of “as above, so below,” believed they were operating on the planes of matter and spirit at the same time. As men had spirits or souls, they believed, metals must have them too.


      Following the laws of sympathetic magic, they thought that actions on the spiritual plane affected reactions on the material one. Hence they modelled their chemical processes on the Catholic Mass. or on the creation-myth of Genesis, or on the Crucifixion, or on the reproduction of organisms. They sought moral purity while trying to purify their materials, and tried hard to get their wives with child while “marrying” their Philosophical Sulfur and Mercury. With all these distractions and irrelevancies, it is not surprising that their findings were small for the effort expended.


      They were also misled by their passion for gold, which men had originally chosen as their favorite money-stuff not for occult virtues but because of its rarity and chemical torpor. But because of its use as a medium of exchange, the alchemists looked upon it as a “perfect” or “noble” metal attributed magical properties to it, and even used it as a medicine, useless though it is for this purpose.


      Obviously, if the alchemists had succeeded in making gold on a large scale they would have defeated their own ends by cheapening the metal. This inflationary possibility does not seem to have worried them much, though Thomas Norton cautioned them not to reveal their secrets to the vulgar, lest some rascal thereby “remove from their hereditary thrones those legitimate princes who rule over the peoples of Christendom.”


      A few anti-alchemical laws were passed, but not to prevent inflation. The English law of 1404, for instance, made gold-making a felony because of the fear that the king might get his hands on the power and so become independent of Parliament. This act, however, soon fell into abeyance, and English patents or licenses were issued in the fifteenth century to “labor by the cunning of philosophy for the transmutation of metals with all things requisite to the same at his own cost, provided that he answered to the King if any profit grow therefrom.” The pious Henry VI issued four such patents in 1544 to several priests and monks, reasoning that they, with their experience of transubstantiation of the Host at Mass, should be well fitted to change metals.


      Laws against magic did not much affect alchemy because the men of that time considered alchemy science rather than magic. Alchemists were not usually molested unless caught in fraud. But if they had little to fear from the law, they were liable to be seized by some greedy prince or noble in order to extort the secret of the Stone from them. In 1575 Duke Julius of Brunswick roasted a woman alchemist alive in an iron chair because she failed her promise to give him a gold-making formula.


      In another case the fat Scottish alchemist Alexander Seton was said to have effected several transmutations, and the story got around. In 1602 Seton toured Germany, Italy and the Netherlands, eloping with the daughter of a citizen of Munich in the process. Then the Elector of Saxony summoned him to Dresden where, failing to wheedle his secret out of him, he had the alchemist jailed and tortured.


      Then Michael Sendivog, a young Slavic alchemist living in Dresden, heard of Seton’s plight. Sendivog sold some property in Krakow and used the money to bribe the guards to let him visit the prisoner. Seton promised Sendivog the secret of transmutation in exchange for his freedom. Sendivog got the guards drunk and spirited Seton away to Krakow, but Seton reneged on his promise on the pretext that it would be sinful to disclose such awful Hermetic mysteries. When Seton died from the effects of the torture about 1603, Sendivog married his widow in hope she might have Seton’s secret, but in this too he was disappointed.


      Then Sendivog obtained the patronage of Emperor Rudolf II, who, though a haughty and unlikeable man with intervals of insanity, was an enthusiast for the sciences and pseudo-sciences and subsidized the astronomers Brahe and Kepler, Once an avaricious Moravian noble kidnapped Sendivog to wring his secrets from him. When Sendivog escaped and complained to Rudolf, the emperor confiscated the noble’s estate and gave it to the alchemist.


      Before he died in 1646 at 84, Sendivog had been councillor of state to four successive emperors. He revised and published some of Seton’s manuscripts. In one of these in a dialogue between Mercury, Nature, and an Alchemist, Sendivog’s disillusioned alchemist candidly admits:


      Now I see that I know nothing; only I must not say so. For I should lose the good opinion of my neighbors, and they would no longer entrust me with money for my experiments. I must therefore go on saying that I know everything; for here are many that expect me to do great things for them… There are many countries, and many greedy persons who will suffer themselves to be gulled by my promises of mountains of gold.


      The most dramatic incident in the biographies of alchemists is, of course, their successful transmutation of metal. In the commonest form of this story, the alchemist after struggling without success for years, meets a mysterious stranger who gives him a small quantity of the Stone. With this the alchemist makes some gold, but when he goes to look for his benefactor, the adept has vanished.


      One of the best-known of these tales concerns the Belgian savant Jean Baptiste van Helmont. This gifted physician of Brussels (1577-1644) performed notable work in physiology and chemistry and invented the word “gas”. He was, however, a disorderly and superficial thinker, of whom it was said “He wanted to be learned in a brief time and easily and therefore rushed through all- the sciences without lingering by any.” The “nobility of character” his friends attributed to him did not stop him from claiming to possess the alkahest, or from writing:


      I am constrained to believe that there is the Stone which makes Gold, and which makes Silver; because I have at distinct turns, made projection with my hand, of one grain of the Powder, upon some thousand grains of hot Quick-silver; and the business succeeded in the Fire, even as Books do promise; a Circle of many people standing together with a tickling Admiration of us all… He who first gave me. the Gold-making Powder, had likewise also, at least as much of it, as might be sufficient tor changing two hundred thousand Pounds of Gold… For he gave me perhaps half a grain of that Powder, k and nine ounces and three quarters of Quick-silver were thereby transchanged: But that Gold, a strange man, being a Friend of one evening’s acquaintance, gave me.


      Some decades later the Dutch physician Helvetius told an almost identical yarn about a mysterious “Artist Elias” who gave him a grain of the Stone (which looked like yellow glass) wherewith he turned three ounces of lead to gold, but who went off on a pilgrimage to Palestine and was never seen again. As this tale occurs again and again with little variation, it was evidently borrowed by one biographer from another to pad his narrative. The mysterious stranger with the Stone, we can infer, never existed, and men like van Helmont can have fine reputations for honesty and still draw a long bow.


       


    


    

      10. CAPTAIN LEOPARD


       


    


    

      This tale is based upon a lost work by the second-century Platonic philosopher Kelsos or Celsus, who wrote a treatise called A True Word, attacking Christianity and presenting the story of Panthera and Miriam. We know most of the content of Celsus’ work because the Church father Origenes wrote a verbose attack on it, Against Celsus, which survives. 


       


      Herondas waved me to the new table and chairs in his vinarium, behind the counter.“After all,” he said, “you talked me into installing them. Whether they are worth the extra rent I have to pay for the space remains to be seen. Space in Damascus is hellishly costly.” I had scarcely sat down when this burly, gray-haired centurion in full Roman legionary accouterments appeared. I knew he was a centurion by the transverse crest on his helmet.


      Herondas instantly became the cringing courtier: “Oh, Captain! I have just the place for you!” He waved to the other chair at my little table.“I have some delicious Falernian…”


      When the centurion made for the vacant chair, I rose, expecting him to want the table to himself. But he carefully laid his helmet on the table and said:


      “No, no, sit down, my good man! There’s no sense in having one of those fine chairs go to waste.” Then to Herondas: “A sextarius of that Falernian, please.”


      The accent of his Latin said ‘Greek Alexandria! ‘ as plainly as if it had been painted on his forehead. Since his manners were better than one expects of an officer in an army of occupation, I said:


      “Milete Hellenika?”


      “Oh, good! You speak Greek,” he replied in that tongue.“So there are at least two civilized men in Damascus. I am Gaius Julius Panthera, Posterior hostatus of the third cohort of the Sixth Legion Ferrata. In the original Greek it was Pardalis, meaning that big spotted cat they fetch from Africa for shows in the arena. But the Romans translated it when I enlisted. And you, my good sir?”


      “Nobody; just Claudius Dion, factor for Maesius the importer. In Latin they bobtail my name to Dio. Pleased to meet you, Captain Leopard.”


      By now the centurion had drunk a large goblet of Herondas’ Falernian, enough to affect one’s balance. But the centurion, being an old soldier, showed no effects. He signaled for a second, indicating one for me as well. While waiting, he said:


      “Friend Dion, you may be just the man I am looking for. You see, my twenty years are up in a few days, so I am looking for a safe place to invest my peculium.” He meant his discharge bonus.


      “You are not staying on, then?”


      The centurion tossed back his head.“Ouchi! There’s a rumor that the Ironclad Sixth is to be shifted back to Judaea, and I saw all I wanted of that country when we were posted there thirty years ago…”


      For a while we talked of Maesius’ business, with its far-flung import accounts and its profits and losses. Somehow Panthera’s service in Judaea came up again. He said:


      “Besides, going back there might subject me to certain—ah—domestic embarrassments.”


      “Indeed?”


      “Yes, sir! You see, I formed an attachment there to a Jewish girl.


      She’d be an aging woman now, of course, but my present mate is looking forward to a proper wedding as soon as I’m paid off. She would take umbrage if my long-ago light-o’-love came back into our lives. My mate of many years is a fiery Galatian Celt. Are you married, Dion?”


      “Yes. Three children, plus one that died of a sickness.”


      “Then you know what I mean.”


      “Sure. Who was this onetime light-o’-love?”


      “Just a pretty little Jewish girl named Miriam, the betrothed of a carpenter named Joseph. During our love affair, she became pregnant. When her state became obvious, the carpenter dumped her. The Jews have an official procedure for breaking a betrothal, like a divorce, and the carpenter took advantage of it.”


      “What happened then?”


      “She took her infant, our baby son, to Egypt looking for work. This child she named Yeshua, a good Jewish name, which becomes Jesous in Greek and Jesus in Latin, since those languages have no sh sound.


      “Anyway, I understand, this kid grew up in Egypt. Miriam managed to get him an education of sorts on her slim housekeeper’s pay, at one of the temples, where they worship gods with the heads of lions, hippopotami, and other beasties. The priests who tutored the lad, finding him a promising youth, taught him some of the tricks they use to beguile their worshipers into thinking they can do real magic and miracles.


      “In time, Miriam and Yeshua came back to Judaea. To make a living, Yeshua showed off some of his Egyptian tricks and soon had a following who would swear he could work genuine miracles.


      “So, they reasoned, he must be some sort of demigod, with a divine father. Since his followers were mostly Jews, they got the idea that this divine parent must be Yahveh, the bad-tempered, bloodthirsty Judaean chief god. I’ve heard that, when they asked Yeshua about it, he gave evasive answers.


      “Eventually all this talk of a half-divine son of Yahveh came to the ears of the Sanhedrin, a council of Jewish priests who had jurisdiction in some criminal and civil cases. Since a main tenet of Judaism is that Yahveh is the one and only real god in existence, you can see why they would not put up with this demigod fable.


      “Of course, in the Mediterranean world we are used to demigods. Asklepios, the founder of medicine, they say was the child of Apollo and the mortal maid Koronis—unless this Koronis got herself pregnant the same way my Miriam did and then blamed it on the first god who came to mind. After all, if your daughter tells you she lost her virginity to a god, you don’t dare punish her severely. She just might be telling the truth, in which case the god in question might resent your chastisement of one of his light loves.


      “But the Jews are funny that way. Nowadays most educated people know that men make gods in their own image. As Xenophanes said, if horses had gods, those gods would have manes and hooves. So we civilized folk don’t take theological disputes seriously.


      “But things are different in this part of the world. Many Jews take their theology very seriously indeed, especially those who call themselves Pharisees. I wish we had more of them in the Sixth. They are fierce fighters and, I think, more trustworthy than the general run of folk. If you give one an order, in plain, definite language, he’ll carry it out or die trying.


      “But the Jews have persuaded the Emperors to excuse them from military duty. The reason they give is that they would have to swear Roman oaths, which they consider against their religion.”


      “What became of Yeshua?”


      “Lipon… It’s a sad story. The Sanhedrin persuaded the Procurator, Pontius Pilatus, to arrest him so they could try him for heresy. This is a serious matter to the Jews, and one convicted thereof is deemed worthy of death.


      “Pilatus was a strict disciplinarian who went by the letter of the law, and a strong believer in doing things the old Roman way. He had caused disturbances before—something about bringing army standards, with their little statues on poles, into Jerusalem. Some Jews thought that an outrage, violating their ancient prohibition of works of art. When there were riots, with people sworded to death, Rome sent Pilatus a warning to be more careful of these people’s religious sensitivities.


      “So his soldiers rounded up young Yeshua, who had been promoting some kind of reformed Judaism, with doctrines of extreme altruism. If someone assaulted you to rob you, he preached, you shouldn’t resist but let him have his way. To any manly Greek—or Roman, either—that would seem crazy advice; but that’s what they say he said.


      “After a hearing, Pilatus said he did not think Yeshua had committed any offense grave enough to merit punishment. But the Sanhedrin made a fuss about the heretic’s violation of their sacred creed. So Pilatus, rather than risk another riot, gave in and let the fellow be crucified.”


      “What became of that Procurator?”


      Panthera shrugged.“He was recalled to Rome when some people complained about him to the Emperor. You know how things are. Under the Empire, anyone who gets into a position of authority at once becomes the object of plots, conspiracies, and complaints, whether he has done anything wrong or not.


      “Anyway, Pilatus survived until Emperor Tiberius died and Gaius, the crazy one, succeeded him. During that character’s reign, Pilatus killed himself—though whether the mad Emperor ordered him to do so, or whether he simply got tired of life in imperial Rome, where everybody’s hand is out for a bribe, I know not.”


      “What became of this Miriam?”


      Panthera shrugged again.“No contact for many years. Twenty-odd years ago, I was quite besotted with her. I said I’d support her as my concubine until my hitch ended, and then I would legally marry her.


      “You know, I suppose, that the divine Augustus ordained that soldiers may not marry during active service. The reasons they give for the law, such as the fact that soldiers can be ordered anywhere in the Empire, you probably know. But for individuals it can become damned inconvenient. One can for a small bribe, however, usually find a centurion willing to let the soldier and his woman go through some little local barbarian rite of marriage.


      “I had just been promoted to optio, but even the extra pay didn’t convince Miriam. No, the real objection was that I was of the goyim, the non-Jewish nations. A proper Jew looks down upon all such people much as we Greeks look down upon all non-Greeks as barbarians. Living in sin with a real Jew would have been bad enough; but with a “gentile” it was out of the question.


      “I even looked into the possibility of becoming a Jew myself. But I should have had to spend endless hours studying their hairsplitting laws under one of their teachers, follow their complicated dietary rules, and undergo that disgusting mutilation of my personal parts that they insist on. Besides, since I couldn’t prove direct descent from Abraham, it would have made me only a second-class Jew and would have interfered with my military duties. So my centurion would never have allowed it.


      “So there we were. When we parted finally, she said she really loved me, too; but the obstacles were imposed by their irascible god, Yahveh, and there was nothing to be done about it. She was going to Egypt, taking our little son with her, for she had heard that well-born Egyptian women don’t go in for swarms of slaves the way Romans do. They will hire people like her, poor free women, as housekeepers, to sweep and clean and make the beds and mind the children and wash the dishes. Besides, the city she was going to had a substantial Jewish settlement, with a temple and all. So that was that.”


      The centurion gave me a funny little crooked smile.“I sometimes wonder what would have happened if Miriam had remained in Judaea. I should have been—I suppose you might say—the stepfather of a demigod. It would be interesting to find out, but of course it’s too late for that.


      “I wonder, too, what would have happened if the Sixth had still been stationed in Judaea when young Yeshua and his mother came back from Egypt. I might have come to know the lad, and perhaps I could have steered him away from some of his impractical notions.


      “Then again, perhaps not. You know how young men are, sure they know everything and that nothing a man of the older generation has to say could have anything to do with the real world of their own time.


      “It might not have been so impossible if he had had a real, civilized education. But his upbringing had been narrowly Jewish. I’d wager he thought the world was flat and that he had never even heard of people like Aristotle and Demokritos, who investigated the world to find out how it actually worked.”


      “What of that carpenter Miriam was betrothed to before she took up with you?”


      “I daresay he’s long dead. He was a widower, old enough to be Miriam’s father, with a houseful of children by his first wife. Needless to say, they would not have been friendly to me, or to young Yeshua either—though I believe that, after Yeshua’s execution, one of that family, a certain Yakov, was converted to Yeshua’s following and became a leader of the Jerusalem faction of the sect.


      “This was not only after Yeshua’s death, but also after that Jew from Tarsus, who Romanized his name to Paulus, went around preaching a complicated new theology to support the Yeshuites, or as they are now called, Christians, meaning followers of the Anointed One.


      “This Paulus voyaged all over the Inner Sea, they say, carrying his message and starting up little groups of Christians in the cities he visited. He must have been a man of extraordinary energy and magnetic personality, though I confess the logic of his complex theology escapes me. But then, it seems likely that it would also escape anyone brought up on Aristotle, as I was. So I am sure these Christians will prove just one more little sect, which will soon fade away and be forgotten.


      “Now tell me more about Maesius’ business. I really should not talk so much about my personal affairs. The barbarians say that the Greek national vice is not sodomy but garrulity.


      “But about Maesius’ business: you understand, of course, that I would not sign any hard-and-fast agreement on the basis of a conversation in a wine bar. I shall want to look around for other possibilities first.”


      Panthera was evidently a cautious fellow, which made him a likely partner for Maesius. The importer was getting old and did not have a son to break in to the business. After another hour, with the help of Herondas’ wine, we had pretty much roughed out an agreement, provided that I could sell the idea to Maesius. He would of course want to meet Panthera himself before committing himself to anything.


      And that, essentially, is how I came to be the factor for the partnership of Maesius and Panthera. When Maesius dies, Panthera has promised me his place. When the centurion became a full partner, he asked me not to discuss the tale of him and Miriam, on the ground that it would be bad for business.


      “I’ve dealt with religious enthusiasts,” he told me.“One thing I do know is that it does no good whatever to argue with them, no matter what evidence you adduce. They will brush it aside and sometimes go for you with a dagger, to punish you for casting slights on their sacred beliefs. If they kill you, Christians are sure the world is about to end any day now—certainly before Roman law could bring you to book. So what have they to lose?


      “Can you imagine what it would do to the trade, with a squad of pious Jews screaming “Heretics!” at a squad of Christians, who scream back: “Unbelievers! Atheists!” Then someone starts picking up our merchandise and throwing it…”


       


    


    

      11. EMPLOYMENT


       


      R. F. D. No.


      Carriesville, Indiana


      August 28, 1960


       


      Dear George:


      Thanks for your information on the State Geological Survey, and for those civil service blanks. rye already sent them in.


      If I land the job you’ll probably be my boss, so you’re entitled to an explanation of why I want to leave a well-paying private job and go to work for the state.


      As you know, I was working for Lucifer Oil in x9g7 when the depression hit, and pretty quick I was out of a job, and with a family to support. Through one of the journals I got in touch with Gil Platt, my present employer, who was looking for an experienced geologist. You’ve probably heard of him-he started out in paleontology, but never worked ttp very high in that field because he was temperamentally unable to work under anybody. Then he took to inventing Prospecting devices, and for twenty years he’s been as busy as a cat on fly paper, developing and patenting his gadgets and pursuing his paleo on the side. All the money he made in prospector royalties went into paleo expeditions and into litigation. In time he accumulated outstanding collections of patents, lawsuits pertaining thereto, and fossils.


      About 1956 the Linvald Fund decided he’d done such good work as to deserve a little financial elbow room, and put him on their list. He’d designed a new prospector that looked quite wonderful, but that would take time and money to reduce to practice. So those monthly checks from Oslo were welcome.


      Mrs. Staples and I were sorry to leave California for Indiana, both of us being natives of San Francisco, but in our business you can’t be finicky about where you work.


      I worked with Platt for about six months before we were ready to try it out. I’m not revealing any secrets by saying that it works by supersonic wave charting, like the old McCann prospector. The distinctive feature is that, by using two intersecting beams, Platt gets a stereoscopic effect and can chart the major discontinuities at any distance underground that he wants.


      We tried it first mounted on a truck. We would set it for, say, two yards below the surface and buzz down the road to Fort Wayne- The truck purred down the outside lane of the concrete at a steady


      fifteen miles an hour. Car after car swung to the inside lane and buzzed past, honking. Kenneth Staples, at the wheel, leaned back and shouted through the opening in the back of the cab: “Hey, Gil! Haven’t we about reached the end of that strip?”


      Something in the way of an affirmative floated back into the cab. Staples ran the truck off the concrete, stopped it, and went around to the rear. He was a big, hard-looking, rather ugly man, on whom the elements had stamped a look of more than his thirty-five years. Under his stiff-brimmed engineer’s hat he was very bald. He wore a hat whenever decency permitted. Men who go prematurely bald have, perhaps, a slightly greater tendency than others to select outdoor careers, or to join the army, where hats are kept on heads.


      Inside the truck, a smaller, gray-haired man was bending over a machine. The top part of the machine included a long strip of graph paper carried over spools. Above the paper was poised a rank of little vertical pens. While the truck moved, these pens dropped down at intervals to make dots on the paper as it was reeled under them. The dots made irregular outlines and patterns.


      Gilmore Platt said: “C’mere, Ken, and see what you think of this. I know what it is but I can’t think.”


      Staples stared at the dots.“Looks to me like the outline of a piece out of a jigsaw puzzle.”


      “No. No. It isn’t-I know what it is! It’s a section of a skull! One of the Fe1id~, probably FelLi atrox, from the size. We’ll have to dig it up!”


      “That squiggle? Well, maybe. You’re the paleo man. But you can’t go digging holes in a State highway just because there’s a fossil lion buried under it.”


      “But, Ken, a beautiful thing like that-”


      “Take it easy, Gil. This little Pleistocene overlay runs back to your place. If we run the truck around your grounds for a few hours we ought to be able to find some fossils.”


      “It’s a rodent. I thought it was a bear at first from the size of the skull, but now I see those front teeth.”


      “Right so far. But what rodent?”


      Staples frowned at the little heap of bones beside the pit.“Seems to me the only North American rodent that size was the giant beaver, Castoroides.”


      “Fine! Fine! I’ll make a paleontologist out of you yet. What’s this bone?”


      “Scapula.”


      “Right. That’s easy though. This one?”


      “Uh… humerus.”


      “No, ulna. But you’re doing pretty well. Too bad there isn’t more of this one. I think we’ve about cleaned it out. Do you realize what this means? Hitherto we’ve been confined to surface indications in barren country. Now we can ignore the surface and locate all the fossils in a given area within fifteen or twenty feet of it! Only that truck won’t do. We need something to carry the prospector cross country. An airplane would fly too high and too fast. I have it, a blimp I”


      “Yeah?” Staples looked a trifle startled.“Seems to me like a lot to spend on applying a new device. But it’s the Fund’s money, not mine.”


       


      In due course Platt took delivery on the Goodyear Company’s good ship Darwin. After we learned how to fly it, we covered most of Indiana in a couple of months, and had located more fossils than we could dig up in fifty years. We made out a checklist of their locations and sent copies to all the museums and universities in the country. For the rest of the summer Indiana was one big bone hunters’ convention. If you took a drive into the country, the chances were that you’d pass a field in which a couple of tough-looking parties were arguing with a farmer, and you’d know that they were probably paleontologists from the Field Museum or the University of California dickering with the owner of the field for permission to dig. Though Indiana isn’t a very rich state as far as fossil vertebrates go. It’s mostly Paleozoic with a little Pleistocene scattered around on top.


       


      A friend of Platt’s, a Dr. Wilhelmi of Zurich, arrived for a weekend. He was an archeologist and a dignified man. Staples felt a certain sympathy for him because he had even less hair than the geologist.


      This Wilhelmi had been working in Anatolia, where he had found a carload of relics dating back to Tiridates the Great.


      “You see, my fwiends,” he explained, “they were mostly vessels and such of bwonze. Here is a picture of one as we found it. It is so corroded that it is nothing but a lump of oxide. Now, here is a picture of that one after we westored it by the anode pwocess.”


      “Say,” said Staples, “are you sure that’s the same one? The thing in the second picture looks like it was just fresh out of the shop.”


      “Ha-ha, that is witty. Yes, it is the same. We place it in an electwolytic bath, connected to one of the poles, and wun a current thwough. So all the copper and tin atoms in the oxide cwawl back to their pwoper places. It is quite wonderful to see.”


      After the Swiss gentleman had left, Platt went to Chicago for a consultation with his patent attorney. He returned looking thoughtful.


      “Ken,” he said, “let’s play hooky for a few days.”


      Staples looked at him with a wary eye.“I suppose you mean to drop the prospector and work on your fossils for a while?”


      “That’s it exactly.”


      Thus it happened that the following day found them in the shop breaking a young Hyracodon-small hornless rhinoceros-out of its matrix. Staples remarked on what a dull piece the work was from a zoological point of view, compared to what it had been in times past.


      “To some extent, yes,” replied Platt.“Hand me the shellac, please. Though there may be a few whales left that haven’t been turned into margarine and gun oil. We’re living at the close of one of the many periodic extinctions of the larger forms. The only places you can find a fauna comparable with those of the Pleistocene is on a few preserves in Africa. And with our own bloodthirsty species infesting the earth, it’s getting worse all the time. Hm-m-m. The left clavicle and left radius seem to be missing.” He carefully chipped slivers of sandstone away with his needle. Being much more of a talker than his assistant, he continued: “I have an idea which, if it works, may do much to relieve the drabness of our present faun~. You heard


      Wilhelmi tell about restoring oxidized metal by the anode process. Well, why couldn’t we work something like that on fossils?”


      “You mean to grow a complete animal, hair and all, from a skeleton?”


      “Why not? You know what extraordinary things they do in medicine nowadays-growing arms and legs on people who have lost their own.”


      “With all due respect, my dear employer, I think you’re screwbox.”


      “We’ll see about that. I’m going to try some experiments, anyway. We’ll keep them to ourselves, of course. If they didn’t work, a lot of our colleagues might agree with your opinion.”


      Platt began his work with rabbits-modem rabbits, that is. He would kill a rabbit, remove various parts, and hook it up in a Ringer’s solution bath to a current source. To build up the missing parts he used bio-charged amino acids, which will combine to form proteins and, in the presence of other cells, form whole new cells.


      After many failures, he one day observed that the tissues of one of the rabbits were building up. He pointed the phenomenon out to Staples.


      The geologist protested: “But it can’t be that one. I turned the juice off in that tank.”


      “Yes?” replied Platt.“Let’s see. Ah! You thought you turned it off, but look at this switch!”


      Staples saw that he had accidentally struck the open knife switch so that the bars barely touched the contacts.


      Platt said: “Now I know; we’ve been using too much voltage. It wants something like point oh one volts.” And the little man was off like a chipmunk with a bunch of nuts, changing the rheostats to one calibrated for higher resistance.


      They perfected their methods of reifying recent animals, which later proved of great value in surgery. Their results were not, however, so incredible when you consider that every cell in an animal’s body contains a complete set of chromosomes with all the genes that determine the animal’s form. It is as if in each cell there was a complete blueprint of the entire animal.


      Their first attempt with fossils-the fragmentary remains of the Castoroides failed. Staples wasn’t sorry. He was worrying about the effect of the news of this bizarre experiment on his professional reputation.


      Then at dinner one night Platt jumped up and began orating. He waved his knife and fork so that he almost speared his daughter’s boy friend, who slid below the edge of the table until the storm had passed.“Ken!” cried the paleontologist.“I know what to do now! You’ve got to have a lot of the original organic matter of which the organism was composed, in the solution along with the bones. The current makes the original atoms resume their former places, and they serve as a framework for the amino acid molecules in their building-up work. We need a fairly complete skeleton, with considerable organic matter in the surrounding rock-if possible, with impressions of the soft parts. We’ll have to analyze the rock, because if the fossil’s at all old the original atoms will be scattered through the surrounding rock as to show no visible traces.”


      The next day they spent in the storehouse, unwrapping the burlap from fossils and testing their matrices for organic material. They picked a specimen of Canis dirus embedded in a big block of sandstone, strung the block up with a chain hoist, and dumped it into one of the tanks.


      Nothing happened for a long time. Then the sandstone decomposed into mud, and in its place was a blob of jelly through which they could see the skeleton. The jelly became more and more opaque, and you could see the organs forming as the original atoms took their places, and the others, from the amino acids, polypeptides, and other substances that were introduced into the tank, lined up alongside them. It was uncannily as though the atoms had definite memories of where they belonged in the animal’s body back in the Pleistocene.


      When the mass in the tank stopped changing, it had the form of a huge wolf, about the size of a Great Dane, but twice as muscular and ten times as mean-looking.


      They fished the brute out of the tank, emptied the solution out of him, and applied an electric starter to his heart. After three hours of this, the wolf shuddered and began coughing the remainder of the Ringer’s solution out of his lungs. It occurred to the experimenters that they had no place to keep the wolf, who would make a rather formidable house pet. They tethered him to a tree while they prepared a pen. But for a few days the wolf hardly moved at all. When he did, he was like a man who has been a year in the hospital, and is having to learn to walk all over again.


      But at the end of two weeks he was eating of his own accord. His hair, which had been a mere fuzz at first-the process being effective in recreating the hair roots, but not the hairs, which are dead structures-rapidly grew to normal length. At the end of three weeks he was enough his old self to snarl at Staples when the geologist entered his cage. It was a most impressive snarl, sounding rather like tearing a piece of sheet iron in two.


       


      After that I was careful about getting too near him or turning my back on him. But he didn’t give us much trouble, though he never became what you’d call friendly. I always liked him for one reason:


      Platt’s daughter had a fluffy dog that liked to bite people’s ankles-no provocation necessary. After one of my kids had been nipped, the girl and I had a real row about the excrescence. Before we could have another, the dog went out one day and yapped at the dire wolf. Mr. Wolf sprang against his bars and growled-once. That was the last we saw of that accursed pooch.


       


      Six months later, Platt and Staples hoisted out of its tank a specimen of Arctotherium, the immense bear from the California Pleistocene. Staples had had the busiest six months of his life, between helping the preparation of patent applications and getting the reification of more fossils started. There had been several failures-important parts of the skeletons missing, or insufficient organic matter in the surrounding rocks, or reasons unknown. This proved to be one of the last: the bear looked normal enough, but refused to come to life. Staples confessed that, looking at the thing’s bulk, he had been more afraid of success than of failure. It was later mounted in the American Museum of Natural History, New York.


      They had made things as easy as possible by starting with the Canis, a moderate-sized species of recent date. They worked in two directions from there: backward in time, and upward in size. Platt had a number of fossils from the Miocene of Nebraska. They were successful in reifying a Stenomylus hitchcocki, a small guanacolike ancestral camel. Seeking a more exciting specimen, they went to work on Platt’s pride and joy, a new species of Trilophodon, the smallest and oldest proboscidean found in America. It was probably the first member of the elephant group to arrive from Asia. The animal turned out to be a female, rather like a large shaggy tapir, with long tapering jaws and four tusks.


      After their partial failure with the Arctotheriuin, they succeeded with a bear-dog, Dinocyon gidleyi. When Staples looked at the result his throat felt a little dry. The thing was built on the general lines of a polar bear, only bigger than even the Kodiak grizzly. Its large ears gave its head a wolfish appearance, and it had a long bushy tail. It weighed 1, 978 pounds, and it didn’t like anybody. Platt was delighted.“Now if I could only get an Andrewsarchus!” he beamed.“That’s a still bigger carnivore, an Asiatic Oligocene creodont. One skull measured thirty-four inches.”


      “Yeah?” said Staples, still looking at the bear-dog.“You can have him. I haven’t lost him. This thing we have here is quite big enough for me.”


      They had hired an old circus man named Elias to help them with their growing zoo. They had built a concrete barn for the animals with a row of cages down one side. It looked strong enough, until one afternoon Staples went out to investigate a racket from the cages. He found the bars of the bear-dog’s cage bowed out-the lower ends had come out of the green concrete easily-and no Dinocyon. Staples had a horrible visioh of the bear-dog wandering over Kosciusko County and eating everything he could catch.


      The beast was not, however, far away. He was, in fact, just around the corner looking for a way to get into the Stenomylus cage. In a few seconds he reappeared. He looked at Staples. The geologist could have sworn that the expression in his big yellow eyes said: “Ah, dinner!” The bear-dog growled like a distant thunderstorm and started for Staples.


      Staples knew that the animal could run circles around him on level ground, and moreover that if he caught him he wouldn’t be satisfied to run circles around him. Staples’ best idea was to swarm up the bars around the Trilophodon’s enclosure. He couldn’t have climbed those bars ordinarily, but he did this time.


      Arrived at the top, he couldn’t stay there unless he wanted the beardog to rear up and scoop him off his perch. On the other hand, the inside of the cage didn’t look inviting. The “little” mastodon-standing five feet at the shoulder and weighing slightly over a ton-was half crazed with fear. She was gallumping around the enclosure making noises like a pig under a gate. An elephant’s fear of dogs is not unreasonable when the elephant and the dog are about the same size.


      Just before the bear-dog arrived, Staples jumped off and landed astride the Trilophodon’s neck. He didn’t feel like a movie hero who ‘umps off a balcony onto his horse. He was scafed stiff. He got a good grip on his mount’s scalp hair and hung on desperately, knowing that he’d be trampled to jelly in no time if she bucked him off.


      Staples heard a rifle go off, several times, and got a glimpse of Gil Platt shooting out of the workshop doorway. The Dinocyon gave a coughing roar and went over to see about it. Staples was too busy to watch closely, but got a few glimpses of the bear-dog running around the shop, trying to climb in the windows-which were too small. He finally settled down to dig under the house. All this time Platt was popping out of doors and windows to fire and popping back again. Staples had time to reflect that the bear-dog’s insides must be taking a terrible beating from the soft-nosed bullets, but that such was his vitality that you could shoot holes in him all day before he’d give up.


      He made wonderful progress with his digging; he took the earth out like a bucket chain. Staples remembered that the shop had a thin wooden floor, which wouldn’t offer much resistance if the animal got under the house. They needed a. ~o-caliber machine gun, which they didn’t have.


      Before it came to that, Elias climbed out on the, roof and dropped a stick of dynamite alongside the bear-dog. That did the trick. The effect was rather like hitting a cantaloupe with a mallet. Staples had just gotten his animated calliope calmed down, and the explosion started her off again. It was a question of which would collapse from exhuastion first. The geologist won by a hair.


      When he examined the remains of the Dinocyon, he asked Platt:


      “Why didn’t you shoot him in the head?”


      “But if I’d done that I’d have smashed the skull, and we mightn’t have been able to reify him!”


      “You mean… you’re going to-” But Staples didn’t finish. He already knew the answer. They gathered up the bear-dog, put him back together more or less the way he had been, and hoisted him into the biggest tank again. Some days later Staples was sorry to observe that the animal was making a record recovery. But Platt had a new cage built that not even this monster could break out of.


      But with his size and enormous appetite, Platt decided that he was too expensive and dangerous to keep. He sold him to the Philadelphia Zoo. After the zoo people became acquainted with him they probably regretted their bargain.


      The sale attracted some attention, and the Philadelphia Zoo for a while had a capacity audience. Platt inquired about the market for more of his reified animals.


      A couple of weeks after the sale, a sunburned man called at Piatt’s. He said his name was Nively, and that he represented the Marco Polo Co. This, he explained, included all the wild-animal importers and dealers in the country. It was a membership corporation instead of a stock corporation, to get around the antitrust laws.


      Feeling that they could now afford some publicity, Platt and Staples showed him the place. He was duly impressed, especially with their new Dinohyus, a lower Miocene elothere. It was a piglike animal the size of a buffalo, with a mouth full of teeth like those of a bear. It ate practically anything.


      Elias was assembling their biggest tank. Platt explained: ‘degThat’s for Proboscidea. We haven’t one big enough for them now. And out in the storehouse I’ve got a magnificent Parelephas jeffersonhi. You know, the Jeffersonian mammoth. That’s much bigger than the ordinary or woolly mammoth that the cavemen made such pretty pictures of. The woolly mammoth was a rather small animal, not over nine feet high.”


      “That so?” said Nively. They were on their way back to the office.“My word! I thought all mammoths were huge things. I say, Dr. Platt, I have a little matter I’d like to discuss in private.”


      “You can go right ahead, Mr. Nively. I haven’t any secrets from Staples.”


      “Very well. To begin, is this process of yours protected?”


      “Sure it is. At least, as far as you can protect any invention by patent applications. What are you getting at, Mr. Nively?”


      “I think the Marco Polo might have a proposal that would interest you, Dr. Platt.”


      “Well?”


      “We’d like to buy up your patent applications and all rights pertaining thereto.”


      “What do you want them for?”


      “You see, our business requires considerable capital and involves a lot of risk. You load six giraffes on at Jibouti, and by the time you get to New York one of ‘em is alive-if you’re lucky. With your proc. ess we could put the animals in cold storage at the point of shipment, as it were, and-what’s the word you use? -reify them in this country.”


      “That sounds interesting. Would you be interested in a nonexclusive license?”


      “No, we want complete control. To… ah… keep up the ethical standards of the business.”


      “Sorry, but I’m not selling.”


      “Oh, come now, Dr. Platt-”


      They argued some more, but Nively left without getting anywhere. A week later, just after the rock containing the mammoth had been hoisted into its tank, he was back.


      “Dr. Platt,” he began, “we’re businessmen, and we’re willing to pay a fair price.” So they went at it again-again without result.


      After Nively had gone, Platt said to Staples: “He must think I’m pretty obtuse! The reason they’re after my process is that they’re afraid it’ll break their monopoly. There isn’t a circus or zoo in the country that wouldn’t like one or two prehistoric animals.”


      The taciturn Staples opined: “I have an idea they’ll get really riled when we get a couple of the same species and breed ‘em.”


      “By Jove, I never thought of that! Nobody buys wild lions nowadays. It’s too easy to raise your own. That gives me another idea. Suppose we start a race of, say, elotheres, like our big piggy friend over there. And suppose civilization collapses, so that the record of our work here is lost. Won’t the paleontologists of a few thousand years hence have a time figuring how the elotheres disappeared completely in the Miocene, and then reappeared again twenty million years later, warts and all?”


      “That’s easy,” retorted Staples.“They’ll invent a sunken continent in the Pacific Ocean, where the Elotherid~ hung out during the Pliocene and Pleistocene. And then a land bridge was formed, enabling them to spread over North-Hey, don’t throw that! I’ll be good!”


      Nively’s third visit was sometime later, when the mammoth was almost ready to be hoisted out of his tank. The sunburned man came to the point right away.


      “Dr. Platt,” he said, “we have a big business, built up with a great deal of effort, and we shan’t sit around and watch it destroyed just because some scientist gets a bright idea. We’ll make you a perfectly fair offer: We buy your patent application, under an agreement whereby you can practice your process, provided you name us exclusive agent for the sale of your animals. In that way you can continue


      your scientific work; we retain control of the commercial field; everyone’s happy. What do you say, old chap?”


      “I’m sorry, Mr. Nively, but I’m not in the market for such an arrangement. If you want to talk nonexciusive licenses, I might be willing to listen.”


      “Now look here, Dr. Platt, you’d better think twice before you turn us down. We’re a powerful organization, you know, and we can make things very unpleasant for you.”


      “I’ll take a chance on that.”


      “A wild-animal collection’s a vulnerable piece of property, you know. Accidents-”


      “Mr. Nively”-here Platt’s color wandered down the spectrum toward the red end-“will you please get to hell out of here?”


      Nively got.


      Platt, looking after him, mused: “There goes my temper again. Perhaps I should have stalled.”


      “Maybe,” agreed Staples.“He wasn’t actually muttering threats when he went out, but he looked as if he were thinking them.”


      “It’s probably bluff,” said Platt.“But I think I’ll take on another man. We need somebody up and around all the time.”


      In due season they hoisted the mammoth out of his bath and started his heart. They were nervous, as he was by far the largest animal they had tried the process on. Platt whooped and threw his hat in the air when Parelaphas showed signs of life. Staples whooped, too, but he didn’t throw his hat in the air.


      They named the mammoth Tecumtha, after the famous Shawnee chief. He stood eleven feet six inches, which is about as big as the biggest modern African elephant. He had helically twisted tusks that almost crossed at the tips. When he became fully conscious he made some rumpus, but after a while calmed down like a modern elephant. During his recovery period he grew a thick coat of short, coarse brown hair.


      Platt had, as he had said he would, taken on another man to help Elias. Early one morning Tecumtha had a slight stomach ache. This new man, Jake, went out to see what he was squealing about. Jake dissolved his medicine in an elephant highball-one bucketful, equal parts of gin and ginger extract-and took it in to him. Tecumtha was sucking it up his trunk and gurgling happily, and Jake had stepped out of sight, when Nively materialized. He walked up to the enclo


      sure and shot Tecumtha through the upper part of his bead with a Birmingham. 303.


      That was a mistake. The Birmingham. 303 is much too light a rifle for shooting elephants. And the upper part of an elephant’s head is merely a cellular bone structure to anchor its huge neck muscles. Its brain is much lower down. Nively had done all his field work in South America and didn’t know that about an elephant’s construction. The bullet went through Tecumtha’s head, but it merely made him very, very angry. He trumpeted. That is a most startling sound the first time you hear it, like twenty men blowing bugles full of spit.


      Jake heard the commotion and ran out. He took one look at Tecumtha and made for the gate. In his hurry he left it open. Nively took one more shot, which went wild. Then he ran, too, with Tecumtha after him. He had no chance to reach his car. The mammoth would have caught him right there if he hadn’t spotted Elias’ bicycle leaning against a tree.


      The noise brought Kenneth Staples out of bed. He got to the window in time to see Nively and the bicycle whirl down the driveway with Tecumtha close behind, and disappear on the highway headed for Carriesville.


      Staples did not wait to dress, but ran downstairs and out to the garage. He did pause long enough to snatch a hat from the rack in the hall. He took the truck Platt had bought for moving laige animals, and started after Nively and Tecumtha.


      He had not gone a mile when he was stopped by Popenoe, the local state highway cop.


      “Oh,” said Popenoe, “it’s you, Mr. Staples. Well, what the hell do you mean by-”


      “I’m looking for my mammoth,” Staples told him.


      “Your what?”


      “My mammoth-you know, a big elephant with hair.”


      “Well, I’ve sure heard funny excuses in my time, but this beats anything. And in your pajamas, too. I give up. Go ahead and chase your elephant. But I’ll follow you, and he better turn out to be real. You sure he wasn’t pink, with green spots?”


      The geologist said he was sure, and drove on to Carriesville. He found a good part of the town turned out around the public square, although nobody seemed anxious to get close.


      Towns like Carricsville almost always have a grassy spot in their


      middle, and on the grassy spot either a statue or a gun and a pile of cannonballs. A typical combination is that of a Krupp 1 s-centimeter howitzer, Model 1916, and a pile of four-inch iron roundshot of the vintage of 184g. Carriesville had an equestrian statue of General Philip Sheridan on a tall granite pedestal in front of the courthouse. The sun was just rising, and its pink rays shone on Mr. Nively, who was perched on General Sheridan’s hat. Tecumtha was shuffling around the base of the statue and trying to reach Nively with his trunk.


      Staples learned later that one local citizen had emptied a pistol at Tecumtha, but the mammoth hadn’t even noticed it. Then somebody shot him with a deer rifle, which annoyed him. He took after the shooter, who went away. Nobody tried any more shooting. While Tecumtha’s attention was distracted, Nively started to climb down, but the mammoth returned before he had a chance to do so.


      Staples drove the truck up near the courthouse and got out. Tecumtha took a few steps toward him. Staples prepared to retreat, but the mammoth recognized him and went back to Nively. He paid no attention to Staples’ calls. He figured how to get his head against the pedestal without his tusks being in the way, and with one good heave, over went little Phil Sheridan. As the statue toppled, Nively caught a branch of a big oak nearby and dangled like an oriole’s nest. Tecumtha waltzed around underneath and made hostile noises.


      Staples drove the truck up alongside the mammoth. He let down the tailboard and called to Nively to swing over so he’d land on the roof of the cab, and stay there. Nively did so. Tecumtha tried to reach him there, but couldn’t quite make it. He strolled around the truck. Seeing the tailboard, he ran up it into the body to get closer to Nively. Staples hoisted the tail into place and barred it. Then he went around to the front end and climbed up on the hood.


      Nively was sitting on the roof of the cab, looking remarkably pale for such a sunburned man. Staples foresaw difficulties in getting back to Platt’s, and he couldn’t go around as he was. He thought, it’s a shame to take advantage of a man who’s so all in, but he has it coming to him. Aloud he said: “Lend me your pants and your money.”


      Nively protested. Staples was not given to lengthy arguments. He climbed up beside Nively and grabbed his arm.“Want to go over on top of your playmate?” he growled.


      Nively was a hard man physically, but he winced under the geolo


      gist’s grip.“You… you extortioner!” he sputtered.“I could have you arrested!”


      “Yeah? So could I have you arrested for trespass and vandalism, not to mention stealing a bicycle. Come on, hand ‘em over. I’ll see that you get them back, and your car, too.”


      Nively looked at Tecumtha’s trunk, which had crawled up over the front wall of the truck body and was feeling around hopefully, and gave in. Staples left him enough money to get back to Chicago, and he departed.


      About this time Popenoe, the state policeman, and two of the town’s three local cops had gotten up their courage to approach the truck. One of the latter carried a submachine gun.


      “Better get out of the way, Mr. Staples,” he said.“That there’s a dangerous wild animal, and we’re gonna kill him.”


      “Oh, no, you’re not,” answered Staples.“He’s also a valuable piece of property and a scientifically important specimen.”


      “Don’t make no difference. Municipal Ordinance No. 486-” He was peering under the edge of the canvas cover on the side of the truck body. He got the mammoth’s location, stepped back, and raised his gun.


      Staples did not see that sitting in the cab while his charge was filled with lead would serve any useful purpose. He backed the truck off the courthouse lawn and drove away. All three cops yelled. Staples couldn’t go back the way he had come, because the road was blocked by cars and people. He took the opposite direction, toward Warsaw and Chicago. After two blocks he turned off and into a garage where he was known. Half a minute later he had the satisfaction of seeing two police cars shoot past the intersection with sirens going. In a few minutes they came scooting back, evidently thinking that Staples had sneaked around and made for home.


      He telephoned Platt and told him what had happened. Platt said:


      “For God’s sake, don’t come back now, Ken. There’s a state trooper out front waiting for you-or rather, for Tecumtha.”


      “Well, what’ll I do? I’ve got to take care of him somehow. He’ll be getting hungry, and he has a couple of gunshot wounds that need looking at.”


      Platt paused.“I’ll tell you: Drive him up to Chicago and sell him to the zoo. The director’s name is Traphagen. The cops won’t be expecting you to go that way, and if you bring Tecumtha back here it’ll just make more trouble.”


      As Staples hung up, the garage man asked: “\Vho’s that Tecumtha you was talking about, Mr. Staples?” He was leaning against the truck. At that instant the mammoth gave one of his spine. chilling toots. Kennedy, the garage man, jumped a foot straight up.


      “That’s Tecumtha,” said Staples pleasantly. He got into the truck and drove off.


      He reached Chicago about ten, and at eleven asked to see Dr. Traphagen. The director’s secretary looked at Staples queerly, but then, he was a queer-looking sight, with his pajama coat, Nively’s pants-six inches too short-and his bedroom slippers.


      The girl asked Staples if he had a card. He got out his wallet and gave her one. When she had disappeared into the inner office, Staples remembered that it was Nively’s wallet and cards that he had.


      Presently she came out and ushered him in. He said; “Good morning, Dr. Traphagen.”


      “Mr. Staples… ah… Nively… ah… just take it easy; everything’s going to be all right.”


      “It’s all right about the card; I can explain. But my name’s really Staples, and I—”


      “Just what is it you want, Mr…. ah… Staples?”


      “Would you be interested in buying a mammoth?”


      “Well, my dear sir, we’re only interested in live animals. If you have a fossil, I think the Field Museum is the place to go.”


      “I didn’t say it was a fossil. It’s very much alive; a fine adult male of Parelephas jefiersonii. Wouldn’t you like to take a look at it?”


      “Certainly, certainly, my dear sir, I shall be glad to.” Traphagen started out. As Staples walked through the door two keepers seized him. Traphagen barked at the girl: “Quick now, call the asylum, or hospital, or whatever it is!”


      Staples wriggled, but the keepers had handled tougher game than a mere human being.“Listen, Dr. Traphagen,” he said, “you can decide I’m a nut if you like. But I wish you’d take a look at the mammoth first. Did you ever hear of Dr. Gilmore Plattr’


      “Tsk, tsk, my dear sir, first you say your name is Staples, then you produce a card with ‘Nively’ on it, and now you say you’re Dr. Platt. Now just keep quiet. You’re going to a nice place where you can play with all the mammoths you want”


      Staples protested some more, but it got him nowhere. He was not a very articulate man, especially with his hat off, and he could make no headway against Traphagen’s repeated injunctions to keep calm.


      The ambulance arrived, and the men in white coats marched Staples out of the Administration Building and down the walk. Traphagen waddled behind. The truck was standing just in front of the ambulance. Staples yelled: “Tecumtha!” The mammoth hoisted his trunk and trumpeted. The horrible brassy sound so startled the internes that they let go of Staples, but to their credit they grabbed their patient again before he could take action.


      Traphagen ran over and looked under the canvas. He came back crying: “Oh, dear me! Oh, dear me! I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry! Come to think of it, I do know about Platt and his process. But I never thought you were really him-I mean from him. It’s all a mistake, boys, it’s all a mistake. He isn’t crazy, after all.”


      The internes released Staples. In a tone of injured dignity, he said: “I’ve been trying for fifteen minutes to explain who I am, Dr. Traphagen, but you wouldn’t let me.”


      Traphagen apologized some more, and said: “Now, I don’t know if you still want to discuss the sale of that animal, my dear sir, but I’d be glad to. I’ll have to look at our budget first, to see what our unexpended balance for the quarter is-”


       


      I was really more amused than angry, though I didn’t let Traphagen see that until we’d agreed on the price. He was so embarrassed that he gave me a good one. A few dollars of it had to go to the Benefit Fund of the Carriesville police department, to square me with them.


      Platt has hired some guards and had the place fenced properly. I don’t think the Marco Polo outfit will try anything again. After all that publicity any ‘accidents would look suspicious. Platt also hired another assistant, an enthusiastic young paleontologist named Roubideaux. They’re in Wyoming now digging dinosaurs out of the Laramie Cretaceous beds.


      We have some fine specimens in the cages, and more coming along in the tanks. One of the latter is a Mastodon americanus, already promised to the Bronx Zoological Park in New York.


      But I started out to tell you why I wanted to leave Platt. In the first place, I’m a geologist, not a wild-animal keeper. The above gives you some idea of what working for Platt is like. In the second, I have, as I said, a family to support, and I want to keep my health. Last week I got a wire from Platt saying they’d found a complete Tyrannosaurus rex skeleton, fifty feet long and with a mouth full of


      six-inch teeth. I know what that means, and I think I’d better clear out while I’m still in one piece.


      Best personal regards to you and Georgia. See you soon, I hope. Ken.


       


      12. THE BEAR WHO SAVED THE WORLD


       


      Johnny Black pulled Volume 5 of the Britannica off the library shelf and opened it to the article on “Chemistry.” Adjusting the elastic that held his spectacles in place, he worried his way through a few paragraphs before he decided, sadly, that he could go no farther until his man, Professor Mettin, explained things to him. And he wanted so much to learn all about chemistry and the chemicals that had made it possible for him to read at all!


      Johnny Black was not human, and he knew it. He was, instead, a fine specimen of the American black bear, Euarctos americanus, upon whose brain Professor Mettin, chief of staff at the North American Biological Research Station, had performed a remarkable experiment. Mettin had injected a chemical compound that lowered the resistance of the synapses between the cells of his small bear’s brain so that the complicated electrical process called thought became as easy for Johnny as for a man.


      The bear continued to turn the pages of the encyclopedia carefully with his paw. He had once tried using his tongue, but the sharp edges of the paper had cut it. Besides, his master had scolded him for dampening the pages of a valuable book. After Johnny had read the article on “Chess,” he stowed his spectacles in the case attached to his collar and ambled outdoors.


      The island of St. Croix sweltered under a Caribbean sun. The blue of the sky and the green of the hills were lost on Johnny, who, like all bears, was color-blind. He regretted that his bear’s eyesight was not keen enough to make out the boats in Frederiksted harbor. His poor eyesight together with a lack of fingers to manipulate things and lack of vocal organs adapted to speech were Johnny’s chief grievances. He sometimes wished that if he had to be an animal with a human brain, he were an ape like McGinty, the chimpanzee.


      Johnny began to wonder about McGinty. He hadn’t heard a peep out of him all morning, whereas the old ape usually shrieked and threw things at everybody who went by. Curious, Johnny shuffled over to the cages. The monkeys chattered at him as usual, but the ape sat with his back to the wall, staring blankly. When Johnny growled a little, McGinty’s eyes swung at the sound, his limbs stirred, but he did not get up. He must be pretty sick, thought Johnny, then comforted himself with the fact that within the hour Pablo would be around to feed the animals and would report McGinty’s strange behavior to Professor Mettin.


      Thinking about food reminded Johnny that it was high time for Honoria, the cook, to ring the Station bell that summoned the scientists to lunch. But no bell rang. In fact, the place seemed unnaturally quiet. Besides the chirping of the birds and the chattering of the monkeys, the only sound he heard was the put-put-put of a stationary engine at Bemis’ place, beyond the grounds of the Biological Research Station.


      Bemis was a botanist who had recently received a U. S. Government grant to set up a laboratory on St. Croix. He had settled in on a property next to the Research Station. Johnny knew that the scientists at the Research Station did not like Bemis. They called him “eccentric” and wondered about the little plump man who swaggered around in riding boots when there wasn’t a horse in the area. Johnny wanted to investigate the stationary engine, but he remembered the fuss Bemis had made the last time he had wandered over.


      He decided instead to investigate the delayed luncheon. Trotting over to the Station kitchen, he put his muzzle in the door. He did not go farther, remembering the cook’s unreasonable attitude toward bears in her kitchen. He smelled burning food and saw Honoria, mountainous as ever, sitting by the window looking at nothing.


      Alarmed, Johnny set out to find Mettin. Although the professor was not in the social room, the rest of the staff were gathered there. Dr. Breuker, an authority on the psychology of speech, sat in an easy chair, a newspaper across his lap. He didn’t move when Johnny sniffed his leg. He had dropped a lighted cigarette on the rug, where it had burned a large hole before going out. Doctors Markel and Ryerson and Ryerson’s wife were there too, sitting like so many statues.


      Eventually, Johnny found the lanky Mettin, clad in underwear, lying on his bed, staring at the ceiling. He did not look sick, but he didn’t move unless prodded or nipped. An hour later, Johnny gave up trying to get a sensible reaction out of any of the people at the Station. He went outside to think. He would call a physician if only he could speak. He might go down to Frederiksted to try to get one, but he would likely get shot for his pains.


      Happening to glance toward Bemis’ laboratory, Johnny was surprised to see something round rise into the sky, slowly dwindle, and vanish. He guessed that this was a small balloon, for he had heard that Bemis was planning a botanical experiment involving the use of balloons. Another sphere followed the first, then another, until they formed a continuous procession dwindling into nothingness.


      This was too much for the curious bear. He had to find out why anyone would want to fill the heavens with balloons a yard in diameter. Besides, he hoped that Bemis might come over to the Station and see about the entranced staff.


      Approaching the Bemis house, he saw a truck, a lot of machinery, a pile of unfilled balloons, and two unfamiliar men. The men inflated the balloons, one by one, attached a small box to each, and released them into the air.


      One man caught sight of Johnny, yelled, “Hey!” and reached for his holster. Although Johnny rose on his hind legs and gravely extended his right paw in greeting, the man shouted, “Get out of here, you!”


      When Johnny, puzzled, hesitated, the man jerked out his pistol and fired. Johnny felt a stunning blow as the. 38 slug glanced off his thick skull. The next instant, gravel flying, he streaked for the Station.


      Back home, he found a bathroom mirror and inspected the gash on his forehead. Since he could not apply a bandage, he ran cold water over the wound until the bleeding stopped. Weak with hunger, he made his way to the kitchen. There he used his claws as natural can openers and poured a can of peaches down his throat. A moment later, he heard a truck back up to the kitchen door. He slipped noiselessly into the dining room.


      The kitchen door slammed. The raw voice of the man who had shot at him spoke to Honoria, “What’s your name, huh?”


      Toneless, the woman replied, “Honoria Velez.”


      “Okay, Honoria, you help us carry this food out to the truck.” Johnny could hear the slapping of Honoria’s slippers as she moved about, arms full of provisions, docilely piling cans into the truck. When the men said, “That’s all,” she sat down on the kitchen steps, dazed and unmoving. The truck drove off.


      It had occurred to Johnny, as he watched through the crack of the dining room door, that these men, their balloons, and the trancelike state of the people at the Station were somehow related. More curious than ever, he hurried out and headed for a clump of trees standing on a rise at the end of the Station property.


      From this hidden observation post, he watched as more and more balloons sailed off into the sky. Eventually, the two men at work were joined by two others from the bungalow. The stocky figure, Johnny decided, was Bemis. If that were so, the botanist must be the mastermind of the gang of swaggering ruffians. And he, Johnny, had at least four enemies to deal with. How, he didn’t know.


      First, he considered Honoria’s actions. The cook, normally a strong-minded person of granite stubbornness, had carried out every order without a peep. Yet Honoria had remembered her name and understood orders well enough. Evidently, the disease—or whatever it was—seemed not to affect the victim mentally or physically except to deprive him of initiative and willpower. Johnny wondered why he had not been affected also. Then, remembering the chimpanzee and the monkeys, he concluded that the disease was specific to the higher anthropoids.


      Night descended, but in his hideaway Johnny had difficulty sleeping. Plans for attacking the bungalow swarmed like bees through his mind. He knew a night raid would be impossible because his eyesight was especially poor at night and because all four of his enemies would be together through the dark hours.


      At sunrise, Johnny saw the two tough fellows start up the little engine and begin to inflate more balloons. Making a long detour, he sneaked up to the bungalow from the far side and crawled under the house. Like most houses in the Virgin Islands, the building had no cellar. He crept around softly until the scrape of feet on the thin floor above told him he was directly under the men within. Bemis was talking.


      “… and those fools are caught in Havana with no way of getting down here, because transportation all over the Caribbean is tied up by now.”


      A British voice answered, “I suppose that in time it will occur to them to go to the owner of a boat or plane and simply tell the chap to bring them here. That’s the only thing for them to do with everybody in Cuba under the influence of the molds by now, what? How many more balloons should we send up?”


      “All we have,” replied Bemis.


      “But, I say, oughtn’t we keep some in reserve? It wouldn’t do to have to spend the rest of our lives sending spores up into the stratosphere, in the hope that the cosmic rays will give us another mutation like this one.”


      “I said we’ll send up all the balloons, not all the spores, Forney. I have plenty of those in reserve, and I’m growing more from my molds all the time. Anyway, suppose we did run out of molds before all the world is infected—which it will be in a few weeks. There wasn’t one chance in a million of that first mutation, yet it happened. That’s how I know it was a sign from above. I have been chosen to lead the world out of its errors and confusions, and I shall do it. The Lord gave me this power over the world, and He shall not fail me!”


      So, thought Johnny, that was it. He knew that Bemis was an expert on molds. The botanist must have sent a load of them up into the stratosphere where the cosmic rays could work on them. One of the mutations thereby produced had the ability to attack the human brain when the spores were inhaled and to destroy the victim’s willpower. And now Bemis was broadcasting these mold spores all over the world so that he could take charge of Earth and order the inhabitants to do whatever he wished. And the man was mad.


      Still, since Bemis and his assistants were not affected by the spores, there must be an antidote of some sort, and Bemis must keep it handy. If only he could force Bemis to tell where it was… but that wasn’t practical.


      One of the men working on the balloons said, “Ten o’clock, Bert. Time to go for the mail.”


      “Won’t be no mail, Jim boy. Everybody in Frederiksted’s sitting around, looking dopey.”


      “Yeah, that’s so. We ought to start organizing them before they all croak of starvation. We’ve got to have somebody to work for us.”


      “All right, smart guy, you go ahead and organize. Suppose you try to get the telephone service workin’ again, while I have a smoke.”


      From beneath the house, Johnny saw one pair of booted legs disappear into the truck, which presently rolled out of the driveway. The other pair of legs settled themselves on the front steps.


      Johnny remembered a sea almond tree behind the bungalow with a trunk that passed close to the eaves. Four minutes later, he padded silently across the roof and looked down on the smoker. As Bert threw away his cigarette and stood up, Johnny’s five hundred steel-muscled pounds landed on his back and flung him prone. Before he could fill his lungs to shout, the bear’s paw landed with a pop on the side of his head. Bert quivered and subsided, his skull looking peculiarly lopsided.


      Johnny listened; the house was quiet. But the man called Jim would soon be coming back in the truck. Johnny dragged the corpse under the house. Then, cautiously opening the screen door with his paws, he stole in, holding his claws up so that they would not click against the floor. He quickly located the room from which Bemis’ voice wafted through the half-opened door.


      Johnny slowly pushed the door open. The botanist’s laboratory was full of flowerpots, glass cases of plants, and chemical apparatus. Bemis and the young Englishman were sitting at the far end, talking animatedly.


      Johnny was halfway across the room before they saw him. They jumped up, Forney crying, “Good Gad!” Bemis gave one awful shriek as Johnny’s right paw, working like an ice-cream scoop, tore into his abdomen. Bemis, now a horrible sight, tried to walk, then to crawl, then sank into a pool of his own blood.


      Forney snatched up a chair, hoping to fend off Johnny like a lion tamer in a circus. Johnny, however, was not a lion. He rose five feet tall on his hind legs and batted the chair across the room, where it came to rest with a crash of glass. Forney broke for the door, but Johnny was on his back before he had gone three steps.


      Johnny wondered how to dispose of Jim when he returned. The bear knew the man was armed, and he had a healthy dread of stopping another bullet. Then he noticed four automatic rifles in the umbrella stand in the hall. He opened the breech of one gun, found that it was loaded, then positioned himself behind a window that commanded a view of the driveway. When Jim got out of the truck, he never knew what hit him.


      Johnny next set out to find the antidote for the spores. Bemis’ desk seemed a logical place to start. Although the desk was locked and made of sheet steel, it was not designed to keep out a determined and resourceful bear. Johnny hooked his claws under the lowest drawer, braced himself, and heaved. The steel bent, and the drawer pulled forward. The others responded in turn. In the third drawer, he found a biggish squat bottle and two hypodermic syringes. Putting on his spectacles, he read “Potassium iodide.”


      This was the antidote, he decided, and it worked by injection. But how was a bear to work it? He carefully extracted the bottle stopper with his teeth and tried to fill one of the syringes. By holding the barrel of the device between his paws, and working the plunger with his mouth, he at last succeeded.


      Carrying the syringe in his mouth, Johnny trotted back to the Station. He found Professor Mettin, still in his underwear, sitting in the kitchen dreamily eating the scraps left by the plug-uglies’ raid. The others were utterly helpless without orders and would sit like vegetables until they starved.


      Johnny tried to inject the solution into Mettin’s calf, holding the syringe crosswise in his teeth and pushing the plunger with a paw. But at the prick of the needle, the man jerked away. When the bear held the man down, he squirmed so that the syringe broke.


      A discouraged black bear cleaned up the broken glass. He knew that soon he would be the only thinking being left on Earth who had any initiative at all. He did not much care what happened to the human race, but he did have a certain affection for his lanky boss. Moreover, he didn’t like the idea of spending the rest of his life rustling his own food like an ordinary wild animal. Such an existence would be far too dull for a bear of his intelligence.


      So Johnny returned to Bemis’ bungalow and brought back both the bottle and the remaining hypodermic syringe. He considered knocking one of the scientists unconscious and injecting him, but he did not know how hard to hit a human in order to stun without killing. He dared not try any rough stuff for fear of breaking the only remaining syringe.


      Johnny sat down to think. Suddenly, he had an idea. In their present state, the humans would do anything they were told. If someone ordered one of them to pick up the syringe and inject himself, he would do it. But Johnny couldn’t talk. His attempt to say “Pick up the syringe” came out as “Fee-feekopp feef-feef,” and the Professor looked blankly away. Johnny put the syringe and precious chemical on a high shelf and started to roam through the rooms of the Research Station.


      In Dr. Ryerson’s room, he saw a typewriter. He couldn’t handle a pencil, but he could, after a fashion, operate one of these machines. The chair creaked alarmingly under his weight as he took a piece of paper between his lips, dangled it over the machine, and turned the platen with both paws until the paper started through. The paper was in crooked, but that could not be helped. Using one claw at a time, he tapped out “PICK UP SIRINGE AND INJECT SOLUTION INTO YOUR ARM.” The spelling of “siringe” didn’t look quite right, but he couldn’t be bothered with that now.


      Carrying the paper in his mouth, he shuffled back into the kitchen. He placed the syringe in front of the Professor, squalled to attract his attention, and dangled the paper in front of his eyes. The scientist, completely dazed, paid no attention.


      Johnny went out and walked around in the twilight, thinking furiously. It seemed absurd—even his bear’s sense of humor told him so—that the spell could be broken by a simple command, that he alone in all the world knew the command, and that he had no way of giving it.


      If the whole human race died off, leaving him the only intelligent creature on Earth, could he make his way to the mainland and seek out others of his species? Perhaps he could, but they, resenting his strangeness, might turn away from him or even kill him. That night he slept fitfully, knowing that time ran against him. He woke before dawn, thinking of Dr. Breuker’s portable recording apparatus, though he could not imagine why.


      He wandered into Breuker’s room, found the tape recorder, and spent two hours learning how to operate the switches. He finally adjusted the thing for recording, yelled, “Wa-a-a-a-ah!” into it, threw the playback switch, and the machine yelled, “Wa-a-a-a-ah!” right back at him. Johnny squealed with pleasure.


      Of course, a tape recording of his cry would be no better than his cry itself, but maybe among Breuker’s tapes there might be some words he could use. He started to read the labels: “Bird cries,” “Infant Babble,” “Lancaster Dialect.” He tried this latter tape and listened to a monologue about a little boy who was swallowed by a lion. From his experience with little boys, Johnny decided this would be a good idea, but there was nothing on the tape that would be of any use.


      The next cassette he picked up was labeled “American Speech Series No. 72-B.” It started out with a silly story: “Once there was a young rat who couldn’t make up his mind. Whenever the other rats asked him if he’d like to come out with them, he’d answer, ‘I don’t know. ‘ One day his aunt said to him, ‘Now look here! No one will ever care for you if you carry on like this… ‘


      The player ground on, but Johnny’s mind was made up. If he could get the machine to say “Now look here!” to Professor Mettin, his problem would be solved. He couldn’t play the whole tape, because those three words did not stand out from the rest of the discourse. If he could make a separate recording of just those three words… But how to do this? He needed two machines—one to play the tape and one to record the desired words. He squealed with exasperation. To be licked when he had gotten this far!


      Like a flash, the solution came to him. He dragged the recorder over to the social room, where there was a small tape deck used by the scientists for their evening amusement. Johnny put the “American Speech” cassette in this machine, put a blank tape on the recorder, and started it. He kept a claw on the recorder switch to start the tape at just the right moment.


      Two hours and several ruined tapes later, he had what he wanted. He nosed the recorder into the kitchen, laid the syringe and the typed paper in front of Mettin, and started the machine. It scraped along for ten seconds and then said sharply, “Now look here! Now look here! Now look here!” As the tape resumed its scraping, the Professor’s eyes snapped back into locus. He looked intently at the sheet of paper with the single line of typing across it, and without a flicker of emotion, picked up the syringe and jabbed the needle into his biceps.


      Johnny shut off the machine. He would have to wait to see whether the solution took effect. As the minutes passed, he had an awful feeling that maybe this was not the antidote after all.


      A half hour later, Professor Mettin passed a hand across his forehead. His first words were barely audible, but they grew louder like a television set warming up.“What in heaven’s name happened to me, Johnny? I remember everything that’s taken place during the past three days, but I didn’t seem to have any will of my own.”


      Johnny beckoned and headed for Ryerson’s room and the typewriter. Mettin, who understood his Johnny, inserted a sheet of paper for him. Time passed as Johnny typed.


      Finally, Mettin said, “What a sweet setup for a would-be dictator! With the whole world obeying orders implicitly, all he had to do was to select a few subordinates and have them give directions to everyone. Of course the antidote is potassium iodide—that’s the standard fungicide. It cleared the mold out of my head in a hurry. Come on, old-timer, we’ve got a lot of work ahead of us. Hard to believe—a bear has saved the world!”


      A week later everyone on St. Croix had been treated, and teams had set off for the mainland to carry on the mind-saving work.


      Johnny, finding little to arouse his curiosity around the nearly deserted Biological Research Station, shuffled into the library. He took Volume 5 of the Britannica off the shelf, opened it to “Chemistry,” and set to work again. He hoped Mettin would get back in a month or so to explain the hard parts to him. Meanwhile, he would have to wade through the article as; best he could.


       


      13. THE EMANCIPATED


       


      Johnny Black said: “Fo-wer sco-wer and-a sev-un yee-yers ago-wa, ou-wer fah-vers… fah-zerf—”


      “The word” said Dr. Ewing, “is ‘fathers’. With the voiced dental fricative, like this.” The good psychologist made a horrible face as he intoned the “th” of “father,” so Johnny could see how his tongue was used. Johnny recoiled a little before he remembered that his instructor had no intention of biting him.


      “How?” he asked politely.


      Dr. Ewing repeated the consonant whereon so many foreign students of English have come to grief. But the foreigners at least had human dentition, with four large chisel-shaped upper incisors flanked by a pair of chisel-shaped canines. Johnny’s upper incisors were six small pegs, and the canines were large conical tusks. No matter what he did with his organs of speech, the resulting sound resembled anything but a human “th” sound.


      He had numerous other troubles. For instance, the l’s defeated him completely. So Johnny at his best sounded like a Voder with a short circuit. But it was doing pretty well, considering that he had not in his youth established those many chains of lightning reflexes that enable men to rattle off threats, promises, excuses and lies so glibly. And that his black bear’s anatomy had not been designed for speech in the first place. A man learning to type with his toes would be a good analogue to Johnny learning to talk.


      This had been going on for months, since a ripple in the affairs of men had brought Johnny and his boss, Ira Methuen, up from the blue Caribbean. Methuen, who had given Johnny his superbearish intelligence by cerebral injection, was now heading Yale’s Department of Biology, and Johnny was studying speech at New York University under Ewing.


      Johnny was still struggling bear-fully with the dental fricatives when Chauncey Malone arrived. Like Ewing, Malone had a lot of white hair. But he was as pale and frail as Ewing was pink and robust. Malone was—grace to Tammy Hall—New York City’s commissioner of parks— New York had backslid again.


      Johnny said: “Herro, Mr. Ma-rone.”


      Malone nodded absently at Johnny. He could never be at his best in the same room with five hundred pounds of bear. The fact that the bear spoke to him was, if anything, a little more unnerving.


      Ewing said in his hearty, crisp voice: “Hello, Mr. Malone. Well?”


      “I’ve been thinking,” said Malone hesitantly.“I haven’t quite made up my mind yet.”


      “Better decide pretty quick. I can keep one animal in my apartment but not two. As it is, I can’t depend on regular milk and newspaper deliveries. The boys throw the bottles and papers in the ash can to avoid meeting Johnny. And my landlord’s complaining.”


      “There’s… there’s nothing in your lease about bears in the apartment, is there?”


      “No, but there’s a clause about endangering the other tenants. And I want my bathroom repapered. Been hunting for years for wallpaper with octopuses on it, and at last I’ve found some. But the landlord won’t move while I’ve got Johnny, to say nothing of Methuen’s damned chimpanzee.”


      “When’s the chimp due?” asked Malone. Maybe if he could get Ewing off the subject, he could postpone the moment of having to make up his mind.


      “Methuen says he’ll be finished with his injections in a few days and will drive McGinty down.”


      Malone asked Johnny: “What… what do you think of the idea of educating McGinty, Mr. Black?”


      Johnny said solemnly: “I sink it is a serious mistake.”


      “Why?”


      “I know McGinty. A self-conceited, mean-tempered individuar. Giving him brains wirr not improve his nature.”


      “Never mind that,” snapped Ewing.“Johnny’s probably jealous; wants to be the only intelligent animal. Well, how about it?”


      “Let me see; I really haven’t decided—”


      “Oh, for Heaven’s sake! It’s a simple business proposition. We board Johnny Black and McGinty at the Central Park Zoo; you turn over such of your specimens as we pick for the Methuen treatment. We get specimens; you get publicity. Do you agree, or do I have to approach the Zoological Society again?”


      “Oh, well, if you insist—we’ll do it. But if you damage one of our exhibits—”


      “Not much danger. By the way, you’ll have to furnish transportation for the specimens. We haven’t got a truck. And Johnny’s got to be taken to and from his classes up here.”


      Johnny didn’t mind the change from Ewing’s apartment to the Central Park bear dens. He did threaten to become uncooperative if they didn’t let him take his mattress along.


      His den already contained two female American blacks, Susie and Nokomis, and a male, Ink. They looked at him warily as he toddled into the inclosure with his mattress rolled up and slung over his shoulder. Their smell excited him. They were the first members of his own species whom he had had an opportunity to know personally.


      “Herro,” he said.“My name is Johnny Brack.”


      The three bears looked a trifle startled. Of course, he thought, they couldn’t understand him, yet. So, with his claws, he cut the strings that held his mattress, unrolled it, and spread himself out on the mattress in a sunny spot. He took the spectacles out of the case around his neck and opened the book he had brought along.


      A spectator explained to his small boy: “Sure, that’s a grizzly beh. No, behs can’t read. He’s just trained to do like he was reading. To make people laugh. No, I dunno why the other behs don’t read. Sure, they eat people.”


      Johnny looked up sharply at this canard, and was tempted to contradict it. But, he thought, if he started an argument with the spectators he’d never get time to read his book. So he said nothing.


      Johnny found that as soon as he got up to go for a stroll, the other bears made a dive for the mattress. So he spent a good deal of time driving them away from it. He made a point of establishing himself as boss of the cage right at the start. His cage mates, he thought, would be pretty dull company until they received brains. After that they might be useful to him.


      Johnny happened to be passing Ewing’s office when Methuen arrived with McGinty in tow. Johnny’s boss led McGinty, trotting along on his knuckles, by a light steel chain, much more ornamental than useful and not very ornamental. Johnny and Methuen said hello and shook paws and grinned, and Johnny said: “Rook, boss, I can talk awmost as werr as you. Rike zis: ‘You may talk o’ gin and beer when you’re quartered safe out ‘ere, and you’re sent—’”


      “Yes, yes, old man,” interrupted


      Methuen hastily.“T knew you’d make a marvelous talker once you got started. You remember McGinty, don’t you? ”


      “Sure,” said Johnny. He reached a paw toward the chimpanzee, who suddenly jerked the end of the chain out of Methuen’s hand, whirled two feet of it around his head, and let fly at Johnny. The steel crossbar on the end stung Johnny’s sensitive nose.


      “Oof!” cried Johnny.“I show you!


      McGinty was jumping up and down excitedly, grunting, “Keek! Keek!” and showing all his teeth. As Johnny sprang at him he squealed with fear and bolted down the corridor.


      Just then the class bell rang. McGinty, terrified, leaped upon the nearest person, who happened to be a girl student, seized her about the neck, and tried to bury his face in her armpit. Now, to have one hundred and fifty pounds of hairy ape suddenly climb your frame is a disconcerting experience. McGinty was merely seeking protection. - But the girl could not be expected to know that. She made a noise like a subway-car wheel on a sharp turn and collapsed. By the time Methuen arrived, shouting, McGinty realized he had done wrong somehow and was quite docile.


      “Let him alone, Johnny!” cried Methuen.“He doesn’t know any better, yet.”


      Johnny halted. He wouldn’t have, for anybody else.“Aw right. But I remember zat bump on ze nose.”


      Ewing appeared and asked: “Does he behave like that always?”


      “No,” said Methuen.“At least, not very often. But you can’t depend on him. Want to call the whole thing off?”


      “No,” said Ewing firmly.“I said


      I’d teach him, and I will.”


      After that people saw to it that Johnny and McGinty never met. That was all right with Johnny. He was more interested in his own studies, and in the Central Park bears. Came the day when Ink approached him with a look that Johnny interpreted as signifying an internal struggle: whether physical or mental he couldn’t say. Ink stood up, waved a paw at Johnny, and with infinite difficulty managed to groan: “You… Dzon-nee!”


      Johnny sat up and banged his fore-paws together.“Fine! On’y it’s Johnny.”


      “Dzon-ny!” repeated Ink. Another internal crisis shook him, and then, indicating himself, he ground out: “Me… Hink!”


      “Fine! Fine!” encouraged Johnny.


      Ink opened his mouth soundlessly a couple of times, then gasped: “What… ‘ what—” He struggled over some question that was no doubt vital to him, but the words would not come. Johnny could sympathize. He remembered his own feeling of futile struggle to put into intelligible form all the thoughts that had swarmed into his mind when he recovered from his own Methuen treatment.


      When one of Johnny’s fellow students—human—suggested that he come out for football practice, Johnny’s insatiable curiosity led him to go along. As it happened, Coach Cohn was feeling irascible. When he finished telling his first string that they ought to wear lace on their uniforms and bring knitting, he roared: “I bet even that bear could do better. Here, Johnny, take right guard in the scrub line for a little scrimmage.”


      Johnny, still curious, did as he was instructed. When the ball was snapped, they explained, he was to push through the opposing line and tackle the man with the ball. It was as simple as that.


      It was almost too simple. Johnny pushed through the line and tackled the opposing fullback, a youth named Vleck, before Mr. Vleck knew what was happening to him. For that matter he didn’t learn what had happened to him until a few minutes later, when he came to. Johnny, meanwhile, turned back to the group surrounding the varsity guard and tackle, between whom he had pushed. Both were lying still and pale, except that the guard, one Martinelli, moaned a bit because of a broken rib. The tackle would be all right when he recovered consciousness.


      Cohn shook his head.“Too bad. He’d make a perfect lineman. But nobody would play with us. Too bad. What we wouldn’t do to Ford-ham—”


      Ewing, for all his good intentions, couldn’t keep Johnny and McGinty apart indefinitely. One day Johnny strolled into Ewing’s office to report on his studies and found McGinty alone. McGinty was lying on his back on Ewing’s desk and smoking four of Ewing’s cigarettes at once, one in each hand. He jumped up, scattering sparks and ash, and cried: “Hello, Johnny, how’s the old boy?”


      Johnny was somewhat taken aback by McGinty’s cordiality and linguistic fluency. But he merely said: “Fine. How are you?”


      “Oh, I’m fine. I speak pretty well, don’t I? Just like a man. Men are a bore, aren’t they? Always wanting you to do things at certain times.”.


      “Werr,” said Johnny, “you have to do sings at some time.”


      “Me, I like to do things when I feel like it. They don’t understand me. When I want to throw inkwells out the window, I’ve just got to throw inkwells out the window.”


      “Have you been srowing inkwerrs out ze window?” asked Johnny, shocked.


      “Sure; just the other day.”


      “Why?”


      “You sound just like a man. -They’re always asking me why I did this or that. I tell them I just felt like it, but that doesn’t satisfy them. How should I know why I feel lifte throwing inkwells? Say!” McGinty suddenly looked sharply at Johnny.“I remember why I threw them. It had to do with you. I’d gotten bored with spelling lessons and wanted to play. And Ewing told me you hadn’t approved of giving me the brain treatment. I suppose he wanted to encourage me.”


      “So you srew ze inkwerrs?”


      “So I threw the inkwells. But have you been poisoning Ewing’s mind against me?”


      “No, not at awr.”


      “No, huh? Did you say he oughtn’t to give me the Methuen treatment?”


      “No,” Johnny lied stoutly.


      But McGinty, a suspicious gleam in his yellow eyes, went on: “I bet you did. I just bet. It’s like you. You’re jealous because you aren’t the only animal with brains any more.”


      “I never—” said Johnny.


      But McGinty continued: “I remember when you jumped on me in the hall. I had to use that chain to protect myself. You bully! You bum!”


      “What do you mean, protect—” “You stuck-up! You animated rug! You flea hotel!” McGinty’s voice rose with each epithet until it reached a scream.“I won’t stand it! I won’t! I won’t! I’ll fix you! I’ll tear you to pieces!” Mc-


      McGinty snatched the two inkwells off Ewing’s desk. The first went wild. The second was well aimed, but Johnny’s lightning reflexes came into play. He dodged and made for McGinty with a squall of rage.


      McGinty leaped over Ewing’s desk, yelling: “Don’t you touch me! I’ll tell Ewing! He’ll fix you! He’ll vivisect you!” He grabbed up two fistfuls of Ewing’s papers and threw them futilely at Johnny. Johnny leaped through the storm of paper clear over the desk, fetching up with a crash against a filing cabinet. But McGinty ducked through the knee-hole under the desk and leaped to a chair and thence to the ceiling-light fixture, shrieking: “Help! He’s killing me! Help, Dr. Ewing!”


      Johnny disengaged himself from the wreck of the filing cabinet just as Ewing and his secretary entered the room. The light fixture came out by the roots just then, and down came McGinty in a shower of plaster.


      “Oh, my Lord!” yelled Ewing, surveying his office.


      McGinty ran over to him, hugged his waist, and buried his face in Ewing’s midriff, crying: “Save me! Don’t let him kill me!”


      In answer to Ewing’s questions, McGinty began pouring out a fanciful account of the preceding events. Johnny tried to break in once or twice. He gave that up, took out Ewing’s typewriter, inserted a piece of paper, and with his claws typed:


      REPORT ON THE PECULIAR BEHAVIOR OF McGINTY THE CHIMPANZEE


      BY JOHNNY BLACK


      After that, Ewing saw to it that Johnny and McGinty were not allowed to come within a mile of one another when out of their cages. Johnny, watching his bears’ minds grow and burrowing into his own studies, wondered vaguely what McGinty would do next. But, he told himself, it wasn’t his business. If McGinty did something horrible to his human mentors, or vice versa, it would probably serve both right.


      The months rolled by, though Greater New York still was fascinated by the spectacle of a truck filled with eight bears, ranging from Kobuk, the sixteen-hundred-pound Kodiak, clown to Dato, the diminutive Malayan sun bear, making its four-times-weekly trip between the Central Park Zoo and the Bronx.


      April came, and April is a special month in a bear’s calendar. Theretofore the two female blacks, Susie and Nokomis, had been just a couple of bears to him—as he had been to them. Now things were different.


      Ink objected violently.“Rook here!” he squalled.“I do not mind one of my girrs. But bot’ is no fair.”


      Johnny, who outweighed Ink by one hundred and fifty pounds, was unimpressed.“I can’t he’p it if zey rike me better,” he said loftily.


      “Is zat so?” Ink bared his teeth and swung; not a playful cuff, such as they were always dealing out, but a slash that sent fur flying and drew blood.


      Johnny pitched into Ink. Before much damage had been done, Kobuk came in from the adjoining cage. The keepers, at the bears’ request, had left the intercage gates unlocked.


      Ink scrambled free and scuttled into a corner, wailing: “No fair! No fair!”


      “Don’t make no difference,” rumbled Kobuk.“Johnny boss. He smart. What boss want he get, understand?”


      Ink understood. Thus Johnny became the acknowledged leader of the bear faction. The other bears looked up to him, anyway, since he knew so much more than they, who could just about talk intelligibly. And if any of them became obstreperous, there was always Kobuk’s support. Kobuk fairly idolized Johnny, and what he said went.


      Then, one balmly evening in July, Johnny became aware of activity in the central court, which he could see through the arcade from the feline house to the restaurant. A couple of keepers were shepherding four chimpanzees. Presently a couple of sea lions slithered around from the gate in the fence around their pool. And then came a couple of slinking shapes: the two coyotes. Johnny could hear a murmur of talk, human and animal. Johnny called over one of the keepers.


      The man explained: “Sure, the boss tells us to let ‘em out in the evenings so they can get together for a couple of hours. We got a big wire fence around the whole grounds, so they can’t get away.”


      “Why can’t we get out, too?” asked Johnny.


      “I dunno. We ain’t got no orders to let you out.”


      At the next opportunity, Johnny took the zoo director, Pound, to task for discriminating against the bears.


      Pound said: “Your friend, Ewing, warned us against letting you and McGinty get near each other.”


      Johnny protested: “So what? McGinty’s ze one who’s started trou-bre each time. So why should we be punished?”


      “We-el,” said Pound, “I’ll speak to Malone about it.”


      But Malone was not much help. He kept saying: “I don’t know. I can’t make up my mind about it. If I could only be sure that there wouldn’t be any quarrels—”


      “Kobuk wirr keep ze bears in order, I guarantee.”


      Malone went off, muttering about the harshness of a fate that forced him to make decisions. Eventually he returned, announcing that McGinty had said he’d be glad to have the bears join the circle. The elephants were about due to be added, and Malone got them to promise to keep order.


      Johnny was surprised but not convinced by McGinty’s cordiality. He was sure that it would take very little to start the chimp off on another tantrum. So he and his bears were rather silent spectators at the evening meetings. The other animals told of their experiences, and asked each other innumerable questions about scenes in their pasts which at the time they had lacked the intelligence to understand.


      McGinty suggested that they call themselves “the Emancipated.”


      “Hey, Johnny!” hissed McGinty.


      Johnny’s keen ear caught the inflections of secrecy and suppressed excitement.“Huh?” he said suspiciously.


      “How would you like to do some real exploring this evening?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I mean, how about our taking a little trip around the park, all by ourselves?”


      “You mean to sneak out?”


      “Sure.”


      “What’s ze idea? Ewing wirr take you for a drive anywhere you want, when he has time.”


      “Oh, to hell with Ewing! Aren’t you sick of having men lead you around like an unemancipated puppy dog?”


      “Werr,” said Johnny. Come to think of it, he was a good deal more restricted in his movements than he had been at the St. Croix Biological Station. That these limitations hadn’t galled particularly was due to the fact that you could immobilize Johnny almost indefinitely by giving him a big enough pile of books to read. But still— “No, I sink not. It wourd cause too much troubre if we were caught.”


      “Oh, come on!“There’s a place over that way, I hear”—McGinty waved west—“where men meet all night long to denounce things. It’ll be fun.”


      Johnny’s curiosity was stirred. The relationships of human beings to their rulers fascinated him, but his information on the subject was entirely secondhand from books. This might be an opportunity to get next to the actual workings of these relationships. “How would you get out?”


      McGinty snickered in the twilight.“I stole a set of keys. I won’t tell you how. But we’d be back before anybody missed us.”


      “Werr—” Johnny’s prudence struggled valiantly with his curiosity, -but as usual his curiosity won.“Aw right.”


      Then the keepers came to lock them into their cages.


       


      When it was quite dark, and Johnny’s fellow bears were all asleep, Johnny heard a grunt from in front of his cage, and then the click of the lock. He went out. McGinty, shivering with excitement, unlocked the gate in the big wire fence, and the two set out for Columbus Circle. They avoided the paths and the few people still at large in Central Park.


      When they reached Columbus Circle, they could see the black masses of people attending the meetings, sure enough. But the meetings were south of the statue of Christobal Colon in the center of the Circle; Johnny and McGinty couldn’t get close enough to hear what was going on without coming out in the open.


      Johnny, peering nearsightedly over the low stone wall that bounds the Park, voiced his disappointment.


      McGinty’s excitement reached a fever pitch.“Say, Johnny, let’s go on over, anyway.”


      “What?“Exclaimed Johnny.“You know zere wourd be a riot as soon as we appeared.”


      “To hell with that. What’s life without an occasional riot? Scared to take a chance?”


      “Yes,” admitted Johnny.“And you’d better be, too.”


      “Phooey. You’ve been obeying men so long you think anything they say is right. I’m going, anyway.” And before Johnny could protest any more, McGinty was over the wall and on his way to the crowds.


      Speeches were being made by representatives of five minor political parties. The Salvation Army was going full blast next to the American Association for the Advancement of Atheism, and an elderly Englishman was delivering a highly inaccurate lecture on astronomy. The nearest speaker represented the Left Opposition of the Right Wing of the recently purged Left Deviationists of the Communist Party. He was a young man with a small blond beard. If the beard was an attempt to look like Karl Marx, the young man— who answered to the name of Pfusch —had a long way to go.


      McGinty trotted up to Pfusch’s crowd. Naturally his presence attracted attention, and in almost no time the Circle’s one cop came over. He saw McGinty, blew his whistle, and fumbled for his pistol.


      “What’s the matter?” asked McGinty.


      “Gluk,” said the cop, staring at him pop-eyed.


      “I said, what’s the matter?”


      “Oh,” said the cop.“You’re one of these here talking animals, huh?


      Thought I was hearing things foist. Whatcha doing here?”


      “Just sightseeing,” said McGinty.


      “Oh, just sightseeing, huh? Well, you don’t do no more ‘just sightseeing. ‘ “


      “I’m not hurting anybody,” said McGinty.“Please, can’t I just listen?”


      The cop thought. Getting the chimpanzee back to wherever he belonged would present a problem.“Well, you stay where I can keep an eye on you, and no monkey business.”


      McGinty looked insulted.“I am not a monkey. I’m an ape.”


      “It’s all the same to me. Any monkey business, and I’ll run you in.”


      Comrade Pfusch was at a hopeless disadvantage as long as McGinty was competing for the attention of his audience. They began crowding around McGinty, asking questions like: “Say, buddy, how does it feel to be an ape?”


      McGinty called up to Pfusch: “Go on, I’m listening.”


      Pfusch tried: “These people, who call themselves Marxists, are intellectually bankrupt, as I explained. A real Marxist organization welcomes constructive criticism…. Say, officer, can’tcha take that ape away? He’s busting up my meeting.”


      “Huh?” said the cop, feeling suddenly more friendly toward McGinty.“Why should I? He ain’t doing nothing.”


      “I demand that you take him away. I got a right to free speech, haven’t I?”


      “Go ahead and speech. I ain’t stopping you.”


      “See, comrades? That shows you how much your so-called constitutional guarantees are worth. Well, as I was saying, where were these people in 1959? Recommending revolution at a time when a dialectical analysis showed that a revolutionary situation did not exist. Treachery to the working class, obviously. Then ih 1964, when these traitors, these lackeys of the bourgeoisie— Say, officer, you gotta take the monk away.”


      “What do you mean, monk?” snapped McGinty.


      “I mean you,” said Pfusch.“Gwan, chase yaself, willya?”


      McGinty advanced menacingly.“I don’t let anybody call me a monkey.”


      “Gwan, this is a meeting for workers, not monkeys.”


      McGinty mounted the stand, bared his fangs, and reached for Pfusch.


      Pfusch tumbled off the stand and clutched the cop’s sleeve.“Help! He’s threatening me!”


      “He don’t let nobody call him a monkey,” said the cop impassively.


      “But he’s got my stand! He can’t do that! I got a right—”


      “Ga wan before I run you in.”


      The audience, preferring drama to dialectic, cheered McGinty. McGinty hesitated a bit, then launched into a little speechifying of his own: “Equal rights for chimpanzees!” he shrilled, standing on one hand and gesturing with the other three.“Smash the tyranny of men over the animal world! If zoo keepers can dictate to chimpanzees, why not chimpanzees dictating to keepers? Say, that’s an idea. Your own leaders are in-intel-intellectually bankrupt. Why not try us, the chimpanzees? Only a stranger can be impartial, as Bernard Shaw put it—” There was a lot more, much of it irrelevant or incoherent. But an audience of thousands was still approving when a department-of-parks truck full of keepers arrived to take McGinty into custody.


      “There they are!” he screamed, pointing. - “The villains! The tyrants! Tear them limb from limb!”


      The audience laughed and opened a lane for the keepers. McGinty, seeing that his appeal was not being taken seriously, made a half-hearted effort to escape. But the crowd could not have opened to let him get away, even had it wished. When keepers and cops appeared on all sides of him, with nets, ropes, hypodermics, buckets of chloroform, and guns, he submitted tamely enough. All the way back to the zoo he wept and shivered with despondent apprehension.


      When the keepers, having stowed McGinty, made a checkup of all the cages, Johnny was sound asleep in his den. He had pulled foot for home the minute the truck appeared. When Pound questioned McGinty about his escape next day, McGinty claimed that Johnny had not only accompanied him, but had suggested the escapade in the first place. Johnny denied having left his cage at all. Since nobody had seen him, it was his word against McGinty’s. Pound, knowing McGinty’s unreliability, believed Johnny and ordered McGinty confined to his cage for a month. By the time the month was up, the autumn was too far advanced for the apes to be allowed out in the open anyway. The sea lions were away most of the time on a theatrical engagement; the elephants disliked the cold; so the meetings of the Emancipated petered out.


      With a mind as omnivorous as his digestive system, Johnny was having the time of his life. The New York University authorities let him attend any classes he wished. And among his bears he felt, for the first time in his life, that he belonged. Kobuk appointed himself Johnny’s bodyguard, and nobody argued with Kobuk. When a professor of history objected to Johnny’s presence in his class because it distracted his human students, Kobuk stood up and coughed. He looked ten feet tall. Johnny continued to attend the class.


      Came spring, and when the weather was warm enough the Emancipated recommenced their evening meetings. Johnny expected McGinty to start a row about their respective parts in the Columbus Circle incident. But the mercurial McGinty was this time in a silent and saturnine mood, sitting with his chin —or the place where his chin would have been if he had had one—on his fist. He said he had spent a good deal of the winter reading Sorel and Pareto. Johnny had heard of these direct-actionist philosophers, if he hadn’t read them himself. He guessed that they had proved a heavy load for the chimpanzee’s brilliant but immature mind.


      The cats had all received the Methuen treatment by now. They loudly demanded the right to attend the meetings. Pound referred their demand to Malone, who went around saying, “Oh dear me.” When Malone asked the Emancipated what they thought of the idea, there was a unanimous “No!” The elephants, for anatomical reasons, had never been able to learn to talk. But Rosebud pulled the oversized pencil out of the band around her foreleg and wrote on the pavement: “I don’t like cats, especially big ones with stripes.” She underlined “like” twice.


      So the cats stayed in their cages, having to content themselves with occasional plaintive roars of “We want to join you!” during the sessions.


      The sea lions were back. Being born extraverts, they enjoyed their work. But their demands for personal salaries, equal billing with the Rockettes, and one spotlight per sea lion had ended the experiment.


      When the sea lions had finished barking their tale of woe, McGinty swung himself to the top of the iron fence around the sea-lion pool. He said: “All this proves what I’ve been saying. You’ll never get your rights from man by talk.”


      “What zen?” rumbled Behring, the male polar bear.


      “Force! How did we get here in the first place? Force! How do they keep us here? Force! What settles every question between organisms in the long run? Force! I’ve read—”


      “What is an organism?” asked Kobuk.


      “Never mind. What are we? Nothing but a lot of playthings for men! What rights have we? None! What can we do if they decide to starve us and eat us? Nothing!”


      The outburst rather staggered McGinty’s audience. The elephants shuffled uneasily.


      Johnny said: “Some troof in zat. But ze men have awr ze force. Zey treat us pretty werr now. But you try using force; see what happens to you.”


      McGinty snapped: “Are you so afraid of dying you won’t risk anything for liberty?”


      “Zat’s right,” said Johnny.


      “You’ll have to die some day.”


      “I know. Don’t want to die any sooner zan I have to, zough.”


      “Coward! I always knew you were on their side. I haven’t forgotten your running out on me last fall. If we’re going to get anywhere, it must be by united action.”


      Johnny’s thick hide shed McGinty’s epithets as easily as it did water. But he did think that obvious misapprehensions should be corrected.“I just meant it’s no use getting in troubre when we can’t do anysing. I know somesing about—” “That’s enough!” shouted McGinty.“Coward! Traitor! Lackey of the hour— I mean the human race! None of us want to hear you, do we?”


      And the other four chimpanzees, who had worked themselves into an almost equal state of excitement, cried: “No! Get out!”


      Kobuk stood up and stretched.“Sink you can srow us out? Ret’s see you!”


      McGinty yelled: “No rough stuff! If there’s a fight it’ll be the end of everybody’s privileges!”


      The elephants rolled forward a step or two. The bears stood up in a bunch, looking at Johnny for instructions.


      Johnny said: “He’s right; no rough stuff. Zat doesn’t mean we’re going to reave.”


      So the primate and bear factions settled into a state of inactive but watchful hostility. The remaining animals oscillated between the two groups.


       


      Came Independence Day. Malone came around and told the Emancipated that Mayor Coffey was going to speak to them at 7:00 p. m., and would they please behave themselves particularly well on that occasion. He didn’t say that he had tried to dissuade the mayor from what he, being a timid soul, considered a rash act. But in the mayor’s mind the publicity that would accrue from a speech made under these circumstances outweighed all other considerations.


      The mayor arrived, only half an hour late, in a swirl of motorcycle cops. He had already made nine speeches that day, but you would never have known it. Mayor Coffey was a huge bulbous man with little red blood vessels showing through the skin of his nose. He had a voice of thunder and, apparently, a larynx of tungsten steel.


      McGinty had suddenly turned cordial. He insisted on shaking paws with all the bears, and to show his trust in them—he said—he asked to be allowed to sit among them.


      Malone got Tip and introduced the mayor. There may have been worse speakers than Chauncey Malone, but if so history does not record their names. So Coffey’s full-lunged bellow was something of a relief to everybody. He roared: “And so, my animal friends, in consideration of and in recognition of and as a reward for your exemplary behavior, your admirable deportment, your splendid conduct, I am pleased, happy, glad to announce on this historic occasion, this sacred date, this memorable anniversary, that we are going to furnish you with a splendid new structure, a beautiful new assembly building, a magnificent new social hall—”


      Dato, the sun bear, whispered to Johnny: “Does he mean one buird-ing or sree?”


      “Shh!” hissed Johnny.


      “—for which the ground will be broken three weeks—twenty-one days—from today. 1 shall be glad, happy, overjoyed to meet you all here again on that auspicious occasion, that felicitous celebration, that jolly reunion, that—”


      “What do zose big words mean?” whispered Dato.


      McGinty had been sitting among the bears, quietly smoking a cigarette. Behring, next to him, had gone to sleep. Nobody had seen McGinty, with his left rear hand, slowly insinuate a large wooden match between two of Behring’s toes. Nor did they see him lower his cigarette to touch the protruding match head.


      But they all heard Behring’s sudden bawl, and saw him leap straight up from his seat. Before he came down to earth again, McGinty had scuttled out from among the bears. The mayor stopped in the middle of a metaphor as McGinty dashed past him. After the chimpanzee came one thousand two hundred pounds of polar bear, knocking other animals out of his way and snarling like a thunderstorm.


      Everybody screamed and ran. Having their backs turned, they did not see Johnny leap on Behring’s back and hold on for dear life while the polar, mad with fury, reared and rolled and foamed. Then the keepers came with their nets. In the tussle Johnny received a couple of nasty gashes from Behring’s claws and teeth. But eventually Behring was knocked out with chloroform and returned to his cage. Mayor Coffey went home to nurse his nerves, and to issue an order to Malone that no bears were to be let out of their cages under any circumstances.


      Behring, when he came to, tried to explain what had happened to anybody who would listen. They listened, but they didn’t let bears out any more. Ewing had to bring all their schoolbooks down from the Bronx so they could continue their studies. Some did; some were too lazy to do so without human supervision. Johnny was irked; he, had enjoyed a good deal of freedom, and being cooped up twenty-four hours a day didn’t set well with a bear who held a Master’s degree—honorary— from Columbia University.


      One evening McGinty came over to taunt him. The chimpanzee said: “Hee-hee! The great Johnny Black locked up like an unemancipated brute! That’s funny! If you’d had sense you’d have stuck with me, instead of opposing my plans. Now I’ve got you where you can’t interfere.”


      “What’s zat?” asked Johnny sharply. But McGinty merely hopped up and down and hurled insults. Johnny yawned ostentatiously and went back to his books. But he wondered what McGinty had in mind.


      The next day he sent one of the keepers to fetch Pound. He told him a few things about McGinty, and said: “If I were you, I wourdn’t ret him out for zis ground-breaking ceremony. He has somesing up his sreeve.”


      Pound said, “I’ll ask Malone.” Which he did. But Malone was afraid to bring the matter up with the mayor, who had developed a certain touchiness on the subject of bears.


      July 25th was hot and sticky. Mayor Coffey suffered particularly. But the chance to make a speech was too tempting for him to forgo the ceremony.


      Johnny found that the scene of the occasion was visible from the top of the rocks in his den. So he sat there, reading with elaborate unconcern, while people and fauna gathered on the spot.


      The sun went out. Johnny looked over his shoulder; a fleet of huge dim thunderheads was drifting over the skyscraper apartments on Central Park South. Johnny prudently put his book in his den and returned to his post. The only animals present on this occasion were the five chimpanzees, the orangutan, the gibbon, the chacma baboon, the two coyotes, and the four sea lions. Though the elephants had been well-behaved enough, Coffey didn’t trust anything of their size.


      Johnny could hear Coffey’s bull voice, though he couldn’t make out the words at that distance. Then raindrops began to spatter on the rocks around him. They got on the lenses of his spectacles. He irritably put the spectacles away. That would happen just when he was sure something interesting was going to happen!


      He couldn’t see clearly at that distance without his glasses, especially through a curtain of rain. But he could make out moving blobs that were people leaving the ceremony and running for shelter. Coffey’s voice rolled on. It would take more than a thundershower to stop Coffey in a speech.


      Then the speech was cut off short. Johnny could see a maddeningly dim blur of motion in the crowd—or what little was left of it. A blob detached itself from the rest and moved swiftly toward the monkey house. There was a chorus of shouts, muffled by the rain. The moving blob passed out of sight. The lions and tigers, between Johnny and the monkey house, woke into a chorus of excited roars.


      Johnny fretted with unsatisfied curiosity. He began pacing the length of his inclosure, like any un-emancipated bear. The other bears threw futile questions from cage to cage. Men ran about outside, calling to each other. But nobody said a word to the bears.


      Hours passed, until the roars and squeals from the various houses reminded -the keepers that their charges’ meals were long overdue. When the black bears were brought theirs, Johnny asked the keeper what was up.


      “They kidnaped the mayor!” explained the keeper.“Who did?”


      “The apes! They jumped on him while he was makin’ his speech, and dragged him into the monkey house. The cops couldn’t shoot for fear of hittin’ him. Now they’re holdin’ him for ransom. Every time we try to get near, they pinch him to make him yell. Say they’ll kill him if we try to rescue him.”


      “What do zey want?”


      “They say they want the department of sanitation’s mansion turned over to them and, oh, a lot of things. They ain’t gonna let him go, either.”


      “What are you going to do?”


      “Good Heaven!” cried the keeper.“How do I know? It serves ‘em right,” he went on, not explaining whom he meant by “them.” “These educated animals are against nature.”


      That was all the information that Johnny had to work on that night. He thought and thought. He, personally, didn’t care the least about Mayor Coffey. If the chimpanzees and their fellow conspirators wanted to take Coffey apart, joint by joint, that was their business. If the officials of the city of New York couldn’t think of a method of thwarting the apes’ felonious designs, that was their hard luck.


      A yelp from the monkey house indicated that the swarms of policemen who infested the zoo had made another attempt to sneak up, and had been detected.


      But, Johnny’s thought rambled on, he was, through no fault of his own, one of the Emancipated. Whatever one of them did would reflect to some extent on all. If the apes murdered Coffey, the other members of that domineering and vindictive species, Man, might very easily wipe out all the recipients of the Methuen treatment to prevent future revolts. And that would include him, for all Ewing or Methuen could do.


      He could see McGinty’s point of view, much as he disliked the temperamental chimp personally. If the apes could get away with their daring scheme, he wouldn’t be without some slight sympathy for them. But he knew that in the long run they would fail. Men were too numerous and clever and powerful. Besides, self-interest demanded that, if he had an opportunity of thwarting McGinty, he should take it. It would not only save his own hide, but that of the other emancipated bears, whom he liked. And, of course, he would get credit for one more brilliant coup. That wouldn’t be hard to take.


      But how to thwart McGinty? That was the point. It would be easy simply to storm the monkey house, but that would result in Coffey’s death. Perhaps he could gain admittance on the pretext that he was going to join the apes. But it would still be doubtful whether he could release Coffey and get him out unharmed. He could kill a single ape without much trouble, but only one at a time.


      Next morning, when a keeper came by, Johnny asked him: “Wirr you terephone to Professor Ewing at New York University, prease?” The keeper thought a good deal of Johnny, and did so.


      When Ewing came down that afternoon, Johnny asked him to get several good books on apes.


      “What are you up to now, Johnny?” asked Ewing.


      “I want to see if somesing can’t be don’t about Mr. Coffey.”


      “Have you a plan for rescuing him?”


      “No, but maybe I get one.”


      “But how would you get them to let you out of here?”


      “Zat wirr be your job.”


      “Me? What could I do?”


      “Get zem to ret me out when ze time comes.”


