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The Universe of Science Fiction

ISAAC ASIMOV

Science fiction is a literary universe of no mean size, because sci-
ence fiction is what it is, not through its content, but through its
background. Let me explain the difference that makes.

A “sports story” must have, as part of its content, some competi-
tive activity, generally of an athletic nature. A “Western story”
must have, as part of its content, the nomadic life of the cowboy of
the American West in the latter half of the nineteenth century. The
“jungle story” must have, as part of its content, the dangers implicit
in a forested tropical wilderness.

Take the content of any of these and place it against a back-
ground that involves a society significantly different from our own
and you have not changed the nature of the story—you have merely
added to it.

A story may involve, not the clash of baseball and bat, or of
hockey stick and puck, but of gas gun and sphere in an atmosphere
enclosed on a space station under zero gravity. It is still a sports
story by the strictest definition you care to make, but it is science
fiction also.

In place of the nomadic life of a cowboy and his horse, herding
cattle, you might have the nomadic life of a fishboy and his dol-
phin, herding his schools of mackerel and cod. It could still have
the essence of a Western story, and be science fiction also.

In place of the Matto Grosso, you can have the jungle on a dis-
tant planet, different in key factors of the environment, with exotic
dangers in atmosphere, in vegetation, in planetary characteristics
never encountered on Earth. It would still be a jungle story, and be
science fiction also.

For that matter, you needn’t confine yourself to category fiction.
Take the deepest novel you can imagine, one that most amply
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plumbs the secret recesses of the soul and that holds up a picture
that illuminates nature and the human condition, and place it in a
society in which interplanetary travel is common, and give it a plot
that involves such travel, and it is not only great literature—it is sci-
ence fiction also.

John W. Campbell, the late great science fiction editor, used to
say that science fiction took as its domain all conceivable societies,
past and future, probable or improbable, realistic or fantastic, and
dealt with all events and complications that were possible in all
those societies. As for “mainstream fiction,” which deals with the
here and now and introduces only the small novelty of make-
believe events and characters, that forms only an inconsiderable
fraction of the whole.

And I agree with him.

In only one respect did John retreat from this grand vision of the
limitless boundaries of science fiction. In a moment of failure of
nerve, he maintained that it was impossible to write a science
fction mystery. The opportunities in science fiction were so broad,
he said, that the strict rules that made the classical mystery story
fair to the reader could not be upheld.

I imagine that what he expected was the sudden change of rules
without warning in the midst of the story. Something like this, I
suppose—

“Ah, Watson, what that scoundrel did not count on was that with
this pocket-frannistan which I have in my pocket-frannistan con-
tainer I can see through the lead lining and tell what is inside the
casket.”

“Amazing, Holmes, but how does it work?”

“By the use of Q-rays, a little discovery of my own which I have
never revealed to the world.”

Naturally, there is the temptation to do this. Even in the classical
mystery story that is not science fiction there is the temptation to
give the detective extraordinary abilities in order to advance the
plot. Sherlock Holmes’ ability to distinguish, at sight, the ashes of
hundreds of different kinds of tobacco, while not perhaps in the
same class as the invention of a Q-ray at a moment’s notice, is
certainly a step in the direction of the unfair.

Then, too, there is nothing to prevent even the strictest of strict
mystery writers from using actual science, even from using the lat-
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est available findings of science, which the reader may not have
heard of. That is still considered fair.

There are dangers to that, however, since many mystery writers
know no science and cannot prevent themselves from making
bloopers. John Dickson Carr in one book revealed that he didn’t
know the difference between the element antimony and the com-
pound antimony potassium tartrate. That was only irritating, but in
another book, he demonstrated that he couldn’t tell the difference
between carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide, and reduced the plot
to a shambles. One of Dorothy Sayers’ more grisly short stories in-
volved the effect of thyroid hormones, and, though she had the right
idea, she made the effects impossibly rapid and extreme.

Writing a scientific mystery, then, has its extraordinary pitfalls
and difficulties; how much more so the writing of a science fiction
mystery. In science fiction, you not only must know your science,
but you must also have a rational notion as to how to modify or ex-
trapolate that science.

That, however, only means that writing a science fiction mystery
is difficult; it does not mean that it is conceptually impossible as
John Campbell thought.

After all, it is as perfectly possible to cling to the rules of the
game in science fiction mysteries as in ordinary ones.

The science fiction mystery may be set in the future and in the
midst of a society far different from ours, one in which human
beings have developed telepathy, for instance, or in which light-
speed mass transport is possible, or in which all human knowledge
is computerized for instant retrieval—but the rules still hold.

The writer must carefully explain to the reader all the boundary
conditions of the imaginary society. It must be perfectly clear what
can be done and what can’t be done, and with those boundaries
fixed, the reader must then see and hear everything the investigator
sees and hears, and he must be aware of every clue the investigator
comes across.

There may be misdirection and red herrings to obscure and con-
fuse, but it must remain possible for the reader to out-deduce the
investigator, however outré the society.

Can it be done? You bet! Modestly, I refer you to my own sci-
ence fiction mysteries, The Caves of Steel and The Naked Sun,
which I wrote, back in the 1950s, in order to show John that he was
being too modest about science fiction.
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If, however, you don’t care to rush out and buy those books at
this moment, why not consider the book you actually have in your
hand. Read through it and see how every type of mystery—and not
merely the classical puzzle—can be found within the universe of sci-
ence fiction.

If you like science fiction, or if you like mystery, and especially if
you like both—read and enjoy.



Hard-Boiled
Detective

The 1920s brought new vitality to the detective story. Pulp
magazines such as Black Mask and writers such as Carroll
John Daly and Dashiell Hammett developed the concept
of the hard-boiled detective. He was usually found in the
mean streets rather than the country manor, his crimes
typically involved the underbelly of society, and his solu-
tions normally depended more on provocation and legwork
than analysis.

Since forceful, active protagonists characterize the main-
stream of science fiction, it would seem to provide a natu-
ral home for hard-boiled detectives, and yet it does not.
There are several delightful parodies skewering Mickey
Spillane, several stories by Keith Laumer, and then vir-
tually nothing. Talented Tom Reamy might have filled this
void with his propensity for crime stories and his Chandler-
like skill with analogy and description. But we shall never
know, for he was one of our field’s most tragic losses,
struck down by a heart attack after completing only a
handful of stories.



The Detweiler Boy

TOM REAMY

The room had been cleaned with pine oil disinfectant and smelled
like a public toilet. Harry Spinner was on the floor behind the bed,
scrunched down between it and the wall. The almost colorless che-
nille bedspread had been pulled askew exposing part of the clean,
but dingy, sheet. All I could see of Harry was one leg poking over
the edge of the bed. He wasn’t wearing a shoe, only a faded brown
and tan argyle sock with a hole in it. The sock, long bereft of any
elasticity, was crumpled around his thin rusty ankle.

I closed the door quietly behind me and walked around the end
of the bed so I could see all of him. He was huddled on his back
with his elbows propped up by the wall and the bed. His throat
had been cut. The blood hadn’t spread very far. Most of it had
been soaked up by the threadbare carpet under the bed. I looked
around the grubby little room but didn’t find anything. There were
no signs of a struggle, no signs of forced entry—but then, my Bank-
Americard hadn’t left any signs either. The window was open, let-
ting in the muffled roar of traffic on the Boulevard. I stuck my head
out and looked, but it was three stories straight down to the neon-lit
marquee of the movie house.

It had been nearly two hours since Harry called me. “Bertram,
my boy, I've run across something very peculiar. I don’t really
know what to make of it.”

I had put away the report I was writing on Lucas McGowan’s
hyperactive wife. (She had a definite predilection for gas-pump
jockeys, car-wash boys, and parking-lot attendants. I guess it had
something to do with the Age of the Automobile.) I propped my
feet on my desk and leaned back until the old swivel chair groaned
a protest.

“What did you find this time, Harry? A nest of international
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spies or an invasion from Mars?” I guess Harry Spinner wasn't
much use to anyone, not even himself, but I liked him. He’d helped
me in a couple of cases, nosing around in places only the Harry
Spinners of the world can nose around in unnoticed. I was begin-
ning to get the idea he was trying to play Doctor Watson to my
Sherlock Holmes.

“Don’t tease me, Bertram. There’s a boy here in the hotel. I saw
something I don’t think he wanted me to see. It’s extremely odd.”

Harry was also the only person in the world, except my mother,
who called me Bertram. “What did you see?”

“I’d rather not talk about it over the phone. Can you come over?”

Harry saw too many old private-eye movies on the late show.
“It'1l be a while. I've got a client coming in in a few minutes to pick
up the poop on his wandering wife.”

“Bertram, you shouldnt waste your time and talent on divorce
cases.

“It pays the bills, Harry. Besides, there aren’t enough Maltese
falcons to go around.”

By the time I filled Lucas McGowan in on all the details (I got
the impression he was less concerned with his wife’s infidelity than
with her taste; that it wouldn’t have been so bad if she’d been
shacking up with movie stars or international playboys), collected
my fee, and grabbed a Thursday special at Colonel Sanders, almost
two hours had passed. Harry hadn’t answered my knock, and so I
let myself in with a credit card.

Birdie Pawlowicz was a fat, slovenly old broad somewhere be-
tween forty and two hundred. She was blind in her right eye and
wore a black felt patch over it. She claimed she had lost the eye in
a fight with a Creole whore over a riverboat gambler. I believed
her. She ran the Brewster Hotel the way Florence Nightingale must
have run that stinking army hospital in the Crimea. Her tenants
were the losers habitating that rotting section of the Boulevard east
of the Hollywood Freeway. She bossed them, cursed them, loved
them, and took care of them. And they loved her back. (Once, a
couple of years ago, a young black buck thought an old fat lady
with one eye would be easy pickings. The cops found him three
days later, two blocks away, under some rubbish in an alley where
he’d hidden. He had a broken arm, two cracked ribs, a busted nose,
a few missing teeth, and was stone-dead from internal hemor-

rhaging. )
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The Brewster ran heavily in the red, but Birdie didn’t mind. She
had quite a bit of property in Westwood which ran very, very heav-
ily in the black. She gave me an obscene leer as I approached the
desk, but her good eye twinkled.

“Hello, lover!” she brayed in a voice like a cracked boiler. “I've
lowered my price to a quarter. Are you interested?” She saw my
face and her expression shifted from lewd to wary. “What’s wrong,
Bert?”

“Harry Spinner. You'd better get the cops, Birdie. Somebody
killed him.”

She looked at me, not saying anything, her face slowly collapsing
into an infinitely weary resignation. Then she turned and tele-
phoned the police.

Because it was just Harry Spinner at the Brewster Hotel on the
wrong end of Hollywood Boulevard, the cops took over half an
hour to get there. While we waited I told Birdie everything I knew,
about the phone call and what I'd found.

“He must have been talking about the Detweiler boy,” she said,
frowning. “Harry’s been kinda friendly with him, felt sorry for him,
I guess.”

“What’s his room? I'd like to talk to him.”

“He checked out.”

“When?”

“Just before you came down.”

“Damn!”

She bit her lip. “I don’t think the Detweiler boy killed him.”

“Why?”

“I just don’t think he could. He’s such a gentle boy.”

“Oh, Birdie,” I groaned, “you know there’s no such thing as a
killer type. Almost anyone will kill with a good enough reason.”

“I know,” she sighed, “but I still can’t believe it.” She tapped her
scarlet fingernails on the dulled Formica desk top. “How long had
Harry been dead?”

He had phoned me about ten after five. I had found the body at
seven. “A while,” I said. “The blood was mostly dry.”

“Before six-thirty?”

“Probably.”

She sighed again, but this time with relief. “The Detweiler boy
was down here with me until six thirty. He’d been here since about
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four fifteen. We were playing gin. He was having one of his spells
and wanted company.”

“What kind of spell? Tell me about him, Birdie.”

“But he couldn’t have killed Harry,” she protested.

“Okay,” I said, but I wasn’t entirely convinced. Why would any-
one deliberately and brutally murder inoffensive, invisible Harry
Spinner right after he told me he had discovered something “pecul-
iar” about the Detweiler boy? Except the Detweiler boy?

“Tell me anyway. If he and Harry were friendly, he might know
something. Why do you keep calling him a boy; how old is he?”

She nodded and leaned her bulk on the registration desk. “Early
twenties, twenty-two, twenty-three, maybe. Not very tall, about five
five or six. Slim, dark curly hair, a real good-looking boy. Looks like
a movie star except for his back.”

“His back?”

“He has a hump. He’s a hunchback.”

That stopped me for a minute, but I'm not sure why. I must've
had a mental picture of Charles Laughton riding those bells or Igor
stealing that brain from the laboratory. “He’s good-looking and he’s
a hunchback?”

“Sure.” She raised her eyebrows. The one over the patch didn’t
go up as high as the other. “If you see him from the front, you can't
even tell.”

“What's his first name?”

“Andrew.”

“How long has he been living here?”

She consulted a file card. “He checked in last Friday night. The
22nd. Six days.”

“What's this spell he was having?”

“I don’t know for sure. It was the second one he’d had. He would
get pale and nervous. I think he was in a lot of pain. It would get
worse and worse all day; then he’d be fine, all rosy and healthy-
looking.”

“Sounds to me like he was hurtin’ for a fix.”

“I thought so at first, but I changed my mind. I've seen enough
of that and it wasn't the same. Take my word. He was real bad this
evening. He came down about four fifteen, like I said. He didn’t
complain, but I could tell he was wantin’ company to take his mind
off it. We played gin until six thirty. Then he went back upstairs.
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About twenty minutes later he came down with his old suitcase and
checked out. He looked fine, all over his spell.”

“Did he have a doctor?”

“I'm pretty sure he didn’t. I asked him about it. He said there
was nothing to worry about, it would pass. And it did.”

“Did he say why he was leaving or where he was going?”

“No, just said he was restless and wanted to be movin’ on. Sure
hated to see him leave. A real nice kid.”

When the cops finally got there, I told them all I knew—except I
didn’t mention the Detweiler boy. I hung around until I found out
that Harry almost certainly wasn’t killed after six thirty. They set
the time somewhere between five ten, when he called me, and six.
It looked like Andrew Detweiler was innocent, but what “peculiar”
thing had Harry noticed about him, and why had he moved out
right after Harry was killed? Birdie let me take a look at his room,
but I didn’t find a thing, not even an abandoned paperclip.

Friday morning I sat at my desk trying to put the pieces to-
gether. Trouble was, I only had two pieces and they didn’t fit. The
sun was coming in off the Boulevard, shining through the window,
projecting the chipping letters painted on the glass against the wall
in front of me. BERT MALLORY Confidential Investigations. I got
up and looked out. This section of the Boulevard wasn’t rotting yet,
but it wouldn’t be long.

There’s one sure gauge for judging a part of town: the movie the-
aters. It never fails. For instance, a new picture hadn’t opened in
downtown L.A. in a long, long time. The action ten years ago was
on the Boulevard. Now it's in Westwood. The grand old Pantages,
east of Vine and too near the freeway, used to be the site of the
most glittering premieres. They even had the Oscar ceremonies
there for a while. Now it shows exploitation and double-feature
horror films. Only Grauman’s Chinese and the once Paramount,
once Loew’s, now Downtown Cinema (or something) at the west
end got good openings. The Nu-View, across the street and down,
was showing an X-rated double feature. It was too depressing. So I
closed the blind.

Miss Tremaine looked up from her typing at the rattle and
frowned. Her desk was out in the small reception area, but I had
arranged both desks so we could see each other and talk in normal
voices when the door was open. It stayed open most of the time ex-
cept when I had a client who felt secretaries shouldn’t know his
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troubles. She had been transcribing the Lucas McGowan report for
half an hour, humphing and tsk-tsking at thirty-second intervals.
She was having a marvelous time. Miss Tremaine was about forty-
five, looked like a constipated librarian, and was the best secretary
I’d ever had. She’d been with me seven years. I'd tried a few young
and sexy ones, but it hadn’t worked out. Either they wouldn’t play
at all, or they wanted to play all the time. Both kinds were a pain in
the ass to face first thing in the morning, every morning.

“Miss Tremaine, will you get Gus Verdugo on the phone,
please?”

“Yes, Mr. Mallory.” She dialed the phone nimbly, sitting as if she
were wearing a back brace.

Gus Verdugo worked in R&I. I had done him a favor once, and
he insisted on returning it tenfold. I gave him everything I had on
Andrew Detweiler and asked him if he’d mind running it through
the computer. He wouldn’t mind. He called back in fifteen minutes.
The computer had never heard of Andrew Detweiler and had only
seven hunchbacks, none of them fitting Detweiler’s description.

I was sitting there, wondering how in hell I would find him,
when the phone rang again. Miss Tremaine stopped typing and
lifted the receiver without breaking rhythm. “Mr. Mallory’s office,”
she said crisply, really letting the caller know he’d hooked onto an
efficient organization. She put her hand over the mouthpiece and
looked at me. “It’s for you—an obscene phone call.” She didn’t bat
an eyelash or twitch a muscle.

“Thanks,” I said and winked at her. She dropped the receiver
back on the cradle from a height of three inches and went back to
typing. Grinning, I picked up my phone. “Hello, Janice,” I said.

“Just a minute till my ear stops ringing,” the husky voice tickled
my ear.

“What are you doing up this early?” I asked. Janice Fenwick was
an exotic dancer at a club on the Strip nights and was working on
her master’s in oceanography at UCLA in the afternoons. In the year
I'd known her I'd seldom seen her stick her nose into the sunlight
before eleven.

“I had to catch you before you started following that tiresome
woman with the car.”

“I've finished that. She’s picked up her last parking-lot attendant
—at least with this husband,” I chuckled.

“I'm glad to hear it.”
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“What’s up?”

“I haven’t had an indecent proposition from you in days. So I
thought I'd make one of my own.”

“I'm all ears.”

“We're doing some diving off Catalina tomorrow. Want to come
along?”

“Not much we can do in a wetsuit.”

“The wetsuit comes off about four; then we’ll have Saturday
night and all of Sunday.”

“Best indecent proposition I've had all week.”

Miss Tremaine humphed. 1t might have been over something in
the report, but I don’t think it was.

I picked up Janice at her apartment in Westwood early Saturday
morning. She was waiting for me and came striding out to the car
all legs and healthy golden flesh. She was wearing white shorts,
sneakers, and that damned Dallas Cowboys jersey. It was authentic.
The name and number on it were quite well-known—even to non-
football fans. She wouldn't tell me how she got it, just smirked and
looked smug. She tossed her suitcase in the back seat and slid up
against me. She smelled like sunshine.

We flew over and spent most of the day glubbing around in the
Pacific with a bunch of kids fifteen years younger than I and five
years younger than Janice. I'd been on these jaunts with Janice be-
fore and enjoyed them so much I'd bought my own wetsuit. But I
didn’t enjoy it nearly as much as I did Saturday night and all of
Sunday.

I got back to my apartment on Beachwood fairly late Sunday
night and barely had time to get something to eat at the Mexican
restaurant around the corner on Melrose. They have marvelous
carne asada. I live right across the street from Paramount, right
across from the door people go in to see them tape The Odd Cou-
ple. Every Friday night when I see them lining up out there, I
think I might go someday, but I never seem to get around to it.
(You might think I'd see a few movie stars living where I do, but I
haven’t. I did see Seymour occasionally when he worked at Chan-
nel g, before he went to work for Gene Autry at Channel 5.)

I was so pleasantly pooped I completely forgot about Andrew
Detweiler. Until Monday morning when I was sitting at my desk
reading the Times.

It was a small story on page three, not very exciting or news-
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worthy. Last night a man named Maurice Milian, age 51, had fallen
through the plate-glass doors leading onto the terrace of the high
rise where he lived. He had been discovered about midnight when
the people living below him had noticed dried blood on their ter-
race. The only thing to connect the deaths of Harry Spinner and
Maurice Milian was a lot of blood flowing around. If Milian had
been murdered, there might be a link, however tenuous. But Mi-
lian’s death was accidental—a dumb, stupid accident. It niggled
around in my brain for an hour before I gave in. There was only
one way to get it out of my head.

“Miss Tremaine, I'll be back in an hour or so. If any slinky
blondes come in wanting me to find their kid sisters, tell ’em to
wait.”

She humphed again and ignored me.

The Almsbury was half a dozen blocks away on Yucca. So I
walked. It was a rectangular monolith about eight stories tall, not
real new, not too old, but expensive-looking, The small terraces
protruded in neat, orderly rows. The long, narrow grounds were
immaculate with a lot of succulents that looked like they might
have been imported from Mars. There were also the inevitable
palm trees and clumps of bird of paradise. A small, discrete,
polished placard dangled in a wrought-iron frame proclaiming,
ever so softly, NO VACANCY.

Two willowy young men gave me appraising glances in the car-
peted lobby as they exited into the sunlight like exotic jungle birds.
It's one of those, I thought. My suspicions were confirmed when I
looked over the tenant directory. All the names seemed to be male,
but none of them was Andrew Detweiler.

Maurice Milian was still listed as 407. I took the elevator to four
and rang the bell of 40g. The bell played a few notes of Bach, or
maybe Vivaldi or Telemann. All those old Baroques sound alike to
me. The vision of loveliness who opened the door was about forty,
almost as slim as Twiggy, but as tall as I. He wore a flowered silk
shirt open to the waist, exposing his bony hairless chest, and tight
white pants that might as well have been made of Saran Wrap. He
didn’t say anything, just let his eyebrows rise inquiringly as his eyes
flicked down, then up.

“Good morning,” I said and showed him my ID. He blanched.
His eyes became marbles brimming with terror. He was about to
panic, tensing to slam the door. I smiled my friendly, disarming
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smile and went on as if I hadn’t noticed. “I'm inquiring about a
man named Andrew Detweiler.” The terror trickled from his eyes,
and I could see his thin chest throbbing. He gave me a blank look
that meant he’d never heard the name.

“He’s about twenty-two,” 1 continued, “dark, curly hair, very
good-looking.”

He grinned wryly, calming down, trying to cover his panic.
“Aren’t they all?” he said.

“Detweiler is a hunchback.”

His smile contracted suddenly. His eyebrows shot up. “Oh,” he
said. “Him.”

Bingol

Mallory, you've led a clean, wholesome life and it’s paying off.

“Does he live in the building?” I swallowed to get my heart back
in place and blinked a couple of times to clear away the skyrockets.

“No. He was . . . visiting.”

“May I come in and talk to you about him?”

He was holding the door three quarters shut, and so I couldnt
see anything in the room but an expensive-looking color TV. He
glanced over his shoulder nervously at something behind him. The
inner ends of his eyebrows drooped in a frown. He looked back at
me and started to say something, then, with a small defiance,
shrugged his eyebrows. “Sure, but there’s not much I can tell you.”

He pushed the door all the way open and stepped back. It was a
good-sized living room come to life from the pages of a decorator
magazine. A kitchen behind a half wall was on my right. A hallway
led somewhere on my left. Directly in front of me were double slid-
ing glass doors leading to the terrace. On the terrace was a bronzed
hunk of beef stretched out nude trying to get bronzer. The hunk
opened his eyes and looked at me. He apparently decided I wasn't
competition and closed them again. Tall and lanky indicated one of
two identical orange- and brown-striped couches facing each other
across a football-field-size marble and glass cocktail table. He sat on
the other one, took a cigarette from an alabaster box and lit it with
an alabaster lighter. As an afterthought, he offered me one.

“Who was Detweiler visiting?” I asked as I lit the cigarette. The
lighter felt cool and expensive in my hand.

“Maurice—next door,” he inclined his head slightly toward 407.

“Isn’t he the one who was killed in an accident last night?”
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He blew a stream of smoke from pursed lips and tapped his ciga-
rette on an alabaster ashtray. “Yes,” he said.

“How long had Maurice and Detweiler known each other?”

“Not long.”

“How long?”

He snuffed his cigarette out on pure-white alabaster and sat so
prim and pristine I would have bet his feces came out wrapped in
cellophane. He shrugged his eyebrows again. “Maurice picked him
up somewhere the other night.”

“Which night?”

He thought a moment. “Thursday, I think. Yes, Thursday.”

“Was Detweiler a hustler?”

He crossed his legs like a Forties pin-up and dangled his Roman
sandal. His lips twitched scornfully. “If he was, he would've
starved. He was de-formed!”

“Maurice didn’t seem to mind.” He sniffed and lit another ciga-
rette. “When did Detweiler leave?”

He shrugged. “I saw him yesterday afternoon. I was out last
night . . . until quite late.”

“How did they get along? Did they quarrel or fight?”

“I have no idea. I only saw them in the hall a couple of times.
Maurice and I were . . . not close.” He stood, fidgety. “There’s re-
ally not anything I can tell you. Why don’t you ask David and Mur-
ray. They and Maurice are . . . were thick as thieves.”

“David and Murray?”

“Across the hall. 408.”

I stood up. “I'll do that. Thank you very much.” I looked at the
plate-glass doors. I guess it would be pretty easy to walk through
one of them if you thought it was open. “Are all the apartments
alike? Those terrace doors?”

He nodded. “Ticky-tacky.”

“Thanks again.”

“Don’t mention it.” He opened the door for me and then closed it
behind me. I sighed and walked across to 408. I rang the bell. It
didn’t play anything, just went bing-bong.

David (or Murray) was about twenty-five, red-headed, and
freckled. He had a slim, muscular body which was also freckled. I
could tell because he was wearing only a pair of jeans, cut off very
short, and split up the sides to the waistband. He was barefooted
and had a smudge of green paint on his nose. He had an open,
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friendly face and gave me a neutral smile-for-a-stranger. “Yes?” he
asked.

I showed him my ID. Instead of going pale he only looked inter-
ested. “I was told by the man in 409 you might be able to tell me
something about Andrew Detweiler.”

“Andy?” He frowned slightly. “Come on in. I'm David Fowler.”
He held out his hand.

I shook it. “Bert Mallory.” The apartment couldn’t have been
more different from the one across the hall. It was comfortable and
cluttered, and dominated by a drafting table surrounded by jars of
brushes and boxes of paint tubes. Architecturally, however, it was
almost identical. The terrace was covered with potted plants rather
than naked muscles. David Fowler sat on the stool at the drafting
table and began cleaning brushes. When he sat, the split in his
shorts opened and exposed half his butt, which was also freckled.
But I got the impression he wasn’t exhibiting himself; he was just
completely indifferent.