      And that was all Ewing could get out of him. Ewing himself was worried; a slaughter of the Emancipated would be a serious blow to his own researches. So he returned in the evening with a bucket of coffee and an armful of books. He made some feeble joke about needing coffee to rescue Coffey, and departed, leaving Johnny sprawled out on a rock with his own personal reading lamp shining over his shoulder.


      Next day the siege continued. One of the apes called out: “He’s getting weak. You better send in some food.”


      But when a cop appeared with a lunch box, the apes chattered excitedly and refused to let the cop approach. They yelled: “Have to send it in by one of the animals. We don’t trust you.”


      So there was another long delay. The female coyote finally agreed to carry the lunch box in. She reappeared in a great hurry, explaining that, once she was inside, the apes accused her of having run out on them after agreeing to join the plot, and, working themselves into rages, had tried to grab her. When she escaped, the apes had nothing to do but take their anger out on poor Coffey, who was pinched and pommeled unmercifully. Those outside could hear his yells, sadly diminished in volume.


      Johnny, meanwhile, was deep in Yerkes’ “The Great Apes,” the chapter on “Affective Behavior of Chimpanzee: Behavioral Patterns of Emotion.” He had thought of various expedients: taking a time bomb into the monkey house—no, that would have the same effect on Coffey and


      —what was more important—on himself. The same objection applied to tear gas. The devil, there must be some agent that would discriminate between apes on one hand and bears and mayors on the other. Drugs? Anasthetics? Poisons? Hypnotism? Threats? Promises? Nope.


      Johnny resumed his reading, while outside the grotesque deadlock continued.


      Then he had it.“Smitty!” he bawled.“Get Professor Ewing! Get Mr. Marone! Get Mr. Pound!”


      Pound called to the monkey house: “Hey, apes! The smaller animals are all afraid to take your food in. O. K. if we send Johnny Black?”


      There was a pause, and then the answer came back: “O. K.”


      Johnny plodded across the flagstones with a suitcase in his jaws. The suitcase supposedly contained fruit for the apes and more solid food for their prisoner.


      The door swung open, just wide enough for him to squeeze in. It was obvious to him that they intended to let him out in their own good time. But he was confident of his ability to handle them all in a rough-and-tumble fight, if it came to that.


      The little monkeys skittered uncomprehendingly around their cages. At the far end Coffey’s huge form was tied to a cage bar by a steel chain around his leg. McGinty had no doubt stolen the chain and concealed it sometime before. Johnny couldn’t help a grudging admiration for McGinty. Right behind Coffey crouched the recently emancipated chacma baboon, with his forepaws around Coffey’s neck. Evidently his duty was to rip Coffey’s throat out with his great teeth if anything went awry. Two of the chimpanzees, the orang, and the gibbon were at the windows. The other three chimps, including McGinty, squatted on the floor.


      “Well, Johnny,” said McGinty, “don’t you wish you’d joined us: now? This is real fun.”


      “Yes,” said Johnny.“Can’t I join you now?”


      “No. Too late. I don’t trust a traitor like you.”


      “Is zat so?” Johnny put the suitcase down and sat. on it.“Zen I guess you don’t want any food.”


      “You’ve got to turn over that food, or we’ll kill the mayor.”


      “Go ahead,” said Johnny.“I never riked ze big fat srob, anyhow.”


      “What if we tell the people you asked to join us?”


      “Zey won’t berieve you.”


      “But the mayor heard you say so.”


      “If he’s dead, he won’t terr zem.”


      At this point the mayor wailed: “For Heaven’s sake, Johnny, leave that grub here and go. It gives me the creeps, the way you talk about the advantages and disadvantages and virtues and risks of killing me.”


      McGinty said: “Suppose we take the suitcase away from you.”


      “Try it,” answered Johnny, looking thoughtfully at his claws.


      The apes retired to the far corner and muttered. Then they came back. McGinty inquired: “Do you really want to join us? Honest Injun, cross your heart?”


      “I said so, didn’t I?”


      “And you’ll forget all those arguments we’ve had?”


      “Sure.”


      “All right.” McGinty extended a hand. Johnny shook casually. He picked up the suitcase in his teeth and padded over to near the mayor. If he was excited, which he was, he didn’t show it. The next few seconds would tell.


      He pushed the snaps on the suitcase with his claws. Then he picked it up in his forepaws and inverted it. The top fell open.


      Out onto the concrete floor poured two dozen live garter snakes.


      Eight emancipated primates were watching. From eight primate throats there rose a simultaneous shriek of such bloodcurdling horror that even the cops outside jumped. And, like a flash, eight emancipated primates rose straight up, as if on invisible wings, to the very top of the cages, where the bars entered the ceiling. There the apes clustered in groups of two and three, hugging each other, trying to bury their heads in the center of the cluster, and screaming at the top of their lungs.


      The garter snakes rustled on the floor. They tried to crawl, but could make almost no headway on the smooth surface. They went through all the motions, but stayed in the same place.


      Johnny looked at the mayor. It was unfortunate that Coffey should suffer from snake phobia almost as violently as apes do. Had he not been chained, he might very well have hoisted his two hundred and fifty pounds to the tops of the bars as his captors had done. Being unable to do so, he had fainted.


      Johnny looked at the chain. It had probably served to lead a terrier or Peke at sometime. But a chain that will restrain a dog may not be strong enough for a bear. Johnny hooked his claws into the links and heaved. Snap went the chain.


      Presently Johnny appeared at the door of the monkey house with Coffey draped over his shoulder. To Pound he said: “He wirr be aw right. He doesn’t rike snakes. Have ze keepers gazzer up zose snakes, prease. Ewing promised zem to me for supper.”


      “But,” cried Pound and Malone together, “what about the apes?”


      “Oh, zey are zere. You wirr have to scrape zem off ze ceiring.”


      “You’ve done it again, Johnny!” exclaimed Ira Methuen.“If you keep on like this, I shan’t have to do any more work. I can live on your publicity.”


      Johnny asked: “What wirr be done wiss ze Emancipated?”


      “They won’t be killed. But they’ll be scattered. The zoo has arranged with other zoos to trade them for other animals, so there won’t be more than one in any one place. Too dangerous to let them be together, they say. But, of course, you can have just about anything you want.”


      Johnny thought. Then he said: “What I want most is to go back wiss you. I want to be wiss somebody who reary understands bears.”


      Methuen gulped a little.“Well, uh, to tell the truth, Johnny, I was beginning to miss you pretty badly myself. How’d you like to drive up to New Haven with me tonight?”


      “Fine. But before I go, wirr you prease take me around behind ze monkey house?”


      “Why?”


      “Ah, zere is a sound I have been practicing. It is a very difficurt sound for a bear. But I sink I have it down pat.”


      “All right.”


      So Methuen led Johnny, on an ornamental but entirely useless chain, around to the back of the monkey house.


      Johnny stood up on his hind legs and called: “McGinty!”


      McGinty’s face appeared at the window, scowling through the bars.“What do you want, you traitor, you liar, you fiend, you villainous flea-bitten scoundrel?”


      For answer, Johnny protruded his lips, protruded his tongue between them, and blew. The unseemly sound that issued would be described by a phonetician as a voiceless labio-lingual roll.


      Then Johnny followed his god, Methuen, to the latter’s car. He was content.


       


      14. THE EXALTED


       


      The stork-like man with the gray goatee shuffled the twelve black billets about on the table top.“Try it again,” he said.


      The undergraduate sighed.“O. K., Professor Methuen.” He looked apprehensively at Johnny Black, sitting across the table with one claw on the button of the stop clock. Johnny returned the look impassively through the spectacles perched on his yellowish muzzle.


      “Go,” said Ira Methuen.


      Johnny depressed the button. The undergraduate started the second run of his wiggly-block test. The twelve billets formed a kind of three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle; when assembled they would make a cube. But the block had originally been sawn apart on wavy, irregular lines, so that the twelve billets had to be put together just so.


      The undergraduate fiddled with the billets, trying this one and that one against one he held in his hand. The clock ticked round. In four minutes he had all but one in place. This one, a corner piece, simply would not fit. The undergraduate wiggled it and pushed it. He looked at it closely and tried again. But its maladjustment remained.


      The undergraduate gave up.“What’s the trick?” he asked.


      Methuen reversed the billet end for end. It fitted.


      “Oh, heck,” said the undergraduate.“I could have gotten it if it hadn’t been for Johnny.”


      Instead of being annoyed, Johnny Black twitched his mouth in a bear’s equivalent of a grin. Methuen asked the student why.


      “He distracts me somehow. I know he’s friendly and all that, but… it’s this way, sort of. Here I come to Yale to get to be a psychologist. I hear all about testing animals, chimps and bears and such. And when I get here I find a bear testing me. It’s kind of upsetting.”


      “That’s all right,” said Methuen.“Just what we wanted. We’re after, not your wiggly-block score by itself, but the effect of Johnny’s presence on people taking the test. We’re getting Johnny’s distraction factor—his ability to distract people. We’re also getting the distraction factor of a lot of other things, such as various sounds and smells. I didn’t tell you sooner because the knowledge might have affected your performance.”


      “I see. Do I still get my five bucks?”


      “Of course. Good day, Kitchell. Come on, Johnny; we’ve just got time to make Psychobiology 100. We’ll clean up the stuff later, “


      On the way out of Methuen’s office, Johnny asked: “Hey, boss! Do you feer any effec’ yet?”


      “Not a bit,” said Methuen.“I think my original theory was right: that the electrical resistance of the gaps between human neurons is already as low as it can be, so the Methuen injections won’t have any appreciable effect on a human being. Sorry, Johnny, but I’m afraid your boss won’t become any great genius as a result of trying a dose of his own medicine.”


      The Methuen treatment had raised Johnny’s intelligence from that of a normal black bear to that of—or more exactly to the equivalent of that of—a human being. It had enabled him to carry out those spectacular coups in the Virgin Islands and the Central Park Zoo. It had also worked on a number of other animals in the said zoo, with regrettable results.


      Johnny grumbled in his urso-American accent: “Stirr, I don’t sink it is smart to teach a crass when you are furr of zat stuff. You never know—”


      But they had arrived. The class comprised a handful of grave graduate students, on whom Johnny’s distraction factor had little effect.


      Ira Methuen was not a good lecturer. He put in too many uh’s and er’s, and tended to mumble.


      Besides, Psychobiology 100 was an elementary survey, and Johnny was pretty well up in the field himself. So he settled himself to a view of the Grove Street Cemetery across the street, and to melancholy reflections on the short life span of his species compared with that of men.“Ouch!”


      R. H. Wimpus, B. S., ‘68, jerked his backbone from its normally nonchalant arc into a quivering reflex curve. His eyes were wide with mute indignation.


      Methuen was saying: “—whereupon it was discovered that the… uh… paralysis of the pes resulting from excision of the corresponding motor area of the cortex was much more lasting among the Simiidae than among the other catarrhine primates; that it was more lasting among these than among the platyrrhines—Mr. Wimpus?”


      “Nothing,” said Wimpus.“I’m sorry.”


      “And that the platyrrhines, in turn, suffered more than the lemuroids and tarsioids. When—”


      “Unh!” Another graduate student jerked upright. While Methuen paused with his mouth open, a third man picked a small object off the floor and held it up.


      “Really, gentlemen,” said Methuen, “I thought you’d outgrown such amusements as shooting rubber bands at each other. As I was saying when—”


      Wimpus gave another grunt and jerk. He glared about him. Methuen tried to get his lecture going again. But, as rubber bands from nowhere continued to sting the necks and ears of the listeners, the classroom organization visibly disintegrated like a lump of sugar in a cup of weak tea.


      Johnny had put on his spectacles and was peering about the room. But he was no more successful than the others in locating the source of the bombardment.


      He slid off his chair and shuffled over to the light switch. The daylight through the windows left the rear end of the classroom dark. As soon as the lights went on, the source of the elastics was obvious. A couple of the graduates pounced on a small wooden box on the shelf beside the projector.


      The box gave out a faint whir, and spat rubber bands through a slit, one every few seconds. They brought it up and opened it on Methuen’s lecture table. Inside was a mass of machinery apparently made of the parts of a couple of alarm clocks and a lot of hand-whittled wooden cams and things.


      “My, my,” said Methuen.“A most ingenious contraption, isn’t it?”


      The machine ran down with a click. While they were still examining it, the bell rang.


      Methuen looked out the window. A September rain was coming up. Ira Methuen pulled on his topcoat and his rubbers and took his umbrella from the corner. He never wore a hat. He went out and headed down Prospect Street, Johnny padding behind.


      “Hi!” said a young man, a fat young man in need of a haircut.“Got any news for us, Professor Methuen?”


      “I’m afraid not, Bruce,” replied Methuen.“Unless you call Ford’s giant mouse news.”


      “What? What giant mouse?”


      “Dr. Ford has produced a three-hundred-pound mouse by orthogonal mutation. He had to alter its morphological characteristics—”


      “Its what?”


      “Its shape, to you. He had to alter it to make it possible for it to live—”


      “Where? Where is it?”


      “Osborn Labs. If—” But Bruce Inglehart was gone up the hill toward the science buildings. Methuen continued: “With no war on, and New Haven as dead a town as it always has been, they have to come to us for news, I suppose. Come on, Johnny. Getting garrulous in my old age.”


      A passing dog went crazy at the sight of Johnny, snarling and yelping. Johnny ignored it. They entered Woodbridge Hall.


      Dr. Wendell Cook, president of Yale University, had Methuen sent in at once. Johnny,


      excluded from the sanctum, went up to the president’s secretary. He stood up and put his paws on her desk. He leered—you have to see a bear leer to know how it is done—and said: “How about it, kid?”


      Miss Prescott, an unmistakable Boston spinster, smiled at him.“Suttinly, Johnny. Just a moment.” She finished typing a letter, opened a drawer, and took out a copy of Hecht’s “Fantazius Mallare.” This she gave Johnny. He curled up on the floor, adjusted his glasses, and read.


      After a while he looked up, saying: “Miss Prescott, I am halfway srough zis, and I stirr don’t see why zey cawr it obscene. I sink it is just durr. Can’t you get me a rearry dirty book?”


      “Well, really, Johnny, I don’t run a pornography shop, you know. Most people find that quite strong enough.”


      Johnny sighed.“Peopre get excited over ze funnies’ sings.”


      Meanwhile, Methuen was closeted with Cook and Dalrymple, the prospective endower, in another of those interminable and indecisive conferences. R. Hanscom Dalrymple looked like a statue that the sculptor had never gotten around to finishing. The only expression the steel chairman ever allowed himself was a canny, secretive smile. Cook and Methuen had a feeling he was playing them on the end of a long and well-knit fish line made of U. S. Federal Reserve notes. It was not because he wasn’t willing to part with the damned endowment, but because he enjoyed the sensation of power over these oh-so-educated men. And in the actual world, one doesn’t lose one’s temper and tell Croesus what to do with his loot. One says: “Yes, Mr. Dalrymple. My, my, that is a brilliant suggestion, Mr. Dalrymple! Why didn’t we think of it ourselves?” Cook and Methuen were both old hands at this game. Methuen, though otherwise he considered Wendell Cook a pompous ass, admired the president’s endowment-snagging ability. After all, wasn’t Yale University named after a retired merchant on the basis of a gift of five hundred and sixty-two pounds twelve shillings?


      “Say, Dr. Cook,” said Dalrymple, “why don’t you come over to the Taft and have lunch on me for a change? You, too, Professor Methuen.”


      The academics murmured their delight and pulled on their rubbers. On the way out Dalrymple paused to scratch Johnny behind the ears. Johnny put his book away, keeping the title on the cover out of sight, and restrained himself from snapping at the steel man’s hand. Dalrymple meant well enough, but Johnny did not like people to take such liberties with his person.


      So three men and a bear slopped down College Street. Cook paused now and then, ignoring the sprinkle, to make studied gestures toward one or another of the units of the great souffle of Georgian and Collegiate Gothic architecture. He explained this and that. Dalrymple merely smiled his blank little smile.


      Johnny, plodding behind, was the first to notice that passing undergraduates were pausing to stare at the president’s feet. The word “feet” is meant literally. For Cook’s rubbers were rapidly changing into a pair of enormous pink bare feet.


      Cook himself was quite unconscious of it, until quite a group of undergraduates had collected. These gave forth the catarrhal snorts of men trying unsuccessfully not to laugh. By the time Cook had followed their stares and looked down, the metamorphosis was complete. That he should be startled was only natural. The feet were startling enough. His face gradually matched the feet in redness, making a cheerful note of color in the gray landscape.


      R. Hanscom Dalrymple lost his reserve for once. His howls did nothing to save prexy’s now-apoplectic face. Cook finally stooped and pulled off the rubbers. It transpired that the feet had been painted on the outside of the rubbers and covered over with lampblack. The rain had washed the lampblack off.


      Wendell Cook resumed his walk to the Hotel Taft in gloomy silence. He held the offensive rubbers between thumb and finger as if they were something unclean and loathsome. He wondered who had done this dastardly deed. There hadn’t been any undergraduates in his office for some days, but you never wanted to underestimate the ingenuity of undergraduates. He noticed that Ira Methuen was wearing rubbers of the same size and make as his own. But he put suspicion in that direction out of his mind before it had fully formed. Certainly Methuen wouldn’t play practical jokes with Dalrymple around, when he’d be the head of the new Department of Biophysics when—if—Dalrymple came through with the endowment.


      The next man to suspect that the Yale campus was undergoing a severe pixilation was John Dugan, the tall thin one of the two campus cops. He was passing Christ Church—which is so veddy high-church Episcopal that they refer to Charles I of England as St. Charles the Martyr—on his way to his lair in Phelps Tower. A still small voice spoke in his ear: “Beware, John Dugan! Your sins will find you out!”


      Dugan jumped and looked around. The voice repeated its message. There was nobody within fifty feet of Dugan. Moreover, he could not think of any really serious sins he had committed lately. The only people in sight were a few undergraduates and Professor Methuen’s educated black bear, trailing after his boss as usual. There was nothing for John Dugan to suspect but his own sanity.


      R. Hanscom Dalrymple was a bit surprised at the grim earnestness of the professors in putting away their respective shares of the James Pierpont dinner. They were staying the eternal gnaw of hunger that afflicts those who depend on a college commissary for sustenance. Many of them suspected a conspiracy among college cooks to see that the razor edge wasn’t taken off students’ and instructors’ intellects by overfeeding. They knew that conditions were much the same in most colleges.


      Dalrymple sipped his coffee and looked at his notes. Presently Cook would get up and say a few pleasant nothings. Then he would announce Dalrymple’s endowment, which was to be spent in building a Dalrymple Biophysical Laboratory and setting up a new department. Everybody would applaud and agree that biophysics had floated in the void between the domains of the departments of zoology, psychology, and the physiological sciences long enough. Then Dalrymple would get up and clear his throat and say—though in much more dignified language: “Shucks, fellas, it really isn’t nothing.”


      Dr. Wendell Cook duly got up, beamed out over the ranked shirt fronts, and said his pleasant nothings. The professors exchanged nervous looks when he showed signs of going off into his favorite oration, there-is-no-conflict-between-science-and-religion. They had heard it before.


      He was well launched into Version 3A of this homily, when he began to turn blue in the face. It was not the dark purplish-gray called loosely “blue” that appears on the faces of stranglees, but a bright, cheerful cobalt. Now, such a color is all very well in a painting of a ship sailing under a clear blue sky, or in the uniform of a movie-theater doorman. But it is distinctly out of place in the face of a college president. Or so felt the professors. They leaned this way and that, their boiled shirts bulging, popping and gaping as they did so, and whispered.


      Cook frowned and continued. He was observed to sniff the air as if he smelled something. Those at the speakers’ table detected a slight smell of acetone. But that seemed hardly an adequate explanation of the robin’s-egg hue of their prexy’s face. The color was now quite solid on the face proper. It ran up into the area where Cook’s hair would have been if he had had some. His collar showed a trace of it, too.


      Cook, on his part, had no idea of why the members of his audience were swaying in their seats like saplings in a gale and whispering. He thought it very rude of them. But his frowns had no effect. So presently he cut Version 3A short. He announced the endowment in concise, businesslike terms, and paused for the expected thunder of applause.


      There was none. To be exact, there was a feeble patter that nobody in his right mind would call a thunder of anything.


      Cook looked at R. Hanscom Dalrymple, hoping that the steel man would not be insulted. Dalrymple’s face showed nothing. Cook assumed that this was part of his general reserve. The truth was that Dalrymple was too curious about the blue face to notice the lack of applause. When Cook introduced him to the audience, it took him some seconds to pull himself together.


      He started rather lamely: “Gentlemen and members of the Yale faculty… uh… I mean, of course, you’re all gentlemen… I am reminded of a story about the poultry farmer who got married—I mean, I’m not reminded of that story, but the one about the divinity student who died and went to—” Here Dalrymple caught the eye of the dean of the divinity school. He tacked again: “Maybe I’d… uh… better tell the one about the Scotchman who got lost on his way home and—”


      It was not a bad story, as such things go. But it got practically no laughter. Instead, the professors began swaying, like a roomful of boiled-shirted Eastern ascetics at their prayers, and whispering again.


      Dalrymple could put two and two together. He leaned over and hissed into Cook’s ear: “Is there anything wrong with me?”


      “Yes, your face has turned green.”


      “Green?”


      “Bright green. Like grass. Nice young grass.”


      “Well, you might like to know that yours is blue.”


      Both men felt their faces. There was no doubt; they were masked with coatings of some sort of paint, still wet.


      Dalrymple whispered: “What kind of gag is this?”


      “I don’t know. Better finish your speech.”


      Dalrymple tried. But his thoughts were scattered beyond recovery. He made a few remarks about how glad he was to be there amid the elms and ivy and traditions of old Eli, and sat down. His face looked rougher-hewn than ever. If a joke had been played on him—well, he hadn’t signed any checks yet.


      The lieutenant governor of the State of Connecticut was next on the list. Cook shot a question at him. He mumbled: “But if I’m going to turn a funny color when I get up—”


      The question of whether his honor should speak was never satisfactorily settled. For at that moment a thing appeared on one end of the speakers’ table. It was a beast the size of a St. Bernard. It looked rather the way a common bat would look if, instead of wings, it had arms with disk-shaped pads on the ends of the fingers. Its eyes were as big around as luncheon plates. There was commotion. The speaker sitting nearest the thing fell over backward. The lieutenant governor crossed himself. An English zoologist put on his glasses and said: “By Jove, a spectral tarsier! But a bit large, what?”


      A natural-sized tarsier would fit in your hand comfortably, and is rather cute if a bit spooky. But a tarsier the size of this one is not the kind of thing one can glance at and then go on reading the adventures of Alley Oop. It breaks one’s train of thought. It disconcerts one. It may give one the screaming meemies.


      This tarsier walked gravely down the twenty feet of table. The diners were too busy going away from there to observe that it upset no tumblers and kicked no ashtrays about; that it was, in fact, slightly transparent. At the other end of the table it vanished.


      Johnny Black’s curiosity wrestled with his better judgment. His curiosity told him that all these odd happenings had taken place in the presence of Ira Methuen. Therefore, Ira Methuen was at least a promising suspect.“So what?” said his better judgment.“He’s the only man you have a real affection for. If you learned that he was the pixie in the case, you wouldn’t expose him, would you? Better keep your muzzle out of this.”


      But in the end his curiosity won, as usual. The wonder was that his better judgment kept on trying.


      He got hold of Bruce Inglehart. The young reporter had a reputation for discretion.


      Johnny explained: “He gave himserf ze Messuen treatment—you know, ze spinar injection—to see what it would do to a man. Zat was a week ago. Should have worked by now. But he says it had no effec’. Maybe not. But day after ze dose, awr zese sings start happening. Very eraborate jokes. Kind a crazy scientific genius would do. If it’s him, I mus’ stop him before he makes rear troubre. You wirr he’p me?”


      “Sure, Johnny. Shake on it.” Johnny extended his paw.


      It was two nights later that Durfee Hall caught fire. Yale had been discussing the erasure of this singularly ugly and useless building for forty years. It had been vacant for some time, except for the bursar’s office in the basement.


      About ten o’clock an undergraduate noticed little red tongues of flame crawling up the roof. He gave the alarm at once. The New Haven fire department was not to be blamed for the fact that the fire spread as fast as if the building had been soaked in kerosene. By the time they, and about a thousand spectators, had arrived, the whole center of the building was going up with a fine roar and crackle. The assistant bursar bravely dashed into the building and reappeared with an armful of papers, which later turned out to be a pile of quite useless examination forms. The fire department squirted enough water onto the burning section to put out Mount Vesuvius. Some of them climbed ladders at the ends of the building to chop holes in the roof.


      The water seemed to have no effect. So the fire department called for some more apparatus, connected up more hoses, and squirted more water. The undergraduates yelled:


      “Rah, rah, fire department! Rah, rah, fire! Go get ‘em, department! Hold that line, fire!”


      Johnny Black bumped into Bruce Inglehart, who was dodging about in the crowd with a pad and pencil, trying to get information for his New Haven Courier. Inglehart asked Johnny whether he knew anything.


      Johnny, in his deliberate manner, said: “I know one sing. Zat is ze firs’ hetress fire I have seen.”


    


  




  

    

      Inglehart looked at Johnny, then at the conflagration.“My gosh!” he said.“We ought to feel the radiation here, oughtn’t we? Heatless fire is right. Another superscientific joke, you suppose?”


      “We can rook around,” said Johnny. Turning their backs on the conflagration, they began searching among the shrubbery and railings along Elm Street.


      “Woof!” said Johnny.“Come here, Bruce!”


      In a patch of shadow stood Professor Ira Methuen and a tripod whereon was mounted a motion-picture projector. It took Johnny a second to distinguish which was which.


      Methuen seemed uneasily poised on the verge of flight. He said: “Why, hello, Johnny, why aren’t you asleep? I just found this… uh… this projector—”


      Johnny, thinking fast, slapped the projector with his paw. Methuen caught it as it toppled. Its whir ceased. At the same instant the fire went out, vanished utterly. The roar and crackle still came from the place where the fire had been. But there was no fire. There was not even a burned place in the roof, off which gallons of water were still pouring. The fire department looked at one another foolishly.


      While Johnny’s and Inglehart’s pupils were still expanding in the sudden darkness, Methuen and his projector vanished. They got a glimpse of him galloping around the College Street comer, lugging the tripod. They ran after him. A few undergraduates ran after Johnny and Inglehart, being moved by the instinct that makes dogs chase automobiles.


      They caught sight of Methuen, lost him, and caught sight of him again. Inglehart was not built for running, and Johnny’s eyesight was an affair of limited objectives. Johnny opened up when it became evident that Methuen was heading for the old Phelps mansion, where he, Johnny, and several unmarried instructors lived. Everybody in the house had gone to see the fire. Methuen dashed in the front door three jumps ahead of Johnny and slammed it in the bear’s face.


      Johnny padded around in the dark with the idea of attacking a window. But while he was making up his mind, something happened to the front steps under him. They became slicker than the smoothest ice. Down the steps went Johnny, bump-bump-bump.


      Johnny picked himself up in no pleasant mood. So this was the sort of treatment he got from the one man—But then, he reflected, if Methuen was really crazy, you couldn’t blame him. Some of the undergraduates caught up with them. These crowded toward the mansion—until their feet went out from under them as if they were wearing invisible roller skates. They tried to get up, and fell again, sliding down the slight grade of the crown of the road into heaps in the gutter. They retired on hands and knees, their clothes showing large holes.


      A police car drove up and tried to stop. Apparently neither brakes nor tires would hold. It skidded about, banged against the curb once, and finally stopped down the street beyond the slippery zone. The cop—he was a fairly important cop, a captain—got out and charged the mansion.


      He fell down, too. He tried to keep going on hands and knees. But every time he applied a horizontal component of force to a hand or knee, the hand or knee simply slid backward. The sight reminded Johnny of the efforts of those garter snakes to crawl on the smooth concrete floor of the Central Park Zoo monkey house.


      When the police captain gave up and tried to retreat, the laws of friction came back on. But when he stood up, all his clothes below the waist, except his shoes, disintegrated into a cloud of textile fibers.


      “My word!” said the English zoologist, who had just arrived.“Just like one of those Etruscan statues, don’t you know!”


      The police captain bawled at Bruce Inglehart: “Hey, you, for gossakes gimmie a handkerchief!”


      “What’s the matter; got a cold?” asked Inglehart innocently.


      “No, you dope! You know what I want it for!”


      Inglehart suggested that a better idea would be for the captain to use his coat as an apron. While the captain was knotting the sleeves behind his back, Inglehart and Johnny explained their version of the situation to him.


      “Hm-m-m,” said the captain.“We don’t want nobody to get hurt, or the place to get damaged. But suppose he’s got a death ray or sumpm?”


      “I don’t sink so,” said Johnny.“He has not hurt anybody. Jus’ prayed jokes.”


      The captain thought for a few seconds of ringing up headquarters and having them send an emergency truck. But the credit for overpowering a dangerous maniac singlehanded was too tempting. He said: “How’ll we get into the place, if he can make everything so slippery?”


      They thought. Johnny said: “Can you get one of zose sings wiss a wood stick and a rubber cup on end?”


      The captain frowned. Johnny made motions. Inglehart said: “Oh, you mean the plumber’s friend! Sure. You wait. I’ll get one. See if you can find a key to the place.”


      The assault on Methuen’s stronghold was made on all fours. The captain, in front, jammed the end of the plumber’s friend against the rise of the lowest front step. If Methuen could abolish friction, he had not discovered how to get rid of barometric pressure. The rubber cup held, and the cop pulled himself, Inglehart and Johnny after him. By using the instrument on successive steps, they mounted them. Then the captain anchored them to the front door and pulled them up to it. He hauled himself to his feet by the door handle, and opened the door with a key borrowed from Dr. Wendell Cook.


      At one window, Methuen crouched behind a thing like a surveyor’s transit. He swiveled the thing toward them, and made adjustments. The captain and Inglehart, feeling their shoes grip the floor, gathered themselves to jump. But Methuen got the contraption going, and their feet went out from under them.


      Johnny used his head. He was standing next to the door. He lay down, braced his hind feet against the door frame, and kicked out. His body whizzed across the frictionless floor and bowled over Methuen and his contraption.


      The professor offered no more resistance. He seemed more amused than anything, despite the lump that was growing on his forehead. He said: “My, my, you fellows are persistent. I suppose you’re going to take me off to some asylum. I thought you and you”—he indicated Inglehart and Johnny—“were friends of mine. Oh, well, it doesn’t matter.”


      The captain growled: “What did you do to my pants?”


      “Simple. My telelubricator here neutralizes the interatomic bonds on the surface of any solid on which the beam falls. So the surface, to a depth of a few molecules, is put in the condition of a supercooled liquid as long as the beam is focused on it. Since the liquid form of any compound will wet the solid form, you have perfect lubrication.”


      “But my pants—”


      “They were held together by friction between the fibers, weren’t they? And I have a lot more inventions like that. My soft-speaker and my three-dimensional projector, for instance, are—”


      Inglehart interrupted: “Is that how you made that phony fire, and that whatchamacallit that scared the people at the dinner? With a three-dimensional projector?”


      “Yes, of course, though, to be exact, it took two projectors at right angles, and a phonograph and amplifier to give the sound effect. It was amusing, wasn’t it?”


      “But,” wailed Johnny, “why do you do zese sings? You trying to ruin your career?”


      Methuen shrugged.“It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. Johnny, as you’d know if you were in my… uh… condition. And now, gentlemen, where do you want me to go? Wherever it is, I’ll find something amusing there.”


      Dr. Wendell Cook visited Ira Methuen on the first day of his incarceration in the New Haven Hospital. In ordinary conversation Methuen seemed sane enough, and quite agreeable. He readily admitted that he had been the one responsible for the jokes. He explained: “I painted your and Dalrymple’s face with a high-powered needle sprayer I invented. It’s a most amusing little thing. Fits in your hand and discharges through a ring on your finger. With your thumb you can regulate the amount of acetone mixed in with the water, which in turn controls the surface tension and therefore the point at which the needle spray breaks up into droplets. I made the spray break up just before it reached your face. You were a sight, Cook, especially when you found out what was wrong with you. You looked almost as funny as the day I painted those feet on my rubbers and substituted them for yours. You react so beautifully to having your dignity pricked. You always were a pompous ass, you know.”


      Cook puffed out his cheeks and controlled himself. After all, the poor man was mad. These absurd outbursts about Cook’s pompousness proved it. He said sadly: “Dalrymple’s leaving tomorrow night. He was most displeased about the face-painting episode, and when he found that you were under observation, he told me that no useful purpose would be served by his remaining here. I’m afraid that’s the end of our endowment. Unless you can pull yourself together and tell us what’s happened to you and how to cure it.”


      Ira Methuen laughed.“Pull myself together? I am all in one piece, I assure you. And I’ve told you what’s the matter with me, as you put it. I gave myself my own treatment. As for curing it, I wouldn’t tell you how even if I knew. I wouldn’t give up my present condition for anything. I at last realize that nothing really matters, including endowments. I shall be taken care of, and I will devote myself to amusing myself as I see fit.”


      Johnny had been haunting Cook’s office all day. He waylaid the president when the latter returned from the hospital.


      Cook told Johnny what had happened. He said: “He seems to be completely irresponsible. We’ll have to get in touch with his son, and have a guardian appointed. And we’ll have to do something about you, Johnny.”


      Johnny didn’t relish the prospect of the “something.” He knew he had no legal status other than that of a tamed wild animal. The fact that Methuen technically owned him was his only protection if somebody took a notion to shoot him during bear-hunting season. And he was not enthusiastic about Ralph Methuen. Ralph was a very average young schoolteacher without his father’s scientific acumen or whimsical humor. Finding Johnny on his hands, his reaction would be to give Johnny to a zoo or something.


      He put his paws on Miss Prescott’s desk and asked: “Hey, good-rooking, wirr you cawr up Bruce Ingrehart at ze Courier?”


      “Johnny,” said the president’s secretary, “you get fresher every day.”


      “Ze bad infruence of ze undergraduates. Wirr you cawr Mr. Ingrehart, beautifur?” Miss Prescott, who was not, did so.


      Bruce Inglehart arrived at the Phelps mansion to find Johnny taking a shower. Johnny was also making a horrible bawling noise.“Waaaaai” he howled.“Hoooooooo! Yrmrrr! Waaaaaaa!”


      “Whatcha doing?” yelled Inglehart.


      “Taking a bass,” replied Johnny.“Wuuummh!”


      “Are you sick?”


      “No. Jus’ singing in bass. People sing whire taking bass; why shouldn’t I? Yaaaaawaaa!”


      “Well, for Pete’s sake don’t. It sounds like you were having your throat cut. What’s the idea of these bath towels spread all over the floor?”


      “I show you.” Johnny came out of the shower, lay down on the bath towels and rolled. When he was more or less dry, he scooped the towels up in his forepaws and hove them into a corner. Neatness was not one of Johnny’s strong points.


      He told Inglehart about the Methuen situation.“Rook here, Bruce,” he said, “I sink I can fix him, but you wirr have to he’p me.”


      “O. K. Count me in.” Pop!


      The orderly looked up from his paper. But none of the buttons showed a light. So, presumably, none of the patients, wanted attention. He went back to his reading. Pop!


      It sounded a little like a breaking light bulb. The orderly sighed, put away his paper, and began prowling. As he approached the room of the mad professor, No. 14, he noticed a smell of limburger. Pop!


      There was no doubt that the noise came from No. 14. The orderly stuck his head in.


      At one side of the room sat Ira Methuen. He held a contraption made of a length of glass rod and assorted wires. At the other side of the room, on the floor, lay a number of crumbs of cheese. A cockroach scuttled out of the shadows and made for the crumbs. Methuen sighted along his glass rod and pressed a button. Pop! A flash, and there was no more cockroach.


      Methuen swung the rod toward the orderly.“Stand back, sir! I’m Buck Rogers, and this is my disintegrator!”


      “Hey,” said the orderly feebly. The old goof might be crazy, but after what happened to the roach—He ducked out and summoned a squad of interns.


      But the interns had no trouble with Methuen. He tossed the contraption on the bed, saying: “If I thought it mattered, I’d raise a hell of a stink about cockroaches in a supposedly sanitary hospital.”


      One of the interns protested: “But I’m sure there aren’t any here.”


      “What do you call that?” asked Methuen dryly, pointing at the shattered remains of one of his victims.


      “It must have been attracted in from the outside by the smell of that cheese. Phew! Judson, clean up the floor. What is this, professor?” He picked up the rod and the flashlight battery attached to it.


      Methuen waved a deprecating hand.“Nothing important. Just a little gadget I thought up. By applying the right e. m. f. to pure crown glass, it’s possible to raise its index of refraction to a remarkable degree. The result is that light striking the glass is so slowed up that it takes weeks to pass through it in the ordinary manner. The light that is thus trapped can be released by making a small spark near the glass. So I simply lay the rod on the window sill all afternoon to soak up sunlight, a part of which is released by making a spark with that button. Thus I can shoot an hour’s accumulated light-energy out the front end of the rod in a very small fraction of a second. Naturally when this beam hits an opaque object, it raises its temperature. So I’ve been amusing myself by luring the roaches in here and exploding them. You may have the thing; its charge is about exhausted.”


      The intern was stern.“That’s a dangerous weapon. We can’t let you play with things like that.”


      “Oh, can’t you? Not that it matters, but I’m only staying here because I’m taken care of. I can walk out any time I like.”


      “No you can’t, professor. You’re under a temporary commitment for observation.”


      “That’s all right, son. I still say I can walk out whenever I feel like it. I just don’t care much whether I do or not.” With which Methuen began tuning the radio by his bed, ignoring the interns.


      Exactly twelve hours later, at 10 a. m., Ira Methuen’s room in the hospital was found to be vacant. A search of the hospital failed to locate him. The only clue to his disappearance was the fact that his radio had been disemboweled. Tubes, wires, and condensers lay in untidy heaps on the floor.


      The New Haven police cars received instructions to look for a tall, thin man with gray hair and goatee, probably armed with death rays, disintegrators, and all the other advanced weapons of fact and fiction.


      For hours they scoured the city with screaming sirens. They finally located the menacing madman, sitting placidly on a park bench three blocks from the hospital and reading a newspaper. Far from resisting, he grinned at them and looked at his watch.“Three hours and forty-eight minutes. Not bad, boys, not bad, considering how carefully I hid myself.”


      One of the cops pounced on a bulge in Methuen’s pocket. The bulge was made by another wire contraption. Methuen shrugged.“My hyperbolic solenoid. Gives you a conical magnetic field, and enables you to manipulate ferrous objects at a distance. I picked the lock of the door to the elevators with it.”


      When Bruce Inglehart arrived at the hospital about four, he was told Methuen was asleep. That was amended to the statement that Methuen was getting up, and could see a visitor in a few minutes. He found Methuen in a dressing gown.


      Methuen said: “Hello, Bruce. They had me wrapped up in a wet sheet, like a mummy. It’s swell for naps; relaxes you. I told ‘em they could do it whenever they liked. I think they were annoyed about my getting out.”


      Inglehart was slightly embarrassed.


      Methuen said: “Don’t worry; I’m not mad at you. I realize that nothing matters, including resentments. And I’ve had a most amusing time here. Just watch them fizz the next time I escape.”


      “But don’t you care about your future?” said Inglehart.“They’ll transfer you to a padded cell at Middletown—”


      Methuen waved a hand.“That doesn’t bother me. I’ll have fun there, too.”


      “But how about Johnny Black, and Dalrymple’s endowment?”


      “I don’t give a damn what happens to them.”


      Here the orderly stuck his head in the door briefly to check up on this unpredictable patient. The hospital, being short-handed, was unable to keep a continuous watch on him.


      Methuen continued: “Not that I don’t like Johnny. But when you get a real sense of proportion, like mine, you realize that humanity is nothing but a sort of skin disease on a ball of dirt, and that no effort beyond subsistence, shelter, and casual amusement is worth while. The State of Connecticut is willing to provide the first two for me, so I shall devote myself to the third. What’s that you have there?”


      Inglehart thought, “They’re right; he’s become a childishly irresponsible scientific genius.” Keeping his back to the door, the reporter brought out his family heirloom: a big silver pocket flask dating back to the fabulous prohibition period. His aunt Martha had left it to him, and he himself expected to will it to a museum.


      “Apricot brandy,” he murmured. Johnny had tipped him off to Methuen’s tastes.


      “Now, Bruce, that’s something sensible. Why didn’t you bring it out sooner, instead of making futile appeals to my sense of duty?”


      The flask was empty. Ira Methuen sprawled in his chair. Now and then he passed a hand across his forehead. He said: “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe that I felt that way half an hour ago. O Lord, what have I done?”


      “Plenty,” said Inglehart.


      Methuen was not acting at all drunk. He was full of sober remorse.


      “I remember everything—those inventions that popped out of my mind, everything. But I didn’t care. How did you know alcohol would counteract the Methuen injection?”


      “Johnny figured it out. He looked up its effects, and discovered that in massive doses it coagulates the proteins in the nerve cells. He guessed it would lower their conductivity to counteract the increased conductivity through the gaps between them that your treatment causes.”


      “So,” said Methuen, “when I’m sober I’m drunk, and when I’m drunk I’m sober. But what’ll we do about the endowment—my new department and the laboratory and everything?”


      “I don’t know. Dalrymple’s leaving tonight; he had to stay over a day on account of some trustee business. And they won’t let you out for a while yet, even when they know about the alcohol counter-treatment. Better think of something quick, because the visiting period is pretty near up.”


      Methuen thought. He said: “I remember how all those inventions work, though I couldn’t possibly invent any more of them unless I went back to the other condition.” He shuddered.“There’s the soft-speaker, for instance—”


      “What’s that?”


      “It’s like a loud-speaker, only it doesn’t speak loudly. It throws a supersonic beam, modulated by the human voice to give the effect of audible sound-frequencies when it hits the human ear. Since you can throw a supersonic beam almost as accurately as you can throw a light beam, you can turn the soft-speaker on a person, who will then hear a still small voice in his ear apparently coming from nowhere. I tried it on Dugan one day. It worked. Could you do anything with that?”


      “I don’t know. Maybe.”


      “I hope you can. This is terrible. I thought I was perfectly sane and rational. Maybe I was—Maybe nothing is important. But I don’t feel that way now, and I don’t want to feel that way again—”


      The omnipresent ivy, of which Yale is so proud, affords splendid handholds for climbing. Bruce Inglehart, keeping an eye peeled for campus cops, swarmed up the big tower at the corner of Bingham Hall. Below, in the dark, Johnny waited.


      Presently the end of a clothesline came dangling down. Johnny inserted the hook in the end of the rope ladder into the loop in the end of the line. Inglehart hauled the ladder up and secured it, wishing that he and Johnny could change bodies for a while. That climb up the ivy had scared him and winded him badly. But he could climb ivy and Johnny couldn’t.


      The ladder creaked under Johnny’s five hundred pounds. A few minutes later it slid slowly, jerkily up the wall, like a giant centipede. Then Inglehart, Johnny, ladder, and all were on top of the tower.


      Inglehart got out the soft-speaker and trained the telescopic sight on the window of Dalrymple’s room in the Taft, across the intersection of College and Chapel Streets. He found the yellow rectangle of light. He could see into about half the room. His heart skipped a few beats until a stocky figure moved into his field of vision. Dalrymple had not yet left. But he was packing a couple of suitcases.


      Inglehart slipped the transmitter clip around his neck, so that the transmitter nestled against his larynx. The next time Dalrymple appeared, Inglehart focused the crosshairs on the steel man’s head. He spoke: “Hanscom Dalrymple!” He saw the man stop suddenly. He repeated: “Hanscom Dalrymple!”


      “Huh?” said Dalrymple.“Who the hell are you? Where the hell are you?” Inglehart could not hear him, of course, but he could guess.


      Inglehart said, in solemn tones: “I am your conscience.”


      By now Dalrymple’s agitation was evident even at that distance. Inglehart continued: “Who squeezed out all the common stockholders of Hephaestus Steel in that phony reorganization?” Pause.“You did, Hanscom Dalrymple!


      “Who bribed a United States senator to swing the vote for a higher steel tariff, with fifty thousand dollars and a promise of fifty thousand more, which was never paid?” Pause.“You did, Hanscom Dalrymple!


      “Who promised Wendell Cook the money for a new biophysics building, and then let his greed get the better of him and backed out on the thin excuse that the man who was to have headed the new department had had a nervous breakdown?” Pause, while Inglehart reflected that “nervous breakdown” was merely a nice way of saying “gone nuts.”


      “You did, Hanscom Dalrymple!


      “Do you know what’ll happen to you if you don’t atone, Dalrymple? You’ll be reincarnated as a spider, and probably caught by a wasp and used as live fodder for her larvae. How will you like that, heh-heh?


      “What can you do to atone? Don’t be a sap. Call up Cook. Tell him you’ve changed your mind, and are renewing your offer!” Pause.“Well, what are you waiting for? Tell him you’re not only renewing it, but doubling it!” Pause.“Tell him—”


      But at this point Dalrymple moved swiftly to the telephone. Inglehart said, “Ah, that’s better, Dalrymple,” and shut off the machine.


      Johnny asked: “How did you know awr zose sings about him?”


      “I got his belief in reincarnation out of his obit down at the shop. And one of our rewrite men who used to work in Washington says everybody down there knows about the other things. Only you can’t print a thing like that unless you have evidence to back it up.”


      They lowered the rope ladder and reversed the process by which they had come up. They gathered up their stuff and started for the Phelps mansion. But as they rounded the corner of Bingham they almost ran into a familiar storklike figure. Methuen was just setting up another contraption at the corner of Welch.


      “Hello,” he said.


      Man and bear gaped at him. Inglehart asked: “Did you escape again?”


      “Uh-huh. When I sobered up and got my point of view back. It was easy, even though they’d taken my radio away. I invented a hypnotizer, using a light bulb and a rheostat made of wire from my mattress, and hypnotized the orderly into giving me his uniform and opening the doors for me. My, my, that was amusing.”


      “What are you doing now?” Inglehart became aware that Johnny’s black pelt had melted off into the darkness.


      “This? Oh, I dropped around home and knocked together an improved soft-speaker. This one’ll work through masonry walls. I’m going to put all the undergraduates to sleep and tell ‘em they’re monkeys. When they wake up, it will be most amusing to see them running around on all fours and scratching and climbing the chandeliers. They’re practically monkeys to begin with, so it shouldn’t be difficult.”


      “But you can’t, professor! Johnny and I just went to a lot of trouble getting Dalrymple to renew his offer. You don’t want to let us down, do you?”


      “What you and Johnny do doesn’t matter to me in the slightest. Nothing matters. I’m going to have my fun. And don’t try to interfere, Bruce.” Methuen pointed another glass rod at Inglehart’s middle.“You’re a nice young fellow, and it would be too bad if I had to let you have three hours’ accumulation of sun-ray energy all at once.”


      “But this afternoon you said—”


      “I know what I said this afternoon. I was drunk and back in my old state of mind, full of responsibility and conscientiousness and such bunk. I’ll never touch the stuff again if it has that effect on me. Only a man who has received the Methuen treatment can appreciate the futility of all human effort.”


      Methuen shrank back into the shadows as a couple of undergraduates passed. Then he resumed work on his contraption, using one hand and keeping Inglehart covered with the other. Inglehart, not knowing what else to do, asked him questions about the machine. Methuen responded with a string of technical jargon. Inglehart wondered desperately what to do. He was not an outstandingly brave young man, especially in the face of a gun or its equivalent. Methuen’s bony hand never wavered. He made the adjustments on his machine mostly by feel.


      “Now,” he said, “that ought to be about right. This contains a tonic metronome that will send them a note of frequency of 349 cycles a second, with 68. 4 pulses of sound a minute. This, for various technical reasons, has the maximum hypnotic effect. From here I can rake the colleges along College Street—” He made a final adjustment.“This will be the most amusing joke yet. And the cream of it is that, since Connecticut is determined to consider me insane, they can’t do anything to me for it! Here goes, Bruce—Phew, has somebody started a still here, or what? I’ve been smelling and tasting alcohol for the last five minutes—ouch!”


      The glass rod gave one dazzling flash, and then Johnny’s hairy black body catapulted out of the darkness. Down went Ira Methuen, all the wind knocked out of him.


      “Quick, Bruce!” barked Johnny.“Pick up zat needre sprayer I dropped. Unscrew ze container on ze bottom. Don’t spirr it. Zen come here and pour it down his sroat!”


      This was done, with Johnny holding Methuen’s jaws apart with his claws, like Sampson slaying the lion, only conversely.


      They waited a few minutes for the alcohol to take effect, listening for sounds that they had been discovered. But the colleges were silent save for the occasional tick of a typewriter.


      Johnny explained: “I ran home and got ze needre sprayer from his room. Zen I got Webb, ze research assistant in biophysics, to ret me in ze raboratory for ze arcohor. Zen I try to sneak up and squirf a spray in his mouse whire he talks. I get some in, but I don’t get ze sprayer adjusted right, and ze spray hit him before it breaks up, and stings him. I don’t have fingers, you know. So we have to use what ze books cawr brute force.”


      Methuen began to show signs of normalcy. As without his glass rod he was just a harmless old professor, Johnny let him up. His words tumbled out: “I’m so glad you did, Johnny—you saved my reputation, maybe my life. Those fatheads at the hospital wouldn’t believe I had to be kept full of alcohol, so, of course, I sobered up and went crazy again—maybe they’ll believe now. Come on; let’s get back there quickly. If they haven’t discovered my absence, they might be willing to keep this last escape quiet. When they let me out, I’ll work on a permanent cure for the Methuen treatment. I’ll find it, if I don’t die of stomach ulcers from all the alcohol I’ll have to drink.”


      Johnny waddled up Temple Street to his home, feeling rather smug about his ability as a fixer. Maybe Methuen, sober, was right about the futility of it all. But if such a philosophy led to the upsetting of Johnny’s pleasant existence, Johnny preferred Methuen drunk.


      He was glad Methuen would soon be well and coming home. Methuen was the only man he had any sentimental regard for. But as long as Methuen was shut up, Johnny was going to take advantage of that fact. When he reached the Phelps mansion, instead of going directly in, he thrust a foreleg around behind the hedge next to the wall. It came out with a huge slab of chewing tobacco. Johnny bit off about half the slab, thrust the rest back in its cache, and went in, drooling happily a little at each step. Why not?


       


      15. THE INCORRIGIBLE


       


      “… and therefore, by the authority vested in my, I confer upon you, honoris causa, the degree of Doctor of Science, and all rights, privileges, and prerogatives pertaining thereto.” The president of the university extended the scroll. The politician accepted it, bowed, and smiled. The president bowed and smiled back. Flynn, the politician, stepped to the front of the stage and began his speech on “Science and the People.”


      In the audience, Mrs. Alonso, who had come to see her son graduate, squirmed, for she was fleshy and June days in New York are apt to be sultry. Then she became aware of something peculiar about one of the wearers of academic caps who occupied the front rows. The normal human ear is pink and hairless, and lies more or less flat against the skull. The ears of the cap-wearer were covered with black fur, and stuck out at an altogether unhuman angle. The ears’ owner turned his head slightly, and Mrs. Alonso gasped. The cap was that of a receiver of a degree at Columbia University, but the yellowish muzzle was that of a bear!


       


      Johnny Black lay prone in the warm Caribbean sun, reading a book propped against the roots of a tree in the courtyard. A fly buzzed around his head; Johnny watched it out of the corner of his eye. The opportune moment came; his jaws snapped, and there was no more fly. He swallowed, and reflected that there were some advantages in being a healthy American black bear—strong muscles, lightning reflexes, and a stomach that could digest anything short of scrap-iron. A man, now, would be nauseated by the mere thought of eating a fly.


      Still, he wished he could talk like a man, instead of having to write with one claw on one of those trick pads on which a mark appears when you scrape it, or pick away laboriously with his claws at a typewriter, whenever he had something to say. Take those scientists who came down to the St. Croix Biological Station to give him mental tests—they often inferred that because he couldn’t talk he couldn’t think either. He knew that, thanks to Methuen’s famous cerebral injection, he was as smart as most of them, and it annoyed him to have them talk pidgen-English to him. He also resented the familiarity that some developed. During one test he had been irritated enough to scrawl on his pad, “Do you scratch all your test subjects behind the ears?” and shove the pad in the professor’s face. Well, there had been fewer of those fellows around lately; there were, it appeared, financial difficulties I the science business.


      He pushed his spectacles, which had been displace by the jerk of his head, back into place, and resumed reading. But it was interrupted again, this time by a thin, piping song:


      “Ha-ha-ha, shake a leg;


      We must finish up this keg.


      When the rest have hit the floor,


      We will drag in one keg more.


      Ha-ha-ha, you and me,


      Little brown jug, how I love thee!”


      Old Sarratt again, thought Johnny. Gordon Sarratt, tottering wreck of what had once been a great geneticist, was allowed to live at the Station and putter with goat-breeding as a sentimental gesture toward his past scientific accomplishments and reputation.


      A storklike man with a little gray goatee strolled into the courtyard: Ira Methuen, Johnny’s moss and the Station’s new director. After him came chubby young Edgar Banta.


      “Hey, Ira!” called the latter.“How long have you been back.”


      “Couple of hours; I just finished unpacking. What’s new around here? From the song, I take it the Old Boy is the same.”


      “Yeah; it’s funny, too, because we’ve been cutting down steadily on his alcohol, but still he’s soused. I don’t see how he does it. What’s new by you?”


      “Oh, I saw a lot of people in New York—old Weinstraub for one. He’s the same old kidder—told me he’d been lucky to quit the directorship when he did, and razzed me unmercifully about the trouble I’d steeped into by taking the job. But he’ll try to help us out with H. R. 1346. Then I saw my boy—he’s got a job in the New York City high schools, you know.”


      “How’s that damned bill coming along?”


      “H. R. 1346? It looked bad when I stopped in Washington. The affaire Bemis had quite an effect. People are saying that, if a scientist can discover something that would give him control of the planet, the way Bemis’ molds would have if Johnny hadn’t interfered, the sort of thing ought to be discouraged.


      “We thought it was very nice of the government to pass the McQuade Bill giving us all a handout to make up for our losses on income in recent years. But we forgot that there wasn’t anything we could do if they changed their minds. And the Bemis business seems to have changed their minds. So they cut off the appropriation, and now they’re going to pass this new bill stopping such grants in the future. When the Council of Eastern Universities finds that they have to cut expenses again, we’ll be the first to catch it.”


      “Hell’s fire!” snorted Banta.“Just when I’m getting somewhere with my protoplasm rejuvenation research. If I can keep going for another year, I can lick the problem and add 50 percent to the average human life. But if the money stops—the time and funds I’ve spent so far are just wasted.”


      “I know,” replied Methuen.“You want to lick the problem so you can get a raise and get married; I want to get some income for the Station to bring the old place back to life. I suppose Johnny there is the only one who doesn’t want anything. But cheer up, Ed; you can become a draftsman if you have to, and Johnny and I can join a circus.”


      Methuen erred in saying that Johnny didn’t want anything. The bear had been listening; he was a natural-born eavesdropper. It was easy, because people so readily forgot that he understood them. And what Johnny wanted was to know. Now Sarratt’s behaviour in the face of the reduction of his alcohol intake called for investigation. Johnny welcome a little mystery; the Station had been rather dull since lack of funds had forced most of the scientists to leave. He put his book away and shuffled off toward the goat-pasture.


      He found Sarratt peacefully snoozing on the grass on the edge of the pasture. A few feet away a billy goat cropped methodically. Johnny sat down to watch, far enough away to to alarm the animal. There was little sound but the snapping of grass-stems. The goat’s nose came nearer the sleeping man’s head. Johnny held his breath. To those stupid brutes anything that looked like grass was edible. Would it—


      The little man awoke with a shriek, clutched his desecrated whiskers, and slammed a bony fist into the goat’s face. The goat jumped back and galloped off, to resume its feeding at a safe distance. Sarratt muttered in his beard and went back to sleep.


      Johnny experienced that warm feeling inside which, in human beings, is accompanied by laughter. Apparently the geneticist hadn’t seen him. He trotted over to the shed and investigated it. Johnny suspected that the goat business was a blind; that the old man had a still concealed somewhere. But inside he found nothing suspicious. There were the simple equipment of animal husbandry a few pieces of discarded scientific apparatus, a C02 container, a microscope, a pile of notebooks, a number of jars full of vinegar flies, and a Sarratt Mutator. This was a fairly simple machine for focusing beams of particles such as protons on the desired parts of the experimentee’s anatomy. Johnny had a vague notion of how it worked; it hardly seemed usable as a still. He plodded out and watched Sarratt again, and presently dropped off to sleep himself—


       


      Two days later he lay on the edge of the roof of the biophysics building, soaking in sunlight. So far, all the results that his snooping had produced were that Sarratt had let him into the shed while he made a blood-test on a newborn kid.


      Below him, the Station’s three remaining scientists (if you didn’t count Sarratt) were earnestly conversing. Methuen said, “This is the worst news I’ve had yet. It not only looks as though H. R. 1346 were going through, but there’s a move o to forbid all scientific research.”


      “But that fantastic!” exploded Ryerson.“They can’t do that.”


      “That’s what I thought. But it seems that, under the Twenty-fifth Amendment, they can.”


      “If they do,” growled Ryerson, “the country’s intellectual life will sink to the plane of barbarity that it has in some European countries.”


      “If, I could get money enough to finish my protoplasm work,” said Banta, “I’d fix that all right. People would be so grateful for those extra years that there wouldn’t be any more hooey about ‘science, the destroyer of human values’.”


      “Sure,” said Methuen, “but how are you going to do it? I haven’t any money, and neither has Eirik here. And there aren’t any millionaires left—kind-hearted or otherwise. I ought to know—I’ve done enough fishing for endowments in my time.”


      Their eyes wandered dispiritedly around the Station. Would these fine buildings soon be deserted and falling into decay? Sarratt’s song floated over:


      “If I had a cow that gave such milk,


      I’d dress her in the finest silk;


      I’d feed her on the finest hay,


      And milk her forty times a day!


      Ha-ha-ha, you and me,


      Little brown jug, how I love thee!”


      Methuen sighed. He’s happy any way. I wish I knew how he did it. We’ve diluted the alcohol inhis drinks down to zero, but it doesn’t change his condition in the least. Of course e’s one of those whose system absorbs alcohol rapidly and gives it off slowly, so that he can get lit more easily than most people. But that doesn’t explain his getting lit on nothing at all.”


      “What’ll become of him when we… ah—” Banta left the sentence unfinished.


      Methuen shrugged.“I don’t know what you can do with them when they go to pieces at that age. By the way, Representative Flynn of Virginia is coming down here for a week. I invited him when I was in Washington. If anybody can head off H. R. 1346, he can, and maybe we can work on him while he’s here.”


      “I hope,” grumbled Banta.“God, how I hat the thought of going back to teaching!”


       


      Johnny was still thinking of the incorrigible Sarratt. Somehow, he knew he had the clue to the mystery already; it remained to identify it and connect it up. The only book of fiction he’d ever enjoyed was a detective story. It dealt with the solution of a problem by reasoning; on that plane he and the author could really get together. Most fiction bored him; it dealt largely with human emotional crises. Johnny, not being human, had never felt those precise emotions, and found such works incomprehensible.


      The song started again, and something clicked in Johnny’s brain. It didn’t seem possible, but if all the other possibilities were eliminated—


      He landed with a thump on the concrete below, and headed for Sarratt’s hangout. But hold on now: he’d have to go about this gradually. The first step was to get Sarratt so accustomed to seeing him that he wouldn’t be noticed.


      It was five minutes later that old Sarratt saw a large black bear curled against the side of his shed asleep. He thought of waking Johnny and ordering him away, but forbore. There wasn’t any need of it, really; the goats were so used to Johnny that the sight and smell of him no longer frightened them.


      Johnny was doing the same thing next day, when Methuen arrived with a well-dressed man whose prominent stomach contrasted with his youngish face. Johnny shook hands with him gravely. Sarratt bounced suddenly out of the shed, looking suspiciously at the two men. He relaxed when introduced.


      “Mighty interesting place you’ll find, Mr. Flynn,” he said.“Course, ‘tisn’t what it used to be when we had plenty of money. But we do the best we can with what we have. Even I do, although I’m just supposed to be an old soak and no good for anything. Heh, heh!” he cackled at Methuen’s embarrassment.“I’ll show these young squirts who think they know all there is to know about science something yet!” He burped slightly, excused himself, and disappeared into the shed again.


      Methuen, relieved to see the last of the old man, called “Come along, Johnny, will you?” and moved off.


      Johnny wasn’t pleased to have his investigation interrupted that way, any more than any scientist would be. But since it was Methuen, he came. The Station Director was meanwhile pointing out his and that to his guest, and thinking how fortunate they were in having Honoria Velez, who could do wonders in the way of cooking on a limited budget. If he could get Flynn to feeling good enough after dinner, maybe he could go to work on him. In theory he disapproved of practical politicians; but, he was mildly annoyed with himself to discover, he couldn’t help responding to this specimen’s infectious good humor.


      Later, when Flynn had orated on the headache that the beer question was giving the people’s representatives in Washington, and Johnny had demonstrated his mental accomplishments with pad and typewriter, Methuen have his guest the works on the subject of government support of scientific research.


      Flynn said, “Hm-m-m. You’re asking us to take the unpopular side of a question. I’m not sure that I could really help you out, much as I admire you personally, Mr. Methuen. I’m not the president, you know.”


      “True. But you’re chairman of the House Committee on Patents, which will have the say on H. R. 1346. And you’re the most influential member of the Populist National Committee. I know that what you say goes with the Administration.”


      “Shucks, you flatter me. But just why should we take up this hyeah crusade of yours?”


       


      Methuen talked about the value of research to human welfare, mentioning Banta’s protoplasm rejuvenation work as an example. Flynn, smiling blandly, replied: “Sure, that’s all very true. But what’s that got to do with me? Your business is science, but mine’s politics. Don’t misunderstand me: I have no objection to science. In fact the thing I like about you scientists is that naive benevolence that don’t take the prejudices of ordinary humans into account. Maybe it would be better if more folks was like you.


      “But in my business you got to be practical, and that means not stickin’ your neck out unless you can see some tangible advantage. Specifically, I meant just what was there in this project for the Populist Party in general and me in particular?”


      “There’s the prospect of having your life lengthened.”


      “I’m not old enough to worry about that yet. And Banta hasn’t actually worked it out yet, has he? Then somebody else might discover a method of prolonging life, even if he didn’t.”


      “But don’t you see—” Methuen stopped, and knew he was licked. What had he to offer? Promises about the glorious future of the human race, which wouldn’t win many votes in the forthcoming mid-term elections. He felt old, Flynn could talk about the remoteness of age, but it didn’t seem so far off to the gray Director.


       


      Sarratt led a nanny goat into the shed and locked the door. He was a little startled to see Johnny curled up in a corner. Should he— But the bear seemed sound asleep. And, in his chronic state of happy befuddlement, Gordon Sarratt’s critical faculties weren’t over-sharp. He tethered the goat, put a bucket under it, and milked. Instead of milk, the animal produced a dark-brown liquid. Sarratt continued until he had a pint of the substance. He poured this into a stout stainless-steel flask, connected it to the CO2 container, and opened the valve. There was a dull burbling sound for a moment, then the old man disconnected the flask again. Foam pushed out of the neck before he clapped a cap on it. He cooled it in ice water. Presently he drank, smiling between gulps.


      So they thought he was just an old bum, did they? They thought he was all through, eh? Well, they’d think differently if they knew about this! And it hadn’t been so difficult to modify a few cells in the goats to give a fermenting action. Just good old orthogonal mutation. And then all you had to do was feed the animals a little malt and hops with their grass. Result: beer. True, it was a bit warm and flat at first, but the CO2 fixed that. And nobody could kick about its lack of strength! He’d like to ask that politician fellow in; he seemed like a good egg. But he didn’t dare let anyone in on the secret for fear the sourpusses at the Station would interfere. Maybe he’d made a mistake in writing his nephew that letter. Damn it, he’d have to break this habit of thinking out loud. First thing you knew he’d give away the whole thing.


      Say, this animal fermentation would kick up a rumpus if it got out, wouldn’t it? He’d been reading in the paper about the troubles in the beer industry, the racketeering, and the explosive proposal to make beer a public utility and have the government take it over. The toughest outfit seemed to be the Achilles Brewing Corp. of Chicago. Say, wasn’t that the company his nephew was working for? Sure—he was a salesman for it! By gum, that letter had been a mistake. Those fellows would stop at nothing. And if anything happened to this herd of goats, it would take years to develop another pure line like them. He’d never live that long. Oh well, why worry? Another mug of goat-beer would banish any apprehension of the future.


      Johnny waited until Sarratt was snoring and tried to sneak out. Unfortunately the door was still locked, and he couldn’t quite see himself stealing Sarratt’s keys and trying with paws and teeth to insert each in turn in the padlock and turn it. It was simpler to hook some claws into the neck of the lock and pull it off. The fact that it took a good part of the door with it was simply unfortunate.


      He found Methuen looking gloomily at the ocean. Johnny was sorry; this was the only man for whom he had a real affection. He reared up and squawked his general interrogatory “Wok?” Methuen explained his troubles.


      Johnny fetched his pad and began writing. He hadn’t intended to tell what he had just seen and heard; his curiosity had been satisfied, and he didn’t like interfering in the mysterious relationships of human beings. But maybe his boss could make some pecuniary use of Sarratt’s discovery.


      Methuen read, whistled, and got up to do some investigating of his own.


       


      Later he hunted up the politician.“Mr. Flynn,” he said, “last night you were telling me of the trouble the beer issue was causing you, between the gangsterism in the in industry on one hand and the political capital that the Democrats and the few remaining Republicans would make of any public-ownership proposal. I believe your words were that it was worth your political life to take a stand on the question. Now, how would you like to have the whole thing settled without your having to pass any laws at all?” And he explained Sarratt’s discovery.


      Flynn looked incredulous.“But how can they do that?”


      “Science. That old mascot of ours, Gordon Sarratt, was once the world’s greatest geneticist. He discovered the principle of orthogonal mutation back in 1949, and was the first to develop industrial uses for the products of controlled mutation. Now he’s gone a step further. I’ve tried the stuff, and it’s good. A little unusual—but definitely good. Also potent.”


      “Flynn roared with laughter.“A beer-goat in every backyard! I get you. But say, don’t the gov’ment have exclusive rights to these goats anyway, under the terms of your contract under the McQuade Bill?”


      “You forget that the government broke that contract when it cut off our appropriation last summer, so the clause about practical applications of our discovery is invalid.”


      “I see. But isn’t there some way we could get a monopoly? This thing looks too good to let go broadcast.”


      “I’m afraid not. Remember the patent stature of 1897, as revised 1930? ‘Any person who has invented or discovered any new and useful art, machine, manufacture, or composition of matter, or any new and useful improvements thereof, or who has invented or discovered and asexually reproduced any distinct and new variety of plant, other than a tuber-propagated plant, not known or used by others in this country, before his invention or discover thereof” and so on. Even if we could get the supreme court to hold that a goat was a plant—which I greatly doubt—there’s no argument about the reproducing sexually. And the genetical principles that Sarratt used in developing the beer-goat are either old or laws of nature—which are unpatentable.”


      “Too bad, Doc. As soon as somebody gets his hands on a pair of these goats, the thing’s out from under our control. It’s good, but not good enough, I’m afraid.”


      “Well, it would settle your political question. And maybe I could throw in an honorary degree. I know the president of Columbia pretty well.”


      I would like one of those things. Tell you what… Do you play poker? Fine. We’ll start a little game at eight tonight, and if you’re ahead at midnight I’ll undertake to swing the Party in favor of more subsidies to research, provided I get the degree, and provided this hyeah beer’s really good stuff. If I’m ahead, I don’t do anything—but I get the degree just the same.”


      “Hey, that’s no fair. I’m pretty rusty, and you were probably born with a deck of cards in your hand.”


      “All right, damn it, we’ll let one or two of the other boys in on your side. If any one of them stands ahead, I support research. Do they play?”


      “Ryerson does; Banta doesn’t. What is it, Johnny?” Methuen looked at the scrawl on the pad.“He wants to play too.”


      “What, you mean this hyeah bear plays poker?”


      “Sure. Only it’s better to have somebody else do his shuffling and dealing; he takes all night with those paws.”


       


      The game started at eight—all the nannies of Sarratt’s herd having been milked, despite the little man’s protests, to provide refreshments. By eight-thirty a stiff wind drove gusts of rain against the windows. Flynn said, “Boy, I’m glad I’m indoors tonight. Who wants kyahds?”


      “Five” said Ryerson.


      Methuen swore under his breath. He was a cautiously mathematical player, and had been winning slowly. It hurt him to see the big ornithologist plunge that way.


      “How about you, Johnny?” The bear tapped the table three times and Flynn shoved the cards across. Johnny held his hand between two toes of his left forefoot. One at a time he pinched three of these cards between the toes of his other front paw and lifted them out. He reversed the process with the cards he had drawn.


      “Dealer’s keeping what he has,” said Flynn. Methuen called for one. On the first round of betting the two scientists dropped. Johnny and Flynn pushed the pot up a way before the former called. Flynn had queens over tens to Johnny’s aces over threes.


      Ryerson bellowed.“Ho, ho! We thought you had a real pat hand! We’ll know better next time. Another round?”


      Flynn grinned and pushed the pot toward Johnny. All four (including Johnny, who held his glass in both paws) downed another pint of goat-beer. Flynn looked suspiciously at the others to make sure they drank as much as he did; they returned his scrutiny for the same reason.


      At nine, rain descended in sheets. Methuen was ahead with Flynn close behind. Methuen realized that he’d been making mistakes in his calculations, probably as result of the enormous amount of goat-beer they’d drunk. It was powerful stuff. He’d have to concentrate more closely. He thought sadly that he’d been mistaken in undertaking to out-drink a Southern politician. And that smooth devil probably knew it too.


      At ten, Methuen was losing heavily; his mathematics stood up less well than Flynn’s all-around gambling experience. Ryerson had acquired a thick Norwegian accent.


      At eleven Ryerson had dropped out, and was crooning a Norwegian drinking song to himself. Methuen, not much better off, tried to continue his play. Flynn was more Southern and jovial than ever. Johnny continued imperturbably to down his beer and signal for cards.


      At one minute to twelve Methuen roused himself to look at his watch.“Last hand,” he said, after what seemed to be difficulty in untangling his tongue from his teeth.


      Flynn showed on a small bet. Johnny raised a little; Flynn made a bigger raise. Johnny dropped.


      “Johnny, Ah’ll never speak to you ag’in,” moaned Flynn.“Just look what I had!” He threw down a full house.


      “Of course, he wasn’t going to argue,” mumbled Methuen.“He was ahead and din’t want to risk his advantage.”


      “You mean to say they hyeah bear’s actually beat me? Why, damn it all-oh, oh, looks like he is after all. What a disgrace to the house of Flynn! Don’t you go tell nobody, Doc. Id never live it down. Ain’t nobody going to know. Ain’t—what that?”


       


      From somewhere came a snarling command.“Keep your hands up and your trap shut. Where’s everybody else around here?” There were unintelligible words in Sarratt’s shrill voice and the scuffling of many rubber-soled shoes. A door burst open, and the players were looking into the muzzles of rifles and submachine guns, held by handkerchief-masked men in raincoats and oilskins.“Outside, your three!” snapped one of them.


      Three? thought Methuen. He looked around. Johnny had apparently evaporated. Of course, he might have slipped out the dining-room door. The three obeyed, their protests silenced by the poke of gun muzzles.


      Outside, they found Sarratt and Banta in pajamas, and Mrs. Ryerson in a fancy nightgown. Methuen counted nine raiders. Two more appeared. One said to the heavy-set man who seemed to be the leader, “There’s nothing over there but cages with a bear and some monkeys and things in them.” The other drove before him, like a vast black cloud, the invaluable Honoria—who evidently had simple ideas about sleeping costumes. The visitors laughed loudly, and the cook muttered threats.


      The raider who had poked around the cages with a flashlight had discovered Johnny in a cage which, at the first alarm, the bear had remembered to be empty. He sat up and assumed the idiotic open-mouthed pose of a bear begging for peanuts. The raider departed without thinking to see whether the cage door was locked.


      Now, Johnny couldn’t see much because of the position of the cage, but he could hear.


      “Where’s them goats?”


      “What goats?”


      “Don’t try to stall—them goats that give beer.


      “What do you want with them?”


      “None of your damn business. Will you say where, or do I have to use a lighted cigar on you?”


      “They’re—”


      Johnny slipped out of his cage and raced for the pasture. Warm rain blew into his face. Sarratt would have put his pets under cover on a night like this. Johnny made his way into the shed, and felt and smelled his way around in the pitch darkness. A row of stalls ran along one wall. In the first stall he pushed the bleating animal aside, took two turns of the steel chain around his foreleg and pulled. The woodwork to which the chain was fastened came apart with a rending sound. In a few minutes all but four of the goats had been freed., He’d have to leave those for the thugs to find, so they’ think they had them all.


      When a group marched up the path to the shed, flashlight beams darting ahead, Johnny had tossed the bewildered goats bodily over the pasture fence in quick succession. He was now running behind the herd, accelerating by bites and cuffs their flight into the hills. Behind him he heard four shots. He looked back, and presently saw the stabbing needles of light receding toward the main buildings. The remaining goats were safe, then, unless somebody made a break about how many should have been in the shed. He trotted back cautiously, and arrived behind the biophysics building to hear the rasping voice of the leader: “… we ain’t gonna hurt you none, just tie you up so you can’t do nothing until tomorrow. You stay nice and quiet and you’ll be all right. But if we have any trouble getting away, we’ll bump you off if it’s the last thing we do.”


      Johnny thought rapidly. The obvious thing was to wait and release his friends when the gangsters had gone. But they’d probably come in a boat. If they knew their business, they’d have landed, not at Frederiksted, but on the beach at a point near the Station. If he could get to that boat before they did—


       


      He skidded down the steep grassy slope onto the beach. The wind had fallen, but there were still a few drops of rain in the air. Small breakers glowed briefly with phosphorescence as they tumbled and died. Johnny plodded along the sand and broken shell, thankful that the surf would drown any noise he made.


      A fishy smell excited him. It might be just a dead shark, but again it mightn’t. As it grew stronger, he made out a shape only slightly blacker than its surroundings. A sudden yellow gleam made him jump; it hung in the air, then oscillated violently and went out, leaving a tiny red spot. Evidently somebody had lit a cigarette. Coming closer, Johnny made out the smoker’s hunched figure perched atop the cabin.


      He slipped into the water, thankful for the invisibility conferred by his sable coat. The craft was an ordinary fishing vessel with a low stern. Johnny climbed onto the quarter-deck, and thence onto the cabin roof. What method should he use? If he could grab the back of the man’s neck he could probably break the spine with one bite; but the watcher was wearing a sou-wester, which would hinder his getting a good grip. If he made a noise, he’d turn, exposing the throat—but that would give him a chance to bring his gun into action. The best way was evidently the simplest. Johnny reared and raised a paw high oer his head.


      Ten minutes later the corpse had been safely stowed in the bushes back of the beach. On the cabin roof sat Johnny, the sou’wester on his head, the oilskin around his shoulders, and the heavy automatic rifle in his paw. He hoped nobody would notice the fragments of brain spattered around. Flashlight beams flickered down the beach; one shot out to the boat. In a moment the eleven men were piling in and shoving off with much splashing and yelling of orders. A couple of them shouted at Johnny, but otherwise paid him no attention.


      The engine coughed and started. The boat backed, swung around, lurched through the breakers, and settled down to a steady oomph—pause—oomph—pause as it headed into the short swell.


      Johnny was thinking furiously. He hadn’t wanted to start anything on or near the shore, for fear the gang would carry out their threat against the scientists. But what was he to do now? They’d put their shoulder-arms away, but most were still wearing pistols in holsters. If he could talk, he could drop down and order them to surrender and head for Frederiksted. But he couldn’t talk, and if he showed himself they’d begin shooting on general principles.


      Or, he could simply jump down onto the quarter-deck and open fire. If he could get them in a bunch, with the rifle set for full-automatic fire, he might be able to mow them all down. But on a boat this size there were too many things to dodge behind. There was no light outside of a small one in the cabin. He might get a few of them, but—eleven to one?


      So far as killing them went, Johnny had precisely as much hesitancy about destroying eleven enemy men as the eleven enemy men would have about destroying a black bear. But the minute he made a hostile move, he’d precipitate a general gun fight, with the odds hopelessly against him. And he hated being shot at under any circumstances. The memory of how one of Bemis’ crew had bounced a bullet off his skull still made his head ache.


      To starboard, the lights of Frederiksted shone wetly over the intervening quarter-mile of water. If he tried to swim ashore after they got out of sight of the town, he’d probably get turned around and try to swim the whole length of the Caribbean. He couldn’t afford to stay where he was until dawn, and be discovered when they were halfway to Cuba.


      The raiders had gone in. Sounds filtered up through the cabin roof implied that they were relaxing in the own peculiar way. A yachting-capped head popped over the edge of the cabin roof, and bawled, over the whine of the breeze, the swish of the waves, and the subdued roar of the motor: “Hey, Angelo, come on down and have a drink?”


       


      Johnny knew he’d have to think quickly. He began to feel plain, cold, tingling terror. Why had he come chasing after these gangsters? Hadn’t he done enough by saving the goats?


      “Whassa matter? Do we have to come up and get you?”


      Johnny’s brain worked at a speed that would have burned out is bearings if it had had any bearings. Then he got to his hindlegs, holding the radio mast to stead himself: “O. K. Angie!” yelled the face, and it was gone. Johnny shrugged off the oilskin. Gripping the rifle, he lowered himself over the side of the cabin onto the catwalk, and inched aft, digging his left foreclaws into the canvas lest a sudden roll pitch him into the Caribbean.


      At the after end of the cabin, without showing himself, he swung the rifle up so that it pointed at the floor of the quarter-deck. He hooked a claw around the trigger and pulled.


      With a thunderous roar the rifle poured its forty shots through the bottom of the fishing boat. In eight seconds the mechanism gave a final click. Johnny tossed the rifle into the black water and hurled himself after it. When he came up, the boat was standing by, fifty yards off. A searchlight swung, and there was a continuous crash of gunfire. A bullet plunked a few feet from his head. He ducked under and paddled away for some seconds. When he judged himself safe, he stuck his head up.


      The wind blew scraps of speech: “Didja see it? A big black thing—didn’t look human!” “What we gonna do about this hole? It’s big enough to put ya foot through.” “She’s gonna sink in a few minutes. Head for shore, you dope!” “But they’ll pinch us—” “Nev’ mind ‘at. ‘S betta ‘n being food fa shoks!” “Hey, I can’t swim!”


      Johnny turned toward Frederiksted and struck out. He certainly hoped that there were no hungry or inquisitive sharks around…


      At two o’clock, an automobile swept up to the Biological Station. Out of the front climbed tow large black policemen, out of the rear came square, brick-red Peder Uklall, chief of the Frederiksted police, and Johnny Black. They released the seven bound, gagged, and blindfolded human beings in the Recreation Room. Commissioner Uklall lent Honoria his raincoat to cover her nudity; unfortunately such was her girth that it didn’t meet in front. He explained: “Sergeant Oglethwaite here had the desk tonight, and all of a sudden this bear of yours comes running in, soaking wet. The sergeant was a bit surprised, like anybody would be, only he knows the bear is supposed to be tame. Well, this bear sits down at the typewriter and pecks out with his claws about how the Station was held up, and about how he sank the gang’s boat outside the harbor, and that they’d be swimming ashore pretty quick. Oglethwaite wonders if he or the bear was crazy, but he figures it wouldn’t hurt to go see. So he takes a cop and goes down to the water front, and sure enough, there’s one of these hard-looking parties crawling out on the beach like he was all in. They rounded up nine of ‘em; they say there was tow or three more, but they must have gotten drowned. One of ‘em is Knocks Bettenford, A Chicago gangster in the beer business. You folk’s better come down and identify the rest of these guys right now, so we can hold them.”
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      At three, an occasional starbeam poked hopefully through he thinning clouds. Methuen and Flynn headed for their rooms.“Thank God that’s over,” said the former, yawning.“We’ve got to get up early to organize a goat hunt, to round up those that Johnny chased into the hills. By the way, Johnny, how did you get on the track of Sarratt’s invention or whatever you call it?”


      The bear delicately scratched the word “song” on the floor.


      “Song? Oh I see: ‘If I had a cow that gave such milk.’ Of course!”


      Flynn said, “Now I’d like to ask something. I can’t understand how Johnny could drink me down so he could beat me at poker. I was practically weaned on whiskey, you know, and beer’s just like soda pop to me.”


      Methuen grinned.“You forget, old man, that Johnny weighs three times as much as you do. It takes three times as much liquor or beer to produce a given concentration of alcohol in his blood as it does in yours. You should have insisted on his taking three drinks to your one.”


      “Well, well. I never thought of that. I guess you scientists are pretty smart people at that. By the way, you remember that you promised me a degree, even if you won the game.”


      “Sure, you’ll get it. But it seems to me that Johnny ought to have one too—he discovered Sarratt’s secret, won the game, saved the goats, and captured the gang. He certainly should get some credit for the revival of science, when and if it takes place.”


      The president was talking in enthusiastic but vague terms about Johnny Black’s services to science while the subject of his discourse stood before him, robed and capped, ignoring the snicker-punctuated buzz that ran through the audience.


      “… the degree of Doctor of Science, and all rights, privileges, and prerogatives pertaining thereto.” Johnny took the scroll, bowed, and waddled off the platform on his hindlegs. He had at last found an advantage in not being able to talk; nobody expected him to make a speech on this occasion.


       


      16. WYVERNHOLD


       


      VERA TOBIAS knew that the gatekeeper of Wyvernhold was a giant but was still surprised when he proved tall enough to look over an elephant.


      This giant could not be a real person—a zoon as the scientists put it. He was a zooid. The process of making zooids had earned Sigrnund Palraa the fortune needed for Wyvernhold.


      The giant bent to peer. With a trembling hand, Vera thrust the invitation-card out of the window. The giant took it and began reading it with a flash light the size of a hydrant, Palma had warned Vera to bring the card to show, just as he had warned her not to tell anybody she was coming. The reason for the latter demand was his desire to keep people off his estate. If the news got out that he was entertaining, he said, reporters and other vermin would try to sneak in. And, while the grounds were well posted about the dangers of trespassing, he did not want the complications that ensued when even the most flagrant trespasser was killed.


      He added something about parking her ‘plane on the meadow across the highway from the main gate, but she laughed and asked him what sort of ‘plane he thought a poor widow and librarian could keep?


      Probably, he thought her husbands had been rich. Others thought that. But Robert, the first, had no backlog behind his big earning power and had killed himself leaving not even an insurance-policy. Adrian was a four-flusher, a faker who spoke vaguely of non-existent investments, trusts, homes, and other property. Nothing you could pin down, but enough to fool everybody but the Department of Internal Revenue. (In her rare candid moments, Vera admitted she had used the same tactics on Adrian, so it was hard to say who got fooled the worse. ) He made a modest living as a salesman until he dropped dead of heart-failure.


      So here was little Vera, only in her middle thirties and still not at all bad-looking, a real sod-widow twice over, driving up in a battered little old automobile for dinner with one of the world’s richest men.


      The giant tucked the card into the leather scrip that hung from the belt of his medieval-looking costume.“Drive in, madam, and stop a few feet inside the gate,” he said.


      Vera did. She heard the gate close and big bolts shoot home. Ahead rose a dark mass of forest. She thought she could see a tower over the trees in the fading light.


      The giant reappeared.“Follow me, madam,” he said. His voice was no deeper than that of an ordinary man, though one would have expected a bass boom. On the other hand it had the flat, mechanical quality of all zooidal speech.


      The giant strode off up a winding graveled road. Vera followed.


      She tried to repress, as foolish, phantasies in which she snared and married Sigmund Palma. A man in his position could have a harem chosen from the planet’s beauties. Of course if by some fluke she did land him, she could manage him. She could manage any man; she had proved it. Her bridge-friend Bea had been a lying, slandering cat to say behind Vera’s back, that Robert’s suicide and Adrian’s early death had resulted from too much management.


      Still, Vera couldn’t help regretting that awful quarrel, seventeen years ago to the day, when she had thrown Sigmund Palma over for Robert Gingrich. Bob had seemed to have much better prospects. Sigmund had called her a mercenary little vampire, incapable of love, and she had called him an empty, neurotic poseur, incapable of truth.


      Well, poseur he might be; but one could put up with a lot of affectation from a billionaire interstellar explorer and industrial tycoon…


       


      THE GIANT shouted. Vera looked out the side of her car and almost drove off the road.


      Beside the road stood a unicorn. It stamped and lowered its horn as if to charge, but the giant’s shout seemed to check it. One might have thought it as big Belgian cart-horse with a four-foot twisted horn glued to its forehead; but a close look, even in this poor light showed that this was no horse. The details were different. It had three hooves on each foot and a long tufted tail like a lion’s.


      Vera fought down her fear. If the knowledge that Sigmund Palma had brought back from Fleury’s planet enabled him to make zooids in the form of people and real animals, he could make them in the form of fabulous monsters, too. Come to think, a literate zooid probably violated some law. Wasn’t there a rule that no zooid should be made that intelligent? The question had come up among librarians, who were asked what they’d do if a zooid came in and asked for a book. No doubt the creator of zooids could get permits for experimental types.


      The trees closed in: big old pines and cedars. Sigmund Palma must have covered the estate with the darkest evergreens he could find. The effect was somber.


      The road dipped and crossed a wood en bridge. Hemlocks replaced the other evergreens. The stream gurgled blackly under the car. ‘


      With a loud splashing, a huge reptilian head rose from the water and arched towards the car on a long neck. The head had long, writhing, whiskery filaments. The jaws gaped to show foot-long teeth. The giant shouted again and the head withdrew.


      Vera pulled her shaken nerves together. Well, she thought, if by some chance she did land Sigmund Palma, she would insist on getting rid of that thing. If he wanted fabulous monsters, he might have something pretty like the unicorn, but no dragons, dinosaurs, or other reptiles, real or synthetic. She would be firm.


      The giant had been striding for several minutes. They must have come miles. The road forked again and again. The giant always chose one way without hesitation, but Vera could never have remembered all the turnings.


      The black shadow of the forest lifted and there was the castle. It looked medieval, but not quite authentically so. There was a histrionic boldness, a self-assertiveness, about its lines that would not be found in a real castle; (Vera’s eidetic memory turned the pages of Angelucci’s “The Castles of Europe,” a big picture-book in the Reference Department. ) Wyvernhold looked like a stage-set wrought by a non-literal stage-designer for “Macbeth” or “Lohengrin”. A pair of orange flames blazed on each side of the en trance, across the drawbridge. Their reflections in the water of the moat made a rectangle of four orange splotches. The giant raised a hand.


      “Park here, madam,” he said.


       


      VERA DREW up to the side of the moat and got out. The giant started to lead her across the drawbridge when there was a rustling overhead. Vera looked up and shrieked. Something batlike but condor-sized was swooping down upon her. She made out a hooked beak, pointed ears, and a long snaky tail. The giant shouted again and the thing sheered off. Vera recognized a wyvern from Schwarzbach’s “Heraldry”. The wyvern flew in slow flapping circles to regain altitude and came to rest on the battlements. There it sat silhouetted like a gargoyle.


      Vera would have given up and driven away but for the thought of those billions. The wyvern, too, would have to go. If Sigmund wanted a wyvern to symbolize his castle, he could have this one stuffed and mounted on a turret.


      She asked: “What was that word you shouted? Isn’t it the one you used on the other things?”


      “Follow me, madam,” said the giant, starting across the drawbridge.


      The flames flanking the portcullis came from a pair of bronzen torcheres that leaned out from the wall. They were, she decided, gas-flames. The main door, behind the portcullis, was closed. The giant banged the knocker. The door opened.


      “Mrs. Adrian Tobias,” said the giant.


      “Come in, Mrs. Tobias,” said a flat, toneless voice.


      The speaker was a kind of djinn seven feet tall, clad in a turban, baggy silken pants, and slippers with turned-up toes. The skin of his face and bare torso was dark; his nose was hooked; his chin was adorned by a black forked beard.


      “Let me take your coat,” said the djinn, bowing.


      Well, at least he would not squash the life out of her by accidentally stepping on her, as the giant might have done. She gave her coat to the djinn, who hung it in a closet and said: “This way, please.”


      He led her down a huge hall that seemed to run parallel to the outer wall of the castle for an indefinite distance. At least it was lighted electrically, and not by torches or some other affectedly antique means. For even a small part of the wealth represented here, Vera would have yielded to any proposal that Palma might make—except that, being a practical woman, she knew the only way of securing a slice would be by having a firm legal hold on the owner.


      The djinn stopped at an open door and announced: “Mrs. Adrian Tobias!”


      He bowed Vera into the room. It was a big library, ornately furnished. There were what looked like rare books on glass-covered lecterns with fluorescent lights over them. There was a pair of globes, a terrestrial and a celestial globe, each about a yard in diameter. The celestial globe had the stars marked by jewels.


      Vera got only a brief blurred impression of all this at first, because she was too busy looking at her host and his companion. She still recognized Sigmund Palma. The years had lined his sharp, aquiline features and put a touch of distinguished gray on his temples, but otherwise had changed him little. But his costume…


      It was something between a Greek hoplite and a Napoleonic cuirassier. It included several pieces of armor, either of silver or silver-plated. Under his left arm Palma carried a helmet of sphero-conical shape with a nasal and a chain-mail camail. He wore a shining cuirass, a tartan kilt, a pair of high laced boots of the type used for camping about the year 1900, and over these a pair of gleaming greaves. A sword hung in a jeweled scabbard from a baldric over the cuirass. Metal wrist-guards encircled his forearms. He was a spectacle.


      The other person was a tall slant-eyed woman with orange hair, clad in a long clinging half-transparent sea-green gown. She lounged in a languid attitude on a sofa.


       


      PALMA STRODE forward, gleaming and glittering like a Christmas-tree. He clicked the heels of the 1900 boots and bowed. Then he came on again with his hand outstretched.“Well, Vera!” he said.“How nice to see you


      “How nice to see you too!”


      “You don’t look a day older.”


      “You look younger if anything.”


      “Oh, let me present Gnoth. Gnoth, this is my old friend Vera Munch—only I should say Vera Tobias.”


      The slant-eyed woman nodded.“Delighted.”


      “So am I,” said Vera.


      “Will you have a wassan?” said Palma.


      “What’s that?” said Vera.


      “A cocktail made by the Retf of Fleury’s planet. Fairly harmless and not like anything you’ve ever tasted.”


      “All right.”


      Palma clapped. The djinn appeared. Palma said: “Three wassans.” He turned back to Vera.“I brought Gnoth from Fleury’s planet too, you know.”


      “How interesting,” said Vera without warmth. Her recollection of Clarke Li’s “The Inhabited Universe” was that the Fleurians were civilized but far from human. No extraterrestrials were that human.“How about that butler? Is he from Fleury’s planet too?”


      “No, Selim was made in my own factory—ah, here we are.”


      Selim was there with three glasses on a tray. The liquid was deep purple with little flashing lights. Sigmund Palma set down his helmet and each took a glass.


      “Zla seiru,” said Palma.


      The cocktail was different, though Vera would have found it hard to say just how. It tasted like an arctic sun set.


      “We’ve both come a long way,” said Palma.


      “So we have,” said Vera.“You’ve done marvelously.”


      Palma shrugged, as well as one can in a cuirass.“Fate took a hand. As Mrs. Kelly tells me, the Powers decided it was time my spirit were given another run, to see if its character had developed in proportion to its other qualities.”


      “Who’s Mrs. Kelly?” said Vera. She noticed that the beautiful Gnoth had not drunk. Instead she sat holding her cocktail with the unnatural immobility that zooids assume when not carrying out their masters’ orders. Vera, though she had never had a zooidal servant, knew that zooids did not consume human food and drink. They drank a liquid that one bought from Sigmund Palma, Incorporated: a mixture of hydrocarbons, carbohydrates, soluble proteoids, and other components; more like a motor-fuel than the food of a zoon.


      Perhaps Fleurians acted like that, too. Still, Vera felt that things were not what they seemed, even though what they seemed was bizarre enough.


      “My medium,” said Palma.


      “You mean a Spiritualist medium?”


      “She is of higher grade in the occult sciences than a mere Spiritualist.”


      “What did she tell you?”


      “She revealed to me that I was a reincarnation of many great conquerors and adventurers.”


      “Is that why you dress like that?”


      “Yes, to honor them, since after all they’re just earlier and less perfect versions of me. The cuirass is one Alexander of Macedon might have worn. The helmet is for Harald Hardraada. The kilt is for Rob Roy Macgregor.”


      “How extraordinary!”


       


      PALMA MADE a deprecatory movement with his open hand.“Some might think it a bit odd, but I’m only doing what many men would like to do if they could and if they dared. The sword, now, is like that used by Rasalu of Atlantis.”


      “Atlantis? Now how could you find out about that? I thought scientists had decided it never existed?”


      “Mrs. Kelly told me all about it, even down to the design of the sword. And I have a fur hat I wear when I feel like Attila, but only in cold weather.”


      With a slight shudder, Vera began to recast her plans. If she should land Sigmund, she would have to have him committed to an asylum. She would not need to be greedy. With all his billions, she could afford to make him an allowance, big enough to support him in comfort. She said: “What about those things on the grounds, Siggy? Those dragons and things. Are they all zooids, or are some of them from Fleury’s planet too?”


      “They’re all zooids. Did you have any trouble with them?”


      “N-not exactly. A couple made passes at me, but the giant shouted at them and they went away. He shouted some foreign word I never did catch.”


      Palma grinned, “That was the password for tonight. Nobody can move about my grounds without it.


      “The advantage of zooids is that you can build them with just enough intelligence to understand the idea of a password, but not enough to demand rights or pay. That’s why the unions don’t like them.”


      In the doorway, Selim said, “Dinner is served.”


      The big dining room had half-timbered walls and a low beamed ceiling. The walls were hung with crossed weapons of all kinds and ages. The food was excellent though not unconventional. Gnoth did not eat.


      “Tell me about yourself, Siggy,” said Vera between bites of pheasant-breast. This was the oldest gambit in the game between men and women, and it still usually worked.“What’s this great mystery the papers keep hinting at?”


      “They hint because they don’t know. A man in my position has to protect his privacy, you know.”


      “Well?”


      “Oh, I don’t mind telling you. You won’t repeat it, will you?”


      “Of course not.” Vera calculated how, if Palma showed no signs of being hooked, she could get a ghost writer to put the material into salable form.


      “Well, the only mystery is how I got the proteoid formulas from Fleury’s planet. You know the Fleurians have a scientific religion—or, I should say, they make a religion of science. The god Ytluc symbolizes the law of gravity; the goddess Thra, the theory of evolution, and so on. Now, when I settled in Cigrath, I got to know Gnoth, the daughter of Senemos the high priest.


      “From her I learned the Fleurians were ahead of us in one science: biochemistry. They had worked out the formulas for making proteoids. Our chemists have long known these were theoretically possible, but each proteoid is a particular combination of guanidino-sulfonic acid molecules, arranged in a particular way, just as with proteins. The chance of hitting the right one of the possible ways is—well, suppose there were one grain of sand different from all the other grains of sand in the world, and you knew this one grain was lying somewhere on some beach on earth. Your chance of finding this grain at the first try, by going to some beach at random and picking up one grain, would be much better than your chance of making a proteoid without these formulas.”


       


      SELIM SERVED the dessert. Palma continued: “Gnoth told me the formulas were in the archives of the Temple of Xir. By this time she loved me passionately—didn’t you, Gnoth?”


      “Yes,” said Gnoth tonelessly.


      “So she arranged to disguise me as a priest of Xir…” Palma rattled on between bites of meringue glace. It was a pretty thrilling story, full of good blood-and-thunder melodrama. The only trouble was that Vera already knew it.


      It was, in fact, freely adapted from (1930), by Otis Howard Rice. Vera, who read with incredible speed and re membered everything, had come across this work while helping a reader who was writing a thesis on the history of imaginative fiction.


      They smoked and drank several ponies of liqueur while Palma rambled on about his Fleurian adventures. He concluded:


      “… so we slammed the door of the spaceship in the face of these furious priests. The skipper warned them he was going to take off, but they hung round the base of the ship, pounding on the supports, till the jet roared out and fried the whole lot to cinders. So here we are.”


      “How exciting! And you still have those original data-sheets?” said Vera.


      “Yes. I haven’t dared copy them lest the code-numbers leak out. I can’t get proper patent protection because the patent-law’s been in a mess ever since interstellar travel started. So I have to exploit the formulas secretly, which is a precarious business. No doubt earthly biochemists will some day catch up to the Fleurians and my formulas will be worthless, so meanwhile I make all the hay I can. I don’t think Alexander or Napoleon would be ashamed of me. True, I haven’t conquered the world by force of arms, but I do have influence on the World Organization.”


      This, thought Vera, was probably true. The newspapers also hinted that Sigmund Palma had several of this parliament’s representatives in his pocket. But for heaven’s sake, what, in this monstrous mass of lies, boasts, and affectations, was true? Certainly Palma’s wealth was. If he wasn’t really a reincarnation of Winston Church ill, he did sway the destiny of millions as a tycoon and political wire-puller on the world stage. If Gnoth was not a real Fleurian, Palma had certainly been to Fleury’s planet and had brought back something.


      “Would you like to see the formulas?” said Palma.


      “You’d show them to me?”


      “Why not? You won’t betray me.”


      “Oh, Siggy, how sweet of you!”


      “Come along, then. Selim, show us to the dungeon.”


       


      SELIM LED the three down stone stairs where dank moss grew on slimy walls. At least so it looked until Vera’s finger-tips, brushing the wall, discovered that the moss was artificial. Even the water seeping down the wall was made of water-glass and was quite dry. This was certainly carrying a pose pretty far. Vera resolved that nothing Sigmund Palma might do should startle her.


      The- dungeon was fitted up with instruments of torture and death, such as a realistic-looking beheading-block with an ax to match. Vera shuddered. The quicker this maniac was confined, the better. It might all be just play-acting, but there was probably a sadistic streak here that might break out into deeds of horror. And he surely wouldn’t show her these precious papers unless he meant to see more of her—perhaps even to marry her. She would really be doing good…


      Sigmund Palma went to the wall. A section of the stone swung back. It was just plaster-board on a hinge, painted to look like stone. Behind it was a modern-looking safe-door.


      Palma spun the dial and spoke some low words at the door. The door opened. Palma took out a thick roll of paper, yellow in the gaslight.“Here they are,” he said, unrolling them.


      Vera strained her eyes to read the sheets in hope of gleaming enough mental pictures with her eidetic memory so that, no matter what the outcome, she would have something to exploit. But the writing seemed to be in a strange signary. Fleurian, no doubt. There was a short paragraph at the top of each page, and below it long columns of what looked like numbers, or combinations of letters and numbers. How could she ever remember all those odd little shapes…


      “How does it work?” she asked.


      “Those are code-numbers, in a Fleurian language of course. By setting the controls of the synthesizers I control the order in which the guani-dino-sulfonic acids are arranged in the proteoid molecule. With modern automation I run the factory practically single-handed as far as the materials are concerned; most of my workers are just maintenance-men. Each day I set the controls for the day’s run and scramble them at the end of the day. My biochemists assemble the zooids from these materials. I know now how God felt when Adam worked.”


      “Do you synthesize the whole zooid, or just an egg?”


      “Neither; I synthesize an individual at what would be the stage of hatching or birth. Proteoid-molecules are simpler than protein-molecules and don’t include mechanisms of heredity and differentiation. So I have to make most of the proteoids that go into the complete zooid, or at least organs to make these proteoids.”


      “But aren’t there thousands of different kinds?”


      “There are thousands of different proteins in a zoon, but a zooid is a much simpler biochemical structure, though it works well enough for our purposes. But it can’t breed, or heal an injury by itself, or be anywhere near as adaptable as a fairly simple zoon.”


      “Why can’t you make real people? Out of real protein, that is?”


      “Because there are so many complications that a factory, to make them, would have to be as big as a continent. Have you seen all you want?”


      “Yes. Oh, Siggy, it’s so nice of you to trust me like this…”


      “Yes, isn’t it? Take her.”


       


      GNOTH SEIZED one of Vera’s arms and twisted it behind her. Selim did the same with the other.


      “Siggy!” screamed Vera.“What are you doing?”


      Palma grinned.“What do you think?”


      “Tell them to stop!”


      “No.”


      “Let me go!”


      “After showing you those? Ha!”


      “What are you going to do?”


      “I’ll do you a favor.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Well, anybody who calls me an empty, neurotic poseur deserves torture.”


      “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it!”


      “But, because we’ve been friends, I’ll give you a quick death.. Strip her.”


      Vera screamed and struggled and wept but could do little against the strength of the zooids. They tore and cut off her clothes.


      “You’ve kept your figure well,” said Palma.“If I were just a man, I might be tempted to use that body. All right, her head.”


      Selim and Gnoth tied Vera’s wrists and ankles. They dragged her to the block and forced her to kneel. From the far side of the block, Gnoth dug steely fingers into Vera’s black curls and pulled her head forward so that her neck pressed into the narrow, hollowed-out place on top of the block.


      Out of the corner of her eye, Vera saw Selim pick up the ax. He swung it.


      Vera stopped screaming and shut her eyes. Instead of a sharp shock and oblivion, there was a loud clang and a yell from Palma.“Gnoth! Help me!” he cried.


      Gnoth let go of Vera’s hair. Vera fell in a heap and struggled up to see Selim and Palma fighting, the former with the ax and the latter with the Atlantean sword. As an ax is not much good for parrying, they leaped back and forth and swung and jabbed without much actual contact. The front of Palma’s cuirass was creased by a glancing ax-blow.


      Gnoth picked up an iron dojigger, something like a poker with an intricate end, from the rack of torture instruments. She ran around Selim and hit him over the head from behind, The djinn whirled and struck. Gnoth’s head flew off. Blue haemoid fluid spouted.


      Palma lunged and drove the sword into Selim’s body. As Selim turned back, Palma withdrew the blade and thrust again. Then the ax crashed down on his head, splitting it to the chin.


      Palma fell, clanging, his brains spilling out on the floor. Selim took a couple of steps with the hilt of the sword protruding from his chest and the point from his back. Then he too sank down.


      Vera fainted.


       


      WHEN SHE came to, the djinn was sitting with his back against a pillar. The sword was still through his body. His ax lay in front of him. He said: “If you wish to cut your bonds, you can crawl over here and rub them against the ax-blade.”


      It was awkward. As Vera struggled she said: “What happened, Selim? Why did you save me?”


      He spoke slowly.“I am not an earthly zooid, but a Fleurian as you people call us.. My proper name is Zdion. I came to earth, destroyed Palma’s zooid butler, and took its shape. My task was to recover or destroy the formulae Palma had stolen, and this was the first time he opened the safe in my presence. Hitherto he has always locked everyone out of the dungeon.”


      “You mean you can change your shape?”


      “Yes. We are what you call poly morphs.”


      “Why should anybody want to change?”


      “In our system, the young are workers and adopt a squat muscular shape; the middle-aged are rulers and take a long-limbed large-brained shape suit able for overseers; the old are consumers or esthetes and adopt a shape with large digestive systems and sensory organs to assure the greatest enjoyment.”


      “But how do you do it? With bones and everything?”


      “How do you change your expression?”


      “Why I—I just do, that’s all. My brain tells my muscles what to do.”


      “It is as simple as that with us, though we cannot change quickly. It takes several days of effort for one complete change.”


      “What do you look like in your natural shape? If you have one, that is.”


      “Something like your alligators. I can imitate an Earthman, but I could not grow extra limbs and look like, say, a spider.”


      “Thank goodness for that. Did Sigmund steal the papers from the Temple of Xir like he said?”


      “He did steal them, but not as he told you. He did it by murdering Senemos, who had befriended him. Senemos was no priest but a professor; life on our planet is quite different from that which Mr. Palma described to you.”


      “I thought so. Tell me more.”


      “It is too long and intricate a story to tell you now, especially as I am dying.”


      “Dying? I should think you could heal yourself, with your shape-changing ability.”


      “Some hurts we can do that with, but not these. I shall soon be dead.”


      “Then what’s all that about Gnoth? Was she a Fleurian or a zooid?”


      Zdion indicated the female corpse by a head-movement.“That Gnoth was a zooid.”


      “D’you mean there was a real one on Fleury?”


      “There was. The real Gnoth was the offspring of Senemos. We are bisexual, you know. Gnoth took the form of a Terran female so that Palma should have one of our race to deal with, with whom he could feel at ease. We did not count on Palma’s becoming imbued with sexual passion towards Gnoth.


      Nor did we know he was mad, even by your standards—a paranoiac, I think you call them. As we do not have that form of insanity, we did not recognize it.


      “So Mr. Palma made plain to Gnoth his unnatural lusts, and also his wish for Gnoth’s help in stealing the proteoid formulae. When Gnoth, filled with horror, tried to stop him, Mr. Palma killed Gnoth. This murder seems to have affected him more than that of Senemos, for, when he returned to earth and made his fortune, he built a replica of Gnoth in the latter’s human form. From watching him closely for several months, I think he convinced himself that this zooid was really Gnoth, and that the rest of his tale of eloping with Gnoth from Fleury’s planet was also true.”


      Zdion coughed. Some fluid, neither human blood nor zoodal haemoid, trickled down his chin into his forked beard. To Vera he seemed little by little to be resuming his reptilian form.


       


      THE LAST bond parted. She stood up, ignoring her nudity. After all, Zdion was not human, and there was wealth to be had by ready and resolute action.


      As her own clothes had been ripped to pieces, she looked around for a substitute. The only one was the gown on the headless body of Gnoth. To strip the body was a desperate deed, even if it was only a zooid, but there was no help for it. She said: “Well, I’m awfully grateful to you anyway, you poor thing. Isn’t there anything I can do for you?”


      “Yes. Hand me that bundle of papers that Mr. Palma dropped.”


      “What for?”


      “To destroy them. It is what I came for.”


      “You can’t do that!” “Why not?”


      “Well—uh—Sigmund ran his fac tory on a day-to-day basis. He made the critical settings himself from notes he took from these papers. Without them, the whole business would stop.”


      “It need not, if Earth will make a fair bargain with Fleury’s planet.”


      “But think of the money!”


      “Your Terran money makes no difference to me. It is stolen wealth.”


      “What of that?”


      “Though your ways and ours differ in many respects, we both believe theft to be wrong.”


      “Well, Sigmund owes me something for the horrible fright he gave me. So there!”


      Vera struggled into Gnoth’s gown. It fitted her like a tent, but at least she could get home without being arrested. She pulled the gown up through the girdle so that she should not trip over it, picked up the roll of papers and started out.


      “Mrs. Tobias! Give me those papers!” said Zdion.


      Vera walked faster.


      “Come back!” cried the Fleurian.“You do not know what you are doing!”


      He started to crawl. She ran up the stone stairs hearing Zdion’s dying cries behind her.


      The palace seemed deserted. No doubt, there were other zooid servitors, but Vera had no wish to investigate. All she wanted was to get into her little car and speed home with the proteoid formulas. Then a clever girl like her could find some way to extort a fortune from Sigmund Palma, Inc. for their return. Not so much as if she had married and committed Palma, but enough to give her the comfortable income for which she had long lusted. Palma might be dead, but there would be heirs and executives of the company…


      She got her overcoat from the cloak room and unbolted the massive door. Outside it was dark and starlit. In the dim light of the gas-torches she could see her little car standing by the far bank of the moat. Little orange high lights danced upon its surface, reflecting the flames. A mist was beginning to rise from the moat, She started across the drawbridge.


      Halfway across, a swish made her look up. The wyvern was swooping at her.


      With a little shriek she turned back to the castle. A huge reptilian head, with writhing tendrils, rose from the moat on a long neck and barred her way.


      She turned back towards the far end and started to run. But the unicorn appeared at that end of the drawbridge, horn lowered and hooves thundering on the timbers in a charge.


      Just as they closed in, Vera remembered that one had to have a password. Zdion could no doubt have given it to her…


       


      17. LIVING FOSSILS


       


      WHERE the rivers flowed together, the country was flat and, in places, swampy. The combined waters spread out and crawled around reedy islands. Back from the banks, the ground rose into low tree-crowned humps.


      The May flies were swarming that day, and as thousands of them danced, the low afternoon sun, whose setting would bring death to them all, glinted on their wings. There was little sound, other than the hum of a belated cicada and the splashing of an elephantlike beast in the southern tributary.


      The beast suddenly raised its head, its great mulish ears swiveling forward and its upraised trunk turning this way and that like a periscope. It evidently disapproved of what it smelled, for it heaved its bulk out of its bath and ambled off up a creek bed, the feet on its columnar legs making loud sucking noises as they pulled out of the mud.


      Two riders appeared from downstream, each leading an animal similar to the one he rode. The animals’ feet swished through the laurel beds and went squilch-squilch as they struck patches of muck. As they crossed the creek bed, the leading rider pulled up his mount and pointed to the tracks made by the elephantine beast.


      “Giant tapir!” he said in his own harsh, chattering language. “A big one. What a specimen he’d make!”


      “Ngoy?” drawled his companion, meaning approximately “Oh, yeah?” He continued: “And how would we get it back to South America? Carry it slung from a pole?”


      The first rider made the grating noise in his throat that was his race’s equivalent of laughter.“I didn’t suggest shooting it. I just said it would make a good specimen. We’ll have to get one some day. The museum hasn’t a decent mounted example of the species.”


      The riders were anthropoid, but not human. Their large prehensile tails, rolled up behind them on the saddle, and the thick coats of brown and black hair that covered them, precluded that. Their thumblike halluces or big toes jutted out from the mid-portion of their feet and were hooked into the stirrups, which were about the size and shape of napkin rings. Below the large liquid eyes in their prognathous faces there were no external noses, just a pair of narrow nostrils set wide apart. The riders weighed about one hundred and fifty pounds each. A zoologist of today would have placed them in the family Cebidae, the capuchin monkeys, and been right. They would have had more difficulty in classifying the zoologist, because in their time the science of paleontology was young, and the family tree of the primates had not been worked out fully.


      Their mounts were the size of mules; tailless, round-eared, and with catlike whiskers sprouting from their deep muzzles. They absurdly resembled colossal guinea pigs, which they were; or rather, they were colossal agoutis, the ordinary agouti being a rabbit-sized member of the cavy family.


      The leading rider whistled. His mount and the lead pack agouti bucked up the creek bank and headed at their tireless trot toward one of the mounds. The rider dismounted and began poking around between the curiously regular granite blocks scattered among the green-and-brown-spotted trunks of the sycamores. Grasshoppers exploded from under his feet as he walked.


      He called, “Chujee!”


      The other rider trotted up and got off. The four agoutis went to work with their great chisel teeth on the low-drooping branches.


      “Look,” the first rider said, turning over one of the blocks.“Those faces are too nearly parallel to have been made that way by accident. And here’s one with two plane surfaces at a perfect right angle. I think we’ve found it.”


      “Ngoy?” drawled the other.“You mean the site of a large city of Men? Maybe.” Skepticism was patent in his tone as he strolled about, poking at the stones with his foot. Then his voice rose. “Nawputta! You think you’ve found something; look at this!” He uprighted a large stone. Its flat face was nearly smooth, but when it was turned so that the sun’s rays were almost parallel with the face, a set of curiously regular shadows sprang out on the surface.


      Nawputta—he had a given name as well, but it was both unpronounceable and unnecessary to reproduce here—scowled at it, trying in his mind to straighten the faint indentations into a series of inscribed characters. He fished a camera out of his harness and snapped several pictures, while Chujee braced the stone. The markings were as follows:


      NATIO….. ..ANK OF …TTSBURGH


      “It’s an inscription, all right,” Nawputta remarked, as he put his camera away.“Most of it’s weathered away, which isn’t surprising, considering that the stone’s been here for five or ten million years, or however long Man has been extinct. The redness of this sand bears out the theory. It’s probably full of iron oxide. Men must have used an incredible amount of steel in their buildings.”


      Chujee asked: “Have you any idea what the inscription says?” In his voice there was the trace of awe which the capuchins felt toward these predecessors who had risen so high and vanished so utterly.


      “No. Some of our specialists will have to try to decipher it from my photographs. That’ll be possible only if it’s in one of the languages of Man that have been worked out. He had dozens of different languages that we know of, and probably hundreds that we don’t. The commonest was En-gel-iss-ha, which we can translate fairly well. It’s too bad there aren’t some live Men running around. They could answer a lot of questions that puzzle us.”


      “Maybe,” said Chujee.” And maybe it’s just as well there aren’t. They might have killed us off if they’d thought we were going to become civilized enough to compete with them.”


      “Perhaps you’re right. I never thought of that. I wish we could take the stone back with us.”


      Chujee grunted.“When you hired me to guide you, you told me the museum just wanted you to make a short reconnaissance. And every day you see something weighing a ton or so that you want to collect. Yesterday it was that bear we saw on the cliff; it weighed a ton and a half at least.”


      “But,” expostulated Nawputta, “that was a new subspecies!”


      “Sure,” growled the guide.“That makes it different. New subspecies aren’t really heavy; they only look that way. You scientific guys! We should have brought along a derrick, a steam tractor, and a gang of laborers from the Colony.” His grin took the sting out of his words.“Well, old-timer, I see you’ll be puttering around after relics all day; I might as well set up camp.” He collected the agoutis and went off to find a dry spot near the river.


      Presently he was back.“I found a place,” he said.“But we aren’t the first ones. There’s the remains of a recent fire.”


      Nawputta, the zoologist, looked disappointed.“Then we aren’t the first to penetrate this far into the Eastern Forest. Who do you suppose it was?”


      “Dunno. Maybe a timber scout from the Colony. They’re trying to build up a lumber export business, you know. They don’t like being too dependent on their salt and sulphur— Yeow!” Chujee jumped three feet straight up.“Snake!”


      Nawputta jumped, too; then laughed at their timidity. He bent over and snatched up the little reptile as it slithered among the stones.“It’s perfectly harmless,” he said.“Most of them are, this far north.”


      “I don’t care if it is,” barked Chujee, backing up rapidly.“You keep that damn thing away from me!”


      Next day they pushed up the south tributary. The character of the vegetation slowly changed as they climbed. A few miles up, they came to another fork. They had to swim the main stream in order to follow the smaller one, as Nawputta wished to cast toward the line of hills becoming visible in the east, before turning back. As they swam their agoutis across the main street, a black-bellied cloud that had crept up behind them suddenly opened with a crash of thunder, and pelting rain whipped the surface to froth.


      As they climbed out On the far bank, Nawputta began absent-mindedly unrolling his cape. He almost had it on when a whoop from Chujee reminded him that he was thoroughly soaked already. The rain had slackened to a drizzle and presently ceased.


      The scientist sniffed.“Wood smoke,” he said.


      Chujee grunted.“Either that’s our mysterious friend, or we’re just in time to stop a forest fire, if the rain hasn’t done that for us.” He kicked his mount forward. In the patch of pine they were traversing, the agoutis’ feet made no sound on the carpet of needles. Thus they came upon the fire and the capuchin who was roasting a slab of venison over it before the latter saw them.


      At the snap of a twig, the stranger whirled and snatched up a heavy rifle.


      “Well?” he said in a flat voice.“Who be you?” In his cape, which he was still wearing after the rain, he looked like a caricature of Little Red Riding Hood.


      The explorers automatically reached for the rifles in their saddle boots, but thought better of it in the face of that unwavering muzzle. Nawputta identified himself and the guide.


      The stranger relaxed.“Oh! Just another one of those damn bug hunters. Sorry I scared you. Make yourselves at home. I’m Nguchoy tsu Chaw, timber scout for the Colony. We—I—came up in that canoe yonder. Made it ourselves out of birch bark. Great stuff, birch bark.” “We?” echoed Nawputta.


      The scout’s shoulders drooped sadly.“Just finished burying my partner. Rattlesnake got him. Name was Jawga; Jawga tsu Shrr. Best partner a scout ever had. Say, could you let me have some flea powder? I’m all out.”


      As he rubbed the powder into his fur, he continued: “We’d just found the biggest stand of pine you ever saw. This river cuts through a notch in the ridge about thirty miles up. Beyond that it’s gorges and rapids for miles, and beyond that it cuts through another ridge and breaks up into little creeks. We had to tie the boat up and hike. Great country; deer, bear, giant rabbit, duck, and all kinds of game. Not so thick as they say it is on the western plains, but you can shoot your meat easy.” He went on to say that he was making a cast up the main stream before returning to the Colony with his news.


      After Nguchoy had departed early the following morning, Chujee, the guide, scratched his head.“Guess I must have picked up some fleas from our friend. Wonder why he held a gun on us until he found who we were? That’s no way to treat a stranger.”


      Nawputta wiggled his thumbs, the capuchin equivalent of a shrug.“He was afraid at being alone, I imagine.”


      Chujee still frowned.“I can understand his grabbing it before he knew what was behind him; we might have been a lion. But he kept pointing it after he saw we were Jmu”—the capuchin word for “human” —“like himself. There aren’t any criminals around here for him to be scared of. Oh, well, I guess I’m just naturally mistrustful of these damned Colonials. Do you want to look at this ‘great country’?”


      “Yes,” said Nawputta.“If we go on another week, we can still get out before the cold weather begins.” (Despite their fur, the capuchins were sensitive to cold, for which reason exploration had lagged behind the other elements of their civilization. ) “Nguchoy’s description agrees with what Chmrrgoy saw from his balloon, though, as you recall, he never got up this far on foot. He landed by the river forty miles down and floated down the Big Muddy to the Colony on a raft.”


      “Say,” said Chujee.“Do you suppose they’ll ever get a flying machine that’ll go where you want it to, instead of being blown around like these balloons? You know all about these scientific things.”


      “Not unless they can get a much lighter engine. By the time you’ve loaded your boiler, your engine proper, and your fuel and feed water aboard, your flying machine has as much chance of taking off as a granite boulder. There’s a theory that Men had flying machines, but the evidence isn’t conclusive. They may have had engines powered by mineral oils, which they pumped out of beds of oil-bearing sand. Our geologists have traced some of their borings. They used up nearly all the oils, so we have to be satisfied with coal.”


      It was a great country, the explorers agreed when they reached it. The way there had not been easy. Miles before they reached the notch, they had had to cut their way through a forest of alders that stretched along the sides of the river. Chujee had gone ahead on foot, swinging an ax in time to his strides with the effortless skill of an old woodsman. With each swing the steel bit clear through the soft white wood of a slim trunk. Behind him, Nawputta had stumbled, the leading agouti’s reins gripped in his tail.


      When they had passed through the notch, they climbed up the south side of the gorge in which they found themselves and in the distance saw another vast blue rampart, like the one they had just cut through, stretching away to the northeast. (This had once been called the Allegheny Mountains. ) Age-old white pines raised their somber blue-green spires above them. A huge buffalo-shaped cervid, who was rubbing the velvet from his antlers against a tree trunk, smelled them, snorted, and lumbered off.


      “What’s that noise?” asked Nawputta.


      They listened, and heard a faint rhythmical thumping that seemed to come out of the ground.


      “Dunno,” said Chujee.“Tree trunks knocking together, maybe? But there isn’t enough wind.”


      “Perhaps it’s stones in a pothole in the river,” said Nawputta without conviction.


      They kept on to where the gorge widened out. Nawputta suddenly pulled his agouti off the game trail and jumped down. Chujee rode over and found the scientist examining a pile of bones.


      Ten minutes later he was still turning the bones over.


      “Well,” said Chujee impatiently, “aren’t you going to let me in on the secret?”


      “Sorry. I didn’t believe my own senses at first. These are the bones of Men! Not fossils; fresh bones! From the looks of them they’re the remains of a meal. There were three of them. From the holes in the skulls I’d say that our friend Nguchoy or his partner shot them. I’m going to get a whole specimen, if it’s the last thing I do.”


      Chujee sighed.“For a fellow who claims he hates to kill things, you’re the bloodthirstiest cuss I ever saw when you hear about a new species.”


      “You don’t understand, Chujee,” objected Nawputta.“I’m what’s called a fanatical conservationist. Hunting for fun not only doesn’t amuse me; it makes me angry when I hear about it. But securing a scientific specimen is different.”


      “Oh,” said Chujee.


      They peered out of the spruce thicket at the Man. He was a strange object to them, almost hairless, so that the scars on his yellow-brown skin showed. He carried a wooden club, and padded noiselessly over the pine needles, pausing to sniff the air. The sun glinted on the wiry bronze hair that sprouted from his chin.


      Nawputta squeezed his trigger; the rifle went off with a deafening ka-pow! A fainter ka-pow! bounced back from the far wall of the gorge as the Man’s body struck the ground.


      “Beautiful!” cried Chujee.“Right through the heart! Couldn’t have done better myself. But I’d feel funny about shooting one; they look so Jmu.”


      Nawputta, getting out his camera, tape measure, notebook, and skinning knife, said: “In the cause of science I don’t mind. Besides, I couldn’t trust you not to try for a brain shot and ruin the skull.”


      Hours later he was still dissecting his prize and making sketches. Chujee had long since finished the job of salting the hide, and was lolling about trying to pick up a single pine needle with his tail.


      “Yeah,” he said, “I know it’s a crime that we haven’t got a tank of formaldehyde so we could pack the whole carcass back, instead of just the skin and skeleton. But we haven’t got it, and never did have it, so why bellyache?”


      Much as he respected Nawputta, the zoologist got on his nerves at times. Not that he didn’t appreciate the scientific point of view; he was well-read and had some standing as an amateur naturalist. But, having managed expeditions for years, he had long been resigned to the fact that you can carry only so much equipment at a time.


      He sat up suddenly with a warning “S-s-st!” Fifty feet away a human face peered out of a patch of brake ferns. He reached stealthily for his rifle; the face vanished. The hair on Chujee’s neck and scalp rose. He had never seen such a concentration of malevolent hatred in one countenance. The ferns moved, and there was a brief flash of yellow-brown skin among the trees.


      “Better hurry,” he said.“The things may be dangerous when one of ‘em’s been killed.”


      Nawputta murmured vaguely that he’d have the skeleton cleaned in a few minutes. He was normally no more insensitive to danger than the guide, but in the presence of this scientific wonder, a complete Man, the rest of the world had withdrawn itself into a small section of his mind.


      Chujee, still peering into the forest, growled: “It’s funny that Nguchoy didn’t say anything to us about the Men. That is, unless he wanted us to be eaten by the things. And why should he want that? Say, isn’t that pounding louder? I’ll bet it’s a Man pounding a hollow log for a signal. If Nguchoy wanted to get rid of us, he picked an ingenious method. He and his partner kill some of the Men, and we come along just when they’ve got nicely stirred up and are out for Jmu blood. Let’s get out of here!”


      Nawputta was finished at last. They packed the skin and skeleton of the Man, mounted, and rode back the way they had come, glancing nervously into the shadows around them. The pounding was louder.


      They had gone a couple of miles and were beginning to relax, when something soared over their heads and buried itself quivering in the ground. It was a crude wooden spear. Chujee fired his rifle into the underbrush in the direction from which the spear had come. A faint rustle mocked him. The pounding continued.


      The notch loomed high before them, though still several miles away. The timber was smaller here, and there was more brush. They had originally come along the river, and followed game trails up the side of the gorge at this point. They hesitated whether or not to go back the same way.


      “I don’t like to let them get above me,” complained Nawputta.


      “We’ll have to,” argued Chujee.“The sides of the notch are too craggy; we’d never get the agoutis over it.”


      They started down the slope, on which the trees thinned out. A chorus of yells brought them up sharply. The hairless things were pouring out of the deep woods and racing toward them.


      “The agoutis won’t make it with those loads,” snapped Chujee, and he flung himself off his mount.


      Nawputta did likewise, and his rifle crashed almost as soon as the guide’s. The echoes of their rapid fire made a deafening uproar in the gorge. Nawputta, as he fired and worked the lever of his gun, wondered what he’d do when the magazine was empty.


      Then the Men were bounding back into the shelter of the woods, shrieking with fear. They vanished. Two of their number lay still, and a third thrashed about in a raspberry bush and screeched.


      “I can’t see him suffer,” said Nawputta. He drew a bead on the Man’s head and fired. The Man quieted, but from the depths of the forest came screams of rage.


      Chujee said dryly, “They didn’t interpret that as an act of mercy,” as he remounted.


      The agoutis were trembling. Nawputta noticed that he was shaking a bit himself. He had counted his shots, and knew before he started to reload that he had had just one shot left.


      The yelping cries of the Men followed them as they headed into the notch, but the things didn’t show themselves long enough for a shot.


      “That was too close for comfort,” said Nawputta in a low voice, not taking his eyes from the woods.“Say, hasn’t somebody invented a rifle whose recoil automatically reloads it, so that one can shoot it as fast as one pulls the trigger?”


      Chujee grunted.“Yeah, he was up in the Colony demonstrating it last year. I tried it out. It jammed regularly every other shot. Maybe they’ll be practical some day, but for the present I’ll stick to the good old lever action. I suppose you were thinking of what would have happened to us if the Men had kept on coming. I— Say, look!” He halted his animal.“Look up yonder!”


      Nawputta looked, and said: “Those boulders weren’t piled up on top of the cliff when we came this way, were they?”


      “That’s right. When we get into the narrowest part of the notch, they’ll roll them down on us. They’ll be protected from our guns by the bulge of the cliff. There’s no pathway on the other side of the river. We can’t swim the animals because of the rapids, and even if we could, the river’s so narrow that the rocks would bounce and hit us anyway.”


      Nawputta pondered.“We’ll have to get through that bottle neck somehow; it’ll be dark in a couple of hours.”


      Both were silent for a while.


      Chujee said: “There’s something wrong about this whole business; Nguchoy and his partner, I mean. If we ever get out of this—”


      Nawputta interrupted him: “Look! I could swim one agouti over here, and climb a tree on the other side. I could get a good view of the top of the cliffs. There’s quite an open space there, and I could try to keep the Men away from the boulders with my gun, while you took the agoutis down through the notch. Then, if you can find a corresponding tree below the bottle neck, you could repeat the process while I followed you down.”


      “Right! I’ll fire three shots when I’m ready for you.”


      Nawputta tethered his animal and hoisted himself up the big pine, his rifle held firmly in his tail. He found a place where he could rest the gun on a branch to sight, and waved to the guide, who set off at a trot down the narrow shelf along the churning waters.


      Sure enough, the Men presently appeared on top of the cliff. They looked smaller over the sights of Nawputta’s rifle than he had expected; too small to make practical targets as individuals even. He aimed into the thick of these dancing pink midges and fired twice. The crash of the rifle was flung back sharply from the south wall of the gorge. He couldn’t see whether he had hit anything, but the spidery things disappeared.


      Then he waited. The sun had long since disappeared behind the ridge, but a few slanting rays poked through the notch; insects were briefly visible as motes of light as they flew through these rays. Overhead a string of geese flapped southward.


      When Nawputta heard three shots, he descended, swam his agouti back across the river, and headed downstream. The dark walls of the gorge towered almost vertically over him. Above the roar of the rapids he heard a shot, then another. The agouti flinched at the reports, but kept on. The shots continued. The Men were evidently determined not to be balked of their prey this time. Nawputta counted—seven—eight. The firing ceased, and the zoologist knew that his companion was reloading.


      There was a rattle of loose rock. A boulder appeared over his head, swelled like a balloon, swished past him, and went plunk in the river beside him, throwing spray over him and his mount. He kicked the animal frantically and it bounded forward, nearly pitching its rider into the river at a turn.


      Nawputta wondered desperately why Chujee hadn’t begun shooting again. He looked up, and saw that the air over his head seemed to be full of boulders hanging suspended. They grew as he watched, and every one seemed headed straight for him. He bent low and urged the animal; he saw black water under him as the agouti cleared a recess in the trail with a bucking jump. He thought: “Why doesn’t he shoot? But it’s too late now.”


      The avalanche of rock struck the trail and the river behind him with a roar; one rock passed him so closely that he felt its wind. The agouti in its terror almost skidded off the trail. Then they were out in the sunlight again, and the animal’s zigzag leaps settled into a smooth gallop.


      Nawputta pulled up opposite Chujee’s tree.


      The guide was already climbing down with his rifle in his tail. He called: “Did you get hit? I thought you were a goner sure when the rock fall commenced. Got a twig caught in my breech while I was reloading.”


      Nawputta tried to call back reassurance, but found he couldn’t make a sound.


      When Chujee pulled his dripping mount up the bank, he got out his binoculars and looked at the south shoulder of the notch. He said: “Come on! They’ve already climbed down toward us; they haven’t given up yet. But I think we can lose them if we can find that trail we cut through the alders. They don’t know about it yet, and they’ll probably scatter trying to find which way we’ve gone.”


      Nawputta yawned, stretched, and sat up. Chujee was sitting by the fire at Nguchoy’s camp, his rifle in his lap. Both still looked a trifle haggard after their sleepless flight down the river. They had strung the four agoutis in a column, and taken turns riding backward on the last one of the string to keep watch against another attack. But though the pounding had continued, the Men had not shown themselves again. When they arrived at Nguchoy’s camp, the timber scout was not to be seen, evidently not having returned.


      Chujee said: “I’ve been thinking, while you were catching up on sleep, about this Nguchoy and his yarns. I don’t reckon he intended us to return, though we couldn’t prove anything against him.


      “And I wonder how it happened that his partner died at such a convenient time… for him. He needed this Jawga person to help him paddle up the rivers. But once they got to the head of navigation, Nguchoy could get back downstream easy enough without help. And when they’d found that great pine forest, it would be mighty convenient if an accident happened to Jawga. When Nguchoy went back to the Colony, he wouldn’t have to share the credit for the find, and the bonus, with anybody.”


      Nawputta raised his eyebrows, and without a word began hunting in their duffel for a spade.


      In half an hour they had dug up all that was mortal of Jawga tsu Shrr. Nawputta examined the remains, which were in a most unpleasant state of decay.


      “See!” he said.“Two holes in the skull, which weren’t made by any rattlesnake. The one on the left side is just about right for a No. 14 rifle bullet going in.”


      They were silent. Over the swish of the wind in the trees came a faint rhythmical pounding.


      “Do we want to pinch him?” asked Chujee.“It’s a long way back to the Colony.”


      Nawputta thought.“I have a better idea. We’ll rebury the corpse for the present.”


      “Nothing illegal,” said Chujee firmly.


      “N-no, not exactly. It’s this way. Have you ever seen a Colony lumberjack gang in action?”


      Nawputta shoved the corpse into the grave. The pounding was louder. Both capuchins looked to see that their rifles were within easy reach.


      A tuneless whistling came through the trees.


      “Quick!” whispered Nawputta.“Sprinkle some leaves on the grave. When he arrives, you get his attention. Talk about anything.”


      The whistling stopped, and presently the timber scout appeared. If he was surprised to see the explorers, he did not show it.


      “Hello,” he said.“Have a good trip?”


      He paused and sniffed the air. The explorers realized that there had been one thing they couldn’t put back in the grave. Nguchoy looked at the grave, but made no remark.


      “Sure, we did,” said Chujee in his best good-fellow manner, and went on to talk about the splendor of the gorge and the magnificence of the pines.


      The pounding was becoming louder, but nobody seemed to notice.


      “Nguchoy,” said Nawputta suddenly, “did you and Jawga see any traces of live Men in the forest?”


      The timber scout snorted.“Don’t be a sap. Men have been—what’s that word? —extinct for millions of years. How could we see them?”


      “Well,” the scientist went on, “we did.” He paused. The only sound was the pounding. Or were there faint yelping cries?“Moreover, we’ve just had a look at the remains of your late-lamented partner.”


      There was silence again, except for the ominous sounds of the approach of Men.


      “Are you going to talk to us?” asked Nawputta.


      Nguchoy grinned.“Sure, I’ll talk to you.” He sprang back to the tree against which he had left his rifle standing.“With this!” He snatched up the weapon and pulled the trigger.


      The rifle gave out a metallic click.


      Nawputta opened his fist, showing a handful of cartridges. Then he calmly picked up his own rifle and covered the timber scout.


      “Chujee,” he said, “you take his knife and hatchet and the rest of his ammunition.”


      The guide, dumfounded by the decisive way of his usually impractical companion, obeyed.


      “Now,” said Nawputta, “tie the four agoutis together, and hitch the leading one to the end of Nguchoy’s canoe. We’re pulling out.”


      “But what?” asked Chujee uncertainly.


      Nawputta snapped: “I’ll explain later. Hurry.”


      As the explorers piled into the boat, the timber scout woke to life.


      “Hey!” he shouted.“Aren’t you taking me along? The Men’ll be here any minute, and they’ll eat me! They even eat their own kind when one’s been killed!”


      “No,” said Nawputta, “we aren’t taking you.”


      The canoe pulled out into the river, the agoutis following unwillingly till only their heads and loads showed above water.


      “Hey!” screamed Nguchoy.“Come back! I’ll confess!”


      The canoe kept on, the agoutis swimming in its wake.


      As the site of the camp receded, there was a sudden commotion among the trees. The now-familiar yells of the Men were mingled with despairing shrieks from the timber scout. The shrieks ceased, and the voices of the Men were raised in a rhythmical but tuneless chant, which the explorers could hear long after the camp was hidden from view.


      Chujee, paddling low, stared straight before him for a while in silence. Finally he turned around in his seat and said deliberately: “That’s the lowest damned trick I ever saw in my life. To leave him there defenseless like that to be eaten by those hairless things. I don’t care if he was a liar and a murderer.”


      Nawputta’s expression of smugness vanished, and he looked slightly crestfallen.“You don’t approve, do you? I was afraid you wouldn’t. But I had to do it that way.”


      “Well, why?”


      Nawputta took a long breath and rested his paddle.“I started to explain before, but I didn’t have time. Nguchoy had killed his partner, and was going to return to the Colony with the news of the forest. He tried to have us killed by the Men, and when that didn’t work, he’d have killed us himself if I hadn’t emptied his gun behind his back.


      “When he got back to the Colony, a timber gang would have been sent out. They’d have wiped out that forest in a few years, and you’ll admit that it’s probably the finest in the whole Eastern Mountain area. Moreover, they’d have killed off the wild life, including the Men, partly for food, partly for self-protection, and partly because they like to shoot.


      “We thought Man had been extinct for millions of years, after having spread all over the world and reached a state of civilization as high as or higher than ours. The Men that we saw may well be the last of their species. You’re a practical fellow, and I don’t know whether I can make you understand a biologist’s feeling toward a living fossil like that. To us it’s simply priceless, and there’s nothing we won’t do to preserve it.


      “If we can get back to South America before the news of the pine stand reaches the Colony, I can pull the necessary wires to have the area set aside as a park or preserve. The Colony can just as well go else where for its lumber. But if the Colony hears about it first, I shan’t have a chance.


      “If we’d taken Nguchoy back with us, even if we’d brought him to justice, he’d still have been able to give the news away, especially since he could probably have purchased leniency by it. And that would be the end of my park idea.


      “If we’d taken the law into our own hands, even if I’d been able to overcome your objections to doing so, we’d have been in a fix when, as will inevitably happen, the Colony sends an officer up to investigate the disappearance of their scout. If we said he died of a snake bite, for instance, and the officer found a body with a bullet hole through the head, or alternatively if he’d found no body at all, he’d have been suspicious. As it is, we can truthfully say, when they ask us, that Nguchoy was alive and sound of wind and limb the last time we saw him. The officer will then find the remains, having obviously been eaten by the Men. Of course, we needn’t volunteer any information until the park proposal is in the bag.


      “The reason I took his canoe is that I remembered that Men probably can’t swim. At least, the chimpanzee, which is the nearest living relative of Man, can’t, whereas we can swim instinctively as soon as we’re able to walk.


      “But there’s a bigger issue than Nguchoy and the Men. You probably think I’m a bit cracked, with my concern for conservation.


      “We know that Man, during the period of his civilization, was prodigally wasteful of his resources. The exhaustion of the mineral oils is an example. And the world-wide extinction of the larger mammals at the close of the last ice age was probably his doing, at least in part. We’re sure that he was responsible for wiping out all the larger species of whales, and we suspect that he also killed off all but two of the twenty or more species of elephant that abounded at that time. Most of the large mammals of today have evolved in the last few million years from forms that were small enough to sit in your hand in Man’s time.


      “We don’t know just why he became extinct, or almost extinct. Perhaps a combination of war and disease did it. Perhaps the exhaustion of his resources had a share. You know what a hardboiled materialist I am in most things; but it always has seemed to me that it was a case of outraged nature taking its revenge. That’s not rational, but it’s the way I feel. And I’ve dedicated my life to seeing that we don’t make the same mistake.


      “Now do you see why I had to do what I did?”


      Chujee was silent for a moment, then said: “Perhaps I do. I won’t say I approve… yet. But I’ll think it over for a few days. Say, we’ll have to land soon; the agoutis are getting all tired out from swimming.”


      The canoe slid on down the river in the Indian-summer sunshine. The white men who had applied the name “Indian summer” to that part of the year were gone, as were the Indians after whom it had been named. Of mighty Man, the only remnant was a little savage tribe in the Alleghenies. A representative of a much more ancient order, a dragonfly, hovered over the bow, its four glassy wings glittering in the sunlight. Then with a faint whir it wheeled and fled.


       


      18. NONE BUT LUCIFER


       


      Chapter I.


       


      Hale had plenty of reason for panic. Most men, lying sick, broke, and alone in a cheap, filthy rooming house, would have been terrified. But Hale wasn’t. He was sick, broke, and alone, all right-only that was exactly how he wanted to be. A long time ago he had planned it. Having achieved what superficially appears to be an easy goal, he felt rather successful. He waited impatiently for the next step in his campaign.


      He listened to the stairs. He had been listening since early morning. His hungry, wan face brightened. They were creaking, in the exact manner he had anticipated.


      The two pairs of feet plodded irresolutely toward his door. Then they halted. Hale listened impatiently for the creaking to resume. Instead he heard muffled, excited whispering.


      He fought down his exasperation. If he had dared to expose his eagerness, he would have cried: “I know it’s you and your wife, Burke, coming to dispossess men, if you can get me out while you put a slug in my lock. Don’t worry about that. Don’t waste time thinking up clever schemes to lure me out. I’ve waited for years for the courage to put myself in this position. You’re not going to fail me because of a little pity, are you? Please, man… my destiny’s getting restless.”


      Naturally, he kept silent. He knew the vigilance of his oppressor too well; he had spent years coaching himself against such revealing outbursts. But in spite of himself he dragged his head off the hot pillow.“Come on!” he wished feverishly.“Don’t make me wait!”


      He glared at the door, as if that would make it open sooner. What was keeping them? -he ranted to himself. Was it their business that he had to be dispossessed? They were only janitors. They’d had to do it before.


      They wouldn’t have to trick him out. He’d just get up, dress, and leave. Perhaps he should make some feeble protest, for the sake of appearance. That was all. And he’d be on the street, penniless with no idea of what to do next-just as he’d planned so minutely-just as he wanted so whole-heartedly that he could hardly keep still.


      The stairs creaked again.“Come on, come on,” he willed furiously.“Don’t stop. Please don’t stop-”


      Mrs. Burke was fumbling through her apron pockets for the keys. Hale could hear the rustle of enamel-stiff starch, the strangled clink of the keys, and Mr. Burke’s hoarse, adenoidal mouth-breathing. The grim janitress searched the ring for the exact key. Hale suspected that a toothpick would have worked as well. The owner of the house spent damned little time worrying about his tenants’ possessions, and less money on locks.


      Eager as he was to be put out, Hale was flattered by the janitors’ reluctance. It couldn’t be habitual with them, or they wouldn’t have been superintendents for twenty-five years. It meant that they liked and pitied him. He could have enjoyed the sensation of being liked, except that it was hindering instead of helping him just now.


      “Stop fumbling!” he hissed under his breath.


      The lock clicked boldly, as if it actually served to hold the door closed, and then the door was swinging back on its own flimsy weight. Like two pall-bearers who had embarrassingly arrived before the patient was dead, the Burkes edged into the dark little room.


      “How… gh - ” Mrs. Burke gulped.“How are you, sir?”


      “I’m fine, but what’s the matter with you?” Hale’s thin voice rose to feeble irascibility.“You could have been here hours ago.”


      Burke closed his perpetually dry mouth for a much-needed swallow.“It’s hanged I’ll be if I can make you out, Mr. Hale. You’re sick as a dog. By rights you ought to be in a hospital-”


      “Edgar!” his wife broke in.


      “I know it ain’t a nice thing to say. All the same, I want you to let me call an ambulance. It won’t cost you anything, Mr. Hale. You’ll go in the charity ward.”


      Mrs. Burke nodded.“We can’t throw you out on the street right at the beginning of February. You come from a good family and you ain’t used to the cold. Besides, you’re real sick.”


      “Just a little flu,” said Hale.“Please help me get my feet out of bed. They’re rather heavy.”


      “Why don’t you be reasonable, Mr. Hale?” Burke pleaded.“Molly here don’t mind taking care of you, but, hell, she can’t do it like a hospital can. In no time you’ll be-”


      “Will you help me get my feet out, or shall I do it myself?”


      “Oh, nuts!” Burke grunted helplessly.“I got an idea you really want to be thrown out.” He lifted Hale’s legs around.


      Hale froze in a sitting position. Was he being obvious? If Burke could suspect his impatience, his enemy certainly could.


      “You’re wrong,” he said with deliberate primness.“I was brought up to believe in paying my way. I can’t pay my rent, so I don’t deserve to stay. And I won’t take charity.”


      He was relieved to see that his logic stopped them temporarily. As firmly as he could, he stood up. The blood swooped down from his head and his knees sagged. He caught Burke’s shoulder.


      “Aw, don’t be a fool,” Burke implored.


      Hale managed to shake his head. The temptation was enormous. He knew he needed a soft, clean bed, decent food, and medical attention. He wanted them so much.


      He pushed himself erect.“I’m all right now.” He took off his pajama jacket and let it slide to the floor. Mrs. Burke stood by uncertainly. When Hale reached for the pants tape, she went outside.


      “Where you going when you get out of here?” Burke pursued doggedly.


      Hale shrugged.“I have plans.”


      Gently, Burke helped him pull his underwear jersey over his head.“Yeah? What kind?”


      “Business plans. I don’t think it would be good luck to talk about them.”


      “I think you’re nuts. It’s delirious you are.”


      Bending over his shoes, Hale stopped short. That was a possibility, he had to admit.


      Then he grinned up at Burke and went on tying his laces. Ridiculous! He went back over his recent past. Methodically, he had outlined a course of action. Following it scrupulously, he had given up a forty-a-week job-a very secure one, with the chance of rising to sixty and retiring eventually on half pay. His fiancee had been outraged, naturally. Even so, she trusted his judgment and had hung on.


      Did he love her? Well, he had once. At least, she had appealed to him. She was pretty. And she was nice. Maybe that was the trouble. Too nice. Girls like that came in droves. For a nice fellow, a nice girl, a nice job, a nice future, a nice home, nice children.


      But Hale couldn’t be content with these nice things. He couldn’t cut the coat of his ambition to fit his abilities.


      So he had conceived his bizarre plan. He had carefully taken his savings and bought the most worthless stocks he could find. For a while he had feared being duped into making a profit. But his plan had worked, and he had succeeded in selling out just before the stocks in question went up. The memory of that nervous time still made him sweat. But playing the market had accomplished two major objectives: his embarrassing savings were gone, and Loretta with them. It had been worth the anxiety.


      “All right?” Mrs. Burke called through the door.


      “Yep. Come on in,” Hale answered cheerfully.


      She watched him writhe into his overcoat with obvious disapproval. Before he put his hat on, she looked encouragingly at her husband.


      “See here, Mr. Hale,” Burke suddenly blurted, “we ain’t exactly millionaires, but we got hearts.” He held out a five-dollar bill.


      It was a tough moment for Hale. Instead of virtuously protesting, however, he drew several coins out of his own pocket, removed the single penny, and held out three quarters to Mrs. Burke.


      “I know it doesn’t repay you for the way you’ve taken care of me,” he said clumsily, “but when I’m in a better position I’ll really make it up to you. Please take it.”


      Mrs. Burke began to cry into her apron.“He’s crazy!” she wailed.“Seventy-six cents is all he’s got in the world. I know, because that’s the change I brought him when I got his medicine. And he wants to keep a penny and give me seventy-five cents!”


      Burke, looking shocked, moved determinedly toward Hale.“Take this! You’re not leaving the house without it!”


      “Please don’t excite me,” Hale gasped, retreating.“I can’t take it. It would make me unhappy.”


      His agitation persuaded Mrs. Burke to call off her husband. His goggling horror of being forced to take the money was real enough to have convinced anyone.


      Burke regretfully put the bill away. They stood around awkwardly. Hale, for all his peculiarities, lacked the consummate heartlessness to dash away abruptly, much as he wanted to be off.


      “What about your luggage?” Mrs. Burke asked huskily.


      “Why… you’re going to keep them, of course. I haven’t paid my rent-”


      Burke snapped his mouth closed. For several seconds he looked quite fierce, glowering with wounded pride at Hale. In the end, naturally, he was forced to open his mouth again to breathe.“None of that, now,” he threatened.


      “But it’s your right to hold them,” Hale protested.


      “I don’t care if it is. I won’t.”


      Hale thought quickly. Perhaps the idea of getting sick hadn’t been so good. It raised too many unforeseen problems, like this one. He had counted on having the superintendent of whatever rooming house he landed in confiscate his belongings.


      “Well,” he said hopefully, “how about keeping them until I can redeem them?”


      “Not a chance!”


      “Then until I call for them,” Hale amended despairingly.“I’m not strong enough to carry them around.”


      Suspecting a trap, the Burkes hesitated, but at last agreed.“But no nonsense now!” said Mrs. Burke.“When you need anything, you come right here and get it.”


      “Certainly. You bet. It’s awfully nice of you - ” He moved toward the door.


      Burke said, “You can’t go looking for a job like that.” He took Hale’s feeble arm and guided him to the tiny square of mirror hanging over the unsteady chest of drawers.“It’s like hell, you look. See?”


      Hale had to smile triumphantly. His face was even better than he had hoped: thin, haggard cheeks; feverishly bright dark eyes; the skin of his high forehead stretched tautly over his skull; his large broken nose jutting out of a tangle of black whiskers; his dry, thin hair standing up. He nodded at the reflection. Excellent, he thought.


      “You can use my razor,” Burke offered.


      Hale winced involuntarily. His stubble of beard was something to be observed at all costs.“No, thanks,” he choked out.


      He couldn’t risk more offers of help by waiting around. Mrs. Burke’s mouth was trembling with some suggestion. Before it could come out, Hale squeezed Burke’s shoulder, kissed Mrs. Burke’s large cheek, and fled.


      On the street, he could feel really successful. The bitter wind slashed at him; he had only seventy-six cents and no place to sleep. He was getting somewhere!


       


      Chapter II.


       


      Hale didn’t stand indecisively on the cold street. It was not yet noon, and before nightfall he had a fairly rigid course of action to follow.


      His brown sport shoes felt like ton weights, he had been out of them for so long; and his overcoat dragged his shoulders down. He knew his temperature was over a hundred, but it did not affect his sharp reasoning. He felt the sheathed hunter’s knife and the pistol in his overcoat pockets, and he smiled with amused anticipation.


      They were important. At the start of his campaign he had selected them with care. But they would not be useful for several days, and then only to prove a point that might be debated.


      He walked over to Sixth Avenue and turned downtown. At Fifty-ninth Street he met the first cluster of men. He squeezed in among them.


      “I don’t feel despondent enough,” he thought analytically.“I don’t have the look of defeat.”


      Not all the men in front of the employment agency were shabby. Some had been thrust down only recently. They glanced almost furtively at the job notices, as if they were merely curious. But there were others, whom Hale studied like an actor learning a role. They were the habitual prowlers of the agencies, ragged, filthy, too close to starvation to be hungry, shuffling mechanically from hopelessness to indifference. Hale coveted that attitude. He thoughtfully set out to make himself despondent.


      How long would his seventy-six cents keep him? A dime for breakfast, fifteen cents for lunch, a quarter for supper-fifty cents for one day. A quarter for a cheap hotel cot. He could live for one day and have a penny left over. Then what? He had to eat and sleep, and one night on the subway would turn his deep-seated cold into pneumonia. A surge of desperation, which he stealthily enjoyed, gripped him.


      He elbowed through the circle of men, and his eyes jumped from one job to another.


      Nothing. Industrial jobs: third engineers, Diesel men, oilers, little-way stitchers, plant and factory jobs. He shuffled wearily to the next agency. Restaurant help: countermen, $18. Too high. Dishwashers, colored, $10. Soda dispensers, exp., $18-22. 50.


      He climbed the narrow, dark stairs to the huge bare room with its hard, shaky benches around three walls and its stench of wet rot and stale smoke. Nothing could fight down that combination. He felt the remnant of his cheeriness strangle.


      Timidly, he approached the girl behind the railing.


      “What job?” she asked casually.


      “The dishwasher.”


      She glanced at the list.“Colored?”


      “N-no. But I can wash just as well as-”


      “Sorry. They want colored washers.” And she turned away.


      “I can make sodas,” he blurted hoarsely.“I’m not so good, but-”


      “Sorry,” she said, her voice remote.“All filled.”


      He buttoned his coat, left, and trudged down to the next agency.


      White chalk on a black slate. Each one, unseen, a block away, was the job, the means of feeding and sheltering himself. But it never was.


      There was the application that he made out for a night porter, $12. The girl read it.


      “Six dollars in advance, please,” she said, quite businesslike.


      Hale stopped breathing.“Six dollars! What for?”


      “Half our fee. You pay the other half when you get your salary.”


      “But,” he protested, “I haven’t got six dollars-”


      Without glancing at him, she tossed his application into the basket and turned to the next client. He clung to the railing, stunned. The other unemployed looked disinterestedly at him. Didn’t they understand, damn them, that he could work and pay his way, six dollars or no six dollars? Why didn’t they smash-


      But, of course, he said nothing. No one ever does. You stand for a moment while they ignore you; then you trudge slowly out without feeling, unconscious of the stairs under your feet and the employment-agency smell-as Hale did.


      In the afternoon, Hale did wangle a try-out at an eight-dollar-a-week job as an upholsterer’s apprentice from an agency without the advance payment. The upholsterer was far from enthusiastic when he learned Hale’s age-thirty-one-and his lack of experience at manual work. He watched with suppressed exasperation Hale’s bungling efforts to adapt his stiff muscles to the unaccustomed craft. When Hale tried to borrow five dollars, he turned him down cold.


      Hale quit. There was nothing else he could do. The agency would get his first week’s salary. To keep alive for the first two weeks would require at least twelve dollars, and he had seventy-one cents. The upholsterer shrugged.“Maybe it’s best this way. You wouldn’t learn so fast. Not your fault-just too old.”


       


      HALE decided that he had gone about far enough. He’d finish off with a night in a Bowery flophouse. He could have had a quarter bed around Sixth Avenue, but the flophouse sounded more dramatic.


      He chose a hammock instead of a cot. Squalor was an essential part of his plan, but vermin weren’t. He stripped the case off the pillow, which made it only slightly cleaner, and threw the blankets on the floor under the hammock. They were slick and faintly stiff with grease, and had a gamy smell. If Washington had used those blankets, they hadn’t been aired out since.


      That allowed him to sleep in his clothes, shoes and all. He was dissatisfied with the way his tweeds had retained the remnant of a crease.


      He woke late, exhausted and stiff. Most of the men had already left. Hale wondered whether he should immediately go on with his plan. He decided against it, mainly because he still had forty-six cents. Spending it all on meals that day would be too obvious. He must seem to be trying to make it last.


      He soaked his head under the single cold-water faucet. He forebore using the large block of cheap soap; it would have been like lathering himself with a cornerstone. And when he put out his hand for one of the five loathsome towels that had been provided for at least sixty men, he drew back, preferring to let himself dry by evaporation.


      He washed three glasses and a porcelain bowl, filled them with water, and sprawled out on a bare cot all day, sopping up as much water as he could.


      At noon the clerk demanded another dime. At nightfall, still another. When it grew black the men shuffled in. By that time Hale was asleep with the deep unconsciousness of a faint.


       


      Chapter III.


       


      Quite smugly, he inspected himself in the slop-joint mirror. His ugly stubble had grown long enough to become nicely tangled. His drawn face had lost its feverish flush, and was now clammy and defeated-looking. But the condition of his suit and overcoat gave him the most satisfaction. Anybody could see that he had slept in them.


      He ate a twenty-cent breakfast, which, he thought, made him feel needlessly fit. Instead of taking the subway a block away, he walked, at a swift pace that he knew he could not maintain, to three stations uptown.


      He was pleased when his undue strength left him, and he had to grab the rail, going down the subway stairs, to keep from stumbling.


      At Fiftieth Street he got off. The penny in his pocket caused him some anxiety. It would be melodramatic to spend it on gum, he thought. Being down to one penny looked better than making himself completely broke. He kept it.


      As he walked over to Madison Avenue, the hopelessly depressed manner that he had been so diligently cultivating slid off like a striptease’s gown. He entered a magnificent office building. Nobody stopped him when he resolutely stepped into an elevator. People in places like that were more refined; they merely edged away, taking very small breaths from the opposite direction. He stared around with unabashed interest and gave his floor number in a loud, determined voice.


      In the corridor, he stopped at the door marked:


      BANNER ADVERTISING CO., INC. Eugene F. Banner, Pres.


      There was nothing timid in his manner. He held the doorknob for a few seconds, thinking, as any salesman would do. Then he went in.


      He entered a large and efficient-looking reception room. It was laid out rather like the Sixth Avenue employment agencies, excepting the lack of dirt, smoke, and stench.


      The girl at the switchboard looked up with polite interest. It amused Hale-the way her expression froze without actually changing.


      “Yes?” she asked distantly.


      “I want to see Mr. Banner,” he replied firmly.


      “Have you an appointment?”


      Hale had reached the railing. He opened the gate and walked toward the president’s office.“I don’t need one.”


      The girl lost her calm. She jumped up and shrieked, horrified: “You can’t go in there!”


      “If I can’t,” Hale said without halting, “Mr. Banner will tell me.” And he opened Banner’s door and walked in. Nobody stopped him. Nobody knew how. Such things simply don’t happen, wherefore there is no traditional course of action in such cases.


      The president’s office was something to command respect. It was large and light and quiet and tasteful, but above all it was dignified, like Mr. Banner. His gray hair was only a fringe around his massive head, and his rather soft body was no longer lean. But his pince-nez were set precisely on a sharp, straight nose that grew from pink, clean cheeks, and he sat very straight in his chair, reading copy.


      He must have heard the door, for he stirred. A moment later he evened the edges of pages with ponderous care and raised his head politely.


      Mr. Banner’s nerves were delicate instruments. When he saw Hale standing determinedly before his desk, he jumped up, sending his chair over with a frightful crash.


      Objectively, Hale watched the president’s antics. Banner had cleverly placed himself in such a position that he could, almost without possibility of hindrance, reach the telephone, push his secretary’s buzzer, or race around the desk toward the door.


      “What do you want?” he demanded.


      Hale maintained his dominating position.“I want a job here,” he said bluntly, “until I can marry your daughter Gloria.”


      Until he realized that he was exposing his surprise, Mr. Banner goggled at him. Then he pulled himself together.


      “Gloria takes care of her own affairs,” he said restrainedly.“I try not to interfere.”


      It didn’t fool Hale. He knew he was being humored.“That isn’t the important thing,” he said.“I don’t know Gloria. I’ve only seen her picture in the papers. But just the same, I think I’ll marry her. She’s not bad-looking-quite pretty, in fact. I’ll work here until I get to know her better.”


      Mr. Banner stared fixedly at Hale’s face and clothes. He knew that most shabby people become self-conscious and malleable when attention is called to their appearance.


      “Naturally,” Hale went on undaunted, “I don’t want to make a permanent thing of it. Work at its best grows boring. But with Gloria’s private means I imagine we can struggle along. You won’t live much more than ten or twenty years. Then I’ll take over your income. That should be about half a million a year. It’ll do.”


      Banner wagged his head slowly, as with pure wonderment.“I can’t do anything about Gloria,” he said finally.“What she does is her own affair.”


      Hale was reasonable.“I’ll take care of that. I suppose the job is all you can handle. Well, let’s start on that as a-”


      “Look here!” said Banner brusquely, coming around the desk.“You don’t convince me for a second. I’m not an imbecile, you know.”


      Hale controlled his expression and stood his ground.


      “Give you credit for originality,” Banner snapped.“An advertising man respects that. Only, you’re not convincing. Next time, hide the intelligence behind a better mask than a couple of days’ beard, and don’t talk literately. Understand?”


      Hale didn’t understand, but he didn’t say so. Banner went on: “I need a slogan for White Elephant Blended Rye.” He snatched a layout from the desk and held it up before Hale.“I’ve got a blurb, but I need a slogan. Give me one-quick, now!”


      Hale, for the first time, backed up a step. But then he recognized his enemy’s hand, and stopped. His bluff was being called. He said desperately: “You’ll drink White Elephant Blended Rye and like it.”


      Banner ran a finger over the layout.“You’ll drink White Elephant Blended Rye,” he traced over the cut, and beneath it: “and like it. Not strong enough; won’t pull. And like it! That’s better. Pretty good.” Banner motioned Hale to one of the big leather chairs and sat himself down in the other.“I was just about resigning myself to this bunch of junk when you came in. I’ve got a bunch of cluck writers who are dried out, stale, can’t get a fresh idea.”


      Hale stared at the papers. He made it a point to say the first thing that popped into his mind; short, jerky orders to the consumers.


      Banner shuffled the pages together again, this time not with ponderous care. He bounced the edges on the desk, straightening them the way a big poker winner evens a pack of cards. He got up and buzzed for his secretary.


      “Hale,” he said with humorous disapproval, “I knew you were a phony the minute after you walked into my office. Bums don’t stand up for their rights when they look as lousy as you do. They shuffle and whine. That was your mistake. But I’ll say this: You’re damned clever. You challenged me to see through your disguise, and I like challenges. There probably isn’t a better judge of men than I am. Tell you how I knew you weren’t a real bum: the soles of your shoes weren’t worn through!”


      Hale grinned unashamedly, and his grin flattered Banner, who, of course, hadn’t had a chance to see the soles of Hale’s shoes until he had told Hale to sit down. Banner went on: “I really can’t do anything about my daughter. But I will give you a job. Fifty a week. That’s just a starter.”


       


      19. SOLOMON’S STONE


       


      Chapter I.


       


      When Montague Stark had explained what he was going to do, he added: “You understand, folks, I’m sure this won’t work or I wouldn’t try it.” He looked up from where he squatted on the uncovered floor, drawing circles with a compass improvised from a pushpin, a piece of chalk, and a string.“If it did, we’d probably set the house on fire at least. Prosper, what’s the trick for inscribing a pentagon in a circle?”


      “Let me think,” said Prosper Nash. He closed his eyes and mentally thumbed the pages of a plane geometry text that he had studied ten years previously. At last he opined: “Lay off two-thirds of the radius along the arc, ten times running. That’s not exact but it ought to do. He’s not going to bring a steel tape along to measure your diagrams, is he?”


      Stark laughed, “The pentacles in the grimoires are mostly pretty irregular, so ours ought to do.” He set about ruling off a five-pointed star in the larger of the two circles. He added a number of astronomical symbols and Hebrew letters to the resulting figure, inscribed an equilateral triangle in the other circle, and put three small circles inside the triangle.“Alice, may I use your coffee table?”


      “I’m not sure mother would like it—” said his hostess nervously.


      “Aw come on, I won’t hurt it!” Without waiting for further objections, Stark placed the low circular table at one end of the room, in line with the two large circles on the floor.


      On the table he put a square of white artist’s paper board on which was drawn another complex symbol: a pentagram with Hebrew letters, planetary symbols, keys, daggers, and other gadgets hither and thither about it. He set up a small brass tripod on the square of paper, and lit the incense in the little pot that dangled from the apex of the tripod, commenting: “This pentacle’s supposed to be drawn on the skin of a ewe lamb sacrificed in the dark of the moon or something, but I figure a good clean drawing sheet ought to do. The reason those old birds killed their own lambs was to make sure of getting a sheet of genuine virgin parchment.


      “Prosper, you light the candles.. Bob, unwrap Gus and put him on the floor here. For gossakes be careful of him; the museum wants him back.”


      A rustle of paper heralded the unveiling of Gus, who was the skull of a Bannock Indian. Prosper Nash and Robert Lanby obeyed meekly. The uninhibited Stark had always had the psychological bulge on them, despite his short tubby unimpressiveness.


      Prosper Nash often wondered why this should be, knowing that he surpassed Stark in stature and looks, especially now that his glossy-black mustache had come to full flower. Of course he could see why Bob Lanby should let Monty Stark dominate him; Nash had always considered Bob a twerp, especially since the blue-eyed but unresponsive Alice—


      The candles shone out. Monty Stark got into his new bathrobe, blue with orange piping for Friday, the day of amusing or amorous experiments. Nash smiled a little as he thought that to Monty “amusing” and “amorous” were practically synonyms; to him they were distinct but not incompatible; to poor Alice and Bob they were apt to be violently antithetical—


      Stark glanced toward the kitchen door, behind which Bill Averoff supposedly lurked, ready at the proper stage of the proceedings to pop out with a deep “Good evening, everybody!” and scare the living pants off all but Montague Allen Stark.


      At this moment, however, Bill was writing a note:


    


    

      “Dear Mr. Stark:


      I just looked out the window and seen a fare alongside of my hack. I been waiting longer than I expected and I can’t afford to pass up the good fares you get on Haloeen so I got to go. I am sorry.


      Yours truly, William Averoff.


      Being a fundamentally honest man, Averoff placed on the note the dollar bill that Stark had given him for his part in the performance, weighted note and bill with the salt shaker, and stole out the service entrance of Alice Woodson’s apartment.


      When he arrived at the street level, the prospective fare had vanished. Averoff settled into his taxicab and opened the Western pulp that he kept on the front seat. His hero, Arizona Blake, was just shooting his way out of the fourth gambling hell when another fare arrived.


      Bill Averoff cast a regretful glance up toward the windows of Miss Woodson’s apartment—good-looking dame, but snooty—and drove off. He knew and liked the three boys he had brought across town from their Y, and would have been glad to be the one to drive them home later. But you had to live.


      Meanwhile Montague Stark continued his essay into amateur sorcery, unaware that his star actor had departed. He placed the box containing Godiva, the toad, in the center of the circle of evocation. Occasional faint thumps and slight movements of the box implied that Godiva had not yet become reconciled to her close quarters.


      The room by now reeked with the mixture of agalloch and storax burning in the censer on the coffee table; the two candles on the periphery of the circle of evocation sent up slow stalactites of gray smoke.


      Stark pinned to the front of his bathrobe a diamond pin in the form of a Star of David, borrowed from the young daughter of a Jewish friend, and hung a copper medal around his neck. He put on his head a homemade diadem of twisted copper wire, and picked up his brother-in-law’s little cross-hilted cadet sword.


      “Ready?” he asked.


      Alice Woodson put out the light.


      Stark cocked his head to read from the typed sheet in his left hand by the doubtful light of the candles. The appellation started off with a long sentence in Hebrew which nobody, Stark included, understood.


      His three hearers leaned forward, tense with the synthetic excitement that is conjured up by spook movies and Halloween stunts. Prosper Nash reflected that probably everybody had suppressed desires to be and do strange things, but that Monty Stark was the only person he knew who went ahead and did something about it.


      Monty had wanted to be an archaeologist and had ended up as a high school teacher of history. Still, when he acquired a hobby like this craze for magic, he went into it wholeheartedly, which was no doubt why he had so much fun. He, Prosper Nash, sometimes day-dreamed of himself as a dashing cavalier instead of a competent but unglamorous C. P. A. with a good memory for detail. But there didn’t seem to be much he could do toward realizing that fancy, nearsighted as he was—


      Monty Stark ended his Hebrew and started in on his Latin, his voice rising a little. The air was unpleasantly thick.


      Nash wondered about the suppressed desires of the other two. Little Bob Lanby displayed none except to be a depressingly good boy and a good chess player. And, as an afterthought, to marry Alice. The cool Alice, he supposed, would like to be a nun.


      Stark at last got to the English, or at least to a passage containing some English words. His voice rose higher and louder: “Hemen-Etan! Hemen-Etan! Hemen-Etan! El Ati Titeip Aozia Hyn Teu Minosel Achadon vai vaa Eie Aaa Eie Exe A El El El A Hi! Hau! Hau! Hau! Hau! Va! Va! Va! Va! Chavajoth! Aie Saraie, aie Saraie, aie Saraie! By Elohim, Archima, Rabur, Batbas over Abrac, flowing down, coming from above Aheor upon Aberer Chavajoth! Chavajoth! Chavajoth! I command thee, Bechard, by the Key of Solomon and the great name Shemhamphoras! By Adonai Elohim, Adonai Jehova, Adonai Sa-baoth, Metraton On Alga Adonai Mathon, the Pythonic Word, the Mystery of the Salamander, the Assembly of Sylphs, the Grotto of Gnomes, the demons of the heaven of Gad, Almousin, Gibor, Jehoshua, Evam, Zariatnatmik: Come, Bechard! Come, Bechard! Come, Bechard!”


      “Good evening!”


      Stark, Nash, Lanby and Alice Woodson all jumped at the words and at the appearance in the “trap”—the circle-and-pentagram figure between the circle of evocation, on which Stark stood, and the coffee-table altar—of a figure. Then they relaxed; Nash and Lanby thought they recognized Bill Averoff’s deep tones. Alice thought it was just another of Monty’s gags—


      “Swell, Bill,” said Montague Stark; then, voice changing a little toward puzzlement: “But— where’d you get the costume?”


      “Costume?”


      There was an uncomfortable silence with the realization that the voice was not Averoff’s after all.


      Alice Woodson, who was nearest to the light switch, snapped the top light on. She waited a good twenty seconds before screaming.


      The visitor was not only not a New York hacky, but was rather evidently not human at all, though its shape and size were those of a man. It cast no shadow and wore no garments, unless what appeared to be its skin was actually a tight one-piece green rubber coverall. No zipper, however, could be discerned. The pupils of its eyes, instead of pits of blackness as with people, were apertures through which inner light winked out into the room.


      “Well?”


      “You’re—not—Bill—Averoff,” said Stark at last in a small, still voice.


      “No, I regret. Why should I be? I am Bechard. You called me, did you not, gentleman?”


      “I—suppose I did.”


      “Then,” said the apparition stiffly, “I am yours to com— No, wait!” It slowly turned its head this way and that, surveying the room and the various props that Stark had set out: the altar, Gus and Godiva, and so forth.


      Its regard came to rest on the pentacle on which it stood. As it looked down it apparently realized its lack of shadow, for a shadow appeared at once.“Regret,” it muttered.


      Then it glared back at Stark, and said in a new, harsh tone:.“Did you not know, gentleman, that we of the Gothic Sept are not commanded by the pentagram?”


      “N-n-no.”


      “It is so, I regret. We are not commanded by it, though we must respect it. Demons of the Apollinian Sept are commanded by the pentagram, as those of the Magian Sept are by the hexagram and those of the Sinic by the diskelion.”


      Prosper Nash had held his breath as long as he could. He now let it out with a whoof and broke in: “What are you commanded by, then?”


      The thing’s rubbery mouth widened into a black slit wherein no teeth were visible.“Ha-ha,” it, growled earnestly.“For me to tell you would be funny, would it not, gentlemen? Almost as funny as invoking Bechard the Hail-maker to perform buffooneries for your frivolous amusement. I regret, but we Bechards are demons of intelligence. Let us settle our business before any of you mundane souls conceive more clevernesses. You, sir, the sorcerer who does not know his pentacles— what are your name and station?”


      “What d’you wanna know for?” asked Stark quickly, a drop of sweat glistening on his forehead.


      “To determine,” replied Bechard blandly, “whose mundane body I shall possess.”


      “You mean we’re gonna be possessed by devils?”


      “Demons, not devils. And only one. Come now, gentleman, your profession?”


      “Teacher,” gulped Stark.“But look here—”


      “You?” the demon turned to Lanby.


      “I… I’m a clerk at the Y. M. C. A. —”


      “Exorcism! You are a regular churchgoer?”


      “Well… yes—”


      “I do not want you. Regret the strain of leading your regular life would be too severe. You with the mustache and glasses?”


      “Accountant,” said Prosper Nash.“Say, don’t you think you ought to tell us more? What’s it like to be possessed? Do you go nuts?”


      “Not at all,” said Bechard.“What an idea! You must be thinking of the crude old days before we were organized. Today we demons know how to handle a mundane body so that even its best friends never guess. Probably at least one of your friends is possessed without your knowing it. The young lady?”


      “I take care of my mother,” said Alice.


      Bechard was silent, then said: “I choose the teacher—”


      “But,” cried Nash, “if you take Monty’s body, what happens to him?”


      Bechard smiled his toothless facial gesture.“His mundane soul, displaced from his mundane body, will naturally be forced up to the astral plane, where it will inhabit his astral body.”


      “His what?”


      “If you will cease your interruptions I shall explain. He will learn what the astral plane is when he arrives. On that plane is the Shamir, which will transport both his mundane soul and his astral body back to this plane—”


      “What the devil is the Shamir?” Nash interrupted again.


      “Oh, ignorant generation! The Shamir is the Stone of Sages; the Star of Truth. In plain language, it is a gem once owned by Solomon son of David, on whom be peace.” Bechard stepped toward Stark.


      Montague shrank back, crying: “You can’t do this to me!”


      “Oh, yes I can, my esteemed Monty.”


      “What’s the idea?”


      “The idea, gentleman, is that the demoniac plane is a very dull place. Since we have been organized, those of each Sept are all exactly alike. It is in its way perfect; we consume neither food nor drink. We have no sex. When a Bechard or a Baphomet is afforded an opportunity to inhabit a mundane body and experience its joys and sorrows, he seizes the chance with avidity. But I am not selfish. The Shamir will return you body and soul to the mundane plane, at which time I will give you back your mundane body in exchange for the astral one. Now, esteemed sir, close your eyes and relax—”


      “Begone!” yelled Stark, holding his sword out hilt up to make a cross, and fingering the Star of David.“By Jakin and Boaz, the Wheel of Ezekiel, the Pentacle of Pythagoras—”


      Bechard glided swiftly toward the terrified sorcerer, but recoiled as Stark defiantly thrust the symbols at him. After three tries, Bechard changed his tactics.“Come, sir,” he wheedled, “the astral plane is a very interesting place. And you will be allowed to return as soon as—”


      “Nor on your life!” shrieked Stark.


      “Regret that you are so stubborn,” said Bechard, raising his voice above Bob Lanby’s prayers.“I shall have to take the young gentlewoman’s mundane body, then, though I fear her astral self will prove a less effective means of finding the Shamir’ than would yours. But—”


      Prosper Nash did the quickest thinking of which he was capable. He jumped up and skidded across the floor, snatched up the sheet of artist’s board—sending the tripod clattering to the floor— and bounded back to where Alice shrank against the wall. He thrust the pentacle into her hands.


      “No you don’t!” he told Bechard.“You said yourself you had to respect the pentagram!”


      “You are an interfering young gentleman!” rasped Bechard.“I regret. I think you will find the Shamir—”


      “Hey! Wait! Let’s talk this over. You can’t steal my body just because I protected a girl—”


      “Can and will. Relax, my good sir, and the process will be less painful. You must return in ten days with Solomon’s Stone, or I shall be forced to chastise your delinquency.”


      “But how am I to find this damned rock? And how—”


      “There are those on the astral plane who can tell you more than I. Here we go!”


      Nash tensed every muscle and felt frantically in his pockets for something bearing a symbol wherewith to thwart the demon. A star—something with a star—hell, the pentagram appeared on the flags of a dozen nations, not to mention States of the Union, societies, political parties—


      Bechard was right in front of him, gliding now without moving his green legs, between Nash and the “trap.” Nash remembered the bills in his wallet; they almost certainly bore stars—


      Too late!


      Prosper Nash felt a tremendous shock, as if a destroyer had dropped a depth bomb on him. While his mind strove to keep a grip on his body, he could feel that body being pulled out of his mental clutches—going—going—gone!


      He was moving with great speed—or falling; it was like an express-elevator plunge, only more so.


    


  




  

    

      Then he fetched up against something, or into something; shot home into place with an almost audible clank, like a key into the right lock, or a sword into its scabbard—


      He was sitting on a bench; at least the body he had clicked into was sitting on a bench, of dark wood worn shiny without benefit of varnish, by the seats of many pairs of pants.


      The bench was in a room; low-ceilinged, dimly lit. Oil lamps shone on rows of bottles. There were others in the room—


      Keep your head, J. Prosper. Let’s take a look at this astral body of ours first.


      Astral body? Sounds silly, but that’s what the demon said. Maybe demons are silly.


      Prosper Nash bent the head of his new body to look at himself. The first things he saw were his hands—bigger than the hands of his other, mundane, body, with a ring in which was set a huge star sapphire.


      Beyond the hands he observed with some horror that lace cuffs from a concealed shirt were turned back over the sleeves of his coat. A roll of the eyes showed that a lace collar sprouted out of the collar of his jacket and lay across his shoulders. He was in a black velvet suit with knee pants.


      Little Lord Fauntleroy!


      Not quite. The pants disappeared into high boots with wide floppy tops, and a strap across each instep with a gleaming buckle. He bent an ankle to observe that the footgear had high heels like those of a Texan boot.


      He tensed the muscles of his right arm, and discreetly pinched the biceps and deltoid with the fingers of his left. Hm-m-m, nice! No wonder Bechard was so willing to take an astral body in exchange for a mundane one!


      So far the astral body appeared to have the usual number of everything, and to be substantially if somewhat eccentrically dressed. Maybe the astral plane went in for that sort of thing. The other customers in the dramshop were also costumed rather than merely clad.


      Nash put his elbow on the table and started to rest his chin on his fist. He got another shock: he had a goatee, a little inverted isosceles triangle of whisker extending from his lower lip to the point of his chin. He quickly ran his hand around his face. The mustache, which in his mundane body had been a close-cut Anthony Eden affair, now ended in a pair of inch-long waxed spikes. And his hair came down to his shoulders.


      So he’d wanted to be a dashing cavalier, eh? Well, he was one, all right, all right. Did that mean he had to act like a cavalier? How was a cavalier supposed to act?


      How, indeed?


       


    


    

      Chapter II.


       


      How did a dashing cavalier dash? He couldn’t go everywhere at a dead run, especially in those boots. Though d’Artagnan had come pretty close to it, at least in the old Douglas Fairbanks movie.


      Time enough to worry about that later. The room now held Nash’s attention.


      Nearby sat a solitary gent in plate armor, trying to drink beer out of a mug the size of a child’s sand bucket. Something was wrong with the catch that should have held up the visor of his armet. The knight carefully pushed up the visor, where it stayed for the nonce. He picked up the mug in both hands—it had no handle—and almost got it to his lips when the visor fell down with a clang. The knight carefully set down the mug and repeated the process. After the fourth try he just sat there with slow tears coursing down his ruddy cheeks.


      At the next table a man in a matador outfit was talking to a beautiful girl dressed like a movie producer’s idea of an Egyptian princess. Beyond them was an earnestly conversing group: a samurai in several gorgeous kimonos, the outer one with yard-wide sleeves that stuck out like wings; and two others with long blond hair and bearskin bathing suits.


      The astralites were certainly a colorful lot, thought Nash; the men—even the massive bartender—ruggedly handsome; the women, from the three or four in sight, inhumanly beautiful. Were they all astral bodies of real people like himself, or was the whole astral plane a product of the imagination of J. Prosper Nash? Well, maybe the so-called real world, was too—no, stop it; that’s a goofy philosophy called sol—solastice—solipism! You ended up in a nice warm cell telling the keepers they didn’t exist. Skip it; worrying over such questions would be like trying to rectify a trial balance by an investigation of the Foster-Catchings monetary theories.


      The customers were, if anything, a little too orderly. They spoke in the consciously subdued tones of people who not only do not want to be overheard, but expect somebody to try to overhear them. The sharp unsmiling eyes of the monolithic bartender roved from table to table with a “Just start something!” look.


      Nash turned his attention back to his new body. A broad leather strap encircled his torso, over the right shoulder and under the left. At its lower end, where it hung loose against his left hip, there was a leather collar, empty, but the right size for a scabbard.


      There should be some mark of identification on him. He began to search for pockets. There were none in his breeches, and for a while it seemed that there were none in his jacket, either. At last he located two small ones inside the bottom edge in the rear—in what would have been the tails if the coat had had tails. One was empty; the other contained a slightly soiled handkerchief with the initial N. Did that mean that his astral body was also named Nash?


      When he moved he was aware oPS a massive, heavy belt under his coat. His exploring fingers identified this as a money belt which held up his pants by friction alone, since the latter garment had no belt loops. Investigation of the compartments of the belt located a couple of wads of bills and a fistful of change, but no papers or calling cards, except one little green square of cardboard bearing the numeral 67.


      It was a comfort to know you were well heeled, but it would be still nicer to know who you were. Nash twirled the empty wine glass in his fingers, pondering, until a voice said: “Another of the same, sir?”


      The speaker was evidently a waiter, but a very gorgeous waiter for such a mediocre-looking place; a veritable Adolphe Menjou of a waiter.


      “Yes,” said Nash. As the waiter started to go with a swish of coat tails, Nash added: “Wait. Who do you think I am?” At least that was what he intended to say, but it came out as “Oo do you senk I om?”


      Oh, Lord, he thought, now he had a French accent to wrestle with!


      “I wouldn’t know, sir,” bowed the waiter.“This is the first time you’ve been here.”


      As the waiter left, a new customer entered the taproom: a man in a uniform with a scarlet tunic and a stiff-brimmed hat. Nash recognized the uniform as that of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.


      “Scotch and soda,” the new man told the bartender.


      The little buzz of conversation died, except for the tail-end of a sentence that was being spoken by one of the men in bearskins, with a jerk of his thumb toward the new arrival: “—diejenigen Feiglingen?”


      Then the silence was complete. The Mounty turned his head slowly.“What was that?”


      The man in the Siegfried getup ostentatiously ignored the question, and spoke to his companions. The redcoat walked slowly over to the table where the three sat. Prosper Nash saw that his pistol holster was empty.


      “Hey!” cried the bartender.


      “What did you say?”


      He of the bearskin glanced up, snapped: “V’steh’ nicht,” and turned back to his pals.


      A twinkle drew Nash’s eye; it was the sparkle of empty bottles being lined up on the bar by the barkeep.


      Fssh!


      Nash turned back toward the group at the table in time to see a steinful of beer envelop the Mounty’s face. Then the fur-clad ones pushed their table over and climbed across it to get at their enemy. Other tables went over booming, too.


      Nash’s right hand made an instinctive grab for his left hip—more of his astral body’s habits, he thought. There was no sword there, of course, and, anyway, it was not his business to get mixed up in barroom brawls, even if this one might have been deliberately staged to rouse his strongest prejudices—


      And then he had a glimpse of the samurai drawing a dagger from one of his sleeves, which were big enough to contain a whole arsenal. Since everybody else was disarmed, this was going too far. If he, Nash, weren’t nearly blind without his glasses, he’d—


      Then he realized that his astral body wore no glasses, and saw perfectly well without them. Moreover this body had, without a direct order from its occupant, risen from the table and stridden halfway across to the nucleus of the developing fight. By the time he got it under control, it was squaring off in front of one of the furry gentlemen.


      Because of his mundane body’s myopia, Prosper Nash had not been in a fight since childhood, and he had no wish to get involved in one now. Neither did he want to back down in front of the bearskinned barbarian.


      The latter soon made up his mind for him by launching a roundhouse swing. Nash was vaguely aware of a violent shock somewhere about his person, and then of slugging back.


      A bottle bounced off the furry gentleman’s head with a hollow sound, and the blond smiled a kind of sickly smile and sank down to the floor. Nash looked in the direction from which the bottle had come, just in time to duck another. The bartender was loosing them impartially at the heads of the brawlers, who now comprised all the men in the place.


      The samurai was still hovering with his dagger. Nash took a step toward him and swung a mighty punch. But something warned the Japanese knight; he spun around and caught Nash’s wrist with a smack. The next thing Nash knew he was poised in midair across the fellow’s shoulders, and the floor came up and hit him with force enough to stun an elephant.


      Nash lay for a second, wondering which bones were broken; then as the dagger flashed into his vision he scrambled up, delighted to find that this new body was apparently made of steel springs and rubber bands. Somebody grabbed him from behind. Nash snapped his head back against the man’s nose; his captor howled, but tightened his grip. The samurai glided forward and drew back his arm for a clean, smooth stab.


      In a last look around for help, Nash saw something that would have been funny if he had been able to appreciate it. The matador was sitting on the chest of the man in plate armor, and pouring the contents of a bottle into the face opening of his helmet.


      “Aw right, you ring-tailed galoots!” cried a voice from the entrance.“Reach!”


      The sounds of battle died, and hands rose, including those of Nash’s assailants. Nash, free, looked to the door, which was filled by a man in cowboy clothes including the largest hat and the widest chaparajos Nash had ever seen. The newcomer covered the room with a pair of revolvers. The face under the sombrero was unmistakably that of Hackman William Averoff.


      “Bill!” cried Nash.


      “Git your hands up, too, mister,” replied the cowboy with no sign of recognition. The pile of men in the middle of the floor disentangled itself, and a much battered Canadian Mounted Policeman crawled out from under. The cowboy asked: “Did they hoit you, partner?”


      “Not much,” replied the Mounty, flexing his joints experimentally.


      The bartender spoke up: “Get out, all of ye! This is neutral territory, and I don’t want any customers who can’t remember that.”


      Nash approached the cowboy.“Aren’t you Bill Averoff?”


      “Yep; Arizona Bill Averoff.”


      “Well, don’t you know me? I’m Prosper Nash.”


      The cowboy looked at him carefully.“No, Frenchy, I don’t.”


      Nash remembered that the body he inhabited was not his own, or at least was not his usual one.“Don’t you know a guy named Nash?”


      “Never hoid of him.”


      “He’s all right,” broke in the Mounty.“He was the first one to try to help me.”


      “Arizona, me lad,” said the bartender, “chase ‘em out, will ye? I gotta clean up the joint.”


      The customers shuffled toward the exit. Arizona Bill Averoff put his head through the open section of the check-room door, and called: “Hey, miss! Reckon you can come up for air.”


      The check-room girl made a nervous appearance and began handing the customers their effects. The Mounty got his revolver. The samurai got a two-handed sword, which he stuck through, his sash, and a hat shaped like an inverted salad bowl, with a ribbon which he tied under his chin.


      The furry gentlemen got broadswords and helmets with wings sprouting from them. One of this pair had a swollen and bloody mouth. Seeing it, Nash became aware of a tingle in his right hand, and found that the knuckles were bruised and cut. He also discovered a tender spot on the side of his jaw. Evidently he and his opponent had landed one good one apiece, though he had no clear recollection of the event.


      “You got a check, mister?” asked Averoff.


      Nash remembered the little square of green cardboard in his money belt. It obtained for him a pair of fancy leather gloves, a rapier, and a wide-brimmed leather hat. The brim was pinned up on the left, Anzacwise, and an ostrich feather stuck aft from between the turned-up part of the brim and the crown.


      Outside, the crowd dispersed slowly, some of them, especially the furry gentlemen, lowering back as they departed. Arizona Bill Averoff kept his pistols out until the last rioter had disappeared. Then he bolstered them, and he and the redcoat unhitched a pair of horses from a rail on the curb.


      “Ain’t you goin’ home, Frenchy?” he asked in a marked manner.


      “Well,” said Nash, “you see, I don’t know where my home is.”


      “Lost? Thought you looked kinda doubtful. What part of town are you tryin’ to find?”


      “I don’t know that, either. Is this New York City?”


      The cowboy whistled.“Say, didn’t you even know what town you were in? Reckon you are lost.”


      “Reckon I am,” said Nash with a ghost of a smile.“Is it?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Have you been sick or something?” asked the Mounty.


      “Call it lapse of memory,” said Nash.“I’d like to—” He stopped as a distant but sharp sound broke into his sentence; then another, and a rattle of them.


      “Who’s shooting?” he asked.


      “Oh,” said the Mounty, “I suppose the Arries sent a patrol down into loyal territory, and got caught.”


      “What,” asked Nash, “are Arries?”


      “Aryans. Wotanists. Like those two who jumped me tonight. I say, don’t you know anything?”


      The cowboy spoke in fatherly fashion: “Reckon you need a good night’s sleep, mister. Then tomorrow, if you still don’t know where you are, you mosey over to a public library and find out. Come along, Jim.”


      “But,” cried Nash, “if this is New York, and you’re Bill Averoff, you ought to know me—”


      “Shore is too bad, partner, but I don’t. So long.” Nash’s two companions swung into their saddles and clattered off into the dark


      Nash stood uncertainly in the street, which was illuminated only by lights from a few of the windows. Aside from these yellow rectangles hanging suspended in blackness, there was little to be made out. As Nash’s eyes got used to the darkness, they picked out by starlight a few more features, such as an irregular and broken line of roofs, and a tree in what appeared to be a front yard. Nash, who was an indefatigable explorer of his mundane self’s adopted city, knew that the only place in Manhattan where front yards were to be found was the Chelsea district. It did not necessarily follow that the same restriction applied to the astral plane’s New York.


      Pop, went the gunfire far away, and pop-pop-pop. He guessed from what the Royal Canadian had said that there was some local war on. Prosper Nash listened, then strode firmly—away from the sounds of combat.


      The popping detonations died away. Nash’s high uncushioned heels rang loudly on the pavement; too loudly. He realized the lack of the whir of motor vehicles, which forms a continuous undertone day and night to the sounds of mundane New York. In some neighboring street, hoofs plop-plopped; then this minor sonic competition sank to inaudibility.


      The lighted windows were fewer now. If he had more nerve, thought Nash, he’d knock on one of these doors and ask for a night’s lodging. Why not? But as he passed each one he found some excuse for not doing so; this one looked like too small a place; the next had such a shabby appearance, from the little he could make out, that goodness knew what sort of people lived there—


      And then there were no more houses, and Prosper Nash almost fell on his face as the pavement ended and the street turned into a dirt path. Wouldn’t he feel foolish if he walked all night? If not foolish, at least footsore.


      The path climbed a little; Nash’s boots swished against the weeds that lined it. This was silly; hadn’t he better go back? If he didn’t like the houses, he could at least ask where a lodging could be had. But no; he arrived at the top of the little vacant hill, and beyond it he could see the dark silhouette of another built-up area.


      A slight sound made him prick his ears; a sound that might have been made by a rolling pebble, but too faint to be sure, except that Nash was sure he had not made it. He gripped his scabbard in his left hand to keep it from slapping against his leg, and moved with fair silence except for the slight creak of his boots.


      He’d be less frightened, he thought, if he only knew definitely. If somebody was following him, he’d run. That would be the only sensible—


      More sounds, small but conclusive, made him turn his head. At the sight of a black shape rushing at him, his mundane mind sent his astral body a frantic command—run! But the astral body had already taken matters into its own hand, literally. Its right one swooped to his sword hilt and swept the blade out, while it spun on its heel with the ease of long practice. Then, heels together, legs straight, left arm up and right straight out, it received the charge on its point.


      Nash tightened his grip against the fierce backward thrust of the hilt. The shadow stopped, impaled, and gave a very human grunt. It slowly sagged and toppled.


      The body gasped and mumbled something; the next thing Nash knew he was running along the narrow path—anything to get away from there.


      Slow down, you fool, he thought; what will the cops think if they catch you running away from the crime with a bloody sticker in your hand?


      He stopped, and made himself turn and start back. As he approached the scene of the action he walked more and more slowly.


      Go on, go on; you’re not a coward.


      “Oh, yes I am, and I’m going to keep on being one. I’d like to see you stop me.”


      Well, anyway, you’ve got to go back there and see if this man is dead, and then telephone the police. They would take away your assailant, and you, too. After a mild grilling and a lot of waiting around, you would be released, and the Times would carry a brief story headed “ACCOUNTANT SLAYS FOOTPAD.”


      That is, on the mundane plane. Maybe the astral plane had no Times, no telephones, no cops. He had not seen any.


      Nash almost stumbled over the body, silent now. He knelt and reluctantly touched it. It was that of a man, all right, all right. His fingers identified a handkerchief tied around the head, earrings, and a fist with a knife in it. He groped for the pulse; it was throbbing faintly.


      Then it stopped.


      Gosh!


      When Nash had digested the enormous idea of having killed a man, it occurred to him that he need not lug the body around. He’d just leave it, and if anybody asked—hi! In upending his sword to scabbard it, he felt a drop run across his hand. The blade was sticky-wet clear to the hilt. He’d better wipe it off on the garments of the corpse—


      There was no corpse.


      Nash felt frantically around, and poked with his rapier. The man’s clothes were there, even the earrings. They lay flat, as if the body had simply evaporated out of them.


       


      Chapter III.


       


      Prosper Nash sighed and gave up. He wiped his blade and his hand on the now empty pants leg, and he set out on the path once more. The darkness oppressed him like a massive weight.


      The path sloped down; Nash found his high heels awkward for this kind of walking. But it also broadened and hardened, and soon he found himself on a sidewalk of uneven flagstones. He could feel the presence of houses lining the street; mostly small, irregularly set structures. The only sign of artificial light was a couple of blocks ahead. Nash quickened his stride. When he made out the word “hotel” on a sign dimly illuminated by an oil lantern, he almost broke into another run.


      The building was not prepossessing from the outside, from what could be seen of it; about four stories, and covered with involuted stone and iron gingerbread of the General Grant era. As he stepped inside, Nash got a shock: the decorations were of the most garish and angular modernistic style, badly put together, and lighted by the quiet flames of a couple of huge candelabra.


      Behind the desk stood a stocky man with a spade beard and a broad red ribbon running diagonally across the bosom of his gleaming boiled shirt. On the desk, beside the register, lay a large revolver on whose butt the bearded man’s hand rested familiarly.


      White teeth showed through black beard as the man bowed and said rapidly: “Bon accueil, m’sieur; ma petite auberge est a votre service—” He spread his left hand and exuded hospitality, all of him but his right hand, which remained motionless on the pistol butt as if it were not part of him at all.


      “I don’t—” Nash started to add “understand French,” when he realized that he had understood that sentence perfectly. In fact the appropriate reply also in French, had already leaped into his mind; but while he tried to grasp this wonder the words faded, and when he deliberately tried to compose a French sentence he could not.


      “May I have a room?” he said finally.


      “With pleasure, my dear sir,” replied the man at the desk.“Your baggage—”


      “I haven’t any.” Nash forestalled a demand for rent in advance by reaching into his money belt. He picked up the pen beside the register and poised it over the paper while he watched the proprietor count out his change. As the money was pushed deferentially toward him, he became aware of motion on the part of his right hand.


      The hand had written, in an ornate script with curling swash-lines: “Jean-Prospere, Chv. de Neche.”


      A chevalier, eh? Whew! Mustn’t let Spade-beard see how excited you are— If his astral body retained a subconscious memory of its name, maybe it would remember its address, too. But now that Nash wanted it to perform, it failed to do so. After staring blankly at his hand for some seconds, Nash wrote simply “New York City.”


      “Do you serve meals?” he asked.


      The ambassadorial innkeeper said he did. Nash asked how much. Spade-beard waved his hand with a gently embarrassed motion, and seemed to have trouble making articulate speech. When Nash repeated the question, the proprietor resigned himself to the fact that his guest did not show the gentlemanly indifference to prices that one expected of a knight, and told him.


      When the candles in Nash’s rather glum little room had been lit, and the host had bowed himself out, Nash bounded to the mirror.


      The face that looked back at him was not quite his own, though there was a strong resemblance. It was an older face, probably in its thirties; perhaps the face that the mundane Nash would wear in ten years. Not quite: the jaw was more massive and the nose had a higher bridge. Nash chuckled, thinking that if he had wanted to improve his face, he would have made just about those changes in it.


      He shed his hat, coat, boots and sword, and sat down to the writing table to try some more unconscious writing. But the right hand of the Chevalier de Neche remained obstinately inert, whether he concentrated a glower on it or whether he ignored it. He must have it cowed.


      He gave that enterprise up and counted his money. Then he ruled off some lines on one of the sheets of writing paper, and filled it in thus:


    


    

      Dr.


      Cr.


      Oct. 31


      Balance brought forward Room rent 1. 25


      157. 26


      Then, with the consciousness of a day well ended, he went to bed.


      Staring up into the darkness, he thought that now that he had a roof over his head, perhaps he could figure things out a little further. Bechard’s invasion of his mundane body had displaced his soul or whatever it was up to this astral plane, which was like, yet unlike, his own—the mundane, the demon had called it—world. It had a New York City, but one that harbored strange specimens like the chevalier. The chevalier must be connected with him, somehow; looked like him, and had a name that was an obvious Frenchification of John Prosper Nash.


      And the cowboy, Arizona Bill Averoff, was undoubtedly the astral body of Nash’s proletarian friend of the same name. It was funny that Nash’s astral body was the kind of person that Nash’s mundane self liked to imagine himself as being. The same must apply to the two Averoffs, with those Western pulps Bill read—by gum, that must be the explanation! An astral body was a sort of projection of the mundane body, the person it fancied itself as—


      That left a lot of questions unanswered; how astral bodies came into existence, for instance. He had seen how they died—just evaporated. Still it explained the dramatic diversity of human types; people liked to imagine themselves as something outstanding: either what they openly strove to be, or a secret ideal totally different from their everyday character. Witness the Egyptian princesses, samurai, and the rest. Nash was willing to bet that the offensively Nordic gents in the winged hats came from the section of the astral New York corresponding to Yorkville.


      Another problem raised its head. If a mundane body had a mundane soul, did an astral body have an astral soul? If so, what had become of that of Jean-Prospere de Neche? Had it merely been suppressed, or had it been displaced up to still another plane—


      The sun in his eyes routed him out of slumber before he knew it. As he got out of bed he discovered a lot of stiff and bruised places, and thought it was too bad he had not imagined an astral self that was invulnerable as well as dashing. The spikes of his mustache had come partly unraveled, and though he could repair the damage somewhat by vigorous twirling, he had no pomade to do a really good job. For that matter he would have to put up with bristling cheeks and furry teeth until he could either buy a set of toilet articles or located his own. They must exist somewhere in the city.


      The ambassadorial proprietor met him at the door of the dining room with an apron tied over his cutaway, and bowed him to a table already occupied by a young man in bright-blue zipper-closed boots, tight blue breeches, and a rubbery-looking blue shirt.


      The azure young man smiled pleasantly, and Nash bade him good morning. While they waited for the innkeeper to hand around the eggs, Nash asked: “Does he run the place all by himself?”


      “He has a day clerk and a cook, but otherwise he does everything,” said the young man.“Poor Aristide has the usual trouble finding anybody to work for him. The last three clerks he’s had have gone off to join the Home Defense. Might even take a crack at it myself.”


      “Yes?” said Nash.“What’s your present line, if I may ask?” The French accent was giving him less trouble.


      “Nothing at the moment. I’ve been trying to revive the Cosmobile project, but no luck.”


      “What’s that?” asked Nash.


      “You’ve never heard of it? My word. You see, I and a lot of others were created to be Interplanetary Patrolmen. But there’s no Interplanetary Patrol, for the good reason that there’s no interplanetary traffic. So as the first step we formed a company to build a Cosmobile. But there was the usual trouble.”


      “What usual trouble?”


      “Oh, everybody wanted to be boss. They’re splendid fellows, but they just couldn’t realize that the job belonged to me, because of my natural gifts of leadership.” The young man shrugged and sighed.“We tried using soulless ones, but they’re mostly too stupid to handle a pick and shovel, let alone anything delicate like assembling a spaceship. It’s too bad, because the theoretical knowledge does exist. Only nobody could agree on how to apply it. It’s like trying to steal the Shamir.”


      Nash straightened up sharply at this. He asked: “Where’s the Shamir?”


      Eyebrows rose.“My word, I thought everybody knew that. On the desert island, of course. But look here, pal, in strict confidence, I’m just about on my uppers. If you could let me have a few dollars—I’ll give you a note—”


      ” ‘Fraid not,” said Nash hastily.“I’m unemployed myself.” He pushed his chair back.


      “But listen, pal, you wouldn’t want a man with my qualifications to get killed in a beastly little Home Defense operation—”


      Nash fled into the lobby, where the maitre d’hotel glanced up from his ledger and tipped him a wink and murmured: “I see you got away from young Farnsworth. Shall I keep your room?”


      “Uh-huh, please,” said Nash. He would have liked to ask more questions about the Shamir, but the azure one might come out any minute.


      The street outside looked far more cheerful than it had felt the previous night. The indescribable mixture of architectural styles was revealed in all its grotesque glory. Mercifully the trees hid much of it. As Nash, blinking in the, sunshine, looked about him, his eyes picked up the weed-grown hill he had crossed in the dark.


      The memory of his encounter came to the surface of his mind with a rush. He walked quickly in the opposite direction. Ahead of him the street ran straight, sloping down slightly to a chink of blue.


      The buildings became smaller and more widely and irregularly spaced. There was a California bungalow, and a Cape Cod cottage, and a log cabin, and a box of prefabricated steel sheets. Then the buildings fell away, and Nash was looking across the broad reach of the North River. He must be about opposite Hoboken; Stevens Point was in plain sight. But the hill, instead of being crowned by the nineteenth-century Stevens mansion, was brooded over by a Norman castle.


      Directly in front of him the shore plunged into the river in a tumble of big rocks, out of which a few piles of a former pier crazily stuck. There were other piers up and down the river; some small piers with ships in them down, and one huge unfinished one up. The ships were smallish vessels, at least half of them sail-powered.


      Nash sat down on the top of one of the piles. He meant to think, but the warmth of the sun and the blueness of the water seduced him into simply sitting.


      A triangle of white swam past his vision: the sail of a catboat in mid-river. The tide was carrying it down fast. Nash reflected that normally the press of river traffic would have made such a course extremely hazardous, but the astral plane’s North River seemed to have neither ferries nor tugs.


      Something winked from the hull of the catboat, and two seconds later the sound of a gunshot came to Nash’s ears. Nash looked to see what they could be shooting at on this peaceful river. A vessel the size of a Coast Guard cutter, with smoke billowing from a tall thin stack, was crawling up-river toward the catboat. The white triangle wavered as the latter came about, but having done so it made no headway against the current, and the steam vessel crept closer. There were flashes from both ships, followed by reports; then the shooting stopped. Nash stood up in a fruitless attempt to see what was happening, but all he could make out was the two little boats meeting, and then drifting down toward Staten Island together.


      The astral plane might be a world peopled with ideal beings, but the result was certainly not an ideal world—at least not according to the usual concept of a pacific and prosperous one. People getting shot and stabbed right and left—


      A crunch on the gravel made Nash turn. A man was standing nearby, feet together and hands in the pants pockets of his suit, smoking a cigarette in a long holder, and looking past Nash at the river. The man had a severely handsome face in whose right eye a monocle was stuck.“See what happened?” asked this individual out of the side of his mouth.


      “Not very well.”


      “Too far, eh? Patroons tried to run the blockade, no doubt.” The well-dressed man sat down on the top of another pile.“Lovely day, what?” He smiled all over.


      “Yep,” replied Nash.“You look pretty well pleased with the world.”


      “Am. Just collected my fee for solving the case of the Methodist molar. Re-enactment worked like a charm. Now I can loaf for a year. I say!” The man looked sharply at Nash.“Aren’t you the chap who so sprightly skewered that vagrant on Chelsea Hill last night?”


      Prosper Nash began to shake slightly. He pulled himself up and barked with quite unnecessary aggressiveness: “What gave you that idea?”


      “Heh, heh. Elementary, my dear chap. Only had to examine the holes in his shirt to know he’d been done in by a stop thrust from a seventeenth-century rapier, delivered by a man of your height. Won’t bore you with the details.”


      “Are you going to turn me in?” asked Nash more quietly.


      “Oh, my Aunt Emmy! To use your own truculent phraseology, what gave you that idea? Not a policeman. Private investigator. They wouldn’t be interested, either, with Arries popping out of their teacups. Served the chap right, no doubt.”


      Nash drew a long breath.“It did, all right, all right. Say, m’sieur, I recently heard a man say something about a desert island. Do they have such a thing around New York?”


      “Certainly. Where the Shamir’s kept.” The private investigator waved in a northeasterly direction.“Park. Risky to go see, though; been fighting there.”


      “There seems to be a gosh-awful lot of fighting,” commented Nash.


      The private investigator shrugged.“True; almost makes one believe that legend about our being the idealizations of chaps on another plane. Naturally chaps would imagine a lot of fierce-quarrelsome idealizations.”


      “What’s that?” cried Nash. A few feet from the men a hazy, flickering outline wavered in the air, gradually thickening and becoming more opaque. Nash repeated his question: “What is it?”


      “The mystery of creation, my friend,” replied the other, puffing unconcernedly.


      The presence solidified slowly into a handsome, well-built woman of about Nash’s age—or rather, about the age of the Chevalier de Neche—clad in a severe businesswoman’s suit.


      The woman stared vacantly for some seconds. She passed her hand across her eyes and took a couple of faltering steps, as if just awakened.


      “Sit down, my dear,” the investigator addressed her.


      She seemed to see them for the first time; an expression of fear and bewilderment appeared.


      “Sit down,” the man repeated.


      She did so, uncertainly, as though she did not quite know how to control her limbs.


      “Can I help you?” asked Nash.


      She looked at him as though she did not understand him, then slowly articulated: “I—don’t— know.”


      “Give her a few minutes to get adjusted, old chap,” said the investigator, and addressed the woman: “Have much trouble coming through?”


      “Three—times. It—was—very—painful.”


      “I know, old girl; it’s that way with most of us. Don’t be afraid of us; we’re pukka. I’m Reggie Kramer, and this chap—”


      “Chevalier de Neche,” said Nash, feeling a little silly about the title.


      “Righto. Know your name yet?”


      The woman closed her eyes, and finally said: “Eleanor Thompson Berry. I lecture.”


      There was a long silence before she added: “I also write a newspaper column. Are there newspapers?”


      “Not many, since the Aryans burned down the World. But the best thing for you would be to toddle over to the City Hall. The Home Defense forces need propagandists.”


      “Where is that?” asked Miss Berry.


      Kramer gestured and poured out directions, at which the woman looked all the more bewildered.“I… I don’t know my way around yet,” she said, and looked appealingly at the two men.


      “I’ll show you,” growled Nash, “though I’m not much better off than you are.” He looked scornfully at Kramer.


      The private investigator merely laughed.“Good idea, old man. I’d offer to conduct Miss Berry if I weren’t so infernally lazy. You might take these with you.” He whisked out a couple of cards. Nash took one and read:


      REGINALD VANCE KRAMER


      Discreet Investigations


      224 Greene Street New York City


      Nash meant to give Kramer a curt good-by, but he had swept off his plumed hat in a wide gesture before he knew it. Wherever the chevalier’s soul might be, his body still had a lot of automatic reflexes left over.


      Nash and Eleanor Thompson Berry turned away and walked toward the nearest street leading away from the water front. Then they halted.


      A clatter of hoofs preceded a group of six horsemen in steel caps and long white mantles, who rode straight at the pair. They had bearded, mahogany-colored faces, and looked enough alike to be sextuplets.


      They reined in a few paces from the pair; one cried something in a guttural language, and two of them flung themselves off their horses and ran at the woman, who stepped back in alarm.


      “Hey!” cried Nash.


      The leader looked down at him dispassionately, and jerked a thumb. He said: “Get hence, youse!”


      Miss Berry screamed “Help!” as the two dismounted ones seized her arms. The chevalier’s arm had already half drawn its sword. Nash lunged at the nearest kidnaper; the blade bent against a shirt of mail, and then scimitars flashed out all around him.


       


    


    

      Chapter IV.


       


      Nash parried a cut with a ringing clash, and then one of the riderless horses caught his eye. He bounded toward it with the idea of vaulting into the saddle. But mounting a horse is a task requiring both hands, and Nash was encumbered by his rapier. For a few seconds he clutched the pommel with his left and hopped around trying to spear the nigh stirrup with his toe. The horse pranced in a circle, and the dark men yelled and took wild swipes at Nash.


      At last he thought to put the blade between his teeth and catch the cantle with his other hand. One heave and he was up; he had not found the stirrups, but the chevalier’s fine riding muscles made them hardly necessary. He put the animal -in motion toward the nearest opponent; the man gave ground and the others closed in on him from back and side. The tip of a saber swished by an inch from his nose; another nicked his boot. He felt as a toad must feel that sees the whirling blades of a lawn mower slicing down on him.


      A guttural command opened the press out; the leader of the pack was leveling a pistol at him. He could see that the barrel was squarely in line with his midriff.


      A gun crashed. Nash, tensing himself for the hammer blow of the bullet, felt nothing—had he been killed instantly? —and then realized that the man with the pistol had been shot instead of shooting, for he swayed and fell out of his saddle.


      There were more shots; the kidnapers yelled, and Nash, finding himself within easy reach of one, carefully ran him through the throat. When he looked around for another to tackle, three were riding off as if the devil were after them, and the remaining one, afoot, was being pursued by Eleanor Thompson Berry, who had somehow possessed herself of his scimitar and was swinging it at his steel-capped head with both hands.


      The columnist gave up the hopeless chase and walked back, breathing hard. Nash saw a small group of men standing in front of a water-front shack with rifles and pistols. He rode over to them, finding them a tough-looking lot, and extremely nautical. One with salt-flecked sideburns said: “Ahoy, mister. Thought you was going to get your thwarts stove for a minute.”


      “Thanks. I needed help, all right.”


      “Wasn’t nothin’; the boys and me didn’t figure on letting them sharks take a Christian.”


      “Thanks again,” said Nash.“My name’s de Neche, and if I can ever do anything for you, let me know.”


      “Aye-aye, Mr. de Neche. I’m Cap’n Jones; Ahab Dana Jones.” He looked at Nash expectantly, which that young man took to be a hint that a little cash on the barrel head would be welcome.


      “Take this horse,” said Nash, dismounting.“If you don’t want to keep him, he’ll bring a good price.”


      “Aw now, mister,” said Captain Jones, “I wouldn’t want to separate a man from his beast like that. Why, I had a parrot to once—”


      “No, I insist,” said Nash, realizing that as far as the sailors knew the animal was his own. After more Alphonse-Gaston parley the horse was accepted, and Nash walked quickly off, leaving the sailors arguing whether the creature should be taken into their house, and, if so, how.


      Eleanor Thompson Berry had rounded up the other two riderless horses and was waiting for him near where Reginald Vance Kramer still sat on his post and smoked. The detective said to him as he neared: “For a bird who thinks there’s too much fighting around here, you haven’t done half badly in the last twelve hours.”


      He indicated the two bodies. Nash looked, and saw that they were really just bundles of clothes from which the contents had vanished.


      “You weren’t much help, m’sieur,” he said belligerently.


      “My dear chap, what could I do? I work with the jolly old bean, when I work at all. The snickersnee’s more your line.”


      “Oh, well,” said Nash.“Who were those people, do you know?”


      “Probably soulless ones belonging to one of the sheiks or sultans, out shopping for the harem. My guess would be that they were Arslan’s.” Seeing by Nash’s expression that the cavalier was bursting with more queries, he added: “No more questions, please, there’s a good chap. I want to work on my book on ancient musical instruments.” Therewith Kramer got out a notebook and began scribbling furiously.


      Nash shrugged and turned away. Now that he had a horse he could cover ground fast enough to learn what he had to. He mounted. Miss Berry did likewise, though her costume was hardly suitable.


      “You don’t talk much,” commented Eleanor Thompson Berry.


      “Oh, don’t I?” said Nash.“No, not like that other man—Mr. Kramer. Except to ask these people the way, you’ve hardly said a word.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “But why? Is there a reason? I want to know; I have so much to learn before I can be a lecturer. You are… let me think… sad? Is that it?”


      “Well,” said Nash, “I killed—” he almost added “two men,” but decided not to raise the ghost of the robber of last night. What Miss Berry didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her, especially if she were going to join the forces of whatever government held out in the City Hall.


      “Was that wrong? Should you have let the men in white take me?”


      “I don’t suppose it was wrong, exactly. I just don’t like killing people.”


      “But then why—”


      “Excuse me, but do you mind if we talk about something else?” This suggestion brought a stream of questions about the astral plane to which Nash did not know the answers.. He was glad when they hove in sight of the City Hall.


      “There’s your destination, madame,” he said.“And now if you’ll excuse me—”


      The woman said: “I wish you’d go in with me, chevalier; I don’t know anyone.”


      Nash almost weakened, but the thought of the officials detaining him while they investigated the puncturing of two of their citizens—who might, for all Nash knew, have influential friends—stiffened his spine.


      “Sorry,” he said, “but I have an errand of my own. Au ‘voir.” He waved his hat and trotted off before she could protest further. Now for the Shamir, before he got involved in any more bloodletting!


      The wide street that ran north from the City Hall Plaza corresponded to the mundane New York’s Broadway; some of the street signs in fact said “Broadway.” But others said various things, such as “Christopher Magellan Avenue” or “Shin Fane Boulevard.” The stretches bearing these names began and ended without visible plan, as if half the population had tried its hand at putting up street signs with whatever names pleased their fancy. Many stretches were much too narrow to make the name “Broadway” appropriate, and there were twists and jogs that the mundane plane’s equivalent lacked. Nash even had to detour around a couple of Indian tepees set up in the middle of the street, with Indians sitting crosslegged in front of them.