“What do you want to know about Andy?”

“Everything.”

He laughed. “That lets me out. Sit down. Move the stuff.”

I cleared a space on the couch and sat. “How did Detweiler and
Maurice get along?”

He gave me a knowing look. “Fine. As far as I know. Maurice
liked to pick up stray puppies. Andy was a stray puppy.”

“Was Detweiler a hustler?”

He laughed again. “No. I doubt if he knew what the word
meant.”

“Was he gay?”

“No.”

“How do you know?”

He grinned. “Haven’t you heard? We can spot each other a mile
away. Would you like some coffee?”

“Yes, I would. Thank you.”

He went to the half wall separating the kitchen and poured two
cups from a pot that looked like it was kept hot and full all the
time. “It’s hard to describe Andy. There was something very little-
boyish about him. A real innocent. Delighted with everything new.
It’s sad about his back. Real sad.” He handed me the cup and re-
turned to the stool. “There was something very secretive about
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him. Not about his feelings; he was very open about things like
that.”

“Did he and Maurice have sex together?”

“No. I told you it was a stray puppy relationship. I wish Murray
were here. He’s much better with words than I am. I'm visually
oriented.”

“Where is he?”

“At work. He's a lawyer.”

“Do you think Detweiler could have killed Maurice?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“He was here with us all evening. We had dinner and played
Scrabble. I think he was real sick, but he tried to pretend he wasn't.
Even if he hadn’t been here I would not think so.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“He left about half an hour before they found Maurice. I imag-
ine he went over there, saw Maurice dead, and decided to disap-
pear. Can’t say as I blame him. The police might've gotten some
funny ideas. We didn’t mention him.”

“Why not?”

“There was no point in getting him involved. It was just an acci-
dent.”

“He couldn’t have killed Maurice after he left here?”

“No. They said he’d been dead over an hour. What did Desmond
tell you?”

“Desmond?”

“Across the hall. The one who looks like he smells something
bad.”

“How did you know I talked to him and not the side of beef?”

He laughed and almost dropped his coffee cup. “I don’t think
Roy can talk.”

“He didn’t know nothin’ about nothin’.” I found myself laughing
also. I got up and walked to the glass doors. I slid them open and
then shut again. “Did you ever think one of these was open when it
was really shut?”

“No. But I've heard of it happening.”

I sighed. “So have 1.” I turned and looked at what he was work-
ing on at the drafting table. It was a small painting of a boy and
girl, she in a soft white dress, and he in jeans and tee shirt. They
looked about fifteen, They were embracing, about to kiss. It was
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quite obviously the first time for both of them. It was good. I told
him so.

He grinned with pleasure. “Thanks. It's for a paperback cover.”

“Whose idea was it that Detweiler have dinner and spend the
evening with you?”

He thought for a moment. “Maurice.” He looked up at me and
grinned. “Do you know stamps?”

It took me a second to realize what he meant. “You mean stamp
collecting? Not much.”

“Maurice was a philatelist. He specialized in postwar Germany—
locals and zones, things like that. He’d gotten a kilo of buildings
and wanted to sort them undisturbed.”

I shook my head. “You’ve lost me. A kilo of buildings?”

He laughed. “It's a set of twenty-eight stamps issued in the
American Zone in 1948 showing famous German buildings. Condi-
tions in Germany were still pretty chaotic at the time, and the
stamps were printed under fairly makeshift circumstances. Conse-
quently, there’s an enormous variety of different perforations, wa-
termarks, and engravings. Hundreds as a matter of fact. Maurice
could spend hours and hours poring over them.”

“Are they valuable?”

“No. Very common. Some of the varieties are hard to find, but
they’re not valuable.” He gave me a knowing look. “Nothing was
missing from Maurice’s apartment.”

I shrugged. “It had occurred to me to wonder where Detweiler
got his money.”

“I don’t know. The subject never came up.” He wasn't being de-
fensive.

“You liked him, didn’t you?”

There was a weary sadness in his eyes. “Yes,” he said.

That afternoon I picked up Birdie Pawlowicz at the Brewster
Hotel and took her to Harry Spinner’s funeral. I told her about
Maurice Milian and Andrew Detweiler. We talked it around and
around. The Detweiler boy obviously couldn’t have killed Harry or
Milian, but it was stretching coincidence a little bit far.

After the funeral I went to the Los Angeles Public Library and
started checking back issues of the Times. I'd only made it back
three weeks when the library closed. The LA Times is thick, and
unless the death is sensational or the dead prominent, the story
might be tucked in anywhere except the classifieds.
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Last Tuesday, the 26th, a girl had cut her wrists with a razor
blade in North Hollywood.

The day before, Monday, the 25sth, a girl had miscarried and
hemorrhaged. She had bled to death because she and her boy
friend were stoned out of their heads. They lived a block off West-
ern—very near the Brewster—and Detweiler was at the Brewster
Monday.

Sunday, the 24th, a wino had been knifed in MacArthur Park.

Saturday, the 23rd, I had three. A knifing in a bar on Pico, a
shooting in a rooming house on Irolo, and a rape and knifing in an
alley off La Brea. Only the gunshot victim had bled to death, but
there had been a lot of blood in all three.

Friday, the 22nd, the same day Detweiler checked in the
Brewster, a two-year-old boy had fallen on an upturned rake in his
backyard on Larchemont—only eight or ten blocks from where I
lived on Beachwood. And a couple of Chicano kids had had a knife
fight behind Hollywood High. One was dead and the other was in
jail. Ah, machismo!

The list went on and on, all the way back to Thursday, the 7th.
On that day was another slashed-wrist suicide near Western and
Wilshire.

The next morning, Tuesday, the 3rd, I called Miss Tremaine and
told her I'd be late getting in but would check in every couple of
hours to find out if the slinky blonde looking for her kid sister had
shown up. She humphed.

Larchemont is a middle-class neighborhood huddled in between
the old wealth around the country club and the blight spreading
down Melrose from Western Avenue. It tries to give the impression
of suburbia—and does a pretty good job of it—rather than just an-
other nearly downtown shopping center. The area isn’t big on
apartments or rooming houses, but there are a few. I found the
Detweiler boy at the third one I checked. It was a block and a half
from where the little kid fell on the rake.

According to the landlord, at the time of the kid’s death Det-
weiler was playing bridge with him and a couple of elderly old-
maid sisters in number twelve. He hadn’t been feeling well and had
moved out later that evening—to catch a bus to San Diego, to visit
his ailing mother. The landlord had felt sorry for him, so sorry he’'d
broken a steadfast rule and refunded most of the month’s rent Det-
weiler had paid in advance. After all, he’d only been there three
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days. So sad about his back. Such a nice, gentle boy—a writer, you
know.

No, I didn’t know, but it explained how he could move around so
much without seeming to work.

I called David Fowler: “Yes, Andy had a portable typewriter,
but he hadn’t mentioned being a writer.”

And Birdie Pawlowicz: “Yeah, he typed a ot in his room.”

I found the Detweiler boy again on the 16th and the 1gth. He'd
moved into a rooming house near Silver Lake Park on the night of
the 13th and moved out again on the 1gth. The landlady hadn’t
refunded his money, but she gave him an alibi for the knifing of an
old man in the park on the 16th and the suicide of a girl in the
same rooming house on the 1gth. He'd been in the pink of health
when he moved in, sick on the 16th, healthy the 17th, and sick
again the 1gth.

It was like a rerun. He lived a block away from where a man was
mugged, knifed, and robbed in an alley on the 13th—though the
details of the murder didn’t seem to fit the pattern. But he was sick,
had an alibi, and moved to Silver Lake.

Rerun it on the 10th: a woman slipped in the bathtub and fell
through the glass shower doors, cutting herself to ribbons. Sick,
alibi, moved.

It may be because I was always rotten in math, but it wasn’t until
right then that I figured out Detweiler’s timetable. Milian died the
1st, Harry Spinner the 28th, the miscarriage was on the 25th, the
little kid on the 22nd, Silver Lake on the 16th and 1gth, etc., etc.,
etc.

A bloody death occurred in Detweiler’s general vicinity every
third day.

But I couldn’t figure out a pattern for the victims: male, female,
little kids, old aunties, married, unmarried, rich, poor, young, old.
No pattern of any kind, and there’s always a pattern. I even
checked to see if the names were in alphabetical order.

I got back to my office at six. Miss Tremaine sat primly at her
desk, cleared of everything but her purse and a notepad. She re-
minded me quite a lot of Desmond. “What are you still doing here,
Miss Tremaine? You should’ve left an hour ago.” I sat at my desk,
leaned back until the swivel chair groaned twice, and propped my
feet up.

She picked up the pad. “I wanted to give you your calls.”
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“Can’t they wait? I've been sleuthing all day and I'm bushed.”

“No one is paying you to find this Detweiler person, are they?”

“No.”

“Your bank statement came today.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. A good secretary keeps her employer informed. I was
informing you.”

“Okay. Who called?”

She consulted the pad, but I'd bet my last gumshoe she knew
every word on it by heart. “A Mrs. Carmichael called. Her French
poodle has been kidnaped. She wants you to find her.”

“Ye Gods! Why doesn’t she go to the police?”

“Because she’s positive her ex-husband is the kidnaper. She
doesn’t want to get him in any trouble; she just wants Gwendolyn
back.”

“Gwendolyn?”

“Gwendolyn. A Mrs. Bushyager came by. She wants you to find
her little sister.”

I sat up so fast I almost fell out of the chair. I gave her a long,
hard stare, but her neutral expression didn't flicker. “You're kid-
ding.” Her eyebrows rose a millimeter. “Was she a slinky blonde?”

“No. She was a dumpy brunette.”

I settled back in the chair, trying not to laugh. “Why does Mrs.
Bushyager want me to find her little sister?” I sputtered.

“Because Mrs. Bushyager thinks she’s shacked up somewhere
with Mr. Bushyager. She’d like you to call her tonight.”

“Tomorrow. I've got a date with Janice tonight.” She reached in
her desk drawer and pulled out my bank statement. She dropped it
on the desk with a papery plop. “Don’t worry,” I assured her, “I
won’t spend much money. Just a little spaghetti and wine tonight
and ham and eggs in the morning.” She humphed. My point. “Any-
thing else?”

“A Mr. Bloomfeld called. He wants you to get the goods on Mrs.
Bloomfeld so he can sue for divorce.”

I sighed. Miss Tremaine closed the pad. “Okay. No to Mrs. Car-
michael and make appointments for Bushyager and Bloomfeld.”
She lowered her eyelids at me. I spread my hands. “Would Sam
Spade go looking for a French poodle named Gwendolyn?”

“He might if he had your bank statement. Mr. Bloomfeld will be
in at two, Mrs. Bushyager at three.”
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“Miss Tremaine, you'd make somebody a wonderful mother.”
She didn’t even humph; she just picked up her purse and stalked
out. I swiveled the chair around and looked at the calendar. Tomor-
row was the 4th.

Somebody would die tomorrow and Andrew Detweiler would be
close by.

I scooted up in bed and leaned against the headboard. Janice
snorted into the pillow and opened one eye, pinning me with it. “I
didn’t mean to wake you,” I said.

“What's the matter,” she muttered, “too much spaghetti?”

“No. Too much Andrew Detweiler.”

She scooted up beside me, keeping the sheet over her breasts,
and turned on the light. She rummaged around on the nightstand
for a cigarette. “Who wants to divorce him?”

“That’s mean, Janice,” I groaned.

“You want a cigarette?”

“Yeah.”

She put two cigarettes in her mouth and lit them both. She
handed me one. “You don’t look a bit like Paul Henreid,” I said.

She grinned. “That’s funny. You look like Bette Davis. Who's
Andrew Detweiler?”

So I told her.

“It's elementary, my dear Sherlock,” she said. “Andrew Det-
weiler is a vampire.” 1 frowned at her. “Of course, he’s a clever
vampire. Vampires are usually stupid. They always give themselves
away by leaving those two little teeth marks on people’s jugulars.”

“Darling, even vampires have to be at the scene of the crime.”

“He always has an alibi, huh?”

I got out of bed and headed for the bathroom. “That’s suspicious
in itself.”

When I came out she said, “Why?”

“Innocent people usually don’t have alibis, especially not one
every three days.”

“Which is probably why innocent people get put in jail so often.”

I chuckled and sat on the edge of the bed. “You may be right.”

“Bert, do that again.”

I looked at her over my shoulder. “Do what?”

“Go to the bathroom.”

“I don’t think I can. My bladder holds only so much.”
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“I don’t mean that. Walk over to the bathroom door.”

I gave her a suspicious frown, got up, and walked over to the
bathroom door. I turned around, crossed my arms, and leaned
against the door frame. “Well?”

She grinned. “You've got a cute rear end. Almost as cute as Burt
Reynolds’. Maybe he’s twins.”

“What?” I practically screamed.

“Maybe Andrew Detweiler is twins. One of them commits the
murders and the other establishes the alibis.”

“Twin vampires?”

She frowned. “That is a bit much, isn’t it? Had they discovered
blood groups in Bram Stoker’s day?”

I got back in bed and pulled the sheet up to my waist, leaning
beside her against the headboard. “I haven’t the foggiest idea.”

“That’s another way vampires are stupid. They never check the
victim’s blood group. The wrong blood group can kill you.”

“Vampires don’t exactly get transfusions.”

“It all amounts to the same thing, doesn’t it?” I shrugged. “Oh,
well,” she sighed, “vampires are stupid.” She reached over and
plucked at the hair on my chest. “I haven’t had an indecent propo-
sition in hours,” she grinned.

So I made one.

Wednesday morning I made a dozen phone calls. Of the nine vic-
tims I knew about, I was able to find the information on six.

All six had the same blood group.

I lit a cigarette and leaned back in the swivel chair. The whole
thing was spinning around in my head. I'd found a pattern for the
victims, but I didn’t know if it was the pattern. It just didn’t make
sense. Maybe Detweiler was a vampire.

“Mallory,” I said out loud, “you’re cracking up.”

Miss Tremaine glanced up. “If I were you, I'd listen to you,” she
said poker-faced.

The next morning I staggered out of bed at six a.m. I took a cold
shower, shaved, dressed, and put Murine in my eyes. They still felt
like I'd washed them in rubber cement. Mrs. Bloomfeld had kept
me up until two the night before, doing all the night spots in Santa
Monica with some dude I hadn’t identified yet. When they checked
into a motel, I went home and went to bed.

I couldn’t find 2 morning paper at that hour closer than Western
and Wilshire, The story was on page seven. Fortunately they found
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the body in time for the early edition. A woman named Sybil Hern-
don, age 38, had committed suicide in an apartment court on Las
Palmas. (Detweiler hadn’t gone very far. The address was just
around the corner from the Almsbury.) She had cut her wrists on a
piece of broken mirror. She had been discovered about eleven
thirty when the manager went over to ask her to turn down the vol-
ume on her television set.

It was too early to drop around, and so I ate breakfast, hoping
this was one of the times Detweiler stuck around for more than
three days. Not for a minute did I doubt he would be living at the
apartment court on Las Palmas, or not far away.

The owner-manager of the court was one of those creatures pe-
culiar to Hollywood. She must have been a starlet in the Twenties
or Thirties, but success had eluded her. So she had tried to freeze
herself in time. She still expected, at any moment, a call from The
Studio. But her flesh hadn’t cooperated. Her hair was the color of
tarnished copper, and the fire-engine-red lipstick was painted far
past her thin lips. Her watery eyes peered at me through a Lone
Ranger mask of Maybelline on a plaster-white face. Her dress had
obviously been copied from the wardrobe of Norma Shearer.

“Yes?” She had a breathy voice. Her eyes quickly traveled the
length of my body. That happens often enough to keep me feeling
good, but this time it gave me a queasy sensation, like I was being
measured for a mummy case. I showed her my ID and asked if I
could speak to her about one of the tepants.

“Of course. Come on in. I'm Lorraine Nesbitt.” Was there a
flicker of disappointment that I hadn’t recognized the name? She
stepped back holding the door for me. I could tell that detectives,
private or otherwise, asking about her tenants wasn’t a new thing,. I
walked into the doilied room, and she looked at me from a hundred
directions. The faded photographs covered every level surface and
clung to the walls like leeches. She had been quite a dish—forty
years ago. She saw me looking at the photos and smiled. The make-
up around her mouth cracked.

“Which one do you want to ask me about?” The smile vanished
and the cracks closed.

“Andrew Detweiler.” She looked blank. “Young, good-looking,
with a hunchback.”

The cracks opened. “Oh, yes. He’s only been here a few days.
The name had slipped my mind.”
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“He’s still here?”

“Oh, yes.” She sighed. “It’s so unfair for such a beautiful young
man to have a physical impairment.”

“What can you tell me about him?”

“Not much. He’s only been here since Sunday night. He’s very
handsome, like an angel, a dark angel. But it wasnt his hand-
someness that attracted me.” She smiled. “I've seen many hand-
some men in my day, you know. It's difficult to verbalize. He has
such an incredible innocence. A lost, doomed look that Byron must
have had. A vulnerability that makes you want to shield and pro-
tect him. I don’t know for sure what it is, but it struck a chord in
my soul. Soul,” she mused. “Maybe that’s it. He wears his soul on
his face.” She nodded, as if to herself. “A dangerous thing to do.”
She looked back up at me. “If that quality, whatever it is, would
photograph, he would become a star overnight, whether he could
act or not. Except—of course—for his infirmity.”

Lorraine Nesbitt, I decided, was as nutty as a fruitcake.

Someone entered the room. He stood leaning against the door
frame, looking at me with sleepy eyes. He was about twenty-five,
wearing tight chinos without underwear and a tee shirt. His hair
was tousled and cut unfashionably short. He had a good looking
Kansas face. The haircut made me think he was new in town, but
the eyes said he wasn’t. I guess the old broad liked his hair that
way.

She simpered. “Oh, Johnny! Come on in. This detective was ask-
ing about Andrew Detweiler in number seven.” She turned back to
me. “This is my protege, Johnny Peacock—a very talented young
man. I'm arranging for a screen test as soon as Mr. Goldwyn returns
my calls.” She lowered her eyelids demurely. “I was a Goldwyn
Girl, you know.”

Funny, I thought Goldwyn was dead. Maybe he wasn't.

Johnny took the news of his impending stardom with total uncon-
cemn. He moved to the couch and sat down, yawning. “Detweiler?
Don’t think I ever laid eyes on the man. What'd he do?”

“Nothing. Just routine.” Obviously he thought I was a police de-
tective. No point in changing his mind. “Where was he last night
when the Herndon woman died?”

“In his room, I think. I heard his typewriter. He wasn't feeling
well,” Lorraine Nesbitt said. Then she sucked air through her teeth
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and clamped her fingers to her scarlet lips. “Do you think he had
something to do with that?”

Detweiler had broken his pattern. He didn’t have an alibi. I
couldn’t believe it.

“Oh, Lorraine,” Johnny grumbled.

I turned to him. “Do you know where Detweiler was?”

He shrugged. “No idea.”

“Then why are you so sure he had nothing to do with it?”

“She committed suicide.”

“How do you know for sure?”

“The door was bolted from the inside. They had to break it down
to get in.”

“What about the window? Was it locked too?”

“No. The window was open. But it has bars on it. No way any-
body could get in.”

“When I couldn’t get her to answer my knock last night, I went
around to the window and looked in. She was lying there with
blood all over.” She began to sniffle. Johnny got up and put his
arms around her. He looked at me, grinned, and shrugged.

“Do you have a vacancy?” I asked, getting a whiz-bang idea.

“Yes,” she said, the sniffles disappearing instantly. “I have two.
Actually three, but I can’t rent Miss Herndon’s room for a few days
—until someone claims her things.”

“I'd like to rent the one closest to number seven,” I said.

I wasn’t lucky enough to get number six or eight, but I did get
five. Lorraine Nesbitt’s nameless, dingy apartment court was a
fleabag. Number five was one room with a closet, a tiny kitchen,
and a tiny bath—identical with the other nine units she assured me.
With a good deal of tugging and grunting the couch turned into a
lumpy bed. The refrigerator looked as if someone had spilled a bot-
tle of Brier Rabbit back in 1938 and hadn't cleaned it up yet. The
stove looked like a lube rack. Well, I sighed, it was only for three
days. I had to pay a month’s rent in advance anyway, but I put it
down as a bribe to keep Lorraine’s and Johnny’s mouths shut about
my being a detective.

I moved in enough clothes for three days, some sheets and pil-
lows, took another look at the kitchen and decided to eat out. I took
a jug of Lysol to the bathroom and crossed my fingers. Miss Tre-
maine brought up the bank statement and humphed a few times.

Number five had one door and four windows—identical to the
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other nine Lorraine assured me. The door had a heavy-duty bolt
that couldn’t be fastened or unfastened from the outside. The win-
dow beside the door didn’t open at all and wasn’t intended to. The
bathroom and kitchen windows cranked out and were tall and
skinny, about twenty-four by six. The other living room window,
opposite the door, slid upward. The iron bars bolted to the frame
were so rusted I doubted if they could be removed without rip-
ping out the whole window. It appeared Andrew Detweiler had an-
other perfect alibi after all-along with the rest of the world.

I stood outside number seven suddenly feeling like a teen-ager
about to pick up his first date. I could hear Detweiler’s typewriter
tickety-ticking away inside. Okay, Mallory, this is what you’ve been
breaking your neck on for a week.

I knocked on the door.

I heard the typewriter stop ticking and the scrape of a chair
being scooted back. I didn’t hear anything else for fifteen or twenty
seconds, and I wondered what he was doing. Then the bolt was
drawn and the door opened.

He was buttoning his shirt. That must have been the delay: he
wouldn’t want anyone to see him with his shirt off. Everything I'd
been told about him was true. He wasn’t very tall; the top of his
head came to my nose. He was dark, though not as dark as I'd ex-
pected. I couldn’t place his ancestry. It certainly wasn’t Latin-
American and I didn’t think it was Slavic. His features were soft
without the angularity usually found in the Mediterranean races.
His hair wasn’t quite black. It wasn’t exactly long and it wasn’t ex-
actly short. His clothes were nondescript. Everything about him
was neutral—except his face. It was just about the way Lorraine
Nesbitt had described it. If you called central casting and asked for
a male angel, you'd get Andrew Detweiler in a blond wig. His body
was slim and well-formed—from where I was standing I couldn’t
see the hump and you’d never know there was one. I had a glimpse
of his bare chest as he buttoned the shirt. It wasn’t muscular but it
was very well made. He was very healthy-looking—pink and flushed
with health, though slightly pale as if he didn’t get out in the sun
much. His dark eyes were astounding. If you blocked out the rest
of the face, leaving nothing but the eyes, you'd swear he was no
more than four years old. You've seen little kids with those big,
guileless, unguarded, inquiring eyes, haven’t you?

“Yes?” he asked.
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I smiled. “Hello, I'm Bert Mallory. I just moved in to number
five. Miss Nesbitt tells me you like to play gin.”

“Yes,” he grinned. “Come on in.”

He turned to move out of my way and I saw the hump. I don’t
know how to describe what I felt. I suddenly had a hurting in my
gut. I felt the same unfairness and sadness the others had, the way
you would feel about any beautiful thing with one overwhelming
flaw.

“I'm not disturbing you, am I? I heard the typewriter.” The room
was indeed identical to mine, though it looked a hundred per cent
more livable. I couldn’t put my finger on what he had done to it to
make it that way. Maybe it was just the semidarkness. He had the
curtains tightly closed and one lamp lit beside the typewriter.

“Yeah, I was working on a story, but I'd rather play gin.” He
grinned, open and artless. “If I could make money playing gin, I
wouldn't write.”

“Lots of people make money playing gin.”

“Oh, I couldn’t. I'm too unlucky.”

He certainly had a right to say that, but there was no self-pity,
just an observation. Then he looked at me with slightly distressed
eyes. “You. . .ah. . .dido’t want to play for money, did you?”

“Not at all,” I said and his eyes cleared. “What kind of stories do
you write?”

“Oh, all kinds.” He shrugged. “Fantasy mostly.”

“Do you sell them?”

“Most of ’em.”

“I don’t recall seeing your name anywhere. Miss Nesbitt said it
was Andrew Detweiler?”

He nodded. “I use another name. You probably wouldn’t know
it either. It’s not exactly a household word.” His eyes said he’d re-
ally rather not tell me what it was. He had a slight accent, a sort of
soft slowness, not exactly a drawl and not exactly Deep South. He
shoved the typewriter over and pulled out a deck of cards.

“Where're you from?” I asked. “I don’t place the accent.”

He grinned and shuffled the cards. “North Carolina. Back in the
Blue Ridge.”

We cut and I dealt. “How long have you been in Hollywood?”

“About two months.”

“How do you like itP”
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He grinned his beguiling grin and picked up my discard. “It’s
very . . .unusual. Have you lived here long, Mr. Mallory?”

“Bert. All my life. I was born in Inglewood. My mother still lives
there.”

“It must be . . . unusual . . . to live in the same place all your
life.”

“You move around a lot?”

“Yeah. Gin.”

I laughed. “I thought you were unlucky.”

“If we were playing for money, I wouldnt be able to do any-
thing right.”

We played gin the rest of the afternoon and talked—talked a lot.
Detweiler seemed eager to talk or, at least, eager to have someone
to talk with. He never told me anything that would connect him to
nine deaths, mostly about where he’d been, things he’d read. He
read a lot, just about anything he could get his hands on. I got the
impression he hadn’t really lived life so much as he'd read it, that
all the things he knew about had never physically affected him. He
was like an insulated island. Life flowed around him but never
touched him. I wondered if the hump on his back made that much
difference, if it made him such a green monkey he’d had to retreat
into his insular existence. Practically everyone I had talked to liked
him, mixed with varying portions of pity, to be sure, but liking nev-
ertheless. Harry Spinner liked him, but had discovered something
“peculiar” about him. Birdie Pawlowicz, Maurice Milian, David
Fowler, Lorraine Nesbitt, they all liked him.

And, God damn it, I liked him too.

At midnight I was still awake, sitting in number five in my jockey
shorts with the light out and the door open. I listened to the ticking
of the Detweiler boy’s typewriter and the muffled roar of Los An-
geles. And thought, and thought and thought. And got nowhere.