      The buildings were still smaller than those of Prosper Nash’s New York, and there was not a skyscraper in sight. He did pass a couple of huge excavations that might have been meant as foundations for skyscrapers. But work on them had long been abandoned; the sides were caving in, in one case taking a good part of the avenue with them.


      Nash inferred that the astralites tended toward picturesqueness at the expense of practicality. The chevalier whose body he inhabited was probably of that sort, too; always getting into fights— But if the chevalier was something thought up by Nash, wasn’t it Nash’s own fault? An unanswerable question.


      The park to which Kramer had referred must be the equivalent of Central Park, though what a desert island would be doing there remained a puzzle. Nash had reached what he judged to be the latitude of the Fifties when the faint popping of gunfire reminded him that there was a war on. He hesitated, and noticed a restaurant, and was reminded that he had not yet eaten lunch.


      As he hung up his hat he was startled to see that it shared the hatrack with a golden crown. The owner of the crown was evidently the dignified person in the embroidered robe sitting at the counter. A king who was lunching on coffee and sinkers ought to be as good a source of information as any.


      “How’s the war going, m’sieur?” he asked when he had ordered.


      “Ah,” said the royal dunker.“You may well ask.” After an impressive pause, he added: “They’ve cleared the Aryans out of the southern half of the park, though they still raid down the west side.” Another pause.“Well?”


      “Well what?”


      “You’re supposed to say, ‘Your sage majesty is most gracious. ’”


      “Your sage majesty is most gracious.”


      “Ah. That’s better.”


      The counterman put in: “Heh, he’s a good one. You’d think he was really a king still.”


      “Ah, but I am, my good varlet. ‘Not all the water in the rough rude sea can wash the balm off from an anointed king; the breath of worldly men cannot depose the… the—’ How does it go?”


      “I don’t know how it goes,” snapped the counterman, “but if you want to. eat here on credit any more you better not call me ‘varlet. ‘ “


      “But my dear—commoner, if you prefer—think of the curiosity trade which my patronage brings—”


      “Ga wan, kings are a dime a dozen—”


      Nash left them arguing and continued on his way. Pedestrians were fewer. Despite the variation in their costumery, which gave the city the air of movie lot during lunch hour, there was a certain uniformity about their physical type that struck Prosper Nash. They were nearly all stalwart, handsome men and women between twenty and forty; there were hardly any old people, and no children.


      A few blocks farther north Nash came upon a barricade of cobblestones and furniture, which had once stretched clear across the avenue, but which had since been broken down in the middle to let traffic through. A little later he passed a group of soldiers uniformed like movie ushers. The statement is not literally accurate, for the “uniforms” were far from uniform, but they made up in gorgeousness what they lacked in similarity.


      Presently a horseman passed him at an easy canter: a man in a cloth cap and a shabby twentieth-century civilian suit, with a red band tied around his arm and a rifle slung across his back. He gave Nash a suspicious glance as he went by, and Nash saw a small reddish beard under a pair of sharp slightly Mongoloid eyes.


      There were more soldiers, and the sound of distant shots broke out again briefly. Then Nash sighted greenery ahead: Without doubt the park corresponded to Central, though its borders were irregular; it was much wilder. The paths were fewer and in an advanced state of disrepair. Moreover there were dwellings in it: a Colonial cottage here, nearly hidden by vegetation; a log cabin there. The trees were shedding bright autumnal foliage.


      A group of soldiers sat under a tulip tree eating lunch. Nash asked the way to the lake, got a jerk of a thumb from a hussar with his mouth full of sandwich, and continued on.


      At the point where the path debouched on the lake shore there was a small boathouse bearing a sign:


      CAPT. PERRY DECATUR SHAPIRO


      BOATS FOR RENT


      Sounds of carpentry came from the boathouse. Nash dismounted and tried to tie his horse to a tree. But the animal developed fractiousness and tugged Nash toward the lake. The idea finally penetrated his head that the horse was thirsty. He let it drink and tied it so that it could reach plenty of the long grass that grew around.


      Captain Perry Decatur Shapiro crawled out from under the boat on which he was working, wiped his hands, and put on his swallow-tailed, brass-buttoned coat and his cocked hat. He and Nash exchanged courtly greetings, and the captain asked if a boat was wanted.


      “I have but three fit to put out,” he explained.“Two have already been taken today. The rest were so riddled in the battle that they’ll not be ready for a week.”


      “What battle, m’sieur?” asked Nash.


      “Weren’t you in town when it happened? It was during the recent attempt of the Aryan scoundrels. They came down the lake on timber rafts, and our saucy boys went out in the boats to stop them. By God, sir, it was hot work for a while, since we couldn’t sink the rafts.”


      “Have the Aryans all been driven away from the lake now?”


      “Yes, sir. So here I sit, hiring my sound boats out to pay for repairs on the rest. Though being so near the front, and what with old Tukiphat’s desert island taking up half the lake, I get little enough custom.”


      “Who,” asked Nash carefully, “is Tukiphat?”


      “The genius of the Shamir, of course. Though I don’t know why he chose my lake to set himself and his bauble up in. He leaves room neither for pleasure boating nor for a proper battle. I wanted to drag the boats over to the river to join Larry Preble Pappas’ squadron, but the staff wouldn’t hear of it. Those noodles in City Hall are so bemused to the word ‘defense’ that they’ll never put down the vermin, which can be accomplished only by overwhelming attack.”


      Nash hastily helped launch the rowboat and rowed out before Captain Shapiro could start another tirade. The captain’s rate of a dollar an hour made his wallet nerve wince, but he reasoned that if he secured the Shamir he would no longer have to worry about the chevalier’s finances.


      When he got away from shore he looked around; sure enough there was a most patent desert island; a bare little knob of sand and rock crowned by one sorrowful palm tree, the ensemble looking as out of place in the park as a juke box in a church.


      It certainly did not take up half the lake. Nash rowed closer and saw an empty rowboat lying on the sand of the island’s minuscule beach. The whole island had a faintly queer, insubstantial look; its perspectives were, somehow, not quite right. Nash put that effect down to an illusion resulting from its general incongruity. Surrounding it was what looked at first sight like a circular ribbon of oil on the water, several yards wide, smooth, dully blue-gray.


      Nash decided not to investigate more closely because two other rowboats were in sight. He rowed casually toward one of these; it held two gold-braided soldiers fishing, who warned him off with fingers to their lips. The other looked empty until Nash got close to it. Then he saw that in it lay a young woman sun-bathing in the costume most effective for that occupation. He rowed off, face tingling with embarrassment.


      Imagining you were a dashing cavalier was all right for daydreaming. But right now he was more interested in getting back into his own body before Bechard did something awful with it. The demon had not given him detailed instructions for using the Shamir; had in fact sent him off with a mere airy assurance that he would learn what was necessary when the time came. Either Bechard had a great and unfounded confidence in him, or was not very bright, or knew in some supernatural way that things would in fact take care of themselves. The last was the most comforting hypothesis, so Prosper Nash adopted it, pulled into a little cove near the outlet where he would be out df sight of the other boats and Captain Shapiro, lay back, pushed his hat over his eyes, and dozed.


      He was awakened by cold and a great interior emptiness. The stars were coming out in quick succession; this city must have a much less smoky atmosphere than its mundane equivalent. The boats were gone from the lake. Everything was quiet saye for the faint sounds of the city’s primitive means of transportation and the occasional pop of a gun over to eastward.


      Nash’s main emotions were impatience to get the job over with, and lonesomeness. He was reminded of how he had felt when he first moved to New York from Hartford, knowing nobody.


      If Captain Shapiro came out to demand explanations, Nash would simply tell him he had fallen asleep and then had lost his way in the dark. But the little boathouse was as dark as the rest, and the incongruous island sat there inviting him to storm it, and beg, borrow, or steal the Shamir from this Tukiphat. Who was that? The genius of the Shamir, Shapiro had said; so what? A kind of spirit? He would know soon enough.


      It looked too easy; the rowboat still lay on the sand. A genius who used a rowboat sounded like a pretty finite sort of being. Still, Nash would have liked to know what he was up against. The sight of a grim but definite policeman on the rock pile ahead would have been a comfort. Decidedly he was too easygoing a person for enterprises requiring meticulous planning and desperate nerve.


      Not a sound from the shore or the island. Nash pulled with a short stroke to minimize the squeak of the oarlocks. It was too easy—


      It was.


       


      Chapter V.


       


      Prosper Nash’s teeth chattered a little until the exercise warmed him. He took one last look to assure himself that Tukiphat’s island was straight ahead, and bent to the oars again. The water gurgled pleasantly as the blades bit through it—pull— reach—pull—reach—a dozen strokes should bring him to the beach. But a dozen strokes did not, nor yet two dozen. Had he rowed right past it in the dark?


      Where was the damned thing? And for that matter where was everything? The stars had vanished, and Nash could no longer make out the silhouette of trees against the sky. In fact he could no longer make out anything save the water alongside, darkly reflecting like blued steel. It must have clouded over.


      He leaned on his oars again, frowning; a prickly sensation began in the hair follicles of his nape and spread over his scalp. Except for that rippling surface he might as well be rowing through interstellar space. He stuck a finger into the water to see whether it was what it seemed; it was at least wet, and warmer than the chill air. A line from a poem ran through his mind:


      The weird ululation of fiends


      On the brackish waters of time—


      Nash preferred his poetry more concrete and cheerful, but that line seemed appropriate right now. It was no darker than it had been; he just couldn’t seem to see anything except two strips of feebly lit water, one stretching away from the bow of the craft and one from the stern. It was somewhat as though he were in his old mundane body without his glasses? Could it be that he was? He felt himself quickly, and was satisfied that he still inhabited the chevalier’s big, hawk-nosed, long-haired physique.


      But still island, lake, stars, and everything else recognizable had vanished; there was water before and water behind, stretching off to slightly brighter patches on what would be the horizon; everything else was a blur and a dark one at that.


      He rowed some more, and quit when it occurred to him that he had no idea whither he was going.


      “Hey!”


      Silence.


      “HEY!”


      Still no sound. Gosh!


      He rowed with long, hard strokes; the glimmering water slid past. When he stopped and looked around, the boat still floated on a ribbon of water bordered by nothingness and stretching away to infinity on both sides.


      Nash headed the boat straight toward the side of this canallike body and rowed some more. He moved; the eddies from his strokes swirled away aft into the dark. But his surroundings failed to change accordingly. It was as though the ribbon of water were being unrolled on one side and rolled up on the other, so that no matter what Nash did he remained in the middle.


      When even the chevalier’s iron frame began to tire, Nash gave up and rested again. The direct approach that he had used was evidently all wrong. He should have inquired around more. Where had he gotten the idea that he was a sensible fellow smart enough to improvise his way out of trouble? The only comfort was the knowledge that Bechard had been an even bigger fool, to send him off on this adventure so lamentably unprepared—


      Well, if it was really all Bechard’s fault there was no point in sitting there and reproaching oneself. He was tired and hungry; if he made himself as comfortable as possible until dawn he might be able to grasp his predicament then—if there was going to be a dawn, and if he weren’t in some sort of hyperspatial tunnel between the mundane and astral planes. He scooped enough. water out of the lake to fill the gnawing void for a while, lay down in the boat, and put his hat over his face.


      He slept badly; every time he dropped off, the cold would bring him to shivering. After what seemed like the hundredth such awakening his itching eyes picked out the spots of lighter gray toward which the watercourse stretched. They seemed definitely brighter, and the canal itself was lightening in response.


      The world brightened but became no more intelligible. The canal seemed to run through a glass tunnel of indefinite length, the glass fluted so that nothing in the world outside could be made out. At the sides of the canal the water appeared to merge into the glass, so that the diameter of the tunnel was difficult to estimate. Nash guessed it at thirty to forty feet.


      As he stared, a narrow horizontal red line appeared in the wall of the tunnel at eye-level. The minutes passed, and the red line widened to a band with an apparent width of about two degrees, meanwhile brightening to a glowing orange. It got no wider, but rose with gastropodal speed and turned a fierce white.


      Sun, thought Nash; the walls of the tunnel must have the optical property of stretching one dimension of the world outside out to infinite length. No wonder nothing was recognizable. He rowed about for a while, toward the walls of the tunnel and along its axis, but with no more results than he had achieved during the night.


      Before he resigned himself to eating his floppy boots for breakfast he had better have one more try with lung-power. He yelled, and listened, and yelled again, until his throat was sore. At last a voice answered:


      “Ahoy, if it isn’t the saucy lubber in the macaroni hat! Belay yourself and return my boat, sir!” The voice was startlingly clear and unmistakably that of Captain Perry Decatur Shapiro.


      “Glad to,” Nash yelled back, “but how?”


      “Row, you fool! Not that way; head toward the outer wall of the sphere!”


      “Which way is that?”


      “Little more to stabberd; there you are. Now pull, my hearty!”


      Nash pulled along the axis of the tube until he puffed.“Keep on!” cried the invisible captain. Nash rowed some more and craned his neck to see where he was going. Perhaps fifty yards ahead the water and sun and streaks along the sides of the tunnel almost converged, and around the spot toward which they pointed, objects could be made out; a bit of lake shore with a couple of trees, shrunken down as if seen through the wrong end of a telescope. As the boat moved, the picture grew as pieces of the streaks detached themselves and joined it. It seemed to Nash as though he were looking into a deep parabolic mirror, except that there was no reflection of himself at the focus. Suddenly the walls of the tunnel whisked back, and he was out on the familiar lake; or at least most of him was. When he looked at the stern he saw that the boat ended just beyond his feet, as if it had been crumpled up along its longitudinal axis. Even as he watched, the stern extended itself away from where he sat until the boat reached its normal dimensions. He had just rowed out of the smooth, dull, curved band that lay “on the water like a wide streak of oil encircling the island.


      “Hurray!” ” ‘Rah!” “Vive!” “Bravo!” “Euge!” “Yipee!” “Ole!”


      These sounds came from a score of men on the shore of the lake. Among them Nash made out Captain Shapiro’s nautical cap. As he rowed toward them he discerned that they were laughing. Half of them were soldiers and the rest the usual motley astral assortment. He handed over the boat to its commander with a self-conscious grin.


      “Went to sleep,” he explained, “and got lost in the dark—”


      Captain Shapiro was examining the boat minutely.“It’s well for you that it’s sound, sir,” he said.“We don’t mind your trying to reach Tukiphat’s island, having tried to do so ourselves without success. But if you’d lost or damaged the boat, the lads here would have haled you before the Private.”


      Nash asked: “Say, what is that thing around the island? What became of that tunnel I got into?”


      “Wasn’t any tunnel,” said one of the soldiers.“It’s a… what you call it… optical effect. How does it work, General Kenyon?”


      Another soldier took up: “You see, Frenchy, when Tukiphat set up his island he didn’t want visitors, so he put what he calls a zone of refraction around it. How does it work, colonel? I’m just an ordinary general.”


      “It’s shaped like a hollow ball,” explained the colonel, “and it slows down everything moving toward or away from its center, the way glass slows down light, only more so, so that it takes you as long to go a foot in a… uh… radial direction as it would take you to go a mile ordinarily. A man who enters it is flattened out so that from the outside he looks like a cardboard cutout, only to him he looks normal and everything not in the zone is stretched all out of shape.” The first general said: “You can fire a bullet at it, and when it hits the zone you can see it hang in the air and then drop straight down plunk into the water. Here, I’ll show you—”


      The general raised his gun. The colonel barked: “Put that down, you damn fool! Don’t you know if you don’t hit the zone square on, the bullet’ll be refracted back out and maybe hit somebody?”


      “Aw, but colonel—”


      “Shut up! Who’s giving orders here?” The general meekly subsided. The colonel started to say: “All right, Frenchy, try not to get in any more trouble—”


      “Jean-Prospere!” cried a man in the crowd who was dressed much like Nash.“Ami! Ou estois tu cache?” The man threw himself upon Nash with a swirl of cloak, and before Nash could get his guard up he had been seized around the shoulders and kissed on both cheeks. The crowd guffawed.


      He looked at his toes, vainly hoping the earth would swallow him, while his new friend poured a stream of Seventeenth-Century French over his embarrassed head, “—beaucoup de peine j’ay cue! J’ay oui dire par des scelerats que peur tu avois. Un cheval tu as! Je croyois que vendue tu l’avois—”


      Nash finally worked in: “Had a little lapse of memory. Didn’t know where I belonged or anything.”


      “And now back it all comes? Bon! We go, no?”


      Nash mounted without protest and let the other guide him out of the park. He learned how difficult is the task of following a man while riding alongside of him and acting as if one knew where one was going. He rode in silence, gloomy over the night’s fiasco and apprehensive lest his fellow-cavalier get suspicious.


      But the fellow-cavalier talked enough for two. Nash picked up the facts that his self-appointed pal was the Comte de la Tour d’Ivoire; that both of them were living in a sort of cavaliers’ club; that he, de Neche, had formerly held a job that caused him to travel between New York City and an unspecified kingdom whereof he and the Comte were subjects, but that de Neche was now unemployed. Moreover he got the impression that there were persons in astral New York who would like nothing better than to carve their initials on his liver.


      Behind their backs, a roll of distant gunfire broke out, fading as they trotted south. They rode until Nash guessed that they had reached the Twenties, though the irregular layout of astral New York made Nash’s knowledge of its mundane equivalent of very limited use. They halted in front of an elderly brownstone building with big glass doors. A vacuuous-looking fellow took their horses; Nash wondered who would create such a stupid oaf for his astral body. Then he remembered hearing about “soulless ones”; perhaps this was one of them.


      “Ah! M’sieur le Chevalier!” cried the doorman, and there was a stampede of long-haired sword-girt persons across the lobby to pump Nash’s hands and kiss his cheeks. They all yelled questions at him in French, until de la Tour d’lvoire proved himself a real friend by shouting: “Plus tard, je vous en prie! Les privations horribles il asoutenu!”


      Nash located the dining room and made straight for it. After wolfing his way through a huge breakfast he was presented with a check. He was not quite sure what to do about this, but the waiter had a pencil in his hand, and did not seem disturbed when Nash took it away from him and signed de Neche’s name to the check. They’d have a hell of a time proving that it was a forgery.


      At the desk they gave him his key and a couple of letters. They also gave him a meaningful cough, and one of them said: “About your bill, m’sieur—”


      “Later, please.” As he turned away, Nash saw the clerk toss a slight shrug and an uplift of the eyebrow at the other, as if he had heard that sort of thing only too often.


      The mirror in his room showed Nash a very seedy-looking chevalier indeed, unshaven and bloodshot. His drink out of the lake the previous night had dissolved all the wax out of the spikes of his mustache, so that they hung down the sides of his mouth like unraveled ends of tarred string.


      He hunted up the chevalier’s toilet articles, which included a homicidal-looking straight razor, and freshened his appearance. He considered trimming the mustache down to the dimensions to which his mundane self was accustomed, but decided that it would be a dirty trick to take such a liberty with the body of the chevalier in the latter’s absence. There was a small jar of pomade for rewaxing the ornament.


      Then he went through his possessions. These included a notebook, a carpetbag, spare clothes, a bill of sale for a bay stallion, and a pawn ticket for a watch.


      The pile of correspondence on the table consisted mainly of unpaid bills, some accompanied by nasty little notes. When he dutifully entered all his known debts on the sheet of note paper he was using as a ledger, he was horrified to find himself four hundred sixty-nine dollars and nine cents in the hole. Gosh, if he’d known anything like this was going to happen, he would have created an astral body with some sense about financial matters!


      On the other hand, if he could only get hold of the damned Shamir, he could leave the prodigal chevalier to his own dubious monetary destiny.


      One letter was personal. In French, it read:


    


    

      Three Rivers,


      October 24th.


      My dear Jean-Prospere:


      Just a word to inform you that since you recently departed with such magnificent elan, the peace of a tomb has prevailed in the kingdom. Me, I wish you would return. But I cannot, I regret, seriously advise such a course, because his majesty has issued orders that should his officers apprehend you attempting such a gaff, they shall hang you at once.


      To me such a sad event would give a sorrow of the most formidable. Very well, my old, remain where you are, and try not to make that spot too hot for you also. We know that you never write letters, but we shall think of you, nevertheless.


      Marie, Constance, and Helene weep to hot tears for you. Celestin swears that she will cut your heart out should opportunity present itself.


      With my most affectionate sentiments,


      Raoul.


    


    

      Wow! thought Nash. There remained the two unopened letters he had gotten from the desk. Both were in English; the first read:


    


    

      Tamerlane Express Co.,


      214 Canal Street, New York City,


      October 30th.


      M. le Chevalier de Neche,


      Alexandre Dumas Club,


      New York City.


      Dear Sir:


      We regret to inform you that we do not at present have an opening for you in our organization as courier.


      However, in view of your admirable qualifications, we shall keep your name on file and shall inform you whenever such a position becomes available.


      Very truly yours,


      Kit Fargo Simpson, Pres.


    


    

      The other was more personal:


    


    

      12 Rutherford Place,


      New York City,


      October 30th.


      Dear Chevalier:


      I’ve just heard that you are staying in New York City again.


      I’m giving a small party Saturday night. Remembering how you were the life of my last one, I’d love it if you could manage to drop in this time. Any time after eight. Cordially,


      Alicia Dido Woodson.


    


    

      Nash stared at the signature a long time. That must be the astral body of his reserved friend Alice Woodson! Was there some metaphysical affinity between the astral bodies of people who were friends on the mundane plane, that he should keep bumping into the astral equivalents of his acquaintances? Very likely.


      Saturday night. Hm-m-m. That was last night, which Nash had spent frozenly rowing about Tukiphat’s sphere of refraction. Probably he had gone out early Saturday and so had not received this letter when it arrived, and had not been home since. The thought of the girl’s disappointment brought a slight lump to Nash’s throat. The least he could do would be to call at once and explain. Also, he admitted, he was itching with curiosity to see what sort of astral body Alice would have.


      Not to mention the possibility that she might know someone who had a job open, or who could give him a line on how to secure the Shamir.


      To avoid another refrigeration he put on the cloak he found hanging in the closet. In half an hour he had ridden up to 12 Rutherford Place.


      This turned out to be a small walk-up apartment house. A. D. Woodson was announced over the letter box of Apartment 2-C.


      No answer to the bell. Maybe this Woodson girl worked for a living, instead of serving as an abused nurse to a cantankerous mother. Apparently people did not have parents on the astral plane; they just flickered into existence when somebody on the mundane plane conceived the idea of them, and then they kept going until an accident took them off.


      Or perhaps—not likely, but possible—the bell did not work. Nash did not think much of the standard of technics in this world. Which was only to be expected, if people insisted on conceiving cavaliers and cowboys instead of plumbers, carpenters and electricians. He pushed another bell at random, and when the buzzer sounded opened the front door.


      The bell at the door of 2-C was silent; though Nash held his ear close to the paneling as he thumbed the button. Nor could he hear any motion from within.


      The door, he noticed at last, was not completely closed. Perhaps he shouldn’t push it open and take a look in and holler for Miss Woodson. But after all such conduct was only to be expected of the hell-raising Chevalier de Neche.


      “Alicia! Hein!”


      That there was nobody in the apartment, he soon made sure. But somebody had been. Chairs were upset, the bed was pulled apart, and the large mirror over the dresser was broken. The room gave every evidence of having witnessed a battle as well as a robbery and ransacking.


       


    


    

      Chapter VI.


       


      “But, my dear old corn flake!” wailed Reginald Vance Kramer, “I tell you I don’t want your damned kidnaping case! I’m filthy rich from my last one, and I want to work on my book!”


      “Go on in!” roared Nash, pushing the tweedy astralite through Alicia Dido Woodson’s doorway.


      “There’s the regular police—”


      “I don’t want to get mixed up with them! Anyway,” he added in a more conciliatory tone, “don’t they always have to call you in to solve the hard ones?”


      “True,” grumbled Kramer.“You’ve got sound instincts, I’m afraid. Let’s see. Hm-m-m.” The detective began nosing around the room like a cat who smells a mouse.“Notice the position of that overturned chair. It fits the psychological pattern of a sheik’s retainer.” More nosing, then: “I say, I hope you can pay for this. My minimum retainer is five hundred—”


      “Not right away,” said Nash.“When I get a job, and in installments.”


      “Oh now really, look here—”


      “You just said you were filthy rich,” argued Nash, “so you can afford to wait a bit for your fee. You wouldn’t let a little delay like that stop you from cracking a swell case, would you?”


      Kramer’s curiosity gradually overcame his cupidity.“I’ll do it, chevalier. But this time only, mind you. And don’t tell anyone I’ve given you such easy terms.” He silently scrutinized the room’s tenant’s hairbrush. At last he extracted one hair and held it up to the light.


      “Blonde,” he said.“Golden blonde, five-feet-six, weight nine stone seven, fond of sports.”


      Nash frowned.“The blondeness I can see, but how do you infer the other—”


      “Sh! Perfectly obvious, but I’ll have to tell you later, when the case had been solved. Oh, I say!” The last was a cry of delight as Kramer scooped up a small vase that lay on its side on the floor. He held up the object, turning it.“From the Bang Dynasty! This is priceless! And look here; what would you call the instrument this undeniably mammalian wench is playing?”


      Nash peered at the picture on the vase.“Some kinda harp, I suppose.”


      “Ah, there you’re wrong! That’s a quarter-tone plunk-plunk. They weren’t supposed to have been invented as early as the Bang Dynasty. That’ll be good for a whole chapter in my book.” Kramer got out his notebook and began scribbling.


      “You can have the plunk-plunk; I’ll take the gal,” said Nash.“Hey, how about the kidnaping?”


      “Oh, bother the kidnaping! No, don’t be wroth, old man. I’ll get back to it as soon as I finish these notes. Run along; you make me nervous fingering your sword that way. I’ll send you a report.”


      Nash protested, but Kramer insisted that he could not do effective work with the chevalier looming over him. Nash was frantic with curiosity to see how a real super-sleuth operated, but for the sake of Alicia Dido Woodson he gave in.


      On his way back to the Dumas Club he reflected that the astral plane surely had libraries and scientists—Farnsworth, the blue-clad would-be Interplanetary Patrolman, had implied as much. And weren’t there plenty of young men on the mundane plane who imagined themselves as Newton, Darwin, and Einstein rolled into one? He’d stop at the club only long enough to ask for mail and to inquire where one of the prodigies might reside. This time he would tackle the Shamir problem in the systematic, common-sense fashion that his mundane self would have used in running down an error in a trial balance.


      The club doorman said: “Ah, M’sieur le Chev—” then broke off, staring woodenly.


      “What’s—” Nash looked around the lobby. The other cavaliers were looking at him curiously too, not so much with hostility as with excited expectancy. His surprised gaze flitted from face to face until it lighted on that of the Comte de la Tour d’lvoire. The last got up and came over to him, very serious.


      “Mon ami,” he began, “Athos de Lilly is here—”


      “Who’s that? And why are you all looking at me that way?”


      “You don’t know Athos de Lilly? My poor friend! Have your wits—”


      “Perhaps the sight of me will refresh the gentleman’s memory,” said a tense, vibrant voice from the dining room doorway, in which stood a tall, pale, thin-faced cavalier. This person advanced catlike over the carpet. When he was quite close, he thrust his head forward and grated: “You, Jean-Prospere de Neche, are no gentleman!”


      Nash simply stared at him.“Well?”


      Athos de Lilly jerked his head back as if Nash had made a pass at him.“Perhaps, m’sieur, you did not hear me. I said you were no gentleman.”


      “Sure, I heard you. So what?”


      De Lilly’s mouth fell open; he mastered himself and said thickly: “I did not think it would be necessary for me to call you a coward.”


      Nash was silent.


      “Coward!” cried de Lilly, voice rising.“Do you hear me? You are a coward!”


      “O. K., I’m a coward. I knew that already,” replied Nash amiably.“But what’s the idea? I don’t know you, m’sieu—”


      “You mock me!” screamed de Lilly.“This is for you, fripon!” The enraged cavalier pulled off one of his embroidered leather gloves and slapped Nash’s face with it.


      “Say, m’sieur,” growled Nash, taking a step forward and cocking a fist.


      Before he could let fly, de la Tour d’lvoire caught his elbow.“Ah, my God, Jean-Prospere, not that! After all you are a gentleman—”


      “He doesn’t seem to think so, so I guess I can take a poke at him… say, is this guy trying to challenge me to a duel?”


      “But of course, my old! After all you killed his best friend—”


      “I did? The hell you say! I never… I mean, if I did I’m sorry—”


      “Not here! Not here!” shouted the club man-ager, running up.“In back, and do not push cries to attract the police!”


      Nash found himself caught up in a current of men and swept through doors toward the rear, with the Comte still glued to his elbow. The latter said: “It would do me a great honor to be chosen your second—”


      “But… but—” expostulated Nash, Nobody paid any attention. The crowd whooped at the prospect of action. He was pushed and hauled out to the lawn behind the club. Athos de Lilly awaited him somberly with drawn sword, flexing his knees every few seconds to limber up.


      “Look here, Comte,” said Nash, “why have I got to fight this guy? I haven’t anything against him—”


      “Sh, my dear friend, you have made enough eccentricities for one day! No more, I pray you!”


      Nash was about to add candidly that he was frightened, but decided that these stout-hearted and wooden-headed men of honor would misunderstand. They were all spread around the edges of the lawn now except for Nash, de Lilly, the Comte, a cavalier who was acting as de Lilly’s second, and another cavalier serving as referee. The last was holding a sword out horizontally in front of him. Athos de Lilly extended his blade so that it crossed the referee’s sword a few inches from its tip and lay horizontally upon it. They all waited for Nash to do the same.


      Damn Bechard, damn Monty Stark, damn Prosper Nash for getting into such a fix! He tried to summon up the strength of character to tell the assembly that their code duello was archaic nonsense, and walk out on them. But he could not, quite, and presently his rapier crossed the referee’s blade too, so that his and de Lilly’s swords overlapped by about a foot.


      “Allez!” barked the referee, dropping his blade and jumping back. Instantly Athos de Lilly came at him with a hop, skip, and lunge. Nash did not try to control his blade; the Chevalier de Neche’s reflexes took care of that: tzing, tzing! After an instant of parry, riposte, and remise—the blades were heavier and slower than Nash had expected— de Lilly jumped back.


      There were voices behind Nash, but if he turned his head this man would stick him. The seconds stepped briskly forward and knocked up the duelists’ swords with their own.“Quickly!” said a voice.“Posez!”


      Men were shouldering out of the club, not in the crossed surcoats of Cardinal Richelieu’s guards, but in the scarlet tunics of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. Their revolvers were out.


      “We were just witnessing a fencing exhibition—” said the referee with a feeble smile.


      “Oh, yeah?” growled a policeman.“We seen what we seen. You’re under arrest, you two, for dueling. Come along. You too, Mr. Umpire.”


      The three prisoners were disarmed and loaded into a horse-drawn paddy-wagon.


      Nash made a tentative effort to soften up his recent antagonist: “M’sieu, I’m sorry about your friend, but I’ve just had a lapse of memory, so you shouldn’t hold me responsible—”


      De Lilly glared scornfully and turned his head away, and the rest of the trip was made in morose silence.


      When the desk sergeant asked Nash his name, he answered promptly: “Jean-Prospere de Neche.”


      “Age?”


      “Twenty-five.”


      “Mm, a man of your type doesn’t usually last that long. Where were you created?”


      “Created?”


      “Yes, created.”


      “I don’t know.”


      The sergeant was incredulous. Nash repeated his now wearing yarn about a lapse of memory, which did not seem to cut much ice either.


      “Lock him up,” said the sergeant.“Justinian Marshal O’Hara can examine him.”


      “When?” asked Nash.


      “Judging by the length of his docket, in about six months.”


      “But—hey!”


      “Will you come quietly,” said a firm redcoat, “or must we… that’s better!”


      “Avast, Frenchy, what are you in for?” Nash’s cell mate heaved himself up on the edge of his bed and grinned with snaggleteeth. He was a huge, fierce-mustached man in a striped shirt, with ape-long hairy arms.


      “Dueling.”


      “Dooling, huh? Mighta known. You froggies think you’re being he-men, standing up and poking at each other this way and that way.” He made ladylike motions with his right fist.“Bucko, if you’re going to get kilt, why not get kilt taking a treasure ship or something worth while?


      “Oh, a life on the ocean wave,


      A home on the briny—”


      “SHUT UP!” A simultaneous yell arose from adjoining cells and nearby wardens, and cut off the hairy one’s bellow.


      “That’s appreciation for you,” grinned the pirate, stretching out on his bunk again.“My only regret is that I’ll be hung before I had a chance at the obscenity Shamir.”


      “How would you go about that?” asked Nash eagerly.


      “Oho, so lace panties thinks he’d like a crack at the loot too? Better leave that to jolly mariners like us, lad.


      “Fifteen men on a dead man’s chest, yo-ho—”


      “SHUT UP!”


      “I might,” said Nash reservedly.“Got any ideas?”


      “It would be a joke on the obscenity cops at that, wouldn’t it? My ghost’d laugh to split its liver.”


      “If it has one.”


      “Haw, haw! Well, stand by, my bully; the first thing you need is a good magician. That’s what we were after when they caught us. Obscenity the whole lot of ‘em for using steam and repeating rifles against sail and muzzle-loaders; even so we’d have gotten out of the harbor safe if it hadn’t been—”


      “Yes, yes, but what about the magician?”


      “Our own man, Aeolus Jackson, referred us to one of the local wizards here in New York, since Aeolus specializes in wind-control and didn’t think he was up to cracking Tukiphat’s crystal ball. So-o-o, we ran in at night, and looked up this wight, one Empedocles MacDonald; but he wouldn’t help us—no, sir! Before he’d set up his obscenity island, Tuky had made the rounds of the Manhattan wizards and put the fear of God into them. He made ‘em all go through some hocus-pocus that put them in his power, in case one of them should get grand ideas.


      “But Tuky hadn’t thought to give the same rope’s end to the out-of-town magi, and Empedocles MacDonald gave us the names of a few of these. So we schooned back to our saucy ship and were just breaking out skys’ls when the harbor patrol put a light on us, and then the ball began.


      “As I went down to the rolling sea, I saw three witches watching me—”


      “SHUT UP!”


      Nash persisted: “Who were these out-of-town magicians?”


      “Lord love you, lad, how should I know? We had ‘em wrote down, but the paper got lost in the garboil. Let me think—it seemeth there was a Jerome Cardan Dahlberg of Poughkeepsie, and a Merlin Apollonius Stark of Staten Island, and an Aleister Klingsor van Buren of Yonkers—”


      “Wait a minute! Did you say Merlin Apollonius Stark?”


      “Aye; of Staten Island, too, though I cannot give you the exact addresses, which were on the obscenity paper. Why, do you know this Stark knave?”


      “Yes… uh… in a kind of way.” Ten to one Merlin Apollonius Stark was the astral body of Montague Allen Stark.


      “Why, then your problem’s solved! Set your helm for this magus and persuade, bribe, or threaten him into telling you how to overcome Tukiphat’s barrier.”


      “How about the forces of law and order?”


      “They won’t stop you, having no love for Tuky since he put up his island in their pond without a by-your-leave. Though if they board you after you’ve taken the bauble they may find some obscenity law to confiscate it. Of course,” the pirate added, “I won’t warrant what Tuky himself will do. Empedocles MacDonald seemed fearful afraid of him.”


      “Then why did they nab you?”


      The pirate grinned ferociously.“That was for something else. Were we out on the main I’d tell you a tale of gore and perfidy as should make you blanch. But first I must see how I do with Justinian Marshal O’Hara tomorrow. Of all the judges in New York I had to come before him, and he’s sworn to try, condemn, and hang me within the hour, so they say.”


      But the pirate’s irrepressible garrulity kept his tongue going all afternoon and evening. He gave Nash plenty of tales of gore and perfidy, merely declining to name himself as a participant, introducing his yarns with: “I once heard a tale—” or “They tell me that when the bark Antigonus was becalmed off Montauk—”


      When their supper plates were being removed, a warden sauntered by.“De Neche!”


      “Yes, m’sieur?”


      “Thought you’d like to know. Judge O’Hara’s going to give you your preliminary hearing first thing tomorrow. Seems you’ve got a friend among the higher-ups.”


      “Who?”


      “A propagandist. Eleanor Thompson Berry. You Frenchies sure got what it takes with the femmes. Mm-mm.” The guard rolled a wicked eye and departed.


      That started the pirate off again; he asked Nash for amatory details, and when Nash evaded he went off into a full account of his own love life. Nash felt he had a good grounding in the science of comparative anatomy when the buccaneer announced that he intended to make his last night’s sleep a good one and fell silent.


      Nash awakened later, half-consciously uneasy. The prison was quiet except for the footfalls of guards, and there was a suggestion of pre-dawn grayness.


      Then he became aware of a huge apish figure bending over him. Even as he tensed the muscles of his neck to raise his head, great horny hands clamped his throat; thumbs dug agonizingly in. Nash, still half asleep, kicked, swung, and clawed, but the fingers dug deeper and he could not reach to the other end of those terrible arms.


      He tried to increase his efforts, but they were weaker. He seemed to be falling into a bottomless black roaring hole, and the throttling grip did not hurt any more—


       


      Chapter VII.


       


      When Prosper Nash’s consciousness got its head above water, he was first surprised at being alive at all, and next curious as to what plane he was on.


      When he pried sticky eyelids apart he saw that he was in the same old cell. And his neck was one vast ache.


      “De Neche?” said a voice over the hum in his ears.


      “Here,” answered another voice, not his. He tried to lift his head to see over the edge of his upper berth, but could not move his neck. He finally raised a hand and pushed his head a few inches to where he could see, just as a key clicked in the cell door lock.


      A man was standing inside the door with his back to Nash, and in the light from the small barred window it was to be seen that he wore Nash’s black velvet suit and floppy boots.


      For one wild second Nash wondered if the other really were he, or if his psyche had changed bodies— But the hairy wrists that protruded from the sleeves were not his; they were those of the pirate. At that instant the door squeaked open and the pirate stepped out.


      Nash tried to call out, but could not even whisper. Desperately he tumbled over the edge of the bunk; hit the floor painfully, and staggered to the door which had just closed.


      He banged the bars. The keeper looked at him calmly, then away. He capered and pounded and forced a faint wheezy squeak out of his tortured larynx. He was aware by this time that he wore the pirate’s clothes. The pirate gave him a brief uninterested glance, and Nash was startled to see that, in his garments, the pirate really looked quite a lot like him.


      “Hey, George!” called the receding warden.“See what’s wrong with Roaring Stede.”


      As the other guard’s steps approached, Nash performed a frantic gesture of which he would not have thought himself capable: bit his wrist until blood oozed, and wrote with his finger on the floor: “I AM NECHE.”


      The other guard frowned at this, then at Nash, then vanished. Nash heard words, then the pirate’s bellow: “Don’t you think I know whether I’m me?”


      “Better check up on it.” presently Nash found himself lined up beside the corsair.


      The first guard shook his head.“They do look kind of alike, but that one”—pointing to Nash—“is Stede Morgan Retke. I’d know him anywhere.”


      Nash went through more antics, pointing to his swollen throat. He managed to whisper: “Water!”


      The guards were annoyed by this time, and fetched water in a manner that boded no good for the man who was proved a liar. After a swallow Nash could manage a faint croak: “Get Miss Berry!”


      In ten minutes Eleanor Thompson Berry appeared. She immediately pointed out Stede Morgan Retke as the true de Neche.


      The pirate began to move off with a slight smug smile.


      “Hat!” croaked Nash.


      He had to repeat it. After another delay his wide-brimmed hat was brought. He clapped it on.


      “Oh!” cried Eleanor Thompson Berry.“He’s the one! I could have sworn… stop that man!”


      Doors clanged and keepers pounced on the fleeing pirate, who, after knocking a couple cold for the hell of it, surrendered tamely. As he passed Nash on his way back to the cell, he grinned: “Next time, Frenchy, I’ll twist your obscenity head clear off to make sure you’re dead!”


      “Such language in front of a lady visitor!” shouted an outraged guard.“Get along, scum, or we’ll… we’ll—”


      “Hang me? I thought you were going to do that anyway!” Roaring Stede made a vulgar noise with his mouth and retired into his cell.


      “I’m so sorry, Chevalier!” cried Miss Berry.“I don’t know how I could have made such a stupid mistake!”


      “It’s nothing, ma’m’selle.”


      “I owe you a lot—they greeted me like a long-lost sister. Look, Chevalier, why don’t you join us? We need every able-bodied man we can get to put down the Aryans.”


      “Well—my draft board turned me down on account of—” Nash was about to say “my eyes” when he remembered what plane he inhabited.


      “Yes?” said Eleanor Thompson Berry.


      “Nothing, ma’m’selle. I was just thinking that I have an important job of my own to tend to first.”


      “But, Chevalier, nothing is more important than—”


      “Excuse me, Miss Berry,” interrupted a guard, “but he’s got to change into his own clothes. If you don’t mind—”


      Judge O’Hara had a gray beard parted in the middle and brushed out sideways, and a pince-nez attached to his lapel by a black ribbon. These glasses were apparently carried for Justinian Marshal O’Hara to make gestures with, for he was never known to look through them.


      As Nash and his escorts entered the courtroom, Judge O’Hara and a prisoner in exaggerated cowboy costume were eying one another with hostile determination. Nash recognized the lanky form of Arizona Bill Averoff.


      The sergeant-at-arms whispered to one of Nash’s guards: “The old man got impatient waiting for this guy, and took up this other hearing first.”


      The judge said: “I’ve gone over these figures three times, Averoff, and I can see nothing wrong with them. The duty is still twelve dollars and sixty-four cents. The Bar-Z can pay up, or I’ll have to hold you for grand jury.”


      The cowboy replied: “If you think we’re gonna pay live duty on dead critters, you… excuse me, your honor, but I have been over our figures thirty times.”


      “We’re not asking for live duty on dead steers. I told you—”


      “I know you did. But what’s wrong with the way our man figured it?”


      “I don’t know; I’m not an accountant. You said yourself you couldn’t see what was wrong with the Port Authority’s calculations, and that’s official, so I have to accept it. Now will you—”


      “I’ll go to jail foist, your honor.”


      “Very well, then. I’m sorry, Averoff… what’s that? What do you want? You’re in contempt—”


      “Please,” wheezed Nash, who had been snapping the fingers of his upraised hand.“If it’s an accounting matter, maybe I can help you.”


      “Who are you?”


      “Chevalier de Neche.”


      “The duelist? You expect me to believe that a man of your reputation can do bookkeeping? And where were you when your case came up half an hour ago?”


      “There was an attempted escape, your honor,” explained one of Nash’s guards.


      “Oh, you tried to escape, did you? Just for that—”


      “No, no, your honor,” expostulated the guard, and gave a brief account.


      Nash added: “I really can account, judge. There aren’t many who can in this world, are there?”


      “Of course not,” snapped the judge.“Everybody knows that.”


      “I thought so. Not many people on the other plane imagine themselves as—but I really can.”


      “Not many people on—what?”


      “Nothing, your honor; slip of the tongue. Give me a try.”


      Grumbling, the judge did. Nash took a look at the huge sheets of confused scribbles that passed for tariff calculations.“Whew! May I have some clean paper?”


      “The thing is,” said Judge O’Hara, “that the Bar-Z Ranch of Lackawanna County, Pennsylvania, loaded twenty-nine steers on the lighter at Communipaw, and three of them died on the way over to New York. Now, Averoff, who is the New York agent for Bar-Z, wants to—”


      “I’m jest claiming the credit we’re allowed on account of them steers was for the army,” interrupted Arizona Bill.


      “But you’re claiming it on the dead steers—”


      “I am not, your honor—”


      “Yes, you are!”


      “Don’t you call me no liar!”


      “Don’t you shout at me!”


      “I ain’t shouting!”


      “YOU’RE IN CONTEMPT!”


      “O. K., AND YOU’RE A RING-TAILED—”


      “Just a minute,” croaked Nash.“You’re both wrong. Look here. The Port Authority was trying to collect duty on the dead steers as if they were alive, but not allowing credit on them. While the Bar-Z—” He went through the figures quickly. Judge and prisoner subsided.


      “Dog my cats!” said Arizona Bill finally.“I don’t see how he makes it all so clear.”


      Judge O’Hara added: “Every time I look at those figures, I feel like a fly in a spider web. I trust we can agree now, Mr. Averoff?”


      “Sure, judge. Say, Mr. de Neche, ain’t you the one who pitched in to help my pal Jim Cameron a coupla nights ago? When he got in a fight with Arries? This here catawampus is O. K., judge.” Averoff paid his tariff to the court clerk and sauntered out.


      The clerk now handed a folder up to the judge, who called the name of de Neche, and perused the documents in the folder while Nash was taking his seat in front. The judge then listened to the evidence of one of the redcoated police who had made the raid, but with a benign expression that told Nash he had nothing much to fear. As the officer finished, a soldier tiptoed into the courtroom and whispered to the judge, whose expression became foxy.


      “Jean-Prospere de Neche,” said O’Hara, “the Private has just sent me word that he needs your services for the defense of our municipality. How say you?”


      “Well, your honor, I did have a pretty important job of my own—”


      “This is more important, and we need every man. Here I am, hearing all kinds of cases fourteen hours a day because of a shortage of jurists. You shouldn’t complain.”


      “But I’m not a citizen—”


      The judge waved an impatient hand.“That’s taken care of automatically by your oath of allegiance. And you are not a citizen of your former country, either, its king having revoked your citizenship. Now, will you agree to take service under the Private, or shall I order you interned as a stateless alien?”


      Nash shrugged and agreed; if they interned him he could not hunt the Shamir any better than if he were a soldier.


      The Private was a lean, dark man in a very plain uniform. Nash observed that the musical-comedy colonel who ushered him into the office saluted the sardonic figure behind the desk, and followed the example.


      “General de Neche,” said the Private, “I am given to understand that you have had civilian experience as a courier, and are at present seeking employment in that line of work. Is that correct?”


      “Yes. Uh… yes, sir. Excuse me, but are you the commander in chief?”


      “Naturally, since I’m the only Private in the municipal forces.”


      “Excuse me again, but just how do the ranks run?”


      “Why, generals, being the most numerous, are the lowest. Next come the lieutenant generals and major generals, who are noncommissioned officers. The lowest commissioned rank is that of brigadier general—what are you laughing at?”


      “Nothing, sir—I get it now.”


      “Ump. As I was saying, we are desperately in need of couriers, so many having been killed lately. On the other hand, I learn that you have accounting ability. We have no competent accountants whatever, the last good one in New York having gone south to work for the Oligarchy of Charleston, and our payrolls are in a mess.”


      “I don’t think I’d make a good courier, sir,” said Nash.“I had a lapse of memory, and I don’t know the city any more—”


      While he was still finishing his explanation, a soldier rushed in and held a muttered consultation with the Private. Nash caught fragments: “The Lenins… some time this… surround them quickly… Sergeant Berl’s brigade—”


      When the messenger had left, the Private said: “This is most serious; I was going to assign you to accounting, but a matter has come up that calls for the carrying of a message immediately.” He began to write, talking at the same time: “You will take this to Sergeant Berl at once. His brigade headquarters is at Harvard Street and Uranus Avenue—”


      “But—Private!” exclaimed Nash.“I told you I don’t know my way around New York any more— I’ll get lost sure!” He suspected Eleanor Berry of having had a hand in this.


      “We’ll take a chance on that. Don’t wait to change into a uniform. There’ll be a horse outside. for you. Silence! That’s an order!”


      Nash unhappily left the commander with the message tucked into one of his gauntlets. On the City Hall steps he almost bumped into a tweedy person with a monocle.


      “I say, Chevalier!” cried Reginald Vance Kramer.“I’ve been looking all over for you! Here’s my report.”


      Nash distractedly took the paper and shoved it into his other gauntlet.“I’ll read it later,” he said, starting for the horse that was being held for him.


      “Better look it over now, old thing,” said the detective.


      Nash hesitated, then ripped the envelope open. One glance was enough to make him pore through the whole thing:


      I have ascertained that Miss Alicia. Dido Woodson was abducted between 3:15 and 3:20 a. m., the morning of Sunday, November 2nd, by a band of three soulless retainers supporting the sultan Arslan Bey.


      Miss Woodson is at present—11:35 p. m., Monday, November 3rd—in the harem of the said Arslan Bey, in his palace at 124 Liberty Street, New York. As far as could be learned. Miss Woodson was and is a most unwilling guest of the sultan. She expressed particular consternation and aversion on being informed that she had been assigned the number 307, and expressed the desire that some stalwart friend would rescue her.


      Further reports will follow in due course.


      Reginald Vance Kramer.


      Nash asked: “What’s the significance of that number 307?”


      “My word, don’t you know? Arslan has accommodations for three hundred sixty-five wives, and he tries to keep his harem at just that number, replacing losses by escape, murder, and other hazards of the harem business as they occur. Miss Woodson is now wife number 307, and today is November 3rd. Figure it out for yourself.”


      “You mean that today—”


      “Exactly, old bottle top.”


      “But can’t you do something? Rescue her?”


      Kramer laughed shortly.“Not me. Didn’t I tell you that wasn’t my line? I get you the information ; what you do with it is your own concern.”


      Just as Nash was sure he was going to explode with anxiety and frustration, a pseudo-Western drawl asked: “What’s the matter, partner? Look as if rustlers had lifted your prize stock.” It was Arizona Bill Averoff, teetering forward on his Western heels and rolling a cigarette.


      Nash explained his troubles. Averoff lighted up and said: “Reckon I can deliver the message to that there sergeant, while you go rescue your gal.”


      “Do you know the way?”


      “Sure, fella, like the palm of your hand.”


      “That’s more than I do. But—” Nash hesitated. True, the cowboy probably would have a better chance of finding Sergeant Berl; true, he had been more or less forced into the army of a government with which he sympathized but to which he owed only the most doubtful allegiance. Still, there were his oath and his orders, Averoff explained: “I owe you a good toin anyway.”


      “He’s right, old man,” put in Kramer. Nash gave in, and Averoff departed at a gallop, whooping.


      “Hey!” cried Nash to Kramer.“Don’t go yet! Got any ideas how I could get Alicia out?”


      “Hm-m-m—have you any friends?”


      “There are the cavaliers of the Dumas Club—”


      “Ha—hadn’t you heard? O’Hara ordered the club padlocked for ten days because of the duel. So your long-haired pals will be scattered all over town looking up temporary accommodations.”


      “How about the municipal police? If they can arrest folks for dueling, I should think an abduction—”


      “Arslan’s an independent sovereign, old thing, so it would be an extradition job. And the city’s hoping to wangle a loan from him, so—” Kramer ended with a shrug.


      “What then?”


      “I don’t know—try it single-handed, I suppose. Use some pretext to get in, as that City Hall sent you to negotiate that loan. Risky, of course, but what are you chaps good for if not taking risks? And now I’m off, unless you want more reports; must get back to my book. I’m starting on the ancestry of the zither. Cheerio!”


       


      Chapter VIII.


       


      Nash stopped for brunch on his way to the sultan’s without much gastronomic success. His throat was still too sore for him to enjoy solid food, and between the nippings of his conscience in the matter of the message, and uneasiness over his coming battle of wits with Arslan, he did not have much appetite. Common sense told him that he would need physical fortification, wherefore he doggedly forced a pint of milk into his queasy stomach.


      The sultan’s demesne was impossible to miss: it occupied a whole block around which ran a moat and a formidable wall. Flags bearing a black crescent on a yellow field flapped at the corners. Over the wall could be seen the top of a great cluster of pastel-shaded domes and spikes, like a colossal piece of costume jewelry.


      The drawbridge was down and guarded by a couple of Moorish-looking individuals like the sextet Nash had fought on his first day on the astral plane.


      The act had better be good, thought Nash. To be convincing he should combine the arrogance of a cavalier with the leisurely assurance of a high-ranking bureaucrat. When he got to know Arslan he could gradually drop this uncongenial role and be his amiable self.


      With a final twirl to the spikes of his mustache he clattered over the drawbridge and dismounted just as the guards began to lower their pikes. He tossed the reins to one, not even bothering to see whether they were caught, and told the other in a coldly impersonal tone: “Inform the sultan that de Neche of the Comptroller’s Office is here, please.”


      It worked. In five minutes he was being conducted into an oriental fairy tale of a palace whose contours stirred memories; something from boyhood or early adolescence, but he could not quite locate the source—


      “You wish to see the wazir, effendi?” said a gold-spangled flunky.“If you will graciously condescend to wait—”


      “Not the wazir, the sultan,” Nash corrected.


      “But the wazir handles all financial transactions—”


      “The sultan, Arslan Bey,” repeated Nash firmly.


      “His magnificence is at lunch,” said gold-leaf.“If you will accompany me, I will inform him of your desire.” The person led Nash to a gorgeous but chairless anteroom and left him standing there.


      Nash walked slowly about the room, hands behind his back, plotting. A guard in the doorway stared woodenly at an invisible point straight in front of his eyes.


      Nash’s feet began to complain; he must have been pacing for an hour. These birds probably sat cross-legged on pillows, and it would be doubtful etiquette to demand a chair—


      There was the sound of motion, and the guard moved aside. Instead of the sultan there entered a bejeweled eunuch and a pair of half-naked fellows Carrying an open chest slung from a pair of poles. The chest was full of gems that flashed until they swam before the eyes.


      The fat eunuch bowed to Nash and squeaked: “Ah, M. de Neche, but a short while and his magnificence will grant you audience, as a most gracious condescension on his part. These”—he waved a deprecating hand at the chest—“are a few of our lord’s jewels, which have become soiled through wear. He has ordered them thrown away, wherefore I am on my way outside to scatter them where the poor can find them. Allah be with you, effendi.” And out went the procession.


      When Nash recovered from his astonishment, it occurred to him that this was nothing but a transparent gag to impress him. What if he had cried: “Hey, how about giving me some—” But no, that would have spoiled the impression that he in his turn was trying to build up.


      This business of making him stand and wait by the hour was probably cut from the same cloth. Well, the answer was: “I wish a chair, you!”


      The guard withdrew in his turn. Instead of a chair he brought back the spangled usher. This glittering being said: “Will you accompany me to the audience chamber, sir? His magnificence will join you as soon as he finishes his siesta.”


      At one side of the chamber was a raised section of flooring on which stood a large sofa. On the rest of the floor several hassocks were scattered. The idea, thought Nash, was that even though the ruler sprawled in oriental indolence on the sofa, he would still be higher than his interviewers. In the West you stood up, or used to, in a ruler’s presence; in the East you sat or groveled. Two methods of putting a feeling of inferiority into hoi polloi; the Eastern, being aimed at the psyche rather than at the feet, was subtler.


      Nash became uncomfortably aware of the fixed regard of this room’s guard.


      As he returned the stare with a puzzled frown, the guard strode toward him and burst out: “I know you, dog of a Frank! You are the panty-waist who slew two of us on the water front yesterday!” The guard’s arm flashed up and back, and hurled his pike straight at Nash’s throat.


      Nash had just enough warning to twist sideways and down. The pike whizzed over his shoulder, struck the onyx wall behind him, and clattered to the floor. The guard’s scimitar had just cleared its scabbard when Nash’s rapier ran him through the body.


      Nash held his breath, listening. Gosh, wasn’t there any way to get along on this plane without killing people, which he loathed? What would he do with the body? Yes, there were footsteps, growing louder—


      His horrified glance returned to the corpse—or at least to its recent site. The body itself had disappeared, leaving a pile of white garments and a steel helmet with fine chain mail attached to its brim. The footsteps came closer.


      Nash wiped and sheathed his blade, scooped up the late guard’s costume, and stuffed it down behind the royal settee. He tiptoed over to the pike and leaned it in a corner, and was strolling about with an innocent expression when his magnificence, Sultan Arslan Bey, arrived amidst a herd of eunuchs.


      The sultan answered Nash’s cavalier bow with a minute nod. When Nash straightened up and got a good look at the tyrant, he almost fell over.


      Despite his more powerful build—that was to be expected—and the little black beard, shaped like the head of a battle-ax with its edge down, there was no doubt that Arslan Bey was the astral body of Nash’s mundane friend Robert S. Lanby, ascetically inclined Y. M. C. A. clerk.


      As the full implications struck him, Nash forgot about his latest homicide in the necessity of keeping a straight face. Pious, mousy little Bob Lanby really imagining himself a rip-snorting, infidel, polygamous despot! And the nervously withdrawn Alice Woodson, with her fear of the hairy and snorting male, planning to marry R. S. Lanby.


      The sultan settled himself on the sofa; a dark boy took up a lace beside the sofa and waved a long-handled fan, though the room was, if anything, cool.


      “We greet you, M. de Neche,” growled Arslan.“Do we infer correctly that you come to see about… ha!” The sultan eyed Nash’s rapier, then switched to the gold-speckled usher, who turned from mahogany to walnut.


      “This,” said the sultan heavily, “is the second time yon Nasr has admitted a guest without doing him the courtesy of relieving him of his weapon.”


      “I… I forgot, your magnificence—”


      “Off with his head!” thundered the sultan. The eunuchs opened out, and a pair of huge bare-chested blacks pounced on the usher. One spread a small dark-red rug and forced the victim to kneel on it; the other hefted a two-handed curved sword.


      “Wait!” said the sultan, “We do not wish to offend the sensibilities of our guest. The screen!”


      A screen was brought and set up between Nash and the sultan on one hand and the cast of the execution on the other.


      “Now,” said Arslan cheerfully, “we can proceed with more agreeable matters—if you will hand your sword to Salah here, who replaces Nasr as usher. Be seated, m’sieur. Fetch coffee, knaves!”


      Nash avoided a shudder as the executioner’s blade swung high over the edge of the screen, then down with a chug. When the screen was removed the body of Nasr was already gone, leaving his glittering robe behind.


      “Is that the usual penalty for that sort of thing?” asked Nash.


      “Of course. Why?”


      “It seems a little drastic, your magnificence, that’s all.”


      Arslan snorted.“He was but a soulless one, so what is the difference? He was created when we were, and forthwith acknowledged himself our slave.”


      Nash said thoughtfully: “I once read a book by Savinien de Cyrano de Bergerac, in which one of his characters argued that it was a much worse crime to kill a cabbage than to kill a man.”


      “How so?”


      “Well, the character argued, if a man has an immortal soul, when you kill him you don’t put an end to him, you just change his form. On the other hand, when you kill a cabbage, which has no soul, you end its poor little life for good.”


      “A silly theory,” snorted Arslan.“If we ever catch your man Bergerac, we will give him to Kulu to play with.”


      “He was just being satirical,” said Nash hastily, for the sultan had a dangerous look in his eye.


      “That does not excuse it. Some of our soulless ones might take it seriously, and then where would we be? Are you much of a reader?”


      “Not as much as I’d like to be,” said Nash.“I read de Bergerac when I was in college.”


      “It is the same with us,” said the sultan gravely.“We pride ourselves that our little state here is the perfect democracy, but it does take all our free time.”


      “Excuse me, what did you call your state?”


      “The perfect democracy. Any one of our subjects, even the humblest, can have audience with us at any time. Of how many of the governors and presidents of your so-called republics can that he said? Eh?”


      “Well—”


      “Of course,” Arslan added, “we do have to cut the heads off a few of the more importunate petitioners now and then, or we should have no peace at all. But the principle remains the same, does it not?”


      “Well—”


      “Of course it does. Ah, the coffee!”


      This was a syrupy-sweet liquid served in one-jigger cups. Nash inferred that he was expected to sip slowly and talk persiflage for half an hour before getting down to business. That was all right with him, since his object was to stall along until he had a chance to carry out his mission. With luck he might be able to wangle an invitation to stay overnight. If he could somehow get the dead guard’s clothes on Alicia—


      The sultan shooed most of his attendants out, and said: “Very well, M. de Neche, let us talk business… yes?”


      This was directed at a long-whiskered man robed in splendor exceeded only by that of the sultan. Arslan said brusquely: “M. de Neche, our wazir. Wazir, M. de Neche. What is it, Kerbogha?”


      “Your splendor,” said the wazir, “I tremble to report that the royal counterfeiting machine has broken down, and the royal mechanic avers that he is unable to repair it.”


      “Give him twelve hours; after that—kh!” Arslan drew a finger across his throat.“And now—let me see; with these interruptions we have lost the thread of our discourse. Fetch more coffee!”


      The whole procedure was begun again. When the conversation once more settled on business, Nash heard another person approach through the door behind him. Thinking it undignified to squirm around on the hassock with every interruption, Nash kept his eyes front until the rattle of a light chain was followed by something sniffing at his back, and not through human nostrils.


      The sniff, he quickly learned, came from an immense tawny feline with a short tail like a lynx and a pair of six-inch saber-shaped upper canines that extended down on each side of its lower jaw.


      “Don’t flinch, for God’s sake,” Nash told himself, and, like the Roman, Fabricius, when Pyrrhus suddenly confronted him with an elephant, he managed to regard the monster with an expression of mild interest accompanied by a suggestion of a sneer.


      “What ails our little Smiley?” growled Arslan.


      The man who was leading the saber-tooth on a chain explained: “He has not been taking his blood as is his wont. Today he has drunk but two quarts of his proper six.”


      “Write a stiff note to the slaughterhouse,” commanded Arslan.“But methinks the real trouble is that he needs another kill. That fellow whom we caught trying to sneak into the harem faded out ere he was half eaten. We should have saved that rascal Nasr for Smiley. If we could only catch the villain who slew a brace of our guards—” (Wish he wouldn’t look at me like that, thought Nash. ) “However, mayhap the royal mechanic will serve the purpose. Here, what is this?”


      The saber-tooth dragged its keeper forward to the royal sofa, and began sniffing loudly around the edges thereof. The sultan pulled himself back among the cushions in frank alarm.“By Allah,” said he, “one would think that our royal couch harbored the evidence of recent bloodletting!”


      “Maybe Nasr’s execution—” suggested Nash.


      “That could be, m’sieur. Take him away. And now… but ere we discuss business we must have some coffee!”


      Nash remembered now the scene of which Sultan Arslan’s stronghold was a paraphrase: the Caliph’s palace in the old silent movie, “The Thief of Bagdad,” starring Douglas Fairbanks, which, from what he remembered of it, Nash preferred to its showier but less coherent remake with sound and color. In the original “Thief” the Caliph’s gardens had been guarded by a tiger and an ape; Bob Lanby had merely gone United Artists one better.


      “—so you see,” explained Nash, “the city will issue you this block of stock—”


      “But,” complained Arslan, “we do not want stock! Nothing less than a first mortgage on the City Hall will satisfy us!”


      “Well, gosh, your magnificence, the stock will be convertible into debentures—”


      “Debentures, hm-m-m? That might be managed—if the city would give me three members of the Board of Estimate as security.”


      “Would you settle for a couple of Tammany councilmen?”


      Arslan laughed deeply.“You are a financial spider, M. de Neche. For an hour you have been spinning the most subtle snares for us. What would you say if we offered you Kerbogha’s post as wazir? We could use a man of your talents.”


      “I’d have to think it over.”


      The haggling went on. Whenever the sultan showed signs of giving in, Nash was careful to bring in some new political or financial condition, thus keeping agreement dangling just out of Arslan’s reach.


      “To Jahannum with your quibbling!” roared Arslan Bey at last.“Hither, Peroz! Prepare to draft an agreement between us as sultan and M. de Neche as representative of the City of New York! We accept his proposals as they stand. Quickly, now, ere he thinks up another clause!”


      Nash gasped a little; he felt like a trout fisherman who has hooked a whale. He had won an agreement that ought to square him with City Hall in case they were looking for him as a deserter. But he had lost his main excuse for hanging around the palace.


      Peroz the scribe finished transcribing the agreement, handed Nash one copy, and proceeded to read the other aloud so that Nash could check their identity. Any discrepancies Nash would have overlooked, as he was really thinking up the next act of his performance as ye compleat sponge.


      Sultan Arslan thrust out a large paw.“Congratulations, M. de Neche, and bear in mind our offer! We have a curious feeling that we have known you for a long time. We will see you out—”


      “Your splendor,” said Nash on a sudden inspiration, “isn’t it true that you’re a keen chess player?”


      “Why, yes, that is so. Though I find few who can give me a stiff game. Why, would you care to try me?”


      “Yes, if you’d like.”


      Arslan settled back on his cushions and bellowed for a chessboard, and more coffee. He took white as a matter of course, opened with queen’s pawn, and followed through with a headlong attack that pinned Nash behind his pawns. Bob Lanby’s method was to stick to his pet Petroff’s defense and to aim at staving off inevitable defeat as long as possible. Hence the sultan’s assault took Prosper by surprise—though, he realized, it should not have. Nash put up a good defense, and deliberately dawdled over each move. The lamps had been lit when he was finally checkmated.


      Arslan sighed gustily.“We suppose you have a dinner-engagement, monsieur?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Good.” The sultan clapped his hands and roared his order. The meal consisted of a gigantic lamb stew eaten with the fingers.


      Arslan belched and commented: “That was a good game, de Neche. More and more we see that you are just the man for our service. It is hard to find a player who is neither so weak as to bore us nor so strong as to humiliate us. You no doubt heard what befell Thomas Alekhin Saito, who was so tactless as to mate us in seven moves? Ts, ts, a sorry thing. But he brought it on himself by insulting us to boot.”


      “What did he do?” asked Nash, wondering how to learn the location of and access to the harem.


      “Asked after the health of our womenfolk,” said Arslan, licking his fingers.“We expect our guests to refrain even from thinking about such things, let alone coming right out and mentioning them. We hope you like our yoghurt.”


      This was a junketlike pudding. Nash did not like it at all, but choked it down with a glassy smile. Afterward he pulled on the spare mouthpiece of the sultan’s nargileh. He learned that this contraption had to be smoked with deep diaphragmatic gasps; the first one drew smoke into sections of his lungs theretofore unsullied, and sent him into a coughing spasm. The sultan laughed and pounded him on the back, and took a draft from the nargileh that made the apparatus quiver with the violence of its bubbling.


      “More chess? Good!” This time Nash knew better what to expect; but Arslan likewise adapted his attack to Nash’s defense. The game lasted till nine, with much the same result as before.


      Sultan Asian Bey yawned, rose, and kicked aside the taboret on which the board rested, knocking half the pieces to the floor.“That,” he said, “is that. We will assign a couple of stout fellows to ride home with you.”


      Nash was panicky; if he was kicked out now he would have no chance to rescue Alicia, and besides another of the guards might recognize him as Eleanor Berry’s protector.


      “Your magnificence, I don’t need—”


      “Nonsense; we insist. Some thief of a giaur might steal your copy of our agreement else.”


      “To tell the truth,” explained Nash, “I haven’t any home right now.” And he told of Judge O’Hara’s closing of the Dumas Club.


      Arslan’s heart, if he had one, was not melted by this pathetic tale. He merely gruff ed: “Pick your own hostelry, then,” and whistled for his new usher.


      Nash swore mentally, and contemplated harebrained schemes for killing Arslan the minute his rapier was handed to him. For the sultan was quite evidently determined to send him packing before retiring to the quarters of wife No. 307; and Arslan’s palace was so overrun with servitors and retainers that Nash despaired of ever getting an unsupervised minute. Right now the room contained two guards and two slaves, all alert and ready to pounce if he made a false move.


      After the usher came a boy with Nash’s hat, cloak, and sword. The youth stopped at such a distance from the sultan that Nash had to move well away from the despot to take his things; the guards quietly closed in to flank their lord. It was all done very smoothly, and Nash reflected that his host was a pretty shrewd rascal as well as a hearty one.


      In a minute, now, he’d be out in the cold. The loan agreement in his money belt would be all very nice, but it was no recompense for:—


      Wham! The slam of a rifle swept into the audience room; then another, and another, and swift crackle of reports.


      “Allah!” shouted Arslan.“What is this?”


      As if in answer, a guard hurled himself into the chamber.“Master! We are being attacked by Romans and Arvans!”


       


      Chapter IX.


       


      Arslan Bey’s immediate reaction was to curse himself purple in English, French, Osmanli, and Persian.“Perfidious infidel swine!” he screamed.“We keep strict neutrality; we even lend the dogs money—but hold, this is not forwarding our defense. Come with me, de Neche!”


      For the next half-hour Nash clumped about the palace in the wake of the bellowing sultan. The sound of gunfire beat in on them, now strong, now faint. Once Nash heard women’s voices and knew they were passing an entrance to the harem. But, fearing that in his present fury the sultan would as lief take off his guest’s head as not, Nash kept his eyes averted.


      At length they came out on the top of a tower, cluttered with a bronze armillary sphere, an astrolabe, an equatorial, and a six-foot telescope. The domes and spikes of the palace rose around them, and skirting these was the wall, now fully manned and spitting bullets through the embrasures. Answering shots came from neighboring houses and vacant lots. The wall hid those of the enemy who were close to it, but in the streets that stretched away into the darkness Nash caught glimpses of moving soldiery.


      On another tower an oil-burning searchlight sputtered into flame. Its crew swept the beam across the neighboring houses, and halted as it caught a group of figures on a roof. There were a couple of furry Aryans in horned casques, and several men in kilts and legionary cuirasses and helmets, incongruously hefting rifles; a man in an ornate gilded breastplate; a man in a spiked helmet, dark-blue frock coat, Hessian boots, and an enormous cavalry saber. Nash could just make out his great handlebar mustache. Arslan, eye to the telescope, muttered: “Gaio Germanico Ricci, and Roon Bismarck von Schmidt! They must mean business.” He raised his voice to a shout: “Over there! Pick them off!”


      The group scattered and disappeared. The searchlight moved no more, either its crew or its mechanism having been put out of action. A bullet clanged against one of the astronomical instruments and screeched away; Nash ducked, and Arslan laughed.


      “You’re as bad as the Romans!” he said.“Who would have thought they would have dragged themselves away from their baths long enough to help their so-called allies? There has been bad feeling since—OUCH!”


      The sultan jumped, staggered, and cursed. When Nash offered to see what was wrong, Arslan waved him away.“A mere bullet burn. We’ll burn those blasphemous bischos!” He shook a fist.“It is all the fault of those cowardly west-side assembly districts, thinking they could avoid the war by milk-toast declarations of neutrality. Any fool could see… yes, Kerbogha? How goes it?”


      “By your leave, not well, my lord,” said the wazir, who had just dragged himself up the spiral staircase.“We have lost four guardsmen, and the enemy are piling fardels into the moat at three points.”


      “Well, shoot them down, fool!”


      “We do, master, but they keep coming. I doubt we can hold the wall till morn.”


      Arslan pulled his little beard agitatedly.“We could escape by way of Minetta Brook,” he growled, “but without our treasure we should be but the leader of a band of poor freebooters. And we could not fight a rear guard action encumbered by our harem and chattels—”


      “Hey,” said Nash, “is Minetta Brook that underground river that wanders around lower Manhattan?”


      “Yes. Do not pester us with questions at a time—”


      “Well, suppose I try to convoy your stuff on ahead?”


      “The very thing! We do not know why we trust you, monsieur; it must be that curious feeling we have of having known you elsewhere— But come, there is no time to be lost!”


      Down they went, down dank stone steps to the landing stage. The astral Minetta Brook was bigger than its mundane counterpart; almost a real river, sliding out of darkness into torchlight and back into darkness under a rough rock roof. Slaves were hauling up to the dock three of six boats tied to its downstream end: low beamy decked barges built for canal-crawling rather than for fast or open-water sailing. Each had oars and poles piled on its deck.


      Slaves carried a score of chests onto one barge and stowed them below, until it seemed to Nash’s apprehensive eyes that water was being kept from flowing over the gunwhales by surface tension only. Then came three hundred and sixty-five dark figures bundled up to the eyes in enough shawls and veils to stock a dry goods store: the harem. The two remaining boats did not look as if they could possibly hold such a crowd, but aboard they went, and one by one squeezed into the little deckhouses and proceeded below.


      Nash protested: “The poor things’ll be terribly crowded, sultan. Couldn’t you let ‘em stay on deck?”


      “And have some pirate or Aryan craft sight them? Or have them get some silly female notion of escaping? Ha!”


      “Hey!” cried Nash, as Smiley the saber-tooth padded down the steps towing his keeper, and after him a huge red-pelted ape, like a gorilla but taller and straighter.“Are they going, too?”


      “Certainly, Three guards are all we can spare you; the rest must remain to hold the walls till we make our bolt.”


      “I’d just as lief not have any guards. Those two animals ought to scare off—”


      “Do not be a fool, de Neche! You would not get a mile with that cargo unguarded. Head straight across the river to the Jersey shore, where we will join you.”


      “What if—” But Arslan was already bounding up the steps followed by a swirl of soldiery. Nash was left with his barges, menagerie, three guards, and eight miscellaneous slaves.


      He shrugged and stepped aboard the first barge and cast off. The three boats, tied nose to tail like circus elephants, picked up way as the current took hold of them. Nash secured a barge pole from the deck and stood in the bow of the lead boat.


      “Keep ‘em straight!” he called back over his shoulder.


      The landing stage and the stone stair shrank away aft, and then there was nothing but black water and rough tunnel, feebly lit by the one torch on each boat, and sometimes so low that they had to flatten themselves to the decks.


      They ran into trouble on the first real bend: Nash did not push off from the jagged sides soon enough. His barge came to a scraping halt against the rock, and the other crowded up behind it, bumping its stern. The train folded up and got wedged in the turn.


      “Damn it!” yelled Nash.“Push off there, you!” The slave began pushing on the wrong wall.“The other!” screamed Nash, and at length made the slave understand. The latter then got down and began bumping his forehead on the deck boards.


      “Pardon, effendi! I did not understand—”


      “Get up! Get up! Get to work!”


      The ape grunted and the saber-tooth whined with alarm; a female chirping from the holds of the middle and after boats made itself heard under the echoing shouts of the men. With more shouting and shoving they got the boats around.


      Nash faced aft.“Look here, you guys! The next one we come to, I want a pair of men on the stern of each barge to plant their poles against the sides of the tunnel, to ease the boat around—”


      By repeating everything three times he apparently made the soulless ones understand. His scheme worked fairly well on the next turn, though one of the guards nearly ruined it by urging his barge forward instead of holding back with ~ -his pole. They got around the third quirk with no trouble. After that Nash could relax, for the tunnel was wider and the current slower thenceforth.


      Forming slowly in his mind was a plan to take his convoy, not straight across the North River, but south to Staten Island. Then those of Arslan’s wives who did not like the harem could go. Alicia Dido Woodson, veiled and squeezed into the hold of one of the following boats, would grab the opportunity. At least he hoped she would; you never could be sure what strange traits an astral body would turn out to have.


      Then Nash could look up Merlin Apollonius Stark. Then the Shamir and home!


      What about Arslan’s gang? They would hardly be so stupid as not to know New Jersey from Staten Island, soulless though they might be. If they got wind—


      In a way he disliked double-crossing the sultan, who had trusted him. But, he told himself, Arslan had undoubtedly accumulated his treasure and harem by force and fraud, and did not deserve much consideration.


      That still left the guards and slaves. He did not worry much about the latter, who were unarmed. For the former—he really ought to kill them. Their swords were sheathed; if he drew and rushed them suddenly in the semidarkness—


      But no, he just could not do it. The mere idea of deliberate assassination almost made him ill. If one of them attacked him, he could give a stout and reasonably brave # account of himself. The chevalier could no doubt murder all three without a second thought, but he was not the chevalier except in body. No, he wouldn’t feel inferior; he was as good a man in his way as Jean-Prospere was in his.


      But damn the inhibitions inculcated by a peaceful, law-abiding accountant’s life! Too bad the draft hadn’t taken him after all; he could have used a soldierly indifference to homicide now.


      The lapping of water grew louder, and the roof of the tunnel slid back. Nash looked up for stars, but instead got a sprinkle of water in the face. A speckle of damp spots appeared on the deck, growing rapidly denser.


      “Effendi!” called one of the guards.“It rains!”


      “I know it.” Smiley moaned dismally on the second barge, and on the third Kulu the ape wrapped his forearms over his head to shed the water.


      “But what shall we do?” persisted the guard.


      “Take the oars and put them in the oarlocks. One man -to each oar—”


      “Do you mean we shall stay out in the wet?”


      “Of course. You won’t dissolve.”


      “Without stars, how shall we find our way?”


      “Leave that to me,” ordered Nash. There was nothing like having a few tough-looking armed men asking for instructions to put confidence in one!


      Each barge had four rowlocks. The oars were great sweeps designed to be worked standing up. Since there were just as many men as oarlocks, Nash perforce took an oar instead of standing in the bow, inscrutably wrapped in his cloak. He made them douse the torches, and could then make out a few feeble yellow gleams from the Jersey shore through the drizzle.


      Behind him the soulless ones bumped oars and cursed each other, caught crabs, and one missed the water altogether and fell on his face. He would never, thought Nash, win the Poughkeepsie regatta with this crew!


      He called to them to keep time with him, whereat they protested that they could not see him. Very well, then, they should each watch the man in front of him! That did not work so well either, and Nash was forced to count aloud to keep them in some sort of unison.


      When they were fairly well away from the Manhattan shore, Nash, who had the foremost starboard oar, covertly increased the length and force of his stroke. Slowly, slowly, the train of barges swung around until the lights of Jersey were on the starboard beam. Nash’s heart was in his mouth as he waited for one of the men to comment on this state of affairs; he wondered what excuse to give them.


      But no objections came; the men, grunting at the squeaking oars, were too busy watching their footing on the wet decks. Nash’s confidence rose again. Perhaps they knew so little local geography that he could land them at Staten Island without their being any the wiser!


      Nash guessed that they had been pulling a good hour, and noted that the lights did not seem to have moved at all. An adverse tide, probably; that would change to favorable in due course. The distance was something like five or six miles; at an average rate of a mile an hour they should arrive within an hour or two of dawn, either before or after.


      Long before that, Nash had almost fallen asleep standing up and walked overboard. The others must be getting tired, too, for their strokes were getting ragged again. Nash decided on a system of reliefs. He ordered the crew of the tail boat forward to take the oars of the lead boat while the relieved quartet took a nap, leaving the tail boat to be towed. The least stupid-acting of the guards was appointed pilot; he was told to keep one of the Jersey lights on the starboard beam, and to wake Nash and the other three nappers after five hundred oar strokes. At an estimated ten strokes a minute that should give them a rest of a little under an hour.


      When the wet sky paled to dirty pearl, Bay Ridge lay to port, the long spit of Bayonne to starboard, and the low hills of New Brighton a half mile ahead. A small boat appeared here and there in the upper bay, plowing along on its own business. A choppy little swell had begun to smack against the blunt nose of the leading barge, throwing haphazard drops of spray on the rowers; but they were all too soaked to mind. Nash peered toward the site of St. George; sure enough there were docks there as on the mundane plane.


      A subtle change in the music of the oars caused him to turn his head. The rowers of the second barge had quit; the slaves leaned listlessly on their sweeps, and in the center of the deck the three guards had their heads together.


      “Hey, you!” called Nash.


      The guards looked up; then began to advance forward in line abreast, with careful, catlike tread. Nash walked boldly toward them until he and they were separated only by the yard of water between the first and second barges.


      “Well?”


      The center guard touched his forehead with thin humility.“Perhaps we are stupid, effendi, but it don’t look to us as if you had gone directly across the river to New Jersey.”


      “That’s all right.”


      “Humble apologies, but it is not all right. We heard our lord tell you to cross the river directly.”


      “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”


      “That may be. But how shall our lord find his dough and his molls if you do n<ft go whither he directed you?”


      “Oh, he knows where I’m going. I told him just before we left.”


      “No,” said the guard, “I was watching.”


      Another guard put in: “It looks to us, effendi, as if you sought to give our Protector of the Poor the old double cross!”


      “Listen,” snapped Nash, “I’m running this show, and as long as—”


      “Not any more!” cried the third guard.“Give the perfidious infidel the works!”


      “Allah!” shouted the others.“Smite the unbelieving goon!”


      “Slay the highjacking traitor!”


      All three backed up, drew their scimitars, and made a running broad jump from their boat to Nash’s.


      Nash grabbed for his sword, and realized that he had taken it off because it hampered him in rowing, and leaned it against the lee side of the deckhouse. He sprinted forward and grabbed the hilt, letting the scabbard clatter to the deck, the three guards after him whirling their thin steel crescents.


      As soon as he could turn he started to uncork a lunge at this nearest, but had to interrupt it to parry a slash from another. For the next ten seconds he fought as he never had exerted himself in his mundane life. Maybe a movie hero could fight three foes at once, but only if the foes merely diddled around with their weapons instead of boring in like these guys. No time for fancy fencing; nothing but a crude right-left slashing to knock the curved blades aside as they swung.


      He felt the stem post of the barge behind him. They had backed him into the bow; he knew definitely that no matter how hard he tried, they would have him in a matter of seconds.


       


      Chapter X.


       


      One scimitar hit Nash on the flank, but was stopped by his money belt, and then a new front was opened up.


      Figures popped out of the deckhouse of the second barge: women in baggy Turkish trousers and short bangled vests. They ran forward and leaped to the first barge. The leader, a splendid-looking blonde, snatched up a barge pole. While the others were doing likewise, she swung the pole with both hands against the ribs of one of the guards.


      The guard went oof, teetered on the gunwhale, and grabbed his nearest fellow. Both tumbled overboard. The girl swung again, the muscles of her white arms standing out. Clank! The remaining guard’s spiked helmet leaped from his head and spun into New York Bay, and the warrior followed it.


      A shaven head appeared alongside the barge, and a swarthy arm reached for the gunwhale. Another girl chopped down on the arm with her pole.


      The thump and splash were followed by a curdling shriek. The swimmer brought his legs up under him and pushed off from the boat with his feet. He swam out of reach, though a couple of the women took swipes at him. His partners joined him, wriggling out of their jelabs and coats and getting ducked with every wave.


      The guard who had had his arm thumped shook a fist.“Allah curse your—blub—house, you lousy—pfft—Frank! For this you shall be—gulp—most cruelly—gurgle—bumped off!”


      All three turned away and struck out for Bayonne, swimming breast stroke like three large brown frogs.


      “Well!” said Nash.


      “Jean-Prospere!” exclaimed the tall blonde.“Don’t you know me?”


      Even as Nash realized that this was unmistakably the astral body of Alice Woodson, she threw her arms around his neck and pressed on him a long kiss that turned his knee joints to water. She whispered in his ear: “Don’t you remember?”


      “Ahem… uh… sure,” said Nash, yirning pink.“How did you—”


      “I thought I recognized you last night, and I hoped you’d manage something like this. How did you—”


      “Went around to explain why I hadn’t been to your party,” replied Nash.“I got a detective when I saw the mess, and he put me on Arslan Bey’s track. But just a minute—we’ll have to decide about these birds.” He confronted the nearest of the slaves, who stood doubtfully at his oar.


      The soulless one doubled himself up and touched his forehead. He mumbled: “There was talk of treachery, effendi. Who is the traitor, you or the guards? We must serve our lord the sultan—”


      “The guards were the traitors, of course!” barked Nash.“You don’t suppose Allah would have let the fight come out that way otherwise?”


      That explanation seemed to satisfy the slaves, who set their oars docilely in motion. The rest of the three hundred and sixty-five wives had meantime emerged from the holds in varying degrees of bundled-upness. They gave the animals a wide berth and crowded forward.


      “Alicia,” said Nash, “I want to talk to you about those—”


      “Jean-Prospere, what’s become of that cute French accent of yours?”


      “Been going to a speech-improvement class. In fact I’d as lief be called plain Prosper.”


      “All right, Prospere—”


      “Prosper.”


      “I’m cold,” complained another of Arslan’s wives.


      “I don’t wonder,” said Nash, eying her bare feet and midriff.“Hadn’t you better get your—”


      Alicia leaned overside and stuck a finger in the bay.“It’s much warmer in the water than out of it! I know what we need! Come on, girls!”


      Before Nash could make up his mind to protest, the tall girl had thrown off her skimpy vest, stepped out of her trousers, and dived overboard. She came up spouting and laughing.“It’s wonderful! Won’t somebody else come in? Aw, girls— Hey, Prosper!” With two strokes she reached the barge and made a pass at Nash’s ankle. Nash skipped back out of reach.“Come on, peel off and jump!”


      “Not a nudist,” grinned Nash, “and anyway I can’t swim now.”


      “Why not? Don’t tell me it’s the wrong day of the—”


      “Takes all the starch out of my whiskers.”


      She splashed water at him, dove again, and swam about.“I know,” she said.“You cavaliers and Restoration bucks and such never do bathe. Think it’s indecent to get wet all over. I met the young Marquis de la Forge last week, and he positively stank!”


      “When you’re ready, Alicia—”


      “Oh, all right.” She put her hands over the gunwhale, hoisted herself out, turned, and sat on the edge splashing with her feet.


      Nash sighed.“I hope nobody in St. George has a telescope. Who lives there, do you know?”


      “It’s called the condottieri town,” explained Alicia.“All Renaissance Italians. The other big Italian settlement, in upper Manhattan, is all Romans: baths, togas, and oratory. They’re allied with the Aryans, I suppose you know, but these aren’t. Now tell me what this is all about.”


      Nash told briefly the story of his visit to the sultan’s palace, and added that when they landed, the harem could do as it individually or collectively pleased.


      “Swell!” cried Alicia.


      “I… uh… don’t suppose you’ll want to return to Arslan?”


      “Good heavens, no! Me be satisfied with one three hundred and sixty-fifth of a husband? What’ll we do with his money?”


      “I’ve been wondering. I ought to get some sort of salvage fee out of it; thought I could let him know where he could pick up the rest, that it—”


      “Salvage fee! Prosper, don’t you know Arslan’ll be out for your blood now whether you let him recover his loot or not? Why not be sensible and keep it all?”


      “That would be stealing.”


      “He stole it in the first place, didn’t he?”


      “I suppose so, but I won’t steal it in the second. Maybe I’m dumb, but that’s how it is.”


      “Well, if you don’t want it, I guess we girls can use it. I doubt if there’s over half a million there anyway, counting the jewels. That won’t look so big when it’s split three hundred-odd ways.”


      Nash whistled.“Gosh! I can just imagine parading through a town full of tough Renaissance Italians with half a million bucks and three hundred and sixty-five harem beauties. How far do you think we’ll get?”


      “Mm-m-m. Tell you what. Arslan undoubtedly loaded his full dress arms and armor aboard. Some of us girls used to be pretty athletic before Arslan caught us, and there ought to be enough gold-hiked swords and diamond-studded helmets to outfit a squad.”


      “Wouldn’t it be better to arm the slaves?”


      She lowered her voice.“I wouldn’t. They’ll catch on to what we’re up to eventually, and then there’s no telling.”


      “Anyway,” said Nash, “we’d better keep together for a while, don’t you think? Those girls probably have homes all over, and between the condottieri here and the war in Manhattan they might have trouble reaching them alone.”


      “Right. It wouldn’t do to pay them off at the dock and say ‘run along, girls. ’”


      “O. K. Now suppose you put your clothes on?”


      She complied; Nash politely turned his back, and got a playful kick in the pants for his pains.


      “You,” he said reproachfully, “are no lady!” But she was already gone, laughing.


      Whew! So this child of nature was the astral body of his prim friend Alice! It looked as though he would have her as regular girl friend for the rest of his stay on this plane. His spine tingled at the thought; a stouter comrade and a more spectacular ornament he could hardly ask for. But she would not be the easiest person to handle; like trying to use Smiley as a lap dog.


      “Here’s your Amazon army, Prosper,” said Alicia, as he turned at the sound of giggles.


      The sultan had packed enough military equipment to outfit fourteen of them, and they had eked out his helmets and mail shirts with some of his gaudier pieces of civilian attire. The glittering result might have stepped off the stage of a Rimski-Korsakov opera.


      She explained: “Only six of the girls wanted to go back to Arslan. Some of the others thought they did, but changed their minds when I told them we were going to divide up his money. Most of the others have real husbands and lovers to return to.”


      “Will those six make any trouble?”


      “I persuaded them not to,” She looked thoughtfully at a barked knuckle.


      “How much stuff will we have to carry?”


      “There are about twenty chests. We emptied a couple getting up these outfits, and I think if we throw out the junk—silks and feminine doodads—we can cut the number down to seven or eight.”


      Nash went below to investigate. The load of coin and plate made the chests too heavy for any one man to carry. Two of them were emptied of coin by distributing their contents among some of the women to carry on their persons. Nash insisted on entering the names of the two hundred-odd girls in his notebook, with the amount given each to tote. There remained six chests of jewelry, art objects, and gold and silver tableware.


      “We need some wheelbarrows,” he said.“Also we want to know where to go when we land. Do any of you girls know of a place that would hold you all?”


      “Louise would know,” volunteered one of the girls.“She used to live on Staten Island.”


      Louise was sought out. Yes, there were several places, if they were not at present occupied: a Renaissance palazzo in the middle of St. George, a somewhat ruinous castle in New Brighton, a Georgian mansion in Richmond—


      “I think the castle is our best bet,” said Nash.


      “But how on earth will you find out whether we can occupy it?” queried Alicia.


      “They probably have real estate agents on the island, Renaissance or no Renaissance. Hey, what’s that?”


      That was a small be jeweled hunting horn. Nash said: “That’ll be useful. I’m figuring out a procession that’ll set the Staten Islanders back on their heels so far they won’t think of bothering us. When we dock, everybody goes below except the girls with the swords and guns, while I go ashore and make arrangements.”


      Nash tossed the painter to a loafer on the dock, a man wearing a little round cap and hose tights with one red leg and one blue.


      “Morning, m’sieur,” said Nash as he scrambled up.“Could you tell me where I can buy some wheelbarrows?”


      The loafer directed him to a shop a couple of blocks from the dock. Several other men stopped to stare at the barge flotilla, but none ventured close. Kulu was shuffling about the deck as far as his chain would let him, and Smiley was grumbling a bit with hunger.


      Nash bought his wheelbarrows, ordered them delivered to the dock at once, and was referred further to the office of a realty agent named Benvenuto Lorenzo Franchetti.


      The address turned out to be that of a medium-sized baroque palace, full of mice and corkscrew-shaped pillars, and occupied by several firms. After Nash had wandered about its dust corridors, his ear caught a familiar ring of steel.


      In the center of a big hall two men were fighting with rapiers and oversized daggers, one in each hand. One already had a cut on his cheek.


      Nash did not feel called upon to interfere, but as he cautiously skirted the hall the combatants jumped apart and lowered their weapons. The unwounded one called out to Nash in Italian.


      “Excuse me,” said Nash, “but I’m looking for Franchetti’s office—”


      “That’sa me,” replied the duelist.“You want to see me on beez?”


      “Yeah, if you’re not too busy.”


      The fighter addressed his opponent: “Excusa me, Giacomo, I gotta da beez. I come back and keel you aft’, si?”


      “Si” said the other darkly.“I keel you any tima you say.”


      Benvenuto Franchetti Jed Nash through a small forest of statues to a desk in the corner. Nash explained his errand.


      “Ah,” cried Franchetti.“You are justa da man! I could kees you!”


      “Please don’t. I’ll rent this castle for a couple of weeks, if I like it.”


      “A month,” said Franchetti, getting out a map.“See, here, it is on da highesta point in New Bright’, nexta da monastery. Beautiful view of da harb’—”


      “Two weeks,” insisted Nash.“And what’s this about a monastery?”


      “Justa da monastery. Da owner says a month, mus’ be a month.” Franchetti wagged his head.“He is offering it at a greata sacrifice—”


      “How much?”


      “Three hundred dol’.”


      “Give you fifty a week, for two weeks.”


      “Looka, my friend, is no use trying to beata me down. I am one-pricea Benvenuto. I offer you da lowesta pricea da firsta tima. I never make excepsh. For you, yes, I make one leetle excepsh. I splitta my commish. I impoverish myself. I giva you this beautiful castle for one month for two hundred seventy-fiva dol’.”


      Nash finally got the castle for one month, two hundred and fifty dollars. He paid, and Franchetti dug out a pair of bronze keys big enough to choke a horse.


      “Fina,” said Franchetti, wringing Nash’s hand.“And now excusa me, please. This gentleman is await’ for me to keel him.” He bowed Nash out, and behind him Prosper could hear the clang of blades resume where it had left off.


      Back at the dock Nash found quite a crowd, still keeping a respectful distance from the barges. He called the harem up on deck and marshaled them.“We’ll march three abreast. Line ‘em up, Alicia. You and I and Hamid will lead; he’ll tow the cat and toot the horn when the crowd gets in the way. Put your veils back on, girls. Yes, you’ll need ‘em all right, all right. Ready? Let’s go!”


      Hamid, the slave who was Smiley’s keeper, blew a blat on the horn. Nash drew his sword and started.“Out of the way, please! One side there, everybody!”


      The crowd of loafers hastily made room for the padding saber-tooth, behind whom came the triple file of Arslan’s wives. The column was broken in six places; in each break a slave trundled a wheelbarrow flanked by a pair of Alicia’s Amazons. The ape and its keeper brought up the rear.


      The singular procession crawled up the narrow streets of St. George toward the New Brighton hills, about a mile off. The natives dropped whatever they were doing to watch. There were no hostile moves; a blast from Hamid’s horn or a sniff from Smiley’s nostrils was enough to open a lane.


      But there were plenty of comments.“Sucha beautiful soldiers! Are they men or wom’?”


      “I wonder whatta they got in dosa box? Bricksa?”


      “Haha, looka da monk’ at da end! Hey, monk’, you wanta some mon’? OH!”


      The last was from a sword-girt gentleman in trunk hose and a round, flat-crowned hat. Kulu shot out a long rust-colored arm and snatched the hat, which he calmly took apart with his teeth.


      “Signor,” said an insinuating voice at Nash’s elbow, “Coulda you spare me one littla dima? I am so poor and you are so richa—”


      The vagrant, a handsome, humorous-eyed fellow, looked far from starving. But Nash, who was a sucker for such appeals, handed over the requested alms. In one minute flat, there were twenty beggars trotting alongside, all shouting at once.


      Nash stood it as long as he could, then in his best attempt at a burr cried: “Get oot, all o’ ye, before I whup ye wi’ ma claymore!”


    


  




  

    

      The mendicants looked at one another, shrugged, and went their ways.


       


      Chapter XI.


       


      “It looks,” remarked Alicia, “as though it ought to be haunted.”


      Nash agreed. The place he had rented was not a real castle, but a square two-story brick mansion with small windows, towers at the corners, and crumbling battlements to give it a period look. Nash started to get out the keys Franchetti had given him, then observed that the front door sagged half off its hinges.


      “I wonder who that is?” asked Alicia.


      Nash looked.“Probably the haunt.” The person in question was an ominous-looking figure in a robe and hood, who stood at a little distance silently watching them.


      A nearby bell went bongggg, bongggg, and the cowled figure turned and walked swiftly toward a group of low gray buildings.


      “I remember now,” said Nash.“Franchetti mentioned a monastery, and I guess that’s it. Hamid, help me with this door.”


      Nash wondered who among mundane persons would imagine a monastic astral body for himself. The astral bodies he had met so far seemed to run to the proud, the fierce, the rapacious, and the uninhibited: hardly the sort of people who would make good monks.


      Franchetti, he decided, had robbed him, after he observed the warped floor boards, the sagging stairways, the shattered windows, and the scanty and broken furniture. Not that an extra fifty or hundred out of the sultan’s hoard would make much difference: it was the principle of the thing.


      Still, the place had a huge stove and an equally impressive icebox, and a broom closet holding half a dozen brooms in various stages of decrepitude. Alicia Woodson whooped when she saw these, and pressed them into the unenthusiastic hands of six of her co-wives.“Get to work!” she shouted.


      “Now,” said Nash, “what do we need to live here for a week or two?”


      Suggestions were poured over him by all the harem talking at once. He rounded up the slaves, doled out money, and sent them off, one to buy food, another firewood, another ice, another some hardware beginning with a hammer and nails, and so on. Before the first slave returned, Smiley began to roar loudly with hunger, and when a slave did appear he was immediately sent off to buy six quarts of blood.


      Nash frantically tried to keep track of everything in his notebook, and the continuous gabble of three hundred and some women nearly drove him crazy. Then he was forced out of the house altogether by the choking clouds of dust raised by the brooms. Alicia rushed about like a cross between Brunhilda and Simon Legree, finding jobs for all the women and pouring loud contumely on those who flagged.


      By late afternoon Nash had repaired the door and pasted paper over the broken window panes and nailed down the loose floor boards and glued legs on chairs and caulked the well bucket. Alicia found him sprawled supine among the weeds of what passed for the lawn.


      “Prosper,” she said, “I… are you tired?”


      “No. I’m dead.”


      “All right, corpse, before you fade out I’ve got a job for you.”


      “Go ‘way.”


      “No, really. There’s no bedding in the place to speak of. Louise said that the monastery took a lot of paying guests and would have some. So I sent Cleo over to borrow mattresses and blankets, but do you know, when she knocked on the door a monk opened it and took one look at her and slammed it in her face! I’ll bet they aren’t real monks at all, but a gang of Satanists or something.”


      “More likely he feared for his immortal soul,” groaned Nash, rising.“O. K., I’ll go.”


      A monk with his hood thrown back answered Nash’s knock; looked carefully at Nash, and said: “You are he who is installing his… uh… seraglio at our very doorstep! What have we to do with such a one?”


      “Not -at all!” cried Nash.“They’re perfectly good girls whom I rescued from a paynim’s captivity.” He added details.


      “Oh,” said the monk in a changed tone, “that is different. Come in, my son, and I’ll see what we can do. I am Brother Benedict.”


      When Nash got a better view of Brother Benedict’s face, he was sure he had seen it somewhere else—perhaps in a newspaper. He knew that if he dug deep enough through his mental files he’d be able to— Sure enough!


      “Brother Benedict,” he asked, “is your last name Wilcox?”


      “It was.”


      Nash chuckled. Brother Benedict’s mundane counterpart was Harry Van Rensselaer Wilcox, an ornament of cafe society who had been divorced six times, sued for breach of promise four, and thrown out of half the night clubs in New York.


      Half an hour later he had his bedding. It would go round—almost, if the girls tripled up. At that Nash feared that the loan would leave some of the monks sleeping on cold stone. But once he had enlisted their sympathy, they would not take “no” for an answer.


      Back in the castle Nash found smoke bringing a stench of burning food from the kitchen.


      “One of the girls got careless with her beans,” explained Alicia.“I told off thirty of them to cook.”


      “Can they?”


      “Some can’t. But if I started asking, they’d all say they couldn’t.”


      After dinner Alicia said: “You look pretty cheerful for a man who was half dead a couple of hours ago. What’s your plan?”


      “Gosh, I’m too tired to work this evening. I’m going to have fun.”


      “Oh, good! What?”


      “See that ledger I had the boys get? Well, I’m going to count our money, and open a complete set of books for the estate of Arslan Bey, with every nickel’s worth of expenditures and receipts in the right account!”


      The girl’s shoulders drooped a little. As she turned to go she addressed the atmosphere: “Some —people—have—funny—ideas—of a good—time!”


      Nash grinned and lugged the account book and money up to the smallest bedroom, which he had chosen for himself.


      He had to sit on the floor and work by candlelight. He missed his pipe; the chatter of the women wafted up through the boards; once the bong of the monastery bells startled him. But those distractions were minor— Clink, clink, clink, $140, $160, $180, $200, $220— $16, 360 in double eagles—


      $412, 905. 45, checked and rechecked, and not counting a small pile of foreign coins and the gold plate.


      How much should he keep for himself? That to Nash was a ticklish question whose contemplation made him a little uneasy. Arslan’s own title to the money might be bad; Arslan might be a scoundrel; still Nash wished he could forget how unreservedly the scoundrel had trusted him. He admitted, a little grudgingly, that the rescue of these poor girls took precedence over Arslan’s getting every cent returned or accounted for. It was still an impossibly tangled legal and moral question, especially if Arslan Bey’s little robber state had been extinguished by the Aryan armies—


      Hell, take ten percent, give the rest to the gals, and forget about it. If he failed to get the Shamir on his next try, he would pay off his debts, salt the rest away in a safe place—if the astral plane had such a thing—and keep very quiet about his nest egg. Not for him the lavishness of a gentleman performing the social duty of conspicuous waste.“Friends” would swarm around begging a little loan, and Nash would be caught between his soft-heartedness and his financial meticulousness, with compliance and refusal both distressing.


      He chuckled a little at himself: he should have imagined, instead of a dashing cavalier, one of those thrifty Puritans to whom financial gain was the outward visible sign of inward spiritual grace.


      Now for the books: Capital Ace; Interest & Discount; Profit & Loss; Surplus & Deficit—


      Until his door creaked open Nash did not realize that he had fallen asleep in an approximation of the lotus posture of Yoga. He shook the sleep out of his eyes. One of the candles had burned out; the light of the other showed one of the girls in the doorway, big-eyed and wrapped in a monk’s blanket.


      “Prosper! There’s a man in the house!”


      “Huh?”


      “A man! Burglar! On the back stairs—”


      Nash jumped up and went hunting with his sword. His quarry obligingly gave himself away by tripping over his own feet, and Nash chased him downstairs, through the main halls, and out a window, scaring the wits out of the girls sleeping on the ground floor. He got close enough to see that the intruder was no ragged burglar, but a bejeweled late-Medieval dandy.


      Two hours later he was aroused again; this time a Casanova was climbing the ivy. Nash stole up to the roof, and as the man’s head came over the wall Prosper whacked it with the flat of his blade. The man dropped twenty feet with a crash, picked himself out of the shrubbery, and limped off shrilling maledictions.


      There were no more disturbances that night, but next morning after breakfast Nash set out for the monastery with one of Arslan’s gold dinner plates under his coat.


      In the yard he passed Alicia bending over a washtub. The girl was scrubbing vigorously with a blanket tied around her against the cold, and was smoking a corncob pipe.


      At his muttered “Good lord,” she looked up.


      “Morning, Prosper, ‘Smatter, ‘fraid I’ll shock our monastic friends? I’ve got to; my only clothes are in the wash.”


      “No; you’re O. K. That pipe just made me wonder if you were created in the Kentucky mountains.”


      “Nope; I smoke a pipe when I happen to feel like smoking a pipe.”


      At Nash’s request, Brother Benedict took him to see the abbot. Nash began by presenting the plate; the abbot was duly grateful, and said it would be a great thing for the poor of Staten Island.


      Then Nash explained his troubles with amorous natives. He asked: “Don’t you boys do a lot of walking around at night, by way of penance or something?”


      “That is true.”


      “Well, I was wondering if you couldn’t assign a couple of penancers each night to patrol around my castle with good, thick clubs.”


      “Why—that is a very startling idea. But—now that I think of it, there is something to be said for it. Of course your ladies must not make any… ahem… must comport themselves in a seemly manner.”


      “They’ll behave all right, all right, if I have to tan their… if I have to apply corporal chastisement. Now maybe you could give me some advice on how to get them home safe. I don’t want the local banditti to cut their throats as soon as they leave—”


      The abbot showed a flash of unmonkish local pride: “It is nothing like as bad as that, M. de Neche. Of course there are wicked men everywhere, but Staten Island has been reasonably safe since Duke Alessandro took hold. Jersey City is another matter, but I suppose your ladies can avoid it. Why not have them write their husbands and friends to come and get them? The mails run, except in the Manhattan war zone.”


      “Most of ‘em come from Manhattan,” objected Nash.


      “Still, many of those would have friends in other parts.”


      “I’ll try it. Now could you recommend a jeweler?”


      The abbot gave him the name of Arnold Earnshaw Nathan, in St. George. Nash thought of asking for the whereabouts of Merlin Apollonius Stark, but decided that the good monks would probably suspect him of dealings with the Devil.


      Nash set the girls to writing letters, and went down to St. George. Arnold Earnshaw Nathan was a plainly dressed man, older than most astralites, who hung out in a shop full of elaborate clocks, all ticking like mad. Nathan agreed to come up to the castle that afternoon to weigh and assay the odds and ends of the sultan’s hoard. As he was agreeing, the clocks all struck eleven with a fearful jankle, and in the fancier ones all sorts of wonderful acts took place. Besides the usual cuckoos, there were clocks in which tiny figures appeared and went through acrobatic stunts, a house-shaped clock that appeared to catch fire until a set of toy firemen whirred into action and put the fire out, and so on.


      On his way back, Nash passed a shop displaying weapons of all sorts: guns, swords, daggers. He went in and asked to see the most modern pistols in stock. These turned out to be a line of double-action revolvers, in. 32,. 38 and. 44 calibers.


      “You wouldn’t have a Colt. 45 automatic, service model?” asked Nash.“If I ever have to shoot somebody, I don’t want to just irritate him.”


      “Automatics? No. Nobody uses them.”


      “That’s funny. You know what an automatic pistol is?”


      “Sure, sure. No good; jam all the time.”


      “Where I come from they don’t. Why is that?”


      “You try to make one, you see. Too many little sliding parts and springs. Can’t file them accurately enough.”


      “You mean your guns are all handmade?”


      “Naturally. Make lots of them myself.”


      Nash ordered the merchant’s whole stock of. 32s and. 38s for the girls, and a. 44 for himself. The merchant beamed, and asked to see Nash’s license. It was then that Nash learned that Staten Island had a Sullivan law.


      He sighed and set out for the county courthouse to get his licenses. All went well until the license clerk asked his reason for wanting the arsenal.


      “Well,” explained Nash, “my protegees recently came into some money, and they’ll want some protection on their—”


      “Money? Money? Ah, signor, da collect’ of revenue, he wantsa to see you! Come with me!” The clerk bounced up and dragged Nash into the collector’s office.


      When Nash told the assistant collector of revenue that he had just arrived in Staten Island, and intended to leave in a few days, the official pursed his lips and said: “Then you will be liable for only a few taxes, my friend. Import tax, export tax, residence tax, transit tax, personal property tax, income tax. That’sa all. Here are your formsa.”


      Nash’s face fell further and further. The official said: “Cheer uppa, signor. They will notta take more than eighty percent of this estate.”


      “At least,” said Nash in a choked voice, “Iwant the text of all your tax laws.”.“Certainly, signor!” The assistant collector fished out a pile of pamphlets.“In view of da size of da estate, we will iffa you like send a esspert to helpa you—”


      “No, thanks. I can fill out tax returns all right.”


      “Fina! You will be back in a few daysa? You and your ladies mus’ notta leava Staten Island until da taxes are paid, you know.”


      Early and bright the next morning Nash showed up at the revenue office. He cheerfully laid the six forms down on the assistant collector’s desk,. and then began to shell money out of his belt.


      The official smiled broadly. As he looked at the forms his smile faded. His eyes popped.“Thir-teena dollars anda ninety-four cents on an estate of five hundred thous’! Dio mio, it is imposs’!”


      Nash grinned.“It’s possible all right. Just look at all those deductions! Check it over all you want.”


      The assistant collector jumped up and bounced into the office of the collector, and the two reappeared and held a muttered consultation in Italian over the returns. Finally the collector spoke to Nash: “Looka, signor, what is thissa deducsh? You try to get away witta something, si?”


      “Let’s see.,. oh, that! That’s authorized by the amendment to the personal property tax, dated 1893. Hasn’t been repealed as far as I can see.”


      The collector sputtered.“All those old deducsh —dissa man is a magish!”


      “No, though I sometimes wish I were. If you can’t find anything wrong with my returns, I’d like my receipt, please.”


      “Ah, signor,” said the collector, “is no hurry! Why not stay around our beautiful Staten Island a few daysa longer?”


      Nash shook his head, not caring to hang around until Duke Alessandro had a chance to issue some retroactive decree plugging all the loopholes that Nash had so laboriously discovered.


      The officials urged him some more, until their importunities took on a tone of veiled menace.


      Then Nash said: “Of course I might settle here —I could find out who your biggest taxpayers are and make a living as a tax expert.”


      “Oh, no, in thatta case! If you mus’ go, you mus’ go! We woulda not theenk of detaining you!”


      Nash got his receipts, but when he tried to get his gun licenses the clerk, who had been tipped off, refused on the ground that an estate taxable only to the extent of thirteen dollars and ninety-four cents could not need much protection.


      Nash returned to his castle just as a couple of men arrived: one of them on a homemade and extremely noisy motorcycle; the other, in top hat and cutaway, in a buggy. There were passionate embraces with the girls they had come to fetch, and a gala departure with much waving and feminine tears. More departures followed; Alicia handled the breaking-up of the harem in her usual competent manner.


      Nash rounded up the eight slaves and asked them: “How would you boys like your freedom?”


      “Freedom?” replied one.“But, effendi, we belong to Arslan Bey!”


      “I’m afraid he’s dead, or he’d have joined us by now. I repeat: how would you like to be your own masters?”


      They exchanged dazed glances. One said: “Oh, effendi, not belong to anyone? That would be terrible! We’d die!”


      Nash tried to sell them the beauties of liberty.


      but the only result was that they got down on their knees, wept, and prayed that he would not do such a thing to them.


      Nash gave up and went in to lunch. Afterward he hiked down to Tompkinsville to find the headquarters of Merlin Apollonius Stark, whose address he had gotten from Nathan the jeweler.


      The address was 160 St. Paul’s Avenue, a street of small one- and two-story houses of the suburban residence type. He soon found 158; the lot south of it was vacant, and on the other side of ths open space was 162.


      He walked back to 158 to make sure.


      Gosh! Had he forgotten the correct number— no, he never forgot things like that. Had Nathan misinformed him, or had Merlin Apollonius mag-icked his house down to portable size and gone off with it?


      “Come on,” crackled a voice from the empty air in the middle of the vacant lot.“Don’t stand there. Walk up the path and ring the doorbell!”


       


      Chapter XII.


       


      Nash walked slowly up the path. His fifth step brought him to the last flagstone. The lawn also ended at this point, and the waste of hard-packed brown earth and green weeds that comprised the rest of the lot was sharp in the bright, cool sun. A small breeze stirred Nash’s cloak and drove a couple of dead leaves tumbling across his vision.


      “Come on! Up the steps with you!”


      Nash frowned. Merlin Stark must be having fun with him. Well, two could play. Nash drew his sword and used it like a blind man’s cane. He located two steps leading up from the end of the path; the scrape made by the point sounded like stone or concrete. As he ascended he discovered a door, invisible like the steps, and began poking it.


      “Hey! Stop scratching my door up!”


      “Well, fix your doorbell so I can see it!” retorted Nash.


      “Oh, come on in and stop fooling around.” A large dark rectangle the size of a door opened in the empty space in front of Nash, who found himself looking down a hall with an old-fashioned hall tree in the foreground.


      “In here, M. de Neche!” The voice was now obviously much like that of Monty Stark. Nash hung his cloak and plumed hat on one of the antlers of the hall tree, took a look at himself in the mirror, and entered.


      Nash expected to see an improved version of Montague Allen Stark. But what he saw was more arresting: apparently Monty Stark himself with a long white false beard attached to his chin.


      “Mont… uh, hello, Mr. Stark!” Nash covered his confusion with a formal Seventeenth-Century bow. He advanced to shake the hand that the astral Stark, half rising, extended across his desk.


      Now that Nash had a closer look, he was fairly sure that the beard was real. The only trouble was that it did not go with the crisp brown hair, partly covered by a skullcap, and the plump young face. It was just like Monty, in imagining himself a magician, simply to slap a snowy beard on his face without bothering to alter. the rest of his physique to match.


      The astral Stark wore a dark-blue judicial robe embroidered with astronomical symbols. On Nash’s left was a lower desk bearing a typewriter. Behind the desk sat a young woman in an exceedingly gauzy dress. The girl was small and slim, with fair skin, enormous blue eyes, and a fragile, unearthly beauty. Another navy-blue robe lay across her lap, and on this she was embroidering an additional symbol: a thing combining the upper half of P with the lower half of L.


      “Pluto,” explained Stark.“She thinks I ought to bring my paraphernalia up to date. I hope they don’t discover any more planets for a while. You know, M. de Neche, I had a feeling somebody like you was looking for me.”


      Of course, thought Nash, a genuine magician would know his client’s name without being told. He said: “Quite a trick, making your house invisible.”


      Stark handed Nash a cigar and lit one himself.“I thought those dead leaves were pretty cute. You have to time their apparent motion so it coincides with a puff of real wind.”


      “What’s the big idea? To keep away hoi polloi?”


      The wizard chuckled. With the cigar sticking up out of one corner of his grin, he was, except for the phony-looking bush, the same cocky Montague that Nash had known in his own plane.“Why do lawyers use Latin? If a professional man doesn’t mix a little hokum with his art, he doesn’t get any clients. Now, what can I do for you?”


      Nash said carefully: “I want to borrow the Shamir from Tukiphat.”


      Stark’s eyebrows shot up.“Why, in Thoth’s name? Haven’t enough folks come to grief trying to snatch the damned hunk of glass?”


      “I need it in my business.”


      “Come on, come on! No secrets from your magus!”


      Nash hesitated.“Do you know about the mundane plane?”


      “Uh… yes and no. Hm-m-m. There’s something about you—wait, don’t tell me—you don’t quite fit—”


      Stark took a deep drag, then let the smoke drift up out of his open mouth so that it almost veiled his face.


      Nash leaned back in his swivel chair and looked about the room. It reminded him of the office of a country lawyer, except that the corners were cluttered with brass tripods and lamps, wands, and swords. Everything else was filing cabinets and bookcases, from the top of which two human skulls and one stuffed rooster looked down.


      “Got it!” cried Stark.“You’re a mundane soul in an astral body! Right?”


      “Right.”


      “By the Great Tetragrammaton, this is going to be interesting! I don’t suppose you’d care to let me take your soul out for examination?”


      “No, sir! I want to get back to my own plane.”


      “Oh, what’s the hurry? You obviously created an adventurous type for yourself. Haven’t you had adventure?”


      “Sure,” said Nash.“I’ve killed three guys. Where I come from one homicide per lifetime is considered plenty. I want to get back before I kill any more.”


      “Hm-m-m. I could fix you up with a ring that would make it unnecessary to kill anybody, except perhaps Aryans. You can give me a lot of valuable information about your plane; the magi and philosophers in this one have the damnedest lot of contradictory theories about it.”


      “Sorry, but I’ve got to return before Bechard does something drastic with my mundane body. He gave me ten days.”


      “Bechard? Who’s that?”


      Nash told him about the demon.


      “Hm-m-m,” said Stark.“I see your point. An astral body whose mundane congener has abandoned it or died is more liable to dissolution than one that is constantly maintained by its creator’s. imagination.”


      “Well,” said Nash, “can you fix me up, and if so what would the charge be?”


      “Don’t know; I’d have to think. Paraldine, would you get the volumes of Duban Farsi’s Encyclopedia with the articles on ‘Shamir’ and ‘Tukiphat’?”


      The girl put down her sewing and left the room, followed by Nash’s appreciative glance.


      “Not looking for a secretary, are you?” asked Stark.


      “Nope. Gosh, are you trying to get rid of her?”


      “Um-m-m—yes and no. She’s a good worker, but you know how sylphs are. Paraldine keeps pestering me… say, de Neche, do you know I have a peculiar feeling—as if I’d known you somewhere?”


      Nash grinned.“In a way you have.” And he told him about Montague Allen Stark.


      “By Adonai Elohim, no wonder you came to me!” cried Stark.“This is… ah, thank you, my dear,” he said as the sylph dumped two huge volumes on his desk.“Now let’s see. Shaddai— Shamgar—Shamir. Hm-m-m.” The magus read silently and puffed.“‘Lahu man ham ala al Shamir, al sama’ wa jahannam horn ghuraf ji seraiah wahed. ‘ Literally, To him who holds the Shamir, Heaven and Hell are but rooms in the same building. ‘ What he means is that with this glorified rock you can translate both body and soul from one plane to another. Gives the method of using it too. You insufflate it three times—”


      “You what?”


      “Blow on it, to you. Then you describe the right pentagram if you’re going to a higher plane; the left if to a lower; you’d use the left. Meanwhile you say: ‘By the great Adonai, Elohim, Ariel, and Jehovam, conjuro, petrus veritatis, te cito mihi obedire; I conjure thee to obey me forthwith—’ If the stone doesn’t begin to coruscate at this point, that means it’s pretending it doesn’t understand English and Latin, so you have to repeat in Hebrew or Arabic. I hope you don’t because to pronounce Arabic properly you need an oversized glottis and a case of asthma. ‘By the holy names Albrot, On, Shaddai—’ I’ll have Paraldine type it out for you on virgin typewriter paper. Now let’s see about Tuky.”


      Merlin Apollonius Stark opened the other volume and frowned over it for a long time. He murmured: “Don’t know— These geniuses are tough customers, Tukiphat particularly. I wouldn’t tangle with him myself for a bushel of azoth. But that’s your funeral—”


      He read on somberly, the slope of his shoulders indicating dim prospects. Then he began to perk up.“Hey! De Neche! I think I’ve got a method of getting through the refractory zone!”


      The wizard jumped up and began to pace, nervously pulling his beard, cracking his knuckle joints, and hitting his palm with his fist.“It’s a natural! Paraldine, take a letter to Arnold Nathan.”


      The girl put down her sewing and took up her shorthand pad. Stark said: “On self-immolating paper, in a red-bordered envelope. Don’t want to burn old Nathan’s fingers.


      Dear Mr. Nathan:


      Could you do a little rush job for one of my clients? Take a watch with a sweep-second hand and a stop button. Transpose the hour hand and the second hand, so that the former hour hand will be controllable by the stud, and when activated will make one complete revolution per minute. The favor of Jod He Vau He be with you if you can do the job in twenty-four hours.


      Very sincerely yours,


      “All right, de Neche, you come around day after tomorrow, early. I’ll have a spell for binding Tukiphat and getting through his sphere worked out. I warn you that the first may require a triad.”


      “A whattad?”


      “Three people to work it. So you’d better start thinking of whom you want to take along.”


      “Umm,” said Nash.“I suppose I could use a couple of Arslan’s slaves—”


      “Soulless ones? Too stupid.”


      “That was my impression. Say, you know I tried to give them their freedom this morning, and they wouldn’t take it! Damnedest thing I ever saw.”


      “Not at all,” said Stark.“They were created as slaves, so they can’t imagine any other existence.”


      “On my plane we consider slavery an abomination,” said Nash.“And we don’t believe in natural-born slaves any more.”


      “Yes, but this isn’t your plane, fellow!”


      “Well, what are those ‘soulless ones, ‘ then?”


      “Oh. When one of you mundane souls creates an astral person, he sometimes throws in a flock of servants to do the dirty work for his hero. These auxiliary astral bodies, as it were, are what we call soulless ones, because they have very little personality of their own. They’re useful, though; most of the unskilled labor on our plane is done by them, because there are so few first-grade astralites who will go in for it.” He smiled wryly.“Most unjust, according to your lights. The only way I can see to fix it is to persuade you mundane folks to create more honest toilers and fewer leaders and geniuses. If you find us kind of backward compared to you, that’s what’s wrong; everybody wants to be boss.”


      “O. K.,” said Nash.“But what’ll I do with these guys? They give me the creeps.”


      Stark shrugged.“Give ‘em to the members of the harem. By the way, when you come around Saturday, you’d better bring some money with you.”


      “How much?”


      Stark exchanged a knowing glance with the sylph, put his fingertips together, and rolled his eyes piously upward.“Ahem—I don’t like to fix a fee so far in advance—you never know what complications you’re going to run into—but shall we say ten thousand dollars, including the watch and all the other props?”


      “Owl” yelped Nash.“Who do you think I am, a guy named Morgan Vanderbilt Rockefeller?”


      Stark looked surprised and a bit hurt.“After all, this astral money won’t be any good on the mundane plane, even if you take it along!”


      “It’s the principle of the thing. You wouldn’t soak your mundane body’s best friend, would you?”


      Stark sighed.“Oh, all right, suppose we make it five thousand?”


      Nash screwed his face into a knot at the thought of handing over five thousand dollars.


      “Look, de Neche,” said Stark, “you come in early tomorrow morning prepared to spend the whole day answering questions about the mundane plane, and I’ll give you your spells and props and all for twenty-five hundred. At that the Guild would probably kick me out if they heard.”


      It still hurt, but Nash did not feel he could ask for much more of a reduction.


      Back at the castle, Nash found that a large fraction of the harem had already left. Their places had been taken by numbers of husbands and friends who had come to fetch them, but who planned to spend that night at the castle.


      “It looks as if all of them would be out of here by tomorrow night,” Alicia told him.“Five of them are going to marry natives.”


      “Say, that’s fast work,” said Nash.“When have any of them had a chance to get that intimate with the local boys?”


      “I haven’t the least idea.”


      “What are you going to do?”


      She puffed at her corncob.“Don’t know that, either. What are your plans, Prosper?”


      “Let’s walk over toward the monastery,” he said. When they were out of earshot of the castle, with a cold wind whipping their cloaks, he told her: “I’m going to… uh… borrow the Shamir from Tukiphat.”


      “Borrow? Does Tuky know about it?”


      “No, ma’am, and I don’t want him to, either. So don’t spread it, please—”


      She burst out laughing.“So you’re the man who was so persnickety about stealing Arslan’s loot!”


      “This is different.”


      “Oh, yeah? That’s what they all say. How different?”


      “It’s a matter of saving my—”


      “Yes, yes, go on!”


      “It’s a long story, and you may not believe it.”


      She blew smoke in his face.“You poor dope, of course I believe you! Tell Alicia.”


      He told her about his usurped mundane body.


      “I see,” she said in a more serious tone than usual.“I thought you’d changed from the chevalier I knew. For one thing, he never knew nor cared where his next dollar was coming from.”


      “Uh-huh. I’m sorry to steal your gallant friend and give you a glorified bookkeeper in his place—” She shot out a hand and tweaked his aristocratic beak.“Not a bit of it! I like you better this way. You’re kind and foresighted and conscientious—”


      “Oh, sure, I’ve got all the dull virtues.”


      “But that’s not so, Prosper! They may be dull on your plane, but here they’re something extraordinary! We have all the arrogant, rapacious gallants we need. Of course,” she added sardonically, “you are planning a robbery; it’s stealing and you know it—”


      “Well,” he said uncomfortably, “I don’t like it, but Bechard has me by the short hair—”


      “Don’t be silly! Of course you’ll go through with it. As far as I know the gem hasn’t been put to practical use since King Solomon dressed the stones of his temple by touching them with it. Just how are you going to work it?”


      “I’ve got to find a couple of assistants—”


      “Oh, wonderful! I’ll be one of them—”


      “What? But you’re a woman—”


      “You bet I am; so what? Don’t you think I could help—”


      “Sure, but this is likely to be dangerous—”


      “What of it? Of course I’m going along! No use trying to go back to my old job while the Aryans—”


      “But I can’t expose you—”


      “Stuff and nonsense! You’ll take me, or I’ll do some exposing!”


      “You probably would, at that.”


      “Thought that would hold you.” She glided close and smiled maliciously up at him from her small inferiority of stature.


      “Some day,” said Nash darkly, “you’re going to waggle that perfect torso in my direction once too often, and then… OUCH!”


      “Heh, heh, heh, think you could catch me if I didn’t want you too?” She danced just out of his reach.“Come on, let’s see you try!”


      Prosper tried; he flopped, clanked, and fluttered heavily after her back to the castle door. She gained easily and slipped inside the door. As Nash panted in after her, she grabbed him and fastened her rich lips on his—


      When the skyrockets in Nash’s head stopped exploding, he heard a roar of laughter from the company assembled for the first call to dinner. Nash reeled, crossed his eyes, pushed his hat back, and sat down on the floor.“Where am I?” he cooed.


      The company applauded the act. A couple of stalwarts, one in trapper’s fringed buckskin and the other in Wall Street’s spats and carnation, hauled him- up. Somebody pressed a snort of brandy on him, and the dinner got off to a rare convivial start. An astonishing lot of liquor had arrived with the girls’ protectors. As Nash responded to toast after toast from these, he was forced to admit that he was grateful for at least one of his astral body’s characteristics. Jean-Prospere de Neche, it transpired, had a really phenomenal liver for liquor.


       


      Chapter XIII.


       


      Later, Prosper Nash and Alicia sat side by side on the floor of his room before a small wood fire. They did not talk much, but now and then they kissed.


      She said, looking into the flames, “Are you still set on going back to your own plane, Prosper?”


      “I dassen’t not.”


      “I suppose so. But I wish now I hadn’t urged you to go ahead with your plan.”


      The kisses got longer and longer. She was, Nash thought, waiting for some sort of declaration.


      Well—what could he say? Anything would be wrong. He’d soon be taking both his soul and the chevalier’s body away, probably for good. No doubt Bechard would give him back his mundane body in exchange for the astral one.


      But this couldn’t go on all night. His pulse was racing now.


      He took a long look to fix her in his mind. Then he kissed her once more, briefly and gently, and rose.“I’m going out,” he said. At her look of pain he added: “I think it’s the right thing, dear.”


      “Always trying to do the right thing—but I suppose if you weren’t, I wouldn’t—” she broke off, staring into the fire.


      Out in the cold November dark, Nash jumped a foot at being confronted by a hooded, menacing figure.


      “Hey! Easy with the club, m’sieur! I’m de Neche!”


      “Oh, I beg your pardon. I thought you were one of the local lechers.”


      Nash laughed.“It’s Benedict, isn’t it?”


      “Yes. Did you decide your watchdogs needed reinforcements?”


      “Couldn’t sleep. Mind if I walk with you?”


      “Not in the least. By the way, the abbot asked me to tell you—if you’re through with our bedding, we could use it.”


      “Sure, you can have it all tomorrow. We’re pulling out.”


      “We would not inconvenience you, least of all for our own advantage. But we’re taking in a bunch of refugees from Manhattan.”


      “What’s been happening there?” asked Nash.


      “Heh, a worldly man… beg pardon… like you asking for news from a monk! Haven’t you read the papers?”


      “Haven’t seen one in days. No time.”


      The monk explained: “Last Monday the city’s Lenin regiment mutinied—revolted. They left their place in the line, marched down to the City Hall, and seized it. They shot several members of the administration and staff; all they could catch, the rest having escaped just before the mutineers arrived.”


      “Gosh! What happened then?”


      “The Lenins issued proclamations to the rest of the troops, saying that Historical Necessity had taken charge of the city, which was now a workers’ and peasants’ republic; that the loyal troops should obey the Lenins and fight like fiends against the Aryans— But you know their style.”


      “Think I do,” agreed Nash.“Go on.”


      “Of course the loyal troops did nothing of the kind. The Aryans and Romans got wind of treachery among the city’s forces and attacked the loyal troops. The Home Guardists stood them off for some hours. Then they gradually learned that their own command had been destroyed by their so-called comrades, and they became discouraged and fled the field. The Aryans, meeting no further resistance, marched down and attacked the Lenins around City Hall. The Lenins fought fiercely, and the last I heard they were still sending out manifestoes calling on the masses to rise, and blaming the disaster on the Private and corporals and the civilian officers of the city, saying they were secretly in league with the Aryans, and so on. As if the people could do anything now that the Aryans control all Manhattan.”


      “From what I gather,” said Nash, “there really aren’t any masses in this world: just a minority of soulless ones and a majority of rampant individualists.”


      “I know,” said Brother Benedict.“But try to tell that to a Lenin! I’ve argued with them. For my part, I hold that a villain is no less a villain because he can excuse his crimes by fine words about Class Loyalty, Bourgeois Morality, and Dialectical Materialism.”


      “What happened to the loyal part of the army?” asked Nash.


      “Many of them escaped to Brooklyn, where they are reorganizing to carry on the fight. Every boat in lower Manhattan was seized that afternoon by fleeing soldiers and civilians.”


      “They sent a mess—” Nash broke off as the horrible suspicion that his conscious mind had been trying to suppress at last broke through. He remembered the soldier who had burst in on the Private while Nash was speaking with him; this man had said something about “Lenins.” Arizona Bill Averoff must somehow have failed to deliver the message—


      “Keep a stiff upper lip,” he thought. If it does turn out that the disaster was your fault, it’ll be time enough then to do something dramatic.


      “Where did the Aryans come from?” he asked.


      “These pagan savages began appearing in Yorkville ten years ago,” Benedict told him.“The New York City government temporized with them until they were numerous enough to revolt. They somehow got an alliance with the Romans, who up to then had been fairly good citizens most of the time.


      “You can neither argue with nor evangelize nor intimidate an Aryan. The only thing that does any permanent good is to kill him, God forgive me. And it strikes me, Chevalier, that you would be better occupied—”


      “I know,” said Nash.“We’ve got guys like that at home. One of these day% I’ll be needed back there.”


      Merlin Apollonius Stark grinned like a bearded cherub.“Good morning, de Neche; bright and early I see. I’ve got good news: the watch… say, what’s the matter with you? Look like you’d been drug through a knothole.”


      “Didn’t sleep well,” growled Nash.


      “I guessed that; but there’s something else. Come, tell Papa Merlin. You’re in love, aren’t you?”


      “Uh-huh. If you’re so smart, maybe you can tell me what to do about it. What would happen if I stayed here?”


      Stark shrugged.“That’s up to Bechard. When a mundane body abandons an astral congener to create another, the first astral body goes on living unchanged until some accident causes its dissolution. But sometimes a mundane body, instead of abandoning its creation outright, will slowly change it. They do pretty horrible things to us sometimes.”


      “Would Bechard know about that?”


      “He would unless he’s even dumber than most demons.”


      “But if I go back with the Shamir, I’ll take this body with me, so she’ll be left with nothing at all. Could you… uh… exorcise me, so she’d—”


      “Altruistic devil, aren’t you? They get that way sometimes. Wouldn’t do any good; your soul couldn’t take the Shamir back by itself, and without it Bechard wouldn’t let you back into your own body. So you’d bounce right back up.”


      Nash twisted his strong fingers together.“Could you send her back with me?”


      “Sorry, but the Shamir’s a one-man vehicle.”


      “What then? There must be some way out for us.”


      “You’ll get over it.”


      “But I don’t want to—”


      “Oh, for Och’s sake! I’m a magician, not a lovelorn column editor! I was trying to tell you that your watch will be ready this afternoon. If you can locate your two assistants, you could leave this evening, and raid Tukiphat’s Island before dawn. I’d strongly advise it, if possible. Have you got any helpers yet?”


      “My girl friend, Alicia Woodson.”


      “How about the third?”


      “Haven’t anybody. I don’t suppose you’d consider… uh—”


      “Good Uriel, no! I wouldn’t say ‘boo’ to Tukiphat, and anyway I have my practice to look after.”


      “Well, there are one or two pretty good guys I knew in New York, but I don’t know where they are.”


      “Take too long to locate them, by natural means or otherwise,” said Stark.“I do know a local condottiere—that is, he was a condottiere until Alessandro got the better of all his fellow cutthroats and became a champion of law and order. This man, Muzio Sforza d’Amelio, has done one or two jobs for me, and I haven’t had cause for complaint.”


      “Would you advise me to trust him?” asked Nash worriedly.


      “I advise you to trust nobody, but you have to make use of people now and then. As I say, d’Amelio has been honest enough in his dealings with me, and before that he had a fairly good reputation as mercenary soldiers go.”


      “Well, are you specifically recommending him?”


      “No, I’m not. I’m merely calling him to your attention. Another advantage is that he speaks Italian, so he might be able to talk you out of trouble if the Romans or Aryans stopped you.”


      “If I could interview him first—”


      “Can do. Paraldine, take a telepathic message.” The wizard and his secretary both shut their eyes and concentrated for some minutes. Then Stark opened his.


      “O. K., he’ll be in some time this afternoon. Guess we’d better do the same for your Alicia. Paraldine, a copy to the chevalier’s friend, Miss Alicia Woodson. And now, my friend, you’re going to tell me all about the mundane plane. Oh, before we begin, we might… uh… ahem—”


      “Settle the vulgar financial details?” grinned Nash.“Here you are.”


      Stark smiled broadly as he counted the money.“Put it in the safe, Paraldine, and get your shorthand pad ready.”


      All morning Nash talked. He gave an hour to his own humdrum biography, and in response to Stark’s questions went off into the science, religion, social customs, and other facets of his civilization.


      Paraldine brought a couple of light lunches and put them on the wizard’s desk. Nash looked at his and said: “Thanks, but I don’t think I could eat any lunch.”


      Stark shook a commiserating head.“Boy, you sure have got a bad case. Try some of this sherry; it’s a good antidote for lovesickness.”


      Nash tried, and eventually was able to choke down his food. The doorbell rang; the sylph went out and returned with a small package which proved to contain the watch from Nathan.


      “It’ll do,” said Stark after a critical examination.“Go on with your talk; I want to hear more about that nice kind Inquisition.”


      By three o’clock Nash’s throat was sore. Stark held up a hand.“I think that’ll do. You’ve answered all the crucial questions you could. And I see your lady fair approaching.”


      When Alicia was admitted, she reported to Nash: “The girls are all on their way, and the blankets are all returned, and the slaves are all auctioned off.”


      “How did they like it?”


      “The girls?”


      “No, the slaves.”


      “They were delighted. But I couldn’t get rid of the menagerie; nobody would take them even as a gift.”


      Nash sighed.“I can see why. What’ll we do with them? Give them to Duke Alessandro?”


      “What’s this?” Stark broke in. Nash told him about the sultan’s ape and saber-tooth.


      Alicia added: “We have food enough to keep ‘em happy for a couple of days, and I got their formulas and commands from their keepers. You say accumbe when you want them to lie down, and carpe when you want them to tear somebody to pieces. That’s about all.”


      Stark suggested: “Why not take them along with you? They seem to be fairly docile as long as they’re fed, and they’d give you prestige with the Aryans. Not many would try to stop you if you were leading those animals on leashes.”


      “Wouldn’t they attract attention?” asked Nash.


      “Maybe, but you can expect some attention from the Aryans anyway. The only way to deal with an Aryan is to step on his toes until he apologizes.” Stark looked at his own watch, and set the altered stop watch by it.“D’Amelio ought to be here. Suppose you people help me enchant the props; save time.


      “Paraldine, take a spell. Three copies, marked for cues:


      ” ‘I do hereby adjure thee, Watch, by Uriel, Seraph, Ablati, and Agla, that when thou dost enter any enchanted zone wherein the time rate is slowed, the time rate of him who carries thee shall be accelerated even as thy hour-hand shall be accelerated. I command thee in the names of Cronus, Tempus, and Wyrd, that the same acceleration shall apply to the clothes and effects of him who carries thee, and his companions and conveyance. Be faithful to thy trust in the name of Jod, Metraton, by the virtue of the heavens, the stars, the angels, the planets, and the stones; Adon, Schadai, Zeboth; Eloi, Ha, Jo Theos—’ “


      It went on like this for a whole page. Stark rapidly dictated four more spells; one to immobilize Tukiphat, and one each on a rope, a seal, and a stick of sealing wax wherewith to bind him.


      The bell rang, announcing Muzio Sforza D’Ame-lio, who turned out to be a big burly fellow in colorful Fifteenth-Century costume and a ready smile. Stark showed them into a small private room and left them to confer.


      When he had heard Nash’s proposal, d’Amelio said: “Soundsa like a fina job! I don’ know if a poor littla fella lika me woulda be mucha help, but I lika to try!”


      He had charm. When Nash offered him five hundred down and five hundred when the job was finished he jumped at it so quickly that Nash mentally kicked himself for not making a lower offer. Nash was not altogether satisfied with such an impromptu arrangement, but the ten days allowed him by Bechard were running short.


      Paraldine had meanwhile typed all the spells in triplicate. Stark took his three visitors into the spell room, which was simply a big, dark, rather bare room with magical devices stacked here and there.


      Instead of drawing pentacles on the floor, Stark went over to a pile of circular pieces of linoleum, three to four feet in diameter, on which, the magical diagrams were already drawn. He tossed four of these on the floor, and put Nash and Alicia in the centers of two of them.


      The magus lit a fire in a tripod, passed the watch quickly through the flame, blew on it, and sprinkled it with a pinch of earth and a few drops of water. Then he wiped it and put it in the middle of the center pentacle. He took his position on the remaining one and began reading the spell. Nash and Alicia, according to instructions, chimed in with choruses at certain points, meanwhile turning round and round like dervishes. Nash became dizzy and almost reeled out of his circle before a snap of Stark’s fingers warned him to control his body.


      There were similar performances for the other articles.“Now,” said Stark, “we’ll have a little rehearsal of the binding of Tukiphat. Miss Woodson will read the initial fixation. Muzio, being the biggest, will handle the rope, and de Neche the seal. You’ll have to work fast, because that initial fixation won’t hold Tuky much more than a minute.”


      They went to work. With the fixation spell the magician’s limbs became rigid. D’Amelio looped the rope around him as he had been instructed. Nash lit one of the oversized matches he had been given, melted a gob of wax onto the crossing of the rope ends, and gave it a poke with the seal, which had a hexagram with the Greek letters alpha and omega and the Hebrew letters jod, vau, and two he’s.


      “Swell!” said Stark.“Now if you’ll just break this seal, de Neche—”


      “No, damn it, it worked on me too! That’s how I know you did it right.”


      “I theenk it woulda be fun to leava him there, eh, Chevalier?” grinned d’Amelio.


      “Hi!” cried Stark in alarm.“You can’t treat a professional man that way!”


      Nash took his time about breaking the seal, commenting : “Seems to me, Merlin, old mage, that we put as much work into this preparation as you did, and we don’t get paid for it.”


      “True. But you paid me, not for what I did, but for knowing how to do it! Thanks. Now you three run along, collect your beasties, and lead them down to Pier 9. You’ll find a boat there to take you to Manhattan. Paraldine’s already contacted the skipper; name of Jones. No extra charge, de Neche, if that’s what you’re looking worried about.”


      The little steam launch lay moored to Pier 9; a man in a brass-buttoned coat and sideburns leaned against the stack chewing tobacco. He took in the party and said: “Ahoy, be you the passengers for Manhattan? Cap’n Jones. Hi, you ain’t gonna take those animules aboard?”


      “Oh, signor captain!” said d’Amelio.“Thosa littla creaturesa, they would not hurt a fly!”


      “Mebbe not, but I ain’t no fly! Oh, well, belay ‘em to the quatterdeck. Say, Mr. de Neche, ain’t I seen you somewheres?”


      “Might,” said Nash.“Is your name… uh… Ahab Dana Jones?”


      “Sure thing! I remember now! You was the man we horned in on when he was fighting the Saracens. Remember the hoss you guv me? That furnished the down payment on this little ship. Cast off, Walter.”


      The launch wheezed northward in the deepening gloom of an overcast November evening. Smiley and Kulu huddled together as far from the water as they could get.


      The skipper spat tobacco juice with carefully calculated trajectory, and said: “Don’t get many passengers for Manhattan; everybody that can, wants to get away. Say, Mr. de Neche, seems to me I heard your name somewheres else. Ain’t you the one the Manhattan Government in Exile is lookin’ for to hang for desertion?”


      Nash swallowed and answered: “I didn’t know they’d gone that far. What happened?”


      “You and that fella—Average?”


      “Averoff?” suggested Nash.


      “Yeah. Heh, heh, I heard the hull yarn. They say you gave this here cowboy a message to a Sergeant Berl you was supposed to take yourself, and then you vamoosed. Is that right?”


      “More or less. I had good reasons, though.”


      “Ain’t sayin’ you didn’t. All I know is what I heard.”


      “What else did you hear?” Nash felt a peculiar tightness around his throat as if the noose were already tightening. He must have hung up a record for making enemies during his short stay.


      “It was a queer thing. This cowboy, Averoff, talks with a New York accent, and don’t make no difference between ‘Berl’ and ‘Boyle’; calls ‘em both ‘buh-eel. ‘ So when he found a Sergeant Boyle he thought he had Sergeant Berl, and guv him the message, which was an order to disarm the Lenin regiment. But Sergeant Boyle’s brigade was on the wrong end of the front, and before he could do anything the Lenins had mutinied. I just heard today the Arries finally took City Hall and shot all the Lenins. Serves ‘em right, heh, heh, “


       


      Chapter XIV.


       


      “HALT! WER DA?” The command rang out in a peculiarly tense, high bark, as if the speaker had screwed himself up to such a nervous pitch that he was on the verge of exploding. But this was, as Nash came to learn, merely the ordinary tone used by Aryans on military duty. This particular Aryan, a cross-gartered barbarian with his hair in long yellow braids, was covering them with a rifle aimed from the hip.


      Nash responded: “Just us,” and did some quick thinking. When they had been stopped by a squad of Roman legionnaires, Muzio Sforza d’Amelio had talked them loose with a swift hand-Waving patter of Italian. That might not work so well with this pseudo-Alaric.


      As they advanced into the small circle of light around the sentry, the latter snapped: “Shpeak Aryan, sub-man!”


      “I only know about ten words—” apologized Nash.


      “You know da regulation. All sub-men must learn Aryan in vun veek or be executed. Vot are dese! Who gave you permission to lead dancherous animals around da streets?”


      D’Amelio’s hands began to flutter in a way that Nash had learned to interpret as a warming up for articulate speech. The condottiere said: “Theesa poor littla pussy cat anda monk’, your high command order’ for their blood. We take them.”


      “Blood? Explain, or you vill be executed.”


      “Yessa, blood. You know the Aryans have sucha wonderful blood, better than other people? They are going to giva you transfusions from theesa littla animals, to make you stronga like them.”


      “O-o-oh! Vy didn’t you say so? Vot are you vaiting around for? On your vay! Hurry! And don’t let dose animals loose, or you vill be executed!”


      They walked on through the cemeterial streets for a couple more silent blocks before being challenged again. This time there were three Aryans: a commander in the chain mail and white blackcrossed surcoat of a Teutonic knight, flanked by a pair of horned Siegfrieds.


      D’Amelio went through his spiel about the high command’s plan for improving the blood of the super-race. The result was different.


      “Hm-m-m,” said the knight, “let me see.” He leaned forward to scrutinize the beasts. The saber-tooth may have taken a dislike to the Aryan’s smell, for Smiley laid his ears back and snarled with a sound like the crackle of a high-voltage arc.


      The knight retreated a hasty step.“You had better keep them under control, sub-men!” barked the paladin.“If I had been so much as scratched, you would have been executed! Now I see that one is a mythical African ape, a kulukamba, and the other an extinct American carnivore, Smilodon californicus. You cannot fool the German culture! These are not Aryan animals. The first is from the Negro continent, and the second from the Jewish continent, America. You think our leaders would inject us with the blood of Negroid and Jewish animals? Fools, you will be executed anyway. Seize them!”


      “Who, us?” said the Siegfrieds in rather small voices.


      “Ja! Sie!”


      Nash did not want to sic his beasts on the warriors at this stage if it could be avoided. While the subordinates tensed themselves to spring, and d’Amelio’s free hand stole to his hilt, Alicia’s clear voice blasted the night: “You lousy stinking obscenity swine, if you touch us I’ll Aryanize you all right! I’ll—”


      “Madame!” cried the knight, angry but somehow less truculent.“You must not! Such language is forbidden by the regulations!”


      Then Nash remembered: “Step on their toes until they apologize!”


      “Ha-ha!” he shouted in a nasty, mirthless laugh.“Talk of executing me! Expect me to commit suicide?”


      “What do you mean?” gasped the knight.


      “I,” announced Nash in the tense, pharyngeal tones of an aroused Aryan, “am Ritter Johann Gluck von Nasch, the new executioner!”


      “Guk,” said the knight.“But… but where is your ax?”


      “What do you think these are?” Nash pointed to his beasts.


      “O-o-oh! Ich verstehe! Aber, warum sprechen sie Englisch?”


      Nash’s heart skipped a beat before he got the answer to that one too: “Because that’s the only language these animals understand. Now will you go about your proper duties, or must I report you?”


      The Teutonic knight at this point exhibited a marked lack of enthusiasm for Nash’s company. He murmured apologies, bowed from the hips, saluted, and clanked off. When the darkness swallowed him and his cohorts, Nash and his assistants heard the Aryan trio break into a run.


      D’Amelio laughed.“You are gooda, Chevalier. Thosa poor little supermen, I am sorry for them!”


      “Give the credit to Miss Woodson’s lack of inhibitions,” said Nash, quickening his pace.“In a while it’ll occur to them to go round to headquarters to ask if there really is a new executioner, and then Manhattan’ll be too hot for us.”


      “It’s not what you’d call frigid now,” added Alicia.


      Central Park was so dark under the starless sky that it took them half an hour of bush-beating to find the lake.


      “More Aryansa,” whispered d’Amelio.


      Nash peered out from behind a tree, and made out men scattered along the shore.“Seems to be a cordon of ‘em clear around the lake,” he murmured.“Guess we’d better go around to where Shapiro’s boathouse is.”


      They wended their slow way. The beasts became difficult: Kulu wanted to climb trees, and Smiley sniffed and tugged at the scent of squirrels and other small game. Once the latter got his chain tangled in a bush, and while Nash was unsnarling it the big cat slipped away on his belly.


      Nash called: “Ab—ac—lie down, Smiley! Alicia, what do you—”


      “Accumbe!” cried the girl. After some hunting they found Smiley crouched under the shrubbery; he whined with displeasure when Nash hauled on his chain, but came.


      They found the path leading to the boathouse and walked boldly down it. At the first challenge, Nash barked that he was von Nasch, the new executioner—


      “Ho, ho! Otto, hierher!” There was a stir; more shadowy forms with winged and horned iron hats drifted up.“Der Kerl behaupt, das er der neuer Henker ist!”


      “Vunderful,” rumbled a voice.“A fine shtory. De only flaw is dat I da new executioner been!” Nash saw that the speaker was a stocky man who leaned on a huge ax, and had his other arm around the neck of another Aryan who punctuated his sentences with a girlish giggle.“Doch, I make you apprentice. I give you vun lesson, very short, very sharp. It is too bad you vill not be able to take more—”


      The Aryans gathered around them like a wave about to break. Nash heard the jingle as d’Amelio dropped the ape’s chain, and the wheep of emerging sword and dagger. He released the saber-tooth.“Smiley! Kulu! Carpe! Carpe!”


      The kulukamba gave a short, piercing scream; the cat roared; a gun crashed somewhere and lit up the scene for a blink. Nash drove his rapier through Otto’s chest while the latter was still starting to swing his ponderous ax. He almost stuck another figure before he realized that it was Alicia, hacking away with an Aryan sword.


      The confusion opened out; the three non-Aryans found themselves alone with a few stiffs. More guns banged, and the shouts, roars, and screams faded into the distance.


      One rowboat stood on the boathouse apron; they tumbled into it and pushed off.“You row, d’Amelio,” said Nash.


      “Butta, signor, a littla weaka man like me—”


      “Row, damn it! I’ve got to work this watch.”


      The condottiere put his massive shoulders into it, and the boat whizzed through the ripples. Nash directed it toward the desert island.


      “It’s beginning to get light,” said Alicia.


      “Gosh! Have we been all night? We’ll have a swell chance of getting away in daytime.”


      “Maybe somebody’ll hide us,” suggested Alicia, not too hopefully.


      “Maybe. More on your right, d’Amelio.”


      Nash was not sure that they had entered the smooth strip that marked the intersection of Tukiphat’s hollow sphere of refraction and the surface of the lake, until the surroundings were suddenly and swiftly stretched out of all recognizable shape. D’Amelio dropped his oars and crossed himself.


      “Keep on,” Nash ordered him, and pressed the stud on the side of the stop watch. At once the environment returned, if not to normal, at least to a recognizable distortion thereof. Tukiphat’s island was visible as if seen through a concave lens. A few more strokes carried them through the refractory zone altogether, and another half-minute’s rowing to the island itself.


      The keel grated softly against the sand, and before the boat had stopped, Alicia had jumped out into inch-deep water and was pulling on the painter. D’Amelio scrambled after, and then Nash.


      The last whispered: “He’s supposed to be contemplating his navel beside the entrance to his cave. That’s around the hill. Damn it, d’Amelio, stop that jingling!”


      They padded noiselessly over the sand. A dark spot came into view on the side of the knoll, and beside it could be discerned an amorphous gray shape the size of a seated man.


      A sound that to Nash’s excited imagination resembled the explosion of a string of firecrackers, made him jump, till he realized that it was the slight crackle of Alicia’s sheet of typewriter paper.


      “Light the candle,” breathed Nash.


      “Can’t; I haven’t enough hands. You’ll have to.”


      Nash fumbled and dropped his match, and had to comb the sand with his fingers for it. The shapeless figure was as still as a headstone, which it slightly resembled.


      Nash struck a light and sought the candle wick.


      The surroundings seemed suddenly much darker.“Ouch!” said Alicia, quite audibly.“What?” said Nash.“Damned wax burned me—”


      “Sh! He’s coming to!”


      In the microcosmic candle light, the gray thing was stirring. A head emerged from the top of the bundle: high forehead, fiercely aquiline nose, in a lean, old, but firm-skinned face; the whole utterly devoid of hair.


      The black gimlet eyes threw back tiny reflections of the candle flame, and the whole bundle stirred. A bare arm thrust itself out of the voluminous gray mantle, and the being started to heave itself to its feet. A voice, deep and clear, boomed out: “Damned impertinence—”


      Alicia flapped her paper sharply to flatten it out, and cried: “Tukiphat, I command and abjure thee, be thou still in the name of Metraton! Genius of the Shamir, be thou fixed by Mizkun and Nikita! By the fiery serpents of the caduceus, be thou rendered immobile, in the holy names Trinitas, Sother, Messias, Emmanuel, Sabahot, Adonai, Athenatos, and Pentagna! I order thee to remain rigid by Tetragram and Tetragrammaton—”


      The cloaked figure creaked to a stop. Its toga slipped from its shoulders and fell in a heap around its feet, leaving it fixed in an awkward semi-erect position, like a bald discobolus without his discus. Nash saw that Tukiphat wore on a chain around his neck a many-faceted stone the size of a hard baseball.


      Nash and d’Amelio went into action like a pair of surgeons racing against peritonitis. The former yanked the gem off over Tukiphat’s head; the latter whipped the rope around and around, binding wrist and ankle and crossing the ends against the chest of the genius.


      Tukiphat blinked and shuddered as a big gob of sealing wax scorched his hide. As he started to come out of the fixation spell, Nash pressed the seal against the wax. The genius twiddled his fingers and squirmed a little, but seemed unable to do anything practical toward ridding himself of the rope.


      “Fools!” he roared.“Release me! That loot will do you no good. You cannot escape me —”


      But the three criminals were hurrying back to their boat. Alicia put the candle out, as it was now light enough to see their way without it. They passed another, smaller rowboat—the same one that had been there when Nash had made his abortive attempt to raid the island—no doubt Tukiphat’s own boat.


      D’Amelio broke into a brief run. Before he reached the large rowboat, he turned and drew his weapons: a sword and a broad, foot-long dagger with a massive guard.


      “I amma so sorry!” he remarked amiably, “but I mus’ aska you to giva me da jewel—”


      “Oh, yeah?” snarled Nash. He had been subconsciously expecting something of the sort. Almost before he knew it he was boring in.


      D’Amelio’s sword was a pre-rapier, with a cut-and-thrust blade much heavier than his opponent’s. Nash had little trouble getting past this slow crowbar, but the condottiere did not seem to mind. He did most of his parrying with the big dagger anyway. As Nash finished one lunge, D’Amelio snaked his left hand out and hooked a projection of the guard of his dagger into the guard of Nash’s sword. Nash could not recover, and d’Amelio sent a lethal thrust straight at his chest.


      Nash felt a blow like that of a fist against his breastbone; it almost tore his grip on his hilt loose, but did not penetrate. D’Amelio tried again, and again his point stopped and his blade bowed in compression.


      D’Amelio’s eyes widened.“You are invulnerab’! No fair!”


      Nash snorted with truculent relief. He put his foot against d’Amelio’s body, took his hilt in both hands, and tore the dagger out of the condottiere’s grasp. Then he lunged—but into thin air; d’Amelio danced back out of range. A sound made him turn. Alicia Woodson was ankle-deep in the water, wading purposefully ashore with one of the oars in her hands.


      D’Amelio ran back some more to avoid being flanked. As Nash followed, he cried: “Waita, my friend! Looka!” His left hand went into his trunk hose and came out with a small shiny object : Nash’s magical watch.


      “Where’d you get that?” said Nash.


      “I picka your pock’!” The swarthy face grinned with high good humor.“Now, you gotta da jewel, I gotta da watcha. Let’sa be friends, splitta da dough fifty-fifty. Otherwise I throw da watch in da drink!”


      “Won’t work. Not going to sell it. Gimme!” Nash advanced; d’Amelio would hardly throw away their only means of escaping Tukiphat’s vengeance—


      But Muzio Sforza d’Amelio did just that. A small black blob arched high against the breaking clouds and disappeared with a plunk.


      “You damned idiot!” yelled Nash, starting for the mercenary. The big man whirled and fled again, light as a ballet dancer.“You thinka you catcha me? Ha ha!”


      “Prosper!” called Alicia.“Quick!”


      She had the oars in the locks and the boat ready to shove off.


      “The watch—” objected Nash.


      “I know! Hurry, before water gets into the works!”


      There seemed to be no percentage in chasing the elusive Italian, so Nash took to the rowboat.“Hope you know what you’re doing, Alicia.”


      “Of course I do! Look behind you. The watch fell into the refractory zone, so now there isn’t any refractory zone!”


      Nash took a quick glance.“Gosh, that’s so!”


      “But,” she continued, “when water works into the gear wheels the watch will stop, and the refractory zone will be right back where it was!”


      Nash only half paid attention, for he was pulling with all his might. Behind Alicia in the stern appeared Muzio Sforza, rowing Tukiphat’s small rowboat.


      “That man,” panted Nash, “is hard to discourage.”


      They entered the area of optical distortion that marked the partly neutralized refractory sphere. The pursuing boat at once looked much farther off, but it gained rapidly.


      “Chevalier!” called d’Amelio over his shoulder.“You are a man of honor, yes? Then you will notta risk your beautiful lady by a naval battla, yes?”


      Alicia said: “Give me your sword, Prosper, and when he gets close enough—”


      “Not—necessary,” grunted Nash. They were almost out of the zone. They crossed the line—and three seconds later the zone reappeared in full force.


      Nash rested on his oars for a few seconds.“Guess the watch stopped, all right, all right. Look at the poor guy, Alicia!”


      A few feet away, Muzio Sforza d’Amelio bobbed up and down on the smooth dull surface of the refractory strip. He and his boat were there and as large as life, but they seemed to have lost all depth—except for their motion, they looked just like a big cardboard cutout facing Nash and his lady.


      D’Amelio’s head turned, like the head of a character in a colored movie, and his mouth moved. After a few seconds his voice reached them: “Signor! Signora! Where are you? I am los’! Oh, helpa me, dear friendsa!”


      Nash grinned.“He’s such an impudent duck you can’t help liking him. I’m almost tempted to —but I guess—”


      “Prosper! Don’t you dare!”


      “I was saying I guess I’d better not. We’ve got enough troubles.” He glanced at the lightening sky.“The sun’s due any time.”


      Alicia suggested: “Why don’t you use the Shamir now to go back to your own plane?”


      “And leave you in this hell hole? Don’t be silly!” He glanced down at the gem on his chest, which in the waxing light was sending out gleams of all the spectral colors from red to violet.


      No Aryans were in sight, though faint traffic sounds began to filter in from the unseen city surrounding the park. Nash rowed to the side of the lake as far as possible from Shapiro’s landing. They hauled the boat out and into the bushes.


      Nash suggested: “Maybe we’d better climb a tree until dark—”


      “The leaves are all off, Prosper.”


      “Yeah, so they are. But if we can find some sort of hide-out during the day, we can sneak down to the water front tonight. Jones said he’d be there to pick us up—”


      The shrubbery, which up till then had been so accursedly dense, suddenly looked so sparse as to be practically nonexistent.


      “They’ll be hunting for us around here anyway,” said Nash.“Let’s hike up north a mile or so.”


      That procedure went well until they came to a big open weedy field.“Too risky to cross,” said Nash.“Let’s skirt it—”


      Around they went, flitting from tree to tree. Halfway around—


      “Halt!”


      They jumped and whirled. Fifty feet away an Aryan sat on an outcropping of rock, covering them with his rifle. He was in the plainest of plain sight, but the fugitive pair had been watching the field so closely as to overlook him completely.


      Nash, without a word, seized Alicia’s hand and set off at a clumping run. Ka-pow! went the rifle; ka-pow!


      Alicia, once started, quickly got ahead of Nash, but did not run away from him altogether. The rifle crashed twice more, and the sentry shouted. Other shouts came through the bare trees from different directions.


      “Rotten bad shooting,” panted Nash.“This way—”


      “No, this way! There’s an Arry over that way—”


      It made little difference, for another Aryan hove in sight, running, and then another. A bullet went whick close to their heads.


      “Hi, partner!”


      The voice came from nowhere visible, until Nash noticed that the curtain of ivy that cascaded down over a granite outcrop was parted at the base, and a lantern-jawed face looked out: that of Arizona Bill Averoff.


      They did not need instructions, but ducked down out of sight of their pursuers and went through the ivy on hands and knees. After a few knee-bruising irregularities, the tunnel expanded to walkable size. It was no longer a natural cave entrance but a man-made passageway.


      “What’s this, Arizona?” asked Nash, after a quick handshake.


      “This yere,” said Averoff, “is an old tunnel that leads out from the cellar of the old Arsenal. I shore hope them Arries don’t find the exit, because they’s several of us hidin’ out in that there cellar.”


      “Say, Arizona, what’s this I heard about your going astray with the message I gave you?”


      “It’s so,” said Averoff gloomily.“You shoulda wrote the boid’s name down, mister. Now I gotta watch out for both the Arries and my own government, which says it’s gonna hang me and you if it catches us. Course in time they’ll see it was bad luck ‘steada our fault, but that won’t do us no good if we been already suspendered.”


      “Thanks for them kind words, partner,” said Nash.“Is that your cellar ahead?”


      “Yeah.” There were a couple of empty hinges on the side of the tunnel where a door had once been, and a ten-by-sixteen concrete-floored chamber lit by one candle. Five men and a woman sat around the wall. Rickety steps led up to a closed trapdoor.


      “Folks,” said Averoff, “I got a coupla recruits: Miss Woodson and Mr. de Neche. The lady is Mrs. Russell, the soldier is General Leeds, and the Turkish gent is Sultan Arslan—oh, do you boys know each other already?”


      Arslan Bey got to his feet and said heavily: “In view of the fact that M. de Neche just robbed us of everything we had, even our women, we—think —we do!”


       


      Chapter XV.


       


      “Wait a minute, Arslan,” said Nash.“Why do you say I robbed you?”


      “Ha! Our faithful Kutluk”—the sultan jerked his head toward a second Turk, also rising and un-limbering his chopper—“was one of those whom you treacherously threw into the North River. Since the Aryans stopped our barges at the mouth of Minetta Brook, we were unable to leave Manhattan, and Kutluk returned hither at risk of life to acquaint us with your perfidy. You even have the impudence to confront us with our favorite wife, No. 307—”


      “Sh! Don’t be a fool; you’ll bring the Aryans down—”


      “Yah!” screamed Arslan.“Die, you dog!”


      Since Alicia was standing beside Nash when Arslan launched his attack, Nash’s first concern was to get her out of the way. But in sweeping her behind him he allowed Arslan to get between him and the tunnel entrance.


      Nash had never experienced anything like the demoniac fury of the sultan’s attack; the slashes came so fast that he had no time for ripostes. Kutluk took a position back to back with his master, with his scimitar ready in case anyone else was minded to take a hand, but as none of the others was armed, they simply watched.


      The weight of Arslan’s assault pushed Nash back toward a corner. Then under the hail of blows Nash’s blade snapped.


      The jeweled scimitar whistled round and hit Nash’s neck. Nash, instead of parting company with his body as he expected to do, felt a dull, heavy blow that staggered him— Then another on his scalp, and another on his shoulder. The Shamir!


      He dropped the remains of his rapier and dove for Arslan’s body; got a hand under the sultan’s thigh and heaved him off the floor—the animal must weigh a ton—and sat him down heavily. When he tried to pin his opponent, Arslan pulled Nash down on top of him, and they rolled about, kicking and gouging. Kutluk spun around to do his part, but Arizona Bill climbed on his back and fastened his bow legs around the soulless one’s waist in a scissors.


      “Hey!” cried one of the noncombatants, “The Aryans! They must have found the tunnel!”


      Nash had secured a three-quarter nelson on his antagonist and was trying without success to break Arslan’s bull neck. He heard Alicia’s voice: “Turn him over, Prosper, so I can get at his eyes—”


      “Don’t bother! Take the Shamir off my neck! Unh!”


      “What? But then you’ll be vulner—”


      “Do as I say! And get that paper out of my rear inside coat pocket!”


      “But—”


      “Now blow on the Shamir and magic yourself down to the mundane plane… unh… and look up—”


      “I won’t leave you! Up the ladder, quick—”


      The general had climbed the steps leading to the main floor of the arsenal and was pounding on the lower side of the trapdoor. The tramp of Aryan feet came down the tunnel.


      “Don’t argue!” yelled Nash.“Go look up my friend Montague Allen Stark, unh, at the Central Park Y. M. C. A.! Maybe he can help—”


      “Halt! You are under arrest!”


      The trapdoor flew open, and the gold-braided soldier scrambled out, followed by Mrs. Russell.


      “Shtop or you vill be shot!” The shrill bark was close.


      Alicia’s voice penetrated Nash’s consciousness: “—great Adonai, Elohim, and Jehovam, conjure–”


      Arizona Bill Averoff’s chaps disappeared through the trapdoor. A gun roared, and the civilian following him groaned, doubled up, and fell down the steps. The cellar suddenly swarmed with Aryans. They hauled Nash to his feet and kicked him, and did likewise with the ex-sultan.


      Kutluk was stretched out, not quite conscious. The Aryans kicked him. He stirred and groaned but did not rise. When a few more kicks failed to bring him to his feet, an Aryan fired a bullet through his head. Kutluk quivered and began to fade out. The civilian had already done so; Alice had disappeared completely. That left Nash, Arslan Bey, and the other civilian in the bag.


      The Aryans handcuffed their prisoners together and kicked them up the cellar steps and out the door of the arsenal.


      The sun was cool and bright on the field, which was> much like the one Nash and Alicia had been trying to skirt when they had flushed their first Aryan. A section of Aryans stood at ease, and in front of them slouched several dejected-looking non-Aryans.


      “Guess we’ll fade out in good company,” said Nash.


      “You’ve got nerve, Chevalier,” said the civilian.


      Nash lowered his voice: “I’m scared half to death, but don’t tell—”


      “Silence, sub-man!” A kick followed the admonition. Nash painfully guessed that his hams must be all the colors of the rainbow by now.


      Two of the previous arrivals were arguing heatedly: one a soldier, the other a shabby man wearing a cloth cap and a red brassard. The Aryans let them shout, enjoying the spectacle.


      Nash heard the soldier say: “If you Communists hadn’t—”


      The other—an obvious Lenin—interrupted: “We had to do what we did because of Historical Necessity. If you degenerate bourgeois had co-operated—”


      “Yeah? By ‘co-operate’ you guys mean let you be God almighty—”


      “Of course! If you weren’t blinded by slimy social-fascist prejudices, you’d see—ah!” The Lenin glared venomously at Nash.“One of the decadent aristocracy! I thought we’d liquidated them all, but I guess the Aryan bloodsuckers will—”


      “Silence!” The nearest Aryan kicked the Lenin, who folded up with a howl. A punch in the face brought him back upright, spitting out a tooth.


      Nash and his two companions were lined up with the other victims; their handcuffs were changed around to one per man. After an excruciating wait, the boss Aryan addressed them: “According to da regulations, you must be executed in alphabetical order. So—”


      “Ah, commander!” growled Arslan Bey.“We have a favor to ask.”


      “Vot?”


      “If you intend to slay us all, allow me the boon of killing this villainous unbeliever de Neche!”


      “De Neche?” cried the soldier.“That’s the traitor who didn’t deliver the message! Let me at him!”


      A general wrangle broke out. The Lenin grinned brokenly through his little blond beard.“So that’s de Neche? Seems to me he showed almost proletarian realism! He made our coup possible. Of course since gratitude is a mere bourgeois superstition, I’d kill him anyway—”


      “Silence! Silence!” The usual kicks quieted the dispute. One Aryan said to the boss: “Since dey love each odder so, vy not give them knives and let dem fight it out?”


      “Not according to da regulations! Now, sub-men, give me your names. You?” He addressed a mild-looking civilian.


      “Zwuggle,” answered the man promptly.


      “Vot?”


      “Zwuggle! Z-W-U-G—”


      “Dere is no such name! You are trying to get a place at de end of da line! Answer truthfully or you vill be executed!”


      “But you’re going to execute me anyway!” said the astralite plaintively.“And it really is Zwug-gle!”


      “I don’t believe it. Put him at da beginning of da line. Now ve know dis Asiatic is named Arslan Bey; he is an A. Put him next to Herr Zwuggle. De Neche, dat is a D—”


      “It’s an N!” protested Nash.“I’m listed under N in the phone book—”


      “Vot is a phone book? I never heard of it, so dere can be no such thing. Get over dere, schwein, or—”


      “I know,” said Nash.“I’ll be executed.”


      “Your name?”


      “Harris.”


      “Stand dere. Your name?”


      “Wright.”


      “R goes dere.”


      “It’s a W!”


      “You said ‘Wright, ‘ not ‘Vright. ‘ Next?”


      This was the Lenin.“Darmer!” he cried.“Nikolai Frunze Darmer!”


      “Party name or real name?”


      “Party name, of course. My real name begins with S, but a proletarian hero like me doesn’t purchase a few lousy minutes of life by telling his real name to cowardly murderers like—”


      A tattoo of punches and kicks ended the demonstration. The rest of the party was soon sorted out. Then there was another wait while the Aryans conferred among themselves; a messenger was dispatched somewhither, and returned twenty minutes later.


      The boss Aryan grinned sardonically.“I am so sorry ve cannot do you de honor of meeting da regular executioner, but he vas killed last night and has not been replaced. So—” Another Aryan stepped forward, swung up a light battle-ax, and brought it down, chunk, on the skull of the unfortunate Zwuggle.


      The civilian went down, grinning by halves. The Aryan stepped in front of Arslan Bey. Chunk! Then the Lenin, who cried: “We shall be avenged! The masses will—” Chunk!


      Nash knew that one could not run well with one’s hands tied behind one’s back, but he was determined to try. The only person between him and death was a certain Davis, a young man in a baseball-player’s uniform. Mr. Davis tried to avert his fate by dodging the ax, which sliced off an ear and buried itself in his shoulder. The baseball player shrieked and jerked back; the next blow smashed his jaw. He fell supine, and the Aryan stepped forward and systematically chopped his face into red ruin. The other Aryans laughed.


      “Ach, was ist—”


      “Achtung!”


      The laughter died; the Aryans stared horrified past their victims. Nash craned his neck.


      A monstrous army was erupting out of the trees on the west side of the field. Strung out in open order from one end of the field to the other was a line of things somewhat resembling Kulu, the late ex-sultan’s pet ape. But these were eight feet tall, wore steel helmets and breastplates, and each one had four arms full of lethal weapons.


      And just behind the center of the line came a rider whose mount seemed to have been assembled out of spare parts from all the monsters of mythology. - Its head was like that of a huge turtle, except that it had ears and horns. Its body and limbs were shaped like those of a bear, but were covered with scales. Its massive tail ended in a ball of spikes.


      A gun roared from the skirmish line, and the head of an Aryan vanished—or to be accurate, sprayed all over his fellows. The boss Aryan shouted: “Sieg heil!” and pushed through the line of executionees toward the apes.


      The victims came to life and ran in all directions. The remaining Aryans rushed after their leader, echoing his war cry. The firing became hot; Nash, running awkwardly like the rest, sighted a hollow and dived into it.


      He was still straining futilely at the handcuffs when the firing ceased and a voice said: “Excuse me, your honor, but are you the man with the soul of Prosper Nash?”


      Nash looked up: one of the apes was bending over his depression.


      “Uh-huh,” said Nash.“Now what do you want to execute me for?”


      “Oh, sir, nothing of the sort!” The ape put a tin whistle to his huge mouth and blew. A slight tremor of the earth hinted that the composite beast was approaching.


      Nash rolled over and tried to rise, but found that getting up from a prone position with one’s hands manacled behind one takes special technique. As he thrashed among the weeds, the ape reached down, gathered the nape of his jacket into one hairy hand, and set Nash gently but firmly on his feet.


      The first group of Aryans had disappeared. The skirmish line had crossed most of the field. Nash, looking at their backs, saw a group of Aryans emerge from the trees beyond them. There was a brief moment of thunderous gunfire, and those Aryans were gone too. Other apes streamed out of the woods following the skirmish line.


      The turtle-headed monstrosity lumbered up, and a massive young man in riding breeches vaulted off. This individual combined the physique of a heavyweight champ with the face of—Montague Allen Stark.


      “You’re Nash?” he said crisply, extending a hand.“Good. Looks as though we weren’t any too quick. We were created primarily to rescue you, and secondarily to clean up the Aryans.” He cocked his head as gunfire broke out.“Those are my babies now.” He looked surprised as Nash appeared to ignore his hand, until Nash showed him the handcuffs.


      “That’s easy,” he said. He signaled to the ape, who snapped the chain.


      “Thanks,” said Nash.“What’s your name?”


      “Let me see… haven’t gotten used to it yet… I know! Flash Rogers Stark! Anything else we can do for you?”


      “I… uh… don’t know yet. I’m sort of at sea… hullo, look who’s here!”


      A tall angry figure was approaching, all but his bare feet and glabrous head wrapped in yards of gray wool.“You!” roared Tukiphat.“It took me two hours to get free of that anathematized rope! What have you done with the Shamir, O youth of little prudence?”


      “Now see here, sir,” said Flash Rogers Stark, “I’ve got orders to protect Mr. Nash, and—”


      “You!” sneered the genius.“O shadow-being of a mortal’s irrational fancy, I can erase you with a wink. Behold!” Tukiphat waved his hand, and the super-Stark was hoisted six feet into the air.“Interfere not, and fear not for this temerarious imbecile’s safety. Tukiphat is above such petty vengeance. Now, Jean-Prosper de Nash or whatever you call yourself, answer me truly, for the fate of your plane may depend on your veracity. Where is the Star of Wisdom?”


      “Far as I know it’s on the mundane plane,” said Nash. This being might have too many inherent, built-in powers to monkey with.“I sent my girl friend down there with it when the Aryans cornered us, and I guess she looked up my friend Monty Stark as I told her to, and he imagined this fellow and his army.”


      Tukiphat snorted.“Well enough, but tell me not that you stole the Stone of Sages merely to have it handy in such emergencies. What seduced you to this mad enterprise?”


      “Well, you see, I’ve really got a mundane soul; the demon Bechard stole my mundane body—”


      “Demon? Bechard?” Tukiphat gave a groan at which the whole field trembled slightly.“Pater Omnipotens! Mean you that a demon is on the same plane as the Shamir?”


      “Looks that way. He told me to get it for him, or else.”


      “Quickly, the rest of your tale!”


      Nash told him. Tukiphat went through the motions of tearing nonexistent hair.“I might have “known! Should Bechard obtain the jewel, your plane will be overrun with demons and your people enslaved or wiped out!”


      “But… why… what—”


      “Since Lerajie became their ruler, they have been incubating a plot to obtain more living space, as they put it. Bechard will bring his whole host in, body and soul, by means of the Shamir.”


      “Gosh! But my mag… I was told the Shamir only transports one at a time.”


      “Child of unwisdom, among demons the one is many and the many are one. ‘Bechard’ is but the name of a legion, all as alike as so many belocoli. But I will not burden your so-called mind with the metaphysics thereof. We must act quickly, if it be not already too late!”


       


      Chapter XVI.


       


      Tukiphat bent over, extended a bony finger, and drew a circle in the earth. He added an ellipse, a couple of crosses, and a labarum; then sketched a smaller diagram tangent to the first. He did not seem perturbed by the fact that, because Of the weeds, his pentacles lacked something of clarity.


      “I conjure thee, Bechard, and constrain thee, in like manner, by the most holy names of God: Eloi, Adonai, Eloi, Agla, Samalbactai; come without delay or evasion! Do thou obey me and fulfill my commands, by the nut and the moon! Come, Bechard!”


      And there was the demon in the smaller pentacle, looking smaller than Nash remembered. Bechard was a little flickery around the edges, and there was something very peculiar about his manner.


      “Wazzis?” muttered Bechard.


      Tukiphat shouted: “Answer my questions truly and in a seemly manner, O Bechard, else I will torment thee with the holy words—”


      “Questions? Regret. Got a hangover. Can’t answer.”


      “Tagla in Oarios, Almoazin on Membrot!”


      “Ouch!” said Bechard. Then, sulkily: “Don’t know anything. Go peddle your papers—”


      “Sulphae, Gabots, and Zariatnatmik!”


      “Ow! All right, you big bully. Ask away.”


      “Where is the Shamir?”


      “Shush-shamir? Dunno. Told young gentleman to get. Lessee.” Bechard moved his head as if peering blearily.“That young gentleman! Ho, you, Prasper Nosh, where ish Samir?”


      “Be silent!” snapped Tukiphat. Bechard sat down in the center of his pentacle and covered his face with his hands. Tukiphat turned a worried look on Nash.“I cannot destroy him and I cannot release him. He will be dangerous unless translated back to the demoniac plane, and that will require a double exorcism. Not even I can be on two planes at once.”


      Bechard looked up and pointed a wobbly finger at Nash.“Young gentleman’s maindun… mundane body. Die. In coma. Heh. Good joke on you.”


      “What?” yelled Nash.


      “It is true,” said Tukiphat.“Your mundane body, having now no tenant, is in coma and will soon die.”


      Nash began to dance with alarm.“Hey, can’t you—”


      “A matter of no importance, O Nash, compared with this. Interrupt me not; I must cerebrate—”


      “Hey!” cried Nash.“Isn’t your trouble that you’ve got to have an exorcist ready to catch Bechard when he reaches the mundane plane, and give him the yeo-heave-ho down to the demoniac plane?”


      “True, but—”


      “Well, what’s wrong with me?”


      “You! O worm who would be an eagle—”


      “I mean it! You exorcise me back into my own body, and then send Bechard—”


      “What, a mere— O boy, perhaps I misjudge you. It could be… but you are no exorcist! And, lacking the Shamir, I cannot send any material object with you. You could not remember the details of the spell, without a writing—”


      “Sure I could! Remembering details is the one thing I am good at! I carry all my addresses and phone numbers in my head—”


      “So be it, then!” Tukiphat rapidly dictated instructions for drawing the pentacles and pronouncing the exorcism that would pitch Bechard back to that dark region from which he had come.


      “One more thing,” said the genius.“As soon as you have disposed of Bechard, seek out your Alicia Woodson and instruct her to return to this plane at once with the Shamir, lest such a catastrophe threaten the harmony of the spheres again!”


      “But,” protested Nash, “I’m in love with the gal-”


      “That, O youth, is your misfortune. It must be, lest worse befall. Change not your mind, for I can conjure your spirit back hither as easily as Bechard’s. And now farewell; the grace of Adonai Elohim go with you—”


      It seemed to Nash that Tukiphat had hardly begun the exorcism when he felt again that terrible rushing, falling sensation—


      He was lying, dressed, on a rumpled bed. His mouth tasted like nothing in heaven or earth or the waters under the earth.


      He blinked sticky eyelids, pulled himself up with cricks and twinges, and fumbled for his glasses.


      Gosh, Bechard must have taken his body on a rare bender!


      There was something he had to do—the exorcism!


      He looked around his narrow room. Chalk— none. A pencil? Might; might not. Soap!


      He drew the pentacles with a piece of soap and stood in the larger one, waiting.


      He waited a long time, or so it seemed until he looked at the clock. It was quarter of ten; he had been waiting ten minutes. No doubt Tukiphat was allowing him plenty of time to get ready. Did he remember the exorcism? Sure!


      “Whass the idea? Mundane plane, astral plane, can’t let a poor demon rest—”


      There the spook was. Nash shouted: “I exorcise thee, Bechard, by the holy names—” He raced through it in half the time it had taken Tukiphat to give it to him—and Bechard went out like a match-flame.


      Nash drew a long breath. He felt his unshaven chin, and tried to raise Monty Stark on the telephone.


      No answer. Monty would have left for school long before.


      Nash looked distastefully at his rumpled suit, then at himself in the mirror. The face was pale and puffy; the eyes bloodshot. But it was at least his own face. He’d almost forgotten what it looked like.


      He went downstairs, and sighted Robert S, Lanby at the cashier’s window. He said; “Hi, Bob!”


      Lanby looked at him, without surprise but still a little oddly, in fact with a suggestion of horror.


      Then Nash remembered.“It’s O. K., Bob. I’m me again. Say, what happened to you?” He had observed that Lanby had a dark stain down the side of his face.


      “I… uh… you better ask Monty. All I know is a girl that looked like Alice came in here just after I went on duty. She was wearing some sort of pajamas under her coat, and she was panting as if she’d run a mile, and she asked to see Monty.


      Said it was a life-and-death matter. I tried to explain that we don’t let girls up to fellows’ rooms in a well-regulated Y, and she should telephone. She claimed she didn’t know how to use a telephone, and one thing led to another, and pretty soon she bunged the inkwell at me, I had to change all my clothes. But, Prosper, what happened to you? How’d you get back—”


      “Tell you all about it later.” Nash chuckled.“Seen Monty around?”


      “Oh, yeah, he came down and went into a session with this girl. Then they went out, and he came back. I think he went down to breakfast a little while ago—”


      “This late?”


      “Sure, today’s Saturday. He doesn’t go to work. But listen, how’d you get rid of—”


      Nash waved his friend to silence, and started to go. He turned back.“How do you feel, Bob?”


      “All right. Why?”


      “Didn’t feel as if somebody’d split your skull with an ax?”


      “Well—come to think of it, I did have a little stabbing headache a while ago. What’s it all—”


      “Just this: instead of being so pure in your conduct, and then imagining yourself a ferocious Turk with a harem, you’d better try to be a little more average in both respects. See you later.” Nash left a popeyed Bob Lanby and hurried down to the cafeteria.


      Montague Stark’s eyes met his over the lip of a coffee cup. Stark put the cup down and looked with the same badly concealed aversion that Lanby had shown, until Nash gave him the same reassurance he had given Bob.


      “Did it work?” asked Stark at once.


      “What, you mean your astral army? I’ll say it worked! It’s too bad we can’t get rid of our own Aryans that easily. That monster your new astral body rode was a humdinger.”


      “I thought it was pretty cute. After that your lady friend—some girl, by the way—explained what was what, I left her and went up to my room. I got out the old bottle, and just sat and imagined myself a super-duper hero—”


      “Where is she?” demanded Nash.


      “I put her up in a room at the Imperator, and told her to wait until—”


      “Monty, you wouldn’t be interested in going up to the astral plane to live? It’s a swell place, full of the damnedest incongruities—”


      “Me? No, sir! Not on your life! I’ll be satisfied to do things like that in my imagination… hey, where are you going? I’ve got a million questions to ask—”


      Nash was on his way, but as he reached the door to the street he changed his mind. He went upstairs, shaved, took a swim and a sun-lamp treatment, and put on his best suit. Thank God there were no more waxed mustache-spikes to come unraveled!


      “Wait a minute,” said Alicia.“You’re… not —Prosper Nash himself?”


      “That’s me. Sorry if I’m not as impressive as I was up there—”


      “Just let me get used to you—”


      As he told of his adventures since their parting, she warmed to the familiar voice and turn of phrase. Eventually she cut loose in her own tempestuous fashion: hugged him, kissed him, pushed him into a chair and sat on him, mussed his hair, cried over him, and generally behaved like an uninhibited girl who has just learned that her lover is safe from grievous perils.


      “We’re not through yet, darling,” he told her. He glanced toward Solomon’s stone, gleaming softly with all the colors from red to violet from the top of the dresser.


      When he explained their predicament, she really did break down. Nash tried to stem the flood, awkwardly but as well as he could.


      “C-couldn’t we send someone else?” she sobbed.


      “Monty won’t go, and I wouldn’t trust anybody else. Also the thing will only take one of us. But I’ll tell you what. I don’t suppose Tukiphat would mind a little delay, say about twenty-four hours. And there are lots of things we can do in that time—”


      It was Sunday noon when Prosper Nash drifted into Monty Stark’s cubicle, to find Stark half buried in a blizzard of Sunday newspaper sections.


      ” ‘Lo, Prosper,” said Stark.“Where’s your Alicia? Gone back?”


      “Yep.”


      “Thought so, from that gone look on your face. Why did she have to?”


      Nash explained. Stark commiserated with him, but when he tried to pump Nash for astral information, Prosper yawned: “Later, pal. I’m worn out; going back to bed. It’s funny, tco, since it wasn’t this body that I raised so much hell with.”


      “Not funny at all, considering what Bechard did with this body while it was his.”


      “What did he do?”


      Stark rolled his eyes up and whistled.


      “So you won’t talk, eh? Maybe it’s just as well I don’t know. Have I still got my job?”


      “I think so.”


      Nash grumbled: “Bechard has all the depravity, and all I get is the reputation and the hangover.” Then his eye lighted on the curious sight of a wastebasket stuffed full of books, many of them of such venerable appearance as to make such treatment seem sacrilege.


      Nash bent over the basket and fingered the books.” ‘Arbatel’, ‘The Heptameron, ‘ ‘The Kabbalah’… say, aren’t these your books on magic?”


      “Yeah. I’m throwing ‘em out. After this I’ll stick to amateur archaeology for a hobby.”


      Nash picked up the wastebasket, books and all, and started for the door.“If you don’t want ‘em, I do. Maybe I’ll never see Alicia again, but it won’t be for not trying!” As he departed, his back straightened and the spring returned to his stride.


       


      20. THE BLUE GIRAFFE


       


      Athelstan Cuff was, to put it very mildly, astonished that his son should be crying. It wasn’t that he had exaggerated ideas about Peter’s stoicism, but the fact was that Peter never cried. He was, for a twelve-year-old boy, self-possessed to the point of grimness. And now he was undeniably sniffling. It must be something jolly well awful.


      Cuff pushed aside the pile of manuscript he had been reading. He was the editor of Biological Review; a stoutish Englishman with prematurely white hair, prominent blue eyes, and a complexion that could have been used for painting box cars. He looked a little like a lobster who had been boiled once and was determined not to repeat the experience.


      “What’s wrong, old man?” he asked.


      Peter wiped his eyes and looked at his father calculatingly. Cuff sometimes wished that Peter wasn’t so damned rational


      A spot of boyish unreasonableness would be welcome at times.


      “Come on, old fella, out with it. What’s the good of having a father if you can’t tell him things?”


      Peter finally got it out.“Some of the guys—” He stopped to blow his nose. Cuff winced slightly at the “guys.” His one regret about coming to America was the language his son picked up. As he didn’t believe in pestering Peter all the time, he had to suffer in silence.


      “Some of the guys say you aren’t really my father.”


      It had come, thought Cuff, as it was bound to sooner or later. He shouldn’t have put off telling the boy for so long.“What do you mean, old man?” he stalled.


      “They say,” sniff, “I’m just a ‘dopted boy.”


      Cuff forced out, “So what?” The despised Americanism seemed to be the only thing that covered the situation.


      “What do you mean, `so what’?”


      “I mean just that. What of it? It doesn’t make a particle of difference to your mother or me, I assure you. So why should it to you?”


      Peter thought.“Could you send me away some time, on account of I was only ‘dopted?”


      “Oh, so that’s what’s worrying you? The answer is no. Legally you’re just as much our son as if… as anyone is anybody’s son. But whatever gave you the idea we’d ever send you away? I’d like to see that chap who could get you away from us.”


      “Oh, I just wondered.”


      “Well, you can stop wondering. We don’t want to, and we couldn’t if we did. It’s perfectly all right, I tell you. Lots of people start out as adopted children, and it doesn’t make any difference to anybody. You wouldn’t get upset if somebody tried to make fun of you because you had two eyes and a nose, would you?”


      Peter had recovered his composure.“How did it happen?”


      “It’s quite a story. I’ll tell you, if you like.”


      Peter only nodded.


      “I’ve told you,” said Athelstan Cuff, “about how before I came to America I worked for some years in South Africa. I’ve told you about how I used to work with elephants and lions and things, and about how I transplanted some white rhino from Swaziland to the Kruger Park. But I’ve never told you about the blue giraffe—”


      In the 1940’s the various South African governments were considering the problem of a park that would be not merely a game preserve available to tourists, but a completely wild area in which no people other than scientists and wardens would be allowed. They finally agreed on the Okvango River Delta in Ngamiland, as the only area that was sufficiently large and at the same time thinly populated.


      The reasons for its sparse population were simple enough: nobody likes to settle down in a place when he is likely to find his house and farm under three feet of water some fine morning. And it is irritating to set out to fish in a well-known lake only to find that the lake has turned into a grassy plain, around the edges of which the mopane trees are already springing up.


      So the Batawana, in whose reserve the Delta lay, were mostly willing to leave this capricious stretch of swamp and jumble to the elephant and the lion. The few Batawana who did live in and around the Delta were bought out and moved. The Crown Office of the Bechuanaland Protectorate got around its own rules against alienation of tribal lands by taking a perpetual lease on the Delta and surrounding territory from the Batawana, and named the whole area Jan Smuts Park.


       


      When Athelstan Cuff got off the train at Francistown in September of 1976, a pelting spring rain was making the platform smoke. A tall black in khaki loomed out of the grayness, and said: “You are Mr. Cuff, from Cape Town? I’m George Mtengeni, the warden at Smuts. Mr. Opdyck wrote me you were coming. The Park’s car is out this way.”


      Cuff followed. He’d heard of George Mtengeni. The man wasn’t a Chwana at all, but a Zulu from near Durban. When the Park had been set up, the Batawana had thought that the warden ought to be a Tawana. But the Makoba, feeling chesty about their independence from their former masters, the Batawana, had insisted on his being one of their nation. Finally the Crown Office in disgust had hired an outsider. Mtengeni had the dark skin and narrow nose found in so many of the Kaffir Bantu. Cuff guessed that he probably had a low opinion of the Chwana people in general and the Batawana in particular.


      They got into the car. Mtengeni said: “I hope you don’t mind coming way out here like this. It’s too bad that you couldn’t come before the rains started; the pans they are all full by now.”


      “So?” said Cuff.“What’s the Mababe this year?” He referred to the depression known variously as Mababe Lake, Swamp, or Pan, depending on whether at a given time it contained much, little, or no water.


      “The Mababe, it is a lake, a fine lake full of drowned trees and hippo. I think the Okavango is shifting north again. That means Lake Ngami it will dry up again.”


      “So it will. But look here, what’s all this business about a blue giraffe? Your letter was dashed uninformative.”


      Mtengeni showed his white teeth.“It appeared on the edge of the Mopane Forest seventeen months ago. That was just the beginning. There have been other things since. If I’d told you more, you would have written the Crown Office saying that their warden was having a nervous breakdown. Me, I’m sorry to drag you into this, but the Crown Office keeps saying they can’t spare a man to investigate.”


      “Oh, quite all right, quite,” answered Cuff.“I was glad to get away from Cape Town anyway. And we haven’t had a mystery since old Hickey disappeared.”


      “Since who disappeared? You know me, I can’t keep up with things out in the wilds.”


      “Oh, that was many years ago. Before your time, or mine for that matter. Hickey was a scientist who set out into the Kalahari with a truck and a Xosa assistant, and disappeared. Men flew all over the Kalahari looking for him, but never found a trace, and the sand had blown over his tire tracks. Jolly odd, it was.”


      The rain poured down steadily as they wallowed along the dirt road. Ahead, beyond the gray curtain, lay the vast plains of northern Bechuanaland with their great pans. And beyond the plains were, allegedly, a blue giraffe, and other things.


      The spidery steelwork of the tower hummed as they climbed. At the top, Mtengeni said: “You can look over that way… west… to the other side of the forest. That’s about twenty miles.”


      Cuff screwed up his eyes at the eyepieces.“Jolly good ‘scope you’ve got here. But it’s too hazy beyond the forest to see anything.”


      “It always is, unless we have a high wind. That’s the edge of the swamps.”


      “Dashed if I see how you can patrol such a big area all by yourself.”


      “Oh, these Bechuana they don’t give much trouble. They are honest. Even I have to admit that they have some good qualities. Anyway, you can’t get far into the Delta without getting lost in the swamps. There are ways, but then, I only know them. I’ll show them to you, but please don’t tell these Bechuana about them. Look, Mr. Cuff, there’s our blue giraffe.”


      Cuff started. Mtengeni was evidently the kind of man who would announce an earthquake as casually as the morning mail.


      Several hundred yards from the tower half a dozen giraffes were moving slowly through the brush, feeding on the tops of the scrubby trees. Cuff swung the telescope on them. In the middle of the herd was the blue one. Cuff blinked and looked again. There was no doubt about it; the animal was as brilliant a blue as if somebody had gone over it with paint. Athelstan Cuff suspected that that was what somebody had done. He said as much to Mtengeni.


      The warden shrugged.“That, it would be a peculiar kind of amusement. Not to say risky. Do you see anything funny about the others?”


      Cuff looked again.“Yes… by Jove, one of ‘em’s got a beard like a goat; only it must be six feet long, at least, now look here, George, what’s all this leading up to?”


      “I don’t know myself. Tomorrow, if you like, I’ll show you one of those ways into the Delta. But that, it’s quite a walk, so we’d better take supplies for two or three days.”


       


      As they drove toward the Tamalakane, they passed four Batawana, sad-looking reddish-brown men in a mixture of native and European clothes. Mtengeni slowed the car and looked at them suspiciously as they passed, but there was no evidence that they had been poaching.


      He said: “Ever since their Makoba slaves were freed, they’ve been going on a… decline, I suppose you would call it. They are too dignified to work.”


      They got out at the river.“We can’t drive across the ford this time of year,” explained the warden, locking the car, “But there’s a rapid a little way down, where we can wade.”


      They walked down the trail, adjusting their packs. There wasn’t much to see. The view was shut off by the tall soft-bodied swamp plants. The only sound was the hum of insects,


      The air was hot and steamy already, though the sun had been up only half an hour. The flies drew blood when they bit, but the men were used to that. They simply slapped and waited for the next bite.


      Ahead there was a deep gurgling noise, like a foghorn with water in its works. Cuff said: “How are your hippo doing this year?”


      “Pretty good. There are some in particular that I want you to see. Ah, here we are.”


      They had come in sight of a stretch of calm water. In the foreground a hippopotamus repeated its foghorn bellow. Cuff saw others, of which only the eyes, ears, and nostrils were visible. One of them was moving; Cuff could make out the little V-shaped wakes pointing back from its nearly sub-merged head. It reached the shallows and lumbered out, dripping noisily.


      Cuff blinked.“Must be something wrong with my eyes” “No,” said Mtengeni.“That hippo she is one of those I wanted you to see.”


      The hippopotamus was green with pink spots.


      She spied the men, grunted suspiciously, and slid back into the water.


      “I still don’t believe it,” said Cuff.“Dash it, man, that’s impossible.”


      “You will see many more things,” said Mtengeni.“Shall we go on?”


      They found the rapid and struggled across; then walked along what might, by some stretch of the imagination, be called a trail. There was little sound other than their sucking footfalls, the hum of insects, and the occasional screech of a bird or the crashing of a buck through the reeds.


       


      They walked for some hours. Then Mtengeni said: “Be careful. There is a rhino near.”


      Cuff wondered how the devil the Zulu knew, but he was careful. Presently they came on a clear space in which the rhinoceros was browsing.


      The animal couldn’t see them at that distance, and there was no wind to carry their smell. It must have heard them, though, for it left off its feeding and snorted, once, like a locomotive. It had two heads.


      It trotted toward them sniffing.


      The men got out their rifles.“My God!” said Athelstan Cuff.“Hope we don’t have to shoot him. My God!”


      “I don’t think so,” said the warden.“That’s Tweedle. I know him. If he gets too close, give him one at the base of the horn and he… he will run.”


      “Tweedle?”


      “Yes. The right head is Tweedledum and the left is Tweedledee,” said Mtengeni solemnly.“The whole rhino I call Tweedle.”


      The rhinoceros kept coming. Mtengeni said: “Watch this.” He waved his hat and shouted: “Go away! Footsack!”


      Tweedle stopped and snorted again. Then he began to circle like a waltzing mouse. Round and round he spun.


      “We might as well go on,” said Mtengeni.“He will keep that up for hours. You see Tweedledum is fierce, but Tweedledee, he is peaceful, even cowardly. So when I yell at Tweedle, Tweedledum wants to charge us, but Tweedledee he wants to run away. So the right legs go forward and the left legs go back, and Tweedle, he goes in circles. It takes him some time to agree on a policy.”


      “Whew!” said Athelstan Cuff.“I say, have you got any more things like this in your zoo?”


      “Oh, yes, lots. That’s what I hope you’ll do something about.”


      Do something about this! Cuff wondered whether this was touching evidence of the native’s faith in the white omniscience, or whether Mtengeni had gotten him there for the cynical amusement of watching him run in useless circles. Mtengeni himself gave no sign of what he was thinking.


      Cuff said: “I can’t understand, George, why somebody hasn’t looked into this before.”


      Mtengeni shrugged.“Me, I’ve tried to get somebody to, but the government won’t send anybody, and the scientific expeditions, there haven’t been any of them for years. I don’t know why.”


      “I can guess,” said Cuff.“In the old days people even in the so-called civilized countries expected travel to be a jolly rugged proposition, so they didn’t mind putting up with a few extra hardships on trek. But now that you can ride or fly almost anywhere on soft cushions, people won’t put themselves out to get to a really uncomfortable and out-of-the-way place like Ngamiland.”


      Over the swampy smell came another, of carrion. Mtengeni pointed to the carcass of a waterbuck fawn, which the scavengers had apparently not discovered yet.


      “That’s why I want you to stop this whatever-it-is,” he said. There was real concern in his voice.


      “What do you mean, George?”


      “Do you see its legs?”


      Cuff looked. The forelegs were only half as long as the hind ones.


      “That buck,” said the Zulu.“It naturally couldn’t live long. All over the Park, freaks like this they are being born. Most of them don’t live. In ten years more, maybe twenty, all my animals will have died out because of this. Then my job, where is it?”


       


      They stopped at sunset. Cuff was glad to. It had been some time since he’d done fifteen miles in one day, and he dreaded the morrow’s stiffness. He looked at his map and tried to figure out where he was. But the cartographers had never seriously tried to keep track of the changes in the Okavango’s multifarious branches, and had simply plastered the whole Delta with little blue dashes with tufts of blue lines sticking up from them, meaning simply “swamp.” In all directions the country was a monotonous alternation of land and water. The two elements were inextricably mixed.


      The Zulu was looking for a dry spot free of snakes. Cuff heard him suddenly shout “Footsack!” and throw a clod at a log. The log opened a pair of jaws, hissed angrily, and slid into the water.


      “We’ll have to have a good fire,” said Mtengeni, hunting for dry wood.“We don’t want a croc or hippo wandering into our tent by mistake.”


      After supper they set the automatic bug sprayer going, inflated their mattresses, and tried to sleep. A lion roared some-where in the west. That sound no African, native or Africander, likes to hear when he is on foot at night. But the men were not worried; lions avoided the swampy areas. The mosquitoes presented a more immediate problem.


      Many hours later, Athelstan Cuff heard Mtengeni getting up.


      The warden said: “I just remembered a high spot half a mile from here, where there’s plenty of firewood. Me, I’m going out to get some.”


      Cuff listened to Mtengeni’s retreating steps in the soft ground; then to his own breathing. Then he listened to something else. It sounded like a human yell.


      He got up and pulled on his boots quickly. He fumbled around for the flashlight, but Mtengeni had taken it with him. The yell came again.


      Cuff found his rifle and cartridge belt in the dark and went out. There was enough starlight to walk by if you were careful. The fire was nearly out. The yells seemed to come from a direction opposite to that in which Mtengeni had gone. They were high-pitched, like a woman’s screams.


      He walked in their direction, stumbling over irregularities in the ground and now and then stepping up to his calves in unexpected water. The yells were plainer now. They weren’t in English. Something was also snorting.


      He found the place. There was a small tree, in the branches of which somebody was perched. Below the tree a noisy bulk Moved around. Cuff caught the outline of a sweeping horn, and knew he had to deal with a buffalo.


      He hated to shoot. For a Park official to kill one of his charges simply wasn’t done. Besides, he couldn’t see to aim for a vital spot, and he didn’t care to try to dodge a wounded buffalo in the dark. They could move with racehorse speed through the heaviest growth.


      On the other hand, he couldn’t leave even a poor fool of a native woman treed. The buffalo, if it was really angry, would wait for days until its victim weakened and fell. Or it would butt the tree until the victim was shaken out. Or it would rear up and try to hook the victim out with its horns.


      Athelstan Cuff shot the buffalo. The buffalo staggered about a bit and collapsed.


      The victim climbed down swiftly, pouring out a flood of thanks in Xosa. It was very bad Xosa, even worse than the Englishman’s. Cuff wondered what she was doing here, nearly a thousand miles from where the Maxosa lived. He assumed that she was a native, though it was too dark to see. He asked her if she spoke English, but she didn’t seem to understand the question, so he made shift with the Bantu dialect.


      “Uveli phi na?” he asked sternly.“Where do you come from? Don’t you know that nobody is allowed in the Park without special permission?”


      “Izwe kamafene wabantu,” she replied.


      “What? Never heard of the place. Land of the baboon people, indeed! What are you?”


      “Ingwamza.”


      “You’re a white stork? Are you trying to be funny?”


      “I didn’t say I was a white stork. Ingwamza’s my name.”


      “I don’t care about your name. I want to know what you are.”


      “Umfene umfazi.”


      Cuff controlled his exasperation.“All right, all right, you’re a baboon woman. I don’t care what clan you belong to. What’s your tribe? Batawana, Bamangwato, Bangwaketse, Barolong, Herero, or what? Don’t try to tell me you’re a Xosa; no Xosa ever used an accent like that.”


      “Amafene abantu.”


      “What the devil are the baboon people?”


      “People who live in the Park.”


      Cuff resisted the impulse to pull out two handfuls of hair by the roots.“But I tell you nobody lives in the Park! It isn’t allowed! Come now, where do you really come from and what’s your native language and why are you trying to talk Xosa?”


      “I told you, I live in the Park. And I speak Xosa because all we amafene abantu speak it. That’s the language Mqhavi taught us.”


      “Who is Mqhavi?”


      “The man who taught us to speak Xosa.”


      Cuff gave up.“Come along, you’re going to see the warden. Perhaps he can make some sense out of your gabble. And you’d better have a good reason for trespassing, my good woman, or it’ll go hard with you. Especially as it resulted in the killing of a good buffalo.” He started off toward the camp, making sure that Ingwamza followed him closely.


      The first thing he discovered was that he couldn’t see the light of any fire to guide him back. Either he’d come farther than he thought, or the fire had died altogether while Mtengeni was getting wood. He kept on for a quarter of an hour in what he thought was the right direction. Then he stopped. He had, he realized, not the vaguest idea of where he was.


      He turned.“Sibaphi na?” he snapped.“Where are we?”


      “In the Park.”


      Cuff began to wonder whether he’d ever succeed in delivering this native woman to Mtengeni before he strangled her with his bare hands.“I know we’re in the Park,” he snarled.“But where in the Park?”


      “I don’t know exactly. Somewhere near my people’s land.” “That doesn’t do me any good. Look: I left the warden’s camp when I heard you yell. I want to get back to it. Now how do I do it?”


      “Where is the warden’s camp?”


      “I don’t know, stupid. If I did I’d go there.”


      “If you don’t know where it is, how do you expect me to guide you thither? I don’t know either.”


      Cuff made strangled noises in his throat. Inwardly he had to admit that she had him there, which only made him madder. Finally he said: “Never mind, suppose you take me to your people. Maybe they have somebody with some sense.”


      “Very well,” said the native woman, and she set off at a rapid pace, Cuff stumbling after her vague outline. He began to wonder if maybe she wasn’t right about living in the Park. She seemed to know where she was going.


      “Wait,” he said. He ought to write a note to Mtengeni, explaining what he was up to, and stick it on a tree for the warden to find. But there was no pencil or paper in his pockets. He didn’t even have a match safe or a cigarette lighter. He’d taken all those things out of his pockets when he’d lain down.


      They went on a way, Cuff pondering on how to get in touch with Mtengeni. He didn’t want himself and the warden to spend a week chasing each other around the Delta. Perhaps it would be better to stay where they were and build a fire—but again, he had no matches, and didn’t see much prospect of making a fire by rubbing sticks in this damned damp country.


      Ingwamza said: “Stop. There are buffalo ahead.”


      Cuff listened and heard faintly the sound of snapping grass stems as the animals fed.


      She continued: “We’ll have to wait until it gets light. Then maybe they’ll go away. If they don’t, we can circle around them, but I couldn’t find the way around in the dark.”


      They found the highest point they could and settled down to wait. Something with legs had crawled inside Cuff’s shirt. He mashed it with a slap.


      He strained his eyes into the dark. It was impossible to tell how far away the buffalo were. Overhead a nightjar brought its wings together with a single startling clap. Cuff told his nerves to behave themselves. He wished he had a smoke.


      The sky began to lighten. Gradually Cuff was able to make out the black bulks moving among the reeds. They were at least two hundred yards away. He’d have preferred that they were at twice the distance, but it was better than stumbling right on them.


      It became lighter and lighter. Cuff never took his eyes off the buffalo. There was something queer about the nearest one. It had six legs.


      Cuff turned to Ingwamza and started to whisper: “What kind of buffalo do you call—” Then he gave a yell of pure horror and jumped back. His rifle went off, tearing a hole in his boot.


      He had just gotten his first good look at the native woman in the rapidly waxing dawn. Ingwamza’s head was that of an overgrown chacma baboon.


      The buffalo stampeded through the feathery papyrus. Cuff and Ingwamza stood looking at each other. Then Cuff looked at his right foot. Blood was running out of the jagged hole in the leather.


      “What’s the matter? Why did you shoot yourself?” asked Ingwamza.


      Cuff couldn’t think of an answer to that one. He sat down and took off his boot. The foot felt numb, but there seemed to be no harm done aside from a piece of skin the size of a sixpence gouged out of the margin. Still, you never knew what sort of horrible infection might result from a trifling wound in these swamps. He tied his foot up with his handkerchief and put his boot back on.


      “Just an accident,” he said.“Keep going, Ingwamza.”


      Ingwamza went, Cuff limping behind. The sun would rise any minute now. It was light enough to make out colors. Cuff saw that Ingwamza, in describing herself as a baboon-woman, had been quite literal, despite the size, general proportions, and posture of a human being. Her body, but for the greenish-yellow hair and the short tail, might have passed for that of a human being, if you weren’t too particular. But the astonishing head with its long bluish muzzle gave her the appearance of an Egyptian animal-headed god. Cuff wondered vaguely if the ‘fene abantu were a race of man-monkey hybrids. That was impossible, of course. But he’d seen so many impossible things in the last couple of days.


      She looked back at him.“We shall arrive in an hour or two. I’m sleepy.” She yawned. Cuff repressed a shudder at the sight of four canine teeth big enough for a leopard. Ingwamza could tear the throat out of a man with those fangs as easily as biting the end off a banana. And he’d been using his most hectoring colonial-administrator tone on her in the dark!


      He made a resolve never to speak harshly to anybody he couldn’t see.


       


      Ingwamza pointed to a carroty baobab against the sky.“Izew kamagene wabantu.” They had to wade a little stream to get there. A six-foot monitor lizard walked across their path, saw them, and disappeared with a scuttle.


      The ‘fene abantu lived in a village much like that of any Bantu people, but the circular thatched huts were smaller and cruder. Baboon people ran out to peer at Cuff and to feel his clothes. He gripped his rifle tightly. They didn’t act hostile, but it gave you a dashed funny feeling. The males were larger than the females, with even longer muzzles and bigger tusks.


      In the center; of the village sat a big umfene umntu scratching himself in front of the biggest hut. Ingwamza said, “That is my father, the chief. His name is Indlovu.” To the baboon-man she told of her rescue.


      The chief was the only umfene umntu that Cuff had seen who wore anything. What he wore was a necktie. The necktie had been a gaudy thing once.


      The chief got up and made a speech, the gist of which was that Cuff had done a great thing, and that Cuff would be their guest until his wound healed. Cuff had a chance to observe the difficulties that the ‘fene abantu had with the Xosa tongue. The clicks were blurred, and they stumbled badly over the lipsmack. With those mouths, he could see how they might.


      But he was only mildly interested. His foot was hurting like the very devil. He was glad when they led him into a hut so he could take off his boot. The hut was practically unfurnished. Cuff asked the ‘fene abantu if he might have some of the straw used for thatching. They seemed puzzled by his request, but complied, and he made himself a bed of sorts. He hated sleeping on the ground, especially on ground infested with arthropodal life. He hated vermin, and knew he was in for an intimate acquaintance with them.


      He had nothing to bandage his foot with, except the one handkerchief, which was now thoroughly blood-soaked. He’d have to wash and dry it before it would be fit to use again. And where in the Okavango Delta could he find water fit to wash the handkerchief in? Of course he could boil the water. In what? He was relieved and amazed when his questions brought forth the fact that there was a large iron pot in the village, obtained from God knew where.


      The wound had clotted satisfactorily, and he dislodged the handkerchief with infinite care from the scab. While his water was boiling, the chief, Indlovu, came in and talked to him. The pain in his foot had subsided for the moment, and he was able to realize what an extraordinary thing he had come across, and to give Indlovu his full attention. He plied Indlovu with questions.


      The chief explained what he knew about himself and his people. It seemed that he was the first of the race; all the others were his descendants. Not only Ingwamza but all the other amafene abafazi were his daughters. Ingwamza was merely the last. He was old now. He was hazy about dates, but Cuff got the impression that these beings had a shorter life span than human beings, and matured much more quickly. If they were in fact baboons, that was natural enough.


      Indlovu didn’t remember having had any parents. The earliest he remembered was being led around by Mqhavi. Stanley H. Mqhavi had been a black man, and worked for the machine man, who had been a pink man like Cuff. He had had a machine up on the edge of the Chobe Swamp. His name had been Heeky.


       


      Of course, Hickey! thought Cuff. Now he was getting somewhere. Hickey had disappeared by simply running his truck up to Ngamiland without bothering to tell anybody where he was going. That had been before the Park had been established; before Cuff had come out from England. Mqhavi must have been his Xosa assistant. His thoughts raced ahead of Indlovu’s words.


      Indlovu went on to tell about how Heeky had died, and how Mqhavi, not knowing how to run the machine, had taken him, Indlovu, and his now numerous progeny in an attempt to find his way back to civilization. He had gotten lost in the Delta. Then he had cut his foot somehow, and gotten sick, very sick. Cuff had come out from England. Mqhav must have Mqhavi, had gotten well he had been very weak. So he had settled down with Indlovu and his family. They al ready walked upright and spoke Xosa, which Mqhavi had taught them. Cuff got the idea that the early family relation ships among the ‘fene abantu had of necessity involved close inbreeding. Mqhavi had taught them all he knew, and then died, after warning them not to go within a mile of the machine, which, as far as they knew, was still up at the Chobe Swamp.


      Cuff thought, that blasted machine is an electronic tube of some sort, built to throw short waves of the length to affect animal genes. Probably Indlovu represented one of Hickey’s early experiments. Then Hickey had died, and—left the thing going. He didn’t know how it got power; some solar system, perhaps.


      Suppose Hickey had died while the thing was turned on. Mqhavi might have dragged his body out and left the door open. He might have been afraid to try to turn it off, or he might not have thought of it. So every animal that passed that doorway got a dose of the rays, and begat monstrous off-spring. These super-baboons were one example; whether an accidental or a controlled mutation, might never be known.


      For every useful mutation there were bound to be scores of useless or harmful ones. Mtengeni had been right: it had to be stopped while there was still normal stock left in the Park. He wondered again how to get in touch with the warden. He’d be damned if anything short of the threat of death would get him to walk on that foot, for a few days anyhow.


      Ingwamza entered with a wooden dish full of a mess of some sort. Athelstan Cuff decided resignedly that he was expected to eat it. He couldn’t tell by looking whether it was animal or vegetable in nature. After the first mouthful he was sure it was neither. Nothing in the animal and vegetable worlds could taste as awful as that. It was too bad Mqhavi hadn’t been a Bamangwato; he’d have really known how to cook, and could have taught these monkeys. Still, he had to eat something to support life. He fell to with the wooden spoon they gave him, suppressing an occasional gag and watching the smaller solid particles closely. Sure enough, he had to smack two of them with the spoon to keep them from crawling out.


      “How it is?” asked Ingwamza. Indlovu had gone out.


      “Fine,” lied Cuff. He was chasing a slimy piece of what he suspected was waterbuck tripe around the dish.


      “I am glad. We’ll feed you a lot of that. Do you like scorpions?”


      “You mean to eat?”


      “Of course. What else are they good for?”


      He gulped.“No.”


      “I won’t give you any then. You see I’m glad to know what my future husband likes.”


      “What?” He thought he had misunderstood her.


      “I said, I am glad to know what you like, so I can please you after you are my husband.”


      Athelstan Cuff said nothing for sixty seconds. His naturally prominent eyes bulged even more as her words sank in. Finally he spoke.


      “Gluk,” he said.


      “What’s that?”


      “Gug. Gah. My God. Let me out of here!” His voice jumped two octaves, and he tried to get up. Ingwamza caught his shoulders and pushed him gently, but firmly, back on his pallet. He struggled, but without visibly exerting herself the ‘fene umfazi held him as in a vise.


      “You can’t go,” she said.“If you try to walk on that foot you will get sick.”


      His ruddy face was turning purple!“Let me up! Let me up, I say! l can’t stand this!”


      “Will you promise not to try to go out if I do? Father would be furious if I let you do anything unwise.”