Someone walked by the door, quietly and carefully. I leaned my
head out. It was Johnny Peacock. He moved down the line of bun-
galows silent as a shadow. He turned south when he reached the
sidewalk. Going to Selma or the Boulevard to turn a trick and make
a few extra bucks. Lorraine must keep tight purse strings. Better
watch it, kid. If she finds out, you'll be back on the streets again.
And you haven’t got too many years left where you can make good
money by just gettin’ it up.

I dropped in at the office for a while Friday morning and
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checked the first-of-the-month bills. Miss Tremaine had a list of
new prospective clients. “Tell everyone I can’t get to anything till
Monday.”

She nodded in disapproval. “Mr. Bloomfeld called.”

“Did he get my report?”

“Yes. He was very pleased, but he wants the man’s name.”

“Tell him I'll get back on it Monday.”

“Mrs. Bushyager called. Her sister and Mr. Bushyager are still
missing.”

“Tell her T1l get on it Monday.” She opened her mouth. “If you
say anything about my bank account, I'll put Spanish fly in your
Ovaltine.” She didn’t humph, she giggled. I wonder how many
points that isP

That afternoon I played gin with the Detweiler boy. He was gen-
uinely glad to see me, like a friendly puppy. I was beginning to feel
like a son of a bitch.

He hadn’t mentioned North Carolina except that once the day
before, and I was extremely interested in all subjects he wanted to
avoid. “What’s it like in the Blue Ridge? Coon huntin’ and moon-
shine?”

He grinned and blitzed me. “Yeah, 1 guess. Most of the things
you read about it are pretty nearly true. It’s really a different world
back in there, with almost no contact with the outside.”

“How far in did you live?”

“About as far as you can get without comin’ out the other side.
Did you know most of the people never heard of television or
movies and some of ’em don’t even know the name of the Presi-
dent? Most of ’em never been more than thirty miles from the place
they were born, never saw an electric light? You wouldn’t believe
it. But it's more than just things thatre different. People are
different, think different—like a foreign country.” He shrugged. “I
guess it’]l all be gone before too long though. Things keep creepin’
closer and closer. Did you know I never went to school?” he said
grinning. “Not a day of my life. I didn’t wear shoes till I was ten.
You wouldn’t believe it.” He shook his head, remembering. “Always
kinda wished I coulda gone to school,” he murmured softly.

“Why did you leave?”

“No reason to stay. When I was eight, my parents were killed in a
fire. Our house burned down. I was taken in by a balmy old woman
who lived not far away. I had some kin, but they didn’t want me.”
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He looked at me, trusting me. “They’re pretty superstitious back in
there, you know. Thought I was . . . marked. Anyway, the old
woman took me in. She was a midwife, but she fancied herself a
witch or something. Always making me drink some mess she’d
brewed up. She fed me, clothed me, educated me, after a fashion,
tried to teach me all her conjures, but I never could take ’em
seriously.” He grinned sheepishly. “I did chores for her and eventu-
ally became a sort of assistant, I guess. I helped her birth babies
. .. I mean, deliver babies a couple of times, but that didn’t
last long. The parents were afraid me bein’ around might mark the
baby. She taught me to read and I couldn’t stop. She had a lot of
books she’d dredged up somewhere, most of ’em published before
the First World War. I read a complete set of encyclopedias—
published in 1911.”

I laughed.

His eyes clouded. “Then she . . . died. I was fifteen, so I left. I
did odd jobs and kept reading, Then I wrote a story and sent it to a
magazine. They bought it; paid me fifty dollars. Thought I was rich,
so I wrote another one. Since then I've been traveling around and
writing. I've got an agent who takes care of everything, and so all I
do is just write.”

Detweiler’s flush of health was wearing off that afternoon. He
wasn't ill, just beginning to feel like the rest of us mortals. And I
was feeling my resolve begin to crumble. It was hard to believe this
beguiling kid could possibly be involved in a string of bloody
deaths. Maybe it was just a series of unbelievable coincidences.
Yeah, “unbelievable” was the key word. He had to be involved un-
less the laws of probability had broken down completely. Yet I
could swear Detweiler wasn’t putting on an act. His guileless inno-
cence was real, damn it, real.

Saturday morning, the third day since Miss Herndon died, I had
a talk with Lorraine and Johnny. If Detweiler wanted to play cards
or something that night, I wanted them to agree and suggest I be a
fourth. If he didn’t bring it up, I would, but I had a feeling he
would want his usual alibi this time.

Detweiler left his room that afternoon for the first time since I'd
been there. He went north on Las Palmas, dropped a large manila
envelope in the mailbox (the story he’d been working on, 1 guess),
and bought groceries at the supermarket on Highland. Did that
mean he wasn’t planning to move? I had a sudden pang in my
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belly. What if he was staying because of his friendship with mer I
felt more like a son of a bitch every minute.

Johnny Peacock came by an hour later acting very conspiratorial.
Detweiler had suggested a bridge game that night, but Johnny
didn’t play bridge, and so they settled on Scrabble.

I dropped by number seven. The typewriter had been put away,
but the cards and score pad were still on the table. His suitcase was
on the floor by the couch. It was riveted cowhide of a vintage I
hadn’t seen since I was a kid. Though it wore a mellow patina of
age, it had been preserved with neat’s-foot oil and loving care. I
may have been mistaken about his not moving.

Detweiler wasn't feeling well at all. He was pale and drawn and
fidgety. His eyelids were heavy and his speech was faintly slurred.
I'm sure he was in pain, but he tried to act as if nothing were
wrong.

“Are you sure you feel like playing Scrabble tonight?” I asked.

He gave me a cheerful, if slightly strained, smile. “Oh, sure. I'm
all right. I'll be fine in the morning.”

“Do you think you ought to play?”

“Yeah, it . . . takes my mind of my . . . ah. . . headache. Don't
worry about it. I have these spells all the time. They always go
away.”

“How long have you had them?”

“Since . . . I was a kid.” He grinned. “You think it was one of
those brews the old witch-woman gave me caused it? Maybe I
could sue for malpractice.”

“Have you seen a doctor? A real one?”

“Once.”

“What did he tell you?”

He shrugged. “Oh, nothing much. Take two aspirin, drink lots of
liquids, get plenty of rest, that sort of thing.” He didn’t want to talk
about it. “It always goes away.”

“What if one time it doesn’t?”

He looked at me with an expression I'd never seen before, and I
knew why Lorraine said he had a lost, doomed look. “Well, we
can’t live forever, can we?P Are you ready to go?”

The game started out like a Marx Brothers routine. Lorraine and
Johnny acted like two canaries playing Scrabble with the cat, but
Detweiler was so normal and unconcerned they soon settled down.
Conversation was tense and ragged at first until Lorraine got off on
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her “career” and kept us entertained and laughing. She had known
a lot of famous people and was a fountain of anecdotes, most of
them funny and libelous. Detweiler proved quickly to be the best
player, but Johnny, to my surprise, was no slouch. Lorraine played
dismally but she didn’t seem to mind.

I would have enjoyed the evening thoroughly if I hadnt known
someone nearby was dead or dying.

After about two hours, in which Detweiler grew progressively
more ill, I excused myself to go to the bathroom. While I was away
from the table, I palmed Lorraine’s master key.

In another half hour I said I had to call it a night. I had to get up
early the next morning. I always spent Sunday with my mother in
Inglewood. My mother was touring Yucatan at the time, but that
was neither here nor there. I looked at Johnny. He nodded. He was
to make sure Detweiler stayed at least another twenty minutes and
then follow him when he did leave. If he went anywhere but his
apartment, he was to come and let me know, quick.

I let myself into number seven with the master key. The drapes
were closed, and so I took a chance and turned on the bathroom
light. Detweiler’s possessions were meager. Eight shirts, six pairs of
pants, and a light jacket hung in the closet. The shirts and jacket
had been altered to allow for the hump. Except for that, the closet
was bare. The bathroom contained nothing out of the ordinary—just
about the same as mine. The kitchen had one plastic plate, one
plastic cup, one plastic glass, one plastic bowl, one small folding
skillet, one small folding sauce pan, one metal spoon, one metal
fork, and a medium-sized kitchen knife. All of it together would
barely £ill a shoebox.

The suitcase, still beside the couch, hadn’t been unpacked—ex-
cept for the clothes hanging in the closet and the kitchen utensils.
There was underwear, socks, an extra pair of shoes, an unopened
ream of paper, a bunch of other stuff necessary for his writing, and
a dozen or so paperbacks. The books were rubber-stamped with the
name of a used-book store on Santa Monica Boulevard. They were
a mixture: science fiction, mysteries, biographies, philosophy, sev-
eral by Colin Wilson.

There was also a carbon copy of the story he’'d just finished. The
return address on the first page was a box number at the Holly-
wood post office. The title of the story was “Deathsong.” I wish I'd
had time to read it.
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All in all, I didnt find anything. Except for the books and the
deck of cards there was nothing of Andrew Detweiler personally in
the whole apartment. I hadn’t thought it possible for anyone to lead
such a turnip existence.

I looked around to make sure I hadn’t disturbed anything, turned
off the bathroom light, and got in the closet, leaving the door open
a crack. It was the only possible place to hide. I sincerely hoped
Detweiler wouldn’t need anything out of it before I found out what
was going on. If he did, the only thing I could do was confront him
with what I'd found out. And then what, Mallory, a big guilty
confession? With what you’ve found out he could laugh in your face
and have you arrested for illegal entry.

And what about this, Mallory. What if someone died nearby to-
night while you were with Detweiler; what if he comes straight to
his apartment and goes to bed; what if he wakes up in the morning
feeling fine; what if nothing is going on, you son of a bitch?

It was so dark in there with the curtains drawn that I couldn’t
see a thing. I left the closet and opened them a little on the front
window. It didn't let in a lot of light, but it was enough. Maybe
Detweiler wouldn’t notice. I went back to the closet and waited.

Half an hour later the curtains over the barred open window
moved. I had squatted down in the closet and wasn’t looking in
that direction, but the movement caught my eye. Something
hopped in the window and scooted across the floor and went be-
hind the couch. I only got a glimpse of it, but it might have been a
cat. It was probably a stray looking for food or hiding from a dog.
Okay, cat, you don’t bother me and I won’t bother you. I kept my
eye on the couch, but it didn’t show itself again.

Detweiler didn’t show for another hour. By that time I was sit-
ting flat on the floor trying to keep my legs from cramping. My po-
sition wasn’t too graceful if he happened to look in the closet, but it
was too late to get up.

He came in quickly and bolted the door behind him. He didn’t
notice the open curtain. He glanced around, clicking his tongue
softly. His eyes caught on something at the end of the couch. He
smiled. At the cat? He began unfastening his shirt, fumbling at the
buttons in his haste. He slipped off the shirt and tossed it on the
back of a chair.

There were straps across his chest.

He turned toward the suitcase, his back to me. The hump was
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artificial, made of something like foam rubber. He unhooked the
straps, opened the suitcase, and tossed the hump in. He said some-
thing, too soft for me to catch, and lay face down on the couch with
his feet toward me. The light from the opened curtain fell on him.
His back was scarred, little white lines like scratches grouped
around a hole.

He had a hole in his back, between his shoulder blades, an un-
healed wound big enough to stick your finger in.

Something came around the end of the couch. It wasn’t a cat. I
thought it was a monkey, and then a frog, but it was neither. It was
human. It waddled on all fours like an enormous toad.

Then it stood erect. It was about the size of a cat. It was pink
and moist and hairless and naked. Its very human hands and feet
and male genitals were too large for its tiny body. Its belly was
swollen, turgid and distended like an obscene tick. Its head was
flat. Its jaw protruded like an ape’s. It too had a scar, a big, white,
puckered scar between its shoulder blades, at the top of its jutting
backbone.

It reached its too-large hand up and caught hold of Detweiler’s
belt. It pulled its bloated body up with the nimbleness of a monkey
and crawled onto the boy’s back. Detweiler was breathing heavily,
clasping and unclasping his fingers on the arm of the couch.

The thing crouched on Detweiler’s back and placed its lips
against the wound.

I felt my throat burning and my stomach turning over, but I
watched in petrified fascination.

Detweiler’s breathing grew slower and quieter, more relaxed. He
lay with his eyes closed and an expression of almost sexual pleasure
on his face. The thing’s body got smaller and smaller, the skin on its
belly growing wrinkled and flaccid. A trickle of blood crawled from
the wound, making an erratic line across the Detweiler boy’s back.
The thing reached out its hand and wiped the drop back with a
finger.

It took about ten minutes. The thing raised its mouth and
crawled over beside the boy’s face. It sat on the arm of the couch
like a little gnome and smiled. It ran its fingers down the side of
Detweiler’s cheek and pushed his damp hair back out of his eyes.
Detweiler’s expression was euphoric. He sighed softly and opened
his eyes sleepily. After a while he sat up.

He was flushed with health, rosy and clear and shining.
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He stood up and went in the bathroom. The light came on and I
heard water running. The thing sat in the same place watching
him. Detweiler came out of the bathroom and sat back on the
couch. The thing climbed onto his back, huddling between his
shoulder blades, its hands on his shoulders. Detweiler stood up, the
thing hanging onto him, retrieved the shirt, and put it on. He
wrapped the straps neatly around the artificial hump and stowed it
in the suitcase. He closed the lid and locked it.

I bhad seen enough, more than enough. I opened the door and
stepped out of the closet.

Detweiler whirled, his eyes bulging. A groan rattled in his throat.
He raised his hands as if fending me off. The groan rose in pitch,
becoming an hysterical keening. The expression on his face was too
horrible to watch. He stepped backward and tripped over the suit-
case.

He lost his balance and toppled over. His arms flailed for equilib-
rium, but never found it. He struck the edge of the table. It caught
him square across the hump on his back. He bounced and fell for-
ward on his hands. He stood up agonizingly, like a slow motion
movie, arching his spine backward, his face contorted in pain.

There were shrill, staccato shrieks of mindless torment, but they
didn’t come from Detweiler.

He fell again, forward onto the couch, blacking out from pain.
The back of his shirt was churning. The scream continued, hurting
my ears. Rips appeared in the shirt and a small misshapen arm
poked out briefly. I could only stare, frozen. The shirt was ripped to
shreds. Two arms, a head, a torso came through. The whole thing
ripped its way out and fell onto the couch beside the boy. Its face
was twisted, tortured, and its mouth kept opening and closing with
the screams. Its eyes looked uncomprehendingly about. It pulled it-
self along with its arms, dragging its useless legs, its spine obviously
broken. It fell off the couch and flailed about on the floor.

Detweiler moaned and came to. He rose from the couch, still
groggy. He saw the thing, and a look of absolute grief appeared on
his face.

The thing’s eyes focused for a moment on Detweiler. It looked at
him, beseeching, held out one hand, pleading. Its screams contin-
ued, that one monotonous, hopeless note repeated over and over. It
lowered its arm and kept crawling about mindlessly, growing
weaker.
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Detweiler stepped toward it, ignoring me, tears pouring down his
face. The thing’s struggles grew weaker, the scream became a
breathless rasping. I couldn’t stand it any longer. I picked up a
chair and smashed it down on the thing. I dropped the chair and
leaned against the wall and heaved.

I heard the door open. I turned and saw Detweiler run out.

I charged after him. My legs felt rubbery but I caught him at the
street. He didn’t struggle. He just stood there, his eyes vacant,
trembling. I saw people sticking their heads out of doors and
Johnny Peacock coming toward me. My car was right there. I
pushed Detweiler into it and drove away. He sat hunched in the
seat, his hands hanging limply, staring into space. He was trem-
bling uncontrollably and his teeth chattered.

I drove, not paying any attention to where I was going, almost as
deeply in shock as he was. I finally started looking at the street
signs. I was on Mullholland. I kept going west for a long time,
crossed the San Diego Freeway, into the Santa Monica Mountains.
The pavement ends a couple of miles past the freeway, and there’s
ten or fifteen miles of dirt road before the pavement picks up again
nearly to Topanga. The road isnt traveled much, there are no
houses on it, and people don’t like to get their cars dusty. I was
about in the middle of the unpaved section when Detweiler seemed
to calm down. I pulled over to the side of the road and cut the en-
gine. The San Fernando Valley was spread like a carpet of lights
below us. The ocean was on the other side of the mountains.

I sat and watched Detweiler. The trembling had stopped. He
was asleep or unconscious. I reached over and touched his arm. He
stirred and clutched at my hand. I looked at his sleeping face and
didn’t have the heart to pull my hand away.

The sun was poking over the mountains when he woke up. He
roused and was momentarily unaware of where he was; then mem-
ory flooded back. He turned to me. The pain and hysteria were
gone from his eyes. They were oddly peaceful.

“Did you hear him?” he said softly. “Did you hear him die?”

“Are you feeling better?”

“Yes. It’s all over.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

His eyes dropped and he was silent for a moment. “I want to tell
you. But I don’t know how without you thinking I'm a monster.”

I didn’t say anything.



46 Hard-Boiled Detective

“He . .. was my brother. We were twins. Siamese twins. All
those people died so I could stay alive.” There was no emotion in
his voice. He was detached, talking about someone else. “He kept
me alive. I'll die without him.” His eyes met mine again. “He was
insane, I think. I thought at first I'd go mad too, but I didn’t. I think
I didn’t. I never knew what he was going to do, who he would kill.
I didn’t want to know. He was very clever. He always made it look
like an accident or suicide when he could. I didn’t interfere. I didn’t
want to die. We had to have blood. He always did it so there was
lots of blood, so no one would miss what he took.” His eyes were
going empty again.

“Why did you need the blood?”

“We were never suspected before.”

“Why did you need the blood?” I repeated.

“When we were born,” he said, and his eyes focused again, “we
were joined at the back. But I grew and he didn’t. He stayed little
bitty, like a baby riding around on my back. People didn’t like me

. us. They were afraid. My father and mother too. The old
witch-woman I told you about, she birthed us. She seemed always
to be hanging around. When I was eight, my parents died in a fire.
I think the witch-woman did it. After that I lived with her. She was
demented, but she knew medicine and healing. When we were
fifteen she decided to separate us. I don’t know why. I think she
wanted him without me. I'm sure she thought he was an imp from
hell. T almost died. I'm not sure what was wrong. Apart, we weren't
whole. I wasn’t whole. He had something I didn’t have, something
we'd been sharing. She would've let me die, but he knew and got
blood for me. Hers.” He sat staring at me blankly, his mind living
the past.

“Why didn’t you go to a hospital or something?” I asked, feeling
enormous pity for the wretched boy.

He smiled faintly. “I didn’t know much about anything then. Too
many people were already dead. If I'd gone to a hospital, they’d
have wanted to know how I'd stayed alive so far. Sometimes I'm
glad it’s over, and, then, the next minute I'm terrified of dying.”

“How long?”

“I'm not sure. I've never been more than three days. I can’t stand
it any longer than that. He knew. He always knew when I had to
have it. And he got it for me. I never helped him.”

“Can you stay alive if you get regular transfusions?”
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He looked at me sharply, fear creeping back. “Please. No!”

“But you'll stay alive.”

“In a cage! Like a freak! I don’t want to be a freak anymore. It's
over. I want it to be over. Please.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

I looked at him, at his face, at his eyes, at his soul. “There’s a gun
in the glove compartment,” I said.

He sat for a moment, then solemnly held out his hand. I took it.
He shook my hand, then opened the glove compartment. He re-
moved the gun and slipped out of the car. He went down the hill
into the brush.

I waited and waited and never did hear a shot.






Psychic Detective

Usually involved with the supernatural, modern psychic
detectives can perhaps best be said to start with Sheridan
Le Fanu’s Dr. Martin Hesselius (1872). In the two major
varieties of such tales, the most common detective is the
normal man, such as William Hope Hodgson’s Carnacki,
who investigates strange occurrences. But there are also
several “gifted” sleuths, such as Sax Rohmer’s Morris Klaw,
who use paranormal powers to investigate mundane mat-
ters. Though less well known than other varieties of sleuth,
these practitioners have a more difficult task, since they,
unlike Sherlock Holmes, cannot simply discard the impos-
sible as a means of finding the truth.

Most psychic detective tales are clearly fantasy, but
many have appeared in science fiction magazines, and
some have presented such cleverly rational explanations
for their improbable happenings that they should, at least,
be considered science fantasy. Prolific Randall Garrett, for
example, has written a series of short stories, and a novel,
about a parallel world in which the Plantagenets still rule
England and magic has undergone an “industrial” revolu-
tion.



The Ipswich Phial

RANDALL GARRETT

The pair-drawn brougham moved briskly along the Old Shore
Road, moving westward a few miles from the little village of St.-
Matthew’s-Church, in the direction of Cherbourg.

The driver, a stocky man with a sleepy smile on his broad face,
was well bundled up in a gray driving cloak, and the hood of his
cowl was pulled up over his head and covered with a wide-
brimmed slouch hat. Even in early June, on a sunshiny day, the
Normandy coast can be chilly in the early morning, especially with
a stiff wind blowing,

“Stop here, Danglars,” said a voice behind him. “This looks like a
good place for a walk along the beach.”

“Yus, mistress.” He reined in the horses, bringing the brougham
to an easy stop. “You sure it's safe down there, Mistress Jizelle?” he
asked, looking to his right, where the Channel stretched across to
the north, toward England.

“The tide is out, is it not?” she asked briskly.

Danglars looked at his wristwatch. “Yus. Just at the ebb now.”

“Very well. Wait for me here. I may return here, or I may walk
on. If I go far, I will signal you from down the road.”

“Yus, mistress.”

She nodded once, sharply, then strode off toward the beach.

She was a tall, not unhandsome woman, who appeared to be in
late middle age. Her gray-silver hair was cut rather shorter than the
usual, but was beautifully arranged. Her costume was that of an
upper-middle-class Anglo-French woman on a walking tour, but it
was more in the British style than the Norman: well-burnished
knee-high boots; a Scottish woolen skirt, the hem of which just
brushed the boot-tops; a matching jacket; and a soft sweater of
white wool that covered her from waist to chin. She wore no hat.
She carried herself with the brisk, no-nonsense air of a woman who
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knows what she is and who she is, and will brook no argument
from anyone about it.

Mistress Jizelle de Ville found a pathway down to the beach.
There was a low cliff, varying from fifteen to twenty feet high,
which separated the upper downs from the beach itself, but there
were slopes and washes here and there which could be maneu-
vered. The cliff itself was the ultimate high-tide mark, but only dur-
ing great storms did the sea ever come up that high; the normal
high tide never came within fifteen yards of the base of the cliff,
and the intervening space was covered with soft, dry sand which
was difficult to walk in. Mistress Jizelle crossed the dry sand to the
damper, more solidly packed area, and began walking westward.

It was a beautiful moring, in spite of the slight chill; just the
sort of morning one would choose for a brisk, healthful walk along
a pleasant beach. Mistress Jizelle was a woman who liked exercise
and long walks, and she was a great admirer of scenic beauty. To
her right, the rushing wind made scudding whitecaps of the ebbing
tide and brought the “smell of the sea”—an odor never found on the
open expanse of the sea itself, for it is composed of the aroma of
the sea things which dwell in the tidal basins and the shallow
coastal waters and the faint smell of the decomposition of dead and
dying things beached by the rhythmic ebb and flow of tide and
wave.

Overhead, the floating gulls gave their plaintive, almost catlike
cries as they soared in search of the rich sustenance that the sea
and shore gave them.

Not until she had walked nearly a hundred yards along the beach
did Mistress Jizelle see anything out of the ordinary. When she did,
she stopped and looked at it carefully. Ahead and to her left, some
eight or nine yards from the base of the cliff, a man lay sprawled in
the dry sand, twenty feet or so above the high-tide line.

After a moment, she walked toward the man, carefully and cau-
tiously. He was certainly not dressed for bathing; he was wearing
the evening dress of a gentleman. She walked up to the edge of the
damp sand and stopped again, looking at the man carefully.

Then she saw something that made the hairs on the back of her
neck rise.

Danglars was sitting placidly in the driver’s seat of the
brougham, smoking his clay pipe, when he saw the approaching
trio. He eyed them carefully as they came toward the carriage. Two
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young men and an older one, all dressed in the work clothes typical
of a Norman farmer. The eldest waved a hand and said something
Danglars couldn’t hear over the sound of the waves and the wind.
Then they came close enough to be audible, and the eldest said:
“Allo! Got dee any trouble here?”

Danglars shook his head. “Nup.”

The farmer ignored that. “Me an’ m’boys saw dee stop up here,
an’ thought mayap we could help. Name’s Champtier. Samel
Champtier. Dese two a my tads, Evrit an’ Lorin. If dou hass need a
aid, we do what we can.”

Danglars nodded slowly, then took his pipe from his mouth.
“Good o’ ya, Goodman Samel. Grace to ya. But I got no problem.
Mistress wanted to walk along the beach. Likes that sort of thing.
We head on pretty soon.”

Samel cleared his throat. “Hass dou broke dy fast, dou an’ &’
miss-lady? Wife fixin’ breakfast now. Mayap we bring du some-
what?”

Danglars took another puff and sighed. Norman farmers were
good, kindly folk, but sometimes they overdid it. “Broke fast, Good-
man Samel. Grace to ya. Mistress comes back, we got to be gettin’
on. Again, grace to ya.”

“Caffe, then,” Samel said decisively. He turned to the elder son,
“Evrit] Go tell dy mama for a pot a caffe an’ two mugs! Run it,
now!”

Evrit took off like a turpentined ostrich.

Danglars cast his eyes toward heaven.

Mistress Jizelle swallowed and again looked closely at the dead
man. There was a pistol in his right hand and an ugly hole in his
right temple. There was blood all over the sand around his head.
And there was no question about his being dead.

She looked up and down the beach while she rather dazedly
brushed at her skirt with the palms of her hands. Then, bracing her
shoulders, Mistress Jizelle turned herself about and walked back
the way she had come, paralleling her own footprints. There were
no others on the beach.

Three men were talking to Danglars, and Danglars did not seem
to be agitated about it. Determinedly, she strode onward.

Not until she was within fifteen feet of the brougham did Dan-
glars deign to notice her. Then he tugged his forelock and smiled
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his sleepy smile. “Greeting, mistress. Have a nice walk?” He had a
mug of caffe in one hand. He gestured with the other. “Goodman
Samel and his boys, mistress, from the near farm. Brought a pot o’
caffe.”

The three farmers were tugging at their forelocks, too.

“I appreciate that,” she said. “Very much. But I fear we have an
emergency to attend to. Come with me, all of you.”

Danglars widened his eyes. “Emergency, mistress?”

“That’s what I said, wasn’t it? Now, all of you follow me, and I
shall show you what I mean.”

“But, mistress—" Danglars began.

“Follow me,” she said imperatively.

Danglars got down from the brougham. He had no choice but to
follow with the others.

Mistress Jizelle led them across the sparse grass to the edge of
the cliff that overlooked the place where the dead man lay.

“Now look down there. There is a dead man down there. He has,
1 think, been shot to death. I am not much acquainted with such
things, but that is what it looks like to me.”

The four knelt and looked at the body below. There was silence
for a moment, then Samel said, rather formally: “Dou be right, mis-
tress. Dead he be.”

“Who is he, goodman?” she asked.

Samel stood up slowly and brushed his trousers with calloused
hands. “Don’t rightly know, mistress.” He looked at his two sons,
who were still staring down with fascination. “Who be he, tads?”

They stood up, brushing their trousers as their father had. Evrit,
the elder, spoke. “Don’t know, papa. Ee not from hereabout.” He
nudged his younger brother with an elbow. “Lorin?”

Lorin shook his head, looking at his father.

“Well, that does not matter for the moment,” Mistress Jizelle said
firmly. “There is Imperial Law to follow in such cases as this, and
we must do so. Danglars, get in the brougham and return to—"

“But, Mistress Jizelle,” Danglars cut in, “I can’t—"

“You must do exactly as I tell you, Danglars,” she said forcefully.
“It is most important. Go back to St.-Matthew’s-Church and notify
the Rector. Then go on to Caen and notify the Armsmen. Goodman
Samel and his boys will wait here with me and make sure nobody
disturbs anything. Do you understand?”

“Yus, mistress. Perfec’ly.” And off he went.
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She turned to Samel. “Goodman, can you spare some time? I am
sure you have work to do, but I shouldn’t like to be left here alone.”

Samel smiled. “Mornin’ chores all done, mistress. Eldest tad,
Orval, can take care of all for a couple hours. Don’t fret.” He
looked at the younger boy. “Lorin, go dou an’ tell dy mama an’ dy
brother what happen, but nobody else. An’ say dey tell nobody.
Hear?”

Lorin nodded and ran.

“And bring dou back somewat ta eat!” Evrit yelled after him.

Samel! looked worried. “Mistress?”

“Yes, Goodman Samel?”

“Hass dou noticed somewat funny about d’ man dere?”

“Funny?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Yea, mistress.” He pointed down. “All round him, sand. Smooth.
No footprints but dine own, an’ dey come nowhere near him. Fresh
dead, but—how he get dere?”

Five days later, Sir James le Lien, Special Agent of His Majesty’s
Secret Service, was seated in a comfortable chair in the studylike
office of Lord Darcy, Chief Investigator for His Royal Highness,
Richard, Duke of Normandy.

“And I still don’t know where the Ipswich Phial is, Darcy,” he
was saying with some exasperation. “And neither do they.”

Outside the open window, sounds of street traffic—the susurration
of rubber-tired wheels on pavement, the clopping of horses’ hooves,
the footsteps and voices of a thousand people, and the myriad of
other small noises that make up the song of a city—were wafted up
from six floors below.

Lord Darcy leaned back in the chair behind his broad desk and
held up a hand.

“Hold it, Sir James. You're leaping far ahead of yourself. I pre-
sume that by ‘they’ you mean the Serka—the Polish Secret Service.
But what is this Phial, anyway?”

“I can't tell you for two reasons. First, you have no need to know.
Second, neither do I, so I couldn’t tell you if I wanted. Physically,
it's a golden cylinder the size of your thumb, stoppered at one end
with a golden stopper, which is sealed over with soft gold. Other
than that, I know nothing but the code name: The Ipswich Phial.”

Sean O Lochlainn, Master Sorcerer, who had been sitting quietly
in another chair with his hands folded over his stomach, his eyes
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half closed, and his ears wide open, said: “I'd give a pretty to know
who assigned that code name; sure and I'd have him sacked for in-
competence.”

“Oh?” said Sir James. “Why?”

Master Sean opened his eyes fully. “If the Poles don’t know that
the Ipswich Laboratories in Suffolk, under Master Sir Greer David-
son, is devoted to secret research in magic, then they are so incredi-
bly stupid that we need not worry about them at all. With a name
like Tpswich Phial’ on it, the Serka would have to investigate, if
they heard about it.”

“Maybe it’s just a red herring designed to attract their attention
while something else is going on,” said Lord Darcy.

“Maybe,” Master Sean admitted, “but if so, me lord, it'’s rather
dear. What Sir James has just described is an auric-stabilized psy-
chic shield. What would you put in such a container? Some Khemic
concoction, like an explosive or a poison? Or a secret message?
That'd be incompetence compounded, like writing your grocery list
on vellum in gold. Conspicuous consumption.”

“I see,” said Lord Darcy. He looked at Sir James. “What makes
you think the Serka hasn’t got it already?”

“If they had it,” Sir James said, “they’d have cut and run. And
they haven't; they’re still swarming all over the place. There must
be a dozen agents there.”

“I presume that your own men are all over the place, too?”

“We're trying to keep them covered,” Sir James said.

“Then they know you don’t have the Phial, either.”

“Probably.”

Lord Darcy sighed and began filling his silver-chased porcelain
pipe. “You say the dead man is Noel Standish.” He tapped a sheaf
of papers with his pipestem. “These say he was identified as a man
named Bourke. You say it was murder. These say that the court of
His Majesty’s Coroner was ready to call it suicide until you put
pressure on to keep the decision open. I have the vague feeling,
James, that I am being used. I should like to point out that I am
Chief Criminal Investigator for the Duke of Normandy, not—
repeat: not—an agent of His Majesty’s Secret Service.”

“A crime has been committed,” Sir James pointed out. “It is your
duty to investigate it.”

Lord Darcy calmly puffed his pipe alight. “James, James.” His
lean, handsome face was utterly impassive as he blew out a long
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plume of smoke. “You know perfectly well I am not obliged to in-
vestigate every homicide in the Duchy. Neither Standish nor
Bourke was a member of the aristocracy. I don’t have to investigate
this mess unless and until T get a direct order from either His
Highness the Duke or His Majesty the King. Come on, James—con-
vince me.”

Master Sean did not smile, although it was somewhat of a strain
to keep his face straight. The stout little Irish sorcerer knew per-
fectly well that his lordship was bluffing. Lord Darcy could no
more resist a case like this than a bee can resist clover blossoms.
But Sir James did not know that. He did know that by bringing the
case before his superiors, he could eventually get an order from the
King, but by then the whole thing would likely be over.

“What do you want, Darcy?” the King’s agent asked.

“Information,” his lordship said flatly. “You want me to go down
to St.-Matthew’s-Church and create a diversion while you and your
men do your work. Fine. But I will not play the part of a dupe. I
damn well want to know what’s going on. I want the whole story.”

Sir James thought it over for ten or fifteen seconds, then said:
“All right, my lord. I'll give it to you straight.”

For centuries, the Kings of Poland had been expanding, in an
ebb-and-flow fashion, the borders of their territories, primarily to-
ward the east and south. In the south, they had been stopped by
the Osmanlis. In the east, the last bite had been taken in the early
1930s, when the Ukraine was swallowed. King Casimir IX came to
the throne in 1937 at the age of twenty, and two years later had
plunged his country into a highly unsuccessful war with the Em-
pire and her Scandinavian allies, and any further thought of expan-
sion to the east was stopped by the threat of the unification of the
Russian States.

Poland was now, quite literally, surrounded by enemies who
hated her and neighbors who feared her. Casimir should have
taken a few years to consolidate and conciliate, but it was apparent
that the memory of his father and his own self-image as a con-
queror were too strong for him. Knowing that any attempt to march
his armies into the German buffer states that lay between his own
western border and the eastern border of the Empire would be sui-
cidal as things stood, Casimir decided to use his strongest non-mili-
tary weapon: the Serka.
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The nickname comes from a phrase meaning roughly: “The
King’s Right Arm.” For financial purposes, it is listed in the books as
the Ministry of Security Control, making it sound as if it were a di-
vision of the King’s Government. It is not; none of His Slavonic
Majesty’s ministers or advisors know anything about, or have any
control over, its operation. It is composed of fanatically loyal men
and women who have taken a solemn vow of obedience to the King
himself, not to the Government. The Serka is responsible to no one
but the King’s Person.

It is composed of two main branches: The Secret Police (domes-
tic), and the Secret Service (foreign). This separation, however, is
far from rigid. An agent of one branch may at any time be assigned
to the other.

The Serka is probably the most powerful, most ruthless instru-
ment of government on the face of the Earth today. Its agents,
many of them Talented sorcerers, infest every country in Europe,
most especially the Anglo-French Empire.

Now, it is a historical fact that Plantagenet Kings do not take
kindly to invasion of their domain by foreign sovereigns; for eight
centuries they have successfully resisted such intrusive impudence.

There is a saying in Europe: “He who borrows from a Plan-
tagenet may repay without interest; he who steals from a Plan-
tagenet will repay at ruinous rates.”

His present Majesty, John IV—by the Grace of God, King of Eng-
land, Ireland, Scotland, and France; Emperor of the Romans and
Germans; Premier Chief of the Mogtessumid Clan; Son of the Sun;
Count of Anjou and Maine; Prince Donator of the Sovereign Order
of St. John of Jerusalem; Sovereign of the Most Ancient Order of
the Round Table, of the Order of the Leopard, of the Order of the
Lily, of the Order of the Three Crowns, and of the Order of St.
Andrew; Lord and Protector of the Western Continents of New
England and New France; Defender of the Faith—was no excep-
tion to that rule.

Unlike his medieval predecessors, however, King John had no
desire to increase Imperial holdings in Europe. The last Plan-
tagenet to add to the Imperial domain in Europe was Harold I,
who signed the original Treaty of Kgbnhavn in 1420. The Empire
was essentially frozen within its boundaries for more than a century
until, during the reign of John III, the discovery of the continents
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of the Western Hemisphere opened a whole new world for Anglo-
French explorers.

John 1V no longer thought of European expansion, but he deeply
resented the invasion of his realm by Polish Serka agents. There-
fore, the theft of a small golden phial from the Ipswich Labora-
tories had provoked instant reaction from the King and from His
Majesty’s Secret Service.

“The man who actually stole it,” Sir James explained, “is irrele-
vant. He was merely a shrewd biscuit who accidentally had a
chance to get his hands on the Phial. Just how is immaterial, but
rest assured that that hole has been plugged. The man saw an op-
portunity and grabbed it. He wasn’t a Polish agent, but he knew
how to get hold of one, and a deal was made.”

“How much time did it take him to deal, after the Phial was
stolen?” Lord Darcy asked.

“Three days, my lord. Sir Greer found it was missing within two
hours of its being stolen, and notified us straight away. It was pat-
ently obvious who had taken it, but it took us three days to trace
him down. As I said, he was a shrewd biscuit.

“By the time we’'d found him, he’d made his deal and had the
money. We were less than half an hour too late. A Serka agent al-
ready had the Phial and was gone.

“Fortunately, the thief was just that—a thief, not a real Serka
agent. When he'd been caught, he freely told us everything he
knew. That, plus other information received, convinced us our
quarry was on a train for Portsmouth. We got hold of Noel
Standish at the Portsmouth office by teleson, but. . .”

The plans of men do not necessarily coincide with those of the
Universe. A three-minute delay in a traffic jam had ended with
Noel Standish at the slip, watching the Cherbourg boat sliding out
toward the Channel, with forty feet between himself and the vessel.

Two hours later, he was standing at the bow of H.ILM.S. Dart,
staring southward into the darkness, listening to the rushing of the
Channel waters against the hull of the fast cutter. Standish was not
in a good mood.

In the first place, the teleson message had caught him just as he
was about to go out to dine with friends at the Bellefontaine, and
he had had no chance to change; he felt silly as hell standing on the
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deck of a Navy cutter in full evening dress. Further, it had taken
better than an hour to convince the Commanding Admiral at the
Portsmouth Naval Docks that the use of a cutter was imperative—
and then only at the cost of a teleson connection to London.

There was but one gem in these otherwise bleak surroundings:
Standish had a firm psychic lock on his quarry.

He had already had a verbal description from London. Young
man, early to middle twenties. Five feet nine. Slender, but well-
muscled. Thick, dark brown hair. Smooth shaven. Brown eyes. Well
formed brows. Face handsome, almost pretty. Well-dressed. Con-
servative dark green coat, puce waistcoat, gold-brown trousers.
Carrying a dark olive attaché case.

And he had clearly seen the quarry standing on the deck of the
cross-Channel boat as it had pulled out of Portsmouth, heading for
Cherbourg.

Standish had a touch of the Talent. His own name for a rather
specialized ability was “the Game of Hide and Seek,” wherein
Standish did both the hiding and the seeking. Once he got a lock
on someone he could follow him anywhere. Further, Standish be-
came psychically invisible to his quarry; even a Master Sorcerer
would never notice him as long as Standish took care not to be lo-
cated visually. Detection range, however, was only a matter of
miles, and the man in the puce waistcoat, Standish knew, was at
the limit of that range.

Someone tapped Standish on the shoulder. “Excuse me, sir—"

Standish jerked round nervously. “What? What?”

The young officer lifted his eyebrows, taken aback by the sudden
reaction. This Standish fellow seemed to have every nerve on edge.
“Begging your pardon, sir, but the Captain would have a word
with you. Follow me, please.” ]

Senior Lieutenant Malloix, commanding H.I.M.S. Dart, wearing
his royal blue uniform, was waiting in his cabin with a glass of
brandy in each hand. He gave one to Standish while the junior
officer quietly disappeared. “Come in, Standish. Sit and relax.
You've been staring off the starboard bow ever since we cast off,
and that’s no good. Won't get us there any the faster, you know.”

Standish took the glass and forced a smile. “I know, Captain.
Thanks.” He sipped. “Still, do you think we’ll make it?”

The captain frowned, sat down, and waved Standish to a chair
while he said: “Hard to say, frankly. We're using all the power we
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have, but the sea and the wind don’t always do what we’d like em
to. There’s not a damn thing we can do about it, so breathe deep
and see what comes, eh?”

“Right you are, Captain.,” He took another swallow of brandy.
“How good a bearing do we have on her?”

S/Lt Malloix patted the air with a hand. “Not to worry. Lieuten-
ant Seamus Mac Lean, our navigator, has a Journeyman’s rating in
the Sorcerer’s Guild, and this sort of thing is his speciality. The
packet boat is two degrees off to starboard and, at our present
speed, forty-one minutes ahead of us. That’s the good news.”

“And the bad news?”

Malloix shrugged. “Wind variation. We haven't gained on her in
fifteen minutes. Cheer up. Pour yourself another brandy.”

Standish cheered up and drank more brandy, but it availed him
nothing. The Dart pulled into the dock at Cherbourg one minute
late, in spite of all she could do.

Nevertheless, Goodman Puce-Weskit was less than a hundred
yards away as Standish ran down the gangplank of the Dart, and
the distance rapidly closed as he walked briskly toward his quarry,
following his psychic compass that pointed unerringly toward Puce-
Weskit.

He was hoping that Puce-Weskit was still carrying the Phial; if
he wasn't, if he had passed it on to some unknown person aboard
the packet, the whole thing was blown. The thing would be in
Krakowa before the month was out.

He tried not to think about that.

The only thing to do was follow his quarry until there came a
chance to waylay and search him.

He had already given a letter to the captain of the Dart, to be
delivered as soon as possible to a certain address on the Rue Queen
Brigid, explaining to the agent in charge of the Cherbourg office
what was going on. The trouble was, Standish was not carrying a
tracer attuned to the Cherbourg office; there was no way to get in
touch with them, and he didn’t dare leave Puce-Weskit. He
couldn’t even set up a rendezvous, since he had no idea where
Puce-Weskit would lead him.

And, naturally, when one needed an Armsman, there wasn’t one
in sight.

Twenty minutes later, Puce-Weskit turned on to the Rue Queen
Brigid.
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Dor’t tell me he's headed for the Service office, Standish thought.
My dear Puce-Weskit, surely you jest.

No fear. A dozen squares from the Secret Service office, Good-
man Puce-Weskit turned and went into a caffe-house called the
Aden. There, he stopped.

Standish had been following on the opposite side of the street, so
there was less chance of his being spotted. Dodging the early morn-
ing traffic, narrowly avoiding the lead horse of a beer lorry, he
crossed the Rue Queen Brigid to the Aden.

Puce-Weskit was some forty feet away, toward the rear of the
caffe-house. Could he be passing the Phial on to some confederate?

Standish was considering what to do next when the decision was
made for him. He straightened up with a snap as his quarry sud-
denly began to move southward at a relatively high rate of speed.

He ran into the Aden. And saw his mistake.

The rear wall was only thirty feet away; Puce-Weskit had gone
through the rear door, and had been standing behind the Adenl!

He went right on through the large room, out the back door.
There was a small alleyway there, but the man standing a few feet
away was most certainly not his quarry.

“Quick!” Standish said breathlessly. “The man in the puce waist-
coat! Where did he go?”

The man looked a little flustered. “Why—uh—I don’t know, sir.
As soon as his horse was brought—"

“Horse? Where did he get a horse?”

“Why, he left it in the proprietor’s charge three or four days ago.
Four days ago. Paid in advance for the keeping of it. He asked it to
be fetched, then he went. I don’t know where.”

“Where can I rent a horse?” Standish snapped.

“The proprietor—"

“Take me to him immediately!”

“And that,” said Sir James le Lien, “is the last trace we were able
to uncover until he reported in at Caen two days later. We
wouldn’t even know that much if one of our men hadn’t been hav-
ing breakfast at the Aden. He recognized Standish, of course, but
didn’t say anything to him, for obvious reasons.”

Lord Darcy nodded. “And he turns up dead the following morn-
ing near St-Matthew’s-Church. Any conjecture on what he may
have been doing during those two days?”



62 Psychic Detective

“It seems fairly clear. The proprietor of the Aden told us that our
quarry—call him Bourke—had his saddlebags packed with food
packets in protective-spell wrappers, enough for a three, maybe
four-day trip. You know the Old Shore Road that runs southeast
from Cherbourg to the Vire, crosses the river, then goes westward,
over the Orne, and loops around to Harfleur?”

“Of course,” Lord Darcy said.

“Well, then, you know it’s mostly farming country, with only a
few scattered villages, and no teleson connections. We think
Bourke took that road, and that Standish followed him. We think
Bourke was headed for Caen.”

Master Sean lifted an eyebrow. “Then why not take the train?
"Twould be a great deal easier and faster, Sir James.”

Sir James smiled. “It would be. But not safer. The trouble with
public transportation is that you're essentially trapped on it. When
youre fleeing, you want as much freedom of choice as possible.
Once youre aboard a public conveyance, you're pretty much con-
strained to stay on it until it stops, and that isn’t under your con-
trol.”

“Aye, that'’s clear,” said Master Sean. He looked thoughtful.
“This psychic lock-on you mentioned—you're sure Standish used it
on Bourke?”

“Not absolutely certain, of course,” Sir James admitted. “But he
certainly had that Talent; he was tested by a board of Masters from
your own Guild. Whether he used it or not at that particular time, I
can only conjecture, but I think it’s a pretty solid assumption.”

Lord Darcy carefully watched a column of pipesmoke rise to-
ward the ceiling and said nothing.

“I'll agree with you,” Master Sean said. “There’s no doubt in me
mind he did just that, and I'll not say he was wrong to do so. De
mortuis non disputandum est. 1 just wonder if he knew how to han-
dle it.”

“How do you mean?” Sir James asked.

“Well, let’s suppose a man could make himself perfectly trans-
parent—'invisible’, in other words. The poor lad would have to be
very careful, eh? In soft ground or in snow, he'll leave footprints; in
a crowd, he may brush up against someone. Can you imagine what
it would be like if you grabbed such a man? There you've got an
armful of air that feels fleshy, smells sweaty, sounds excited, and
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would taste salty if you cared to try the experiment. You'll admit
that such an object would be suspect?”

“Well, yes,” Sir James admitted, “but—"

“Sir James,” Master Sean continued, “you have no idea how con-
spicuous a psychically invisible person can be in the wrong circum-
stances. There he stands, visible to the eye, sensible to the touch,
audible to the ear, and all the rest—but there’s nobody home!

“The point I'm making, Sir James, is this: How competent was
Noel Standish at handling his ability?”

Sir James opened his mouth, shut it, and frowned. After a second,
he said: “When you put it that way, Master Sean, I must admit I
don’t know. But he handled it successfully for twelve years.”

“And failed once,” said Master Sean. “Fatally.”

“Now hold, my dear Sean,” Lord Darcy said suddenly. “We have
no evidence that he failed in that way. That he allowed himself to
be killed is a matter of cold fact; that he did so in that way is pure
conjecture. Let’s not leap to totally unwarranted conclusions.”

“Aye, me lord. Sorry.”

Lord Darcy focused his gray eyes on Sir James. “Then I have not
been called in merely to create a diversion, eh?”

Sir James blinked. “I beg your pardon, my lord?”

“I mean,” said his lordship patiently, “that you actually want me
to solve the problem of ‘who killed Noel Standish?” ”

“Of coursel Didn’t I make that clear?”

“Not very.” Lord Darcy picked up the papers again. “Now let’s
get a few things straight. How did the body come to be identified
as Bourke, and where is the real Bourke? Or whoever he was.”

“The man Standish was following checked into the Green Seagull
Inn under that name,” Sir James said. “He’d used the same name in
England. He was a great deal like Standish in height, weight, and
coloring. He disappeared that night, and we’ve found no trace of
him since.”

Lord Darcy nodded thoughtfully. “It figures. Young gentleman
arrives at village inn. Body of young gentleman found next morn-
ing. Since there is only one young gentleman in plain sight, they
are the same young gentleman. Identifying a total stranger is a
chancy thing at best.”

“Exactly. That's why I held up my own identification.”

“I understand. Now, exactly how did you happen to be in St.-
Matthew’s-Church that night?” Lord Darcy asked.
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“Well, as soon as Standish was fairly certain that his quarry had
settled down at the Green Seagull, he rode for Caen and sent a
message to my office, here in Rouen. I took the first train, but by
the time I got there, they were both missing.”

“Yes.” Lord Darcy sighed. “Well, I suppose we'd best be get-
ting down there. I'll have to ask His Royal Highness to order me
to, so you may as well come along with me and explain the whole
thing all over again to Duke Richard.”

Sir James looked pained. “I suppose so. We want to get there as
soon as possible, or the whole situation will become impossible.
Their silly Midsummer Fair starts the day after tomorrow, and there
are strangers showing up already.”

Lord Darcy closed his eyes. “That’s all we need. Complications.”

Master Sean went to the door of the office. “T'll have Ciardi pack
our bags, me lord. Looks like a long stay.”

The little village of St.-Matthew’s-Church was transforming it-
self. The Fair proper was to be held in a huge field outside of town,
and the tents were already collecting on the meadow. There was, of
course, no room in the village itself for people to stay; certainly the
little Green Seagull couldnt hold a hundredth of them. But a re-
spectable tent-city had been erected in another big field, and there
was plenty of parking space for horse-wagons and the like.

In the village, the storefronts were draped with bright bunting,
and the shopkeepers were busy marking up all the prices. Both
pubs had been stocking up on extra potables for weeks. For nine
days, the village would be full of strangers going about their hectic
business, disrupting the peace of the local inhabitants, bringing
with them a strange sort of excitement. Then they would go, leav-
ing behind acres of ugly rubbish and bushels of beautiful cash.

In the meanwhile, a glorious time would be had by all.

Lord Darcy cantered his horse along the River Road up from
Caen and entered St.-Matthew’s-Church at noon on that bright sun-
shiny day, dressed in the sort of riding clothes a well-to-do mer-
chant might wear. He wasn’t exactly incognito, but he didn’t want
to attract attention, either. Casually, he made his way through the
already gathering throngs toward the huge old church dedicated to
St. Matthew, which had given the village its name. He guided his
mount over to the local muffin square, where the array of hitching
posts stood, tethered his horse, and walked over to the church.
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The Reverend Father Arthur Lyon, Rector of the Church of St.-
Matthew, and, ipso facto, Rector of St.-Matthew’s-Church, was a
broad-shouldered man in his fifties who stood a good two inches
taller than six feet. His bald head was fringed with silvery hair, and
his authoritative, pleasant face was usually smiling. He was sitting
behind his desk in his office.

There came a rap at his office door. A middle-aged woman came
in quickly and said: “Sorry to bodder dee, Fahder, but dere’s a
Lord Darcy to see dee.”

“Show him in, Goodwife Anna.”

Lord Darcy entered Father Art’s office to find the priest waiting
with outstretched hand. “It's been some time, my lord,” he said
with a broad smile. “Good to see you again.”

“I may say the same. How have you been, old friend?”

“Not bad. Pray, sit down. May I offer you a drink?”

“Not just now, Father.” He took the proffered seat. “I under-
stand you have a bit of a problem here.”

Father Art leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind
his head. “Ahh, yes. The so-called suicide. Bourke.” He chuckled.
“I thought higher authority would be in on that, sooner or later.”

“Why do you say ‘so-called suicide’, Father?”

“Because I know people, my lord. If a man’s going to shoot him-
self, he doesn’t go out to a lonely beach for it. If he goes to a beach,
it's to drown himself. A walk into the sea. I don’t say a man has
never shot himself by the seaside, but it's so rare that when it hap-
pens I get suspicious.”

“I agree,” Lord Darcy said. He had known Arthur Lyon for some
years, and knew that the man was an absolutely dedicated servant
of his God and his King. His career had been unusual. During the
’39 war, he had risen to the rank of Sergeant-Major in the Eight-
eenth Infantry. Afterwards, he had become an Officer of the King's
Peace, and had retired as a Chief Master-at-Arms before taking up
his vocation as a priest. He had shown himself to be not only a top-
grade priest, but also a man with the Talent as a brilliant Healer,
and had been admitted, with honors, to the Order of St. Luke.