      He promised, getting a grip on himself again. He already felt a bit foolish about his panic. He was in a nasty jam, certainly, but an official of His Majesty didn’t act like a frightened schoolgirl at every crisis.


      “What,” he asked, “is this all about?”


      “Father is so grateful to you for saving my life that he intends to bestow me on you in marriage, without even asking a bride price.”


      “But… but… I’m married already,” he lied.


      “What of it? I’m not afraid of your other wives. If they got fresh, I’d tear them in pieces like this.” She bared her teeth and went through the motions of tearing several Mistresses Cuff in pieces. Athelstan Cuff shut his eyes at the horrid sight.


      “Among my people,” he said, “you’re allowed only one wife.”


      “That’s too bad,” said Ingwamza.“That means that you couldn’t go back to your people after you married me, doesn’t it?”


      Cuff sighed. These ‘fene abantu combined the mental outlook of uneducated Maxosa with physical equipment that would make a lion think twice before attacking one. He’d probably have to shoot his way out. He looked around the hut craftily. His rifle wasn’t in sight. He didn’t dare ask about it for fear of arousing suspicion.


      “Is your father set on this plan?” he asked.


      “Oh, yes, very. Father is a good umntu, but he gets set on ideas like this and nothing will make him change them. And he has a terrible temper. If you cross him when he has his heart set on something, he will tear you in pieces. Small pieces.” She seemed to relish the phrase.


      “How do you feel about it, Ingwamza?”


      “Oh, I do everything father says. He knows more than any of us.”


      “Yes, but I mean you personally. Forget about your father for the moment.”


      She didn’t quite catch on for a moment, but after further explanation she said: “I wouldn’t mind. It would be a great thing for my people if one of us was married to a man.”


      Cuff silently thought that that went double for him.


      Indlovu came in with two other amafene abantu.“Run along, Ingwamza,” he said. The three baboon-men squatted around Athelstan Cuff and began questioning him about men and the world outside the Delta.


      When Cuff stumbled over a phrase, one of the questioners, a scarred fellow named Sondlo, asked why he had difficulty. Cuff explained that Xosa wasn’t his native language.


      “Men do speak other languages?” asked Indlovu.“I remember now, the great Mqhavi once told me something to that effect. But he never taught me Any other languages. Perhaps he and Heeky spoke one of these other languages, but I was too young when Heeky died to remember.”


      Cuff explained something about linguistics. He was immediately pressed to “say something in English.” Then they wanted to learn English, right then, that afternoon.


      Cuff finished his evening meal and looked without enthusiasm at his pallet. No artificial light, so these people rose and set with the sun. He stretched out. The straw rustled. He jumped up, bringing his injured foot down hard. He yelped, swore, and felt the bandage. Yes, he’d started it bleeding again. Oh, to hell with it. He attacked the straw, chasing out a mouse, six cockroaches, and uncounted smaller bugs. Then he stretched out again. Looking up, he felt his scalp prickle. A ten-inch centipede was methodically hunting its prey over the underside of the roof. If it missed its footing when it was right over him—He unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it up over his face. Then the mosquitoes attacked his midriff. IMP foot throbbed.


      A step brought him up; it was Ingwamza.


      “What is it now?” he asked.


      “Ndiya kuhlaha apha,” she answered.


      “Oh no, you’re not going to stay here. We’re not… well, anyway, it simply isn’t done among my people.”


      “But Esselten, somebody must watch you in case you get sick. My father—”


      “No, I’m sorry, but that’s final. If you’re going to marry me you’ll have to learn how to behave among men. And we’re beginning right now.”


      To his surprise and relief, she went without further objection, albeit sulkily. He’d never have dared to try to put her out by force.


      When she had gone, he crawled over to the door of the hut. The sun had just set, and the moon would follow it in a couple of hours. Most of the ‘fene abantu had retired. But a couple of them squatted outside their huts, in sight of his place, watchfully.


      Heigh ho, he thought, they aren’t taking any chances. Perhaps the old boy is grateful and all that rot. But I think my fiance let the cat out when she said that about the desirability of hitching one of the tribe to a human being. Of course the poor things don’t know that it wouldn’t have any legal standing at all. But that fact wouldn’t save me from a jolly unpleasant experience in the meantime. Suppose I haven’t escaped by the time of the ceremony. Would I go through with it? Br-r-r! Of course not. I’m an Englishman and an officer of the Crown. But if it meant my life… I don’t know. I’m dashed if I do. Perhaps I can talk them out of it… being careful not to get them angry in the process


       


      He was tied to the straw, and enormous centipedes were dropping off the ceiling onto his face. Then he was running through the swamp, with Ingwamza and her irate pa after him. His feet stuck in the mud so he couldn’t move, and there was a light in his face. Mtengeni—good old George! —was riding a two headed rhino. But instead of rescuing him, the warden said: “Mr. Cuff, you must do some-thing about these Bechuana. Them, they are catching all my animals and painting them red with green stripes.” Then he woke up.


      It took him a second to realize that the light was from the setting moon, not the rising sun, and that he therefore had been asleep less than two hours. It took him another second to realize what had wakened him. The straw of the hut wall had been wedged apart, and through the gap a ‘fene umntu was crawling. While Cuff was still wondering why one of his hosts, or captors, should use this peculiar method of getting in, the baboon-man stood up. He looked enormous in the faint light.


      “What is it?” asked Cuff.


      “If you make a noise,” said the stranger, “I will kill you.” “What? What’s the idea? Why should you want to kill me?”


      “You have stolen my Ingwamza.”


      “But… but—” Cuff was at a loss. Here the gal’s old man would tear him in pieces—small pieces—if he didn’t marry her, and a rival or something would kill him if he did.“Let’s talk it over first,” he said, in what he hoped was a normal voice.“Who are you, by the way?”


      “My name is Cukata. I was to have married Ingwamza next month. And then you came.”


      “What… what—”


      “I won’t kill you. Not if you make no noise. I will just fix you so you won’t marry Ingwamza.” He moved toward the pile of straw.


      Cuff didn’t waste time inquiring into the horrid details.“Wait a minute,” he said, cold sweat bedewing not merely his brow, but his whole torso.“My dear fellow, this marriage wasn’t my idea. It was Indlovu’s, entirely. I don’t want to steal your girl. They just informed me that I was going to marry her, without asking me about it at all. I don’t want to marry her. In fact there’s nothing I want to do less.”


      The ‘fene umntu stood still for a moment, thinking. Then he said softly: “You wouldn’t marry my Ingwamza if you had the chance? You think she is ugly?”


      “Well—”


      “By u-Qamata, that’s an insult! Nobody shall think such thoughts of my Ingwamza! Now I will kill you for sure!”


      “Wait, wait!” Cuff’s voice, normally a pleasant low baritone. became a squeak.“That isn’t it at all! She’s beautiful, intelligent, industrious, all that a ‘ntu could want. But I can never marry her.” Inspiration! Cuff went on rapidly. Never had he spoken Xosa so fluently.“You know that if lion mates with leopard, there are no offspring.” Cuff wasn’t sure that was so, but he took a chance.“It is that way with my people and yours. We are too different. There would be no issue to our marriage. And Indlovu would not have grandchildren by us to gladden his old age.”


      Cukata, after some thought, saw, or thought he did.“But,” he said, “how can I prevent this marriage without killing you?”


      “You could help me escape.”


      “So. Now that’s an idea. Where do you want to go?” “Do you know where the Hickey machine is?”


      “Yes, though I have never been close to it. That is forbidden. About fifteen miles north of here, on the edge of the Chobe Swamp, is a rock. By the rock are three baobab trees, close together. Between the trees and the swamp are two houses. The machine is in one of those houses.”


      He was silent again.“You can’t travel fast with that wounded foot. They would overtake you. Perhaps Indlovu would tear you in pieces, or perhaps he would bring you back. If he brought you back, we should fail. If he tore you in pieces, I should be sorry, for I like you, even if you are a feeble little isi-pham-pham.” Cuff wished that the simian brain would get around to the point.“I have it. In ten minutes I shall whistle. You will then crawl out through this hole in the wall, making no noise. You understand?”


    


  




  

    

       


      When Athelstan Cuff crawled out, he found Cukata in the alley between two rows of huts. There was a strong reptilian stench in the air. Behind the baboon-man was something large and black. It walked with a swaying motion. It brushed against Cuff, and he almost cried out at the touch of cold, leathery hide.


      “This is the largest,” said Cukata.“We hope some day to have a whole herd of them. They are fine for traveling across the swamps, because they can swim as well as run. And they grow much faster than the ordinary crocodile.”


      The thing was a crocodile but such a crocodile! Though not much over fifteen feet in length, it had long, powerful legs that raised its body a good four feet off the ground, giving it a dinosaurian look. It rubbed against Cuff, and the thought occurred to him that it had taken an astonishing mutation indeed to give a brainless and voracious reptile an of fection for human beings.


      Cukata handed Cuff a knobkerry, and explained: “Whistle loudly, when you want him to come. To start him, hit him or the tail with this. To stop him, hit him on the nose. To make him go to the left, hit him on the right side of the neck, not too hard. To make him go to the right, hit him—”


      “On the left side of the neck, but not too hard,” finished Cuff.“What does he eat?”


      “Anything that is meat. But you needn’t feed him for two or three days; he has been fed recently.”


      “Don’t you use a saddle?”


      “Saddle? What’s that?”


      “Never mind.” Cuff climbed aboard, wincing as he settled onto the sharp dorsal ridges of the animal’s hide.


      “Wait,” said Cukata.“The moon will be completely gone in a moment. Remember, I shall say that I know nothing about your escape, but that you go out and stole him yourself. His name Soga.”


       


      There were the baobab trees, and there were the houses. There were also a dozen elephants, facing the rider and his bizarre mount and spreading their immense ears. Athelstan Cuff was getting so blase about freaks that he hardly noticed that two of the elephants had two trunks apiece: that another of them was colored a fair imitation of a Scotch tartan; that another of them had short legs like a hippopotamus, so that it looked like something out of a dachshund breeder’s night-mare.


      The elephants, for their part, seemed undecided whether to run or to attack, and finally compromised by doing nothing. Cuff realized when he was already past them that he had done a wickedly reckless thing in going so close to them unarmed except for the useless kerry. But somehow he couldn’t get excited about mere elephants. His whole life for the past forty-eight hours had had a dreamlike quality. Maybe he was dreaming. Or maybe he had a charmed life. Or something. Though there was nothing dreamlike about the throb in his foot, or the acute soreness in his gluteus maximus.


      Soga, being a crocodile, bowed his whole body at every stride. First the head and tail went to the right and the body to the left; then the process was reversed. Which was most unpleasant for his rider.


      Cuff was willing to swear that he’d ridden at least fifty miles instead of the fifteen Cukata had mentioned. Actually he had done about thirty, not having been able to follow a straight line and having to steer by stars and, when it rose, the sun. A fair portion of the thirty had been hugging Soga’s barrel while the croc’s great tail drove them through the waterlike a racing shell. No hippo or other crocs had bothered them; evidently they knew when they were well off.


      Athelstan Cuff slid—almost fell—off, and hobbled up to the entrance of one of the houses. His practiced eye took in the roof cistern, the solar boiler, the steam-electric plant, the batteries, and finally the tube inside. He went in. Yes, by Jove, the tube was in operation after all these years. Hickey must have had something jolly unusual. Cuff found the main switch easily enough and pulled it. All that happened was that the little orange glow in the tube died.


      The house was so silent it made Cuff uncomfortable, except for the faint hum of the solar power plant. As he moved about, using the kerry for a crutch, he stirred up the dust which lay six inches deep on the floor. Maybe there were note-books or something which ought to be collected. There had been, he soon discovered, but the termites had eaten every scrap of paper, and even the imitation-leather covers, leaving only the metal binding rings and their frames. It was the same with the books.


      Something white caught his eye. It was paper lying on a little metal-legged stand that the termites evidently hadn’t thought well enough of to climb. He limped toward it eagerly. But it was only a newspaper, Umlindi we Nyanga—“The Monthly Watchman”—published in Fast London. Evidently, Stanley H. Mqhavi had subscribed to it. It crumbled at Cuff’s touch.


      Oh, well, he thought, can’t expect much. We’ll run along, and some of the bio-physicist chappies can come in and gather up the scientific apparatus.


      He went out, called Soga, and started east. He figured that he could strike the old wagon road somewhere north of the Mababe, and get down to Mtengeni’s main station that way.


       


      Were those human voices? Cuff shifted uneasily on his Indian fakir’s seat. He had gone about four miles after leaving Hickey’s scientific station.


      They were voices, but not human ones. They belonged to a dozen ‘fene abantu, who came loping through the grass with old Indlovu at their head.


      Cuff reached back and thumped Soga’s tail. If he could get the croc going all out, he might be able to run away from his late hosts. Soga wasn’t as fast as a horse, but he could trot right along. Cuff was relieved to see that they hadn’t brought his rifle along. They were armed with kerries and spears, like any of the more savage abantu. Perhaps the fear of injuring their pet would make them hesitate to throw things at him. At least he hoped so.


      A familiar voice caught up with him in a piercing yell of “Soga!” The croc slackened his pace and tried to turn his head. Cuff whacked him unmercifully. Indlovu’s yell came again, followed by a whistle. The croc was now definitely off his stride. Cuff’s efforts to keep him headed away from his proper masters resulted in his zigzagging erratically. The contrary directions confused and irritated him. He opened his jaws and hissed. The baboon-men were gaining rapidly.


      So, thought Cuff, this is the end. I hate like hell to go out before I’ve had a chance to write my report. But mustn’t show it. Not an Englishman and an officer of the Crown. Wonder what poor Mtengeni’ll think.


      Something went whick past him; a fraction of a second later, the crash of an elephant rifle reached him. A big puff of dust ballooned up in front of the baboon-men. They skittered away from it as if the dust and not the bullet that made it were something deadly. George Mtengeni appeared from behind the nearest patch of thorn scrub, and yelled, “Hold still there, or me, I’ll blow your heads off.” If the ‘f ene abantu couldn’t understand his English, they got his tone.


      Cuff thought vaguely, good old George, he could shoot their ears off at that distance. but he has more sense then to kill any of them before he finds out. Cuff slid off Soga and almost fell in a heap.


      The warden came up.“What… what in the heavens has been happening to you, Mr. Cuff? What are these?” He indicated the baboon-men.


      “Joke,” giggled Cuff.“Good joke on you, George. Been living in your dashed Park for years, and you never knew—Wait, I’ve got to explain something to these chaps. I say, Indlovu… hell, he doesn’t know English. Got to use Xosa. You know Xosa, don’t you George?” He giggled again.


      “Why, me, I… I can follow it. It’s much like Zulu. But my God, what happened to the seat of your pants?”


      Cuff pointed a wavering finger at Soga’s sawtoothed back.“Good old Soga. Should have had a saddle. Dashed outrage, not providing a saddle for His Majesty’s representative.”


      “But you look as if you’d been skinned! Me, I’ve got to get you to a hospital… and what about your foot?”


      “T’hell with the foot. ‘Nother joke, Can’t stand up, can’t sit down. Jolly, what? Have to sleep on my stomach. But, Ind-lovu! I’m sorry I had to run away. I couldn’t marry Ingwamza. Really. Because… because—” Athelstan Cuff swayed and collapsed in a small, ragged pile.


       


      Peter Cuff’s eyes were round. He asked the inevitable small-boy question: “What happened then?”


      Athelstan Cuff was stuffing his pipe.“Oh, about what you’d expect. Indlovu was jolly vexed, I can tell you, but he didn’t dare do anything with George standing there with the gun. He calmed down later after he understood what I had been driving at, and we became good friends. When he died, Cukata was elected chief in his place. I still get Christmas cards from him.”


      “Christmas cards from a baboon?”


      “Certainly. If I get one next Christmas, I’ll show it to you. It’s the same card every year. He’s an economical fella, and he bought a hundred cards of the same pattern because he could get them at a discount.”


      “Were you all right?”


      “Yes, after a month in the hospital. I still don’t know why I didn’t get sixteen kinds of blood poisoning. Fool’s luck, I suppose.”


      “But what’s that got to do with me being a ‘dopted boy?”


      “Peter!” Cuff gave the clicks represented in the Bantu languages by x and in English by tsk.“Isn’t it obvious? That tube of Hickey’s was on when I approached his house. So I got a full dose of the radiations. Their effect was to produce violent mutations in the germ-plasm. You know what that is, don’t you? Well, I never dared have any children of my own after that, for fear they’d turn out to be some sort of monster. That didn’t occur to me until afterward. It fair bowled me over, I can tell you, when I did think of it. I went to pieces, rather, and lost my job in South Africa. But now that I have you and your mother, I realize that it wasn’t so important after all.”


      “Father—” Peter hesitated.


      “Go on, old man.”


      “If you’d thought of the rays before you went to the house, would you have been brave enough to go ahead anyway?”


      Cuff lit his pipe and looked off at nothing.“I’ve often wondered about that myself. I’m dashed if I know. I wonder… just what would have happened—”


       


      21. THE CARE AND FEEDING OF MAD SCIENTISTS


       


      You could hardly have science fiction without scientists, mad or otherwise. A check of the current issues of eight science-fiction magazines shows that about a quarter of the stories deal with scientists, either puttering in their laboratories or plunging into trackless wastes on expeditions. As a result, we readers have acquired a certain mental picture of how laboratories and expeditions are run.


      Well, are they run that way?


      Yes and no. The pictures in the stories are sometimes accurate especially when a scientist writes the story and sometimes not. If they have any consistent fault it is one of omission. That is, there are certain practical problems and difficulties in managing scientists and their activities that are seldom touched upon in the stories, though any scientist or scientific administrator will weep on your neck for hours about them.


      To begin with, who or what are scientists? People who practice science. To save type in a chase for definitions we might as well include engineers as “applied” scientists, though some of the “pure” scientists may object. The two classes are not very different as human types, except that you might say that pure scientists are like engineers only more so; or that engineers are more “average” than pure scientists.


      Now, scientists vary just as other people do. There are wise and foolish ones, sober and dissipated, solitary and gregarious, courteous and boorish, puritanical and lecherous, industrious and lazy, and so on. They do as a class show certain tendencies. For one thing they are all people of high intelligence, because even to be anchorman in the graduating class at one of our tougher Institutes of Technology one has to be up in the top four or five percentile of the whole population; and to get through a Ph. D. examination in science puts one up in an even more rarefied stratum. The scientist may be a fool about some things, but he must have that basic mental power to become a scientist at all; he cannot be a moron in any strict metrological sense.


      Being more intelligent than the average, scientists perhaps tend to be more reasonable, rational, and judicious than most people. When conflicts of interests or ideas occur among them, there is a better chance but a chance only of settling the conflict by reason and discussion. All of which does not prevent some scientists from getting into love-life troubles, falling for obvious hoaxes and swindles, or embracing pseudoscientific doctrines like Spiritualism and Marxism.


      Dr. Sheldon, the varieties of human physique and temperament man, thinks that scientists tend towards his ectomorphic physical type and cerebro-tonic temperament. From what I have seen of scientists I am inclined, on a basis of subjective impressions, to agree. The ectomorph is the thin man, and the cerebro-tonic is the thoughtful, introverted, nervous, self-controlled, subdued individualist. He likes to work by himself, prefers ideas to people, and ages well, becoming wrinkled and leathery instead of paunchy and jowly. The psychologists class him as a schizoid.


      Every time I attend a meeting of the alumni of my college California Tech I look around the circle of lean, slowly wrinkling men with sober faces behind steel-rimmed glasses gleaming over the highballs; note the careful gestures and precise speech, and chalk one up for Sheldon. How different from a conclave of salesmen or politicians.


      Of course we have here a chicken-and-egg problem: Are they scientists because they lacked the physical strength to compete with other boys in sport and combat and thus directed their energies in other directions? Or are they thin and under-muscled because they never had enough interest in food to eat enough to fill them out? I don’t know and doubt if anybody else does.


      Some scientists are interested in arts, games, and sports in addition to their work. Einstein’s violin is famous and I know several who paint. Others take an attitude of willful Boeotian ignorance towards interests outside their particular field. Many read science fiction because, as one explained: “In the stories the experiments always work.”


      Most of them are sociable in the specialized way that writers and other practitioners of numerically small professions are sociable: They like to congregate with the few others of their kind, but find the general mass a bore. Most of them make good matrimonial risks if the girl doesn’t mind such quirks as refusing to come to meals until they have finished some recondite train of abstract thought. According to the statistics the sedentary ones like chemical engineers make better-than-average husbands, but some of those whose work requires extensive travel and exploration, such as anthropologists, are poor matrimonial risks.


      The usual accusations against scientists of absentmindedness, lack of interest in great wealth, and a tendency to treat a date with a girl as a problem in advanced socio-dynamics, have a grain of truth. However, a couple of late science-fiction novels, Stewart’s “Earth Abides” and Norris’ “Nutro 29,” each presented a hero evidently intended as a typical scientist. The egregious characteristic of these men was, let’s say, lack of character. Isherwood Williams and Thomas Hightower are weak, pliant, easygoing, irresolute men, content to drift with the tide.


      Now as far as my acquaintance with the breed goes, that is not at all typical. For of all men, scientists are on the average the world’s most stubborn and refractory individualists, usually inoffensive, but capable of pursuing any objective on which they have set their sights with the fanatical intensity of mania. When people call scientists “mad” they refer to this quality. If that were not the case, they would never undergo the long and intense educational process that it takes to make a scientist.


      Which brings us to the main question: How do you govern the ungovernable? Should you even try?


      But before we get into that subject there are two other varieties of fictional scientist, common in stories but extremely rare in fact, who require comment. One is the rich scientist. Rich scientists are rare because a boy born rich is unlikely to develop the necessary drive, while poor scientists seldom have either the commercial acumen or the time and opportunity for financial manipulations to get rich.


      There are exceptions: I once knew a young scientist who inherited a pot of money, built his own lab with it, became one of the country’s leading biophysicists, and is now an authentic big shot, serving on committees to advise the President what to do with the Atom and so forth.


      But for practical purposes the rich scientist is like that other familiar fictional character: the super-colossal hero seven feet tall, with tawny hair and smoldering ice-blue eyes and never mind the mixed metaphors broad of shoulder and mighty of thew, who pulverize platoons of dastards and “liberates” droves of wenches as easily as we common clods put on our rubbers.


      Now, it is not true to say that no such person ever lived. There was one once: King Harold III of Norway (10151066 ) whose fantastic career out-Conaned Conan. Harold the Roughneck was seven feet tall; he did lead his army bellowing battle songs and cutting down foes like ripe wheat with a two-handed sword; he did hew his way at the head of the Byzantine Emperor’s Varangian Guard through the Muslim hordes to Jerusalem and back half a century before the Crusades officially began, and so forth. But the type has never been.


      The other fictional type is the beautiful lady scientist. As a matter of cold fact most lady scientists range from plain to downright ugly, even though Dr. Beebe did have a very photogenic assistant, a blond girl ichthyologist, some years back. The reason is simple. Ugly girls tend to go in for science just as skinny boys do, because they can compete in this field with their fellow-beings better than on more conventional grounds.


      Now comes the problem of putting our scientists to work and keeping them at it in an efficient manner. Well, where and how do scientists work?


      A rather small minority geologists, meteorologists, biologists, archeologists, et cetera go on expeditions between stretches of office work or teaching. The rest work in laboratories, governmental and private. The private laboratories are those of manufacturing companies, universities, and other institutions like museums and medical centers, and a few well-fixed individuals. A little over a billion dollars is spent yearly on scientific research in the United States, half by the government and half by private agencies.


      Among private organizations, colleges and universities tend to specialize more in pure science abstract problems about the nature of man and the universe while the other kinds favor applied science - engineering research on practical problems leading to improvements in ways of making and using things. However, just as there is no sharp distinction between these two kinds of research, so there is no sharp distinction between the organizations performing them. Many colleges and many industrial laboratories solve problems in both fields. Some of the laboratories of manufacturing companies do much basic research while others concentrate on specific problems.


      Moreover these organizations do a lot of work for each other. A manufacturing company, for example, may rely upon its own engineers for ordinary design and improvement of its product, but resort to a university or government laboratory for advice on drastic new departures and difficult problems. The university laboratory likewise may at the same time perform engineering research for a manufacturer, research in sociology or economics for the government, and investigation of a problem in pure science for itself in order to advance the knowledge of mankind.


      The “laboratory” using the word in its broadest sense will comprise a group of buildings or a single building or a part thereof, with equipment and personnel. This will be divided into parts, called “divisions” or “sections” or “laboratories” or whatever, each specializing in some field or branch of science. Then each of these subdivisions has two more or less distinct areas: the office space where the scientists have their desks separate cubicles for the higher ups; a general deskery for the rest and stenographers, and a “laboratory” proper where the physical work is done.


      A “laboratory” in the last sense is seldom so neat and shiny as it appears in movies about noble scientists. Instead it is cluttered with odds and ends of electric cable, tubing, wire, glassware, stands, pencil stubs, mechanics’ lunches, old technical magazines, ash trays made of discarded scientific paraphernalia, and so forth. Let some officious person “clean it up” and the scientists scream that they can no longer find anything: “I’ve been saving that roll of copper-nickel-iron wire for a year to use in Project 8663B, and now just when I have a use for it-”


      There is no very serious problem in hiring a young scientist to work in a laboratory. That is one reason there are degrees: so that the young scientists come neatly ticketed. Hence if you have work to be done in biochemistry you hire a biochemist.


      But then the trouble begins. If he turns out to be no good you fire him but how do you know when he is no good? Maybe the problem you gave him was inherently insoluble, so it is no discredit to him that he failed to solve it. On the other hand if he fails to solve several problems and then some other man succeeds, the first man doesn’t look very good. I have known a third-rate scientist who would repeatedly turn in nice neat reports, carefully calculated and composed and reasoned and every time the report would be rendered useless by some glaring basic error in scientific assumptions.


      Then, in most lines of work there is a rough correlation between a man’s general work habits neatness, agreeableness, punctuality, et cetera and the merit of his work. But with scientists this does not apply. Some very good scientists are disorderly people who keep irregular hours and snarl at everybody. It takes a good administrator to weigh the worth of the men under him and to see through such superficialities as sloppiness of appearance or disagreeable personality.


      Well, how do you get a good administrator?


      Ah, there’s one of the hardest nuts of all to crack. In most organizations, when you wish to choose a man to head the outfit or a section thereof, you pick the one in that group who has shown the most ability in his assigned work in the past. Now, if your outstanding scientist is also a good administrator you’re in luck and there is no problem. But this doesn’t happen any too often, because the qualities that make the best scientist are not at all those that make the best administrator. The scientist often cares little for people and doesn’t get on well with them; the administrator must be an expert on people and must get along with them. The scientist is usually bored to tears by bookkeeping, finance, time-checks, organization charts, and maintenance problems; the administrator must seize all these with a sure and confident grasp.


      Does it fallow that the man who knows the most about accounting, organization, and the like is the best lab administrator?


      No, because here you run up against another paradox. A laboratory cannot be closely compared with a production; sales, teaching, or policing organization, all of whom can show results that can be measured in simple units: dollars, arrests, and so on. A production department produces things that can be simply evaluated; a laboratory produces knowledge, and nobody knows what the knowledge will be worth until a year or a decade or a century has elapsed.


      But the administrator, playing nursemaid to a gang of idiosyncratic geniuses, must justify his fat salary. Unless watched he is likely to impose upon the laboratory a degree of regimentation, organization, and paper work that actually cuts down the productiveness of the group.


      In large organizations there is a natural tendency for paper work to increase with time. Each executive thinks of some daily or weekly or monthly report on hours, progress, equipment, et cetera which, if he could only make everybody turn it in faithfully, would give him a much clearer picture of what is going on in his organization. So he institutes this report, but seldom thinks to abolish any of the reports established by his predecessors. As a result the paper work increases until the scientists are actually spending a fifth or a quarter of their time writing reports.


      These contradictions and difficulties are least evident in laboratories that do cut-and-dried engineering tests. Such outfits run in a routine manner, with one engineer bossing a gang of undegreed technicians, in much the same manner as a production department.


      But as soon as any originality or thought is allowed you have “research,” and the more research you have, the “purer” the science, the greater are the administrative difficulties. The troubles also increase with the size of the organization, reaching a maximum in government labs and those of great private companies like du Pont and Bell Telephone. [footnote: I said great companies like them, not necessarily those two companies themselves. ] Though oceans of ink have been spilled on the respective merits and faults of capitalism and socialism, from the point of view of the ordinary working scientist or engineer, the difference between working for the government and for a large corporation could be put in your eye without discomfort.


      Experience shows that for profound theoretical research in pure science, men work best when working alone or in a voluntary association of two or three brains, and when given the greatest possible freedom. On the other hand for solving practical engineering problems, or applying known principles, the best results are had by well-organized teams of specialists seeking well-defined objectives. University laboratories, which go in more for pure science, therefore tend towards the former type of organization if you can call it that - while industrial laboratories, devoting themselves more to practical engineering, incline towards the latter.


      The good administrator is the one who can tell what is the optimum degree of organization and control for his particular group doing his particular kind of work. He must be able to manage his geniuses, to spur them on, and to protect them from uninformed outside interference without pampering them to the point where they take advantage of his liberality as some scientists, like other people, will do if encouraged.


      He must watch out, for instance, for the scientist who has been working for a long time on a problem and is hesitant to apply the crucial test for fear it will prove that he is on the wrong track, and who therefore goes on indefinitely refining his apparatus and devising subsidiary tests and generally fiddling around. The administrator must prowl around the laboratory enough to keep track of what goes on without driving his charges wild by constantly breathing dawn their necks. He must be able to ask for clearly defined results without imposing upon the scientist his ideas of how the results should be obtained and at the same time be ready to offer sound advice if asked, or to take corrective action if the scientist obviously has got off the track and is getting nowhere.


      One authority recommends that a good laboratory administrator should be somebody like a patent attorney, who has had plenty of contact with science without himself being primarily a scientist. Another suggests: “All administrators should be women, of the aggressive but motherly type. I think they would possibly do a very good job, being willing to provide for their mad little creatures in return for a kind word now and then, and no ego buildup.”


      As a practical matter the administrator, even if not primarily a scientist, should have a pretty good grounding in science, so that he shall be able to judge his juniors’ results and make intelligent suggestions when asked. Also, many technical people get huffy when asked to take orders from nontechnical people, whom they regard as virtual illiterates.


      Well, then, suppose you pick your administrator from the ranks of nonscientists who still know enough science for the task. What do you do to reward the scientist who has worked long and well for you and who in a more conventional organization might reasonably expect to be promoted to command of the group? For while most scientists are not extravagant hedonists with violent power-complexes, they do - like other people like to live reasonably well, and their egos demand at least some satisfaction in the form of promotion and pay-raises.


      Sometimes, as I said, a good scientist is also a good administrator, in which case there is no problem. But sometimes you have to cook up a scheme for raising a scientist’s pay and rank without actually putting him in charge of a department. You call him a “consultant” or a “senior engineer” or something, and reward him by giving him more freedom and less paper work instead of the reverse, which is the normal lot of the executive.


      As an example of the absurdities inherent in this paradox, there was a world-famous physicist who worked on the Manhattan Project at Los Alamos during World War II. To give him a rank commensurate with his standing in the field the United States Government had to hire him at one of their top rates, which meant that when the organization chart was drawn up this man was Number Three in command at Los Alamos. Ordinarily this meant nothing; Numbers One and Two ran the place and let Number Three sit in his chair and cerebrate. But the time came when Numbers One and Two were both away at once and our hero found himself acting director. A maintenance man came in to see the director and gave the physicist a long report on some perilous fire hazard that he had found, which should be attended to at once. When the maintenance man had finished, the physicist looked at him vaguely and said:


      “But that has nothing to do with physics!”


      And thereupon he rolled up his eyes and withdrew his soul once again into the Nirvana of the higher mathematical physics.


      The scientific administrator’s lot is a pretty exacting one. He has to go as far as he can to give his scientists optimum working conditions, but he can seldom go so far as they would like. They would like laboratories stocked with unlimited equipment which they could simply pick up in the stock room and walk off with, without even signing a receipt, and a minimum of supervision and reports. Then the administrator would not know what was going on, and when Congress or the Front Office or the Faculty Committee came around to ask what his geniuses were doing to justify their expense he would have a tough time answering which would not be good for next year’s appropriation.


      Or he might find that one of his bright boys had gone off into some line of work that happens to fascinate the scientist but that has nothing to do with the overall objectives of the organization.


      On this last point, a tot of trouble would be saved if the administrator would make it quite clear to the scientist when he hires him, just what is expected of him. If the man is employed to do dull routine tests on hydraulic valves he should be made to understand that fact clearly, and if he doesn’t wish to test hydraulic valves he does not have to take the job. But if the scope of the job is not made clear the scientist may get a bright idea for an improvement in rotameters and neglect the valves for his wonderful new discovery. And then trouble pops and the administrator is caught in the middle between the outrage of the scientist who is insulted by the lack of appreciation of his genius and the equal outrage of the man who is paying to have valves tested and expects just that.


      Another thing the administrator has to watch out for is overorganization, a disease that flourishes in large organizations in general and governmental departments in particular. We all know something about the general principles of organization; authority must be congruent with responsibility, fields of authority must be sharply demarcated, objectives must be clearly stated, and so on. And we know something about line versus staff organization and organization charts.


      Now, there are people who love those little charts with their lines and boxes as a pig loves mud. If given a free hand they will think up so marry interlocking relationships and lines of authority and committees, and ordain so many committee meetings and consultations and memoranda in octuplicate, that the organization will be paralyzed by sheer complexity. No organization will work very well if it is so complicated that even those running it can’t understand it.


      To give an example, during the late war I once had charge of the War Production Committee of the Naval Air Material Center in Philadelphia. This was the governmental equivalent of a labor-management committee in private industry, and was supposed to process suggestions for increasing production. Somebody in Washington set up the most elaborate scheme you ever saw, according to which several hundred people in the shops and laboratories were to be organized into five levels of committees. The shops elected the first set of committeemen, who in turn elected the second from among their number, and so on.


      As this was too complicated to be workable we simplified it to a mere four levels and went ahead. We had three hundred sixty committeemen working about one hundred fifteen hours a week on WPC work, plus five full-time employees including Lt. Comdr. de Camp - and three part-time officials spending another two hundred fifty hours a week on this activity. And most of the “work” was sheer waste motion. The useful part of it could have been done by a mere handful of people spending a fraction of the time, while the rest actually produced instead of talking about production. [footnote: I am happy to say that some months before the end of the war, the admiral and I agreed to abolish the whole monstrosity, and I was allowed to go back to gadgeteering. ]


      Over-organization is especially pernicious in dealing with scientists, who mostly like to work by themselves and who to some extent became scientists so that they could do so.


      And speaking of line and staff organization, there are two ways of handling the minimum routine work and paper-shuffling that must be done. One is to divide it or rotate it among the scientists, so that each gets his fair share of drudgery. The other, which is better if the organization is big enough to afford it, is to setup service departments to handle such matters. A scientist is not normally expected to clean the floor under his desk; you hire a janitor for that. By the same token you can take much routine letter-writing; material ordering, and the like off his shoulders by providing expert help.


      On the other hand he will probably have to do a certain disagreeable minimum of drudgery no matter how he hates it and no matter how well organized the laboratory is. For instance, he will have to write his own progress reports, or at least dictate them, because nobody else knows enough about his particular work to do so intelligently. And if you don’t make him turn in progress reports, he may die on you, leaving a mass of mysterious wires and tubes whose meaning nobody knows.


      Even a “pure” scientist, relieved as far as possible of administrative and routine tasks, will have to learn something of administration in order to manage his assistants. True, some very special scientists like mathematicians work without assistants - without any equipment save a pencil and paper and some reference books.


      But most laboratory scientists as they rise in their field are given bigger projects that require the help of extra hands and brains. A young scientist may start out all right until he reaches the point of having six or eight assistants. Then he runs into trouble because he has to get along with one technician who is a chronic loafer, another with a sneering disagreeable personality, another who steals laboratory equipment to sell, and so on. Then, despite his lofty boasts of neither knowing nor caring about the black art of human relations, he has to learn it or else.


      So much for laboratory scientists. There remains the matter of scientific expeditions. Here you need not worry much about paper work and over organization, because the ordinary expedition is too small. It may comprise anywhere from one person to a few score; expeditions whose personnel runs into three or four figures, like the Navy’s recent reconnaissances to the Antarctic, are very exceptional. And a few score people is still small compared to the six hundred odd researchers of General Motors Research, or du Pont with more than eighteen hundred scientists and an even larger number of technicians.


      Expeditions, however, have their own peculiar troubles troubles not often brought out in the stories. The bigger the expedition and the more remote and rugged the place it is going, the more acute the difficulties will be. These troubles are personality conflicts, and any expedition of more than a half-dozen members is likely to have them.


      For one thing exploring attracts not the prosaic, steady, average type of person, but the aggressive and unconventional individualist. When you crowd a lot of people of this type, of varied backgrounds, together for long periods, suffering from equatorial heat or polar cold, tempers get short and personalities grate. Faults of character that would be overlooked in civilization show up with glaring distinctness. Moreover if the conditions are to be rugged, the leader must pick comparatively young persons to stand the hardships, and being young they have not developed the self-control and tolerance that might enable an older group to get along.


      A candid account of many expeditions would reveal a distressing story of feuds, hatreds, mutiny, and outbursts of temper. The leader of such an expedition is in a difficult position. When a man turns out to be no good after it is too late to send him home, he can’t simply shoot the twerp. All he can do is relieve him of all duties connected with the expedition. And then he has the character underfoot for months, sulking, intriguing and plotting absurd revenges.


      But when the explorers get home they feel ashamed of having acted in such a childish manner. Hence in writing up their experiences or, more usually, having a ghost do it for them they tend to gloss over their personality troubles, and so most written accounts of expeditions give a deceptive effect of sweetness and light.


      One of the most famous American expeditions of the last thirty years operated in a far country for several successive years, and one year the scientists actually threatened to strike if two of their number were not excluded from further participation. These two, while pleasant enough ordinarily I met both of them became hogs when the supply and variety of foods was restricted. Thus when the jelly was passed at dinner one of them would take all of it. Another member almost caused a massacre because he ribbed and kidded a young native government official attached to the expedition, until the young man left in a fury and reported to his government that the group was really a secret military expedition.


      However, from what I have been able to gather, most of the personalitytroubles are caused, not by the scientists, but by the other personnel: aviators, mechanics, photographers, and so on. Scientists are by and large fairly easy to get along with if you don’t expect too much of them. Their general tendency is to concentrate on their own recondite researches and to pay little attention to each other and none at all to other human beings.


      All these troubles are compounded when an expedition is mixed as to sex, for after a few months in the jungle or on the Greenland ice cap even the average lady scientist looks good. More than one such mixed expedition has come home tearing its collective hair trying to figure out how to effect assorted trades of husbands and wives. When one mixed expedition was sent out some years ago, the people who managed it seriously considered sending the men across the ocean in one ship and the women in the other, to defer as long as possible the evil day when sex would rear its beautiful head.


      If an expedition must be mixed, it probably works best when it is small and consists entirely of married couples. If the director brings his wife but does not let anybody else bring his, you have a source of friction. And if you mix married couples, single people of both sexes, and married people without their mates, you are asking for trouble.


      But anybody who tries to manage people or activities for any purpose is asking for trouble, which is no adequate reason for giving up a worthwhile project. A successful expedition or laboratory is not one that has no personality or administrative troubles, but one that achieves its objectives in spite of them.


       


      22. THE STOLEN DORMOUSE


       


      Chapter I. 


       


      THE riot started during the Los Angeles Radio Exposition, in the third week of February, 2236. The foresighted managers of the Exposition had put the Crosley and Stromberg exhibits as far apart as possible. But they could not prevent the members of these companies from meeting occasionally.


      Thus, on the day in question, His Integrity, Billiam Bickham-Smith, chairman of Stromberg, had passed into the recesses of the Stromberg booth, leaving a froth of lesser nobility and whitecollars in his wake, when a couple of Crosley whitecollars dropped an injudicious remark within hearing.


      A Stromberg whitecollar said to one of these stiffly: “Did I hear you say our prefab houses leaked, sir?”


      “You did, sir,” replied one of the Crosleys evenly.


      “Are you picking a fight with me, sir?” The Stromberg fingered his duelling stick.


      “I am not. I am merely stating a fact, sir. “


      “Slandering our product is the same as picking a fight, sir. “


      “When I state a fact I state a fact, sir. Good day.” The Crosley turned his back.


      The Stromberg’s stick hissed through the air and whacked the Crosley’s skull. The Crosley’s skull gave forth a muffled clang, whereupon the Stromberg knew that his enemy wore a steel cap disguised by a wig.


      Now, no member of the nobility would have hit an enemy from behind. But the Stromberg was a mere low-born whitecollar, which somewhat excused his action in the eyes of his contemporaries.


      The Crosley who had been hit, shrieked “Foul!” and broke his assailant’s nose with a neat backhand. Strombergs boiled out of the exhibit, pulling on padded gloves and duelling goggles.


      At that instant, Horace Crosley Juniper-Hallett passed on his way to the Crosley booth to take up his outhanding for the day. His job was to pass out catalogues, printed in bright colors on slick paper, describing the Crosley exhibits, and also the many commodities other than radios, such as automobiles and microscopes, manufactured by this “radio” company. Exhibit-goers, unable to resist the lure of something for nothing, would collect up to twenty pounds of these brochures in the course of their visit, and like as not, drop them in a heap beside the gate on their way out. Horace Juniper-Hallett himself was of medium height and slim—skinny, if you want the brutal truth. His complexion was fair and his hair pale blond. He had twice given up trying to grow a mustache; after a month of trying, nobody could see the results of his cultivation except himself. Take a good look at him, for this ineffectual-looking youth is our hero.


      As he was barely twenty-two, and not too mature for his age, his behavior patterns had not yet hardened in the mold of experience. Just now, of the several conflicting impulses that seized him, that of playing peacemaker was uppermost. He ran up and pulled the nearest of the embattled partisans back. His eye caught that of Justin Lane-Walsh, heir to the Stromberg vice-presidential chair. He shouted: “Here, you, help me separate ‘em!”


      “Bah!” roared the heir to the vice presidency. “I hate all Crosleys, ‘specially you. Defend yourself!” And he advanced, whirling his duelling stick around his head. He and JuniperHallett were whacking away merrily, as were all the other members of the feuding companies in sight, when the police arrived.


       


      A DUELLING stick, whose weight is regulated by the conventions, is no match for a three-foot nightstick. When the clatter had died down, and the physicians were doing emergency repairs on assorted skulls, collar bones, and so forth, the chief of police summoned the chairmen of the rival houses.


      Billiam Bickham-Smith of Stromberg and Archwin Taylor-Thing of Crosley appeared, glaring.


      “Aw right,” said the chief. “I warned you ‘bout this here feudin’. I said, the next time they’s a scrap in a public place, I’d close up your show. I wouldn’t say a word if you’d fight your duels out in the hills somewhere. But I got to proteck the innocent bystanders. “


      The chief of police was a small, sallow man. He wore the blue tunic of officialdom, with a shield bearing the motto of the Corporate State: Alle was nicht Pflicht ist, ist verboten—“A1l that is not compulsory is forbidden.” His trouser legs were gayly colored, in different patterns: one that of the American Empire, the other that of Los Angeles, the capital.


      Archwin of Crosley looked through the head of the rival house as though Billiam of Stromberg were not there. He said to the chief: “You can’t expect my men to submit to unprovoked assault. Unprovoked assault. “


      “Unprovoked!” snorted Billiam of Stromberg. “My lord chief, I’ve got all the witnesses you want that egghead’s men struck first. “


      “What?” yelled Archwin of Crosley. “Where’s my stick?”


      Whereas, Billiam of Stromberg had a beautiful head of silky white hair, Archwin of Crosley had no hair at all. He was sensitive to references to this fact.


      “Won’t do you no good to start a fight here,” said the chief. “I’m going to close you up. I represent the plain citizens of Los Angeles, and we don’t want no feudin’ in the city limits. The Imperial Board of Control will back me up, too. “


      “Vulgar rabble,” muttered Billiam of Stromberg.


      “Have to travel all day to get out of the limits of this city,” growled Archwin of Crosley.


      The chairmen subsided, looking unhappy. They did not want the Exposition closed; neither, really, did the chief of police. Aside from the dangers of antagonizing two of the noblest clans of the American Empire, there was the loss of business.


      He let them think for half a minute, then said: “Course, if you’d agree to discipline your men hard enough next time there’s a fight, maybe we could let the show go on. “


      “I’ll go as far as that old goat will,” said Archwin of Crosley. “What’s your plan?” asked Billiam of Stromberg, controlling himself with visible effort.


      “This,” said the chief. “Any man who gets in a scrap gets degraded, if he belongs to one of the orders, and read out of his company. “


      The chairmen looked startled. This was drastic. Billiam Bickham-Smith asked: “Even if he’s of the rank of executive?”


      “Even if he’s of the rank of entrepreneur. “


      “Whew!” That was little short of sacrilege.


      Archwin of Crosley asked: “Even if he’s the innocent party?”


      “Even if he’s the innocent party. ‘Count of both of ‘em would claim they was innocent, and the only thing we could do would be give ‘em a trial by liedetector, and everybody knows how to beat the liedetector nowadays. Do you agree on your honor as an entrepreneur, Lord Archwin?”


      “I agree. “


      “You, Your Integrity of Stromberg?”


      “Uh-huh. “


       


      BACK at the Crosley exhibit, Archwin Taylor-Thing searched out Horace Juniper-Hallett. His Integrity’s eye had the sparkle of one who bears devastatingly good news.


      He said: “Horace, that was a fine piece of work you did this morning. A fine piece of work. That was just the right course to follow; just the right course. Try to prevent trouble, but if your honor’s attacked, give back better than you get. I’ve had my eye on you for some time. But, until today, you minded your own affairs and didn’t do anything to businessman you for.” The chairman raised his voice: “Come gather round, all you loyal Crosleys. Gimme a stick, somebody. Thanks. Kneel, Whitecollar Juniper-Hallett.” He tapped Juniper-Hallett on the shoulder and said: “Rise, Horace Juniper-Hallett, Esquire. You are now of the rank of businessman, with all the privileges and responsibilities of that honorable rank. I hereby present to you the gold-inlaid fountain pen and the briefcase that are the insignia of your new status. Guard them with your life. “


      It was over. The Crosleys crowded around, slapping Juniper-Hallett’s back and wringing his hand. Dimly, he heard Lord Archwin’s voice telling him he could have the rest of the day off.


      Then he was instructing a still younger whitecollar, Wilmot Dunn-Terry, in the duties of the outhander. “You encourage ‘em to take one of each of the catalogues,” he said, “but not more than one. Some of these birds’ll try to walk off with half a dozen of each, just because they’re free.” He lowered his voice. “Along around fifteen o’clock, your feet will begin to hurt. If there’s a lull in the business, look around carefully to see that none of the nobles is in sight, and sit down. But don’t stay sat long, and don’t get to reading or talking. Keep your eyes open for visitors and nobles, especially nobles. Got it?”


      Dunn-Terry grinned at him. “Thanks, Horace. Can I still call you Horace, now that you’re a businessman and all? Say, what’s this about the theft of a dormouse from Sleepers’ Crypt?”


      “Huh? I haven’t heard. Haven’t seen a paper this morning. “


      “One of ‘em’s disappeared,” said Dunn-Terry. “I overheard some of the nobility talking about it. They sounded all worked up. There was some talk about the Hawaiians, too. “


      Juniper-Hallett shrugged. His head was too full of his recent good fortune to pay much attention. The clock hands reached ten; the gates opened; the visitors started to trickle in. A still slightly dazed Horace Juniper-Hallett wandered off.


      His hand still tingled from the squeezing it had received. He wondered what on earth he had done to deserve his elevation to businessmanhood. He was young for the rank, he knew. True, he was of noble blood on his mother’s side, but Archwin of Crosley had the reputation of leaning over backward to avoid favoring members of the ruling class in dealing out businessmanhoods; he had even been known to elevate proletarians.


      What Juniper-Hallett did not know was that the chairman was trying to build him up as a possible heir to the presidency. His Acumen, the president of Crosley, was getting on; he had two sons, one a moron and the other a young hellion. Next in line, by relationship, was Juniper-Hallett himself. Though, as the relationship was remote, and Juniper-Hallett was of noble blood on his mother’s side only, he had not given the prospect any thought. His Acumen, the president, father of the precious pair of misfits, did not know the chairman’s plans, either.


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT, in his happy daze, noted casually the scowls of the Stromberg whitecollars. But the brief case and the fancy fountain pen in his breast pocket gave him the feeling that the hostility of such rabble could no longer affect him.


      Then he saw a girl. The daze cleared instantly, to be replaced by one of pinkish hue. She was a stunning brunette, and she wore the Stromberg colors of green, brown, and yellow. She was leaning against part of one of the Stromberg booths. Juniper-Hallett had seen her picture, and knew she was the daughter of His Integrity Billiam Bickham-Smith, chairman of Stromberg. Her name was Janet BickhamCoates, “Coates” being her mother’s father’s family name.


      Juniper-Hallett stood very still, listening to the blood pounding in his ears, and looking, not at the girl, but at a point three meters to the left of her. He ran over what he knew of her


      —she was just about his age; went in for sports— He was determined to do something about her. At the moment, he could not think what. If the Strombergs had been friendly, it would have been simple; some of them undoubtedly knew her to speak to. But as things were, she’d probably be no more ingratiated by the sight of the Crosley colors—a blueand-yellow-striped coat and red pants—than the rest of them.


      Nor would it be simple to get a suit of Stromberg colors. First, the obligations of businessmanhood forbade it. Second, the salesman in the clothing department of the drugstore would make you identify yourself. He’d want no trouble with the genuine Strombergs for having sold a suit of their colors to an outsider.


      And the Strombergs were throwing a big dinner that night. Justin Lane-Walsh appeared. He put his hat on his head of copper-wire curls and walked past Juniper-Hallett. He slowed down as he passed, growling: “If it weren’t for the old man’s orders, you dirty Crosley, I’d finish what we started, sir. “


      Juniper-Hallett fell into step beside him. “I’m sorry I can’t oblige you, you dirty Stromberg. I’d like nothing better, sir. “


      “I’m sorry, too. Don’t know what we can do about it. “


      Juniper-Hallett felt an idea coming. He said: “Let’s grab some lunch, and then go somewhere and drink to our mutual sorrow. “


      “By the great god Service, that’s an idea!” Lane-Walsh looked down at his enemy with an almost friendly expression. “Come along, sister. “


      “Coming, you big louse.” They went.


       


      “SIR,” said Lane-Walsh over his third drink, “I can just imagine my stick crunching through that baby face of


      yours. Swell thought, huh?”


      “I don’t know,” said Juniper-Hallett. He winced every time Lane-Walsh made a crack like that about his looks. But he was learning, somewhat late in life, not to let such taunts drive him into a fury. “I find the idea of knocking those big ears loose a lot nicer. Why do all Strombergs have ears that stick out?”


      Lane-Walsh shrugged. “Why are all Crosleys baby-faced shrimps?”


      “I wouldn’t call Lord Archwin baby-faced,” said JuniperHallett judiciously. “Any baby with a face like his would probably scare its parents to death. “


      “That’s so. Maybe I judge the rest of ‘em by you. Well,” he held up his glass, “here’s to an early and bloody settlement of our differences. “


      “Right,” said Juniper-Hallett. “May the worst man get all his teeth knocked out. Look, Justin old scum, what have you heard about the stealing of a dormouse from the Crypt?”


      Lane-Walsh’s face went elaborately blank. “Not a thing, sister, not a thing. “


      “I heard the Hawaiians might be mixed up in it. ““Might be,” said Lane-Walsh. “The dormouse that was stolen, a guy named Arnold Ryan, was half Hawaiian, they say. “


      “He must date back to the days of single surnames. Wasn’t he the original inventor of hibernine?”


      “He—” Lane-Walsh’s face went through a perfect double-take, as he realized that he had fallen over his own mental feet. He covered his confusion with a big gulp of rye-and-soda. Then he said: “You never know what those devilish Hawaiians are up to. Loafers, pirates, blasphemers against the good god Service. They’ve stopped another shipment of tungsten from New Caledonia. “


      “Sure,” said Juniper-Hallett. “But about this dormouse Ryan, whom you just said you didn’t know anything about—”


      “I said I didn’t know,” said Lane-Walsh angrily. “I may have heard a few things. Now, I say these Hawaiians ought to be wiped out. What’s the matter with our admirals? Scared of a few flying torpedoes? I—”


      “Pipe down,” said Juniper-Hallett.


      Lane-Walsh saw that he was attracting attention, and lowered his brassy voice. “Right. Say, I’ll be getting drunk at this rate. And I’ve got to be at the speakers’ table tonight. “


      Juniper-Hallett smiled. “I’m an A. C. member. How about dropping in there for a steam bath and a rubdown?”


      “Swell. You really take exercise and everything? You’ll be a man before your mother, sir. “


      “Yep. One of these days I’ll pull your neck out by the roots and tie it in knots, Your Loyalty. “


      “0. K., if you can do it. Makes me almost wish you were a human being instead of a stinking Crosley. Let’s go. “


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT took a steam bath with his enemy, wishing that he, too, had a set of muscles like the tires of a transcontinental bus. Years of conscientious weight-lifting and other, equally dull, exercise had hardened Juniper-Hallett’s stringy muscles until he was much stronger than he looked. But still he was not satisfied. Every bathing suit advertisement roused his inferiority complex.


      He said to Justin Lane-Walsh: “About that dormouse—”


      “Oh, forget the dormouse,” said Lane-Walsh. “You know as much about him as I do. As I understand it, he’s not due to wake up for another fifty years, so whoev~er’s stolen him is welcome to him. “


      “But suppose somebody’s found a way of rousing a man from a hibernine trance—”


      “Bunk. They’ve tried over and over again, and all they accomplished was killing a few dormice. Shut up, sister, and let me enjoy the steam. “


      Juniper-Hallett was too angry to say anything. But the heat soon sweated his sulks out of him, and he put his mind on the problem of the stunning brunette. When he spoke to Lane-Walsh again, it was to extol the abilities of a masseur named Gustav. Lane-Walsh bit.


      While Gustav was sinking his thumbs up to the second joint in Lane-Walsh’s tortured muscles, Horace Juniper-Hallett calmly dressed, put Lane-Walsh’s coat and pants in his new brief case, and walked out.


      Three hours later, he showed up at the ballroom of the American Empire Hotel. He was wearing Lane-Walsh’s suit, with the Stromberg colors of green for the coat and brown, with yellow stars, for the pants. His landlady, Service bless her, had tak~n a few reefs in it, so that it did not fit quite as badly as when he had first tried it on. He had further disguised himself by screwing Lane-Walsh’s monocle, which had been attached by a thread to the coat lapel, into his right eye. It made him see double, but that was a detail.


      Horace Juniper-Hallett was young; he was thin-skinned; he was afraid of doormen, headwaiters, and policemen; he had an inferiority complex a yard wide. But such is the magic of sex— well, love, if you want a nicer word for it—that he now marched up to the doorman of this ballroom as if he had had the courage of six lions poured into him. He had always considered himself a poor actor. But now he beamed confidence as he put his hand in his pocket. When the hand of course found no admission card, his expression of shocked dismay would have melted an even harder heart than that of this doorman—who had been specially picked for hardness of heart.


      “Must have left it in my other suit!” he bleated.


      “That’s all right, sir,” said the doorman, eyeing the green coat, the star-spangled pants, and the businessman’s fountain pen. “Just give me your name. “


      Juniper-Hallett gave an alias, and described himself as a Stromberg salesologist from Miami. He checked his hat and duelling stick, and went in.


       


      Chapter II. 


       


      THE ballroom was full of Strombergs and their women. Juniper-Hallett thought that the Stromberg colors en masse were pretty depressing. Now, at a Crosley ball— A couple of Strombergs near him were talking; executives by their heavy watch chains, nobles by their self-assured bearing. One said: “When the uranium gave out, we went back to petroleum, and when that gave out, we went back to coal. If the antarctic coal gives out—”


      “How about alcohol?” asked the other.


      “All you’d have to do would be to cut the earth’s population by three quarters. You can’t grow alcohol grains in little tin trays, you know. “


      “The Hawaiians—” The speaker realized that his voice was carrying to Juniper-Hallett; he lowered it and pulled his companion farther away.


      Juniper-Hallett was not listening. He had located Janet Bickham-Coates. She was standing on the edge of a crowd of portly Stromberg lesser nobility surrounding His Integrity, the chairman.


      Juniper-Hallett strolled up and tapped his forehead in greeting. “Care to dance, my lady?” he asked casually. “Oh, I’m sorry, I’m afraid you don’t remember me. Horace Stromberg Esker-Vanguard, Esquire. I met you at the last convention. You don’t mind?”


      She touched her forehead too, then, and melted into his arms. She murmured: “I’m glad you had the nerve to ask me. The young whitecollars are all afraid to go near father. So I’ve been dancing with fat His Acumen this and His Efficiency that for an hour. “


      “How was the dinner?” he asked.


      “Frightful. The speeches, I mean; the food was all right. “


      “Was His Loyalty, Justin Lane-Walsh, there?““No, now that I think, he wasn’t.” Then she asked: ‘What’s your real name?”


      “Didn’t I tell you?”


      “No, you didn’t.” She laughed up at him. It buoyed his ego to find that this girl laughed up at him, even if he was a shrimp compared to Lane-Walsh. She said: “You see, I never attended the last convention. “


      “The music’s good, isn’t it?”


      “Now, my young friend, you can’t get away with—”


      “Janet!” said a hearty female voice. Juniper-Hallett saw a tall, beaky, gray-haired woman. “I don’t think I know this one. “


      “Mother,” said Janet, “this is…. uh… Businessman—”


      “Horace Esker-Vanguard,” put in Juniper-Hallett pleasantly.


      “Not a bad-looking young fellow,” said the grand dame critically, “in spite of the silly eyeglass. I don’t know why they wear them. What did you catch him with, Janet? Salt?”


      “Mother!”


      “Ha-ha, now she’s embarrassed, Businessman Horace. Does the young good to be embarrassed occasionally. Keeps ‘em from taking themselves too seriously. She’s quite a pretty girl when she blushes, don’t you think? Well, run along, children, and try not to be bored. These conventions are stupid, don’t you think? Poor Janet’s been dancing all evening with dodos of my generation.” She and Juniper-Hallett touched their foreheads.


      “And now,” said the girl, “how about telling me who you really are?”


      “Must we come back to that subject? They’re starting a trepak. “


      “I’m afraid we must. “


      “You wouldn’t want to see me scattered all over the ballroom, would you? A head here, a leg there?”


      “I’d hate to see you scattered all over anything. But there’ll be some investigating unless you talk. “


      So Juniper-Hallett, his heart pounding with apprehension, told her who he was. Instead of being angry, she took it as a joke. Then she insisted on being told how he had come by the suit of Stromberg colors. She took this for an even better joke.


      “It served Justin right,” she said. “I don’t like his type— loud-mouthed ruffian, always bragging of his success with women. I suppose I shouldn’t talk that way about my own cousin, especially in the presence of the enemy. But now, why did you go to all that trouble to crash our gate?”


      “To meet you. “


      “Do I come up to your expectations?”


      “I could judge that better,” he said thoughtfully, “on neutral ground. You remember what your mother said about conventions. “


      “My mother,” she replied, “has remarkably good sense at times. “


       


      0N the way out, Juniper-Hallett’s ear caught a phrase ending with “—do with the dormouse. “


      Hell’s bones, he thought, why did that subject have to come up to distract him from his present business? The Strombergs were up to something; he was sure he hadn’t been taken in by Lane-Walsh’s elaborate protestations of ignorance. And then there was the Stromberg who had spoken of exhaustion of antarctic coal. It never rained but it poured. You droned along with an uneventful existence. Then all at once you met the most wonderful girl in the world; you were elevated to businessmanhood, with the prospect of eventually becoming an executive or even an entrepreneur and being allowed to carry a personal two-way radiophone; a couple of first-class mysteries were thrust under your nose. You couldn’t do all these subjects justice at the same time. The good god Service ought to arrange his timing better.


      He was sure Janet was the most wonderful girl in the world, on the quite inadequate grounds that her presence made him feel tall, brave, debonair, resourceful, cool-headed, and all the other things he’d wanted to be. He felt, in fact, as though he wouldn’t mind taking on a dozen Justin Lane-Waishes with duelling sticks at the same time.


      He was lucky enough to get a couple of good seats to a show. He and Janet whispered for the first twenty minutes, until people shushed them. But Juniper-Hallett still had too much to think about to pay attention to the mesh—the three-dimensipnal woven structure on which the images were projected. He did remember later that the show was a violent melodrama laid in the Century of Revolutions, and that at one point the heroine said: “I am going to die, Boris! Do you hear me? I am going to die!” Whereat, Boris had ungallantly replied, “Well, stop talking about it and do it!”


      The Hawaiians—Justin Lane-Walsh had mentioned them; so had the Stromberg executive at the ball. Horace JuniperHallett had been brought up to scorn and suspect them. They did not acknowledge the sovereignty of any of the big, orderly empires that divided the globe between them. They did not worship the great god Service. Instead of trying with all their might to increase production and consumption, as civilized people did, the wicked, immoral Hawaiians made their goods as durable as possible, worked no more than they had to, and sat around in the sun, loafing the rest of the time.


      To add injury to insult, they raided the shipping lanes now and then with their privateering submarines, robbing the ships of raw materials. And nothing, it seemed, could be done about it. An attempt by the combined American and Mongolian navies to do something about it, some years before, had ended in disaster for the attackers— “The show’s over,” said Janet in his ear.


      “Oh, is it?” he replied blankly. “Let’s go somewhere where we can talk. “


       


      NEXT morning, Horace Juniper-Hallett showed up at the Exposition, walking warily and frowning. He was wondering what he ought to do, being a young man much given to wondering what he ought to do. If he showed his face around there too much, Justin Lane-Walsh would appear thirsting for his blood. He was not afraid of Lane-Walsh, having exchanged a few stick slashes with him the day before and found him nothing extraordinary. But if he got in a fight, it would lead to all sorts of complications; perhaps his own degradation. And with his private affairs in such a delicate stage, he did not want complications. On the other hand he didn’t want people to think he was afraid—On the other hand—


      He ascertained that Lord Archwin of Crosley was in his semi-office in back of the Crosley exhibit. A conference with His Integrity would solve the problem for the present.


      “Well, my boy,” said the bald, billikenlike chairman, “how does it feel to be a businessman?”


      “Fine. But, Your Integrity, I thought you’d be interested in a couple of clues to the whereabouts of the stolen dormouse. “


      Archwin’s eyebrows, what little there was of them, went up. “Yes, Horace, I would be. Yes, I would be. What do you know about it?”


      Juniper-Hallett told him of Lane-Walsh’s reaction, and of the mention of the dormouse at the Stromberg ball.


      “That’s interesting, if hardly conclusive,” said Archwin. “What interests me more is how you got into that ball. “


      Juniper-Hallett gulped. He thought he’d been keeping out of trouble! But a businessman could not tell a lie, except in advertising his product. At least, so Juniper-Hallett had been taught to believe. He was in for disgrace and disaster, no doubt, but—He blurted out the story of his embezzlement of Lane-Walsh’s clothes, without mentioning his evening with Janet. Then he waited for the lightning to strike.


      The chairman’s forehead wrinkled; his nose twitched; his lips jerked; he burst into a roar of laughter. “That’s the best thing since Billiam lost his pants in a duel with me back in ‘12! Congratulations, Horace. “


      “Then… then I’m not going to be degraded for wearing false colors?”


      “Service bless you, no. If they’d caught you and made a protest, I might have had to go through some motion or other. But if they’d caught you, you probably wouldn’t have survived to tell the story. “


      “Whew!” Juniper-Hallett gave a long sigh of relief. Mixed with the relief was a slight feeling of disillusionment. He’d always been taught that the rules of businessmanhood were adamantine. Now they seemed to have a few soft spots, after all. And His Integrity’s integrity had acquired the faintest tarnish. Juniper-Hallett had taken his code so seriously, and worried so about its violation— “Let me think it over,” said Archwin. “I didn’t know you


      were such a Sherlock. The last regular agent we sent around to the Stromberg building was beaten nearly to death with sticks. Maybe I’ll have some more use for yo~, 1. Maybe I shall.” The chairman agreed that it would be prudent to transfer


      Juniper-Hallett from the Exposition back to the main office in the Crosley building. Thither Juniper-Hallett went, almost getting run over twice. His mind was on his date with Janet the coming evening. Not until he reached the office, which was over the main showroom, which stretched along Wilshire Boulevard for six blocks, did he remember that he had meant to ask Lord Archwin about the state of the antarctic coal fields.


       


      THEY met in the Los Angeles Nominatorium, one place they were unlikely to be disturbed. The long lines of columns stretched for blocks in all directions. Each line was sacred to one company or clan, and each pillar bore the names and dates of the members of one family of that company.


      “Now up here,” said the guide, “is somethin’ interesting. You see that blank space on the Froman column? That’s where they’d put John Generalmotors Froman-Epstein, only they didn’t put him nowheres. And on the Packard colonnade, they’s a blank space where they didn’t put Theodora Packard Hughes-Halloran, who married him. A Generalmotors marryin’ a Packard—hm-m-m.” He saw that his visitors were clearly not listening, and gave up.


      “Personally,” said Janet, “I don’t care whether they put me on a column or not. “


      “Neither do I,” said Juniper-Hallett.


      “Do we have to agree on everything, Horace?”


      “It sure looks that way. Maybe you agree with me that this Crosley-Stromberg feud’s gone on long enough. “


      “I certainly do. I asked father once what started it, and he said nobody in the company remembered any more, but I could probably find out if I wanted to dig back far enough into the records. “


      “It’s a lot of bunk,” said Juniper-Hallett. Taking his courage in both hands, he added: “I don’t see why a person can’t marry whom he pleases, companies or no companies. “


      She nodded gravely. “It’s their affair, isn’t it? Of course they ought to stay within their own class. “


      “Right. It doesn’t do to mix classes. But there’s no logical reason why you and I shouldn’t marry if we felt like it, for instance. “


      “No reason at all, if we felt like it. Why, you’re much better suited to me than anyone in the Stromberg Co. “


      “Make it both ways. As a matter of fact, I think it would be about a perfect match. “


      “Just about, wouldn’t it?”


      “If we felt like it. “


      “Oh, of course. “


      Juniper-Hallett looked at his shoe buckles. “Matter of fact, I know an old geneticist who’d do it if I asked him to. “


      She turned to face him. “Horace, you mean you do feel like it?”


      “Sure. Do you?”


      “Of course! I was afraid you were just citing an imaginary case—”


      “And I was afraid you were just being nice—”


      “Ever since I met you last—”


      “Ever since I saw you—”


      The guide looked back over his shoulder. He said “Hm-m-m!” and shuffled off into the night.


      “I’m afraid,” said Juniper-Hallett.


      “You afraid? You weren’t afraid of Justin yesterday. And you weren’t afraid to invade the ball last night. “


      “It’s not that. I feel somehow that something’s going to happen. Something to separate us. “


      “How frightful, Horace!”


      “Yep, that’s the word for it. For instance, do you know anything about the antarctic coal situation?”


      “No, I don’t suppose I do. Though I’ve heard father—”


      “Go on. “


      “Nothing definite; just a few words now and then. I suppose I ought to be more interested in coal and such things. But if that’s the case, I don’t suppose we ought to wait—”


      “Any longer than we have to—” said Juniper-Hallett.


      “We could start right now—” said Janet.


      “And see that geneticist of mine. I’ll have to go back to my house, though, and get my pedigree. I suppose you will, too. “


      “No,” she said brightly, “I brought mine along with me!”


      THE geneticist was a benevolent old gent named Miles Carey-West.


      He said hello to Juniper-Hallett, and implied with a look that he knew what his young friend had come for.


      “Got your pedigrees?” he asked. He glanced over JuniperHallett’s. Then he looked at Janet’s. He whistled when he saw the name at the top.


      “I thought I’d seen your face somewhere,” he said, peering through thick glasses. “Won’t this cause all kinds of trouble?”


      The young pair shrugged. Juniper-Hallett said: “Yep. We’re ready for it. “


      “Ah, well,” said Carey-West. “No reasoning with the young and headstrong. Maybe it’ll be a good thing; heal up this silly feud. Just like Romeo and Juliet. “


      “Who?” asked Juniper-Hallett.


      “Romeo and Juliet. Couple of characters in a play by a preindustrial English dramatist. Hope you make out better than they did, though. “


      “What happened to them? I’d like to read it. “


      “They died. And you’d have to read it in translation, unless you’re a student of Old English. Raise your right hands, both of you. “


       


      OF course, thought Horace Juniper-Hallett, it was another dazzling piece of luck, getting the girl of one’s dreams right off the bat. But he couldn’t help a slight feeling of dissatisfaction; a feeling that by rushing things so impetuously he’d missed something. Maybe it meant nothing to have a big wedding and walk out of the Gyratory Club under an arch of duelling sticks held by his fellow businessmen. But it would have been nice to have had the experience.


      It would not do to voice these fugitive thoughts.


      “Well—” he said uncertainly. They were standing outside the geneticist’s house, which was on a back street near Wilshire and Vermont. Now that Juniper-Hallett was no longer dazzled by the approaching headlights of matrimony, he could see the swarm of problems ahead of him clearly enough.


      Janet was waxing her nose. She said: “I’ll have to go back to the Stromberg building for a few days, anyway. “


      “What? But I always thought—I was led to believe—gulp—““That a bride went to live with her husband? Don’t be silly, darling. I’ll have to break the news gently to my parents. Or they’ll make a frightful row. I can’t go to live with a member of a rival company without my own company’s consent, you know. “


      “Oh, very well.” Juniper-Hallett had an uneasy feeling that his wife would always be about three jumps ahead of him in making decisions. “Every hour we’re separated will be hell for me, sweetheart. “


      “Every minute will be for me, precious. But it can’t be helped. “


       


      IT was too early to go to bed; besides which Horace JuniperHallett’s mind was too full of a number of things. Instead of heading for his rooming house, he walked along Wilshire Boulevard toward Western Avenue. The Crosley building reared into the low clouds ahead of him. The sight always aroused Juniper-Hallett’s pride in his company. Time had been when such tall buildings were forbidden because of earthquakes. Then they had excavated the San Andreas rift and filled it full of graphite. This, acting as a lubricant, allowed relative motion of the earth on the two sides to be smooth instead of jerks.


      A light, cold drizzle began; one of those Los Angeles winter rains that may last for an hour or a week.


      If he made good as a businessman, he’d soon be able to move into the Crosley building with the executives and full-blooded nobility. If— “Hey!” Juniper-Hallett saw Justin-Walsh running toward him, making aggressive motions with his duelling stick. The Stromberg must have been hanging around the Crosley building just in case. He yelled: “You’re the punk who stole my clothes!”


      “Now, Your Loyalty,” said Juniper-Hallett, “I’ll explain—”


      “To hell with your explanations! Defend yourself!”


      “But the chief’s order—”


      Whack! Juniper-Hallett got his stick up just in time to parry a downright cut at his head. After that, his reflexes took hold. The sticks swished and clattered. Pedestrians formed a dense ring around them; a ring that would suddenly bulge outward when one of the fighters came close to its boundary.


      Lane-Walsh was stronger, but Juniper-Hallett was faster. That, with sticks of the standard Convention weight, gave him an advantage. He feinted a flank-cut; followed it by a left-cheek-cut. He was a little high; the stick hit Lane-Walsh in the temple. The heir to the Stromberg vice presidency dropped his stick, and followed it to the pavement.


      Juniper-Hallett saw a policeman coming up, drawn by the crowd and the clatter of sticks. Juniper-Hallett pushed out through the opposite side of the ring. The crowd knew what to do: they opened a lane for him, meanwhile getting as much as possible in the way of his pursuer. Juniper-Hallett ducked down the stairs of the Western Avenue station of the Wilshire Boulevard subway before the cop broke through the crowd. After all, the young man had furnished them with free entertainment.


      But, though Juniper-Hallett got away, the police soon learned who had sent Justin Lane-Walsh to the hospital with a fractured skull. Everybody knew the colors of the Crosley Co., which appeared on the raincoat Juniper-Hallett had been wearing as well as on his suit. His brief case identified him as of the rank of businessman. And, of the members of that order, there was only one Crosley of Juniper-Hallett’s physical properties in Los Angeles at that time.


      They picked him up late that night, still riding the subway back and forth and wondering whether to give himself up to them, go home as if nothing had happened, or take an airplane for Mongolia.


       


      Chapter III. 


       


      THEY led him into the Crosley Co. ‘s private courtroom, wherein cases between one member of the company and another were normally decided. The Old Man was there, and the chief of police, and all the Crosley higher-ups. JuniperHallett looked around the semicircle of stony faces. Whether they felt sorrow, or indignation, or hostility, they gave no sign.


      Archwin Taylor-Thing, chairman of Crosley, cleared his throat. “Might as well get this over with. Get it over with,” he muttered to nobody in particular. He stepped forward and raised his voice. “Horace Crosley Juniper-Hallett, Esquire, you have been found unworthy of the honors of business-manhood. Hand over your brief case. “


      Juniper-Hallett handed it over. Archwin of Crosley took it and gave it to His Economy, the treasurer.


      “Your fountain pen, sir. “


      Juniper-Hallett gulped at giving up the last emblem of his status. Archwin of Crosley broke the pen over his knee. He got ink down his trouser leg, but paid it no attention. He threw the pieces into the wastebasket.


      He said: “Horace Crosley Juniper-Hallett, Esquire, no longer, you are hereby degraded to the rank of whitecollar. You shall never again aspire to the honorable status of business-manhood, which you have so lightly abused.


      “Furthermore, in accordance with the agreement of this honorable company with the city of Los Angeles, we are compelled to expel you from our membership. From this time forth, you are no longer a Crosley. You shall, therefore, cease using that honorable name. You are forever excluded from the Crosley section of the Imperial Nominatorium. Neither we nor any of our affiliated companies will have any further commerce, correspondence, or communication with you. We renounce you, cast you out, utterly dissociate ourselves from you.


      “Go, Horace Juniper-Hallett, never to return. “


      Juniper-Hallett stumbled out.


      He was halfway home, shuffling along with bowed head, when he put a hand in his coat pocket for a cigarette. He snatched out the note he found, which had gotten there he knew not how. It read:


      Meet me twenty-three o’clock basement Kergulen’s Restaurant tomorrow night. Don’t tell anybody. Anybody. A. T. -T.


      Juniper-Hallett decided he could defer thoughts of suicide, at least until he saw what the Old Man had up his sleeve.


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT’S old friend, the geneticist, was surprised, a week later, to get a visit from Janet JuniperHallett, nee Bickham-Coates. The girl looked a good deal thinner than when Carey-West had seen her last. She poured out a rush of explanation: “Father was wild—simply wild. This is the first time they’ve let me out of the Stromberg building— and they sent my maid along to make sure I wouldn’t sneak off to Horace. Where is he? What’s he doing?”


      “He was in once after his expulsion,” said the geneticist. “He looked like a wreck—unshaven, and he’d been drinking pretty hard. Told me he’d moved to a cheaper place. “


      “What’ll we do? Isn’t there any way to rehabilitate him?”


      “I think so,” said the old gentleman. “If he can get along for a year, and moves to some city other than the capital, I could arrange to have another radio company take him in. The Arsiays are looking for new blood, I hear. “


      Janet’s eyes were round. “Do companies actually take in outcasts like that?”


      The geneticist chuckled. “Of course they do! It’s highly irregular, but it does happen, if you know how to finagle it. Our man won’t have to stay proletarianized forever. These watertight compartments that our fine Corporate State is divided into, have a way of developing leaks. You’re shocked, my dear?”


      “N-no. But you sound almost as if you approved of the way they did things back in the Age of Promiscuity, when everyone married and worked for whomever he pleased. “


      “They got along. But let’s decide about you and Horace. “


      She sighed. “I can’t live with him, and I can’t live without him. I’d almost rather become a dormouse than go on like this. “


      “Now don’t look at me, my dear. I wouldn’t sell you any hibernine if I thought you should take it. Don’t want to spend my declining years in jail. “


      Janet looked puzzled. “You mean you might approve of it in some cases?”


      “Might, though you needn’t repeat that. In general, the laws against the use of hibernine are sound, but there are cases—”


      The doorbell rang. Carey-West admitted Horace JuniperHallett, dressed as a proletarian, and whistling.


      “Janet!” he yelled, and reached for her.


      “Why, Horace!” she said a few minutes later. “I thought you were a wreck. Didn’t you mind being expelled and degraded— and even being separated from me?“He grinned a little bashfully. If he’d thought, he’d have put on a better act. “That was all a phony, darling. The general performance, that is. I really got drunk. But that was at the Old Man’s orders, to make it more convincing. “


      “Horace! What on earth do you mean?”


      “Oh, I’m technically an outcast, working as an ashman for the city of Los Angeles. But actually, I’m doing a secret investigation for the Crosleys. Lord Archwin saw me after the ceremony and told me that if I was successful, he’d have me reinstated and—oh, gee!” Juniper-Hallett’s boyish face registered dismay. “I forgot I wasn’t supposed to tell anybody, even you!”


      “Huh,” said Carey-West. “A fine Sherlock your chairman picked. “


      “But now that you’ve gone that far,” said Janet thoughtfully, “you might as well tell us the rest. “


      “I really oughtn’t—”


      “Horace! You don’t mistrust your wife, do you?”


      “Oh, very well. I’m supposed to find out about this stolen dormouse. And I’m starting with the Strombergs. “


      “My company!”


      “Yep. Remember, we’re trying to stop the feud and bring about a merger between your company and mine. So it’s mine as well as yours, really. “


      “But my own company—”


      Juniper-Hallett did his best to look masterful. “That’s enough, Janet old girl! You want me reinstated and everything, don’t you? Well, then, you’ll have to help me. “


       


      THE precise form of that help Janet learned the following evening.


      She was sitting at her window in the Stromberg building, which towered up out of the clump of low and often fog-bound hills in the Inglewood district. She was watching the lights of Los Angeles and reading “How to Hold a Husband,” by the thrice-divorced Vivienne Banks-Carmody. She was also scratching Dolores behind the ear. Dolores was purring.


      Came a knock, and Dolores, who was shy about strangers, slunk under the bed. Janet opened the door. She squeaked:


      “Hor—”


      “Sh!” said Juniper-Hallett, slipping in and closing the door behind him. A fine rain of powdered ash sifted from his work clothes to the carpet.


      “How on earth did you get in here?” she whispered.


      “Simple.” He grinned, a little nervously. “I stuck a wrench into the works of the ash hopper and jammed it. While the boys were clustering about it and wondering what to do, I slipped in through the kitchen door. I rode up the service elevator; nobody stopped me.” He sat down, rustling and clanking a bit. His clothes bulged.


      “How did you know how to get here? The place is like a maze. “


      “Oh, that.” He took a huge fistful of papers from under his coat, leafed through them, and selected one. “They gave me a complete set of plans before I started out. I’ve got enough tools and things hung around me to burgle the National Treasury. I’m supposed to climb through your air conditioning system to the laboratory, to see if they’ve got the stolen dormouse there. “


      “But—”


      He stopped her with a wave. “I can’t start until early in the morning, when things’ll be quiet. “


      “About when?”


      “Between three and four, they told me. You’ve had your dinner, haven’t you, darling?” He took out a sandwich and munched.


      “But Horace, you can’t stay here!”


      “Why not?” He rose and entered the bathroom to get a glass of water.


      “I have to get to bed some time, and I can’t have a man—”


      “You’re my wife, aren’t you?”


      “Good Service, so I am! This is frightful!”


      “What do you mean, frightful?” he said indignantly. “Matter of fact, I was considering—”


      A knock interrupted him. Janet asked: “Who’s there?”


      “Me,” said the voice of Janet’s mother.


      “Quick, Horace! Just a minute, mother! Hide under the bed! Dolores won’t hurt you. “


      “Who’s Dolores?”


      “My cat. I’ll be right there, mother. Quick, please, please!”


      Juniper-Hallett, thinking that his bride might have shown a little more enthusiasm for his company, stuffed the rest of his sandwich into his mouth, put away the transparent sheet it had been wrapped in, and rolled under the bed. Janet opened the door.


      “I thought I’d spend the night with you,” said Janet’s mother. “I’ve been having those nightmares again. “


      Janet gave a vaguely affirmative reply. But Horace JuniperHallett did not hear it. His hand was clutching his mouth, which was open in a silent yell. Every muscle in his body was at maximum tension.


      Two feet from his head, a pair of green eyes, seemingly the size of dinner plates, were staring at him.


      When the first horrif~‘ing shock wore off, Juniper-Hallett was able to reason that if Janet wanted to call a full-grown puma a “cat,” she had every right to do so. But she might have warned him.


      Dolores opened her fanged mouth and gave a faint snarl. When Juniper-Hallett simply lay where he was, Dolores relaxed.


      Lady Bickham-Smith was talking: “—and even if your father is a bit rigid in his ideas, Janet, it was a crazy thing to do, don’t you think? You don’t really know anything about this man—”


      “Mother! I thought we weren’t going to argue about that—” Dolores kept her green eyes open with a faint, lingering suspicion, but did not move as Juniper-Hallett touched her head. He stroked it. Dolores’ eyelids drooped; Dolores purred. The sound was like an eggbeater churning up a bowlful of marbles, but still it was a purr.


      Then Juniper-Hallett’s mucous membrane went into action. He just stopped a sneeze by pressing a finger under his nose. His nasal passages filled with colorless liquid. His eyes itched and watered.


      He was allergic to cats, and he’d been neglecting his injections lately. And cats evidently included lions, tigers, leopards, pumas, jaguars, ounces, servals, ocelots, jaguarundis, and all the other members of the tribe.


      In an hour, when he was treated to the sight of the bare ankles of the two women, moving about preparatory to going to bed, he had the finest case of hay fever in the city of LosAngeles, which stretched from San Diego to Santa Barbara. And there was nothing he could do about t.


      But, he assured himself, no situation would ever seem grotesque to him again.


       


      Chapter IV. 


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT awoke after five or six hours’ fitful slumber.


      He tried to raise his head, bumped it on the bottom of the mattress, and realized where he was. It seemed incredible to him that he should have slept at all under those bizarre circumstances.


      But there he was, with a gray wet dawn coming in through the windows, and Dolores’ head resting peacefully on his stomach.


      After several years, it seemed, of his lying and silently sniffling, the women got up and dressed. Janet said: “I didn’t… yawn… sleep very well. “


      “Neither did I. It’s that beast of yours. I wish you wouldn’t keep her in here, Janet. She gives me the wiuliejitters. She kept purring all night long, and it sounded just like a man snoring. “


      When Lady Bickham-Smith had departed, Juniper-Hallett rolled out from under the bed. When he got to his feet, he threw back his head, closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and gave vent to a sneeze that fluttered the pages of a magazine on the table. He looked vastly relieved, though his eyes were red and watery and his hair was mussed. “There,” he said, “I’ve been wadtig to do that all dight!”


      ‘Was that all you thought about last night?”


      “Just ab—Do, of course dot!”


      “Darling!”


      “Sweetheart!”


      She stepped back and looked at him. “Horace, did you snore last night?” Her tone suggested that she wished she’d known about this sooner.


      “How should I dow? Have you got sobe ephedride id your bathroob?”


      “No, but Pamela Starr-Gilligan down the hail, may have some. Why?“Juniper-Hallett gestured toward the puma, who was standing with her forepaws on the window sill, looking at the rain. “I’b afraid that whed we have our owd hobe, dear, it’ll have to be without her. “


      “Oh, but Horace, how frightful! I love Dolores—”


      “Well, let’s dot argue dow. Will you get be sobe ephedride, old girl, before I drowd in by owd hay fever?”


      When she returned with the medicine, she found a thinner-looking Juniper-Hallett eating another sandwich and examining the air conditioning registers. On the floor lay a lot of engineering drawings, a coil of rope with a hook at one end, a flashlight, and a couple of burgiarious-looking tools.


      “Horace! What on earth—”


      He blew his nose violently and explained: “I’m trying to figure out which system would get me to the lab quicker, the risers or the returns.” He looked at the plans. “Let’s see. The Stromberg building has a low-velocity air conditioning system designed to furnish six air changes an hour with a maximum temperature differential of thirty degrees centigrade and a trunk line velocity of three hundred meters per minute. Ducts are of the all asbestos Carey type. There are 1, 406 outlet registers and 1, 323 return registers, mumble-mumble-mumble— Looks like the distance is the same in either case; but if I take the warm air side I’ll get toasted when I get down near the furnace. So it’ll be the returns. “


      He took his ephedrine and addressed himself to the return register. The grate was locked in place, but the frame to which it was hinged was held to the wall by four ordinary screws. These he took out in a hurry. He stowed his elaborate apparatus about his person, kissed his bride, and pushed himself into the duct head first.


       


      THE duct dropped straight for two feet, then turned horizontally.


      The corner was square, and was full of little curved vanes to guide the air around. Juniper-Hallett fetched up against these while his legs were still in Janet’s room.


      He backed out, muttering, got out his wrecking bar, kissed Janet again, stuck his upper half into the duct, and attacked the vanes. They came loose and plunked to the bottom wall of the duct one by one. Then Juniper-Hallett wormed himself completely into the duct and around the bend. “Wormed” is no exaggeration. The duct was a mere twenty by forty centimeters, and, thin as Juniper-Hallett was, it took all his patience and persistence to get himself around that hellish corner. Too late he remembered that he had a third sandwich in an inside pocket; he probably had jam all over the inside of his clothes by now.


      The duct soon enlarged where others joined it, so that Juniper-Hallett could proceed on hands and knees. Faint gleams of light came down the ducts from the registers. The breeze purred softly past his neck. The inside of the ducts was waxy to his touch. He came to another bend, and had to pry loose another set of vanes that blocked his path. He hoped he wasn’t making too much noise. But the asbestos muffled even the sound of the wrecking bar.


      Then he arrived at deeper blackness in the darkness around him; his right hand met nothing when he put it down. He jerked back in horror; in his hurry he’d almost tumbled down one of the main return stacks. It would have a straight drop of about a hundred meters.


      His viscera crawling, he turned on his flashlight. He found he’d have to pry a couple of baffle plates out of the way to get into the stack.


      That took a bit of straining, cramped as he was. When it was done, he stuck his head into the stack and flashed the light down against the stack wall below him. There ought to be a ladder of hand holds all the way from top to bottom.


      But there were no hand holds below him; nor above him, either. With great difficulty, he got out the plans and read them by the flashlight. His underwear was now clammy with sweat. The plan showed the hand holds. The plan was wrong, or the hand holds had been removed since it was made. He could not think why the latter should be.


      He took another look, and there were the hand holds—on the side of the stack opposite him.


      The idea of jumping across the two-meter gap over the black hole below him, and catching the hand holds on the fly monkeywise, made his scalp crawl. He sat for a minute, listening to the faint, deep, organlike note of the air rushing down the stack. Then he knew what he must do. He unwound the rope from around his middle, and tossed the hook on its end across the gap until it caught on one of the hand holds. Then he took the rope in both hands and slid off the baffle plates. He fetched up sharply against the other side of the stack.


       


      AN hour later, Juniper-Hallett arrived at the return-register, opening into the biology room of the Stromberg laboratories, well below ground. He was shaking from his hundred-meter climb down the stack. Without the plans, it would have taken him all day to find the right duct.


      He stifled a grunt of disappointment. The register was high up on one wall, giving him a good view of the room. The duct, serving a room much larger than Janet’s, was thrice the size of the one leading to hers, so Juniper-Hallett could move around easily.


      But there was no sign of the body of a dormouse anywhere. His watch told him it was eight-thirty. That was dangerously close to the hour when the scientists went to work. But if there was no dormouse, there would be no reason for invading— A lock clicked and a man entered the room. He stared at a


      long, bare table, and bolted out, slamming the door. Soon he was back with several more. They all shouted at once. “Ryan’s gone!” “Who was here last—” “I saw him on the table—” “—must have stolen—” “—the Crosleys—” “—shall we call the police—” “—the department’ll catch hell from—” “Shut up, sir! Let me think!”


      The last was from a man Juniper-Hallett recognized as Ho-sea Beverly-Heil, Stromberg’s chief engineer. He was a tall, masterful-looking man. He pressed his fingertips against his temples and squeezed his eyes shut.


      After a while he said: “It’s either the Crosleys, or the Ayesmies, or the Hawaiians. The Crosleys, on general principles; if we steal something, that is to say, it obviously has value for us; wherefore it behooves them to steal it from us. The Ayesmies, because Arnold Ryan was a prominent member of the A. S. M. E. back in the days when it was a legal organization; that is to say, now that they are an illegal, secret group, I mean, clique or… uh… group, and have been driven al most out of existence by our good dictator’s vigilant agents—” Here somebody snickered. Beverly-Heil frowned at him, as though everybody didn’t know that the dictator was a mere powerless puppet in the hands of the turbulent aristocracy of the great companies. “-our… his vigilant agents, as I was saying, they may wish the help of one of their former leaders in saving them from extinction. The Hawaiians, because they may suspect that Ryan, who, as is well known, is part Hawaiian, may give us their power secret; that is to say—Well, of the three possibilities, I think the second and last are too farfetched and melodramatic to be worth serious consideration; I mean to say, to merit further pursuit along that line. Therefore, by a simple process of elimination, we have to conclude that the Crosleys are the men—that is to say, the most likely suspects. “


      Juniper-Hallett, huddled behind the grill of the register, began to understand why Janet had called the Stromberg dinner “frightful.” Undoubtedly, Hosea Beverly-Heil had made a speech.


       


      THE chief engineer now turned on a squarely built, blond man with monocle stuck in a red face. “As for your suggestion, Duke-Holmquist, by which I mean your proposal that we call the police, I may say that I consider it about the silliest thing I ever heard, sir; that is, it’s utterly absurd. I mean by that, that to do so, would involve the admission that we had stolen, I mean expropriated, the body of Arnold Ryan in the first place. “


      Horace Juniper-Hallett was leaning against the grill, straining his ears. He was sure that his company hadn’t stolen the dormouse. Why should the Old Man send him out to hunt for the body at a time when he must have known of its whereabouts and of plans for its seizure?


      And then the grill, which was not locked in place at all but was merely held upright by friction, came loose and fell out and down on its hinges with a loud clang. Juniper-Hallett caught the register frame just in time to keep himself from tumbling into the laboratory.


      For a few seconds, Juniper-Hallett looked at the engineers, and the engineers looked at him. His face started to take on a friendly smile, until he noticed that the couple nearest him started moving toward him with grim looks. Men had been beaten to death with duelling sticks when caught in the enemy’s— Juniper-Hallett tumbled backward and raced down the duct on hands and knees. Behind him the technicians broke into angry shouts. The light was dimmed as the head and shoulders of one of them was thrust into the opening. Juniper-Hallett thought of trying to lose his pursuer in the maze of ducts. But he’d undoubtedly lose himself much sooner; and then they’d post somebody at each of the fourteen hundred registers and wait for him to come out— The man was gaining on him, from the sound. The laboratory was connected to the main air conditioning system; there were smaller special temperature rooms, with a little circulating system of their own. The duct that Juniper-Hallett was in turned up a little way on, to reach the basement level where it joined the main trunks from the air conditioner. He had come down the one-story drop by his rope. It was still there; he went up it hand over hand. Just as he reached the top, it went taut below him; the other man was coming up, too.


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT tried to pry the hook out, but it had worked itself firmly into the asbestos, and the weight of his pursuer kept it there.


      He took out his flashlight and wrecking bar. A businessman could hit another businessman, or a whitecollar, with a duelling stick. A whitecollar could hit another whitecollar or a businessman with a duelling stick. A whitecollar could use his fists on another whitecollar, but for a businessman to either strike with or be struck by a fist was a violation of the convention. An engineer ranked above a white collar and below a businessman; he could not be promoted to a businessman, executive, or entrepreneur, however. He could be struck with —Juniper-Hallett had forgotten. But it was utterly certain that hitting a man with a wrecking bar was a horrible violation of the code. Maybe an entrepreneur could hit a proletarian with such an implement, but even that— The man’s head appeared over the edge of the bend. As


      Juniper-Hallett turned the flashlight on, the man’s monocle gleamed balefully back at him. It was the thick-set fellow addressed as Duke-Holmquist.


      Juniper-Hallett hit him over the head with the wrecking bar; gently, not wishing to do him serious damage.


      “Ouch!” said Duke-Holmquist. He slipped back a little; then pulled himself up again.


      Juniper-Hallett hit him again, a little harder.


      “Uh,” grunted the man. “Damn it, sir, stop that!” He reached a large red hand out for Juniper-Hallett.


      Juniper-Hallett hit him again, quite a bit harder. The monocle popped out of the large red face, and the face itself disappeared. Juniper-Hallett heard him strike the bottom of the duct. He worked his hook loose and pulled the rope up.


      He could walk almost erect along the main duct. He hiked along, referring to his plan now and then, until he found the stack down which he had come. He stumbled over the vanes he had knocked loose before.


      He started to climb. By the time he had ascended ten meters, he had discarded the wrecking bar and the other implement, a thing like a large can opener. By the time he had gone twenty, he had stuffed his papers into his pants pocket and dropped his coat. He would have discarded the flashlight and the rope, except that he might need them yet.


      At thirty meters, he was sure he had climbed a hundred, and was playing the flashlight up and down the shaft to make sure he hadn’t already passed the takeoff with the bent baffle plate. The ephedrine made his heart pound even more than it would have, anyway.


      By and by, he worked out a system of looping his rope into a kind of sling, slipping the hook over one of the hand holds, and resting between climbs. The climbs grew shorter and shorter. He’d never make it. Anyone but a thin, wiry young man in first-rate condition would have collapsed long before.


      But he kept on; ten rungs; rest; ten rungs; rest.


      The ten rungs became nine, eight, seven—Pretty soon he’d give up and crawl out the first duct he passed. It might land him almost anywhere—but how could he get into and through it, without his burglary tools?


      He’d stop the next time he rested; just hang there in black space, until the Strombergs lowered a rope for him from above.


      THERE was the bent baffle! Feeling ashamed of his own weakness, Juniper-Hallett hurried up to it. How to get across the two meters of empty space? He climbed ten extra rungs, hooked the hook over a hand hold, climbed back down, took the rope in his hands, and kicked out, swinging himself pendulumwise across the stack. He caught the baffle all right and wormed his way into the duct. He found he would have to leave his rope behind. He said to hell with it, and squirmed out through the duct leading to Janet’s room.


      She was there alone. She squeaked with concern as JuniperHallett poured himself out of the register and collapsed on the rug. He had sweated off five of his meager sixty kilos, and looked it. She said, “Oh, darling!” and gathered him up. Dolores, not yet altogether used to Juniper-Hallett, slid under the bed again.


      With his little remaining strength, he tottered back to the register and began putting the frame of the grill back in place. A knock sounded. Juniper-Hallett looked up and mumbled:


      “S’pose I could go back and get my rope-don’t know how—and hang out the window—”


      “You’ll do nothing of the sort!” Janet bowled him over and rolled him under the bed.


      The visitor was a strapping young Stromberg guardsman. He explained: “Those fool engineers—begging my lady’s pardon—took half an hour getting Duke-Holmquist out of the flues before they thought to tell us. But we’ll catch the marauder; isolate the main stacks and clean them and their branches out one at a time—what’s that?” He bent over and examined the register. “Somebody’s been taking the screws out of this, and he didn’t put them all the way back in. The man hasn’t come out through your room, has he, my lady?”


      “No,” said Janet. “But, then, I was out until a few minutes ago. “


      “Hm-m-m.” The guardsman removed the register frame and stuck his flashlight inside the duct. “The vanes have all been knocked out of this bend. Somebody’s been through here all right. Mind if I search your room, my lady?”


      “No. But please don’t muss up my things any more than you have to. “


      The guardsman went through the closets and the bureau drawers. Then he approached the bed. Janet’s heart was in her mouth. Being a sensible girl, she knew that tier husband in his present condition, had not the ghost of a chance of throttling or stunning the man before he could give the alarm. And there was nothing in sight to use as a club— The guardsman bent over and pulled up the bedspread.


      Something hissed at him; he jumped back, dropping his flashlight. “Wow!” he said. “I’d forgotten about your lioness, my lady. I guess the fellow sneaked out through your room while you were out of it.” He touched his forehead and departed.


      Janet looked under the bed in her turn. “Horace,” she said. A snore answered her.


       


      Chapter V. 


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT awoke after dark. He felt almost human again, and very hungry. The cause of his awakening was the click of the door as Janet returned to her room after dinner.


      “Here, sweetheart,” she said, producing a couple of hard rolls.


      “Wonderful woman!” he replied, sinking his teeth.


      She said: “Mother’s going to spend the night here again. It’s her nightmares. “


      “Then I’ll have to get out somehow. Right away. “


      “Oh, must you, Horace?”


      “Yep. I don’t fancy another night with Dolores. “


      The puma, hearing her name, came over to Juniper-Hallett and rubbed her head against his knee.


      “She likes you,” said Janet.


      “That may be. But she gives me hay fever, and she has too much claws and teeth for my idea of a pet. How’ll I get out, old girl?”


      Janet got a raincoat, a hat, and a pair of shoes out of a closet. “If you put these on—”


      “What? Good Service, no! If it ever got out that I’d been doing a female impersonation, I’d never live it down. The mere idea gives me the horrors. “


      “But that’s the only thing I can think of—”


      “Me run around in a girl’s clothes? Yeeow!” He closed his eyes and shuddered. “If they caught me in what I’m wearing, the worst they could do would be to beat me to death. But that —br-r-r-r! No, a thousand times no!”


      Half an hour later he had his pants legs rolled up under the raincoat, and was putting on the hat. His expression was that of a man about to have a boil lanced by a drunken friend with a rusty jackknife.


      He stood up. Dolores rubbed against his legs; then suddenly reared up, embraced him with her muscular forelegs, and threw him. She sat down on him and licked his chin. She had a tongue like sandpaper of the coarsest grade.


      “Hey!” said Juniper-Hallett.


      “She wants you to stay and play with her,” said Janet. “She loves to wrestle. “


      “But I don’t,” said Juniper-Hallett.


      Dolores was persuaded to let Juniper-Hallett up, and was sent out for a walk with Janet’s maid while Juniper-Hallett hid.


      When Horace Juniper-Hallett got home late that night, he took off the hat and the shoes and flung them on the floor with a violence all out of proportion to the crime, if any, of these inoffensive garments.


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT’S next obvious step was to report to Lord Archwin of Crosley that he had arrived at the Stromberg laboratories just as the Strombergs learned that somebody else had made off with the precious dormouse.


      He didn’t relish the prospect. Lord Archwin might have regretted already sending an untrained young sprig out to gum-shoe and be glad of an excuse to call the deal off and put a professional Sherlock on the job. So Juniper-Hallett was relieved next morning when he learned at the Crosley building that Archwin Taylor-Thing was down at the Exposition, which was closing that day.


      Juniper-Hallett was starting out of the receptionist’s vestibule when he noticed a man sitting with a brief case—not a businessman’s fancy leather one, but a plain rubberoid bag— in his lap. The man had a large quantity of curly black hair, tinted spectacles, and beard. Juniper-Hallett did not know any men with beards, but still this one did not look unfamiliar to him. “Waiting to see the Old Man, sir?” he asked pleasantly.


      “Da. Yes. “


      “He won’t be back until late this afternoon, sir. “


      “Saw? That is too bad. But I shall wait for him anyway. “


      “I’m going down to see him now. Can I take a message?”


      “Da. Tell him that Professor Ivan Ivanovitch Chelyushkin waits to see him. He has wery important inwention to shaw him. “


      “How long have you worn those whiskers?” asked JuniperHallett.


      “Years and years. Gaw, young man, and geev your master my message!” The professor rose and pointed imperiously to the door.


      “I think,” said Juniper-Hallett in a low voice, “that you’re the lousiest actor I ever saw, Justin old slug. “


      The eyes behind the tinted glasses took on an alarmed, hunted look. “You damn dirty Crosley,” whispered the bearded man fiercely. “If you say a word, I’ll break your neck before ~hey can—”


      Juniper-Hallett laughed at him. “Now, now, I don’t want Your Loyalty beaten to a jelly. That’s what they’d do; beat you to a jelly.” He repeated the word ‘~jelly” with relish. “I’m not technically a Crosley any more, you know. “


      “That’s right, so you aren’t. And I’m nobody’s Loyalty. But—”


      “Let us gaw outside, my frand, where we can talk wizzout wulgar interruptions,” said Juniper-Hallett.


       


      JUSTIN LANE-WALSH explained, crestfallen: “After I got out of the hospital, they degraded and expelled me, just as they said they would. But our Old Man told me not to go off the deep end, because he might have some confidential work for me.


      “So last night I get a call from him, and he tells me somebody’s got our dormouse, the one we expropriated from the Crypt. You know all about that, don’t you? So the Old Man says, you find where the dormouse has gone, and we’ll see about giving you your rank back. “


      “Same thing happened to me, exactly,” said Juniper-Hallett. He explained why he was sure the Crosleys had not stolen the dormouse. Lane-Walsh scratched his head, getting black hair dye on his fingertips, but he could not see a hole in JuniperHallett’s reasoning.


      Juniper-Hallett went on: “Matter of fact I had an idea, when I saw you, that we’d do better together than working against one another. Why not? We’re both outcasts. “


      “Well,” said Lane-Walsh hesitantly, “suppose we find the dormouse; which of us—or which of our two companies—gets him?”


      “We could fight it out,” said Juniper-Hallett. He was sure he could handle Lane-Walsh, despite the latter’s size.


      “Can’t. The doc told me I couldn’t fight any more duels for a year, on account of what you did to my skull last time. Are there any other honorable methods?”


      “We’ll have to flip a coin or something.” Juniper-Hallett dismissed the disposal of the dormouse with an airy wave. Lane-Walsh, still doubtful, gave in.


      Juniper-Hallett said: “I don’t guess there’s much point in prowling around our own companies’ buildings any more. What we want is a lead to the Hawaiians or the Ayesmies. “


      “Do you know any Hawaiians?”


      “No. Do you?” asked Juniper-Hallett.


      “I’ve never even seen one. I understand they have brown skins and flat faces, sort of like Mongolians. “


      “Well, if we don’t know any Hawaiians, how are we going to find their secret headquarters? If they’ve got a secret headquarters. “


      Lane-Walsh shrugged. “I suppose we’ll have to go after the Ayesmies then. But I don’t know any Ayesmies, either. “


      “We both know some engineers, though. And any engineer might be an Ayesmy. “


      Lane-Walsh opened his eyes as if this was a great revelation.


      “That’s so! There’s one engineer around our building I don’t like. He ought to be an Ayesmy. “


       


      SO evening found the amateur Sherlocks lurking in the shrubbery—literally—in front of the Stromberg building.


      “That’s him,” said Justin Lane-Walsh. A portly man had just come out of the front entrance. “He walks home every night at this time. “They rose and followed the engineer Lane-Walsh didn’t like. They followed him to the restaurant where he ate his dinner. Lane-Walsh whispered to Juniper-Hallett: “That’s one of the things that made me suspect him. What’s his idea of sneaking off to eat by himself? They serve good grub in the Engineers’ Mess in our building. “


      Juniper-Hallett replied: “Let’s order something; but not too much. We don’t want to be in the middle of our meal when he finishes. “


      Juniper-Hallett had a tuna-fish sandwich and a glass of wine. Lane-Walsh had a glass of milk. The milk got in his beard, which was held on with a water-soluble adhesive. He had to hold the object in place with one hand. He muttered:


      “What’s this about your getting married to the Old Man’s daughter?”


      Juniper-Hallett told him.


      “I’ll be damned,” said Lane-Walsh. “That’s another reason for knocking your head off, when we have our duel after I get well. Janet’s a good kid, though. If I were sap enough to marry anybody, she’d do very nicely. Reminds me of a Spanish girl I met at a party last week. She was shaped like this and like this.” He gestured. “And when I woke up—”


      Just then the stout engineer whom Lane-Walsh didn’t like got up. His pursuers got up, too, and followed him out.


      As they mounted the stairs to the sidewalk, the engineer was there waiting for them. He came right to the point. “What the devil are you two following me for?”


      “We aren’t,” said Juniper-Hallett.


      “We were just waiting for an airplane, sir,” said Lane-Walsh. “Bunk!” roared the engineer Lane-Walsh didn’t like. “Get out of here. Right now, or I’ll call a cop!”


      They went.


       


      Chapter VI. 