“Old friend,” Lord Darcy said, “I need your help. What I am
about to tell you is most confidential; I will have to ask you to dis-

close none of it without official permission.”
Father Art took his hands from behind his head and leaned for-
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ward with a gleam in his eyes. “As if it were under the Seal of the
Confessional, my lord. Go ahead.”

It took better than half an hour for Lord Darcy to give the good
father the whole story as he knew it. Father Art had leaned back in
his chair again with his hands locked behind his head, smiling
seraphically at the ceiling. “Ah, yes, my lord. Utterly fascinating. I
remember Friday, sixth June, very well. Yes, very well indeed.” He
continued to smile at the ceiling.

Lord Darcy closed his right eye and cocked his left eyebrow. “I
trust you intend to tell me what incident stamped that day so indel-
ibly on your mind.”

“Certainly, my lord. I was just reveling in having made a deduc-
tion. When I tell my story, I dare say youll make the same deduc-
tion.” He brought his gaze down from the ceiling and his hands
from behind his head. “You might say it began late Thursday night.
Because of a sick call which had kept me up most of the previous
night, I went to bed quite early Thursday evening. And, naturally, I
woke up a little before midnight and couldn’t get back to sleep. I
decided I might as well make use of the time, so I did some paper
work for a while and then went into the church to say the morning
office before the altar. Then I decided to take a walk in the church-
yard. I often do that; it’s a pleasant place to meditate.

“There was no moon that night,” the priest continued, “but the
sky was cloudless and clear. It was about two hours before dawn. It
was quite dark, naturally, but I know my way about those tomb-
stones pretty well by now. I'd been out there perhaps a quarter of
an hour when the stars went out.”

Lord Darcy seemed to freeze for a full second. “When the
what?”

“When the stars went out,” Father Art repeated. “One moment,
there they were, in their accustomed constellations—I was looking
at Cygnus in particular—and the next moment the sky was black all
over. Everywhere. All at once.”

“I see,” said Lord Darcy.

“Well, I couldnt,” the priest said, flashing a smile. “It was black
as the Pit. For a second or two, I confess, I was almost panicky. It's
a weird feeling when the stars go out.”

“I dare say,” Lord Darcy murmured.

“But,” the Father continued, “as a Sensitive, I knew that there
was no threat close by, and, after a minute, I got my bearings
again. I could have come back to the church, but I decided to wait
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for a while, just to find out what would happen next. T don’t know
how long I stood there. It seemed like an hour, but it was probably
less than fifteen minutes. Then the stars came back on the same
way they’d gone out—all at once, all over the sky.”

“No dimming out?” Lord Darcy asked. “No slow brightening
back on?”

“None, my lord. Blink: off. Blink: on.”

“Not a sea fog, then.”

“Impossible. No sea fog could move that fast.”

Lord Darcy focused his eyes on a foot-high statue of St. Matthew
that stood in a niche in the wall and stared at the Apostle without
actually seeing him.

After a minute, Lord Darcy said: “I left Master Sean in Caen
to make a final check of the body. He should be here within the
hour. I'll talk to him, but . . .” His voice trailed off.

Father Art nodded. “Our speculation certainly needs to be
confirmed, my lord, but I think we’re on the right track. Now, how
else can I help?”

“Oh, yes. That” Lord Darcy grinned. “Your revelation of the
extinguished stars almost made me forget why I came to talk to you
in the first place. What I'd like you to do, Father, is talk to the peo-
ple that were at the Green Seagull on the afternoon and late eve-
ning of the fifth. I'm a stranger, and I probably wouldn’t get much
out of them—certainly not as much as you can. I want to know the
whole pattern of comings and goings. I don’t have to tell an old
Armsman like yourself what to look for. Will you do it?”

Father Art’s smile came back. “With pleasure, my lord.”

“There’s one other thing. Can you put up Master Sean and my-
self for a few days? There is, alas, no room at the inn.”

Father Art’s peal of laughter seemed to rock the bell tower.

Master Sean O Lochlainn had always been partial to mules. “The
mule,” he was fond of saying, “is as much smarter than a horse as a
raven is smarter than a falcon. Neither a raven nor a mule will go
charging into combat just because some human tells him to.” Thus
it was that the sorcerer came riding toward St.-Matthew’s-Church,
clad in plain brown, seated in a rather worn saddle, on the back of
a very fine mule. He looked quite pleased with himself.

The River Road had plenty of traffic on it; half the population of
the Duchy seemed to be converging on the little coastal village of
St.-Matthew’s-Church. So Master Sean was mildly surprised to see
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someone headed toward him, but that feeling vanished when he
saw that the approaching horseman was Lord Darcy.

“Not headed back to Caen, are you, me lord?” he asked when
Lord Darcy came within speaking distance.

“Not at all, my dear Sean; I rode out to meet you. Let’s take the
cutoff road to the west; it’s a shortcut that bypasses the village and
takes us to the Old Shore Road, near where the body was found.”
He wheeled his horse around and rode beside Master Sean’s mule.
Together, they cantered briskly toward the Old Shore Road.

“Now,” Lord Darcy said, “what did you find out at Caen?”

“Conflicting evidence, me lord; conflicting evidence. At least as
far as the suicide theory is concerned. There was evidence at the
clif edge that he had fallen or been pushed over and tumbled
down along the face of the cliff. But he was found twenty-five feet
from the base of the cliff. He had two broken ribs and a badly
sprained right wrist—to say nothing of several bad bruises. All of
these had been inflicted some hours before death.”

Lord Darcy gave a rather bitter chuckle. “Which leaves us with
two possibilities. Primus: Goodman Standish stands on the edge of
the cliff, shoots himself through the head, tumbles to the sand
below, crawls twenty-five feet, and takes some hours to die of a
wound that was obviously instantly fatal. Or, secundus: He falls off
the cliff, crawls the twenty-five feet, does nothing for a few hours,
then decides to shoot himself. I find the second hypothesis only
slightly more likely than the first. That his right wrist was sprained
badly is a fact that tops it all off. Not suicide; no, not suicide.”
Lord Darcy grinned. “That leaves accident or murder. Which hy-
pothesis do you prefer, my dear Sean?”

Master Sean frowned deeply, as if he were in the awful throes of
concentration. Then his face brightened as if revelation had come.
“I have it, me lord! He was accidentally murdered!”

Lord Darcy laughed. “Excellent! Now, having cleared that up,
there is further evidence that I have not given you yet.”

He told Master Sean about Father Art’s singular experience with
the vanishing stars.

When he had finished, the two rode in silence for a minute or
two. Then Master Sean said softly: “So that’s what it is.”

There was an Armsman standing off the road at the site of the
death, and another seated, who stood up as Lord Darcy and Master
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Sean approached. The two riders dismounted and walked their
mounts up to where the Armsmen were standing.

“I am sorry, gentlemen,” said the first Armsman with an air of
authority, “but this area is off bounds, by order of His Royal
Highness the Duke of Normandy.”

“Very good; I am happy to hear it,” said his lordship, taking out
his identification. “I am Lord Darcy; this is Master Sorcerer Sean O
Lochlainn.”

“Yes, my lord,” said the Armsman. “Sorry I didnt recognize
you.”

“No problem. This is where the body was found?”

“Yes, my lord. Just below this cliff, here. Would you like to take
a look, my lord?”

“Indeed I would. Thank you.”

Lord Darcy, under the respectful eyes of the two Armsmen, mi-
nutely examined the area around the cliff edge. Master Sean stayed
with him, trying to see everything his lordship saw.

“Everything’s a week old,” Lord Darcy muttered bitterly. “Look
at that grass, there. A week ago, I could have told you how many
men were scuffing it up; today, I only know that it was more than
two. I don’t suppose there’s any way of reconstructing it, my dear
Sean?”

“No, me lord. I am a magician, not a miracle worker.”

“Thought not. Look at the edge of this cliff. He fell, certainly.
But was he pushed? Or thrown? No way of telling. Wind and
weather have done their work too well. To quote my cousin de
London: ‘Pfuil’”

“Yes, me lord.”

“Well, let's go down to the beach and take a look from below.”

That operation entailed walking fifty yards or so down the cliff
edge to a steep draw which they could clamber down, then back
again to where Standish had died.

There was a pleasant breeze from landward that brought the
smell of growing crops. A dozen yards away, three gulls squabbled
raucously over the remains of some dead sea-thing.

Lord Darcy was still in a bitter mood. “Nothing, damn it. Noth-
ing. Footprints all washed away long ago. Or blown away by the
wind. Damn, damn, damn! All we have to go by is the testimony of
eyewitnesses, which is notoriously unreliable.”

“You don’t believe ’em, me lord?” Master Sean asked.
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Lord Darcy was silent for several seconds. Then, in a calmer
voice, he said: “Yes. Oddly enough, I do. I think the testimony of
those farmers was absolutely accurate. They saw what they saw,
and they reported what they saw. But they did not—they could not
have seen everything!”

One of the Armsmen on the cliff above said: “That’s the spot,
right there, my lord. Near that flat rock.” He pointed.

But Lord Darcy did not even look at the indicated spot. He had
looked up when the Armsman spoke, and was staring at something
on the cliff face about two feet below the Armsman’s boot toes.

Master Sean followed his lordship’s gaze and spotted the area im-
mediately. “Looks like someone’s been carving his initials, me lord.”

“Indeed. How do you make them out?”

“Looks like S. . .S...0. Who do we know with the initials
SSO?”

“Nobody connected with this case so far. The letters may have
been up there for some time. But. . .”

“Aye, me lord,” said Master Sean. “I see what you mean. I'll do a
time check on them. Do you want ’em preserved?”

“Unless theyre more than a week old, yes. By the by, did
Standish have a knife on him when he was found?”

“Not so far as I know, me lord. Wasn’t mentioned in the reports.”

“Hmmm.” Lord Darcy began prowling around the whole area,
reminding Master Sean of nothing so much as a leopard in search
of his evening meal. He finally ended up at the base of the cliff, just
below where the glyphs had been carved into the clay wall. He
went down on his knees and began digging.

“It has to be here somewhere,” he murmured.

“Might I ask what you’re looking for, me lord?”

“A piece of steel, my dear Sean; a piece of steel.”

Master Sean put his carpetbag on the sand and opened it, taking
out a thin, dark, metallic-hlue wand just as Lord Darcy said:
“Aahal”

Master Sean, wand still in hand, said: “What is it, me lord?”

“As you see,” Lord Darcy said, standing up and displaying the
object in the palm of his hand. “Behold and observe, old friend: a
man’s pocketknife.”

Master Sean smiled broadly. “Aye. I presume you’ll be wanting a
relationship test, me lord? Carving, cutter, and corpse?”
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“Of course. No, don’t put away your wand. That's your general-
ized metal detector, is it not?”

“Aye, me lord. It’s been similarized to all things metallic.”

“Good. Put this knife away for analysis, then let’s go over to
where the body was found. We'll see if there isn’t something else to
be dug up.”

The Master Sorcerer pointed the wand in his right hand at the
sand and moved back and forth across the area; his eyes almost
closed, his left hand held above his head, fingers spread. Every time
he stopped, Lord Darcy would dig into the soft sand and come up
with a bit of metal—a rusty nail, a corroded brass belt-buckle, a cop-
per twelfth-bit, a bronze farthing, and even a silver half-sovereign—
all of which showed evidence of having been there for some time.

While the two of them worked, the Armsmen on the cliff above
watched in silence. It is not wise to disturb a magician at work.

Only one of the objects was of interest to Lord Darcy: a small
lump of lead. He dropped it into a waistcoat pocket and went on
digging.

At last, Master Sean, having covered an area of some eight by
twelve feet, said: “That’s it, me lord.”

Lord Darcy stood up, brushed the sand from his hands and trou-
sers, and looked at the collection of junk he had put on the big flat
rock. “Too bad we couldn’t have found a sixth-bit. We'd be an even
solidus ahead. No gold in the lot, either.”

Master Sean chuckled. “You can’t expect to find a complete set of
samples from the Imperial Mint, me lord.”

“I suppose not. But here—" he took the small lump of lead from
his waistcoat pocket, “—is what I expected to find. Unless I am very
much mistaken, this bullet came from the .36 Heron that the late
Standish carried, and is the same bullet which passed through his
head. Here: check on it, will you, my good Sean?”

Master Sean put the bullet in one of the carefully insulated
pockets of his capacious carpetbag, and the two men trudged back
across the sand, up the slope to the top of the cliff again.

Master Sean spread himself prone and looked over the edge of
the cliff. After a minute inspection of the carving in the sandy clay
of the cliff face, he got up, took some equipment from his carpet-
bag, and lay down again to go to work. A simple cohesion spell
sufficed to set the clay so that it would not crumble. Then, he deftly
began to cut out the brick of hardened clay defined by the spell.
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In the meantime, Lord Darcy had called the senior of the two
Armsmen to one side and had asked him a question.

“No, my lord, we ain’t had any trouble,” the Armsman said. “We
been runnin’ three eight-hour shifts out here ever since the body
was found, and hardly nobody’s come by. The local folk all know
better. Wouldn’t come near it, anyway, till the whole matter’s been
cleared up and the site’s been blessed by a priest. ’Course, there
was that thing this morning.”

“This moming?” Lord Darcy lifted an eyebrow.

“Yes, my lord.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “Just after we
come on duty. Just on six hours ago—eight-twelve.”

“And what happened?” his lordship asked with seemingly infinite
patience.

“Well, these two folk come along the beach from the east. Rom-
any, they was. Whole tribe of ’em come into St.-Matthew’s-
Church fairground early this morning. These two-—-man and a
woman, they was—come along arm in arm. Dan—that’s Armsman
Danel, over there—warned ’em off, but they just smiled and waved
and kept coming. So Dan went down to the beach fast and blocked
em off. They pretended they didn’t speak no Anglo-French; you
know how these Romany are. But Dan made it clear they wasn’t to
come no farther, so off they went. No trouble.”

“They went back without any argument, eh?”

“Yes, my lord, they did.”

“Well, no harm done there, then. Carry on, Armsman.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Master Sean came back from the cliff edge with a chunk of
thaumaturgically-hardened clay further loading his symbol-
decorated carpetbag. “Anything else, me lord?”

“I think not. Let’s get some lunch.”

In a tent near the fairgrounds, an agent of Serka, Mission Com-
mander for this particular operation, was opening what looked on
the outside like a battered, scuffed, worn, old leather suitcase. The
inside was new and in the best condition, and the contents were
startlingly similar to those of Master Sean’s symbol-decorated car-
petbag.

Out came two small wands, scarcely six inches long, of ruby-red
crystal wound with oddly-spaced helices of silver wire that took ex-
actly five turns around the ruby core. Each wand was a mirror
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image of the other; one helix wound to the right, the other to the
left. Out came two small glass flacons, one containing a white,
coarsely-ground substance, the other an amber-yellow mass of small
granules. These were followed by a curiously-wrought golden can-
dlestick some four inches high, an inch-thick candle, and a small
brazier,

Like any competent sorcerer, the Commander had hands that
were strong and yet capable of delicate work. The beeswax candle
was being fitted into the candlestick by those hands when there
came a scratching at the closed tent flap.

The Commander froze. “Yes?”

“One-three-seven comes,” said a whispered voice.

The Commander relaxed. “Very well; send him in.”

Seconds later, the tent flap opened, and another Serka agent
ducked into the tent. He glanced at the thaumaturgical equipment
on the table as he sat down on a stool. “It’s come to that, eh?” he
said.

“I'm not certain yet,” said the Commander. “It may. I don’t want
it to. I want to avoid any entanglement with Master Sean O Loch-
lainn. A man with his ability and power is a man to avoid when
he’s on the other side.”

“Your pardon, Mission Commander, but just how certain are you
that the man you saw on the mule this morning was actually Master
Sean?”

“Quite certain. I heard him lecture many times at the University
at Buda-Pest when I was an undergraduate there in ’sixty-eight,
’sixty-nine, and ’seventy. He was taking his ThD in theoretics and
analog math. His King paid for it from the Privy Purse, but he sup-
plemented his income by giving undergrad lectures.”

“Would he recognize you?”

“Highly unlikely. Who pays any attention to undergraduate stu-
dents at a large University?”

The Commander waved an impatient hand. “Let’s hear your re-
port.”

“Yes, Mission Commander,” Agent 137 said briskly. “I followed
the man on muleback, as you ordered. He met another man, ahorse,
coming from the village. He was tall, lean but muscular, with hand-
some, rather English-looking features. He was dressed as a mer-
chant, but I suspected . . .V

The Commander nodded. “Lord Darcy. Obviously. Continue.”
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“You said they’d go to the site of the death, and when they took
the left-hand bypass 1 was sure of it. I left off following and gal-
loped on to the village, where Number 202 was waiting with the
boat. We had a good westerly breeze, so we made it to the cove be-
fore them. We anchored and lay some two hundred yards offshore.
Number 202 did some fishing while I watched through field glasses.

“They talked to the Armsmen atop the cliff for a while, then
went down to the beach. One of the Armsmen pointed to where the
body had been. Darcy went on talking to him for a while. Then
Darcy walked around, looking at things. He went over to the base
of the cliff and began digging. He found something; I couldn’t see
what.

“Master Sean put it in his bag, then, for ten minutes or so, he
quartered the area where the body’d been, using one of those long,
blue-black metal wands—you know—"

“A metal detector,” said the Commander. “Yes. Go on.”

“Yes. Lord Darcy dug every time O Lochlainn pointed some-
thing out. Dug up an awful lot of stuff. But he found something in-
teresting. Don’t know what it was; couldn’t see it. But he stuck it in
his pocket and gave it to the sorcerer later.”

“I know what it was,” said the Commander in a hard voice.
“Was that the only thing that seemed to interest him?”

“Yes, as far as I could tell,” said 137.

“Then what happened?”

137 shrugged. “They went back topside. Darcy talked to one of
the Armsmen; the other watched the sorcerer dig a hole in the cliff
face.”

The Mission Commander frowned. “Dig a hole? A hole?”

“That’s right. Lay flat on his belly, reached down a couple of feet
over the edge, and dug something out. Couldn’t see what it was.
Left a hole about the size of a man’s two fists—maybe a bit bigger.”

“Damn! Why couldn’t you have watched more carefully?”

Agent 137’s face stiffened. “It was very difficult to see well, Mis-
sion Commander. Any closer than two hundred yards, and we
would have drawn attention. Did you ever try to focus six-by field
glasses from a light boat bobbing up and down on the sea?”

“Calm down. I'm not angry with you. You did well. I just wish
we had better information.” The Commander looked thoughtful.
“That tells us something. We can forget about the beach. Order the
men to stay away; they are not to go there again for any reason.
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“The Phial is not there now, if it ever was. If Master Sean did
not find it, it wasn’t there. If he did find it, it is gone now, and he
and Lord Darcy know where it is. And that is a problem I must
consider. Now get out of here and let me think.”

Agent 137 got out.

The public room at the Green Seagull, as far as population went,
looked like a London railway car at the rush hour.

Amidst all the hubbub, wine and beer crossed the bar in one di-
rection, while copper and silver crossed it in the other, making ev-
eryone happy on both sides.

In the club bar, it was somewhat quieter, but the noise from the
public bar was distinctly audible. The innkeeper himself was taking
care of the customers in the club bar; he took a great deal of pride
in his work. Besides, the tips were larger and the work easier.

“Would dere be anyting else for dee?” he asked as he set two
pints of beer on one of the tables. “Someting to munch on, may-
hap?”

“Not just now, Goodman Dreyque,” said Father Art. “This will do
us for a while.”

“Very good, Fahder. Tank dee.” He went quietly away.

Lord Darcy took a deep draught of his beer and sighed. “Cool
beer is a great refresher on a midsummer evening. The Green Sea-
gull keeps an excellent cellar. Food’s good, too; Master Sean and I
ate here this afternoon.”

“Where is Master Sean now?” the priest asked.

“In the rooms you assigned us in the Rectory, amidst his appara-
tus, doing lab work on some evidence we dug up.” His voice be-
came soft. “Did you find out what happened here that night?”

“Pretty much,” Father Art replied in the same low tones. “There
are a few things which are still a little hazy, but I think we can fill
in most of those areas.”

Standish’s quarry had arrived at the Green Seagull late in the af-
ternoon of the fifth, giving the name “Richard Bourke.” He was
carrying only an attaché case, but since he had a horse and saddle
and saddlebags, they were considered surety against indebtedness.

There were only six rooms for hire in the inn, all on the upper
floor of the two-storied building. Two of these were already occu-
pied. At two-ten, the man Danglars had come in and registered for
himself and his mistress, Jizelle de Ville.
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“Bourke,” said Father Art, “came in at five-fiftecen. Nobody else
at all checked in during that evening. And nobody saw a young
man wearing evening clothes.” He paused and smiled brightly.
“How-ev-er. . .”

“Ahhh. T knew I could depend on you, my dear Arthur. What
was it?”

Still smiling seraphically, the good father raised a finger and
said: “The Case of the Sexton’s Cloak.”

“You fascinate me. Pray elucidate.”

“My sexton,” said Father Art, “has an old cloak, originally made
from a couple of used horse blankets, so it wasn’t exactly beautiful
when new. But it is warm. He uses it when he has to work outside
in winter. In summer, he hangs it in the stable behind the church.
Claims it keeps the moths out—the smell, I mean.

“On the morning of sixth June, one of the men who works here
in the inn brought it over to the church, asked my sexton if it were
his. It was. Want to take a wild, silly guess where it was found?”
Father Art asked.

“Does the room used by Bourke face the front or the rear?”

“The rear.”

“Then it was found on the cobblestones at the rear of the build-
ing.”

Smiling even more broadly, Father Art gently clapped his hands
together once. “Precisely, my lord.”

Lord Darcy smiled back. “Let’s reconstruct. Bourke went to his
room before five-thirty. Right?”

“Right. One of the maids went with him, let him in, and gave
him the key.”

“Was he ever seen againP”

“Only once. He ordered a light meal, and it was brought up
about six. That’s the last time he was seen.”

“Were either of the other guests in the house at the time?”

“No. The man Danglars had left about four-thirty, and hadn’t re-
turned. No one saw Mistress Jizelle leave, but the girl who turns
down the beds says that both rooms were empty at six. Bourke was
still there at the time.”

“Hmmmm.”

Lord Darcy looked into the depths of his beer. After half a min-
ute, he said: “Reverend Father, was a stranger in an old horse-
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blanket cloak actually seen in this inn, or are we speculating in in-
substantial mist?”

Father Art’s mouth twisted in a small grimace. “Not totally in-
substantial, my lord, but not strong, either. The barmaid who was
on duty that night says she remembers a couple of strangers who
came in, but she doesn’t remember anything about them. She’s not
terribly bright.”

Lord Darcy chuckled. “All right, then. Let’s assume that Standish
actually came in here in a stolen—and uncomfortably warm—cloak.
How did that come about, and what happened afterwards?”

Father Art fired up his old briar and took another sip from his
seidel of beer. “Well, let’s see. Standish comes into the village an
hour after Bourke—perhaps a little more. But he doesn’t come in
directly; he circles round behind the church. Why? Not to steal the
cloak. How would he know it was there?” He took two puffs from
his pipe, then his eyes brightened. “Of course. To tether his horse.
He didn’t want it seen in the public square, and knew it would be
safe in the church stable.” Two more puffs.

“Hmmm. He sees the cloak on the stable wall and realizes that it
will serve as a disguise, covering his evening dress. He borrows it
and comes here to the inn. He makes sure that Bourke is firmly in
place, then goes back to his horse and hightails it for Caen to send
word to Sir James. Then he comes back here to the Green Seagull.
He waits until nobody’s looking, then sneaks up the stair to
Bourke’s room.”

The priest stopped, scowled, and took a good, healthy drink from
his seidel. “Some time later, he went out the window to the court-
yard below, losing the cloak in the process.” He shook his head.
“But what happened between the time he went upstairs and the
time he dropped the cloak, and what happened between then and
his death, I haven’t the foggiest conjecture.”

“I have several,” Lord Darcy said, “but they are all very, very
foggy. We need more data. I have several questions.” He ticked
them off on his fingers. “One: Where is Bourke? Two: Who shot
Standish? Three: Why was he shot? Four: What happened here at
the inn? Five: What happened on the beach? And, finally: Where
is the Ipswich Phial?”

Father Art lifted his seidel, drained its contents on one extended
draught, set it firmly on the table, and said: “I don’t know. God
does.”
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Lord Darcy nodded. “Indeed; and one of His greatest attributes
is that if you ask Him the right question in the right way, He will
always give you an answer.”

“You intend to pray for answers to those questions, my lord?”

“That, yes. But I have found that the best way to ask God about
questions like these is to go out and dig up the data yourself.”

Father Art smiled. “Dominus vobiscum.”

“Et cum spiritu tuo,” Lord Darcy responded.

“Excavemus!” said the priest.

In his room in the Rectory, Master Sean had carefully set up his
apparatus on the table. Noel Standish’s .36 Heron was clamped se-
curely into a padded vise which stood at one end of the table.
Three feet in front of the muzzle, the bullet which Lord Darcy had
dug from the sand had been carefully placed on a small pedestal,
so that it was at exactly the same height as the muzzle. He was
using certain instruments to make sure that the axis of the bullet
was accurately aligned with the axis of the Heron’s barrel when a
rhythmic code knock came at the door. The sorcerer went over to
the door, unbolted it, opened it, and said: “Come in, me lord.”

“I hope I didn’t interrupt anything,” Lord Darcy said.

“Not at all, me lord.” Master Sean carefully closed and bolted the
door again. “I was just getting ready for the ballistics test. The sim-
ilarity relationship tests have already assured me that the slug was
the one that killed Standish. There’s only to see if it came from his
own gun. Have you found any further clues?”

“None,” Lord Darcy admitted. “I managed to get a good look at
the guest rooms in the Green Seagull. Nothing. Flat nothing. I have
several ideas, but no evidence.” Then he gestured at the handgun.
“Pray proceed with your work. I will be most happy to wait.”

“It1l only be a minute or so,” Master Sean said apologetically. He
went back to the table and continued his preparations while Lord
Darcy watched in silence. His lordship was well aware of the prin-
ciple involved; he had seen the test innumerable times. He recalled
a lecture that Master Sean had once given on the subject.

“You see,” the sorcerer had said, “the Principle of Relevance is
important here. Most of the wear on a gun is purely mechanical. It
don’t matter who pulls the trigger, you see; the erosion caused by
the gases produced in the chamber, and the wear caused by the
bullet’s passing through the barrel will be the same. It’s not rele-
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vant to the gun who pulled the trigger or what it was fired at. But,
to the bullet it is relevant which gun it was fired from and what it
hit. All this can be determined by the proper spells.”

In spite of having seen it many times, Lord Darcy always liked to
watch the test because it was rather spectacular when the test was
positive. Master Sean sprinkled a small amount of previously
charged powder on both the bullet and the gun. Then he raised his
wand and said an incantation under his breath.

At the last syllable of the incantation, there was a sound as if
someone had sharply struck a cracked bell as the bullet vanished.
The .36 Heron shivered in its vise.

Master Sean let out his breath. “Just like a homing pigeon, me
lord. Gun and bullet match.”

“T've often wondered why the bullet does that,” Lord Darcy said.

Master Sean chuckled. “Call it an induced return-to-the-womb
fixation, me lord. Was there something you wanted?”

“A couple of things.” Lord Darcy walked over to his suitcase,
opened it, and took out a holstered handgun. It was a precision-
made .40 caliber MacGregor—a heavy man-stopper.

While he checked out the MacGregor itself, he said: “This is
one. The other is a question. How long before his body was found
did Standish die?”

Master Sean rubbed the side of his nose with a thick finger.
“Well, the investigative sorcerer at Caen, a good journeyman,
placed the time as not more than fifteen minutes before the body
was discovered. My own tests showed not more than twenty-five
minutes. But not even the best preservative spell can keep some-
thing like that from blurring after a week has passed.”

Lord Darcy slid the MacGregor into its snugly-fitted holster and
adjusted his jacket to cover it. “In other words, there’s the usual
hazy area. The bruises and fractures were definitely inflicted before
death?”

“Definitely, my lord. About three hours before, give or take that
same fifteen minutes.”

“I see. Interesting. Very interesting.” He looked in the wall mir-
ror and adjusted his neckpiece. “Have you further work to do?”

“Only the analysis on the knife,” Master Sean said.

Lord Darcy turned from the mirror. “Will you fix me up with a
tracer? I'm going out to stroll about the village and possibly to the
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fairgrounds and the tent city. I anticipate no danger, but I don’t
want to get lost, either.”

“Very well, me lord,” the sorcerer said with resignation. He
opened his symbol-decorated carpetbag and took out a little
wooden box. It held what looked remarkably like one-inch tooth-
picks, except that they were evenly cylindrical, not tapered, and
they were made of ash instead of pine. He selected one and put the
box back in his bag. He handed the little cylinder to Lord Darcy,
who took it between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand.

Then the master sorcerer took a little scented oil on his right
thumb from a special golden oil stock and rubbed it along the sliver
of ash, from Lord Darcy’s thumb to the other end. Then he grasped
that end in his own right thumb and forefinger.

A quick motion of both wrists, and the ashen splinter snapped.

But, psychically and symbolically, the halves were still part of an
unbroken whole. As long as each man carried his half, the two of
them were specially linked.

“Thank you, my dear Sean,” Lord Darcy said. “And now I shall
be off to enjoy the nightlife of the teeming metropolis surrounding
us.

With that, he was gone, and Master Sean returned to his work.

The sun was a fat, squashed-looking, red-orange ellipsoid seated
neatly on the horizon when Lord Darcy stepped out of the gate of
the churchyard. It would be gone in a few minutes. The long
shadow of the church spire reached out across the village and into
the fields. The colors of the flags and banners and bunting around
the village were altered in value by the reddish light. The weather
had been beautiful and clear all day, and would continue to be, ac-
cording to the Weather Bureau predictors. It would be a fine
night.

“Please, my lord—are you Lord Darcy?”

Lord Darcy had noticed the woman come out of the church, but
the village square was full of people, and he had paid little atten-
tion. Now he turned his full attention on her and was pleasantly
surprised. She was quite the loveliest creature he had seen in a long
time.

“I am, Damoselle,” he said with a smile. “But I fear you have the
advantage of me.”
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Her own smile was timid, almost frightened. “I am named
Sharolta.”

Her name, her slight accent, and her clothing all proclaimed her
Romany. Her long, softly dark hair and her dark eyes, her well-
formed nose and her full, almost too-perfect lips, along with her
magnificently lush body, accentuated by the Romany costume,
proclaimed her beautiful.

“May I be of help to you, Damoselle Sharolta?”

She shook her head. “No, no. I ask nothing. But perhaps I can be
of help to you.” Her smile seemed to quaver. “Can we go some-
where to talk?”

“Where, for instance?” Lord Darcy asked carefully.

“Anywhere you say, my lord. Anywhere, so long as it is private.”
Then she flushed. “I—I mean, not too much private. I mean, where
we can talk. You know.”

“Of course. It is not yet time for Vespers; I suggest that we go
into the church,” Lord Darcy said.

“Yes, yes. That would be fine.” She smiled. “There were not
many folk in there. It should be fine.”

The interior of the Church of St.-Matthew was darkened, but far
from being gloomy. The flickering clusters of candles around the
statues and icons were like twinkling, multicolored star clusters.

Lord Darcy and the Damoselle Sharolta sat down in one of the
rear pews. Most of the dozen or so people who were in the church
were farther up toward the altar, praying; there was no one within
earshot of the place Lord Darcy had chosen.

Lord Darcy waited in silence for the girl to speak. The Romany
become silent under pressure; create a vacuum for them to fill, and
the words come tumbling over each other in eloquent eagerness.

“You are the great Lord Darcy, the great Investigator,” she
began suddenly. “You are looking into the death of the poor Good-
man Standish who was found on the beach a week ago. Is all this
not so?”

Lord Darcy nodded silently.

“Well, then, there must be something wrong about that man’s
death, or you would not be here. So I must tell you what I
know.

“A week ago, there came to our tribe a group of five men. They
said they were from the tribe of Chanro—the Sword—which is in
the area of Buda-Pest. Their leader, who calls himself Suv—the
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Needle—asked our chief for aid and sanctuary, as it is their right,
and it was granted. But they are very secretive among themselves.
They behave very well, mind you; I don’t mean they are rude or
boorish, or anything like that. But there is—how do I say itP—there
is a wrongness about them.

“This morning, for instance. I must tell you of that. The man
who calls himself Suv wanted me to walk along the beach with
him. I did not want to, for I do not find him an attractive man—you
understand?”

Again his lordship nodded. “Of course.”

“But he said he meant nothing like that. He said he wanted to
walk along the sea, but he did not want to walk alone. He said he
would show me all the shore life—the birds, the things in the pools,
the plants. I was interested, and I thought there would be no harm,
so I went.

“He was true to his word. He did not try to make love to me. It
was nice for a while. He showed me the tide pools and pointed out
the different kinds of things in them. One had a jellyfish.” She
looked up from her hands, and there was a frown on her face.

“Then we got near to that little cove where the body was found.
I wanted to turn back, but he said, no, he wanted to look at it. I
said I wouldn’t and started back. Then he told me that if I didn't,
he’d break my arm. So I went.” She seemed to shiver a little under
her bright dress. “When the Armsman showed up, he kept on
going, pretending he didn’t understand Anglo-French. Then we
saw that there were two of them, the Armsmen, I mean. So we
turned around and went back. Suv was very furious.”

She stopped and said no more.

“My dear,” he asked gently, “why does one of the Romany come
to the authorities with a story like this? Do not the Romany take
care of their own?”

“Yes, my lord. But these men are not Rom.”

“Oh?”

“Their tent is next to mine. I have heard them talking when they
think no one is listening. I do not understand it very well, but I
know it when I hear it; they were speaking Burgdeutsch.”

“I see,” said Lord Darcy softly and thoughtfully. The German of
Brandenburg was the court language of Poland, which suddenly
made everything very interesting indeed.
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“Do you suppose, Damoselle,” he said, “that you could point out
this Suv to me?”

She looked up at him with those great wonderful eyes and
smiled. “I'm sure I could, my lord. Come; wrap your cloak about
you and we shall walk through the village.”

Outside the church, the darkness was relieved only by the regula-
tion gaslamps of the various business places, and by the quarter
moon hanging high in the sky, like a half-closed eye.

In the deeper darkness of the church porch, Lord Darcy, rather
much to his surprise, took the girl in his arms and kissed her, with
her warm cooperation. It was several wordless minutes before they
went out to the street.

Master Sean woke to the six o’clock Angelus bell feeling vaguely
uneasy. A quick mental focus on his half of the tracer told him that
Lord Darcy was in no danger. Actually, if he had been, Sean would
have wakened immediately.

But he still had that odd feeling when he went down to Mass at
seven; he had trouble keeping in his mind his prayers for the inter-
cession of St. Basil the Great, and couldn't really bring his mind to
focus until the Sanctus.

After Mass, he went up to Father Art’s small parlor in the rec-
tory, where he had been asked to break his fast, and was mildly sur-
prised to find Sir James le Lien with the priest.

“Good morning, Master Sean,” Sir James said calmly. “Have you
found the Phial yet?”

The sorcerer shook his head. “Not so far as I know.”

Sir James munched a buttered biscuit and sipped hot black caffe.
Despite his calm expression Master Sean could tell that he was
worried.

“I am afraid,” Sir James said carefully, “we’ve been outfoxed.”

“How so?” Father Art asked.

“Well, either the Serka have got it, or they think we have it
safely away from them. They seem to have given the whole thing
over.” He drank more caffe. “Just after midnight, every known
Serka agent in the area eluded our men and vanished. They
dropped out of sight, and we haven't spotted a single one in over
eight hours. We have reason to believe that some of them went
south, toward Caen; some went west, toward Cherbourg; others are
heading east, toward Harfleur.”
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Master Sean frowned. “And you think—"

“I think they found the Ipswich Phial and one of their men is
carrying it to Krakowa. Or at least across the Polish border. I rode
to Caen and made more teleson calls than I've ever made in so
short a time in my life. There’s a net out now, and we can only
hope we can find the man with the Phial. Otherwise . ..” He
closed his eyes. “Otherwise, we may be faced with an overland at-
tack by the armies of His Slavonic Majesty, through one or more of
the German states. God help us.”

After what seemed like a terribly long time, Master Sean said:
“Sir James, is there any likelihood that Noel Standish would have
used a knife on the sealed Phial?”

“I don’t know. Why do you ask?”

“We found a knife near where Standish’s body was discovered.
My tests show gold on the knife edge.”

“May I see it?” Sir James asked.

“Certainly. I'll fetch it. Excuse me a minute.”

He left the parlor and went down the rather narrow hallway of
the rectory. From the nearby church came the soft chime of a small
bell. The eight o’clock Mass was beginning.

Master Sean opened the door of his room . . .

. . and stood stock still, staring, for a full fifteen seconds, while
his eyes and other senses took in the room.

Then, without moving, he shouted: “Sir James! Father Artl Come
here! Quickly!”

Both men came running. They stopped at the door.

“What'’s the matter?” Sir James snapped.

“Somebody,” said Master Sean in an angry rumble, “has been
prowlin’ about in me room! And a trick like that is likely to be after
gettin’ me Irish up!” Master Sean’s brogue varied with his mood.
When he was calmly lecturing or discussing, it became almost non-
existent. But when he became angry . . .

He strode into the room for a closer look at the table which he
had been using for his thaumaturgical analyses. In the center was a
heap of crumbled clay. “They've destroyed me evidencel Look at
that!” Master Sean pointed to the heap of crumbled clay on the
table.

“And what is it, if I may ask?”
Master Sean explained about the letters that had been cut in the
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cliff face, and how he had taken the chunk of clay out for further
examination.

“And this knife was used to cut the letters.” He gestured toward
the knife on the table nearby. “I haven’t been able to check it
against Standish’s body yet.”

“That’s the one with the gold traces on the blade?” Sir James
asked.

“It is.”

“Well, it’s Standish’s knife, all right. I've seen it many times. I
could even tell you how he got that deep cut in the ivory hilt.” He
looked thoughtful. “S. . .S. . .O. . .” After a moment, he shook his
head. “Means nothing to me. Can’t think what it might have meant
to Standish.”

“Means nothing to me, either,” Father Art admitted.

“Well, now,” said the stout little Irish sorcerer, “Standish must
have been at the top of the cliff when he wrote it. What would be
right side up to him would be inverted to anyone standing below.
How about OSS?”

Again Sir James thought. Again he shook his head. “Still nothing,
Master Sean. Father?”

The priest shook his head. “Nothing, I'm afraid.”

Sir James said: “This was obviously done by a Serka agent. But
why? And how did he get in here without your knowing it?”

Master Sean scowled. “To a sorcerer, that’s obvious. First, who-
ever did it is an accomplished sorcerer himself, or he’d never have
made it past that avoidance spell, which is keyed only to meself
and to his lordship. Second, he picked exactly the right time—when
I was at Mass and had me mind concentrated elsewhere so I
wouldn’t notice what he was up to. Were I doing it meself, I'd have
started just as the Sanctus bell was rung. After that—no problem.”
He looked glum. “I just wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.”

“I wish I could have seen that carving in the clay,” Sir James
said.

“Well, you can see the cast if they didn’t—" Master Sean pulled
open a desk drawer. “No, they didn’t.” He pulled out a thin slab of
plaster. “I made this with quick-setting plaster. It’s reversed, of
course, but you can look at it in the mirror, over there.”

Sir James took the slab, but didn’t look at it immediately. His
eyes were still on the heap of clay. “Do you suppose that Standish
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might have buried the Ipswich Phial in that clay to keep it from
being found?”

Master Sean’s eyes widened. “Great Heaven! It could bel With
an auric-stabilized psychic shield around it, I'd not have perceived
it at alll”

Sir James groaned. “That answers the question, WhyrP—doesn’t
itp”

“So it would seem,” murmured Father Art.

Bleakly, Sir James held the plaster slab up to the mirror above
the dresser. “SSO. No. Wait.” He inverted it, and his lean face went
pale. “Oh, no, God,” he said softly. “Oh, please. No.”

“What is it?” the priest asked. “Does OSS mean something?”

“Not OSS,” Sir James said still more softly. “o55. Number o535 of
the Serka. Olga Polovski, the most beautiful and the most danger-
ous woman in Europe.”

It was at that moment that the sun went out.

The Reverend Father Mac Kennalty had turned to the congre-
gation and asked them to lift up their hearts to the Lord that they
might properly assist at the Holy Sacrifice of the Altar, when a
cloud seemed to pass over the sun, dimming the light that streamed
in through the stained glass windows. Even the candles on the
Altar seemed to dim a little.

He hardly noticed it; it was a common enough occurrence. With-
out a pause, he asked the people to give thanks to the Lord God,
and continued with the Mass.

In the utter blackness of the room, three men stood for a moment
in silence.

“Well, that tears it,” said Sir James’s voice in the darkness. There
was a noticeable lack of surprise or panic in his voice.

“So you lied to his lordship,” said Master Sean.

“He did indeed,” said Father Art.

“What do you mean?” Sir James asked testily.

“You said,” Master Sean pointed out with more than a touch of
acid in his voice, “that you didn’t know what the Ipswich Phial is
supposed to do.”

“What makes you think I do?”

“In the first place, this darkness came as no surprise to you. In
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the second, you must have known what it was, because Noel
Standish knew.”

“I had my orders,” Sir James le Lien said in a hard voice. “That’s
not the point now. The damned thing is being used. I-~

“Listen!” Father Art’s voice cut in sharply. “Listen!”

In the blackness, all of them heard the sweet triple tone of the
Sanctus bell.

Holy . . .Holy. . .Holy . . .Lord God Sabaoth. . .

“What—?" Sir James’s low voice was querulous.

“Don’t you understand?” Father Art asked. “The field of sup-
pression doesn’t extend as far as the church. Father Mac Kennalty
could go on with the Mass in the dark, from memory. But the con-
gregation wouldnt be likely to. They certainly dont sound
upset.”

“You're right, Father,” Master Sean said. “That gives us the
range, doesn’t it? Let’s see if we can feel our way out of here, to-
ward the church. His lordship may be in trouble.”

“Follow me,” said the priest. “I know this church like I know my
own face. Take my hand and follow me.”

Cautiously, the three men moved from the darkness toward the
light. They were still heading for the stairway when the sun came
on again.

Lord Darcy rode into the stableyard behind the Church of St.-
Matthew, where four men were waiting for him. The sexton took
his horse as he dismounted, and led it away to the stable. The other
three just waited, expectantly.

“I could do with a cup of caffe, heavily laced with brandy, and a
plate of ham and eggs, if they’re available,” said Lord Darcy with a
rather dreamy smile. “If not, I'll just have the caffe and brandy.”

“What's happened?” Sir James blurted abruptly.

Lord Darcy patted the air with a hand. “All in good time, my
dear James; all in good time. Nothing’s amiss, I assure you.”

“I think a breakfast such as that could be arranged,” Father Art
said with a smile. “Come along.”

The caffe and brandy came immediately, served by Father Art in
a large mug. “The ham and eggs should be along pretty quickly,”
the priest said.

“Excellent! You're the perfect host, Father.” Lord Darcy took a
bracing jolt from the mug, then fished in his waistcoat pocket with
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thumb and forefinger. “Oh, by the by, Sir James, here’s your play-
pretty.” He held up a small golden tube.

Sir James took it and looked at it while Master Sean scowled at it
in a way that made him seem rather cross-eyed.

“The seal has been cut,” Sir James said.

“Yes. By your man, Standish. I suggest you give the thing to
Master Sean for resealing until you get it back to Ipswich.”

Sir James gave the Phial to Master Sean. “How did you get it
back from them?” the King’s Agent asked.

“I didn’t.” Lord Darcy settled himself back in the big chair. “If
you'll be patient, I'll explain. Last evening, I was approached by a
young woman. . .

His lordship repeated the entire conversation verbatim, and told
them of her gestures and expressions while they were talking inside
the church.

“And you went with her?” Sir James asked incredulously.

“Certainly. For two very good reasons. Primus: I had to find out
what was behind her story. Secundus: I had fallen in love.”

Sir James gawked. Master Sean’s face became expressionless. Fa-
ther Art cast his eyes toward Heaven.

Sir James found his voice first. “In love?” It was almost a
squawk,

Lord Darcy nodded calmly. “In love. Deeply. Madly. Passion-
ately.”

Sir James shot to his feet. “Are you mad, Darcy? Don’t you real-
ize that that woman is a Serka agent?”

“So indeed I had surmised. Sit down, James; such outbursts are
unseemly.” Sir James sat down slowly. “Now pay attention,” Lord
Darcy continued. “Of course I knew she was a spy. If you had been
listening closely when I quoted her words, you would have heard
that she said I was investigating the death of Standish. And yet ev-
eryone here knows that the body was identified as Bourke. Ob-
viously, she had recognized Standish and knew his name.”

“Standish had recognized her, too,” Sir James said. “Secret Agent
Number o5, of Serka. Real name: Olga Polovski.”

“Olga,” Lord Darcy said, savoring the word. “That’s a pretty
name, isn’t it?”

“Charming. Utterly enchanting. And in spite of the fact that she’s
a Polish agent, you love the wench?”

“I didn’t say that, Sir James,” said Lord Darcy. “I did not say I
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loved her; I said I was ‘in love’ with her. There is a fine distinction
there, and I have had enough experience to be able to distinguish
between the two states of mind. Your use of the word ‘enchanting’
is quite apropos, by the way. The emotion was artificially induced.
The woman is a sorceress.”

Master Sean suddenly snapped his fingers. “That’s where I heard
the name beforel Olga Polovskil Six years ago, she was an under-
graduate at the University in Buda-Pest. A good student, with high-
grade Talent. No wonder you ‘fell in love’ with her.”

Sir James narrowed his eyes. “I see. The purpose was to get in-
formation out of you. Did she succeed?”

“In a way.” Lord Darcy chuckled. “I sang like a nightingale. In-
deed, Darcy’s Mendacious Cantata, sung forte ¢ claro, may become
one of the most acclaimed works of art of the twentieth century.
Pardon me; I am euphoric.”

“You have popped your parietals, my lord,” Sir James said, with
a slight edge to his voice. “What was the result of this baritone
solo?”

“Actually, it was a duet. We alternated on the versicles and re-
sponses. The theme of my song was simply that I was a criminal in-
vestigator and nothing more. That I hadn’t more than a vague no-
tion of what His Imperial Majesty’s Secret Service was up to. That,
for some reason, the apprehension of this murderer was most im-
portant to the Secret Service, so their agents were hanging around
to help me. That they were more hindrance than help.” He paused
to take another swallow of laced caffe, then continued: “And—oh,
yes—that they must be going to England for more men, because,
four days ago, a heavily armed group of four men took a Navy cut-
ter from Harfleur for London.”

Sir James frowned for a second, then his face lit up. “Ah, yes.
You implied that we had already found the Phial and that it was
safely in England.”

“Precisely. And since she had not heard of that oh-so-secret de-
parture, she was certain that it could not be a bluff. As a result, she
scrubbed the entire mission. Around midnight, she excused herself
for a moment and spoke to someone—I presume it was the second
in command, the much-maligned Suv. Her men took off to three of
the four winds.”

“And she didn’t?”

“Of course not. Why arouse my suspicions? Better to keep me
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under observation while her men made good their escape. I left her
shortly after dawn, and—"

“You were there from sunset till dawn? What took you so
long?”

Lord Darcy looked pained. “My dear James, surely you don’t
think I could simply hand her all that misinformation in half an
hour without her becoming suspicious. I had to allow her to draw it
from me, bit by bit. I had to allow her to give me more information
than she intended to give in order to get the story out of me. And,
of course, she had to be very careful in order not to arouse my sus-
picions. It was, I assure you, a very delicate and time-consuming
series of negotiations.”

Sir James did his best not to leer. “I can well imagine.”

Father Art looked out the window, solemnly puffing his pipe as
though he were in deep meditation and could hear nothing.

Rather hurriedly, Master Sean said: “Then it was you who broke
the clay brick I dug out of the cliff, me lord.”

“It was; I'm sorry I didn’t tell you, but you were at Mass, and I
was in somewhat of a hurry. You see, there were only two places
where the Phial could possibly be, and I locked in the less likely
place first—in that lump of clay. Standish could have hidden it
there, but I thought it unlikely. Still, I had to look. It wasn’t there.

“So I got my horse and rode out to where the body was found.
You see, Standish had to have had it with him. He opened it to get
away from his pursuers. I presume Master Sean knows how the
thing works, but all I know is that it renders everyone blind for a
radius of about a mile and a half.”

Master Sean cleared his throat. “It’s akin to what’s called hysteri-
cal blindness. Nothing wrong with the eyes, ye see, but the mind
blocks off the visual centers of the brain. The Phial contains a
charged rod attached to the stopper. When you open it and expose
the rod everything goes black. That's the reason for the auric-
stabilized psychic shield which forms the Phial itself.”

“Things don’t go black for the person holding it,” said Lord
Darcy. “Everything becomes a colorless gray, but you can still see.”

“That’s the built-in safety spell in the stopper,” said the little
Irish sorcerer.

“Well, where was the blasted thing?” Sir James asked.

“Buried in the sand, almost under that big rock where his body
was found. I just had to dig till I found it.” Lord Darcy looked som-
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ber. “I fear my analytical powers are deserting me; otherwise,
Master Sean and I would have found it yesterday. But I relied on
his metal detector to find it. And yet, Master Sean clearly told me
that a psychic shield renders anything psychically invisible. He was
talking about Standish, of course, but I should have seen that the
same logic applied to the Ipswich Phial as well.”

“If ye’d told me what ye were looking for, me lord . . .” Master
Sean said gently.

Lord Darcy chuckled mirthlessly. “After all our years together,
my dear Sean, we still tend to overestimate each other. I assumed
you had deduced what we were looking for, though you are no de-
tective; you assumed I knew about psychic shielding, though I am
no thaumaturge.”

“I still can’t quite see the entire chain of events,” Father Art said.
“Could you clarify it for us? What was Standish doing out on that
beach, anyway?”

“Well, let’s go back to the night before he was killed. He had
been following the mysterious Bourke. When Bourke was firmly
ensconced in the Green Seagull, Standish rode for Caen, notified
you via teleson, then rode back. He borrowed the sexton’s cloak
and went over to the inn. When he saw his chance, he dodged up-
stairs fast and went to Bourke’s room presumably to get the Phial.

“Now, you must keep in mind that all this is conjecture. I can’t
prove it, and I know of no way to prove it. I do not have, and can-
not get, all the evidence I would need for proof. But all the data I
do have leads inescapably to one line of action.

“Master Sean claims I have a touch of the Talent—the ability to
leap from an unwarranted assumption to a foregone conclusion.
That may be so. At any rate, I know what happened.

“Very well, then. Standish went into Bourke’s room to arrest him.
He knew Bourke was in that room because he was psychically
locked on to Bourke.

“But when he broke into the room he was confronted by a
woman—a woman he knew. The woman was just as surprised to see
Standish.

“I don’t know which of them recovered first, but I strongly sus-
pect it was the woman. Number os5 is very quick on the uptake,
believe me.

“But Standish was stronger. He sustained a few good bruises in
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the next several seconds, but he knocked her unconscious. I saw the
bruise on her neck last night.

“He searched the room and found the Phial. Unfortunately, the
noise had attracted two, possibly three, of her fellow Serka agents.
He had to go out the window, losing his cloak in the process. The
men followed him.

“He ran for the beach, and—"

“Wait a minute,” Sir James interrupted. “You mean Bourke was
actually Olga Polovski in disguise?”

“Certainly. She’s a consummate actress. The idea was for Bourke
to vanish completely. She knew the Secret Service would be after
her, and she wanted to leave no trace. But she didn’t realize that
Standish was so close behind her because he was psychically invisi-
ble. That’s why she was shocked when he came into her room.

“At any rate, he ran for the beach. There was no place else to go
at that time of night, except for the church, and they’d have him
trapped there.