       


      SLEEPER’S Crypt, colloquially known as Dormous Crypt, occupied the southern corner of Griffith Park, at Western and Los Feliz. From this elevation the Crypt commanded a fine view of the capital city, which its permanent residents were in no condition to appreciate. The Crypt itself was a big mausoleumlike building, streamlined. “Streamlined,” in the language of the time, meant, not shaped so as to pass through a fluid with the least resistance, but covered with useless ornamentation. The word got this meaning as a result of its misuse by twentieth-century manufacturers, who took to calling boilers, refrigerators, and other normally stationary objects “streamlined” when they merely meant that they had dressed their products up in sheetmetal housings and bright paint. Hence “streamlined” came to mean dressed up or ornamented, with no reference to aerodynamics.


      At the entrance to the Crypt was a cluster of watchmen. At sixteen o’clock, the line of sightseers entering the Crypt contained Justin Lane-Walsh and Horace Juniper-Hallett, conspicuous in their sober proletarian off-hour costume among the gaudy colors of the great companies.


      As they entered, Lane-Walsh remarked: “They’ve got about twice as many watchmen as usual here today. “


      “I guess they’re not taking any more chances of having another dormouse stolen,” said Juniper-Hallett. Just then they passed through a turnstile; one of a pair, one for incorners and the other for outgoers.


      Like all visitors to the Crypt, they lowered their voices. It was that kind of place. There was hall after hall, each with its rows of glasstopped caskets. In each casket was a sleeper. There was a little light above the head of the sleeper, which a visitor could flash on by a button if he wished to examine the sleeper’s face. At the foot of the casket was a plate with the sleeper’s name and other pertinent information, including the estimated date of his awakening.


      Lane-Walsh switched on one of these lights. The sleeper was a girl.


      “Some babe,” said Lane-Walsh. “If she was ready to wake up, now—”


      “Wouldn’t do you much good,” said Juniper-Hallett, reading the plate. “She isn’t due to wake for fifty years. And you won’t be up to much then. “


      “Sall right, I’ll be up to more at seventy-five than you are right now, shrimp. Say, I always wondered if they called ‘em dormice because the top of the coffin comes up like a door when they wake up and pull the switch. “


      “Nope. Matter of fact they’re named after some kind of mouse they have in Europe. It goes into a very deep sleep when it hibernates. Oh-oh, here’s a new ope. I didn’t know they were still taking them in. “


      “Sure,” said Lane-Walsh with much worldly wisdom. “You can get hibernine easy if you got the right connections. “


      Another of Juniper-Hallett’s youthful illusions popped. He concealed his feeling of shock, and led the way to the hall that had contained the torpid body of Arnold Ryan. There was quite a crowd around the empty Ryan casket. When Juniper-Hallett and Lane-Walsh wormed their way in close, they bent over and examined the object eagerly. This was what they had come for: having run out of all other ideas, they thought there might possibly be a clue in or around the Ryan casket.


      But the casket was exactly the same as all the others in the Crypt, except that the padding and the electrical connections had been removed from the interior. There remained nothing but a big plastic box, without even a scratch to hint at the destination of the victim.


       


      DISAPPOINTED, they strolled off, snapping casket lights on at random. Juniper-Hallett said: “All these folks, I understand, took a hibernine pill because they hoped they’d wake up in a better world than the one they were in. I wonder how many of ‘em will really like it better. “


      Lane-Walsh laughed harshly. “Whaddya mean, better? We’ve got a properly organized set-up, haven’t we, with a place for everybody and everybody in his place? What more could they want?”


      “I was just wondering—”


      “That’s the trouble with you, shrimp. You’d almost be a man if you weren’t always wondering and thinking. Hell, what does anybody want to think for? We hire the engineers to do that. Hey, what—”


      Juniper-Hallett was bending over behind one of the caskets. He said softly: “They ought to polish this floor up better.” He waved Lane-Walsh to silence as the latter opened his mouth to speak. Lane-Walsh, for all his bluster, took orders docilely enough in the presence of anything he did not understand.


      “See,” said Juniper-Hallett. There were a lot of parallel scratches running from the casket to the wall. “Somebody’s been shoving this box back and forth. Now if we could stick around here after the guards chase the rest out at seventeen— Oh-oh!”


      “What’s up, sister?” asked Lane-Walsh.


      “You wouldn’t understand, lame brain. It occurs to me that there’s a comptometer hitched to each of those turnstiles, so the guards can tell after they close the place whether as many people came out as went in. Got it?”


      “Oh. I get it. What’ll we do then?”


      “If you’ll shut up and let a man with a brain think, maybe I can figure a way.” Juniper-Hallett fell silent. Then he gave his friendly enemy instructions.


      They started out the front door, Lane-Walsh leading. Lane-Walsh passed through the outgoing turnstile and halted a couple of steps beyond it to light a cigarette. He remarked to the nearest guard: “So this is your wonderful Los Angeles climate, huh? I’ve been here just a week, and it’s rained the whole time. “


      The guard grinned. “You oughta be here in summer, mister. Say, would you move out of the way a little? People want to get by you. “


      “People” in this case meant Horace Juniper-Hallett. He had gone through the turnstile behind Lane-Walsh. When Lane-Walsh had stopped, he had stopped, too. While concealed from the doormen by Lane-Walsh’s broad shoulders, he reached back and gave the turnstile a couple of quick yanks.


      They strolled off into the drizzle while Lane-Walsh finished his cigarette. Juniper-Hallett explained: “I turned the out turnstile a couple of extra quadrants, so it reads two visitors too many. “


      “So what? If the out stile reads two more than the in, they’ll know something’s wrong—”


      “Dimwit! When we go back in we’ll raise the reading on the in stile by two, so they’ll balance after everybody but us has been cleared out. “


      “Oh,” said Lane-Walsh. “I get it. We better hurry back, or they’ll wonder why we’re coming in just before closing time. “


      “Almost human intelligence,” said Juniper-Hallett. “It’ll be too bad to spoil what little wits you have by cracking your skull again, when we have our duel. “


      AT seventeen the guards blew their whistles and herded everybody out. Juniper-Hallett and Lane-Walsh, by a bit of adroit dodging, hid from the guards, and were left in the empty Crypt. Most of the lights went out. There was no sound but the occasional, very faint, honk of an automobile horn wafted in from outside.


      Juniper-Hallett took out a sandwich and divided it with Lane-Walsh, who had not thought to bring one. Between bites Juniper-Hallett pointed to a bit of incomplete electrical wiring along the wall. He whispered: “I guess they’re putting in a fancy burglar-alarm system. Good thing we got here before they finished it. “


      “Say,” said Lane-Walsh, “wouldn’t it be something if all the dormice woke up at once and came out of their coffins?”


      “It would scare me silly,” said Juniper-Hallett.


      “Me, too,” said Lane-Walsh.


      They fell silent for a long time, huddling behind a pair of caskets and listening to their own breathing. Even the breathing stopped when a night watchman passed through the hall on his rounds, his keys jingling faintly.


      An hour later, when the watchman was due to pass again, Juniper-Hallett took off his shoes. When the watchman passed, Juniper-Hallett followed him, flitting from casket to casket like an apprehensive ghost.


      He came back in a few minutes. He explained: “I wanted to find what route he takes. The last station he keys into is in the next hall; after he works the dingus there he goes down to the basement and smokes his pipe. “


      “So what?” whispered Lane-Walsh. “If you make me sit on this floor all night just to watch the watchman make his rounds, I’ll—”


      “You suggested looking into this place!”


      “Sure I did, but staying here all night was your—”


       


      TWO more hours passed, marked by the watchman’s plod past.


      Then the watchers heard another step; a quicker one. They did not have to see the man to know that he was not the watchman. He walked straight down the passage between the rows of caskets, and stopped at the casket that Juniper-Hallett thought had been moved.


      The two outcasts peeked around the corners of their respective caskets. The stranger was pressing the button that lit up the inside of the casket, making a series of short and long flashes. When he had finished, the casket rumbled back toward the wall, exposing a hole in the floor. Light illuminated the stranger’s face from below, giving him a satanic look. He climbed down into the hole, and the casket slid back into place.


      Juniper-Hallett whispered: “That was Hogarth-Weems, one of the Arsiay engineers!”


      “Does that mean the Arsiays are back of all this?”


      “Don’t know yet. “


      They started to crawl toward the movable casket; then snapped back into their original positions as more footsteps approached. Another man walked in, flashed the light as the first one had done, and descended out of sight. Then came another, and another. Lane-Walsh recognized this one as a Stromberg engineer; so was the next one. Then followed a couple that neither knew; then a Crosley engineer.


      Juniper-Hallett speculated: “It must be an Ayesmy meeting. “


      “Because they have engineers from all the different companies?”


      “Right. “


      “Boy!” breathed Lane-Walsh. “What wouldn’t BickhamSmith give to know where their hide-out is! He hates ‘em like poison, and so do I. Even worse than the Crosleys. “


      “What’s so terrible about them?” asked Juniper-Hallett, more to be contrary than because he wished to defend the secret brotherhood.


      “They don’t know their place, that’s what. They’ve got a lot of wild revolutionary ideas about abolishing compulsory technician’s contracts, and letting engineers decide for themselves which company they’d like to work for. If their ideas were put through, it would gum up the whole machinery of our Corporate State. They—”


      They waited a while longer, but no more men came in. Eleven had entered the hole in the floor. Juniper-Hallett andLane-Walsh crawled over to the movable casket. They put their heads down next to the floor and next to various parts of the casket. From one place it was possible to hear a faint murmur of voices, but no words could be distinguished.


      Juniper-Hallett said: “The watchmen must be in on it. “


      Lane-Walsh nodded. They went back to their hiding places and waited for something to happen.


      It did, in the form of another visit by the night watchman. Juniper-Hallett rose and followed him in stocking feet, beckoning to Lane-Walsh.


      The watchman had just turned the key in the last signal station on his route, when Lane-Walsh’s big hands shut off his windpipe. He struggled and tried to yell, but nothing came out but a faint gurgle. Presently he was unconscious. Lane-Walsh relieved him of his pistol.


      Juniper-Hallett looked doubtful at this. “You know what the law and the Convention say about carrying a firearm,” he said.


      Lane-Walsh sneered silently. “Bunk! A lot of the upper execs and entrepreneurs carry ‘em. I know. “


      Juniper-Hallett subsided, and helped to tie up and gag the watchman. For anybody other than an authorized person, such as a watchman or soldier, to have a firearm in his possession was a serious violation of the statutes, and was an even worse violation of the Convention than hitting an engineer over the head with a wrecking bar. Young company members were allowed to settle their differences with duelling sticks instead, whose use seldom resulted in fatal injuries.


      Juniper-Hallett admitted that Lane-Walsh probably knew what he was talking about. On the other hand it irritated him that the man should be so violently in favor of the legal and social scheme under which he lived, and at the same time be so cynically tolerant of violations of its laws and mores, at least by members of his own group. Juniper-Hallett was one of those serious-minded persons who can never understand wide discrepancies between theory and practice in human affairs.


       


      THEY went back to the hall containing the movable casket. Lane-Walsh wanted to flash the light in the movable casket and, when the casket moved, to jump down and hold up the whole meeting. Juniper-Hallett refused. They waited three hours more. Then the casket rumbled back. The eleven men climbed out one by one, five minutes apart, and disappeared.


      “Now,” said Juniper-Hallett.


      “But, you damn fool, they’re all gone! There won’t be anybody in the hole!”


      “Somebody let the first bird in,” said Juniper-Hallett. “And unless he’s gone out another exit he’s there yet.” He put his shoes on, went over to the movable casket, and pressed the light switch in the sequence of flashes used by the engineers.


      The casket rumbled back. Light flooded up out of the hole.


      Lane-Walsh, pistol ready, tumbled down the steep steps. Juniper-Hallett followed.


      They were in a room, four or five meters square, with a door leading into another room. Two men were in the room. One was emptying ashtrays into a wastebasket. The other was gathering up empty coffee cups.


      They stared at the intruders and at the intruders’ gun. They slowly raised their hands.


      One of them was the square man with the monocle, DukeHolmquist. A patch of his scalp was shaven and covered with adhesive tape, where the wrecking bar had landed. The other man Juniper-Hallett did not know; he was a dark-skinned man with stiff gray hair and a smooth-contoured, slightly Mongoloid face.


      “That’s him. The dormouse,” said Lane-Walsh, referring evidently to the dark man.


      “Arnold Ryan to you, mister,” said the dark man. “I’m tired of having people talk as if I were a rodent. “


      “All right, Arnold Ryan,” said Lane-Walsh, “what’s this all about? What are you doing here?”


      “Looking for four-leafed clovers, sir,” said Arnold Ryan.


      “Come on, come on, no funny stuff. You see this gun?”


      “I say, is that a gun? I thought it was a grand piano. “


      Lane-Walsh got red in the face. “When I ask you something I want an answer!” he roared.


      “You got one. Two, to be exact. “


      Lane-Walsh showed signs of imminent apoplexy. “I want to know what this meeting was! Ayesmies or what?““The meeting,” said Ryan imperturbably, “was of the Los Angeles Three-dimensional Chess Club. “


      Lane-Walsh tore at his coppery hair with his free hand. “Liar! If it were a chess club, you’d have boards and pieces!”


      “That’s simple. We play it in our heads. “


      Juniper-Hallett touched Lane-Walsh’s arm. “Better let me talk to him,” he said. He asked a few questions of the two men, but got no more satisfaction than had Lane-Walsh.


      They held a whispered consultation. “What’ll we do with ‘em?” said Lane-Walsh. “If we start a public row, we’ll expose the Ayesmy, but they’ll take the dormouse away from us. “


      Juniper-Hallett thought. “I think I know a place where we can hide ‘em for a few days.” He addressed Duke-Holmquist:


      “Mr. Duke-Holmquist, I don’t know why you went to so much trouble to steal Mr. Ryan. But it’s obvious that you wanted him pretty badly. So I won’t threaten you; I’ll just say that unless you come along peacefully, we’ll shoot Mr. Ryan. We’ll try not to shoot him fatally. All right, Justin old fathead, make ‘em follow me. “


      He led the way out of the secret room. Behind him he could hear a whispered argument between the two engineers: “I told you we ought to have changed the meeting place.” “But we couldn’t on such short notice; you know why.” “Bunk! Once a dormouse was involved, somebody was bound to stumble on us sooner or later—”


       


      Chapter VII. 


       


      MILES CAREY-WEST, Juniper-Hallett’s elderly geneticist friend, was astonished to find four men ringing his doorbell at half-past one.


      When the prisoners had filed in, Juniper-Hallett took Carey-West aside and explained the situation.


      “Horace!” protested Carey-West. “I can’t—That’s a terrible thing to do to me! Where would I keep them? What if it were found out—”


      “You could blame it all on us,” said Juniper-Hallett. “And we’ll keep them in your basement. Please! Maybe I can use them to stop the Stromberg-Crosley feud. And Janet—”


      “Oh, very well,” grumbled the geneticist. “No arguing with you, I see. “Duke-Holmquist and the ex-dormouse were taken down to the basement and made more or less comfortable.


      “What’ll we do now?” asked Lane-Walsh. “Flip a coin to see who gets ‘em?”


      “I’ve got a better idea than that,” said Juniper-Hallett. He explained his plan for using the dormouse as bait to persuade the heads of the Stromberg and Crosley companies to bury their feud and merge.


      “What!” cried Lane-Walsh. “Us join up with a lot of lousy Crosleys? The worst manufacturing company in the business?”


      “Yep. You’ll find we’re not so bad. “


      “Oh, I see why you want it—so they’ll let you and Janet live together peacefully. Though why some people are so hot about married life I never could see. “


      “That does enter in. “


      “Huh! As if it weren’t bad enough that a good Stromberg gal goes and marries a weak sister like you, you want to ruin the proudest and noblest house of ‘em all by—”


      “Wait a minute, wait a minute, Justin old louse. Think of all the credit we’ll get for stopping the feud and bringing about the merger! Everybody’s forgotten what started it in the first place, and I’m sure the execs would be glad to call it off if they could do so without losing face. “


      “Hm-m-m. Well. Now that you put it that way—but I’d have to think about it. “


      “That’s easy enough. We’ll have to get some sleep before we can start our campaign. “


      They agreed that Lane-Walsh should take the first watch. Juniper-Hallett, as he curled up, gave his partner a fleeting glance. In his mind were the first seeds of suspicion. If he were asleep, and Lane-Walsh had the gun, and Lane-Walsh decided to double-cross him and turn Ryan over to his company forthwith— But so far Lane-Walsh had played the game fairly enough, even though he and Juniper-Hallett liked each other no better than when they started. A double cross like that, so easy, would be a violation of the code. And Horace Juniper-Hallett still had a good deal of faith in his code. What would be would be. He went to sleep.


      LANE-WALSH awakened him at three, gave him the gun, and went to sleep in his turn.


      Across the dimly lit basement the prisoners sprawled on their mattress. Duke-Holmquist was asleep, but Arnold Ryan was looking at him silently with bright black eyes.


      “I wish you birds would tell me something about your activities,” said Juniper-Hallett.


      “I,” said Ryan, “am a biological engineer, as you ought to know. I’m working on the development of a variety of pepper tree that doesn’t shed little sticky red berries all over the sidewalk, to stick to the soles of your shoes. Those little berries are one of the major drawbacks to life in your charming capital, as I see it. “


      “No, seriously,” said Juniper-Hallett, feeling very young and inadequate in the presence of this smooth jokester. “If I knew what you were up to, I’d have a better idea of whether I was doing the right thing. For instance, you’re part Hawaiian, aren’t you?”


      “Everybody knows that,” said Ryan. “My mother’s name was Victoria Liliuokalani Hashimoto, which is as good an old Hawaiian name as you’ll find. Each of the names carries the flavor of one of the three main ethnic strains we’re descended from. “


      “Are you working for the Hawaiians?”


      Ryan laughed. “You wouldn’t expect me to admit it if I were?” he asked.


      “All right. Can you tell me something about Hawaii? As far as I know, no American has been there for many years. “


      Ryan shrugged. “I can tell you what I knew from first-hand experience before I went into the hibernine sleep; or I can tell you what I’ve heard in the few days since my awakening. Not, you understand, that I’ve been in personal touch with Hawaiians. “


      “Mainly I’d like to know why they don’t let themselves be civilized like other people, and won’t let anybody on their islands. “


      “Oh, that,” said Ryan. “You think they should organize themselves into a tightly compartmented Corporate State like the American Empire, with an arrogant and disorderly aristocracy at the head of it, and worship Service at the Gyratory and Tigers’ Clubs every Sunday, and spend half their time running their legs off to produce as much as possible, and the other half running their legs off trying to consume what they have produced?”


      “Well—I didn’t say they should; I asked why they didn’t. “


      “They don’t like the idea, that’s all. They’d rather just lie on the beach. They’ve got a stationary population, all the food they can eat, and all the houses they can live in. And in that climate nobody wears much of anything anyway. They do a good deal of scientific research, partly for fun and partly to devise new ways of keeping out people they don’t want. But production—phooey!”


      “They sound like a lazy lot. “


      “They are. And they value the right to be lazy so much that they’ve wiped out three fleets sent out from the American and Mongolian empires to change their way of living. “


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT’S conscience bothered him a little for getting all this information while his partner was asleep.


      But, he thought, he could tell him the important parts later.


      He asked: “Are they hooked up with the Ayesmy somehow?”


      Ryan grinned. “Sorry, my boy, but you ought to know that topic is kapu. “


      “Well, what do they want? They’re up to something, I’m sure. “


      “I am told,” said Ryan carefully, “that they’re tired of living in a perpetual state of siege. They’d like to travel and see the world now and then. So, I suppose, they’d be glad to back any change in conditions in the empires that would enable them to do so. “


      “How did they manage to defeat those fleets?”


      “As I understand it, by three means: one, a new source of power—neither coal, nor petroleum, nor atomic power. Don’t ask me what it is, because I wouldn’t tell you even if I knew. You’ll hear more about it when the Antarctic coal fields run out. Two: a system of multiplying terrestrial magnetism over a given area, so that any fast-moving metal object, like an airplane engine, gets red-hot from eddy currents when it passes through the field. And finally their aerial torpedoes, which are nothing very remarkable except for their system of remote control. Now you know almost as much about their defenses as the defense chief of the Empire. “


      “What’s the Ayesmy?”


      “The American Society of Mechanical Engineers. “


      “I know that,” said Juniper-Hallett. “But who are they and what are they trying to do?”


      “You’re the most persistent young fellow. But I’m not telling you anything that the heads of your companies don’t know already. When the professional societies were suppressed as a disrupting influence by the first dictator, who came to power following the short-lived Communist regime that ruled after we lost the War of 1968—as I was saying, the A. S. M. E. was the only one that survived; underground, of course. And when the dictatorship began to decay under the fourth and fifth dictators, with the actual power being taken by a Board of Control representing the companies, they revived, though the companies fought them almost as hard as the dictators had done.


      “Nowadays, as I understand it, the Ayesrny consists of a lot of engineers who don’t like the Corporate State generally and the compulsory contract system in particular. They claim it makes them just high-priced slaves. “


      Juniper-Hallett was silent for a few seconds while he tried to figure out how the term “high-priced slave” applied to the engineers, and, if it did, what was so objectionable about that status. He asked: “What do you think about the compulsory contract system?”


      “I don’t. I never have opinions on political questions.” Ryan gave a slight, malicious grin that told Juniper-Hallett he wasn’t to take these statements too seriously.


      “Look here, what would you like us to do with you?”


      “Let us go, and forget you’d ever seen us or the room under the Crypt. “


      “Why?”


      “We’d just prefer it, that’s all. “


      “We can’t very well do that,” said Juniper-Hallett. “Our reinstatement depends on giving you up. “


      “I was afraid that was the case. But you asked me what we’d like. “


      “Is there any particular reason why we should let you go?“Ryan shrugged. “Just say we’re allergic to having the affairs of the Los Angeles Three-dimensional Chess Club poked into. “


      “Oh, now, you don’t expect me to believe—”


      “I don’t care what you believe, young man. “


      Juniper-Hallett, feeling a bit hurt, shut up. This man fascinated him; Juniper-Hallett was sure he had the solution of all the little mysteries and discrepancies that had been puzzling him. But the man was not, he thought, inclined to meet him halfway.


       


      YOU understand,” Juniper-Hallett told Lane-Walsh when they had breakfasted, “you’re to telephone first to Lord


      Archwin, and then to Lord Billiam. You tell each one you’ll hand the dormouse over to the other unless they’ll listen to our proposals. When you’ve softened ‘em up, arrange a three-way connection so you can talk terms. And—if you get a chance to send Janet here without letting the other Strombergs know where our hide-out is, I wish you would. This being just married and not even being able to see your wife is driving me nuts. Got it?”


      “I get it, shrimp. “


      Juniper-Hallett hesitated. “I… I don’t want you to think I’m suspicious, Justin old scum, but will you give me your word as a businessman?”


      “Sure. You’ve got it. “


      Juniper-Hallett gave a sigh of relief. The word of a businessman was a pretty serious thing. He took the pistol from Lane-Walsh, and watched his partner tramp up the basement steps and out.


      Duke-Holmquist turned his monocle on Juniper-Hallett. “You’re a pretty trusting young man,” he said.


      Juniper-Hallett shrugged. “He gave me his word. And if he ever wants to be reinstated, he won’t dare break it. “


      Arnold Ryan grinned sardonically. “You have a lot to learn,” he said.


      They were all silent. Juniper-Hallett paced the floor nervously, keeping an eye on his captives. These did not seem much disturbed. Ryan was chewing gum and Duke-Holmquist smoking a malodorous pipe. “Tell me,” said Juniper-Hallett to Ryan, “how did they wake you up?”


      Ryan shrugged. “Strontium bromide; au otherwise more or less useless salt. Some bright Stromberg engineer discovered that it counteracted hibernine. They kidnapped me from the Crypt so they could wake me up and ask foolish questions about the Hawaiians’ power, without having to release the formula to the Board of Control and bid against the other companies for my custody. If any one company got the secret of the Hawaiians’ power, it could practically extort control of the Board when the coal shortage arrives. “


      Juniper-Hallett continued pacing. For the first hour he was not much concerned. But as the second wore on, he felt more and more queasy. Lane-Walsh, in accordance with his instructions, should have finished his telephoning and reported back by now. Of course, the fact that he was to make his different calls from different drugstores, in case one of the chairmen should try to locate him, would complicate matters. JuniperHallett couldn’t leave his prisoners to do some telephoning of his own.


      Time passed, and suspicion and alarm grew in Juniper-Hallett’s young brain. Lane-Walsh might have met with foul play, or he might be indulging in a little of the same himself— And he was tied to his prisoners. He didn’t dare use his host’s phone for fear of being located. He could not walk the captives around the streets in broad daylight at the point of a gun. He regarded the weapon with distaste; he had never fired one, and had been brought up to consider the possession of one by a whitecollar or businessman a disgraceful thing.


      He heard old Carey-West’s doorbell ring. He listened, tensely, for Lane-Walsh’s return.


      But it was Janet.


      “Darling!” they both cried at once. In the midst of the embrace that followed, Juniper-Hallett had the presence of mind to swing his beloved around so that her back was to the captives, whom he still menaced with the gun.


      “Here,” said Juniper-Hallett, pressing the gun into her hand. “Cover these men; don’t let them get away until I get back. “


      “But, Horace—““Can’t explain now. Going out to phone. I’ll be back shortly.” And he bounded up the steps. Good old Justin—the louse had stuck to his word after all.


       


      OUTSIDE the drizzle had ceased. Pools of water lay on the sidewalk, reflecting the cold blue of the sky. JuniperHallett shivered and stuck his hands deep in his pockets. He wished he had his overcoat along.


      The nearest drugstore was The Sun at the corner of Wilshire. Juniper-Hallett found his way through the hardware and furniture departments to the phone booths, tucked in one corner of the sporting goods department.


      He called Archwin of Crosley. As Lord Archwin was ex officio of the rank of entrepreneur, he could be located at any time through his private portable radiotelephone set.


      “Horace!” cried Lord Archwin. “Where are you, my boy? I’ve been worried about you. Very much worried. “


      “I’m all right, Your Integrity,” said Juniper-Hallett. “And I’ve got the dormouse. “


      “You have? You have? Where? We’ll come collect him, at once!”


      “Just a minute, Your Integrity. You see, I didn’t catch him all by myself.” He gave a thumbnail account of his co-operation with Justin Lane-Walsh, and of his offer to give up the dormouse in return for the chairman’s promise to initiate a merger.


      Archwin of Crosley heard him through, then asked suspiciously: “Where’s that Lane-Walsh? Is he with you?”


      “No, sir, he went out to phone you and his own chairman, leaving me with the prisoners. But I haven’t heard from him, and I’m afraid something happened to—”


      “You idiot!” yelled Archwin into his transmitter. “Idiot! Idiot! Imbecile! Fool! Don’t you know he’s gone to get the Strombergs to take your men away from you? Don’t you know that?”


      “But he gave me his word as a businessman—”


      “Idiot! What’s a businessman’s word worth? Nothing, when his company’s interests are involved! Nothing! What’s any Stromberg’s word worth? Nothing, again! You tell us where to find the dormouse, quick, before the Strombergs get there, or—”


      “Hey!” said Juniper-Hallett. “I won’t do anything of the kind. And Justin Lane-Walsh did keep his word, at least as far as sending my wife to me. I’ve kept my word and he’s—”


      “You utter nitwit!” shrieked the chairman. “You young jackass! You can kiss your reinstatement good-by! We don’t want traitors and sentimental pantywaists in the organization! You—”


      Juniper-Hallett had heard Lord Archwin in a tantrum before, and knew that arguments were useless. He hung up and started sadly back to the geneticist’s house. If the chairman said he wouldn’t readmit him to the company, he wouldn’t readmit him to the company. He wondered whether Lane-Walsh had gotten in touch with his own chairman— And then an ominous thought struck him. He walked faster.


      Janet was still there in the basement, covering the two engineers, who were being gallant.


      Juniper-Hallett bounded down the steps; “Janet! Didn’t Justin Lane-Walsh send you here?”


      ‘Why no, Horace. I haven’t heard from Justin since he was degraded. I came here because I thought Mr. Carey-West could tell me where you—”


      “Oh my Service! Then Justin did double-cross me! Lord Archwin was right; I am an idiot. Now I’m in bad with the Crosleys, and Justin’ll be here any minute with a gang of Strombergs!” He took the pistol from Janet and laid it on the table. He turned to Ryan and Duke-Holmquist. “I guess you birds can go; I don’t see how I can do any good keeping you here. “


      The engineers grinned as if they had expected something of the sort all along. Duke-Holmquist said: “Why don’t you throw in with us, young man? You can’t expect anything from the companies, you know. “


      “I don’t know… I don’t know what you stand for—”


      Duke-Holmquist opened his mouth to say something. Just then the door flew open, and four Strombergs with duelling sticks tumbled down the steps. In their lead was Justin LaneWalsh.


      LANE-WALSH pounced on the pistol. He turned to Juniper-Hallett, grinning nastily. “Hah, sister, so you’re still here, huh? Very nice, ve-ery nice indeed. We’ll take these smart engineers along. But first we’ll teach you to marry a decent Stromberg girl. “


      Janet exploded. “You let him alone! He’s my husband!”


      “Exactly; that’s just the point. But when we get through with him he won’t be anybody’s husband. Then maybe you can marry some decent Stromberg. Not me, of course,” he added hastily.


      Janet punched Justin Lane-Walsh in the nose.


      Horace Juniper-Hallett kicked one of the Strombergs in the shin, violating Paragraph 9a, Section D, Rule 5 of the Convention. Then he wrenched the stick out of the man’s hands, and hit him over the head with it.


      The two engineers went into action likewise. Juniper-Hallett never could remember just what happened next. He did remember boosting Janet up the steps by main force, the engineers behind him, and slamming and locking the basement door just as the pistol roared and a bullet tore through the plastic.


      “Mmglph,” said a bundle of ropes on the floor. It was Miles Carey-West. They cut him loose. Another bullet crashed through the door; they all ducked.


      “What do we do now?” asked Juniper-Hallett.


      The two engineers had been whispering. Duke-Holmquist said: “Follow me. “


      They sprinted out of the house. Carey-West panted after them, crying: “Can I come, too? I’m sunk anyway once it comes out that you used my house. “


      Duke-Holmquist nodded curtly and walked swiftly to Wilshire Boulevard. There he hailed a cab and piled his whole party into it. “The Dormouse Crypt,” he told the driver.


      “Where are we going?” asked Juniper-Hallett.


      “Hawaii,” said Duke-Holmquist.


      “What?” Juniper-Hallett turned his puzzled frown to Ryan. Ryan, instead of explaining how one got to Hawaii via the Crypt, said: “He’s convinced finally that his strike plan’s fallen through. We’ll have to skip. You’d better come along. “Duke-Holmquist nodded gloomily. “If I’d had a couple more years to prepare—”


      They zipped up the steep hill at the north end of Western Avenue.


      Janet said: “But I’m not sure I want to go to Hawaii—”


      “Sh, sweetheart,” said Juniper-Hallett. “We’re in this up to our necks, and we might as well stick with them.” He turned to Ryan. “I can’t understand why Lane-Walsh, if he was going to double-cross me, didn’t do it last night while I was asleep and he had the gun. “


      Ryan shrugged. “He probably didn’t make up his mind to do so until after he left Carey-West’s house. He’s not terribly bright, from what I hear. “


      They stopped and got out. Duke-Holmquist told the driver to wait, and strode up to the front entrance of the Crypt. He whispered to the doorman.


      The doorman stepped inside and shouted: “All visitors out, please! There’s a time bomb in the Crypt, and it may go off any minute. All out, please! There’s a time bomb, and these experts have come to take it away. All—”


      He jumped aside as the first of the visitors to realize what he was saying went through the turnstile with his overcoat fluttering behind him. The others followed in record time. It did not take long, for it was still morning, and the Crypt was not yet full of visitors.


      The engineers went straight to the movable casket, put their shoulders to it, and rolled it back. Juniper-Hallett and his bride followed them down into the underground room.


      They did not take the time to pull the rope that slid the casket back over the hole. They went straight to a wall cupboard, opened it, and took out a simple electrical apparatus which Juniper-Hallett did not recognize.


      A couple of wires led from the apparatus back into the cabinet. The apparatus had a brass arm with a circular pad on the end of it. Duke-Holmquist began depressing and releasing this arm, so that it went tick-tick-tick, tick, tick-tick, and so on. Juniper-Hallett was mystified. Then he remembered that one of the pioneers in electrical communication, centuries before, had invented a system of sending words over wires by having intermittent impulses represent the letters. The man’s name had been—Morris? Marcy? No matter. Duke-Holmquist was sending a message of some kind. And now and then he paused while the machine ticked back at him.


      One of the Crypt guards put his head down the hole. “Mr. Duke-Holmquist, sir!” he said. “They’ve come!”


      “The Strombergs?”


      “Yes, sir. Automobiles full of them. “


       


      Chapter VIII. 


       


      DUKE-HOLMQUIST finished his ticking and stood up. He asked: “Have any of you boys guns?”


      “No, sir. Toomey-Johnson, the night watchman, is the only one of us allowed to have one, and his was taken off him the other night. “


      The burly engineer cursed softly. Then he bounded up the steep steps. The others followed.


      About fifteen Strombergs stood around the entrance, hefting their sticks. Their way was barred by three guards with billies. Justin Lane-Walsh, among them, yelled in: “You might as well send ‘em out, or we’ll come in and get ‘em!”


      Juniper-Hallett asked Duke-Holmquist: “What are the cops doing?”


      “We don’t want to call in the police, and neither do they.” The engineer turned to the guard who had called them: “How about the rear entrance?”


      “They got some men there, too, sir; all around. “


      “Looks as though we were stuck,” said Duke-Holmquist somberly.


      Juniper-Hallett fingered the stick he had taken from the Stromberg. “Our cab’s still out there. “


      “Yes, but we haven’t got a chance of getting to it. “


      “I don’t know,” said Juniper-Hallett. “I can run pretty fast. “


      “You’ve got an idea, Juniper-Hallett?”


      “Yep. I’ll draw ‘em off, and you make a run for the cab. “


      “Horace!” said Janet. “You must not take such a risk—”


      “That’s all right, darling.” He kissed her and trotted off to the rear entrance.


      Two guards inside it faced three Strombergs outside. Juniper-Hallett pushed between the guards and leaped at the nearest Stromberg. Whack! Whack! The Stromberg dropped his stick with a howl. The others closed in on Juniper-Hallett; one of them landed a blow on his shoulder. Then JuniperHallett wasn’t there any more. He dodged past them and raced around the big building over the smooth lawn. He hit one of the front-door Strombergs and kept on running, pausing just long enough to thumb his nose at the rest as they turned startled faces toward him.


      Yapping like a pack of hounds, they streamed away after him. He ran down the long hill, breathing easily. This was fun. He could outrun the whole lot— He took another glance back, and ran into a fire hydrant. He went sprawling, fiery pain shooting through his right leg. The yells rose as they pounded down to seize him.


      The cab squealed to a stop just beside him. He had barely the strength and presence of mind to reach a hand up; a hand from the cab caught it and pulled him in. That is, it pulled him part way in; a Stromberg got a hand on his ankle.


      “Ow!” yelled Juniper-Hallett.


      The tug-of-war was decided by the cab driver, who spun his rheostat. Off they went. The would-be captor was dragged a few steps, and then let go.


      “I think my leg’s broken,” said Juniper-Hallett. Ryan felt the leg and decided it was just bruised.


      Janet, looking out the rear window, said: “They’re coming in their cars. “


      “Can’t you go any faster?” Duke-Holmquist asked the driver.


      “Governor’s on,” was the reply. “Can’t do over sixty k’s. “


      “Damn,” said Duke-Holmquist.


      “What’s that?” asked Ryan. “Cars have governors nowadays?”


      “Yes. They go on automatically when you enter a built-up area. But if we can’t do over sixty, neither can they. “


       


      THEY purred sedately down Western Avenue at sixty kilometers per hour, and the Stromberg force purred after them. Now and then one party would gain when the other was held up by traffic. But on the whole they maintained the same interval.


      Duke-Holmquist asked the driver: “When does it go off?““Slauson Avenue. “


      “When it does go off,” said Juniper-Hallett, “they’ll be able to catch us. They’ve got big, fast cars. Where are we headed for, anyway?”


      “San Pedro,” said Duke-Holmquist.


      “Are we taking a seaplane?”


      “No. The navy could catch us easily. “


      “Submarine?”


      “No. There hasn’t been time for the Hawaiians to send us one. “


      “What, then?”


      “You’ll see. “


      “But—” Just then they reached the southern limit of the governor zone, and Juniper-Hallett’s question was choked off by the cab’s spurt. The driver kept his hand on the horn button. They gained several blocks on the pursuers before the latter reached the edge of the zone and accelerated.


      “They’re gaining,” said Janet.


      “Oh, dear,” said Carey-West. The little oldster was trembling.


      They squealed around a corner and raced over to Main Street, then took another corner.


      “They’re still coming,” said Janet.


      A little while later she said: “They’re gaining again. “


      Duke-Holmquist and Ryan looked at each other. “Maybe we could figure the point where they’ll catch us by differentials,” said the former.


      “Maybe,” said Ryan, “we could tell ‘em we’re not us, but a family on its way to a polo game. “


      Juniper-Hallett looked to the right of the car into the open cut in which the Pacific Electric’s inter-urban line ran. “Hey!” he said, “look down there!”


      Half a mile ahead of them they could see the tapering stern of a car pulling into the North Compton station.


      “Change to a streetcar?” said Duke-Holmquist.


      “Right. Hey, driver!”


      They skidded into the station. They were scrambling aboard a few seconds later when the Stromberg cars pulled up.


      The streetcar was a thirty-meter torpedo that ran on two rails, one below it and the other overhead. The motorman’s compartment was a closed-off section in the nose. The four men and the girl marched up to the front of the car, threw open the door, and crowded into the compartment. The legitimate passengers looked at one another. They had never seen that happen before. But then these people had seemed to know what they were doing, so they didn’t feel called upon to interfere. The car started, a bit jerkily. It accelerated up to its normal two hundred kilometers per hour. It kept on accelerating. The passengers began to mutter and look to their safety belts.


      Inside the compartment, the motorman, who was being firmly sat upon by Duke-Holmquist and Ryan, protested:


      “You’ll pass Gardena station! This is a local! You gotta stop at Gardena!”


      “Hell with Gardena,” said Juniper-Hallett over his shoulder. He was at the controls.


      “How fast is she going?” asked Ryan.


      “Three hundred and thirty-six k’s. “


      “You’ll burn out the fuel batteries!” wailed the motorman.


      Juniper-Hallett said soothingly: “The P. E. can sue us, then. Say, maybe you’d better tell me how to stop this thing, motor-man old sock!”


      “What?” shrieked the motorman. “You don’t even know?”


      Somebody knocked on the door. The committee ignored the knock. Somebody tried the door, but they had locked it in advance.


      The motorman told Juniper-Hallett how to stop the car. He also asked where they were.


      “I’m not sure,” said Juniper-Hallett, “everything goes by in such a blur. Matter of fact, I think we’re near Anaheim Road. “


      “Then stop it! Stop it!” yelled the motorman. “Or we’ll go right off the end of the track into the drink!”


      “Oh, my!” said Carey-West.


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT applied the brake. The landscape continued to flash past; they had come out of the cut onto an embankment. Juniper-Hallett applied more brake. Wilmington rushed at them. The deceleration squashed them all against the front of the car. They were through Wilmington and screeching down the end of the line. The bumpers grew at them as the landscape finally slowed down. They hit the bumpers with a bang, and tumbled backward.


      They raced out through a car full of jade-faced passengers. Duke-Holmquist led them a couple of blocks to the waterfront.


      “Damaso!” yelled Duke-Holmquist.


      A swarthy man stuck his face up over the edge of the nearest pier. “Hiya, boss!” he said.


      “Everything ready?”


      “Sure is, sir. “


      They tumbled breathlessly down steps and into an outboard boat. Before they had recovered their breath, Damaso had cast off and purred out to a dirty-white yawl anchored among a flock of motorboats, sailboats, and tuna clippers.


      “Are we going in that?” gasped Juniper-Hallett.


      “Uh-huh. Climb aboard. “


      “But you’re crazy! They’ll catch us in a police launch or something in ten minutes!”


      “Do as you’re told,” snapped Duke-Holmquist. Juniper-Hallett, half convinced that he was accompanying a party of lunatics, hopped aboard the yawl and helped Janet up. Damaso was already casting off from the buoy. The yawl had a little coke-gas auxiliary that sputtered into feeble life. Juniper-Hallett was sure the engineers were crazy; starting for Hawaii—with half the Stromberg Co., and the Los Angeles Harbor Police, not to mention the Imperial American Navy, likely to be after them any time—in a little cockleshell designed for taking people out for a day’s fishing. The boat did stink of fish, at that, and the low afternoon sun glinted on a silvery scale here and there.


      They vibrated out of the long channel with maddening slowness. Juniper-Hallett squeezed Janet’s hand until she complained he was hurting her.


      “Take it easy,” said Ryan. “Duke-Holmquist knows what he’s doing. “


      “I hope he does,” said Carey-West. “Oh, dear, why did I get mixed up in this?”


      “Don’t worry about the police,” said Duke-Holmquist, his monocle reflecting the sun as he stood at the wheel. “Lieutenant More-Love is one of our sympathizers. The P. E. will try to set them after us, but he’ll see that they look every place except the right one. “


      “How about the Strombergs?” asked Juniper-Hallett.


      “I think one of those young nobles owns a seaplane. If they come after us, there may be trouble. We’ll worry about that when the time comes. “


       


      THEY were out of the channel. In the outer harbor sat part of the navy: a seaplane mother ship, three hundred meters long, with five of her birds around her; flying boats with a one-hundred and fifty-meter wing-spread, each of which carried launches and dinghies larger than the fishing yawl.


      Juniper-Hallett looked at Duke-Holmquist, jerked his thumb toward the flying boats, and raised his eyebrows.


      Duke-Holmquist said: “I think the Strombergs will do everything they can to catch us themselves first, before they call in the Board of Control. If they take us, it probably won’t be alive. “


      “You’re the head of the Ayesmy, aren’t you, sir?”


      Duke-Holmquist permitted himself a wry smile. “You’re right, youngster. Or I was until I had to run away. “


      They were rising and falling in the Pacific swells now. Juniper-Hallett said: “I wish they’d come if they’re going to. I don’t like this waiting. “


      “The longer the wait, the better our chances,” said Ryan imperturbably.


      Juniper-Hallett asked: ‘What was the Ayesmy up to?”


      Duke-Holmquist replied: “We were going to pull a strike of all engineers, to have the compulsory contract system abolished. We were going to force a lot of other reforms, too, to break down the compartmentation of the Corporate State and give everybody a hand in the government. But it was terribly slow work operating by means of an illegal organization. If we tried to take in all the technicians, there’d bound to be a leak. And if we didn’t, we couldn’t count on the nonmembers when the time came. “


      “The truth is,” said Ryan, “that they’d never have gotten sufficient co-operation from the profession anyway. Your average engineer is too much enamored of respectability and dignity to go in for revolutionary conspiracy. For the privilege of rating salutes from the whitecollars, they’ll put up with their state of gilded peonage indefinitely. “


      “That’s not fair, Arnold,” protested Duke-Holmquist. “You know those—”


      “We’ve argued this before,” said Ryan, “and we’ve never gotten anywhere. I say, isn’t that our friends?” He pointed north at a silvery speck in the sky.


      Janet said: “Justin kept his plane at Redondo Beach. “


      “That’s what took them so long,” said Duke-Holmquist. “Damaso! Get the things out.” He grinned at the company, once again self-confident at the prospect of violent action. “Stand by to repel boarders!”


      The seaplane grew, soared overhead, turned, and came down with a smack on the waves. It taxied up astern of the yawl.


      As it approached, they could see Justin Lane-Walsh climbing out on the left wing. His mouth opened and moved, but they could not hear him against the wind and the whir of the propeller. The seaplane swung to one side and came up abreast of them to windward. The other Strombergs climbed out, too. Lane-Walsh yelled, this time audibly: “Heave to, you!”


      Duke-Holmquist said: “Do you see that pistol anywhere?”


      “No,” said everybody after looking.


      Ryan added: “Maybe they lost it, or emptied it breaking the lock of that door. “


      “Fine,” said Duke-Holmquist. He put his hands to his mouth and bellowed: “Keep off or we’ll sink you!”


      “Haw haw,” roared the Strombergs.


      The yawl pounded ahead through the swells, and the breeze blew the seaplane astern of them again. The pilot gave the motor more juice, and the machine crept up alongside once more.


      Duke-Holmquist called: “Let ‘em have it, Damaso!”


       


      DAMASO, standing on the forward deck with his feet spread, was doing a curious thing. He was whirling around his head a length of rope to the end of which was tied a block of wood. He gave a fast whirl and let fly. The block flew toward the plane, the rope snaking after it.


      The Strombergs saw it coming, and evidently thought those in the yawl were throwing them a rope to make fast. A couple braced themselves and spread their hands as if to catch it. But such was not Damaso’s intention. The block hit the propeller with a terrific clank; splinters flew; the propeller stopped turning with ajar that shook the seaplane. The propeller was seen to have one blade sharply bent, and to have meters of rope tangled around its hub.


      The Strombergs set up a howl of rage. Some of them climbed out on the left wing as if ready to jump down into the yawl, toward which the wind was swiftly blowing them. The seaplane tipped alarmingly. The pilot yelled. A couple of Strombergs crawled out on the other wing to balance the craft.


      Damaso hurried aft with a boathook.


      Duke-Holmquist said: “Get ready to jab a hole in their float at the water line.”


      Damaso poised himself. The Strombergs, yelling threats, clustered at the end of the wing. At the tip was Justin Lane-Walsh.


    


  




  

    

      For a breathless thirty seconds the parties glared at each other, as the two craft bobbed closer and closer. Duke-Holmquist spun the wheel a little, the yawl nosed downwind a few points.


      “They’re going to drift astern of us,” said Juniper-Hallett.


      Duke-Holmquist laughed shortly. “Don’t you think I ever ran a boat before?”


      The wind pressure on the seaplane’s rudder had swung the craft into the wind like a weather vane, so that, though it was drifting astern of them, its left wing was still toward them. Justin Lane-Walsh gathered himself to jump; but they were not quite close enough.


      “Hey,” said Juniper-Hallett, “we need that bird!”


      He snatched the boathook from Damaso and shot the business end up to the seaplane wing. He caught the hook in Lane-Walsh’s starspangled pants and yanked. Lane-Walsh’s legs went out from under him; he sat down on the wing tip, bounced, and smacked the water. A cloud of spray rose, and was instantly blown down against the receding seaplane.


      Juniper-Hallett caught a glimpse of a head of copper-wire hair, but it was already out of reach of his hook. Duke-Holmquist nodded and brought the boat around in a big circle. They came upon Lane-Walsh, swimming heavily in his clothes toward the seaplane, which was drifting swiftly in the general direction of Ensenada. They hauled him aboard. The chatter of his teeth came clearly over the puttering of the engine. The Pacific off sunny southern California is icy in February.


      Juniper-Hallett explained: “I just remembered that he was with me in the Crypt the night we made our raid, and recognized several of the Ayesmy members. He’d have made trouble for them if we’d left him here. “


      “Good work, boy,” said Duke-Holmquist.


       


      JUNIPER-HALLETT winced at the “boy.” If being married didn’t make one a full-grown man, entitled to the respect accorded to such, what did?


      He asked: “Are we safe now, sir?”


      “No,” said Duke-Holmquist. “They’ll radio their company, and the company will appeal to the Board of Control to order the navy out to stop us. “


      “Then it’s useless to try to get away?”


      “We’ll see. “


      Ryan climbed out of th~cabin, whither he and Damaso had taken Lane-Walsh to change his clothes. Juniper-Hallett asked him: “How do you fit into this, sir?”


      Ryan’s smooth brown face smiled, and the wind ruffled his stiff gray hair. He said: “I was to be a go-between for the Ayesmy and the Hawaiians. The Hawaiians wanted to back the Ayesmy in upsetting the Corporate system, because it would end the siege of the Islands. But they wanted somebody they could trust, not having any agents on the mainland. I was the only one, and I was in a hibernine sleep.


      “Then that Stromberg engineer discovered the effect of strontium bromide, and the Strombergs stole me from the Crypt to try to get the secret of the Hawaiians’ power from me. It was developed back before I went to sleep, you know. Of course, the Stromberg engineers who were also Ayesmies knew about the theft, and arranged to have the Ayesmy rescue me. “


      “How did the Ayesmy communicate with the Hawaiians? I’d think their messages would be intercepted. “


      “They would have been, if they had been sent the normal way. But people used to communicate with the Islands, centuries ago, by undersea cables, and those cal~les are still there. The mainland end of one of them is in a museum in Frisco. The Ayesmy spliced a lead into it and used the ancient dot-dash method. “


      ‘What is the Hawaiian power?”


      “Maxwell demons, sir,” said Arnold Ryan.


      “What?”


      “Special bacteria. Bacteria are the only things that can break the second law of thermodynamics, you know. They can, for instance, separate levulose from fructose, though the molecules of these sugars are identical except that one is a mirror image of the other. Starting with these bacteria, the Hawaiians have developed strains that will build up hydrocarbons out of water and carbon dioxide, taking their energy directly from the heat of the solution. So the solution gets cold, and has to be brought back to outside temperatures to keep the reaction going. But they have the whole Pacific Ocean to warm it up with. It’s like putting a lump of ice iti a highball, and instead of the ice’s melting, having the ice get colder and the highball hotter. “


      Juniper-Hallett did not understand much of this. He asked:


      “Then are all these plans for breaking the Corporate system finished?”


      “Not quite. The Antarctic coal fields will run out in a couple of years, and we’ll be able to dictate our own terms to the Empires. Meanwhile we’ll sit in the sun in the Islands and take life easy. You’ll like it, I think. We Hawaiians haven’t such an elaborate code as the mainlanders, but we stick better to the one we have.” He shaded his eyes. “That is, you’ll like it if we get there alive. Here comes the navy now.”


       


      THEY all looked back toward the mainland. The air was full of a deep throbbing sound which grew to the roar of one of the giant flying boats.


      The monster thundered past them, seeming to skim the waves, though it actually was a good thirty meters up. A gun cracked, and a 10. 5-centimeter shell crashed in front of them.


      “That means heave to,” said Duke-Holmquist. His red face got redder and he shook a fist. He made no move to stop the boat.


      The machine came back on the opposite side, between them and Santa Catalina Island. Another shell crashed, this time closer. It sent up a tall finger of water, which hung for an unreasonable time before collapsing.


      Juniper-Hallett asked: ‘Will they try to board us?”


      “Not if I know the navy,” said Duke-Holmquist. “They’d like a little target practice on a live target.”


      The machine banked ponderously astern of them. This time, as it passed, it let loose a full broadside.


      “Duck!” yelled Duke-Holmquist, doing so.


      The air was suddenly full of noises like a train wreck and six shells hit all around them. Splinters whined overhead; a couple crashed through the yawl’s planking; one of the columns of water toppled onto their deck, drenching them.


      The yawl staggered, but kept on. The next time, JuniperHallett thought, they’ll blow us to pieces. He hugged Janet, and heard Ryan’s voice in his ear: “Sorry we got you kids into this—didn’t have time to warn you—”


      The navy ship thundered past again. Juniper-Hallett held his breath. It was coming— Their engine stopped with a wheeze. Duke-Holmquist bounded to his feet with an inhuman scream. “They did it!” he yelled, dancing and waving his big fists.


      “Did what?” asked Juniper-Hallett. Then he realized that the rumble of the flying boat’s propellers had ceased. The only sounds were those of wind and water. He looked over the lee gunwale to see the flying boat glide silently down to the surface and settle like a big duck a kilometer or two away. He repeated: “Did what?”


      “The Hawaiians got their thing that multiplies the terrestrial magnetic field turned on, so that there’s a strip all along the coast that nothing can get through but a sailboat or rowboat. That’s what I was wiring about from the Crypt. Now do you see why we started out in this little thing? Damaso! Damn it, come out of that cabin; the war’s over. Fix those holes in the woodwork. Arnold, do you know how to get the sails up? Here, boy, take the wheel while I’m helping Ryan.”


      THE deck was now sharply canted to the brisk northeast breeze.


      The sun was half below the horizon ahead of them. When they crested a swell, a broad highway of golden reflection glared in their faces.


      Horace Juniper-Hallett and his wife sat bundled in sweaters and things, their feet braced, watching for flying fish and ducking the cold spray. The navy flying boat was out of sight, even from the tops of the swells.


      Janet gave up trying to wax her nose to the proper degree of shininess, and turned to Juniper-Hallett. She said. “Horace! I just remembered my cat! My little Dolores!”


      “Dolores’ll have a nice home—in the zoo.”


      She sighed. “I suppose so. Anyway we’re alone at last, dearest. “


      Juniper-Hallett looked around the little yawl, which was very much occupied by its seven passengers. The cabin seemed to be half full of canned goods, and the other half full of a morose, blanket-wrapped Justin Lane-Walsh. Obviously everyone would be very much in everyone else’s hair for many days.


      “Not quite, sweetheart,” Juniper-Hallett replied. “But we shall be. We shall be.”


       


      23. THE ORDEAL OF PROFESSOR KLEIN


       


      Much of the earliest science fiction was satirical and meant to point a moral about current conditions, such as “Gulliver’s Travels.” Another form was the story dealing with science, but based upon some kind of horror, such as “Frankenstein.” Today, these stories are rather rare, and a combination of the two is almost unheard of. Frankly, we’re somewhat puzzled as to the reason, since L. Sprague de Camp proves that it can be done. We particularly want to know how the readers feel about this story, and whether they’d like to see more.


      The grim and horrible fate that betook Professor Klein in the Eldritch vaults of Kterem astounded the world. It shouldn’t have been too surprising, though. It is already threatening most of us—even today!


      There has been much loose talk about Dr. Alphonse Klein’s mental illness and its connection with our expedition last year to the city of Gdoz on the planet 61 Cygni A VI, or Kterem to use a native name. Irresponsible journalists and rumor-mongers have spoken and written rashly of hereditary taints and instabilities, of horrors in this lost city too frightful for mere human beings to contemplate, and of the subtle effect of the poisons with which the amiable natives anoint their arrows.


      There have been speculations to the effect that Dr. Klein read a mouldering inscription at Gdoz whose dreadful prophecies unseated his reason. The surmises have even hinted darkly that Dr. Klein’s nervous breakdown was somehow brought on by his assistant; that, for instance, this assistant stole, for his own felonious purposes, a priceless manuscript to the search for which Dr. Klein had devoted a lifetime of work…


      As that assistant, it is therefore incumbent upon me to set the record straight. First be it understood that this is no sensational horror-story but a sober record of the Klein-O’Gorman expedition. And while our experience was certainly trying and disconcerting enough, and contributed without doubt to Dr. Klein’s unfortunate indisposition, the use of such highly colored terms as “horrible” and “ghastly” betoken a hopelessly unscientific approach to the question and will therefore be most rigorously eschewed.


      The reason that I have not made these events public before this is that I was forbidden to do so by my contractual relationship with Dr. Klein.


      Some years ago Dr. Alphonse Francois Klein retired from academic work as a professor of paleography at the University of London to devote his entire time to exploration and paleographic research. Though by frugal living and shrewd investment policies he had amassed a modest competence in addition to his pension, he nevertheless found it necessary to defray the cost of his expeditions by such means as are open to professional explorers: the publication of books and articles and the delivery of lectures.


      As is customary in such cases, he required any assistants who accompanied him to agree as a condition of their employment that they would not, for a specified period after their return to Terra, deliver lectures or sell books or articles about the subject expedition without his express permission. This precaution was necessary to prevent unscrupulous or over-enthusiastic assistants from competing directly with the Doctor and thereby depriving him of the means for continuing his exploratory career. Inasmuch as the stipend which he paid his assistants came from the money that he earned in this manner, the restriction cannot be considered unfair, especially as Dr. Klein has always been most generous in his interpretation of this clause in his contracts.


      Upon returning to Terra and proceeding as I had planned to take my Doctorate of Philosophy, I should in the normal course of events have observed the restrictions of the contract without cavail. However, as a result of the aforementioned speculations and rumors, I found myself handicapped in the employment of my talents. I therefore visited Dr. Klein in the sanitarium where he resides to ask for a waiver of the no-publicity clause so that I could explain the true cause of our misfortune.


      When I was shown into his room he seemed quite lucid. He rose and greeted me warmly: a tall man of middle age, with a stooped posture, a shuffling walk, and a deeply-lined face beneath receding gray hair worn rather long. Though his manner is superficially vague he misses little. He has one slight but disconcerting peculiarity: being an Alsatian by birth, he speaks English sometimes with a French and sometimes with a German accent, depending upon which language he happens to be thinking in.


      “How are you, Barney my boy?” he exclaimed heartily, and then told the male nurse: “You may go, Withers. I have matters to discuss with my colleague Mr. —it is Doctor now, is it not? —Dr. O’Gorman.”


      The male nurse rose, but scarcely had he left the room when an alarming change took place in Dr. Klein’s manner. He leaped to the wash-stand, snatched up the bar of soap lying thereon, and rushed towards me brandishing this object and screaming, “Soap! Soap! Soap!”


      Inferring from my unfortunate colleague’s gestures that his intent was to force the bar down my throat, I grasped his wrists and restrained him until professional help arrived. I could do this because, though half a head shorter than Dr. Klein, I am heavier than he, not to mention considerably younger. When the attendants had subdued the distraught paleographer I withdrew to consider my situation.


      This seemed discouraging indeed until I learned that a guardian had been appointed for Dr. Klein pending the completion of his cure. I accordingly visited this guardian, an old friend of


      Dr. Klein named Professor Le Sage, and made arrangements with him for the publication of this article with the understanding that the proceeds of its sale should be paid to him in trust for Dr. Klein. I am reliably informed that Dr. Klein’s cure, though reasonably certain, is likely to take at least another nine months to a year, and I cannot afford to wait that long before setting the true facts of the case before the public and more especially before my professional colleagues.


      When we first planned this project, Dr. Klein explained the purpose of the expedition: “Barney,” he said, “this will the biggest thing in my line in years be! This Kamzhik, whom I met in Sveho, has been to Gdoz, through the country of the Znaci and back again with a whole skin. And there, in the ruins of the royal library of the Hrata Empire, he swears he saw a manuscript written in both the Skhoji script and the Hrata Pictographic.”


      “Yes?” I said, for being a biologist I am a bit hazy on the finer distinctions of paleography. Klein explained:


      “No authentic history has survived from the Hrata Empire; nothing, that is, but a scattering of legends comparable to our own Charlemagne and Trojan cycles and probably about as historical. Many ruins of the Hrata Age bear inscriptions in what is taken to be a pictographic signary, but nobody can read it. There are also a few inscriptions and manuscripts from the end of the Hrata period, before the barbarians like the Znaci overthrew them, in the phonetic Skhoji writing. We can read this all right, but we have yet to find a bilingual inscription comparable to the Rosetta Stone or the Behistun Inscription to serve as a key.”


      I asked: “But the Hrata language survives, doesn’t it? So why can’t we be matching the known words of it with the pictures until we find a meaningful combination?”


      “Because it would forever take, the number of possible combinations being astronomical, and when you got your meaningful combination you would have no means of checking it. It is believed that the signary is partly ideographic and partly syllabic, but even that is not certain. There have been a few surmises as to the meaning of some of the pictographs. This one, for instance.” He opened a monograph on the subject and pointed to something that looked like a pregnant lizard.“This is thought by Le Sage to mean the syllable shi, but I think it more likely that it stands for the syllable psa and also the word psaloan, ‘maybe’.”


      “Don’t the other Kteremian languages offer you any clues to all this?”


      “Not a bit. Znaci and its related dialects are as different from the Hrata group as Japanese, let us say, is from the English and the other Teutonic tongues.”


      “Then how about this thing in Gdoz?” I inquired.


      “As I say, this Kamzhik asserts that he found a sheet of zahalov-parchment inscribed on one side with the Skhoji writing and having a lot of pictures on the other. He did not bring it with him, not realizing its value, nor did he look at it very intently since the Znaci were hunting him. Although the Kteremians are all strictly bark-eaters, the Znaci have the disagreeable habit of cutting visitors up and performing magical rituals with the parts to make their food-trees grow, and it was to this infamous use that they wished to put Kamzhik. But if that sheet is still there—and the stuff is practically indestructible—it may give us the key to all those inscriptions in the Hrata Pictographic.”


      We landed, as everyone does, at the spaceport city of Sveho on Kterem, where we saw at first-hand the effects of a large Terran colony upon the Kteremians. Though interesting to a student of cultural interpenetration, these effects were depressing to one who would regard Kteremian culture as an integral object of aesthetic contemplation. Even I found it difficult to retain an attitude of purely scientific detachment.


      For it was obvious that the influence of the Terrans upon the Kteremians is much greater than the influence in the reverse direction, as is to be expected in view of the technical superiority of Terran culture. Also, of course, the culture-traits most readily transmitted are those which a subjective point of view would term the vices of earthly culture.


      We saw Kteremians wearing jackets and trousers in imitation of Terrans. These garments are cut to fit their entirely inhuman forms but serve no useful purpose, since the Kteremians’ feathery pelts provide them with adequate protection against variations in temperature. We saw them frequenting places of amusement patterned after those of Terra, gambling, becoming intoxicated, making grotesque attempts to imitate Earthly dances, and so on.


      Dr. Klein did not pretend to view this evidence of the breakdown of the native culture with unemotional objectivity. Somewhat of a Rousseauan romantic primitivist, he remarked one day: “Once we get out of this stinking city, my dear Barney, things will be better. Finding old inscriptions is only half the reason I go on these expeditions. The other half is the joy of getting away from human so-called civilization and back to Mother Nature. Look at that! A magazine stand, with comic-books, even!” He pointed to a large slick-paper American magazine, reprinted locally from microfilm brought from Terra, whose policies he particularly deplored.“Sentimental slush! And look at that garish advertising sign! If I dared I would chop it up and burn it myself, that one!”


      At this point Dr. Klein launched into his usual tirade against advertisers, calling them professional liars and so forth. The sign in question adjured all who read it in several languages, both Terran and Kteremian, to be sure to smoke the Russian government’s Astrakhan brand of cigarettes. I could see Klein’s point of view, even while I privately deplored it as unscientific.


      At length, after filling out the usual dekaliter of forms in octuplicate, we were allowed to fly to the outpost of Severak where we met Klein’s Kteremian acquaintance Kamzhik and the helpers whom he had rounded up for us. Kamzhik was small for a Kteremian, hardly taller than Klein, and a garrulous fellow who talked continuously in a strong accent. Of the helpers, Slunko, Nyeya, and Tshaf, none spoke any Terran language, wherefore I had to communicate with them through Kamzhik. Klein spoke their dialect fairly well, though lacking their great incisor chisel-teeth he could only roughly imitate the whistling sounds that comprise an element of their phonology.


      In Severak, Dr. Klein made arrangements to rent a small aircraft to fly to the neighborhood of Gdoz. It is a misapprehension to consider Gdoz a “lost” city. It has long been known from aerial observation, but had never, except for an abortive treasure-hunting party, been visited by Terrans because of the difficulties of reaching it on the ground. Its situation makes the alighting of aircraft in its immediate neighborhood hazardous or impossible. Gdoz stands in a narrow valley, the Valley of Plashce, amidst steeply irregular mountains, and the strong prevailing winds make the air so turbulent in the neighborhood of these jagged peaks that a landing there would be merely an unnecessarily costly form of suicide.


      Dr. Klein, however, took Kamzhik and Tshaf and me in the aircraft to the vicinity of Gdoz. We could plainly see the city lying in its narrow valley, and after hours of hovering and circling we found a small plateau where the wind was steady enough to permit a landing, where the ground was bare enough to obviate the danger of the nyikh-vine’s swarming over the machine in our absence and clogging the tubes and jamming the controls, and where the situation was high enough to prevent the wild Znaci from seeing us and smashing up our machine by way of paying their respects.


      Dr. Klein then returned to Severak and ferried the remaining helpers and supplies in two more trips. From this plateau to Gdoz was a good three days’ hike, for though the distance was less than twenty-five kilometers in a straight line, the extreme ruggedness of the terrain necessitated a circuitous approach. This distance, however, was short enough so that the Kteremians could carry all our food for the round trip, and therefore it was not necessary to resort to the more complicated measures with which expeditions meet logistical difficulties: the staging of supplies, the peeling off of fractions of the party who have been carrying food for the rest, and the planting of caches for the return trip. Food for the Kteremians presented no problem, as they could always live on the bark of the ambient trees. They have however acquired such a taste for Earthly coffee that no explorer can induce them to accompany him unless he will share his supply of this beverage with them.


      I will not detail our experiences on this three-day scramble, for though interesting to one with a taste for narratives of outdoor adventure they have little bearing on the final outcome of our journey.


      I shall merely mention that we were nearly drowned in a bottomless swamp, and were chased by an uyedna, twice the size of a Terran elephant. We heard the war-drums of the Znaci and were stalked by them, receiving a shower of poisoned cross-bolts without ever seeing the arbalestiers. One missile struck Tshaf, who died in great pain from the poison.


      We fired a few shots at random into the bush and pressed on to more open country at the outlet of the Valley of Plashce. The drums died out behind us. We could not be sure whether the Znaci gave up the pursuit because the thinning of the vegetation would have made it necessary for them to expose themselves to our fire to get within crossbow-range, or whether, as Kamzhik averred “Znaci no go near Gdoz; afraid of evil spirit of Hrata king.”


      Despite his years, Dr. Klein proved himself a woodsman of uncommon resource, adroitness, and endurance. At the end of a long day, when I was reeling with fatigue, he would be slouching along without visible sign of abatement of his powers.


      Towards the end of the third day we reached the ruin. I must testify that for somber magnificence it puts such Terran cognates as Ankgor Wat and Petra and Copan to shame. Moreover I became aware of a growing feeling of uneasiness within me, as if Kamzhik’s primitive gossip about the evil ghost of King Zahal the Fiendish were to be taken seriously. Of course I immediately dismissed all such unscientific feelings as mere subjective illusions begotten by fatigue and childhood complexes. With an effort I managed to retain my unemotional objectivity.


      The city of Gdoz has of course suffered greatly with time and delapidation, especially from the sack of the city by the Kalcimvi army 846 Kteremian years ago, when the Hrata dynasty was extinguished, and again from the depredations of that band of Terran treasure-hunters forty-odd years ago. We learned from Kamzhik that these adventurers found no treasure and were captured by the Znaci, who employed them in their immemorial magical rituals. My colleague was heard to mutter: “Serves those scelerats right!”


      Now Dr. Klein became greatly excited over the hundreds of inscriptions on the still-standing walls of Gdoz. These appeared to be all in the Hrata Pictographic writing. Dr. Klein dashed from one to another, exclaiming over them and bemoaning the fact that the day was too far gone to start photographing them.


      “If we can only find a bilingual inscription,” he cried, “we shall rank with Champollion and Rawlinson! Where is this library, Kamzhik?”


      The Kteremian led us down one overgrown street after another, scrambling over or skirting around the great blocks of stone that had fallen into the street from the buildings flanking it. At length he halted before a big building half of which still stood, though its stones were fire-blackened. Then he led us inside. We trod softly as if the vibration of our footsteps might bring down the teetery remains of the structure upon our heads.


      Here and there we saw a few charred and crumbling remains of the wooden stacks projecting up out of the thick dust, from which the books had long since vanished. We understood that those that had not been destroyed at the time of the sack were all taken away as loot, then or later. A few of these still exist, either the originals or copies, but all are written in the Skhoji script which had then replaced the much more difficult pictographic signary, and none sheds any very clear light upon the history of the Hrata Empire.


      “Well?” said Klein, dancing in his eagerness.


      “Is over this way,” said Kamzhik, and led us to where a pile of rubble in one corner had been pulled apart to expose a genuine Hrata book.


      As you probably know, Kteremian books take the form of a codex with all sheets bound together, as with all Terran books of the present day, but the binding is across the top instead of at the side. Therefore one reads such a book by flipping the pages upwards as if it were a stenographic pad.


      The present book was large but thin, with covers of thin ftse-bark about 25 by 35 centimeters. Across the front of the cover were written a number of characters in the Skhopi script. Klein explained:


      “A periodical. That word in the large characters in qazhov, ‘existence’, and the legend below it is a date in the old Hrata sacred calendar. This is evidently a copy of a magazine; the Hrata had them, you know.”


      With trembling hands Klein raised the cover. Inside there was only one sheet of zahalov-parchment, all the others having been torn out at some remote time. Over Klein’s shoulder I could see that this sheet was covered on its upper side with Skhoji writing. Klein raised the page to look at the back.


      The back bore, as Kamzhik had promised, pictures—but not, obviously, characters in the Hrata Pictographic script. I do not believe that Kamzhik deliberately misled us in this matter; he simply did not know the difference. Instead there was a cluster of illustrations in the center of the page, and a border of Skhoji characters around it. Klein stared, turned the book this way and that, and then went back to the first side of that one page. His hands trembled violently and he spoke in a strangled voice:


      “My Barney, shall I read it to you, this one? It is part of a story, and the text on this page begins as follows: “Rakaslun tsese hada lig doznyi khyesil nyey shi… He clasped her to his feathery bosom with his brawny arms and affectionately nibbled her ear with his great pink incisors. She trembled with ecstasy. But then a frown clouded her broad clear forehead and she drew back modestly. ‘But Vzdal, dear, ‘ she breathed, ‘what about your other wife? ‘ It goes on and on like that! Herrgott!”


      I asked: “What about the back?”


      “Do you want to know what the back is?” shouted Klein, the veins standing out on his forehead.“The text around the margin reads: ‘Use Prvnyi’s excellent soap! Cleans cleaner! Cleans whiter! No more back-breaking toil for Mother! Buy from Prvnyi! ‘ And these woodcuts in the middle show a female Kteremian employing the soap to cleanse her offspring, house, and other properties! Soap! Soap! Soap!”


      Dr. Klein’s voice rose to a scream as he flung the remains of the book from him. Knowing his reverence for relics of antiquity I was astounded, and then alarmed as he burst into a fit of maniacal laughter, rolling about in the deep dust of the floor.


      “Help me tie him up!” I cried to Kamzhik.“It’s a madman he is!”


      But the native refused to take any part in securing my unfortunate colleague. After all he had only my word that I was the sane one of the pair, and he saw no reason for getting involved in a dispute between other worldlings. I therefore was compelled to complete this distasteful task myself. I received a black eye in the process, for Dr. Klein proved deceptively strong and agile in close combat.


      After a nightmarish return journey, during which I came perilously near to losing my scientific objectivity altogether, J delivered my colleague to competent medical care, under which he is now well on the road to recovery. The Hratan magazine is in the British Museum awaiting Dr. Klein’s eventual attention, though it seems improbable that the study of its one remaining sheet will shed much significant light upon the multifarious problems of Hratan history. Certainly it offers no hope of ever serving as a means of translating the mystery of the Hrata Pictographic writing.


      This is the story of the Klein-O’Gorman expedition. It is, as you see, a quite unspectacular one, although unworthy of the lurid surmises and rumors that the unprincipled gossip-mongers have circulated in recent months. I trust, therefore, that this clarification will terminate the proliferation of these scurrilous and vicious canards once and for all.


       


      24. THE ROUND-EYED BARBARIANS


       


      Ho Youwen, General of the Advanced Imperial Eastern Force, to the esteemed Li Ganjing, Director of the Eastern Continent Section of the Barbarian Relations Bureau of the External Affairs Department of the Overseas Branch of His Imperial Majesty’s government. Health, prosperity, and many sons!


      Dear old friend: This person thinks that, besides his formal report on the affair of the round-eyed barbarians, which will follow in the next dispatch, you would also like a personal letter to furnish background for this turn on events. It is all very well for officials of the Upper Mandarinate to sneer at barbarian thoughts and deeds as of no interest to representatives of mighty Zhongguo. (In the Pinyin transcription of Chinese, zh stands for the sound of the j in journal. ) True, barbarians’ customs are often strange and disgusting, their beliefs outlandish, their manners appalling, and their emotions childish. But to be realistic, barbarous tribes and nations also include many dangerously vigorous and ingenious people. It was just such a toplofty attitude that in the days of the Sung led to the Mongol plague and the subjection of civilization to the rule of barbarian hordes for a century.


      The same shortsightedness threatened a century ago, when Zheng-Tung was the Son of Heaven. A cabal of scholars and soldiers sought to end the voyages of exploration and tribute gathering begun by the great Zheng-Ho. These misguided persons sought to stop all foreign contacts. They held that, since the Middle Kingdom had everything needed by civilization, such contacts would only have adverse effects.


      Luckily the cabal was defeated; the work of exploration and of scientific development initiated under the accursed Mongols was continued. Hence the exploration and conquest of this Eastern Continent has proceeded in an orderly manner. The red-skinned barbarians, realizing the futility of opposing the advance of civilization with weapons of wood and stone, have been offered the benefits of our superior culture. Many take advantage of this opportunity and, in another few centuries, may have raised themselves almost to the level of civilized human beings.


      But to return to the round-eyed barbarians. One day this summer, this person was reconnoitering the eastern side of the Lower Mountains, in an area not yet brought under the benevolent sway of the Son of Heaven. I led a company of Hitchiti infantry, armed with our new breech-loading rifles. A scout reported the approach of a force of redskin warriors of the Ochuse tribe, who dwell on the shores of the great water to the south. Signal drums and gongs alerted my detachment.


      A shi later this force debouched from the trail. First came a scattering of redskins, from their paint evidently the Ochuse. After them rode a horseman in a steel helmet, cuirass, and other pieces of plate armor. After him came hundreds of round-eyed men afoot, less impressively armored, in the garb of Yuropian barbarians, wherewith the voyages of Admiral Xing have familiarized us. Their loins were covered with short, bulging breeches, below which they either went barelegged or wore a kind of skintight trouser on each leg. They bore pikes, crossbows, and firearms of primitive types, obsolete in the Celestial Empire for a century. My redskin spies had warned me of the incursions of such people along the coast of this continent, but these were the first such intruders whom I had personally seen.


      Behind them, threading their way through the forest, I glimpsed many other redskins, men and women bowed beneath the weight of th burdens they bore. Farther back yet, barely visible amid the towering trees, came a troop of armored horsemen and other men leading unsaddled horses.


      At the sight of my group, taking cover behind rocks, bushes, and hummocks, the newcomers halted. The armored man in the lead swung off his horse with a clank of armor and handed the reins to another round-eye, who led the animal to the rear. The armored round-eye was handed a pole, and another man afoot joined him in front of the array. This was a lean man in a long black robe; through my telescope I saw that he was clean-shaven.


      The armored man drove the butt of his pole into the soil. From the upper end of this pole hung a flag; but since the day was still, there was no wind to flutter this banner. All I could see was that it bore a pattern of red and yellow.


      The armored, man then shouted in his native gibberish. Through my telescope I saw that he was of medium size, with a sun-browned skin, sharp, beak-nosed features, and a full black beard. This, I perceived, must be one of those round-eyed barbarians inhabiting the Far Western Peninsula, called Yuropa by its natives, of which Admiral Xing informed us on his return from those lands in the reign of Hung Wu. The other round-eyes crowded up behind him.


      When the armored man finished his proclamation, the other round-eye, the black-robed one, raised his hands and uttered another unintelligible speech. I called to the scout Falaya nearby:


      “O scout, you know the Ochuse tongue. Find out what this be all about!”


      Falaya stood up and shouted in the tongue of the coastal redskins. Presently one of the Ochuse conferred with the armored man and shouted back. This translating back and forth, as you can imagine, proved a lengthy, tedious business. Mankind were better off if all men spake the tongue of Zhongguo, which is after all the speech of civilization. At length Falaya turned to me, saying in broken Zhongguo:


      “O General, he say man in armor say he claim all this land in name of his king, Felipe of Espanya. “


      Somewhat astonished, I told Falaya: “Ask this bold fellow, who claims lands belonging to the Son of Heaven, who he be?”


      After the usual pause for translation from Zhongguo to Ochuse and from Ochuse to the armored man’s Yuropian dialect, the reply came back:


      “He say he Captain Tristan de Luna y Arellano, and who be we?”


      This person gave Falaya the needed information, adding: “And by whose leave, barbarian, do you trespass on the lands of the Son of Heaven and, moreover, claim parts of it in the name of some tribal chieftain in the Far Western Peninsula?”


      I know not how literally my words were translated, but they seemed to arouse the armored round-eye to a frenzy. He began to shout a reply; but the black-robed one laid a hand on his arm. I could not hear what they said at that distance—not that I could have understood their blather anyway. But black-robe seemed to be urging negotiation’


      At last the armored round-eye fell silent and signaled black-robe to speak. The result, translated sentence by sentence, was a lengthy homily. It reminded me of the endless sermons of that loquacious bonze, Brother Xiao-jin, whom we sent home last year. He could put a hungry tiger to sleep with his endless disquisitions on the wisdom of the compassionate Buddha.


      This fellow, the black-robed one, advanced an astonishing claim: that his master, a Yuropian high priest called a papa, had divided the world between two Yuropian rulers, the kings of Espanya and Portugar; and this part had gone to the King of Espanya. There was more, about how the Yuropian god had commanded all men to love one another; and if we would but accept his theological doctrines, we were all assured of endless bliss in his Yuropian Heaven. If we refused to swallow these myths, we should all be slain by the Yuropians’ weapons and then suffer eternal torment in the Yuropian Hell, a fearsome afterworld reminding me of the more eccentric afterlife concepts of the Tibetan Buddhists.


      Although this person knows better than to laugh under such serious circumstances, I could not suppress a burst of mirth. I sent back the message that his papa seemed very free in giving away other peoples’ countries arid that in any case all men came naturally under the dominion of the Son of Heaven.


      As for his theology, I was satisfied that I must have done something right in a previous incarnation to have earned my present rank as a reward. I would try by correct action and keeping my karma clean at least to maintain this status, compared to which round-eyed barbarians were less than worms beneath my feet. They must have committed grave offenses in previous lives to have been born into such a lowly estate.


      At this the armored man altogether lost control of himself and screamed orders. His redskins spread out to the flanks, nocking their arrows, whilst a couple of hundred other round-eyes formed a double line facing us and readying their primitive firearms. These operated by means of lengths of cord, treated to burn slowly; I have seen specimens of similar weapons in the Imperial War Museum.


      One round-eye passed down the line with a bucket of glowing coals, wherein each of the invaders dipped the end of his cord until it was alight. Then he clamped it to the mechanism of his gun. Meanwhile those armed with crossbows cocked them. The leader shouted some more, and my scout reported:


      “He say we surrender or die, sir!”


      I replied with a vulgarism expressing my disdain for such primitive insolence. The armored man shouted again, whereupon the other round-eyes discharged their weapons. After the first rank had fired and begun the lengthy business of reloading, the second rank stepped forth between them and fired in their turn. On their flanks, the redskins shot arrows.


      The guns made loud reports and tremendous puffs of smoke, whilst their musket balls and crossbow bolts whistled past us. Since my people were well under cover, and those of the second rank had fired blindly, because of the curtain of smoke before them, we sustained no casualties save a few flesh wounds among my Hitchiti from the arrows.


      When the pall of smoke had somewhat dissipated, I said: “Fire!”


      Our rifles opened up, and a number of trespassers, both round-eyed and red-skinned, fell.


      “Reload!” I said, and then: “Fire!”


      The round-eyes were still struggling to reload, which with firearms of that archaic type is a protracted process. As I later learned, such a gunner does well to get off twenty shots in one ko, whereas a well-trained soldier can fire one of our breech-loaders a hundred times in that interval, if he run not out of cartridges.


      At our third volley, the intruders’ redskins fled. Half the round-eyes were down; but the leader was still erect, shouting commands and defiance. I told the captain of my force:


      “Choose a sharpshooter and order him to wound that armored man in the leg. I wish him alive, and also a redskin who can speak his language. “


      So it was done. At the fall of the leader, the other round-eyes joined the redskins in flight: first a few here and there, then all of them. Some dropped their guns to run faster. Behind them the redskin porters also dropped their loads and fled, while the horsemen cantered off with their armor jingling. I did not command a pursuit, knowing that in these forests of immense trees the pursued can easily slip away and the pursuer as easily get lost. My Hitchiti broke from cover and raced away to collect the scalps of the fallen foes.


       


      Later, when I had donned my official robe instead of my filthy uniform, and my peacock-feather hat in place of the steel cap, I commanded that the wounded Yuropian leader be brought to my tent, along with his redskin interpreter and our own Ochuse-speaking scout. I also sent men to retrieve the baggage dropped by the fleeing porters.


      This Tristan de Luna appeared at the entrance to my tent with a pair of my redskins gripping his arms. His armor had been shed, and his garb was ordinary Yuropian, with the puffed trunks and below them the skintight trousers of their kind. He sweated heavily in the heat, limped on his bandaged leg, and supported himself by a tree branch he had somehow obtained, whittled down to a walking stick.


      Now that I had a closer look at the man, I saw that he was older than I had thought. His curly black hair and beard were, like mine, beginning to show gray. But his stance was still erect and his movements youthfully springy, save for his wounded leg.


      As he neared, I became aware that the man had not bathed lately, if ever. Not to put too fine a point on it, he stank. I then attributed this to the exigencies of travel, but my redskin spies inform me that this is usual with Yuropians. Not only have they a naturally stronger bodily odor than normal folk; but also the Yuropian religion discourages cleanliness. Most adhere to Christianity, whereas the other major western creeds, Islam and Judaism, value bathing and cleanliness. Christians suspected of going over to either of these other faiths are burned alive, as the more warlike redskin tribes do to captive foes. Therefore among Christians, cleanliness arouses suspicion of conversion to one of those other cults, which are completely outlawed in Espanya.


      At the entrance Captain Tristan wrenched loose an arm, placed his hand over his heart, and made a low bow. This gesture, evidently meant as a polite greeting, overbalanced him in his crippled state. He staggered and would have fallen had not the two redskins caught him. He did not go to his knees and touch his forehead to the carpet, but one must make allowances for barbarians who have never been taught civilized manners; the full ko-tou would have been difficult for him in any way.


      At least this barbarian had evidently decided on a more urbane approach. His translated words were:


      “Sir, now that I perceive you more closely, it appears that you come from the Great Khan of Cathay. Be this true?”


      Yuropians had evidently not kept up with events in the Middle Kingdom. I told Tristan: “Two centuries past, your impression might have been apt. But we sons of Han expelled the Khans long ago and restored the Celestial Empire to the proper Sons of Heaven, now reigning as the glorious Ming. The Khans were but barbarian usurpers from the Gobi. Whence came you?”


      He said: “From the land that the deceased Captain Ponce discovered and named la Florida. He thought it an island, but unbroken land appears to extend far to the north thereof, and also to the west to Mexico.” After a pause he continued:


      “Then be we in truth in the Indes? When that Italian Colon returned from his voyages, half a century ago, he insisted that he had reached them, or at least come to a chain of islands to the east of them, whence another day’s sail would have brought him to the Spice Islands.


      “But a ship of that fellow Magallanes returned to Espanya thirty-odd years ago. The captain thereof, Delcano, asserted that far to the west of these lands lies an ocean so vast as to require three or four months to sail across, and that the lands of the Great Khan lie beyond it. But this Delcano was a Basque and therefore not to be implicitly trusted. If this be the true Indes, that were greatly to the advantage of my sovran. “


      I told him: “Your captain Delcano is quite correct. In any case, the Eastern Continent whereon we now stand is wide enough to take a well-mounted man, with remounts, as long to ride across as your Magallanes found the Eastern Ocean. It has nought to do with the land of India, which is even farther than the Celestial Empire. And now, what is all this nonsense about claiming this land for some Yuropian chieftain?”


      The man muttered: “So huge a world!” Then followed another harangue, essentially repeating what the black-robed man had said before the shooting began.


      “I could better explain it,” said Tristan, “if your men had not slain our holy father. I myself have small knowledge of letters and history. But what have you done with my woman?”


      “Woman? We have no captive women. There were a couple of female bodies in the woods behind your battle line. I suppose they were struck by our fire before all your redskins fled. What woman claim you to have had?”


      “The daughter of a chief of the Nanipacana,” said he. “We fell in love and eloped. “


      To straighten this out took further questions, since there be nought in Zhongguo exactly corresponding to these concepts, save perhaps in Li Po’s poetry. But, like Captain Tristan, I am no literary man, familiar with such things. Besides, the mating habits of barbarians afford endless amusement.


      Tristan said that he and the woman had not only fled secretly, defying the wrath of the woman’s father, but had also caused the black-robed one to conduct a rite over their union, according to his customs rendering it permanent and unbreakable. I later learned that Tristan already had a wife somewhere, notwithstanding that Yuropians are supposed to be monogamous. But that is no affair of ours.


      “Sir,” said Tristan, “could you let me have something to eat? We are all half-starved, for the Indians” (as the Espanyans ridiculously call the redskins, although these live halfway round the world from the true Indians) “along the route had fled, taking all their food supplies with them before we arrived. Those cabrones—”


      Falaya could not translate that word, but questioning revealed that it meant a eunuch. Notwithstanding the high rank of the eunuchs of the Imperial Court, the term is a deadly insult among round-eyes.


      Whilst this person was getting Captain Tristan’s meaning straightened out, a Hitchiti of my personal guard thrust his head into the tent. “O General!” he cried. “Our scouts report a large force of Nanipacana approaching, in full war paint. “


      “Kwanyin save us!” I exclaimed, rising. “Sound the alarms!”


       


      This time things went more smoothly despite the war paint. The new force was led by Chief Imathla, with whom I had had dealings and so knew personally. I had been trying to persuade him voluntarily to place himself under the protection of the Son of Heaven, to save us the necessity of conquering him. So, when Imathla thrust his spear into the ground and laid his skull-cracker beside it, I signaled him to advance.


      When he and I returned to my headquarters tent, the round-eye Tristan still stood there, leaning on his walking stick and with his free hand hungrily gnawing an ear of maize. At the sight of him, Chief Imathla burst into a tirade. Had he had his weapons to hand, I would not have wagered a brass cash on Tristan’s life. The round-eye shouted back. When the polemics ran down, I said to Falaya:


      “Ask whether this speech refers to the chief’s daughter. “


      At length Falaya reported: “He say aye, it does. This round-eye carry off his daughter, delight of his age, and chief set out in pursuit. When his war party near this place, they come upon daughter Mihilayo wandering, lost in forest, with some Piachi whom Espanyans enslave and now flee back home. From her chief learn that round-eye and his men fight great general and lose. He say he happy to see scoundrel captive, and he know some excellent tortures to dispose of him. “


      Tristan, to whom his own interpreter had been feeding a translation, visibly paled beneath his swarthy skin at the mention of torture’ Then he squared his shoulders, raised his chin, and assumed an attitude of defiance, as captive redskin warriors are wont to do at the prospect of being burned alive by their foes. I could not help a twinge of admiration for his courage, barbarian though he was. He asked:


      “Where be she now?”


      Imathla replied: “Know that she is safe under her father’s protection. Where that be is no affair of yours. “


      “She is my lawful wedded wife! That is whose affair it be! Fetch her here!”


      I suggested: “That might be a sensible thought, O Chief, to unravel this knot. “


      “Never!” said Imathla. “You know not, O General, the depths of evil of these palefaces. Before they passed through our tribal lands, they had descended upon the Piachi tribe, whom they enslaved to furnish porters for their supplies. When some Piachi defied the palefaces’ commands, the invaders seized them, chopped off their hands and feet, and cast them out to die. Others they strung up by the hands and affixed weights to their feet until they expired, or forced water down their throats until they burst inside. “


      “Why should they go to so much trouble? If one wishes to kill a man, it is quicker and easier to shoot him or chop off his head. “


      “They have a passion for that pretty yellow metal that we get in ornaments by trade from other tribes. They would not believe that there were no hidden stores of this metal, and they thought that by such treatment they could force the Piachi to reveal its whereabouts. Of course the Piachi are not Nanipacana and so not real human beings, or we should have felt obliged to avenge them.


      “Twenty years ago the accursed Ernando de Soto came through, treating those who gainsaid him in this same ferocious manner. He also brought strange diseases amongst the tribes, whereof over half of us perished. Had our towns been still fully populated, O General, you would not have found it so easy to pass amongst us unscathed. “


      The round-eye was hopping up and down on his unwounded leg, indicating an eagerness to say his say. I told Falaya to give Tristan my permission. The barbarian shouted:


      “These savages are too stupid and ignorant to appreciate the benefits we offer! They refuse to understand that by accepting our religion they may live to serve us, as is only right for such lowly folk, in return for the boons we bestow. Then, after death, they shall enjoy an eternity of pleasures in Heaven, praising the true God. “


      “Is that all you do in this Heaven?” I asked.


      “What more is needed? We sit on clouds, play the arpa, and sing the praises of God. “


      “Forever?”


      “Aye, forever. “


      This person commented: “Your Yuropian God must get bored with incessant flattery. Our gods are more rational; they are busy keeping records and otherwise carrying out their duties in the Heavenly bureaucracy. “


      When this had been translated, Tristan gave a contemptuous snort. But he forbore to argue theology, for which I doubt whether either of us had enough book knowledge. I regretted that the bonze Xiao-jin was no longer with us, having set out to return to his monastery in civilization. He would have argued spiritual matters with the barbarian all day and all the following night. Tristan said:


      “I still demand my wife! I rescued her when two of my colonists would have raped her and then slain her for her golden earrings. “


      “All the demands in the world will not get the poor thing,” said Chief Imathla. “She is well quit of you. “


      “Then fetch her here and let her choose her own fate!” cried Tristan.


      “Ridiculous!” cried Imathla. Those twain began shouting again, until I roared them to silence. I said: “Come, honorable Chief, tell me: Is the woman where we can reach her?”


      “She is under the protection of my personal guard,” growled Imathla.


      “Well, am I to understand that you wish her to be happy?”


      “Aye, O General. That is my dearest wish, since her mother died of one of those diseases these accursed palefaces brought into our land’”


      “Then why not fetch her here, set the alternatives before her, and let her decide? If after that she be not happy, the fault will not be yours’”


      Imathla growled a bit, but after further argument I talked him round. The fact that he was alone in my tent, with rifle-bearing Hitchiti standing by, may have influenced his decision.


      So Imathla put his head out the tent and called to one of his warriors. After some converse in Nanipacana, the warrior set off at a run. Whilst we waited, I caused tea to be brewed and offered to our guests. Imathla drank his, while Tristan took a mouthful, made a face, and returned the cup to the Hitchiti who had brought it.


      At length the warrior returned, leading a young Nanipacana female’ When she entered the tent, Tristan limped forward and seized her in an embrace’ He performed that gesture of affection used by Yuropians and Arabs, of pressing the lips against the esteemed one’


      Then Tristan placed his hands on the woman’s shoulders and held her at arm’s length. He said something sharply to her; she replied, and they argued. It sounded as if he were making some demand and she refusing. I asked Falaya for a translation.


      “O General,” he said, “he say she must cover self; she say no cover, too hot. “


      Mihilayo was clad in the normal garb of these southern redskins in hot weather, namely, naked save for a pair of golden earrings and reticular designs painted on her body and limbs. Yuropians, coming I suspect from a cooler climate, regard such exposure as improper.


      A heated argument followed amongst the three: the woman Mihilayo, the round-eye Captain Tristan, and the Chieftain Imathla. Mihilayo and Imathla spake in Nanipacana, whilst Mihilayo and Tristan conversed in the tongue of Espanya, which she spake albeit somewhat brokenly. Tristan and Imathla, having no tongue in common, had to communicate through the interpreters’


      At last Imathla said to me: “My daughter wishes to know if you, O General, need a wife. “


      The question so surprised me that for a few heartbeats I was unable to reply. At last I said:


      “I have my Number One wife back at Fort. But she has long nagged me to take a second wife, to relieve her of some of the burdens of domesticity. Besides, she says that she is too old to enjoy the act of love any more, whereas I am still fully able. Suppose I did take Mihilayo as proposed; how would that sit with you?”


      Imathla grinned. “I should deem it a splendid idea, giving me access to the General’s ear, and high standing amongst the tribes. “


      “Does your daughter truly wish this?”


      “She assures me that indeed she does. “


      “How about that previous indissoluble marriage to Captain Tristan?”


      “Oh, she says that is easy. His Yuropian mumbo-jumbo means nought to her. If there be any doubt on that score, the answer is simple. Slay him and make her a widow, free to wed whom she likes under any nation’s customs. “


      According to what I hear, she was not quite correct, since it is said that in India they burn widows alive. A wasteful custom, I should say. But I saw no point in correcting the woman.


      When Tristan’s interpreter had given him the gist of this dialogue, the round-eye uttered a scream of rage. Wrenching loose from his guards—for he was a powerful man—he limped forward, gripping his walking stick in both hands and raising it over his head. I know not whom he meant to bludgeon first Mihilayo, Imathla, or me. Before he got within hitting distance, however, one of my guards fired his rifle at close range. With a howl of frustrated fury, Tristan fell back on my Tang-dynasty rug, writhed a little, and fell still. He was dead from a bullet that entered his ribs below the heart, came out his back, and punched a hole in the canvas behind him.


      I questioned Imathla about Nanipacana marriage customs. He told me that when a man and a woman moved into the same hut, that was deemed a marriage. There were none of the processions, music, gifts, fireworks, and so forth that solemnize a wedding in civilization. Imathla said in Nanipacana that he gave Mihilayo to me, and that was that.


      Later I asked my new bride why she had chosen me in lieu of her round-eye lover. That, she said, was simple. When she saw the power that Captain Tristan commanded by his thunder sticks and his armor and weapons of this Yuropian metal, she decided that he would make a suitable spouse and protector of her and their children. When she observed that I commanded even greater power, by my superior thunder sticks and my well-trained army, she decided that I should be an even more effective protector. Besides, the union would confer honor on her family, clan, and tribe. She added that Tristan stank; although redskins, as a result of smearing their bodies with animal fats to protect themselves against insect bites, are also fairly rank.


      Such a foresightedly practical outlook makes me hopeful of eventually raising the redskins to our level of civilization. About the emotional Yuropians I am more doubtful.


      Now I am back in Fort with two wives. My Number One carped about my taking a Number Two whom she had never seen, let alone chosen for me; but that died down. A more vexing problem is acting as judge when the two women daily disagree over some detail of household management. Although Mihilayo is fast becoming fluent in the language of civilization, I fear she does not fully accept her position as subordinate to the Number One. She also tries to elicit from me more frequent love-making than is easy for a man of middle age.


      On the other hand, ere we parted, Chief Imathla declared his allegiance to the Son of Heaven and placed the Nanipacana beneath our benevolent protection.


      With this letter I shall send samples of the guns and armor of the round-eyes, to see whether they have features that might usefully be copied and improved upon by our makers of armaments. I doubt that this be the case; for in these techniques the men of Espanya seem to be about where we of Zhongguo were a century and a half ago.


      I regret the death of Captain Tristan de Luna, fool though he was. Had he lived, I should have brought him back to. I should have questioned him about conditions in Yuropa and amongst the men of Espanya who have landed along the coasts of the Eastern Continent and begun to subdue and enslave the redskins. If he proved reticent, I have ample means to loosen his tongue.


      But how typically barbarian to make such an unseemly fracas over so trivial a matter as affection for a woman! As I said at the start, their customs are strange, their beliefs outlandish, and their emotions childish. Let us thank the divine bureaucrats that we, at least, are truly civilized!


       


      25. THE BLUNDERER


       


      MARIUS Baum looked at himself in the mirror with distaste. He often disliked himself—and never more than when he tried to “loosen up” or “be human” as his well-wishers were always urging he do.


      The sight in the mirror would have repelled an even less self-critical man than Marius Baum. For his stocky form was encased in an emerald silk ballet-suit that had once clothed a dancer who portrayed Prince Siegfried in Swan Lake.


      From the waist dangled a “ray-gun”—actually a child’s toy, a flashlight in the form of a pistol. A scarlet cape topped off the outfit. Out of this gaudery rose the head of Marius Baum—an owlish-looking head with a swarthy skin, a bush of tightly-curled black hair and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses. Marius winced.


      Baum was dressed as the “man of the future” because Violet Rogers had told him she would go with him to the Hallowe’en party given by the engineers of the Laboratories only if he would go in costume. Much as he hated the idea of dressing up he had given in when confronted with this bald choice—no costume, no Violet.


      His lip curled as he looked at the reflection. You cold fish, he thought. You stuffed shirt. You human slide-rule. You gargoyle.


      However, since to stand sneering at one’s own image is at best a tedious and unprofitable occupation Baum took off the fantastic cape, rolled it up, donned his overcoat and went out. On the front step of the house where he roomed he took a quick look up and down the street, then scuttled across the sidewalk and fairly leaped into his car.


      A light drizzle was just trailing off into a mist. The slick black asphalt cast back colored reflections of the stoplights. Baum drove slowly through the early October dusk, wishing he had worn only a slicker over his costume. The combination of ballet-suit and overcoat was uncomfortably warm but he did not have the brass to discard the latter.


       


      A NORMALLY careful driver, he drove more meticulously than ever. If he incurred the least mishap it would be horribly embarrassing to have to explain to some stupid sparrow-cop why he was driving around the city in a suit of long green underwear.


      He took a good look in the rear-view mirrors from time to time to see if by any chance he were being followed. Not that anybody had ever actually followed him as far as he knew—but he suspected that if They ever wanted to find out what the Laboratories were up to They might well start working on the Classified Projects editor. He had not shared this speculation with anybody else, partly from natural taciturnity and partly from fear of ridicule.


      One trouble with him, he continued, morosely introspective, was that he saw other people’s faults too clearly for them to like him, saw his own too clearly even to like himself. Like that man in Gilbert and Sullivan—


      “A charitable action I can skillfully dissect;


      And interested motives I’m delighted to detect;


      To everybody’s prejudice I know a thing or two;


      I can tell a woman’s age in half a minute—and I do. But although I try to make myself as pleasant as I can, Yet everybody says I am a disagreeable man!


      And I can’t think why!”


       


      “Vi!” he called.


      “Coming.” And there she was, looking enchanting in her concept of the “woman of the future.” Her costume consisted mainly of those French sun-suits that covered only the few ultimate square inches and, on top of that, an old velvet opera-cloak with an ermine collar, such as were the height of swank in the early years of the century. In fact Violet’s finding of this garment in a trunk in her attic had given her this loathsome idea in the first place.


      “How cold is it?” she asked.


      “Warm. Around sixty.”


      “Then this will be enough,” she said, enfolding herself in the opera-cape.


      Baum ignored a taunt from Violet’s younger brother about “Superman” and hurried the girl out into his automobile.


      “How are you?” he asked gravely as they got under way.


      “Fine. Where did you say this was being held?”


      “At the Bradford.” Then he relapsed into silence. While he was never a loquacious man the presence of Violet Rogers seemed to tie his tongue completely.


      Maybe he ought to take up drinking. Alcohol was said to loosen up inhibited types like him. But not yet—not while he had the editorship. That was too responsible and confidential a job for him to let his tongue be loosened on any pretext.


      Bump!


      The car ahead of Baum had begun to make a left turn just as another car coming in the other direction, having slowed down as if to yield the right-of-way, started up again and sped across the intersection. The car ahead jammed on its brakes. So did Marius Baum—but not quite soon enough.


      Now he was in for it. And if his garb would arouse comment when exposed to the shameful light of publicity, what about the almost non-existent one in which Violet was clad? He began to get out, feeling in his overcoat pocket for the wallet that held his driver’s license—for the ballet-suit had no pockets. A man was getting out of the other car too.


      “Pull over to the curb, you guys!” said the harsh voice of authority as a cop materialized out of the darkness and began unsnarling the traffic that had piled up around the two stalled automobiles.


       


      BAUM got back into his car. So did the other driver and they moved their vehicles over to the nearest curb and got out again. Baum, looking at the front end of his machine, could see no damage except a small mark on the paint of his left front fender. Not even a dent.


      The other driver was meanwhile examining the rear of his car. Presently he took a few steps towards Baum, saying, “No damage here.”


      “None here either,” said Baum. “But just in case …” And he extended his wallet with the license showing through one of the little plastic compartments.


      The other driver got out a small pad and pencil and copied down the data given therein. Then he tendered his license in turn for Baum to copy.


      “What you got on, mister?” said the cop, who had been inspecting the cars himself.


      Baum realized that he had left his overcoat unbuttoned because of the temperature and that his man-of-the-future costume was fully visible.


      “I’m on my way to a costume party,” he said weakly.


      “Hm,” said the cop. “These cars don’t seem damaged none, do they?” And he moved away to direct the still-fouled traffic at the intersection.


      As Baum looked up from copying the other driver’s license be became aware that the other occupants of the strange automobile had also got out and were standing around him. He could see by the street-light overhead that they were all dressed exactly alike—very plainly, in dark double-breasted suits, white shirts and dark neckties.


      Ominously silent, they moved in on him from all sides. The thought struck Baum that they might be a gang of criminals or spies. Would they dare molest him with a policeman directing traffic a few yards away? One good yell


      Even as he filled his lungs a bright light flashed in his eyes. His breath went out with a whoosh. In that fraction of a second all the starch had somehow gone out of him. He felt as weak as water, not physical weakness but a feebleness of will or spirit that left him limply receptive to any command or suggestion.


      It was not long in coming. “Get in,” said one of the men.


      Like a man in a dream Marius Baum climbed into the strange car, which started up and whizzed away into the darkness. As they zipped around the next corner, Baum heard, faintly, the sound of a police-whistle. Dimly he apprehended that Violet, when she saw him get into the other automobile, must have climbed out of the one she was sitting in and accosted the policeman.


      No further sounds followed them as they careened around other corners until Baum utterly lost track of where he was. Not that in his present state he much cared. He observed all these events with the sluggish detachment of a man sitting through a movie that bores him.


      A long time later the car stopped. “Get out,” said a voice, and Baum shambled up the front steps of an old brownstone house. They hustled him up a flight of stairs and into a room bare except for a large full-length mirror screwed to one wall.


      One of the blue-suited men stepped up to the mirror and rapped sharply against the glass with a ring on one of his fingers, thus—


       


      AND immediately the reflections in the mirror dissolved into mist so that they looked more like images on a television screen out of focus than true reflections.


      “Come on,” said one of the men and Baum walked with them through the mist.


      He stepped into another room, quite different from the one he had left. Instead of a bare inclosure in a creaky old private house this looked like the reception-room of some public institution or industrial concern. On the linoleum-covered floor stood a plain desk and behind the desk sat a young man dressed (as Baum noted with a slight stir of surprise) much as he himself was, in a red outfit resembling a ballet-suit.


      One of the men escorting Baum said something that sounded like, “The Dimai Jich!”


      Whereupon the man at the desk called, “Pass five!”


      There was a clank and a big gate of thick metal bars, like that into the safe-deposit vault of a bank, swung open. Baum had a glimpse of the man who swung it—another fellow in a union-suit, but this time, with a pistol of sorts dangling in a holster from his belt. He might have been another guest at the Engineers’ Hallowe’en party who by some strange coincidence had decided to dress up in a costume of the same sort as that Baum wore.


      The gate clanged shut behind them. They walked down the hall of a building which, judging by its looks, must be devoted to some technical enterprise—a hospital or laboratory building, perhaps.


       


      PRESENTLY Baum’s captors turned into a room that looked like a doctor’s office. A man in black with a little white goatee on his chin sat behind a desk. Behind him a window opened onto landscaped grounds.


      Through this window Baum caught a glimpse of something that stirred his interest despite the flaccid state of his volition. Beyond the hedges and lawns stood a tall iron fence and beyond the fence something vast and slaty-gray moved. It was an animal somewhat on the order of a sauropod dinosaur—a brontosaurus or diplodocus—and it was eating the long grass that grew beyond the fence.


      “Here he is,” said one of the escort.


      The man at the desk looked at Baum, then opened his desk drawer and took out a sheet of paper with half-tone cuts and printing on it.


      “Nonsense,” said he of the beard. “He’s no more like Dimai than I am. “You’ve made a mistake.”


      Baum’s bound mind wondered vaguely at the fact that these people spoke common General American English. It would have been less surprising had they spoken Russian or Martian—assuming such a language as Martian existed.


      “But looks at his clothes!” said one of the men in the blue serge suits.


      “Let’s see your clothes, son,” said the beard.


      Baum obediently shucked his overcoat.


      “Hm,” said Whiskers. “This does seem to call for an explanation. Prisoner, how come you’re wearing Antichthonese costume? Have you changed clothes with Dimai?”


      “I didn’t know it was Ant—well, that it was the kind of costume you say it is. I rented it for a fancy-dress party.”


      Goatee chuckled. “See? Now you’ll have to start over. It’s not likely you’ll find him in his original suit when he’s been gone as many hours as this. As for you, son, I reckon we owe you an apology.”


      A light flashed in Baum’s face again and he heard the beard’s voice saying sharply, “Wake up!”


      Life seemed to flow back into him, and Baum realized that he had regained his will. “Now,” he said belligerently, “maybe you’ll explain …”


      The man in black held up his hand. “Later. First I’ll have to know a bit about you. McMichael, you stay here. The rest of you go about your business. Now, my young friend, suppose you tell us who you are?”