“I must admit I'm very fuzzy about what happened during that
chase, but remember he had ridden for two days without much
rest, and he was battered a little by the blows Olga had landed. At
any rate, he eventually found himself at the edge of that cliff, with
Serka closing in around him. Remember, it was a moonless night,
and there were only stars for him to see by. But at least one of the
Polish agents had a lantern.

“Standish was trapped on the edge of a cliff, and he had no way
to see how far down it went, nor what was at the bottom. He lay
flat and kept quiet, but the others were getting close. He decided to
get rid of the Phial. Better to lose it than have it fall into King
Casimir’s hands. He took out his knife and carved the ‘055 in the
side of the cliff, to mark the spot and to make sure that someone
else would see it if he were killed. I'm sure he intended to dig a
hole and bury it there. I don’t believe he was thinking too clearly
by then.

“The Serka men were getting too close for comfort. He might be
seen at any moment. So he cut the seal of the Phial and opened it.
Blackout.

“Since he could see his pursuers—however dimly—and they
couldn’t see him, he decided to try to get past them, back to the vil-
lage. If he had a time advantage, he could find a place to hide.

“He stood up.
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“But as he turned, he made a misstep and fell twenty feet to the
sand below.” Lord Darcy paused.

Father Art, looking thoughtful, said: “He had a gun. Why didn’t
he use it?”

“Because they had guns, too, and he was outnumbered. He
didn’t want to betray his position by the muzzle flash unless he had
to,” Lord Darcy said. “To continue: The fall is what broke those
ribs and sprained that wrist. It also very likely knocked him out for
a few minutes. Not long. When he came to, he must have realized
he had an advantage greater than he had thought at first. The
Serka couldn’t see the muzzle flash from his handgun. Badly hurt as
he was, he waited for them.”

“Admirable,” said Father Art. “It’s fantastic that he didn’t lose
the two parts of the Phial when he fell. Must have hung on for dear
life.”

“Standish would,” said Sir James grimly. “Go on, my lord.”

“Well, at that point, the Serka lads must have realized the same
thing. They had no way of knowing how badly Standish was hurt,
nor exactly where he was. He could be sneaking up on them, for all
they knew. They got out of there. Slowly, of course, since they had
to feel their way, but once they reached the Old Shore Road, they
made better time.

“But by that time, Standish was close to passing out again. He
still had to hide the Phial, so he buried it in the sand where I found
e

“Me lord,” said Master Sean, “I still don’t understand who killed
Standish and why.”

“Oh, that. Why, that was patently obvious from the first. Wasn't
it, Father Art?”

The good Father stared at Lord Darcy. “Begging your pardon,
my lord, but not to me it wasn’t.”

Lord Darcy turned his head. “Sir James?”

“No.”

“Oh, dear. Well, I suppose I shall have to back up a bit, then.
Consider: The Damoselle Olga, to cover her tracks, has to get rid of
‘Bourke’. But if ‘Bourke’ disappears into nowhere, and someone else
appears from nowhere, even a moron might suspect that the two
were the same. So a cover must be arranged. Someone else, not
connected in any way with ‘Bourke’, must appear at the Green
Seagull before ‘Bourke’ shows up.
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“So, what happens? A coachman named Danglars shows up; a
servant who registers for himself and his mistress, Jizelle de Ville.
(Danglars and Suv were almost certainly the same man, by the
way.) But who sees Mistress Jizelle? Nobody. She is only a name in
a register book until the next morning/

“The original plan was to have Mistress Jizelle show up in the
evening, then have Bourke show up again, and so on. The idea was
to firmly establish that the two people were separate and not at all
connected. The arrival and intrusion of Standish changed all that,
but things worked out fairly well, nonetheless.

“It had to be ‘Mistress Jizelle” who killed him. Look at the evi-
dence. Standish died—correct me if I'm wrong, Master Sean—within
plus or minus fifteen minutes of the time Standish was found.”

Master Sean nodded.

“Naturally,” his lordship continued, “we always assume a minus
time. How could the person be killed after the body was found?

“But there was no one else around who could have killed him! A
farmer and his two sons were close enough to the road during that
time to see anyone who came along unless that someone had
walked along the beach. But there were no footprints in that damp
sand except those of ‘Mistress Jizelle’l

“Picture this, if you will: Number oss, still a little groggy, and
suffering from a sore neck, is told by her returning henchmen that
they have lost Standish. But she is clever enough to see what must
have happened. As soon as possible, she puts on her ‘Mistress Jizelle’
persona and has her lieutenant drive her out to that section of the
beach. She walks down to take a look. She sees Standish.

“Standish, meanwhile, has regained his senses. He opens his eyes
and sees Olga Polovski. His gun is still in his hand. He tries to
level it at her. She jumps him, in fear of her life. A struggle. The
gun goes off. Finis.”

“Wouldn’t the farmers have heard the shot?” Master Sean
asked.

“At that distance, with a brisk wind blowing, the sea pounding,
and a cliff to baffle the sound, it would be hard to hear a pistol shot.
That one was further muffled by the fact that the muzzle was
against Standish’s head. No, it wouldn’t have been heard.”

“Why did her footprints only come up to some five yards from
the body?” Sir James asked. “There were no prints in the dry
sand.”
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“Partly because she smoothed her prints out, partly because of
the wind, which blew enough to cover them. She was shaken and
worried, but she did take time to search the body for the Phial.
Naturally, she didn’t want any evidence of that search around. She
went back to consult Danglars-Suv about what to do next. When
she saw the farmers, there was nothing she could do but bluff it
through. Which, I must say, she did magnificently.”

“Indeed.” Sir James le Lien looked both cold and grim. “Where
is she now?”

“By now, she has taken horse and departed.”

“Riding sidesaddle, no doubt.” His voice was as cold as his ex-
pression. “So you let her get away. Why didn’t you arrest her?”

*On what evidence? Don’t be a fool, Sir James. What would you
charge her with? Could you swear in His Majesty’s Court of High
Justice that ‘Mistress Jizelle’ was actually Olga Polovski? If I had
tried to arrest her, I would have been a corpse by now in that
Romany camp, even if I'd had the evidence. Since I did not and do
not have that evidence, there would be no point.

“I would not call it a satisfactory case, no. But you have the
Phial, which was what you wanted. I'm afraid the death of Noel
Standish will have to be written off as enemy action during the
course of a war. It was not first degree murder; it was, as Master
Sean put it yesterday, a case of accidental murder.”

“But—"

Lord Darcy leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. “Drop
it, Sir James. You’ll get her eventually.”

Then, very quietly, he began to snore.

“T'll be damned!” said Sir James. “I worked all night on my feet
and found nothing. He spends all night in bed with the most beau-
tiful woman in Europe and gets all the answers.”

“It all depends on your method of approach,” Master Sean said.
He opened his symbol-decorated carpetbag and took out a large,
heavy book.

“Oh, certainly,” said Sir James bitterly. “Some work vertically,
some horizontally.”

Father Arthur Lyon continued to stare out the window, hearing
nothing he didn’t mean to hear.

“What are you looking up there, in that grimoire?” he asked
Master Sean after a moment.

“Spells, infatuation; removal of,” said Master Sean calmly.






Spy Story

The spy story involves spies, secret agents, espionage, or
foreign intrigue. One of the first forms of crime fiction, it
clearly precedes Poe (see James Fenimore Cooper’s The
Spy, 1821) and can probably be traced back to early folk
tales. More than in any other mystery area, novelists have
felt free to use the spy story as a vehicle for their own
ideas. Thus there are John Buchan’s romantic idealism,
Eric Ambler’s realism, Ian Fleming’s power fantasies, and
John Le Carré’s views of systemic corruption.

In the science fiction field spy stories are common, and
several series have been developed. But the range of ap-
proach is narrow. Usually, the spy is a competent individ-
ual who ingeniously solves his problems, as in the following
story by Katherine MacLean and Charles De Vet. Some-
times the agent is presented as infallible, but only rarely
is he seen in a realistic light, and almost never is he a
helpless pawn.



Second Game

CHARLES V. DE VET and KATHERINE MACLEAN

The sign was big, with black letters that read: TLL BEAT YOU
THE SECOND GAME.

I eased myself into a seat behind the play board, straightened the
pitchman’s cloak about my shoulders, took a final deep breath, let it
out—and waited.

A nearby Fair visitor glanced at the sign as he hurried by. His
eyes widened with anticipated pleasure and he shifted his gaze to
me, weighing me with the glance.

I knew I had him.

The man changed direction and came over to where I sat. “Are
you giving any 0dds?” he asked.

“Ten to one,” T answered.

“A dronker.” He wrote on a blue slip with a white stylus,
dropped it at my elbow, and sat down.

“We play the first game for feel,” I said. “Second game pays.”

Gradually I let my body relax. Its weight pulled at the muscles of
my back and shoulders, and I slouched into a half-slump. I could
feel my eyelids droop as I released them, and the corners of my
mouth pulled down. I probably appeared tired and melancholy. Or
like a man operating in a gravity heavier than was normal for him.
Which I was.

I had come to this world called Velda two weeks earlier. My job
was to find why its humanlike inhabitants refused all contacts with
the Federation.

Earth’s colonies had expanded during the last several centuries
until they now comprised a loose alliance known as The Ten Thou-
sand Worlds. They were normally peaceful-and wanted peace
with Velda. But you cannot talk peace with a people who won't
talk back. Worse, they had obliterated the fleet bringing our initial
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peace overtures. As a final gesture 1 had been smuggled in—in an
attempt to breach that stand-off stubbornness. This booth at their
Fair was my best chance—as I saw it—to secure audience with the
men in authority. And with luck it would serve a double purpose.

Several Veldians gathered around the booth and watched with
interest as my opponent and I chose colors. He took the red; I the
black. We arranged our fifty-two pieces on their squares and I nod-
ded to him to make the first move.

He was an anemic oldster with an air of nervous energy, and he
played the same way, with intense concentration. By the fourth
move I knew he would not win. On each play he had to consult the
value board suspended between us before deciding what his next
move would be. On a play board with one hundred and sixty-nine
squares, each with a different value—in fact one set of values for
offense, and another for defense—only a brilliant player could keep
them all in mind. But no man without that ability was going to beat
me.

I let him win the first game. Deliberately. The “second game
counts” gimmick was not only to attract attention, but to give me a
chance to test a player’s strength—and find his weakness.

At the start of the second game, the oldster moved his front row
center pukt three squares forward and one left oblique. I checked it
with an end pukt, and waited.

The contest was not going to be exacting enough to hold my
complete attention. Already an eidetic portion of my mind—which I
always thought of as a small machine, ticking away in one corner of
my skull, independent of any control or direction from me—was
moving its interest out to the spectators around my booth.

It caught a half-completed gesture of admiration at my last move
from a youth directly ahead of me. And with the motion, and the
glimpse of the youth’s face, something slipped into place in my
memory. Some subconscious counting finished itself, and I knew
that there had been too many of these youths, with faces like this
one, finely boned and smooth, with slender delicate necks and slim
hands and movements that were cool and detached. Far too many
to be a normal number in a population of adults and children.

As if drawn, my glance went past the forms of the watchers
around the booth and plumbed the passing crowd to the figure of a
man; a magnificent masculine type of the Veldian race, thick shoul-
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dered and strong, thoughtful in motion, yet with something of the
swagger of a gladiator, who, as he walked, spoke to the woman
who held his arm, leaning toward her cherishingly as if he pro-
tected a great prize.

She was wearing a concealing cloak, but her face was beautiful,
her hair semi-long, and in spite of the cloak I could see that her
body was full-fleshed and almost voluptuously feminine. I had seen
few such women on Velda.

Two of the slim, delicately built youths went by arm in arm,
walking with a slight defiant sway of bodies, and looked at the cou-
ple as they passed, with a pleasure in the way the man’s fascinated
attention clove to the woman, and looked at the beauty of the
woman possessively without lust, and passed by, their heads held
higher in pride as if they shared a secret triumph with her. Yet they
were strangers.

I had an answer to my counting. The “youths” with the large
eyes and smooth delicate heads, with the slim straight asexual bod-
ies, thought of themselves as women. I had not seen them treated
with the subdued attraction and conscious avoidance one sex gives
another, but by numbers . . . My memory added the number of
these “youths” to the numbers of figures and faces that had been
obviously female. It totaled to almost half the population I had
seen. No matter what the biological explanation, it seemed reasona-
ble that half . . .

I bent my head, to not see the enigma of the boy-woman face
watching me, and braced my elbow to steady my hand as I moved.
For two weeks I had been on Velda and during the second week I
had come out of hiding and passed as a Veldian. It was incredible
that I had been operating under a misunderstanding as to which
were women, and which men, and not blundered openly. The luck
that had saved me had been undeserved.

Opposite me, across the board, the bleach-skinned hand of the
oldster was beginning to waver with indecision as each pukt was
placed. He was seeing defeat, and not wishing to see it.

In eight more minutes I completed the rout of his forces and
closed out the game. In winning I had lost only two pukts. The
other’s defeat was crushing, but my ruthlessness had been deliber-
ate. I wanted my reputation to spread.

My sign, and the game in progress, by now had attracted a line
of challengers, but as the oldster left the line broke and most of
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them shook their heads and moved back, then crowded around the
booth and good-naturedly elbowed their way to positions of better
vantage.

I knew then that I had set my lure with an irresistible bait. On a
world where the Game was played from earliest childhood—was in
fact a vital aspect of their culture—my challenge could not be ig-
nored. I pocketed the loser’s blue slip and nodded to the first in line
of the four men who still waited to try me.

This second man played a better game than the old one. He had
a fine tight-knit offensive, with a good grasp of values, but his
weakness showed early in the game when I saw him hesitate before
making a simple move in a defensive play. He was not skilled in the
strategy of retreat and defense, or not suited to it by temperament.
He would be unable to cope with a swift forward press, I decided.

I was right.

Some of the challengers bet more, some less, all lost on the sec-
ond game. I purchased a nut and fruit confection from a passing
food vender and ate it for a sparse lunch while I played through
the late afternoon hours.

By the time Velda’s distant sun had begun to print long shadows
across the Fair grounds, I was certain that word of my booth had
spread well.

The crowd about the railing of my stand was larger—but the
players were fewer. Sometimes I had a break of several minutes be-
fore one made a decision to try his skill. And there were no more
challenges from ordinary players. Still the results were the same.
None had sufficient adroitness to give me more than a passing con-
test.

Until Caertin Vlosmin made his appearance.

Vlosmin played a game intended to be impregnably defensive, to
remain untouchable until an opponent made a misplay or an over-
zealous drive, of which he would then take advantage. But his
mental prowess was not quite great enough to be certain of a
sufficiently concealed or complex weakness in the approach of an
adversary, and he would not hazard an attack on an uncertainty.
Excess caution was his weakness.

During our play I sensed that the crowd about us was very intent
and still. On the outskirts, newcomers inquiring cheerfully were si-
lenced by whispered exclamations.

Though it required all my concentration the game was soon over.
I looked at Vlosmin as he rose to his feet, and noted with surprise
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that a fine spotting of moisture brightened his upper lip. Only then
did I recognize the strain and effort he had invested into the at-
tempt to defeat me.

“You are an exceptional craftsman,” he said. There was a grave
emphasis he put on the “exceptional” which I could not miss, and I
saw that his face was whiter.

His formal introduction of himself earlier as “Caertin Vlosmin”
had meant something more than I had realized at the time.

I had just played against, and defeated, one of the Great
Players!

The sun set a short time later and floating particles of light-
reflecting air-foam drifted out over the Fair grounds. Someway they
were held suspended above the ground while air currents tossed
them about and intermingled them in the radiance of vari-hued
spotlights. The area was still as bright as day, but filled with pale,
shifting shadows that seemed to heighten the byplay of sound and
excitement coming from the Fair visitors.

Around my booth all was quiet; the spectators were subdued—as
though waiting for the next act in a tense drama. I was very tired
now, but I knew by the tenseness I observed around me that I did
not have much longer to wait.

By the bubbles’ light I watched new spectators take their posi-
tions about my booth. And as time went by I saw that some of
them did not move on, as my earlier visitors had done.

The weight that rode my stomach muscles grew abruptly heavier.
I had set my net with all the audacity of a spider waiting for a fly,
yet I knew that when my anticipated victim arrived he would more
likely resemble a spider hawk. Still the weight was not caused by
fear: It was excitement—the excitement of the larger game about to

begin.

I was playing an opponent of recognizably less ability than Vlos-
min when I heard a stirring and murmuring in the crowd around
my stand. The stirring was punctuated by my opponent rising to his
feet.

I glanced up.

The big man who had walked into my booth was neither arro-
gant nor condescending, yet the confidence in his manner was like
an aura of strength. He had a deep reserve of vitality, I noted as I
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studied him carefully, but it was a leashed, controlled vitality. Like
most of the men of the Veldian race he wore a uniform, cut se-
verely plain, and undecorated. No flowing robes or tunics for these
men. They were a warrior race, unconcerned with the aesthetic
touches of personal dress, and left that strictly to their women.

The newcomer turned to my late opponent. His voice was im-
pressive, controlled. “Please finish your game,” he said cour-
teously.

The other shook his head. “The game is already as good as over.
My sword is broken. You are welcome to my place.”

The tall man turned to me. “If you don’t mind?”

“My pleasure,” I answered. “Please be seated.”

This was it.

My visitor shrugged his close wrapped cloak back from his shoul-
ders and took the chair opposite me. “I am Kalin Trobt,” he said.
As if he knew I had been expecting him.

In reply I came near to telling him my correct name. But Robert
O. Lang was a name that would have been alien to Velda. Using it
would have been as good as a confession. “Claustil Anteer,” I said,
giving a name I had invented earlier.

We played the first game as children play it, taking each other’s
pukts as the opportunity presented, making no attempt at finesse.
Trobt won, two up. Neither of us had made mention of a wager.
There would be more than money involved in this Game.

I noticed, when I glanced up before the second game, that the
spectators had been cleared from around the booth. Only the
inner, unmoving ring I had observed earlier remained now. They
watched calmly—professionally.

Fortunately I had no intention of trying to escape.

During the early part of the second game Trobt and I tested each
other carefully, as skilled swordsmen, probing, feinting, and sham-
ming attack, but never actually exposing ourselves. I detected what
could have been a slight tendency to gamble in Trobt’s game, but
there was no concrete situation to confirm it.

My first moves were entirely passive. Alertly passive. If I had
judged correctly the character of the big man opposite me, I had
only to ignore the bait he offered to draw me out, to disregard his
openings and apparent—too apparent—errors, until he became con-
vinced that I was unshakably cautious, and not to be tempted into
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making the first thrusts. For this was his weakness as I had guessed
it: That his was a gambling temperament—that when he saw an op-
portunity he would strike—without the caution necessary to insure
safety.

Pretending to move with timidity, and pausing with great delib-
eration over even the most obvious plays, I maneuvered only to de-
fend. Each time Trobt shifted to a new position of attack I covered
—until finally I detected the use of slightly more arm force than
necessary when he moved a pukt. It was the only sign of impa-
tience he gave, but I knew it was there.

Then it was that I left one—thin—opening,.

Trobt streaked a pukt through and cut out one of my middle
defenders.

Instead of making the obvious counter of taking his piece, I
played a pukt far removed from his invading man. He frowned in
concentration, lifted his arm—and his hand hung suspended over
the board.

Suddenly his eyes widened. His glance swept upward to my face
and what he saw there caused his expression to change to one of
mingled dismay and astonishment. There was but one move he
could make. When he made it his entire left flank would be ex-
posed. He had lost the game.

Abruptly he reached forward, touched his index finger to the tip
of my nose, and pressed gently. ]

After a minute during which neither of us spoke, I said, “You
know?”

He nodded. “Yes,” he said. “You're a Human.”

There was a stir and rustle of motion around me. The ring of
spectators had leaned forward a little as they heard his words. I
looked up and saw that they were smiling, inspecting me with curi-
osity and something that could have been called admiration. In the
dusk the clearest view was the ring of teeth, gleaming—the view a
rabbit might get of a circle of grinning foxes. Foxes might feel
friendly toward rabbits, and admire a good big one. Why not?

I suppressed an ineffectual impulse to deny what I was. The time
was past for that. “How did you find out?” I asked Trobt.

“Your Game. No one could play like that and not be well known.
And now your nose.”

“My nose?” I repeated.
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“Only one physical difference between a Human and a Veldian
is apparent on the surface. The nose cartilage. Yours is split—mine
is single.” He rose to his feet. “Will you come with me, please?”

It was not a request.

My guards walked singly and in couples, sometimes passing
Trobt and myself, sometimes letting us pass them, and sometimes
lingering at a booth, like any other walkers, and yet, unobtrusively
they held me encircled, always in the center of the group. I had al-
ready learned enough of the Veldian personality to realize that this
was simply a habit of tact. Tact to prevent an arrest from being
conspicuous, so as not to add the gaze of his fellows to whatever
punishment would be decided for a culprit’s offense. Apparently
they considered humiliation too deep a punishment to use indis-
criminately.

At the edge of the Fair grounds some of the watchers bunched
around me while others went to get the tricars. I stood and looked
across the park to The City. That was what it was called, The City,
The Citadel, The Hearthplace, the home place where one’s family
is kept safe, the sanctuary whose walls have never been pierced. All
those connotations had been in the name and the use of the name;
in the voices of those who spoke it. Sometimes they called it The
Hearth, and sometimes The Market, always The as if it were the
only one. ;

Though the speakers lived in other places and named them as the
homes of their ancestors, most of the Veldians were born here.
Their history was colored, I might say even shaped, by their long
era of struggle with the dleeth, a four-footed, hairy carnivora, phys-
ically little different from the big cats of Earth, but intelligent.
They had battled the Veldians in a struggle for survival from the
Veldians™ earliest memories until a couple centuries before my visit.
Now the last few surviving dleeth had found refuge in the frigid re-
gion of the north pole. With their physical superiority they proba-
bly would have won the struggle against the Veldians, except that
their instincts had been purely predatory, and they had no hands
and could not develop technology.

The City had been the one strong point that the dleeth had never
been able to breach. It had been held by one of the stronger clans,
and there was seldom unity among the tribes, yet any family about
to bear a child was given sanctuary within its walls.
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The clans were nomads—made so by the aggression of the dleeth
—but they always made every effort to reach The City when child-
birth was imminent. This explained, at least partly, why even
strangers from foreign areas regarded The City as their home
place.

I could see the Games Building from where I stood. In the
walled city called Hearth it was the highest point. Big and red, it
towered above the others, and the city around it rose to it like a
wave, its consort of surrounding smaller buildings matched to each
other in size and shape in concentric rings. Around each building
wound the ramps of elevator runways, harmonious and useful, each
of different colored stone, lending variety and warmth. Nowhere
was there a clash of either proportion or color, Sometimes I won-
dered if the Veldians did not build more for the joy of creating
symmetry, than because of utilitarian need.

I climbed into Trobt’s three-wheeled car as it stopped before me,
and the minute I settled into the bucket seat and gripped the brac-
ing handles, Trobt spun the car and it dived into the highway and
rushed toward the city. The vehicle seemed unstable, being about
the width of a motor bike, with side car in front, and having noth-
ing behind except a metal box that must have housed a powerful
battery, and a shaft with the rear wheel that did the steering. It
was an arrangement that made possible sudden wrenching turns
that were battering to any passenger as unused to it as I. To my
conditioning it seemed that the Veldians on the highway drove like
madmen, the traflic rules were incomprehensible or nonexistent,
and all drivers seemed determined to drive only in gull-like sweep-
ing lines, giving no obvious change of course for other such cars,
brushing by tricars from the opposite direction with an inch or less
of clearance.

Apparently the maneuverability of the cars and the skill of the
drivers were enough to prevent accidents, and I had to force my to-
tally illogical drivers’ reflexes to relax and stop tensing against the
nonexistent peril.

I studied Trobt as he drove, noting the casual way he held the
wheel, and the assurance in the set of his shoulders. I tried to form
a picture in my mind of the kind of man he was, and just what
were the motivations that would move or drive him.

Physically he was a long-faced man, with a smooth muscular
symmetry, and an Asiatic cast to his eyes. I was certain that he ex-
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celled at whatever job he held. In fact I was prepared to believe
that he would excel at anything he tried. He was undoubtedly one
of those amazing men for whom the exceptional was mere routine.
If he were to be cast in the role of my opponent: be the person in
whom the opposition of this race would be actualized—as I now an-
ticipated—I would not have wanted to bet against him.

The big skilled man was silent for several minutes, weaving the
tricar with smooth swerves through a three-way tangle at an inter-
section, but twice he glanced at my expression with evident curios-
ity. Finally, as a man would state an obvious fact he said, “I pre-
sume you know you will be executed.”

Trobt’s face reflected surprise at the shock he must have read in
mine. I had known the risk I would be taking in coming here, of
course, and of the very real danger that it might end in my death.
But this had come up on me too fast. I had not realized that the
affair had progressed to the point where my death was already as-
sured. I had thought that there would be negotiations, consul-
tations, and perhaps ultimatums. But only if they failed did I be-
lieve that the repercussions might carry me along to my death.

However, there was the possibility that Trobt was merely testing
my courage. I decided on boldness. “No,” I said. “I do not expect
to be executed.”

Trobt raised his eyebrows and slowed, presumably to gain more
time to talk. With a sudden decision he swung the tricar from the
road into one of the small parks spread at regular intervals along
the highway.

“Surely you don’t think we would let you live? There’s a state of
war between Velda and your Ten Thousand Worlds. You admit
that youre Human, and obviously you are here to spy. Yet when
you're captured, you do not expect to be executed?”

“Was I captured?” I asked, emphasizing the last word.

He pondered on that a moment, but apparently did not come up
with an answer that satisfied him. “I presume your question means
something,” he said.

“If T had wanted to keep my presence here a secret, would I
have set up a booth at the Fair and invited inspection?” I asked.

He waved one hand irritably, as though to brush aside a pica-
yune argument. “Obviously you did it to test yourself against us, to
draw the great under your eye, and perhaps become a friend,
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treated as an equal with access to knowledge of our plans and
weapons. Certainly! Your tactic drew two members of the Council
into your net before it was understood. If we had accepted you
as a previously unknown Great, you would have won. You are
a gambling man, and you played a gambler’s hand. You lost.”

Partly he was right.

“My deliberate purpose was to reach you,” I said, “or someone
else with sufficient authority to listen to what I have to say.”