      The biggest of the four men in the double-breasted suits settled himself into a chair while the others filed out.


      “Why should I tell you?” said Baum in tones of cold defiance. “Who are you?”


      The other man smiled. “We seem to be at an impasse. If you’ll tell me who you think we are, maybe we can clear things up.”


      “Aren’t you working for Uncle Larry?”


      “Uncle Larry?” said the other, plainly puzzled.


      “Yes. Lavrenti Beria.”


      “Oh, you mean the Commies?” The man in black opened his mouth and laughed loud and long. “No,” he said when he got himself under control. “We aren’t. In fact we’re after Dimai because he is. Now will you tell us about yourself?”


      “Well,” said Baum, somewhat mollified, more puzzled than ever and still suspicious, “my name’s Marius Baum, I’m a native-born American and I have a technical editorial job with the U. S. Government.” He gave a few more details of his background, avoiding any mention of the confidential nature of his work.


      He concluded, “Where am I then? In another dimension?”


      His interlocutor winced. “You’re a smart lad but don’t use ‘dimension’ in that pseudo-scientific sense! Call it another continuum.”


      “All right, another continuum. On a planet that occupies the same space as ours, only in this other plane—”


      “Not ‘plane’—that’s occultism. Continuum.”


      “All right, continuum, that goes around its sun at the same speed as ours.”


      “You’re mostly right, except there’s no exact correspondence between Antichthon and Earth. Antichthon is actually somewhat smaller than the Earth and takes a longer time to go round a larger star at a longer radius.


      “I can’t explain it to you now but it’s like those formulae for the location of an electron—they only tell you where it’s most likely to be. So the connections between Earth and Antichthon are valid even though they don’t coincide literally. Actually Antichthon is in the same continuum as Earth but at the other end, where the universe curves back on itself.


      “However, you pose a problem for us. You can’t stay here, not having been invited through the usual channels, and we can’t send you back knowing about us. Don’t look scared—we’re not going to bump you off. Antichthon adheres to a strict standard of justice. But …


      “All I can think of is to destroy the memory of your visit to us. We don’t much like to do that, since a man’s memory is his most private possession. However …”


      “If you’re on the level,” said Baum, “You could trust me not to give you away.”


       


      THE white eyebrows rose. “We can find out about that.” He threw a switch on the teletalk system and said, “Send Guzman in to me.” He turned back to Baum. “He’ll examine you.”


      “Who’s he? Psychologist?”


      The man in black nodded.


      “Mean I’ve got to lie on a sofa for a month telling him about every lustful thought I ever had?”


      “No, nothing like that. You’ll see. My name’s Harris, by the way. I’m an administrator.”


      “Pleased to know you. I suppose you’ve got some Utopia here and don’t want a lot of nogoodniks from Earth swarming in and spoiling it?”


      Harris smiled. “Wait till Guzman—ah, here he is.


      Baum met a small dark man who took him into another office and kept him working on tests much like aptitude tests for a couple of hours.


      Then Guzman brought Baum back to Harris’s office, saying, “Reliability index ninety seven point eight, one of the highest I ever tested. It indicates in fact that he’s one of those fanatically punctual and truthful people who make themselves unpopular with their more easy-going friends by too much exactness.”


      Harris said, “Such being the case, I think we can trust you.”


      “Can’t I visit your world? I’d like a look at that live dinosaur at least.”


      “Sorry. Rules, you know. You see, as you guessed, we’re trying to run a kind of democratic scientific Utopia. And it’s hard enough, even with specially picked immigrants, because brains and character aren’t simple Mendelian hereditary qualities, though heredity does influence them. So different characters do crop up.”


      “If you let more in,” said Baum, “you’d relieve a lot of conditions on Earth.”


      “For how long? You’re wasting your resources at an appalling rate and increasing so fast it’ll soon be standing room only. And at the same time you’re planning another ideological war that may blow up the planet.”


      “It’s not us who are planning it,” interrupted Baum.


      “I know but I’m speaking generally. If we let a lot of you in it’d mean we’d soon be in the same fix—while those left behind would merely breed that much faster and be no better off than they were.”


      “How long has this been going on?”


      “About thirty years. A physicist named Tanezaki discovered the way through but like a smart boy he kept it to himself until he was ready to let in a few carefully chosen colonists from various nations. It just happens that the life on Antichthon—”


      “Where’d you get that name?”


      “Classical literature. The life of Antichthon is in about the equivalent of your Mesozoic Era of evolution, so there are no intelligent inhabitants to worry about. Now, before you go …”


      “One more. Who’s Dimai?”


      “Franz Dimai, an Austrian Communist, only we didn’t know it when we let him in. He ran out on us with the hope of blasting his way back in at the head of the forces of the so-called People’s Democracies. Since he escaped in Antichthonion costume our men were looking for somebody dressed like that.


      “It was a one-in-a-million coincidence that they happened to pick you up. You see even our super-psychologists miss once in a while.” Harris grinned at Guzman. “As I was saying, we owe you for the inconvenience and if there’s something we could do before you go back—money, for instance …”


      Baum thought fast. “Can you confer immortality?”


      “Sorry, not yet. Another decade maybe.”


      “Well then, can your—uh—super-psychologists change or improve a man’s character? Without his having to spend a year on a couch?”


      “Reckon they can. Why, d’you feel in need of improvement? I’d have said you had a pretty solid character as you are.”


      Baum said, “Yes, but—It may sound silly but I want love. I want to be lovable. As Mr. Guzman said I’m one of those rigid characters everybody respects but nobody likes much. I’d like to be loosened up so I’d be popular and attractive. To women, for instance.”


      “Ah! We’ll see. Jose, can you make Mr. Baum popular and truly sought-after without lowering his reliability to the danger-point?”


      At that moment the telephone rang. Harris picked up the handset, listened, and replaced it with a chuckle. “We needn’t worry about Dimai any more. He’s been liquidated as a deviationist. Seems he told his story to the bigshots, who decided the idea of another continuum was idealistic fascisto-bourgeois monopoly-capitalist imperialist propaganda and therefore couldn’t be true. Well, Jose?”


      Guzman brooded over the question for a few seconds and said, “I think so. The Bendix treatment should do it. It may lower his index a few tenths of a point but that means nothing to us. Will you come now, Mr. Baum?”


       


      NINE months later (Earth time) the Antichthonian receptionist heard the code knock 3-2-3-1 on the other side of the portal. He threw the switch. As the mirror faded into a shimmer of lines of force, a dark chunky curly-haired man stepped through. The receptionist recognized Marius Baum. Not having been told to admit Baum, he instantly pushed an alarm button.


      Five minutes later Baum, handcuffed to two armed guards, was marched into Harris’s office. Harris looked glumly at his Earthly acquaintance.


      “I’m sorry for you,” he said. “Whatever possessed you to do such a thing? You knew we consider illegal entry a serious crime.”


      “When I explain,” said Baum, “I don’t think you’ll mind. At least, not if you’re that fussy about justice. To make a long story short I want you to change me back the way I was. Then destroy my memories of visiting here and send me back through your trick looking-glass. That way I can’t hurt you because I won’t even know about you.”


      “I’ll be hornswoggled!” cried Harris. “What’s happened?”


      “If you’ll let me sit—thanks. Guzman’s treatments worked too well.”


      “How’s that possible?”


      “I went around smiling at strangers and kidding the girls and before I knew it Violet Rogers and I were married and I’d been promoted one grade and assigned a secretary of my own. Pretty little thing too—Heloise Fabry. I used to have lunch with her in that lousy government cafeteria and before I knew it she was madly in love with me, not even knowing I had one wife.


      “What with one thing and another she high-pressured me into marrying her too. Not that I was really in love with her but I loved everybody too much to hurt her feelings by telling her I was already married.


      “Well, maybe you can get away with bigamy if your job takes you traveling so you can raise your two or three families in different cities. But not in my set-up. I should have known what would happen—but without the old Baum rigidity I couldn’t resist temptation. And sure enough Vi called the office when I was out and Heloise answered.


      “By a funny coincidence that was also the day when my boss told me he was so sorry but my recent promotion was rescinded and I was to be taken off confidential work and given some routine paper-shuffling job.


      “Seems I’d become so popular I’d attracted a swarm of friends who were always hanging around the office to gas or hauling me into a beer-parlor after work to get soaked. So much so that now the heads didn’t consider me a good security risk any more. The way they put it, I had been an ideal man for the job but I’d grown—too indiscriminately friendly, they said.


      “Next thing I was in jail for bigamy and out of my editorship. When the Lab found out about my arrest they suspended me on a suspicion of moral turpitude and if I’m convicted I’m automatically fired.


      “What’s more, Violet’s applied for a divorce, so it looks as though I’d end up with no wives, since my marriage to Heloise was illegal, just living in sin. I’m out on bail, waiting for my trial.


      “My lawyer says he could get me off if I’d done these acts in a state of amnesia, but that the prosecution’s psychiatrists can spot a fake case of amnesia in no time. So the only way out is for you to give me some genuine amnesia.”


      “But,” said Harris, “why have your personality changed?”


      “So I won’t get into trouble like this again! When you’ve lived with a personality for thirty years you know what to expect, but when a brand new one is thrust upon you, no matter how good it looks on paper, it’s certainly apt to throw you.”


      “You wouldn’t want Guzman to make just a slight adjustment?”


      “No! I want the old Baum back! He had his faults but he didn’t do badly by me. Never anything like this mess. And after this I’m going to look gift horses so carefully in the mouth I could be a veterinary dentist.”


      “Very well,” sighed Harris. “I’m sorry it turned out this way. Who said there are only two tragedies in life—not to get what you want and to get what you want?”


      “Wilde?” said Baum.


      “I think so. How right he was!” said Harris and pressed the lever of the squawk-box to call Guzman.


       


      26. THE EYE OF TANDYLA


    


     


    

      ONE DAY — so long ago that mountains have arisen since, with cities on their flanks — Derezong Taash, sorcerer to King Vuar the capricious, sat in his library reading the Collected Fragments of Lontang and drinking the green wine of Zhysk. He was at peace with himself and the world, for nobody had tried to murder him for ten whole days, by natural means or otherwise. When tired of puzzling out the cryptic glyphs, Derezong would gaze over the rim of his goblet at his demon-screen, on which the great Shuazid (before King Vuar took a capricious dislike to him) had depicted Derezohg’s entire stable of demons, from the fearful Feranzot down to the slightest sprite that submitted to his summons.


      One wondered, on seeing Derezong, why even a sprite should bother. For Derezong Taash was a chubby little man (little for a Lorska, that is), with white hair framing a round youthful face. When he had undergone the zompur treatment, he had carelessly forgotten to name his hair among the things for which he wanted eternal youth—an omission which had furnished his fellow magicians with fair scope for ribald ridicule.


      On this occasion, Derezong Taash planned, when drunk enough, to heave his pudgy form out of the reading chair and totter in to dinner with his assistant, Zhamel Seh. Four of Derezong’s sons should serve the food as a precaution against Derezong’s ill-wishers, and Zhamel Seh should taste it first, as a further precaution. After they had consumed a few jars more of wine, Derezong would choose three of his prettiest concubines and stagger off to bed. A harmless program, one would have said. In fact Derezong Taash had already, in his mind, chosen the three, though he had not yet decided upon their order. And then, the knock upon the door and the high voice of King Vuar’s most insolent page: “My lord sorcerer, the king will see you forthwith!”


      “What about?” grumbled Derezong Taash.


      “Do I know where the storks go in winter? Am I privy to the secrets of the living dead of Sedo? Has the North Wind confided to me what lies beyond the ramparts of the Riphai?”


      “I suppose not.” Derezong yawned, rose, and toddled throneward. He glanced back over his shoulders as he went, disliking to walk through the halls of the palace without Zhamel to guard his back against a sudden stab.


      The lamplight gleamed upon King Vuar’s glabrous pate, and the king looked up at Derezong Taash from under his hedge of heavy brows. He sat upon his throne in the audience chamber, and over his head upon the wall was fastened the hunting-horn of the great King Zynah, Vuar’s father. On the secondary throne sat the king’s favorite concubine Ilepro, from Lotor: a dumpy middle-aged Lotri, hairy and toothy. What the king saw in her… Perhaps in middle age he had become bored with beauty and sought spice from its antithesis. Or perhaps after the High Chief of Lotor, Konesp, had practically forced his widowed sister upon the king after Ilepro’s husband had died of a hunting accident, the monarch had fallen truly in love with her.


       


      OR PERHAPS the hand of the wizard-priest of Lotor was to be discerned behind these bizarre events. Sorcery or its equivalent would be needed to account for King Vuar’s designating Ilepro’s young son by her Lotri husband as his heir, if indeed he had done so as rumor whispered. Derezong was thankful that the youth was not present, though that quartet of Lotri women, swathed in their superfluous furs, squatted around the feet of Ilepro.


      Derezong was sure there was something here that he did not understand, and that he would not like any better when he did understand it. Despite the present peace treaty between Lotor and Lorsk, he doubted that the Lotris had forgotten the harrying that King Zynah had inflicted upon them in retaliation for their raids.


      After his preliminary prostration, Derezong Taash observed something else that had escaped his original notice: that on a small table in front of the throne, which usually bore a vase of flowers, there now reposed a silver plate, and on the plate the head of the Minister of Commerce, wearing that witlessly blank expression that heads are wont to do when separated from their proper bodies.


      Evidently King Vuar was not in his jolliest mood.


      “Yes, O King?” said Derezong Taash, his eyes swivelling nervously from the head of the late minister to that of his sovereign. King Vuar said: “Good my lord, my concubine Ilepro, whom I think you know, has a desire that you alone can satisfy.”


      “Yes, Sire?” Jumping to a wrong conclusion, Derezong Taash goggled like a bullfrog in spring. For one thing, King Vuar was not at all noted for generosity in sharing his women, and for another thing, of all the royal harem, Derezong had the least desire to share Ilepro.


      The king said: “She wishes that jewel that forms the third eye of the goddess Tandyla. You know that temple in Lotor?”


      “Yes, Sire.” Although he retained his blandest smile, Derezong’s heart sank to the vicinity of his knees. This was going to prove even less entertaining than intimacy with Ilepro.


      “This small-souled huckster,” said Vuar, indicating the head, “said, when I put the proposal to him, that the gem could not be bought, wherefore I caused his length to be lessened. This hasty act I now regret, for it transpires that he was right. Therefore, our only remaining course is to steal the thing.”


      “Y-yes, Sire.”


      The king rested his long chin upon his fist and his agate eyes saw distant things. The lamplight gleamed upon the ring of gray metal on his finger, a ring made from the heart of a falling star, and of such might as a magic-repellant that not even the sendings of the wizards of Lotor had power to harm its wearer.


      He continued: “We can either essay to seize it openly, which would mean war, or by stealth. Now, although I will go to some trouble to gratify the whims of Ilepro, my plans do not include a Lotrian war. At least, not until all other expedients have been attempted. You, therefore, are hereby commissioned to go to Lotor and obtain this jewel.”


      “Yes indeed. Sire,” said Derezong with a heartiness that was, to say the least, a bit forced. Any thoughts of protest that he might have entertained had some minutes since been banished by the sight of the unlucky minister’s head.


      “Of course,” said Vuar in tones of friendly consideration, “should you feel your own powers inadequate, I’m sure the king of Zhysk will lend me his wizard to assist you—”


      “Never, Sire!” cried Derezong, drawing himself up to his full five-five. “That bungling beetlehead, far from helping, would be but an anchor stone about my neck!”


      King Vuar smiled a lupine smile, though Derezong could not perceive the reason. “So be it, then.”


       


      BACK IN his own quarters Derezong Taash rang for his assistant. After the third ring Zhamel Seh sauntered in, balancing his big bronze sword by the pommel on his palm.


      “Some day,” said Derezong, “you’ll amputate some poor wight’s toe showing off that trick, and I only hope it will be yours. We leave tomorrow on a mission.”


      Zhamel Seh grasped his sword securely by the hilt and grinned down upon his employer. “Good! Whither?” Derezong Taash told him.


      “Better yet! Action! Excitement!” Zhamel swished the air with his sword. “Since you put the geas upon the queen’s mother have we sat in these apartments like barnacles on a pile, doing nought to earn King Vuar’s bounty.”


      “What’s wrong with that? I plague none and nobody plagues me. And now with winter coming on, we must journey forth to the ends of rocky Lotor to try to lift this worthless bauble the king’s sack of a favorite has set her silly heart upon.”


      “I wonder why?” said Zhamel. “Since she’s Lotri by birth, you’d think she’d wish to ward her land’s religious symbols instead of raping them away for her own adornment.”


      “One never knows. Our own women are unpredictable enough, and as for Lotris… But let’s to the task of planning our course and equipage.”


      That night, Derezong Taash took only one concubine to bed with him.


       


      THEY RODE east to fertile Zhysk on the shores of the Tritonian Sea, and in the city of Bienkar sought out Derezong’s friend, Goshap Tuzh the lapidary, from whom they solicited information to forearm them against adversity.


      “This jewel,” said Goshap Tuzh, “is about the size of a small fist, egg-shaped without facets, and of a dark purple hue. When seen from one end, it displays rays like a sapphire, but seven instead of six. It forms the pupil of the central eye of the statue of Tandyla, being held in place by leaden prongs. As to what other means, natural or otherwise, the priests of Tandyla employ to guard their treasure, I know not, save that they are both effective and unpleasing. Twenty-three attempts have been made to pilfer the stone in the last five centuries, all terminating fatally for the thieves. The last time I, Goshap Tuzh, saw the body of the thief—”


      As Goshap told the manner in which the unsuccessful thief had been used, Zhamel gagged and Derezong looked into his wine with an expression of distaste, as if some many-legged creeping thing swam therein— although he and his assistant were by no means the softest characters in a hard age.


      “Its properties?” said Derezong Taash.


      “Considerable, though perhaps overrated by distant rumor. It is the world’s most sovereign antidemonic, repelling even the dread Tr’lang himself, who is of all demons the deadliest.”


      “Is it even, stronger than King Vuar’s ring of star-metal?”


      “Much. However, for our old friendship, let me advise you to change your name and take service with some less exacting liege lord. There’s no profit in seeking to snatch this Eye.”


      Derezong Taash ran his fingers through his silky white hair and beard. “True, he ever wounds me by his brutally voiced suspicions of my competence, but to relinquish such luxe as I enjoy were not so simple. Where else can I obtain such priceless books and enrapturing women for the asking? Nay, save when he becomes seized of these whimsies, King Yuar’s a very good master, indeed.”


      “But that’s my point. When do you know his caprice notorious may not be turned against you?”


      “I know not; betimes I think it must be easier to serve a barbarian king. Barbarians, being wrapped in a mummy-cloth of custom and ritual, are more predictable.”


      “Then why not flee? Across the Tritonian Sea lies lordly Torrutseish, where one of your worth would soon rise—”


      “You forget,” said Derezong, “King Vuar holds hostages: my not inconsiderable family of fourteen concubines, twelve sons, nine daughters, and several squalling grandchildren. And for them I must stick it out, though the Western Sea swallow the entire land of Pusaad as is predicted in the prophecies.”


      Goshap shrugged. ‘Tis your affair. I do but indigitate that you are one of these awkward intermediates. Too tub-like ever to make a prow swordsman, and unable to attain the highest grade of magical adeptry because you’ll not forswear the delights of your zenana.”


      “Thank you, good Goshap,” said Derezong, sipping the green wine. “Howsoever, I live not to attain preeminence in some austere regimen disciplinary, but to enjoy life. And how who’s a reliable apothecary in Biekar from whom I can obtain a packet of syr-powder of highest grade and purity?”


      “Dualor can furnish you. What semblance do you propose upon yourselves to cast?”


      “I thought we’d go as a pair of traders from Parsk. So, if you hear of such a couple traversing Lotor accompanied by vast uproar and vociferation, fail not to show the due surprise.”


       


      DEREZONG TAASH bought his syr-powder with squares of gold bearing the stamp of King Vuar, then returned to their inn where he drew his pentacles and cast his powder and recited the Incantation of the Nines. At the end, both he and Zhamel Seh were both lying helpless on the floor, with their appearance changed to that of a pair of dark hawk-nosed fellows in the fluttery garb of Parsk, with rings in their ears.


      When they recovered their strength, they rode forth. They crossed the desert of Reshape without suffering excessively either from thirst, or from the bites- of venomous serpents, or from attacks of spirits of the waste. They passed through the Forest of Antro without being assailed by brigands, sword toothed cats, or the Witch of Antro. And at last they wound among the iron hills of Lator.


      As they stopped for one night, Derezong said: “By my reckoning and according to what passersby have told us, the temple should lie not more than one day’s journey ahead. Hence, it were time to try whether we can effect our direction by surrogate instead of in our own vulnerable persons.” And he began drawing pentacles in the dirt.


      “You mean to call up Feranzot?” asked Zhamel Seh.


      “The same.”


      Zhamel shuddered. “Some day you’ll leave an angle of a pentacle unclosed, and that will be the end of us.”


      “No doubt. But to assail this stronghold of powers chthonian by any but the mightiest ineans were an even surer passport to extinction. So light the rushes and begin.”


      “I can fancy nothing riskier than dealing with Feranzot,” grumbled, Zhamel, “save perhaps invoking the terrible Tr’lang himself.” But he did as he was bid.


      They went through the Incantation of Br’tong, as reconstructed by Derezong Taash from the Fragments of Lontang, and the dark shape of Feranzot appeared outside the main pentacle, wavering and rippling. Derezong felt the heat of his body sucked forth by the cold of the daev, and felt the overwhelming depression the thing’s presence engendered. Zhamel Seh, for all his thews, cowered.


      “What would you?” whispered Feranzot.


      Derezong Taash gathered his weakened forces and replied: “You shall steal the jewel in the middle eye of the statue of the goddess Tandyla in the nearby temple thereof and render it to me.”


      “That I cannot.”


      “And why not?”


      “First, because the priests of Tandyla have traced around their temple a circle of such puissance that no sending or semblance or spirit, save the great Tr’lang, can cross it. Second, because the Eye itself is surrounded by an aura of such baleful influence that not I, nor any other of my kind, nor even Tr’lang himself, can exert a purchase upon it on this plane. May I return to my own dimension now?”


      “Depart, depart, depart… Well, Zhamel, it looks as though we should be compelled to essay this undelightsome task ourselves.”


       


      NEXT DAY they continued their ride. The hills became mountains of uncommon ruggedness, and the road a mere trail cut into cliffs of excessive steepness. The horses, more accustomed to the bison-swarming plains of windy Lorsk, misliked the new topography and rubbed their riders’ legs painfully against the cliffside in their endeavor to keep away from the edge.


      Little sun penetrated these gorges of black rock, which began to darken almost immediately after noon. Then the sky clouded over and the rocks became shiny with cold mist. The trail crossed the gorge by a spidery bridge suspended from ropes. The horses balked.


      “Not that I blame them,” said Derezong Taash, dismounting. “By the red-hot talons of Vrazh; it takes the thought of my fairest concubine to nerve me to cross!”


      When led in line with Zhamel belaboring their rumps from the rear, the animals crossed, though unwillingly. Derezong, towing them, took one brief look over the side of the bridge at the white thread of water foaming far below and decided not to do that again. Feet and hooves resounded hollowly on the planking and echoed from the cliff sides, and the wind played with the ropes as with the strings of a great harp.


      On the other side of the gorge, the road continued its winding upward way. They passed another pair, a man and a woman, riding down the trail, and had to back around a bend to find a place with room enough to pass. The man and the woman went by looking somberly at the ground, barely acknowledging with the grunt the cheerful greeting Derezong tossed at them.


      Then the road turned sharply into a great cleft in the cliff, wherein their hooffalls echoed thrice as loud as life and they could scarcely see to pick their way. The bottom of the cleft sloped upward, so that in time they came out upon an area of tumbled stones with a few dwarfed trees. The road ran dimly on through the stones until it ended in a flight of steps, which in turn led up to the Temple of Tandyla itself. Of this temple of ill repute, the travellers could see only the lower parts, for the upper ones disappeared into the cloud floor. What they could see of it was all black and shiny and, rising to sharp peaks.


      Derezong remembered the unpleasant attributes ascribed to the goddess, and the even more disagreeable habits credited to her priests. It was said, for instance, that the worship of Tandyla, surely a sinister enough figure in the Pusadian pantheon, was a mere blind to coyer dark rites concerning the demon Tr’lang, who in elder days had been a god in his own right. That was before the towering Lorskas, driven from the mainland by the conquering Hauskirik, had swarmed across the Tritonian Sea to Pusaad, before that land had begun its ominous subsidence.


       


      DEREZONG TAASH assured himself that gods and demons alike were not usually so formidable as their priests, from base motives of gain, tried to make them out. Also, that wild tales of the habits of priests usually turned out to be at least somewhat exaggerated. Although he did not fully believe his own assurances, they would have to suffice for want of better.


      In front of the half-hidden temple, Derezong Taash pulled up, dismounted, and with Zhamel’s help weighted down the reins of their beasts with heavy stones to hinder them from straying.


      As they started for the steps Zhamel cried: “Master!”


      “What is’t?”


      “Look upon us!”


      Derezong looked and saw that the semblance of traders from Parsk had vanished, and that they were again King Vuar’s court magician and his assistant, plain for all to see. They must have stepped across that line that Feranzot had warned them of.


      Derezong took a sharp look at the entrance and half-hidden in the inadequate light he saw two men flanking the doorway. His eye caught the gleam of polished bronze. But if these doorkeepers had observed the change in the looks of the visitors, they gave no sign.


      Derezong Taash drove his short legs up the shiny black steps. The guards came into full view, thick-bodied Lotris with beetling brows. Men said they were akin to the savages of Ierarne in the far Northeast, who knew not horse-taming and fought with sharpened stone. These stood staring straight ahead, each facing the other like statues. Derezong and Zhamel passed between them.


      They found themselves in a vestibule where a pair of young Lotri girls said: “Your boots and swords, sirs.”


      Derezong lifted off his baldric and handed it to the nearest, scabbard and all; then pulled off his boots and stood barefoot with the grass he had stuffed into them to keep them from chafing sticking out from between his toes. He was glad to feel the second sword hanging down his back inside his shirt.


      A low remark passed between Zhamel and one of the girls—a girl who, Derezong observed, was not bad looking for a Lotri, in a plump moonfaced way.


      “Come on,” said Derezong Taash, and led the way into the naos of the temple.


      It was much like other temples: a big rectangular room smelling of incense, with a third of the area partitioned off by a railing, behind which, rose the huge black squat statue of Tandyla. The smooth basalt of which it was carved reflected feebly the highlights from the few lamps, and up at the top, where its head disappeared into the shadows, a point of purple light showed where the jewel in its forehead caught the rays.


      A couple of Lotris knelt before the railing, mumbling prayers. A priest appeared from the shadows on one side, waddled across the naos behind the railing. Derezong half expected the priest to turn on him with a demand that he and Zhamel follow him into the sanctum of the high priest, but the priest kept on walking and disappeared into the darkness on the other side.


       


      DEREZONG TAASH and his companion advanced, a slow step at a time, towards the railing. As they neared it, the two Lotris completed their devotions and rose. One of them dropped something that jingled into a large tub-like receptacle behind the railing, and. the two squat figures walked quickly out.


      For the moment, Derezong and Zhamel were entirely alone in the big room, though in the silence they could hear faint motions and voices from, other parts of the temple. Derezong brought out his container of syr-powder and sprinkled it while racing through the Incantation of Ansuan. When he finished, there stood between himself and Zhamel a replica of himself.


      Derezong Taash climbed over the railing and trotted on the tips of his plump toes around behind the statue. Here in the shadows, he could see doors in the walls. The statue sat with its back almost but not quite touching the wall behind it, so that an active man, by bracing his back against the statue and his feet against the wall, could lever himself up. Though Derezong was “active” only in a qualified sense, he slipped into the gap and squirmed into a snugly fitting fold in the goddess’s stone draperies. Here he lay, hardly breathing, until he heard Zhamel’s footfalls die away.


      The plan was that Zhamel should walk out of the temple, accompanied by the double of Derezong. The guards, believing that the temple was now deserted of visitors, would relax Derezong would steal the stone; Zhainel should raise a hare outside, urging the guards to “Come quickly!” and while their attention was thus distracted, Derezong would rush out.


      Derezong waited a while longer. The soft footsteps, of another priest padded past and a door closed. Somewhere, a Lotri girl laughed. Derezong Taash began to worm his way up between the statue and the wall. It was hard going for one of his girth, and sweat ran out from under his cap of fisher-fur and down his face. Still no interruption.


      He arrived on a level with the shoulder and squirmed out on to that projection, holding the right ear for safety. The slick stone was cold under his bare feet. By craning his neck, he could see the ill-favored face of the goddess in profile, and by stretching he could reach the jewel in her forehead.


       


      DEREZONG TAASH took out of his tunic a small bronze pry-bar he had brought along for this purpose. With it he began to pry up the leaden prongs that held the gem in place, carefully lest he mar the stone or cause it to fall to the floor below. Every few pries, he tested it with his finger. Soon it felt loose.


      The temple was quiet.


      Around the clock he went with his little bar, prying. Then the stone came out, rubbing gently against the smooth inner surfaces of the bent-out leaden prongs. Derezong Taash reached for the inside of his tunic, to hide the stone and the bar. But the two objects proved too much for his pudgy fingers to handle at once. The bar came loose and fell with a loud ping—ping down the front of the statue, bouncing from breast to belly to lap, to end with a sonorous clank on the stone floor in front of the image.


      Derezong Taash froze rigid. Seconds passed and nothing happened. Surely the guards had heard—


      But still there was silence.


      Derezong Taash secured the jewel in his tunic and squirmed back over the shoulder to the darkness behind the statue. Little by little, he slid down the space between statue and wall. He reached the floor. Still no noise save an occasional faint sound such as might have been made by the temple servants preparing dinner for their masters. He waited for the diversion promised by Zhamel Seh.


      He waited and waited. From somewhere came the screech of a man in the last agonies.


      At last, giving up, Derezong Taash hurried around the hip of the statue. He scooped up the pry-bar with one quick motion, climbed back over the railing, and tiptoed toward the exit.


      There stood the guards with swords out, ready for him. Derezong Taash reached back over his shoulder and pulled out his second sword. In a real fight, he knew he would have little hope against one hardened and experienced sword-fighter, let alone two. His one slim chance lay in bursting through them by a sudden berserk attack and keeping on running.


      He expected such adroit and skillful warriors to separate and come at him from opposite sides. Instead, one of them stepped forward and took an awkward swipe at him. Derezong parried with a clash of bronze and struck back. Clang! clang! went the blades, and then his foe staggered back, dropped his sword with a clatter, clutched both hands to his chest, and folded up in a heap on the floor. Derezong was astonished; he could have sworn he had not gotten home.


      Then the other man was upon him. At the second clash of blades, that,of the guard spun out of his hand, to fall ringingly to the stone pave. The guard leaped back, turned and ran, disappearing through one of the many ambient doors.


       


      DEREZONG TAASH glanced at his sword, wondering if he had not known his own strength all this time. The whole exchange had taken perhaps ten seconds, and so far as he could tell in the dim light, no blood besmeared his blade. He was tempted to test the deadness of the fallen guard by poking him, but lacked both time and ruthlessness to do so. Instead, he ran put of the vestibule and looked for Zhamel and the double of himself.


      No sign of either. The four horses were still tethered a score of paces from the steps of the temple. The stones were sharp under Derezong’s bare and unhardened soles.


      Derezong hesitated, but only for a flash. He was in a way fond of Zhamel Seh, and his assistant’s brawn had gotten him out of trouble about as often as Zhamel’s lack of insight had gotten them into it. On the other hand, to plunge back into the temple in search of his erratic aide would be rash to the point of madness. And he did have definite orders from the king.


      He sheathed his sword, scrambled on to the back of his horse, and cantered off, leading the other three beasts by their bridles.


      During the ride down the narrow cleft, Derezong had time to think, and the more he thought the less he liked what he thought. The behavior of the guards was inexplicable on any grounds but their being drunk or crazy, and he did not believe either. Their failure to attack him simultaneously; their failure to note the fall of the pry-bar; the ease with which he, an indifferent swordsman, had bested them; the fact that one fell down without being touched; their failure to yell for help—


      Unless they planned it that way. The whole thing had been too easy to account for by any other hypothesis. Maybe they wanted him to steal the accursed bauble.


      At the lower end of the cleft, where the road turned out on to the side of the cliff forming the main gorge, he pulled up, dismounted, and tied the animals, keeping an ear cocked for the sound of pursuers echoing down the cleft. He took out the Eye of Tandyla and looked at it. Yes, when seen end-on it showed the rayed effect promised by Goshap Tuzh. Otherwise, it exhibited no special odd, or unnatural properties. So far.


      Derezong Taash set it carefully on the ground and backed away from it to see it from a greater distance. As he backed, the stone moved slightly and started to roll towards him.


       


      AT FIRST he thought he had not laid it down on a level enough place, and leaped to seize it before it should roll over the edge into the gulf. He put it back and heaped a little barrier of pebbles and dust around it. Now it should not roll!


      But when he backed again it did, right over his little rampart. Derezong Taash began to sweat anew, and not, this time, from physical exertion. The stone rolled toward him, faster and faster. He tried to dodge by shrinking into a recess in the cliff wall. The stone swerved and came to rest at the toe of one of his bare feet, like a pet animal asking for a pat on the head.


      He scooped out a small hole, laid the gem in it, placed a large stone over the hole, and walked away. The large stone shook and the purple egg appeared, pushing aside the pebbles, in its path as if it were being pulled out from under the rock by an invisible cord. It rolled to his feet again and stopped.


      Derezong Taash picked up the stone and looked at it again. It did not seem to have been scratched. He remembered the urgency with which Chief Konesp was said to have pressed his sister upon King Vuar, and the fact that the demand for the stone originated with this same Ilepro.


      With a sudden burst of emotion, Derezong Taash threw the stone from him towards the far side of the gorge. By all calculation, the gem should have followed a curved path; arching downward to shatter against the opposite cliff. Instead, it slowed in mid-flight over the gorge, looped back, and flew into the hand that had just thrown it.


      Derezong Taash did not doubt that the priests of Tandyla had laid a subtle trap for King Vuar in the form of this jewel. What it would do to the king and to the kingdom of Lorsk if Derezong carried out his mission, he had no idea. So far as he knew, it was merely an antidemonic, and therefore should protect Vuar instead of harming him. Nevertheless, he was sure something unpleasant was planned, of which he was less than eager to be the agency. He placed the gem on a flat rock, found a stone the size of his head, raised it in both hands, and brought it down upon the jewel.


      Or so he intended. On the way down, the stone struck a projecting shelf of rock, and a second later Derezong was capering about like a devil dancer of Dzen, sucking his mashed fingers and cursing the priests of Tandyla in the names of the most fearful demons in his repertory. The stone lay unharmed.


      For, Derezong reasoned, these priests must have put upon the gem not only a following-spell, but also the Incantation of Duzhateng, so that every effort on the part of Derezong to destroy the object would rebound to his own damage. If he essayed some more elaborate scheme of destruction, he would probably end up with a broken leg. The Incantation of Duzhateng could be lifted only by a complicated spell for which Derezong did not have the materials, which included some very odd and repellant substances indeed.


       


      NOW, DEREZONG TAASH knew that there was only one way in which he could both neutralize these spells and secure the jewel so that it should plague him no more, and that was to put it back in the hole in the forehead of the statue of Tandyla and hammer down the leaden prongs that held it in its setting. Which task, however, promised to present more difficulties than the original theft. For if the priests of Tandyla had meant Derezong to steal the object, they might show greater acumen in thwarting his attempt to return it, than they had in guarding it in the first place. One could but try. Derezong Taash put the jewel into his tunic, mounted his horse (leaving the other three still tethered) and rode back up the echoing cleft. When he came out upon the little plateau upon which squatted the temple of Tandyla, he saw that he had indeed been forestalled. Around the entrance to the temple stood a double row of guards, the bronze scales of their cuirasses glimmering faintly in the fading light. The front rank carried shields of mammoth hide and big bronze swords, while those in the rear bore long pikes which they held in both hands and thrust between the men of the front rank. They thus presented a formidable hedge to any attacker, who had first to get past the spear-points and then deal with the swords.


      One possibility was to gallop at them in the hope that one or two directly in one’s way would flinch aside, opening a path by which one could burst through the serried line. Then, perhaps get the gem back into place before being caught up with. If not, there would be a great smash, some battered guards, a wounded horse, and a thoroughly skewered and slied sorcerer all tangled in a kicking heap. Derezong Taash hesitated, then thought of his precious manuscripts and adorable concubines awaiting him in King Vuar’s palace, which he could never safely enter again unless he brought either the gem or an acceptable excuse for not having it. He kicked his mount into motion. As the animal cantered toward the line, the spear-points got closer and larger and sharper-looking, and Derezong Taash saw that the guards were not going to flinch aside and obligingly let him through. Then, a figure came out of the temple and ran down the steps to the rear of the guards. It wore a priest’s robe, but just before the shock of impact Derezong recognized the rugged features of Zhamel Seh.


       


      DEREZONG TAASH hauled on his reins, and the horse skidded to a halt with its nose a scant span from the nearest point. Derezong—living in a stirrupless age—slid forward until he bestrode the animal’s neck. Clutching its mane with his left hand, he felt for the gem with his right.


      “Zhamel!” he called. “Catch!”


      He threw. Zhamel leaped high and caught the stone before it had time to loop back.


      “Now put it back!” cried Derezong.


      “What? Art mad?”


      “Put it back, speedily, and secure it!”


      Zhamel, trained to obey commands no matter how bizarre, dashed back into the temple, albeit wagging his head as if in sorrow for his master’s loss of sanity. Derezong Taash untangled himself from his horse’s mane and pulled the beast back out of reach of the spears. Under their lacquered helmets, the heads of the guards turned this way and that in evident perplexity. Derezong surmised that they had been given one simple order— to keep him out—and that they had not been told how to cope with fraternization between the stranger and one of their own priests.


      As the guards did not seem to be coming after him, Derezong sat on his horse, eyes on the portal. He’d give Zhamel a fair chance to accomplish his mission and escape, though he thought little of the youth’s chances. If Zhamel tried to push or cut his way through the guards, they would make mincemeat of him, unarmored as he was. And he, Derezong, would have to find and train another assistant, who would probably prove as unsatisfactory as his predecessor. Still, Derezong could not leave the boy utterly to his fate.


      Then, Zhamel Seh ran down the steps carrying a long pike of the kind held by the rear-rank guards. Holding this pike level, he ran at the guards as though he were about to spear one in the back. Derezong, knowing that such a scheme would not work, shut his eyes.


      But just before he reached the guards, Zhamel Seh dug the point of the pike into the ground and pole-vaulted. Up he went, legs jerking and dangling like those of a man being hanged, over the lacquered helmets and the bronze swords and the mammoth hide shields. He came down in front of the guards, breaking one of their pikes with a loud snap, rolled to his feet, and ran towards Derezong Taash. The latter had already turned his horse around.


       


      ZHAMEL caught hold of the edge of the saddle pad, an uproar arose behind them as priests ran out of the temple shouting. Derezong drummed with his bare heels on the stallion’s ribs and set off at a canter, Zhamel swinging along in great leaps beside him. They wended their way down the cleft while the sound of hooves wafted after them.


      Derezong Taash wasted no breath in questions while picking his way down the trail. At the bottom, where the cleft ended on one side of the great gorge, they halted for Zhamel to mount his own horse, then continued on as fast as they dared. The echoes of the pursuers’ hooves came down the cleft with a deafening clatter.


      “My poor feet!” groaned Zhamel Seh.


      At the suspension bridge, the horses balked again, but Derezong mercilessly pricked and slapped his mount with his sword until the beast trotted out upon the swaying walkway. The cold wind hummed through the ropes and the daylight was almost gone. At the far end, with a great sigh of relief, Derezong Taash looked back. Down the cliffside road came a line of pursuers, riding at reckless speed.


      He said: “Had I but time and materials, I’d cast a spell on yonder bridge that should make it look as ‘twere broken and dangling useless.”


      “What’s wrong with making it broken and useless in very truth?” cried Zhamel, pulling his horse up against the cliffside and hoisting himself so that he stood upon his saddle.


      He swung his sword at the cables. As the first of the pursuers reached the far side of the bridge, the structure sagged and fell away with a great swish of ropes and clatter of planks. The men from the temple set up an outcry, and an arrow whizzed across the gap to shatter against the rock. Derezong and Zhamel resumed their journey.


       


      A FORTNIGHT later, they sat in the garden back of the shop of Goshap Tuzh the lapidary in sunny Bienkar. Zhamel Seh told his part of the tale:


      “—so on my way out, this little Lotri, cast her orbs upon me once again. Now, thought I, there’ll be time in plenty to perform the. Master’s work and make myself agreeable in this’ quarter as well—”


      “Young cullion!” growled Derezong into his wine.


      “—so I followed her. And in truth all was-going in most propitious and agreeable wise, when who should come in but one of these chinless wonders in cowl and robe, and went for me with a knife. I tried to fend the fellow off, and fear that in the fracas his neck by ill hap got broke. So, knowing there might be trouble, I borrowed his habit and sallied forth therein, to find that Master, horses, and Master’s double had all gone.”


      “And how time had flown!” said Derezong Taash in sarcastic tones. “I trust at least that the young Lotri has cause to remember this episode with pleasure. The double no doubt, being a mere thing of shadow and not a being rational, walked straight out and vanished when it crossed the magical barrier erected by the priests.”


      “And,” continued Zhamel, “there were priests and guards rushing about chittering like a pack of monkeys. I rushed about as if I were one of them, saw them range the guards around the portal, and then the Master returned and threw me the stone. I grasped the situation, swarmed up the statue, popped Tandyla’s third eye back into its socket, and hammered the prongs in upon it with the pommel of my dagger. Then I fetched a pike from the armory, pausing but to knock senseless a couple of Lotris who sought to detain me for interrogation, and you know the rest.”


       


      DEREZONG TAASH rounded out the story and said: “Good Goshap, perhance you can advise our next course, for I fear that should we present ourselves before King Vuar in proper persons  without the gem, he’d have our heads set tastefully on silver platters ere we our explanation finished. No doubt, remorse would afterwards o’erwhelm him, but that would help us not.”


      “Since he holds you in despite, why not leave him, as I’ve urged before?” said Goshap.


      Derezong Taash shrugged. “Others, alas, show a like lack of appreciation, and would prove no easier masters. For had these priests of Tandyla confided in my ability to perform a simple task like carrying their gemstone from Lotor to Lorsk, their plot would doubtless have borne its intended fruit. But fearing lest I should lose or sell it on the way, they put a supernumerary spell upon it—”


      “How could they, when the stone has anti-magical properties?”


      “Its anti-magical properties comprise simple antidemonism, whereas the following spell and the Incantation of Duzhateng are sympathetic magic, not sorcerous. At any rate, they caused it to follow me hither and thither, thus arousing my already awakened suspicions to the fever-pitch.” He sighed and took a pull on the green wine, “What this sorry world needs is more confidence. But say on, Goshap.”


      “Well, then, why not write him a letter setting forth the circumstances? I’ll lend you a slave to convey it to Lorsk in advance of your persons, so that when you arrive, King Vuar’s wrath shall have subsided.”


      Derezong pondered. “Sage though I deem your suggestion, it faces one obstacle insurmountable. Namely: That of all the men at the court of Lorsk, but six can read; and among these King Vuar is not numbered. Whereas of the six, at least five are among my enemies, who’d like nought better than to see me tumbled from my place. And should the task of reading my missive to the king devolve on one of these, you can fancy how he’d distort my harmless pictographs to my discredit. Could we trick old Vuar into thinking we’d performed our task, as by passing off on him a stone similar to that he expects of us? Know you of such?”


      “Now there,” said Goshap, “is a proposal indeed. Let me cogitate— Last year, when the bony specter of want came upon the land. King Daior placed his best crown in pawn to the Temple of Kelk, for treasure wherewith to still the clamorings of his people. Now, this crown bears at its apex a purple star sapphire of wondrous size and fineness, said to have been shaped by the gods before the Creation for their own enjoyment, and being in magnitude and hue not unlike that which forms the Eye of Tandyla. And the gem has never been redeemed, wherefore the priests of Kelk have set the crown on exhibition, thereby muleting the curious of further offerings. But as to how this well-guarded gem shall be transferred from this crown to your possession, ask me not, and in truth I had liefer know nought of the matter.”


       


      NEXT DAY, Derezong Taash cast upon himself and Zhamel Seh the likeness of Atlantes, from the misty mountain range in the desert of Gautha, far to the East across the Tritonian Sea, where it was said in Pusaad that there were men with snakes for legs and others with no heads but faces in their chests.


      Zhamel Seh grumbled: “What are we, magicians or thieves? Perhaps if we succeed in this, the King of Torrutseish across the Tritonian Sea has some bauble he specially fancies, that we could rob him of.”


      Derezong Taash did not argue the point, but led the way to the square fronted by the Temple of Kelk. They strode up to the temple with the Atlantean swagger, and  into where the crown lay upon a cushion on a table with a lamp to illuminate it and two seven-foot Lorskas to guard it, one with a drawn sword and the other with a nocked arrow. The guards looked down over their great black beards at the red-haired Atlanteans in their blue cloaks and armlets of orichalc who pointed and jabbered as they saw the crown. And then the shorter Atlantean, that was Derezong Taash beneath the illusion, wandered out, leaving the other to gape.


      Scarcely had the shorter Atlas passed the portal than he gave a loud squawk. The guards, looking that way, saw his head in profile projecting past the edge of the doorway and looking upward as though his body were being bent backward, while a pair of hands gripped his throat.


      The guards, not knowing that Derezong was strangling himself, rushed to the portal. As they neared it, the head of the assailed Atlantean disappeared from view, and they arrived to find Derezong Taash in his proper form strolling up to the entrance. All the while behind them the powerful fingers of Zhamel Seh pried loose the stone from King Daior’s crown.


      “Is aught amiss, sirs?” said Derezong  to the guards, who stared about wildly as Zhamel Seh came out of the temple behind them. As he did so, he also dropped his Atlantean disguise and become another Lorska like the guards, though not quite so tall and bushy-bearded.


      “If you seek an Atlas,” said Derezong in answer to their questions, “I saw two such issue from your fane and slink off into yonder alley with furtive gait. Perhaps it behooves you to see whether they have committed some depredation in your hallowed precincts?”


      As the guards rushed back into the temple to see, Derezong Taash and his assistant made off briskly in the opposite direction.


      Zhamel Seh muttered: “At least, let’s hope we shall not have to return, this jewel to the place whence we obtained it!”


       


      DEREZONG and Zhamel reached Lezohtr late at night, but had not even finished greeting their loving  concubines when a messenger informed Derezong Taash that the king wanted him at once.


      Derezong Taash found King Vuar in the audience room, evidently fresh risen from his bed, for he wore nought but his crown and a bearskin wrapped about his bony body. Ilepro was there, too, clad with like informality, and with her were her ever-present Lotrian quartet.


      “You have it?” said King Vuar, lifting a bushy brow that boded no good for a negative answer.


      “Here, Sire,” said Derezong, heaving himself up off the floor and advancing with the jewel from the crown of King Daior.


      King Vuar took it in his finger-tips and looked at it in the light of the single lamp. Derezong Taash wondered if the king would think to count the rays to see if there were six or seven; but  he reassured himself with the thought that King Vuar was  notoriously weak in higher mathematics. The king extended the jewel towards Ilepro. “Here, Madam,” he said. “And let us hope that with this transaction  ends your incessant plaint.”


      “My lord is as generous as the sun,” said  Ilepro in her thick Lotrian accent. ” ‘Tis true I have a little more to say, but not for servile ears.” She spoke in Lotrian to her four attendants, who scuttled out.


      “Well?” said the king. Ilepro stared into the sapphire and made a motion with her free hand, meanwhile reciting something in her native tongue. Although she went too fast for Derezong Taash to understand, he caught a word, several times repeated, that shook him to the core. The word was “Tr’lang”.


      “Sire!” he cried. “I fear this northern witch is up to no good—”


      “What?” roared King Vuar. “You vilipend my favorite, and before my very optics? I’ll have your head—”


      “But Sire! King! Look!”


      The king broke into his tirade long enough to look, and never resumed it. For the flame of the lamp had shrunk to a bare spark. Cold eddies stirred the air of the room, in the midst of which the gloom thickened into shadow and the shadow into substance. At first, it seemed a shapeless darkness, a sable fog, but then a pair of glowing points appeared, palpable  eyes, at twice the height of a man.


      Derezong’s mind sought for exorcisms while his tongue clove to the roof of his mouth with terror. For his own Feranzot was but a kitten compared to this, and no pentacle protected him.


      The eyes grew plainer, and lower down horny talons threw back faint highlights from the feeble flame of the lamp. The cold in the room was as if an iceberg had walked in, and Derezong smelt an odor as of burning feathers.


       


      ILEPRO pointed at the king and cried something in her own language. Derezong thought he saw fangs as a great mouth opened and Tr’lang swept forward towards Ilepro. She held the jewel in front of her, as if to ward off the daev. But it paid no attention. As the blackness settled around her, she gave a piercing scream.


      The door now flew open again and the four, Lotri women rushed back in. Ilepro’s screams continued, diminuendo, with a curious effect of distance, as if Tr’lang were  dragging her far away. All that could be seen was a dwindling shapeless shape of shadow in the middle of the floor.


      The foremost of the Lotris cried “Ilepro!” and sprang towards the shape, shedding wraps with one hand while tugging out a great bronze sword with the other. As the other three did likewise, Derezong Taash realized that they were not women at all, but burly male Lotris given a superficially feminine look by shaving their beards and padding their clothes in appropriate places.


      The first of the four swung his sword through the place where the shape of Tr’lang had been, but without meeting resistance other than that of air. Then he turned toward the king and Derezong.


      “Take these alive!” he said in Lotrian. “They shall stand surety for our safe departure.”


      The four moved forward, their swords ready and their free hands spread to clutch like the talons of the just-departed  demon. Then the opposite door opened and in came Zhamel Seh with an armful of swords. Two he tossed to Derezong Taash and  King Vuar, who caught them by the hilts; the third he gripped in his own large fist as he took his place beside the other two.


      “Too late,” said another Lotri. “Slay them and run’s our only chance.”


      Suiting the deed to the declaration, he rushed upon the three Lorskas. Clang! Clang! went the swords as the seven men slashed and parried in the gloom. King Vuar had  whirled his bearskin around his left arm for a shield and fought naked save for his crown. While the Lorskas had an advantage of reach, they  were handicapped by the king’s age and Derezong’s embonpoint and mediocrity of swordsmanship.


      Though Derezong cut and thrust nobly, he found himself  pushed back towards a corner, and felt the sting of a flesh wound in the shoulder. And whatever the ignorant might think of a wizard’s powers, it was quite impossible to fight physically for one’s life and cast a spell at the same time.


       


      THE KING bellowed for help, but no answer came, for in these inner chambers, the thick stone walls and hangings deadened sound before it reached the outer  rooms of the palace where King Vuar’s guards had their, stations. Like the others he, too, was driven back until the three were fighting shoulder to shoulder in the corner. A blade hit Derezong’s head flatsides and made him dizzy, while a metallic sound told that another blow had gotten home on the king’s crown, and a yelp from Zhamel Seh revealed that he also had been hurt.


      Derezong Taash found himself fast tiring. Each breath was a labor, and the hilt was slippery in his aching  fingers. Soon they’d beat down his guard and finish him, unless he found some more indirect shift by which to make head against them.


      He threw his sword, not at the  Otri in front of him, but at the little lamp that flickered on the table. The lamp flew off with a clatter and went out as Derezong Taash dropped on all fours and crept after his sword. Behind him in the darkness he could hear the footsteps and the hard breathing of men, afraid to strike for fear of smithing a friend and afraid to speak lest they reveal  themselves  to a foe.


      Derezong Taash felt along the  wall until he came to the hunting horn of King Zynah. Wrenching the relic from the wall, he filled his lungs and blew a tremendous blast.


      The blast of the horn resounded deafeningly in the confined space. Derezong took several steps, lest one of the Lotris locate him by sound and cut him down in the dark, and blew again. With loud tramplings and clankings  the  guards of King Vuar approached. The door burst open and in they came with weapons ready and torches high.


      “Take them!” said King Vuar, pointing at the Lotris.


      One of the Lotris tried to resist, but a guardsman’s sword sheared  the hand from his arm as he swung, and the Lotri yelled and sank to the floor to bleed to death. The others were subdued with little trouble.


      “Now,” said the king, “I can give you the boon of a quick death, or I can turn you over to the tormentors for a slower and much more interesting one. Do you confess your plans and purposes in full, the former alternative shall be permitted you. Speak.”


      The Lotri who had led the others when they entered the room said: “Know, King, that I am Paanuvel, the husband of Ilepro. The others are gentlemen of the court of  Ilepro’s brother Konesp, High Chief of Lotor.”


      “Gentlemen!” snorted King Vuar.


      “As my brother-in-law has no sons of his own, he and I concocted this sublime scheme for bringing his kingdom and yours under the eventual united rule  of my son Pendetr. This magician of yours was to steal the Eye of Tandyla, so that, when Ilepro conjured up the daev Tr’lang, the monster would not assail her as she’d be protected by the gem’s powers; it should instead, dispose of you. For  we knew that no lesser creature of the outer dimensions could assail you whilst you wear the ring of star-metal. Then she’d proclaim the child Pendetr king, as you’ve already named him heir, with herself as regent till he comes  of age. But the antisorcellarious virtues of this jewel are evidently not what they once were, for Tr’lang engulfed my wife though she thrust the gem in’s maw.”


      “You have spoken well and frankly,” said King Vuar, “though I question the morality of turning your wife over to me as my concubine, yourself being not only alive but present here in disguise. However, the customs of the Lotris are not ours. Lead them out, guards, and take off their heads.”


      “One more word, King,” said Paanuvel. “For myself I care little, now that my beloved Ilepro’s gone. But I ask that you make not the child Pendetr suffer for his father’s faulty schemes.”


      “I will think on’t. Now, off with you and with your heads.” The king turned to Derezong Taash, who was mopping at his  flesh wound. “What is the cause of the failure of the Eye of Tandyla?”


       


      DEREZONG, in fear and trembling, told the true tale of their foray into Lotor and their subsequent theft of the sapphire in Bienkar.


      “Aha!” said King Vuar. “So that’s what we get for not counting the rays seen in the stone!”


      He paused to pick up the jewel from where it lay upon the floor, and the quaking Derezong foresaw his own severance, like that which the Lotris were even now experiencing. Then Vuar smiled thinly. “A fortunate failure, it seems,” said the king. “I am indebted to you both, first for your shrewdness in penetrating the plans of the Lotris to usurp the throne of Lorsk, second for fighting beside me to such good purpose this night.


      “Howsoever, we have here a situation fraught with some slight embarrassment. For King Daior is a good friend of mine, which friendship I would not willingly forego. And even though I should return the gem to him with explanation and apology, the fact that my servants purloined it in the first place would not sit well with him. My command to you, therefore, is to return at once to Bienkar—”


      “Oh, no!” cried Derezong Taash, the words escaping involuntarily from him under the impetus of strong emotion.


      “—return to Bienkar,” continued the king as if he had not heard, “and smuggle the jewel back to its original position in the crown of the King of Zhysk, without letting anyone know that you are involved either in the disappearance of the stone or in its eventual restoration. For such accomplished rogues as you and your apprentice have shown yourselves to be, this slight feat will pose no serious obstacle. And so goodnight, my lord sorcerer.”


      King Vuar threw his bearskin about him and tramped off to his apartments, leaving Derezong and Zhamel staring at one another with expressions of mingled horror and a vast dismay.


       


    


     


    

      27. THE HUNGRY HERCYNIAN


    


    

       


      KURTEVAN’s Tower stood in one of the oldest sections of Torrutseish, capital of the mighty Tartessian Empire, which ruled not only the Tartessians proper but also most of the other Euskerian nations like the Turdulians. The tapering cylinder of dark-red stone arose from inside a walled inclosure. As Lord Noish approached it, it looked black against the fading purple of the Euskerian spring sunset.


      Parting the curtains of his litter to peer out at the Tower of Kurtevan, Lord Noish did not like its looks. He knew that the edifice was called Kurtevan’s Tower after an eminent wizard who had lived and died before Noish’s time. Legend said that Kurtevan had tried to get the better of the redoubtable Vakar of Lorsk, back in King Asizhen’s reign, and had been burned up in his own lair as a result.


      The gutted and fire-blackened shell had stood for generations, none daring to demolish or restore it for fear of the baleful influences that might linger on the spot, until a new tenant had quietly moved in and set about refurbishing the ruin. Nobody seemed to know about this newcomer, but one morning the inclosure rang with the sound of hammer and adze as carpenters trimmed new boards


      and beams. Noish had looked in at the office of the Registrar of Records and learned that the lot had been bought by one Zyc the Hercynian.


      That was curious. Hercynians, Noish understood, were a cannibal race living far to the east, beyond the wild Kelts. If the Kelts were barbarians, the Hercynians were true savages. Noish had seen a couple brought to Torrutseish as slaves, but so wild, frightened, and stupid were they that they proved unsalable and were killed to save the cost of feeding them.


      It was odd, then, that one or that race should accumulate enough trade-metal to buy a house and lot in teeming Torrutseish. The average Kelt, for instance, could not understand buying and selling and got insulted if one tried to treat commercially with him. Everything had to be an exchange of gifts. Hercynians probably understood nothing beyond


    


    

      … the good old rule … the simple plan,


      That they should take, who have the power, 


      And they should keep who can.


       


      Yet here was Noish, the richest lord of Turrutesh’s second caste, jogging in his litter up to the gate in the brick wall surrounding this painted primitive’s tower. Voices murmured in the dark, and Bokarri the wizard thrust his narrow, sallow face in at the curtains.


      “Good my lord!” said Bokarri. “They’ll not admit us.”


      “What? Not admit me?”


      “The ostiary says you may enter—but alone and on foot only.”


      Lord Noish heaved his bulk out of the litter. A big, fat, jolly-looking man, he waddled up to the gate.


      Instead of the usual single peep-hole with a copper plate hung on a pin inside for a shutter, this gate had two, one at normal eye-level and one a couple of feet higher. The upper one was now open, as though the gatekeeper were standing on a box inside.


      Noish stared up at the aperture, though the light was now too dim, even with the help of the lanthorns carried by his whifflers, to see anything of the face on the other side. He called:


      “Varlet, know you who I am?”


      “You are Lord Noish, are you not?” rumbled a strongly accented bass voice of startling profundity.


      “And you say you’ll admit me only alone and on foot?”


      “That is right.”


      Noish ran a hand over his bald pate. If this had been just an ordinary citizen, a member of the fifth or sixth castes, Noish could and probably would have returned home, armed a few score servants and retainers, and come back to take the place by storm. But this was different. Although as a foreigner, this Zyc would have only the most tenuous legal rights, and although Noish could probably override these by virtue of his wealth, power, and caste status, the catch was that he very much wanted a favor from Zyc, who would not comply with his request if his precincts were invaded by force.


      Noish had summoned Bokarri, his regular magician, with a request for a spell to get rid of Noish’s great rival for the favor of King lkusiven of Tartessia, the chief minister Haldu. Bokarri had failed Noish, saying that such an operation was beyond the competence of a mere general practitioner like himself, and he must call in a specialist. Zyc was the specialist.


      So, much as it went against his grain, Noish quickly made his decision. “Open, fellow,” he said. “I accept your conditions.”


      Noish’s head hamal started to protest at the rashness of Noish’s entering these haunted grounds without his retinue, but Noish waved him to silence and walked in as the gate swung. Then he flinched as the light of the lanthorns fell upon the gatekeeper, a Laistrugonian eight feet tall with long black hair falling over his massive shoulders and a club in his hand that could have squashed Lord Noish like a bug.


      The Laistrugon slammed the gate behind Noish and shot home the huge bolt. “This way, sir,” he said.


      The giant led the way to the base of the tower, opened the door, and let Noish in ahead of him with better manners than Noish would have expected of the savage. The ground floor of the Tower of Kurtevan was lit by one single lamp in a wall-bracket. Its flame fluttered in the draft caused by the closing of the front door. The ground floor, a single big circular room, seemed empty save for a few chests and pieces of furniture against the walls. The Laistrugonian led Noish across the great room to the circular stairway that spiraled up to the floor above.


      On the second storey, Noish found Zyc the Hercynian sitting naked amid a heap of cushions on the floor, awaiting him as no doubt Kurtevan had awaited his clients years before. This room was lit by several lamps. Zyc was a dark stock man with flattish features and wide check-bones that gave him a dish-faced look. His skin seemed to be a yellowish brown, though that was hard to ascertain because his face was covered with paint, the right half red and the left half white. His body was also covered with painted designs, and where paint was lacking the shaman’s hide was clad in a liberal coating of dirt. He had had all the hair shaved from his head, and a glossy-black stubble was just growing back in. Around his neck hung a necklace pattern. Zyc was gnawing the meat from a bone (a joint of beef, Noish was relieved to observe) and other bones, picked more or less clean, lay about him on the floor. His movements were quick and sure as if he were bursting with animal vitality.


      Noish approached, his nose becoming aware of a powerful stench of rotting fragments of food and unwashed man. “You are Zyc?” he said, mispronouncing the foreign sounds.


      The shaman grunted an affirmative, then spoke with his mouth still fu!l. “What you want?”


      Noish drew a long breath to get his self-control. An ordinary Tartessian who used him with such insolence would soon have regretted it. He replied:


      “Magic. I would destroy a man.”


      “How? What man?” said Zyc between chews.


      Noish forced a grim smile. “You might offer me a seat, my good fellow.”


      Zyc said to the Laistrugon: “Kumo, give this man a cushion and go.” Noish took the cushion, plunked his massive rump down upon it, and continued: “Bokarri assures me your discretion is to be relied upon. Is that true?”


      “Of course. What you think I am?”


      Noish deemed it better not to say what he thought Zyc was. He replied: “It had better be, my friend. If you know about me, you know I can pay back any


      betrayal.”


      Noish went on to explain about the minister Haldu. One by one the men who had stood between Noish and the highest post open to a second-caste Tartessian had been removed: one poisoned, another stabbed, a third sent abroad on a dangerous mission, a fourth frightened into retirement. But Lord Haldu, the shrewd and energetic chief minister, still sat in his seat of honor. He showed no sign of losing his grip with age, of perishing from a pox, or of falling out with King Ikusiven. The time had come, therefore, to remove him, but in such a manner that the beneficiary of his fall, Lord Noish, should not be suspected.


      “I could not,” said Noish, “simply invite him to dinner and poison him. For one thing, he brings his own taster; for another, I should too obviously benefit by being next in line for the ministry.”


      Zyc finally tossed his bone aside, wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, and spat on the floor. “What sort of man, this king?” he asked.


      Noish shrugged. “A man like other men, for all the supposed divinity of the first caste. He tries to live up to what he supposes to be his proper role without sufficient intelligence to do so with effect.”


      Zyc thoughtfully sucked the meat-juice of  his fingers. “Very dignified man? Patrticular about—you know—what you call—formalities?”


      “Oh, very. It’s as much as your life is worth to take any liberties with him.”


      “What happen if Lord Haldu went to king and told h:m plain truth about himself?”


      Noish chuckled. “I sec whither blows the breeze. That would be the end of Lord Haldu—at least of his ministry, and probably of him as well. But how would you force Haldu into so rash a course? Any public man knows that, as says the philosopher Goishek, truth is too precious a commodity to be used without discrimination.


      ” Zyc belched. “We see. Can you get Haldu and king to your house and drug Haldu’s wine?”


      “Aye, that I can. I’ll give a feast, and while the king’s caste rules forbid his eating with us of the second caste, therc’s nought to stop him from coming to enjoy the entertainment afterwards. And then I suppose Haldu, full of your truth-drug, will tell the king what a sorry little twerp the fellow is. But stay: the same physic would have affected Haldu’s taster, thereby betraying our part in the coil.”


      “Think not. Taster simple slave. Nobody notice whether he tell truth or not.”


      “Excellent, my good savage; most sapiently thought out. But ere we plunge further into this plotsome thicket, what will be your scot?”


      “Ha ha!” Zyc gave a barking laugh, showing all his teeth, and spat again. “Plenty.”


      “I can pay any reasonable weight of trade-metal.”


      “Don’t want trade-metal,” snarled the Hercynian. “Have enough.”


      “What then?”


      “Want young girl, not over eighteen, and plump.”


      “Oh, you mean a slave?” Noish paused in wary puzzlement. “Why can’t you take the trade-metal and buy your own?”


      “I no buy slave. You buy, bring secretly to me. If I buy, people see me, know I buy. Slave disappear, police come looking.”


      “Oh.” A horrid suspicion formed in Noish’s mind. “You, then wish this maid not for the usual purposes, but to— “


      “Aye, ha ha! You Tartessians funny people. Let master kill slave, but don’t let him do what he like with body.”


      “We regard cannibalism as immoral,” said Noish, drawing his black Euskerian cloak virtuously about him. “Though to speak the truth, the more important reason in the minds of my countrymen is a superstitious fear of the ghosts of persons not properly buried. But look here, my man, even with my power I cannot afford to be involved in such an outrage—”


      “No girl, no truth-drug,” said Zyc. “Me and Kumo haven’t had good meal since we came to Torrutseish. You fetch girl; you protect me afterwards if anybody ask questions. I give you magical truth-drug; you become minister. You say nothing; I say nothing.”


      Again Noish made his decision, t hough not without some small shudder. “Very well. Give me the drug, and when I’m minister you shall have the wench.”


      “Ha! Me stupid? Girl first, then drug.”


      There ensued a long argument Finally they agreed that Noish should buy the girl immediately but hold her for delivery until after the drug had done its work. He added:


      “Must she be a virgin?”


      Zyc flashed his teeth. “Nay. Virgins, not-virgins, all taste same.”


      Gezun Lorska, or Gezun of Gadaira as he now called himself, jogged on his mule Dostaen up the road along the south shore of the broad Baitis. As he made a turn he came in sight of Torrutseish on the island made by the forking and rejoining of the river. The world’s largest city was surrounded by a great circular wall of red, white, and black stone, arranged in a brilliant mosaic pattern, and behind the wall rose tall towers of similar construction. The bright Euskerian spring sun blazed on the gilding of spires and tourelles and on the streaming flags bearing the owl of Tartessia.


      Gezun was a native of the sinking continent of Pusad or Poseidonis across the Sirenian Sea, who at the age of twelve had been kidnapped by slavers and sold in Gadaira. His master, the wizard Sancheth Sar, had died the previous year, freeing Gezun and  leaving him half his collections of magical books and paraphernalia. But the heir to the other half, a nephew of Sancheth, swindled Gezun out of all the more important items.


      The rest had gone in the course of Gezun’s tyronic attempt to set himself up as a master magician in Gadaira. Some had been stolen, some destroyed, and some lost in a game with his chief rival, the wizard Nikurteu. Gezun’s only remaining magical prop was a ring or star-metal that protected the wearer against charms. Sancheth had told him that there were less than a score of these in existence, mostly in the hands of kings and leading magicians.


      Then Gezun learned that he had gotten the daughter of his neighbor, the merchant Berota, with child. Gezun and Jarra had been carrying on for some time and Gezun would gladly have wedded her. But Berota had different plans for his daughter, which did not include marriage to an unsuccessful and debt-ridden young magician and a foreign-born freedman at that.


      Learning that Berota had hired the town’s leading bullies to kill him, Gezun had thrown his remaining possessions into a pair of saddle-bags, turned loose his collection of pets, and ridden off into the night. He had jogged a hundred and sixty miles up the Baitis, and now neared the imperial capital itself. Like most Lorskans he was big —at seventeen he towered over the Euskerians—with a swarthy skin and thick curly black hair. While Sancheth was alive Gezun had entertained notions of riding up to Torrutseish and winning the daughter of the king in some heroic contest. Now he knew that while King lkusiven did indeed have a daughter, the daughter had three lovers and a mustache, and moreover in the rigid stratification of Tartessian society his chances of meeting this dubious prize were nil.


      Passage by ferry-raft across the south arm of the Baitis cost Gezun one of his few remaining pieces of trade-metal, a miniature copper ax-head bearing the cartouche of King Ikusiven.


      Downstream from where the rope that guided the ferry was belayed to a big old cork oak near the water’s edge, the shoreline had been revetted into a series of docks and quays, in some of which ships were drawn up. One of these ships had just pulled in: a long low galley with the orca symbol of the far-northern isle of Foworia upon its sail. A load of slaves had been herded off and now were being marched up towards the city by a gang of beetle-browed, piratical-looking sea-rovers.


      The head of the procession reached the south gate before Gezun, who had to sit slouched on Dostaen, sympathetically watching the captives shamble past with downcast eyes and blank faces, until they had all entered. One in particular caught his eye: a young woman in the remains of a Hesperian dress; young, dark, and with beautifully molded contours and a proud carriage. She cast him a noncommittal glance and passed on, but Gezun tingled as their eyes met.


      Gezun felt in his wallet and gave up any thought of buying the girl. Still, curious about her fate, he followed the sad procession into the city. At least he might learn what happened to her. Then, when he had established himself, who knew?


      The slave-procession marched a few hundred paces and then debouched into a great agora that included the official slave-mart. The Foworians kicked and beat their way through the swarm of beggars, hucksters, pimps, and plain citizens to the cleared inclosure containing the slave-block, the officials who conducted the business, and a couple of King Ikusiven’s slingers strolling about to see that unauthorized persons stayed out of the area.


      Lolling on his mule, Gezun could easily see over the heads of the crowd into the inclosure. At the moment a pair of tall reddish blond Atlanteans were up for sale. They did not bring much, for the Torrutseishans too well knew the intractable natures of these fierce mountaineers. The pair were finally knocked down to a contractor for the royal silver-mines in the country of the Turdetanians. The Atlanteans put back on their buckskin kilts and their vermillion-dyed goatskin mantles and were led off to the short and brutish lives remaining to them.


      Then came a batch of Gamphasants from Lake Kokutos, south of the mountains of Atlantis: tall thin dark-brown folk with curly black hair, offered by a group of Kerneans in fluttery jelabs and kaffiyehs with rings in their ears. The Gamphasants did not have to strip because they wore no clothes to begin with. They were snapped up quickly, being known for their fatalistic docility and for the ease with which they could be trained into good gardeners, stable-boys, and the like. At last came the Foworians’ captives, a miscellany from the western islands. Most were Hesperians, considered clever and courteous, but tricky and given to running away. They went, one by one, until the girl who had attracted Cezun’s attention stood naked on the block.


      She looked even better to Gezun than she had with her clothes on. His blood pulsed as he looked at her, but of course…


      The bidding seemed brisker and more determined. It soon settled down into a contest between two men who leaned against the rope, glaring at each other as each capped the other’s bid. One was a big stout bald man in the ornate garb of a Tartessian noble. Cezun could see his gilded litter lying on the fringe of the crowd, and the bearers leaning against it.


      The other was also fat, but smaller, with a halo of silky-white hair and a long white beard which contrasted with the apparent youthfulness of his smooth pink skin. What interested Gezun more was the fact that the cloak in which he was wrapped was neither the somber black of Euskeria, nor the blue-and-white favored in the Hesperides, but bore the tartan pattern of Poseidonis.


      “Twenty nasses,” said the bald man.


      “Twenty-two,” said the white-haired bidder, in what sounded to the eager Gezun like a Lorskan accent.


      “Twenty-five,” said the bald one, and took a threatening step towards his rival. “Mark ye, churl! Know you not against whom you’re bidding these unwonted sums?”


      “I neither know nor care,” said the beard. “Twenty-seven.”


      “For the last time, insolent knave, I warn you— “


      “Sirs!” interjected the auctioneer. “For one bidder to threaten another is quite out of order, even for you, my lord Noish. I’ll appeal to the minister—”


      “The minister can go puke,” said Noish. “I’ll say what I please, and I warn this foreign filth—”


      “Ha!” shouted the beard. “That for you!”


      The men were too close together, and Gezun was too far, for him to see clearly what happened. However, he had an impression of a spurt of white powder, tossed by the bearded one at Lord Noish. The latter recoiled and began to cough. He coughed and coughed and coughed until he turned purple and tears ran down his cheeks. Every time he got his coughing under control he turned to the auctioneer to try to bid, and promptly went off into another spasm. At last he staggered to his litter, heaved himself in, and was borne off to the laughter of the multitude.


      “Now,” said the bearded one, “I believe that my bid of twenty seven nasses is the highest hitherto, and unless you hear another I shall forthwith take possession of my merchandise.”


      Presently the bearded man waddled off with his new slave. Gezun kicked Dostaen into motion and trotted after until he caught up with the man. He leaned over and said in Lorskan:


      “Good-day, Grandfather. Come you from my parts?”


      “I take it you’re Lorskan, lad?” said the beard.


      “Aye. My name was Dopueng Shysh, of the Amfandela clan. Here I go by Gezun of Gadaira, as I can’t get Euskerian tongues to master Lorskan sounds, and I don’t brag of my Lorskan origin because these haughty Euskerians think us all stupid.”


      “Say you so?” replied the oldster amiably. “I’ve known several men of that clan. Are you the son of that cousin of Squire Tr’nu, that was stolen by Aremorian pirates a few years back?”


      “The same. And you, sir?”


      “I am Derezong Tash of Mneset, sometime court wizard to King Vuar until in one of his fits of caprice he decided that my bead would look better without a body attached.”


      “You’re a great man, sir.”


      “Oh, not at all,” said Derezong, grinning smugly nevertheless. “Merely a poor refugee like yourself. Are you a free man at present?”


      “Yes,” said Gezun, conscious of the slave-brand on his hand. “My master freed me in his will.”


      “Then why not return to Lorsk and your family?”


      “I’d Iiefer return with fortune in hand, and meseems the Tartessian Empire offers wider opportunity. If you need an apprentice, I served the late Sancheth Sar, and so—”


      “Thank you, but I have an apprentice already and cannot afford another,” said Derezong. “Howsomever, if you’ve but now arrived in Torrutseish and have not yet found lodging, you may use my poor place until you do.”


      Gezun poured out thanks, as this was precisely what he had been angling for. All this time the Hesperian girl had trudged after Derezong without saying a word. Derezong turned to her and said in Lorskan: “Now, my dear, tell us who you are.” She looked blank, as also when he repeated the question in Euskerian. When he finally asked it in bad Hesperian she brightened and said that she was Yorida, the daughter of a baker of Sederado in the island of Ogugia.


      Derezong said to Gezun in Lorskan: “She’ll make a fine concubine. In Mneset I had a most admirable harem of fourteen lovely concubines as well as numerous children and grandchildren. But alas, as I had to quit the palace by lowering myself down the outer wall by a rope, my poor family had perforce to be abandoned. I only hope Vuar didn’t slay the lot in pure spitefulness. Now that I begin to prosper once more, I’ve bought Yorida as the first step in collecting a new family. A wise proceeding, think you not?”


      Gezun agreed with a forced smile, and they reached Derezong’s house, a small crumbly affair wedged between two much larger ones.


      “A hovel, I grant,” said Derezong, “but another year will see us in a better, I hope. Enter.”


      The door was opened by another Lorskan, a hard-faced fellow of about thirty and bigger than Gezun.


      “My apprentice, Zhamel Se,” said Derezong and introduced Gezun. Zhamel gave Gezun a scowl. Derezong asked Zhamel: “And what have you purchased for our dinner to-day?”


      Gezun slipped out to find a stable where he could keep his mule. This took some time, and when he returned he found Derezong’s front room empty except for Zhamel Se, who was setting out drinking-vessels and a jug of wine. Zhamel set down the jug, looked at Gezun, pulled out a knife big enough to split kindling, and began trimming his fingernails with it.


      “A fine bit of bronze,” he said.


      “I keep it sharp in case some young springald should try to worm himself into my place with Derezong.”


      “I understand,” said Cezun, wondering if there were not some way by which he could safely murder Zhamel.


      Then Derezong came out looking Yorida in a servant’s dress, which if less fancy than her ragged garb had originally been was at least new and clean. He dropped into the armchair and motioned for wine. When Zhamel had poured, Derezong raised his mug.


      “To the windy plains of bison-swarming Lorsk!” he said. “Yorida looks more civilized now, does she not? Zhamel and I scrubbed her from top to toe. She bore such an accumulation of soil that you could almost have plowed it and raised a crop of barley thereon. Give the maid a drink too, Zhamel. You’ll excuse this sour slop, Master Gezun, but I cannot yet afford the green wine of Zhysk—”


      The oldster babbled on, and drank, and babbled some more. Gezun, trying to keep up with him, soon found his head spinning. Several wine cups later Zhamel and Yorida disappeared into the back room to cook dinner.


      “—these Euskerians eat at uncanny hours,” said Derezong. “Dinner in the dark of evening just before they go to bed. But my Lorskan stomach still insists upon its main meal by daylight. I wonder what detains those twain. Let’s hope Zhamel casts not covetous eyes—”


      Derezong heaved himself out of the armchair and toddled back out of sight. There were voices, and then Yorida appeared to pick up the empty mugs.


      Gezun got up from his stool. He had had enough to drink to bring out his natural recklessness, though not enough to make him noticeably unsteady. “Yorida !” he said.


      “Sir?”


      “Harken, you don’t wish to bed with old whitebeard, do you?” he said in fluent if ungrammatical Hesperian, which he had learned as the language of commerce in all the coastal cities of the Sirenian Sea. “And scrub his floors and wash his shirts and haul water from the city wells?”


      “Well, but what—”


      “Come with me instead! I’m madly in love with you! I’ve burned for you ever since I saw you. ‘We’ll flee to the mountains and live as free lovers among the trees and flowers.” He grabbed her wrist.


      “But master Gezun, I belong to him ! I cannot—”


      “Rubbish! The philosopher Goishek proves that every man’s his own property. I’ll show you life and love as they ought to be lived. Come on!”


      Without waiting for further argument, Gezun caught up his saddle-bags and dragged Yorida out Derezong’s front door, and then pell-mell along the street leading to the stable where Dostaen boarded. “But my dinner!” wailed Yorida.


      “What’s food?” said Gezun. “‘I love you; what more do you want?” Shortly afterward, Gezun’s mule, restive under the double load, was trotting across the wooden bridge that spanned the shallow northern arm of the Baitis. He turned northeast towards the range of mountains that rose against the sky in olive-brown waves, sharply shadowed by the setting sun.


       


      It was ten or twelve days later — Gezun, not good at keeping track of dates, was not sure which — when he went out to forage. He had learned in the course of his Arcadian holiday that Euskeria was remarkably lacking in edible wild plants. The only kind that he had found so far were chestnut trees, and they did not bear this early in the season. The sheep that he had stolen had enough meat on it still for a couple more meals, but it was getting decidedly high, and he did not dare steal another lest the local shepherds get suspicious and form a posse  to hunt him down.


      Furthermore, Yorida’s complaints about the discomfort of the cave and the precariousness of the food supply had become steadily more strident. The meadows might be carpeted with a gorgeous array of wild-flowers glistening with the morning dew, but the sight no longer sent Gezun off into poetical raptures. In fact he looked upon them with dour resentment because they were inedible. He had, however, achieved one triumph, in making a workable bow. This had proved a long and complicated process, requiring most of his time for several days. He had to find a yew-tree for the bowstave, and a lime-tree whose bark could be twisted into string, and a dead crow for feathering, and so on. As it was, he had no proper arrowheads and would have to rely on blunt-headed stunning-arrows, effective against birds and rabbits only, until he could grind down the bones of the sheep into piercing arrowheads. He did not know if he could work up enough power to bring down a buck, or even a young aurochs, of which there was a herd in the neighborhood. But it might be worth trying provided that he were always near enough to a tree to climb if an aurochs charged him. He did not care to try to dodge one as Euskerian bullfighters dodged bulls in the arena. After half a day’s stalking he brought down one rabbit. Coming back to his love-nest, it occurred to him to sneak up on the cave from above, spy on Yorida, and then jump out and surprise her. He made a long detour to keep out of her sight; got lost and had to climb a hill to find himself again; and finally approached the cave from above. As he came out of a grove of pine that crested the hill he heard voices and looked down the slope to see a group of men leading off Yorida.


      “He!” he shouted and ran down the hill, leaping from rock to rock. The men looked around and there was a flash of bronze as weapons came out.


      “Let her go!” yelled Gezun, stopping to string his bow and nock an arrow. One man held a big shield of hide up in front of him while the others crowded behind him. Gezun let fly. The arrow, no masterpiece of the fletcher’s art, wobbled and corkscrewed in flight, but by luck hit the shield and bounced off. The men laughed as they saw what sort of arrow it was. Somebody called a command. Leaving one man to hold Yorida, the others — four of them — started for Gezun at a trot. Two had swords, one a hunting-spear, and Gezun could not see how the fourth man was armed. He shot another arrow, hoping to hit one in the face, but the shot went wild and the men kept on. Gezun, looking from one to the other, began backing up. Then as they neared, bronze rapiers ready, he turned and fled. At least he could outrun them, being younger and longer of leg. He was speeding away from his pursuers when a distant cry from Yorida made him glance back: “Gezun! Beware!” The man whose weapon Gezun had not seen was whirling a sling. As Gezun looked, the slinger let fly. Gezun dropped flat on the ground, and the stone whizzed over him with lethal energy. He sprang up and ran on. Before the slinger could wind up another missile, Gezun was out of his range, running swiftly towards where he had staked out his mule. As he ran he wept, partly from bereavement and partly from the rage of humiliation.


       


    


    

      Lord Noish looked out over his company, surveying the scene as if he were a general overlooking a battlefield and concealing his thoughts behind a bland smile. The lords sat in a horse-shoe, each on his silver-inlaid stool with the little table of mammoth-ivory and ebony in front of him. The servants had cleared away the viands and set out wine-cups into which they were pouring the green wine of Zhysk. As Girios, Noish’s Hesperian head butler, approached the place at which sat Haldu the chief minister, he exchanged a quick look with his master.


      Noish’s smile broadened by the thickness of a hair, and he nodded ever so slightly. Girios poured wine into a new empty cup, though another cup, still half full, sat on the table before Lord Haldu. At Haldu’s motion, the taster who crouched on the floor beside him took the newly-poured cup and drank a sip of it, then replaced it beside the old. By the time Haldu had drained the first cup the effect of the draft from the second, if any, would have manifested themselves upon the taster.


      A trumpet blatted and a footman in the doorway cried: “The king!”


      The Tartessian lords rose from their stools. As King lkusiven appeared in the doorway, everybody in the room dropped to hands and knees and bent his head until his forehead touched the ground — even Lord Seindan, who had just finished vomiting into the vase that Noish had caused to be set out for those who drank too much.


      “Rise, gentlemen,” said the King, coming forward. His armed guards crowded into the doorway, the lamplight gleaming softly on the gilded bronze scales of their cuirasses. Ikusiven was a small man of spindly build, a fact inadequately concealed by his padded robe and the extra soles on his shoes.


      Lord Noish waved the king to the chair of pretence at the head of the horseshoe, which he himself had just vacated, and took another stool that Girios had ready. “You may sit,” said King Ikusiven. ”We have been having fine weather, have we not?” His own slave poured his own wine into his own jewelled golden winecup and handed it to him.


      “Excellent weather, sire,” said Noish. “Though perhaps not so good as the year before last.”


      “As you say,” said Ikusiven, scratching a flea-bite, “though we shall need more rain for a good crop.”


      “Exactly, sire; we shall need more rain. Perhaps we should all pray to Roi?”


      “A meritorious idea; I shall order special sacrifices to the heaven-god. But at least this year is not so dry as last.”


      While this was going on, Lord Haldu turned to his taster, asking:


      “Any cramps?”


      “No, sire; it’s good wine. My lone objection,” continued the taster, “is that you never let me drink a whole mug of this good stuff, but only a sip.”


      As he spoke, the taster’s face acquired a curiously strained and unhappy look, as if he were trying not to speak but could not help himself. Haldu looked astonished, then laughed. He said:


      “Here, you must have forgotten ‘tis not the feast of fools. Girios, bring an extra winecup and fill it for my taster. He’s but now rebelled against my inhuman treatment.”


      Lord Haldu then drank from the cup that the taster had just tested. King Ikusiven was saying: “The worst weather in the memory of man was when I was a boy of ten.”


      “There is no possible doubt of that, sire,” said Noish. “It rained all spring, ruined the crops by flooding, and drowned many beasts from the peasants’ flocks and herds. Which reminds me: I shall soon order a lion-hunt in the valley of Jumbiar. The beasts have become very bold and destructive there.”


      “We shall all look forward to it most keenly,” said Noish.


      “No doubt. This time I will confine myself to the slaying of a single lion. As it is already established that I am the mightiest lion-hunter in Tartessia, I feel I should allow the rest of you a chance at glory also.”


      “Of course, King Ikusiven,” said Noish. “You are without doubt the greatest lion-hunter of not only this but also of all ages. Is’t not so, Haldu?” Lord Haldu raised his head from his winecup to say: “That’s what we say, though we know he is but a cowardly weakling who has never faced a live lion in his life.”


      Jaws dropped around the table. Silence fell. King Ikusiven carefully set down his jewelled cup, leaned forward, and said:


      “What said you, my lord? If that is a jest, I find it in most execrable taste.”


      Haldu’s face now bore the same flushed, unhappy look that had overspread that of the taster.


      “No jest, sire. I did but speak what we all know: that your lion-slaying has always been a fraud, as you have neither thews nor courage for such a feat.”


      Ikusiven’s face now flushed too, but with fury. He flung down his personal winecup with such force that one of the uncut jewels leaped from its socket and bounced across the floor. Then he jumped to his feet and clapped his hands. Everybody else perforce rose also. The guards hastened into the room. The king pointed at Haldu and said:


      “Take him! My minister, it seems, has gone mad, for he has just vilely slandered and insulted me in the face of all. lt is the end of your favor, dog!”


      The guards leaped upon Lord Haldu. who made no resistance but slammered: “S-sire! I meant no disrespect. It’s just that I cannot help speaking sooth—”


      “Head him!” screamed the king.


      The guards forced Haldu to his knees. A guard with an oversized broadsword stepped up, swung the great bronze blade, and cut off Haldu’s head, which rolled trickling across the floor while the spouting body collapsed.


      The guards carried out the remains — three carrying the body and one the head — while the slaves mopped up the blood. Ikusiven’s servant had thoughtfully picked up the king’s winecup and refilled it. Ikusiven, pale and trembling now, sank back into the armchair and took a big gulp of wine. When he raised his eyes from his cup he said:


      “Whether I have the courage to face a lion, I have it to punish insolence and sedition, which is more to the point.”


      “As you say, sire,” said Noish. He beckoned the musicians, who filed in and took their places, and signalled to the keeper of the dancing bear to be ready to begin his act.


      “Noish” said the king, “would you like to succeed this unfortunate madman as chief minister?” Noish dropped to his knees, protesting his unworthiness—but not protesting it too hard.


       


      Two days later, when Lord Noish was securely installed in his new office, one of his servants announced a visitor: Bokarri the wizard.


    


    

      “Well?” said Noish, looking not at all jolly.


      “Good-morning, good my lord,” said the small sorcerer. “I see our plans have come to a most admirable fruition.”


      “Come to the point, my man. The business of the entire empire waits upon my word, and I have no time to waste.”


      “Very well, great and good sir. I do but ask the fee due me for my help in attaining your present zenithal eminence.”


      “How much?”


      “A mere trifle for a virtual god-on-earth like yourself. A thousand nasses of gold.”


      “Are you mad, fellow? All you did was refer me to that savage. He’s the one who merits the reward, not you.”


      “But sir, ‘tis a well-established usage that the general practitioner splits the fee evenly with the specialist.”


      “Then ask Zyc for your share of his fee. Now begone.”


      Dokarri’s voice rose. “Lord Noish! I demand justice! I’ll not quietly be bilked of my just due, though you be the highest dignitary in Tartessia—”


      “Porkedio!” shouted Noish. “Give this rogue a good drubbing and cast him forth. Slay him if he attempts to approach me again.”


       


      Gezun sat in the audience chamber of Bokarri the wizard, narrating his adventures: “—so I came back to search for her, for I can’t live without her. I have a post as assistant beast-keeper in the royal gardens, and when not carrying the animals’ food in and ordure out I inquire after Yorida, but to no avail.”


      Gezun wiped away a tear. He had prudently refrained from telling Bokarri how he had stolen Yorida from Derezong in the first place.


      Bokarri stroked his vulpine face — a face now surrounded by bandages and discolored by bruises. “If I help you to find this wench, what can you pay me? It’s likely to be a costly enterprise, and you don’t impress me as a youth of caste or affluence.”


      Gezun slipped off his ring. “Here’s a ring of a star-metal, forged from the original Tahakh by the great wizard-smith Fekata of Gbu, which came down to my late master Sancheth Sar and was given by him to me. Examine it.”


      Bokarri scrutinized the dull-gray iron with glittering eyes.


      ”Help me recover my sweetheart and you shall have it,” said Gezun. ”There’s no room for haggling, because I know its price full well, while on the other hand ‘tis the only thing of value I possess.”


      Bokarri turned the ring over a few times, then said: ” Done, if you’ll leave the ring with me as surety. First I must go into a trance and send my soul forth to seek Yorida.”


      The wizard lighted a little brazer in front of him, inhaled the smoke, and leaned back with his eyes closed. Gezun waited patiently and long. At last Bokarri roused himself, saying:


      “She was taken by men of the household of Lord Noish, the new chief minister. Furthermore it has come to me that tomorrow night this Noish means to deliver Yorida to Zyc the Hercynian for his own uses.”


      “Lyr’s barnacles!” cried Gezun. “A Hercynian? He might even eat her!”


      The fact was that Bokarri’s trance was a fake. He already knew all about the bringing back to Torrutseish of Yorida by a squad of Noish’s henchmen, and about Noish’s plan to deliver her to Zyc, for the good reason that Noish had consulted with him to find out where Yorida was so that he could send his posse after her. Bokarri was not a very competent magician, relying on spying and intrigue to make up for his lack of professional acumen; but in this case his meager skill at divination had proved adequate, and the flying squad had been sent right to the spot.


      That, however, had been before Noish became chief minister. Now Bokarri bore a mortal grudge against Lord Noish because of the latter’s refusal to pay his fee and the beating that he had received from the minister’s servants before being thrown out into the street. Thus he was more than willing to help Gezun to snatch Yorida back, but saw no reason. for not extorting the biggest possible fee from Gezun in the process.


      “That may be,” he said calmly. “Now leave me whilst I consult with the ghosts of my ancestors and the spirits of the elements. Return tomorrow at the hour of sunset, already fed, as we may have a busy evening.”


      Gezun went, hoping that he was not being foolish in paying the wizard in advance, but the fellow would not work on any other terms. Gezun would have done the same if approached by a person such as himself. Bokarri, however, did not consult the ghosts of his ancestors or the spirits of the elements. While he did control a small stable of spirits and demons, these were of almost no use to him, because he had, by mistakes in ritual, allowed all the cleverer ones to escape from his control, and the feeble-minded collection remaining could seldom do anything for him that he could not do better himself.


      Instead he went to bed and early next morning called upon Derezong Tash, whom he had not hitherto met but whom he had heard of as a rising new wizard in Torrutseish. As neither Gezun nor Noish had mentioned Derezong to him, he did not know that Derezong was already involved in the fate of the fair Yorida of Sederado. After the usual exchange of platitudes and compliments, Bokarri said:


      “Good sir, I’ve come to you because your fame as a master illusionist fills Torrutseish, and the task I’ve undertaken calls for a skill along those lines exceeding my poor own.”


      “You flatter me,” said Derezong. “But what is your proposal?”


      “Well, there’s a girl named Yorida—” and Bokarri went on to repeat what he knew of the young woman’s past and her precarious future. Derezong eyed him sharply, but Bokarri attributed that fact merely to the forcefulness and clarity of his presentation.


      ”So,” he concluded, “it devolves upon me to thwart this delivery of Yorida to the bestial shaman tonight, and for this I need your invincible help.”


      “Hm,” said Derezong. “What’s in this for me?”


      “I’ll pay a hundred nasses of pure gold.” This, Bokarri knew, was but a fraction of the value of Gezun’s ring.


      “How much is this Gezun paying you?”


      “My most abject apologies, esteemed sir, but that I can’t tell you.”


      “Oh, well,” said Derezong with a cherubic smile, “your tale has so touched my sympathies that I’ll take your offer without further chaffering.”


      So quick an acceptance disconcerted Bokarri, who had expected a long and wearisome haggle. In fact he knew a moment of uneasy wonder whether there might not be more to Derezong’s interest in the case than met the eye, but he could not very well back out now.


       


      That night Gezun appeared as directed at Bokarri’s house. Bokarri told him:


      “I’m sure that within the next hour or two Noish will proceed from his house to the Tower of Kurtevan. I think he and Yorida will each be carried in a separate litter, with the usual escort of whifflers, probably passing along Turnip Street. I shall place you in a litter I’ve rented. When the leader of the gang of hamals sees my signal he’ll lead your litter down the Street of Silversmiths to the intersection with Turnip Street in time to foul Noish’s procession. There’ll be a fight, in which you shall take part, but being outnumbered you and the bearers will be driven off. Meanwhile I’ll try to snatch Yorida from her chair with the help of my magic.”


      Gezun said: “When Noish finds her gone he’ ll have the city searched. Where will she be then?”


    


    

      “On her way with you, I suppose.”


      “Where shall I go?”


      “Well, the Phaiaxians are said to be a civilized and hospitable people. Perhaps you could make a living among them.”


      Bokarri furnished Gezun with a stout cudgel and led him outside where the hamals and the litter were waiting.


      “Get in,” said Bokarri. “Dzeurhas knows where to go.”


      “But you?” said Gezun.


      “I follow by another route. Obey my commands and all shall be well.”


      Doubtfully Gezun climbed into the litter, hitting his head on the top because the sedan-chair had not been designed for Lorskan stature. He was a little appalled at the prospect of starting out for unknown Phaiaxia practically destitute and burdened by a girl companion. Passionately as he yearned for Yorida, he was not sure that this was a practicable enterprise. Having gone thus far, however, he did not feel like retreating.


      The hamals hoisted the litter to their shoulders and jogged tirelessly through the darkness. They wound around corners and at last stopped. They stood in the dark, slapping at an occasional mosquito, until Gezun climbed out to stretch his cramped limbs. One of their number, Gezun saw, had run ahead to an intersection, but he was not familiar enough with the city to know where he was.


      The bearers talked in low voices. Gezun learned that Dzeurhas was a broken-down former bullfighter with an endless fund of stories of his feats in the arena. After an interminable wait, the man who had gone ahead came running back. “The signal!” he said. “They come!”


      “Which way?” asked Dzeurhas.


      “Down Turnip Street, as the wizard said.”


      Dzeurhas turned to Gezun. “Get back in, sir, and quickly. We move.”


      Gezun climbed into the litter and was borne off bouncing and swaying. After a bit of this he heard voices ahead which grew quickly louder, and the Iitter stopped short. Lanthorn-gleams came through the curtains. Dzeurhas was shouting. The litter was set down with a bump.


      Gripping his cudgel, Gezun squirmed out of the equipage to find himself in the beginning of a street-fight. His litter had been set down with the front shafts touching those of another and much more splendid litter approaching the same intersection from the left. A big fat man thrust a jowly bald head out of this other sedan-chair and shouted orders to his hamals, who seemed much more numerous than Gezun group of five. Gezun soon saw the reason: that a second litter had been set down behind the first, and its bearers had run forward to reinforce their comrades.


      There were also several tough-looking parties bearing clubs and wearing helmets and swords. A couple carried lanthorns on poles, and by the feeble light of these Gezun could see that all the fat man’s retinue were dressed in tunics and kilts of the same pattern, black with red piping. Fists and feet had begun to fly; blows and curses sounded. Gezun saw one of the black-and-red clad men knocked down by Dzeurhas’s staff. Bokarri’s bearers, though fewer, had all come equipped with stout shillalahs.


      Gezun whooped and plunged into the fray, lashing about mightily with his stick. One of the helmeted men smashed at him with a cudgel. Gezun caught the blow on his own, and his return slash knocked the stick out of the smaller man’s hand. The whiffler went for.his sword, but before he could get it out Gezun hit him on the head, knocking his helmet down over his eyes.


      Before Gezun could finish his temporarily blinded foe, a dub struck his own head, filling the night with a blaze of stars. He staggered and struck blindly. His club thumped against something, and he stepped back to take his bearings.


      Faces had begun to appear at doors and windows, and local people called back and forth to one another. One of the lanthorns was down and out. A man was down — Gezun could not tell from which side — and another was crawling away on hands and knees.


      Gezun struck a hostile hamal who came at him low with a knife, spinning the man half around into a huddle in the dirt, rammed his stick into the belly of another and doubled the fellow up, took a nasty knock on his left ann, and realized that he was fighting practically alone. A glance showed that his hamals were falling back. Gezun, with swords coming at him, backed up too and then ran with the rest.


       


      Later Gezun and the bearers went back to the intersection, now deserted but for one of their own crew who lay there badly hurt, perhaps dying. They placed the injured man in the abandoned litter and picked it up, and eventually Gezun and his retinue arrived at the house of Bokarri.


      Gezun knocked and identified himself. When he heard the bolt drawn back he stepped in, followed by Dzeurhas.


      In the front room were Bokarri, Yorida, Zhamel, and Derezong, the last having just weighed out a hundred nasses of gold, in rings and ingots, which he was now dropping with musical tinkling sounds into a small buckskin bag. Bokarri said to Dzeurhas: “I’ll weigh out the trade-metal for you and your crew.”


      ” Yorida !” exclaimed the confused Gezun. “And what do you do here, Derezong?”


      The Lorskan wizard smiled pinkly. “Recovering a piece of ah—strayed property.”


      “But—but—how did you—”


      “Shortly after you and she eloped,” said Derezong, “Noish’s bully-boys invaded my house seeking her, but as she was not there to be found by the most diligent search I got rid of them by soft answers. So I bear you no ill will, for as things turned out you saved her for me after all. Now as it is late, Yorida and I will be getting home.”


      “What’s this?” cried Gezun. “How got you Yorida from Lord Noish? I was too busy trading knocks to see.”


      “As to that,” said Derezong, “whilst the attention of the minister and his rogues was directed upon you, Master Bokarri and [ hauled the wrench from the second litter. Then, lest our direction be discovered inopportunely, I performed the Incantation of Ansuan and cast a pinch of syr-powder, which formed a simulacrum or Yorida in the litter. We cut the cords that bound the authentic maid and hustled her away, and I suppose Noish has conveyed her double on to Kurtevan’s Tower to present to Zyc. If so, there’II be surprises this night. Come, child.”


      “Come nothing!” said Gezun. “She’s mine!”


      “By what right?” asked Derezong mildly, while Zhamel laid a hand upon his knife-hilt.


      “By right of conquest. She loves me, and I’ll fight to the death any wight who’d snatch her from me!”


      “Be that true, my dear?” said Derezong to Yorida.


      “It is not!” said Yorida.


      “What?” shrieked Gezun.


      “I said, it is not,” repeated the girl. “You tore me away from Derezong’s nice comfortable house with its good food and soft cushions and carried me into the wild mountains, to live in a smelly old cave and sleep in the dirt, with nothing to cat but a stale loaf of barley-bread and that tough old ram you killed. And all you did was talk about yourself, and make love to me, and all the time I was too frightened to say anything for fear you’d slay me in a rage. Derezong is a nice kind master who’ll feed me well and won’t want me oftener than once a week, and I’m glad to get back to him. So there”


      “That,” said Derezong, “would appear to be that. Good-night, dear friends.”


      “Good-night, noble sirs,” said Dzeurhas, following Derezong, Zhamel, and Yorida out.


      Bokarri said: “You’d better get along, stripling, ere Lord Noish learns how he’s been tricked.”


      “How will he know? It’s Derezong has the wench, not I.”


      “But you were in the forefront of the battle, smiting down his minions scarce farther from him than I am from you. Think not that Noish, no fool, failed to mark your features.”


      Gezun said: “Hear: I gave you that ring in return for recovering Yorida. Now she hasn’t been recovered, and I want it back.”


      “That her proper owner appeared to claim her is unfortunate for you, but affects our contract not. I found her as promised.”


      “Curse you! You know what I mean. You called Derezong into this enterprise; otherwise he need never have known.”


      “How was I to know he owned the girl? You told me nought. Anyway she likes you not, from what little I could understand of her Hesperian gabble. Now pray excuse me, as I’m for bed.”


      “Give me that ring!”


      “You shan’t have it. Begone with you, boy!”


      ”Give it to me!”


      “Out, knave, ere I cast a spell upon you! One—two—”


      Gezun leaped forward and planted a large fist on Bokarri’s jaw. The little wizard spun and staggered. Gezun followed him, punching and kicking. Bokarri cried out as Gezun slammed him into the wall. A feminine voice called an unintelligible question from the back of the house.


      Bokarri lay unconscious against the wall, a trickle of blood running from his nose. Gezun tugged the ring of star-metal off his finger, then glanced around. The wizard’s strong-box stood still on the floor, the key in the lock. Gezun opened the chest, swept up a handful of gold and silver and copper rings, torcs, and little wedges shaped like ax-heads — and dropped the trade-metal into his wallet. Footsteps sounded from the rear of the house.


      Gezun hastened out the door, closed it softly behind him, and ran in the direction of the stable in which his mule was kept.


       


      Lord Noish’s litter came up again to Zyc’s gate. Again the upper shutter opened, and the rumbling voice commanded:


      “Lord Noish shall lead the maiden in; no others may enter.”


      Noish led the strangely silent Yorida in through the gate. To Noish’s surprise, the girl did not even flinch as they passed the eight-foot Laistrugonian. Noish thought that she must be in some sort of a daze or trance.


      Kumo led the pair in through the main entrance to the tower, and closed and bolted it behind them. Then he led them up the spiral stair to the second storey.


      Zyc squatted nude among his cushions as before, but this time he was not eating. The litter of gnawed bones had been cleaned up since Noish’s previous visit. Zyc glared at Yorida with terrible eagerness, the whites or his eyes showing in a frenetic gleam. His lips worked and saliva drooled from his mouth.


      “Ah,” he said. ” Lord Noish pay his debts, yes?”


      “Aye,” said Noish. “Here she is.


      “Good. You go now.”


      “Now that I’m minister,” said Noish, “perhaps we shall have further profitable dealings. I have an audacious plan—”


      “Yes, yes, but you go now quick.” With an animal snarl, a half-roar, Zyc leaped up and hurled himself across the room upon Yorida, his teeth gleaming whitely.


      As his clutching hands closed, however, the double of Yorida dissolved into a cloud of whitish powder which drifted away and disappeared.


      “Arrr !” roared Zyc. “Stop him!”


      The Laistrugonian already stood between Noish and the head of the stair towards which the nobleman was walking. At Zyc’s shout, Noish turned around.


      “He!” he cried. “What happened? She was real enough when we set out from my house— “


      “You fool Zyc, eh?” screamed the foaming shaman. “You no bring girl, you take place of her!”


      Zyc started for Noish, who felt inside his tunic and drew a razor-sharp bronze dagger. As he raised his arm, however, his wrist was seized from behind by the Laistrugonian’s huge hairy hand. Kumo easily twisted the wrist down, around, and up behind Noish’s back until the dagger fell to the floor. Then he twisted farther until a joint gave with a snap.


      Noish screamed with pain and horror. Kumo bit off Noish’s right hand and began to chew it. Noish continued to scream as the staring eyes in his fat face saw Zyc approach him with gaping jaws.


      Zyc tilted his head to one side, lunged, and snapped. Noish’s shrieks were cut off as the Hercynian’s teeth sank deep into his throat and met.


       


      The sun was up when Gezun cleared the city of Torruteish and trotted Dostaen out along the river road. He had lost much time in starting. First he had gotten lost in the dark and had taken hours to find the stable. Then he had to rouse a grumbling stable-master from bed to let his mule out. Then he had to find his way across the unfamiliar city to the east gate and wait for the gate to open for morning traffic, mosly farmers bringing their produce in on their backs to the markets.


      Gezun had fretted sorely until he realized that Bokarri could hardly have the law after him, as that would mean appealing to the minister from whom he had just helped to steal Yorida. Still, Noish himself might have his agents out after him, so Gezun was glad to be on his way.


      Yorida? Pouf! What did he want with a girl who evidently did not in the least appreciate his virtues? Let her stay safec and snug with Derezong; there were plenty more girls.


      According to what Gezun had been told, if he kept on up the Baitis to its headwaters, there was a bridle-trail that led over the mountains to the headwaters of the Anthemius, and a road down that stream to Huperea, the capital of Phaiaxia. And between his hard-won experience and the stake in trade-metal that he had acquired from Bokarri, he should be able to show the cultivated Phaiaxians a thing or two.


      He burst into song as he rode.
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