Trobt pulled the vehicle deeper into the park. He watched the
cars of our escort settling to rest before and behind us. I detected a
slight unease and rigidity in his stillness as he said, “Speak then.
I'm listening.”

“T've come to negotiate,” I told him,

Something like a flash of puzzlement crossed his features before
they returned to tighter immobility. Unexpectedly he spoke in
Earthian, my own language. “Then why did you choose this
method? Would it not have been better simply to announce your-
self?”

This was the first hint he had given that he might have visited
our Worlds before I visited his. Though we had suspected before I
came that some of them must have. They probably knew of our ex-
istence years before we discovered them.

Ignoring his change of language, I replied, still speaking Veldian,
“Would it have been that simple? Or would some minor official, on
capturing me, perhaps have had me imprisoned, or tortured to ex-
tract information?”

Again the suppressed puzzlement in the shift of position as he
looked at me. “They would have treated you as an envoy, repre-
senting your Ten Thousand Worlds. You could have spoken to the
Council immediately.” He spoke in Veldian now.

“I did not know that,” I said. “You refused to receive our fleet
envoys; why should I expect you to accept me any more readily?”

Trobt started to speak, stopped, and turned in his seat to regard
me levelly and steadily, his expression unreadable. “Tell me what
you have to say then. I will judge whether or not the Council will
listen.”

“To begin with—" I looked away from the expressionless eyes,
out the windshield, down the vistas of brown short trees that grew
between each small park and the next. “Until an exploring party of



SECOND GAME 109

ours found signs of extensive mining operations on a small metal-
rich planet, we knew nothing of your existence. We were not even
aware that another race in the galaxy had discovered faster than
light space travel. But after the first clue we were alert for other
signs, and found them. Our discovery of your planet was bound to
come. However, we did not expect to be met on our first visit with
an attack of such hostility as you displayed.”

“When we learned that you had found us,” Trobt said, “we sent
a message to your Ten Thousand Worlds, warning them that we
wanted no contact with you. Yet you sent a fleet of spaceships
against us.”

I hesitated before answering. “That phrase, ‘sent against us,” is
hardly the correct one,” I said. “The fleet was sent for a diplomatic
visit, and was not meant as an aggressive action.” I thought, But
obviously the display of force was intended “diplomatically” to
frighten you people into being polite. In diplomacy the smile, the
extended hand—and the big stick visible in the other hand—had ob-
viated many a war, by giving the stranger a chance to choose a
hand, in full understanding of the alternative. We showed our mus-
cle to your little planet—you showed your muscle. And now we are
ready to be polite.

I hoped these people would understand the face-saving ritual of
negotiation, the disclaimers of intent, that would enable each side
to claim that there had been no war, merely accident.

“We did not at all feel that you were justified in wiping the fleet
from space,” I said. “But it was probably a legitimate misunder-
standing—"

“You had been warned!” Trobt’s voice was grim, his expression
not inviting of further discussion. I thought I detected a bunching
of the muscles in his arms.

For a minute I said nothing, made no gesture. Apparently this
angle of approach was unproductive—and probably explosive. Also,
trying to explain and justify the behavior of the Federation politi-
cos could possibly become rather taxing.

“Surely you don’t intend to postpone negotiations indefinitely?” I
asked tentatively. “One planet cannot conquer the entire Federa-
tion.”

The bunched muscles of his arms strained until they pulled his
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shoulders, and his lips whitened with the effort of controlling some
savage anger. Apparently my question had impugned his pride.

This, I decided quickly, was not the time to make an enemy. “I
apologize if I have insulted you,” I said in Earthian. “I do not yet
always understand what I am saying, in your language.”

He hesitated, made some kind of effort, and shifted to Earthian.
“It is not a matter of strength, or weakness,” he said, letting his
words ride out on his released breath, “but of behavior, courtesy.
We would have left you alone, but now it is too late. We will drive
your faces into the ground. I am certain that we can, but if we
could not, still we would try. To imply that we would not try, from
fear, seems to me words to soil the mouth, not worthy of a man
speaking to a man. We are converting our ships of commerce to
war. Your people will see soon that we will fight.”

“Is it too late for negotiation?” I asked.

His forehead wrinkled into a frown and he stared at me in an
effort of concentration. When he spoke it was with a considered
hesitation. “If I make a great effort I can feel that you are sincere,
and not speaking to mock or insult. It is strange that beings who
look so much like ourselves can”~he rubbed a hand across his eyes
—“pause a moment. When I say ‘yag loogt-n’balt what does it
mean to you in Earthish?”

“I must play.” I hesitated as he turned one hand palm down, sig-
nifying that I was wrong. “I must duel,” I said, finding another
meaning in the way I had heard the phrase expressed. It was a
strong meaning, judging by the tone and inflection the speaker had
used. I had mimicked the tone without full understanding. The
verb was perhaps stronger than must, meaning something inescap-
able, fated, but I could find no Earthian verb for it. I understood
why Trobt dropped his hand to the seat without turning it palm up
to signify that I was correct.

“There may be no such thought on the Human worlds,” he said
resignedly. “I have to explain as to a child or a madman. I cannot
explain in Veldian, for it has no word to explain what needs no ex-
planation.”

He shifted to Earthian, his controlled voice sounding less con-
trolled when moving with the more fluid inflections of my own
tongue. “We said we did not want further contact. Nevertheless
you sent the ships—deliberately in disregard of our expressed de-
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sire. That was an insult, a deep insult, meaning we have not
strength to defend our word, meaning we are so helpless that we
can be treated with impoliteness, like prisoners, or infants.

“Now we must show you which of us is helpless, which is the
weakling. Since you would not respect our wishes, then in order to
be not-further-insulted we must make of your people a captive or a
child in helplessness, so that you will be without power to affront
us another time.”

“If apologies are in order—"

He interrupted with raised hand, still looking at me very
earnestly with forehead wrinkled, thought half turned inward in
difficult introspection of his own meaning, as well as a grasping for
my viewpoint.

“The insult of the fleet can only be wiped out in the blood of
testing—of battle—and the test will not stop until one or the other
shows that he is too weak to struggle. There is no other way.”

He was demanding total surrender|

I saw it was a subject that could not be debated. The Federation
had taken on a bearcat this timel

“I stopped because I wanted to understand you,” Trobt resumed.
“Because the others will not understand how you could be an en-
voy—how your Federation could send an envoy—except as an insult.
I have seen enough of Human strangeness to be not maddened by
the insolence of an emissary coming to us, or by your people ex-
pecting us to exchange words when we carry your first insult still
unwashed from our face. I can even see how it could perhaps be
considered not an insult, for I have seen your people living on their
planets and they suffered insult from each other without striking,
until finally I saw that they did not know when they were insulted,
as a deaf man does not know when his name is called.”

I listened to the quiet note of his voice, trying to recognize the
attitude that made it different from his previous tones—calm and
slow and deep. Certainty that what he was saying was important

. . conscious tolerance . . . generosity.

Trobt turned on the tricar’s motor and put his hands on the steer-
ing shaft. “You are a man worthy of respect,” he said, looking down
the dark empty road ahead. “I wanted you to understand us. To
see the difference between us. So that you will not think us without
justice.” The car began to move.

“I wanted you to understand why you will die.”
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I said nothing—having nothing to say. But I began immediately
to bring my report up to date, recording the observations during
the games, and recording with care this last conversation, with the
explanation it carried of the Veldian reactions that had been pre-
viously obscure.

I used nerve-twitch code, “typing” on a tape somewhere inside
myself the coded record of everything that had passed since the
last time I brought the report up to date. The typing was easy, like
flexing a finger in code jerks, but I did not know exactly where the
recorder was located. It was some form of transparent plastic which
would not show up on X ray. The surgeons had imbedded it in my
flesh while I was unconscious, and had implanted a mental block
against my noticing which small muscle had been linked into the
contrivance for the typing.

If I died before I was able to return to Earth, there were several
capsuled chemicals buried at various places in my body, that inter-
mingled, would temporarily convert my body to a battery for a
high powered broadcast of the tape report, destroying the tape and
my body together. This would go into action only if my tempera-
ture fell fifteen degrees below the temperature of life.

I became aware that Kalin Trobt was speaking again, and that I
had let my attention wander while recording, and taped some sub-
jective material. The code twitches easily became an unconscious
accompaniment to memory and thought, and this was the second
time I had found myself recording more than necessary.

Trobt watched the dark road, threading among buildings and
past darkened vehicles. His voice was thoughtful. “In the early
days, Miklas of Danlee, when he had the Ornan family sur-
rounded and outnumbered, wished not to destroy them, for he
needed good warriors, and in another circumstance they could have
been his friends. Therefore he sent a slave to them with an offer of
terms of peace. The Ornan family had the slave skinned while
alive, smeared with salt and grease so that he would not bleed, and
sent back, tied in a bag of his own skin, with a message of no. The
chroniclers agree that since the Ornan family was known to be hon-
orable, Miklas should not have made the offer.

“In another time and battle, the Cheldos were offered terms of
surrender by an envoy. Nevertheless they won against superior
forces, and gave their captives to eat a stew whose meat was the
envoy of the offer to surrender. Being given to eat their own words
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as youd say in Earthish. Such things are not done often, because
the offer is not given.”

He wrenched the steering post sideways and the tricar turned al-
most at right angles, balanced on one wheel for a dizzy moment,
and fled up a great spiral ramp winding around the outside of the
red Games Building.

Trobt still looked ahead, not glancing at me. “I understand, from
observing them, that you Earthians will lie without soiling the
mouth. What are you here for, actually?”

“I came from interest, but I intend, given the opportunity, to ob-
serve and to report my observations back to my government. They
should not enter a war without knowing anything about you.”

“Good.” He wrenched the car around another abrupt turn into a
red archway in the side of the building, bringing it to a stop inside.
The sound of the other tricars entering the tunnel echoed hollowly
from the walls and died as they came to a stop around us. “You are
a spy then.”

“Yes,” I said, getting out. I had silently resigned my commission
as envoy some five minutes earlier. There was little point in deliver-
ing political messages, if they have no result except to have one
skinned or made into a stew.

A heavy door with the seal of an important official engraved
upon it opened before us. In the forepart of the room we entered, a
slim-bodied creature with the face of a girl sat with crossed legs on
a platform like a long coffee table, sorting vellum marked with the
dots and dashes, arrows and pictures, of the Veldian language.

She had green eyes, honeyed-olive complexion, a red mouth, and
purple black hair. She stopped to work an abacus, made a notation
on one of the stiff sheets of vellum, then glanced up to see who had
come in. She saw us, and glanced away again, as if she had coolly
made a note of our presence and gone back to her work, sorting the
vellum sheets and stacking them in thin shelves with quick graceful
motions.

“Kalin Trobt of Pagael,” a man on the far side of the room said, a
man sitting cross-legged on a dais covered with brown fur and scat-
tered papers. He accepted the hand Trobt extended and they
gripped wrists in a locked gesture of friendship. “And how survive
the other sons of the citadel of Pagael?”

“Well, and continuing in friendship to the house of Lyagin,”
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Trobt replied carefully. “I have seen little of my kin. There are
many farlanders all around us, and between myself and my hearth-
folk swarm the adopted.”

“It is not like the old days, Kalin Trobt. In a dream I saw a rock
sink from the weight of sons, and I longed for the sight of a land
that is without strangers.”

“We are all kinfolk now, Lyagin.”

“My hearth pledged it.”

Lyagin put his hand on a stack of missives which he had been
considering, his face thoughtful, sparsely fleshed, mostly skull and
tendon, his hair bound back from his face, and wearing a short
white cotton dress beneath a light fur cape.

He was an old man, already in his senility, and now he was lost
in a lapse of awareness of what he had been doing a moment be-
fore. By no sign did Trobt show impatience, or even consciousness
of the other’s lapse.

Lyagin raised his head after a minute and brought his rheumy
eyes into focus on us. “You bring someone in regard to an inquiry?”
he asked.

“The one from the Ten Thousand Worlds,” Trobt replied.

Lyagin nodded apologetically. “I received word that he would
be brought,” he said. “How did you capture him?”

“He came.”

The expression must have had some connotation that I did not
recognize for the official let his glance cross mine, and I caught one
slight flicker of interest in his eyes. “You say these Humans lie?” he
asked Trobt.

“Frequently. It is considered almost honorable to lie to an enemy
in circumstances where one may profit by it.”

“You brought back from his worlds some poison which insures
their speaking the truth, I believe?”

“Not a poison, something they call drugs, which affects one like
strong drink, dulling a man and changing what he might do. Under
its influence he loses his initiative of decision.”

“You have this with you?”

“Yes.” Trobt was going to waste no time getting from me any-
thing I had that might be of value to them.

“It will be interesting having an enemy co-operate,” Lyagin said.
“If he finds no way to kill himself, he can be very useful to us.” So
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far my contact with the Veldians had not been going at all as I had
hoped and planned.

The boy-girl at the opposite side of the room finished a problem
on the abacus, noted the answer, and glanced directly at my face,
at my expression, then locked eyes with me for a brief moment.
When she glanced down to the vellum again it was as if she had
seen whatever she had looked up to see, and was content. She sat a
little straighter as she worked, and moved with an action that was
a little less supple and compliant.

I believe she had seen me as a man.

During the questioning I made no attempt to resist the drug’s
influence. I answered truthfully—but literally. Many times my an-
swers were undecidable—because I knew not the answers, or I
lacked the data to give them. And the others were cloaked under a
full literal subtlety that made them useless to the Veldians. Ques-
tions such as the degree of unity existing between the Worlds: 1
answered—truthfully—that they were united under an authority
with supreme power of decision. The fact that that authority had
no actual force behind it; that it was subject to the whims and fluc-
tuations of sentiment and politics of intraalliances; that it had dete-
riorated into a mere supernumerary body of impractical theorists
that occupied itself, in a practical sphere, only with picayune mat-
ters, I did not explain. It was not asked of me.

Would our Worlds fight? I answered that they would fight to
the death to defend their liberty and independence. I did not add
that that will to fight would evidence itself first in internecine bick-
ering, procrastinations, and jockeying to avoid the worst thrusts of
the enemy—before it finally resolved itself into a united front
against attack.

By early morning Trobt could no longer contain his impatience.
He stepped closer. “We're going to learn one thing,” he said, and
his voice was harsh. “Why did you come here?”

“To learn all that I could about you,” I answered.

“You came to find a way to whip us!”

It was not a question and I had no necessity to answer.

“Have you found the way?”

“No.”

“If you do, and you are able, will you use that knowledge to kill
us?”



116 Spy Story

“No.”

Trobt’s eyebrows raised. “No?” he repeated. “Then why do you
want it?”

“I hope to find a solution that will not harm either side.”

“But if you found that a solution was not possible, you would be
willing to use your knowledge to defeat us?”

“Yes.”

“Even if it meant that you had to exterminate us—man, woman,
and child?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Are you so certain that you are right, that you walk with
God, and that we are knaves?”

“If the necessity to destroy one civilization or the other arose,
and the decision were mine to make, I would rule against you be-
cause of the number of sentient beings involved.”

Trobt cut the argument out from under me. “What if the situa-
tion were reversed, and your side was in the minority? Would you
choose to let them die?”

I bowed my head as I gave him the truthful answer. “I would
choose for my own side, no matter what the circumstances.”

The interrogation was over.

On the drive to Trobt’s home I was dead tired, and must have
slept for a few minutes with my eyes open. With a start I heard
Trobt say, “ . . that a man with ability enough to be a games—
chess—master is given no authority over his people, but merely con-
sulted on occasional abstract questions of tactics.”

“It is the nature of the problem.” I caught the gist of his com-
ment from his last words and did my best to answer it. I wanted
nothing less than to engage in conversation, but I realized that the
interest he was showing now was just the kind I had tried to guide
him to, earlier in the evening. If I could get him to understand us
better, our motivations and ideals, perhaps even our frailties, there
would be more hope for a compatible meeting of minds. “Among
peoples of such mixed natures, such diverse histories and philos-
ophies, and different ways of life, most administrative problems
are problems of a choice of whims, of changing and conflicting
goals; not how to do what a people want done, but what they want
done, and whether their next generation will want it enough to
make work on it, now, worthwhile.”
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“They sound insane,” Trobt said. “Are your administrators sup-
posed to serve the flickering goals of demented minds?”

“We must weigh values. What is considered good may be a mat-
ter of viewpoint, and may change from place to place, from genera-
tion to generation. In determining what people feel and what their
unvoiced wants are, a talent of strategy, and an impatience with
the illogic of others, are not qualifications.”

“The good is good, how can it change?” Trobt asked. “I do not
understand.”

I saw that truly he could not understand, since he had seen noth-
ing of the clash of philosophies among a mixed people. I tried to
think of ways it could be explained; how to show him that a people
who let their emotions control them more than their logic, would
unavoidably do many things they could not justify or take pride in
—but that that emotional predominance was what had enabled
them to grow, and spread throughout their part of the galaxy—and
be, in the main, happy.

I was tired, achingly tired. More, the events of the long day, and
Velda’s heavier gravity had taken me to the last stages of exhaus-
tion. Yet I wanted to keep that weakness from Trobt. It was possi-
ble that he, and the other Veldians, would judge the Humans by
what they observed in me.

Trobt’s attention was on his driving and he did not notice that I
followed his conversation only with difficulty. “Have you had only
the two weeks of practice in the Game, since you came?” he asked.

I kept my eyes open with an effort and breathed deeply. Velda’s
one continent, capping the planet on its upper third, merely
touched what would have been a temperate zone. During its short
summer its mean temperature hung in the low sixties. At night it
dropped to near freezing. The cold night air bit into my lungs and
drove the fog of exhaustion from my brain.

“No,” I answered Trobt’s question. “I learned it before I came. A
chess adept wrote me, in answer to an article on chess, that a man
from one of the outworlds had shown him a game of greater rich-
ness and flexibility than chess, with much the same feeling to the
player, and had beaten him in three games of chess after only two
games to learn it, and had said that on his own planet this chesslike
game was the basis for the amount of authority with which a man
is invested. The stranger would not name his planet.
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“I hired an investigating agency to learn the whereabouts of this
planet. There was none in the Ten Thousand Worlds. That meant
that the man had been a very ingenious liar, or—that he had come
from Velda.”

“It was I, of course,” Trobt acknowledged.

“I realized that from your conversation. The sender of the letter,”
I resumed, “was known to me as a chess champion of two Worlds.
The matter tantalized my thoughts for weeks, and finally I decided
to try to arrange a visit to Velda. If you had this game, I wanted to
try myself against your skilled ones.”

“I understand that desire very well,” Trobt said. “The same
temptation caused me to be indiscreet when I visited your Worlds.
I have seldom been able to resist the opportunity for an intellectual
gambit.”

“It wasn’t much more than a guess that I would find the Game
on Velda,” I said. “But the lure was too strong for me to pass it by.”

“Even if you came intending to challenge, you had little enough
time to learn to play as you have—against men who have spent life-
times learning. I'd like to try you again soon, if I may.”

“Certainly.” 1 was in little mood or condition to welcome any fur-
ther polite conversation. And I did not appreciate the irony of his
request—to the best of my knowledge I was still under a sentence
of early death.

Trobt must have caught the bleakness in my reply for he glanced
quickly over his shoulder at me. “There will be time,” he said,
gently for him. “Several days at least. You will be my guest.” I
knew that he was doing his best to be kind. His decision that I
must die had not been prompted by any meanness of nature: To
him it was only—inevitable.

The next day I sat at one end of a Games table in a side wing of
his home while Trobt leaned against the wall to my left. “Having a
like nature I can well understand the impulse that brought you
here,” he said. “The supreme gamble. Playing—with your life the
stake in the game. Nothing you've ever experienced can compare
with it. And even now—when you have lost, and will die—youn do
not regret it, I'm certain.”

“I'm afraid youre overestimating my courage, and misinterpret-
ing my intentions,” I told him, feeling instinctively that this would
be a good time to again present my arguments. “I came because 1



SECOND GAME 119

hoped to reach a better understanding. We feel that an absolutely
unnecessary war, with its resulting death and destruction, would be
foolhardy. And I fail to see your viewpoint. Much of it strikes me as
stupid racial pride.”

Trobt ignored the taunt. “The news of your coming is the first
topic of conversation in The City,” he said. “The clans understand
that you have come to challenge; one man against a nation. They
greatly admire your audacity.”

“Look,” 1 said, becoming angry and slipping into Earthian. “I
don’t know whether you consider me a damn fool or not. But if you
think I came here expecting to die; that I'm looking forward to it
with pleasure—"

He stopped me with an idle gesture of one hand. “You deceive
yourself if you believe what you say,” he commented. “Tell me
this: Would you have stayed away if you had known just how great
the risk was to be?”

I was surprised to find that I did not have a ready answer to his
question.

“Shall we play?” Trobt asked.

We played three games; Trobt with great skill, employing di-
versified and ingenious attacks. But he still had that bit too much
audacity in his execution. I won each time.

“You're undoubtedly a Master,” Trobt said at the end of the third
game. “But that isn’t all of it. Would you like me to tell you why I
can’t beat you?”

“Can you?” I asked.

“I think so,” he said. “I wanted to try against you again and
again, because each time it did not seem that you had defeated me,
but only that I had played badly, made childish blunders, and that
I lost each game before we ever came to grips. Yet when I entered
the duel against you a further time, I'd begin to blunder again.”

He shoved his hands more deeply under his weapons belt, lean-
ing back and observing me with his direct inspection. “My blunder-
ing then has to do with you, rather than myself,” he said. “Your
play is excellent, of course, but there is more beneath the surface
than above. This is your talent: You lose the first game to see an
opponent’s weakness—and play it against him.”

I could not deny it. But neither would I concede it. Any small ad-
vantage I might hold would be sorely needed later.
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“I understand Humans a little,” Trobt said. “Enough to know
that very few of them would come to challenge us without some
other purpose. They have no taste for death, with glory or without.”

Again I did not reply.

“I believe,” Trobt said, “that you came here to challenge in your
own way, which is to find any weakness we might have, either in
our military, or in some odd way, in our very selves.”

Once again—with a minimum of help from me—he had arrived in
his reasoning at a correct answer. From here on—against this man—
I would have to walk a narrow line.

“I think,” Trobt said more slowly, glancing down at the board
between us, then back at my expression, “that this may be the First
Game, and that you are more dangerous than you seem, that you
are accepting the humiliation of allowing yourself to be thought of
as weaker than you are, in actuality. You intend to find our weak-
ness, and you expect somehow to tell your states what you find.”

I looked across at him without moving. “What weakness do you
fear I've seen?” I countered.

Trobt placed his hands carefully on the board in front of him and
rose to his feet. Before he could say what he intended a small boy
pulling something like a toy riding-horse behind him came into the
game room and grabbed Trobt’s trouser leg. He was the first blond
child I had seen on Velda.

The boy pointed at the swords on the wall. “Da,” he said be-
seechingly, making reaching motions. “Da.”

Trobt kept his attention on me. After a moment a faint humorless
smile moved his lips. He seemed to grow taller, with the impression
a strong man gives when he remembers his strength. “You will find
no weakness,” he said. He sat down again and placed the child on
his lap.

The boy grabbed immediately at the abacus hanging on Trobt’s
belt and began playing with it, while Trobt stroked his hair. All the
Veldians dearly loved children, I had noticed.

“Do you have any idea how many of our ships were used to wipe
out your fleet?” he asked abruptly.

As I allowed myself to show the interest I felt he put a hand on
the boy’s shoulder and leaned forward. “One,” he said.

1 very nearly called Trobt a liar—one ship obliterating a thousand
—before I remembered that Veldians were not liars, and that Trobt
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obviously was not lying. Somehow this small under-populated
planet had developed a science of weapons that vastly exceeded
that of the Ten Thousand Worlds.

I had thought that perhaps my vacation on this Games-mad
planet would result in some mutual information that would bring
quick negotiation or conciliation: That players of a chesslike game
would be easy to approach: That I would meet men intelligent
enough to see the absurdity of such an ill-fated war against the
overwhelming odds of the Ten Thousand Worlds Federation. Intel-
ligent enough to foresee the disaster that would result from such a
fight. It began to look as if the disaster might be to the Ten Thou-
sand and not to the one.

Thinking, I walked alone in Trobt’s roof garden.

Walking in Velda’s heavy gravity took more energy than I cared
to expend, but too long a period without exercise brought a dull
ache to the muscles of my shoulders and at the base of my neck.

This was my third evening in the house. I had slept at least ten
hours each night since I arrived, and found myself exhausted at
day’s end, unless I was able to take a nap or lie down during the af-
ternoon.

The flowers and shrubbery in the garden seemed to feel the
weight of gravity also, for most of them grew low, and many sent
creepers out along the ground. Overhead strange formations of
stars clustered thickly and shed a glow on the garden very like
Earth’s moonlight.

I was just beginning to feel the heavy drag in my leg tendons
when a woman’s voice said, “Why don’t you rest a while?” It spun
me around as I looked for the source of the voice.

I found her in a nook in the bushes, seated on a contour chair
that allowed her to stretch out in a half-reclining position. She must
have weighed near to two hundred—Earth-weight—pounds.

But the thing that had startled me more than the sound of her
voice was that she had spoken in the universal language of the Ten
Thousand Worlds. And without accent!

“You're—?” 1 started to ask.

“Human,” she finished for me.

“How did you get here?” I inquired eagerly.

“With my husband.” She was obviously enjoying my astonish-
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ment. She was a beautiful woman, in a gentle bovine way, and very
friendly. Her blond hair was done up in tight ringlets.

“Youmean . . . Trobt?” I asked.

“Yes.” As I stood trying to phrase my wonderment into more
questions, she asked, “You're the Earthman, aren’t you?”

Inodded. “Are you from Earth?”

“No,” she answered. “My home world is Mandel's Planet, in the
Thumb group.”

She indicated a low hassock of a pair, and I seated myself on the
lower and leaned an elbow on the higher, beginning to smile. It
would have been difficult not to smile in the presence of anyone so
contented. “How did you meet Trobt?” I asked.

“It’s a simple love story. Kalin visited Mandel—without revealing
his true identity of course—met, and courted me. I learned to love
him, and agreed to come to his world as his wife.”

“Did you know that he wasnt . . . That he . . .” I stumbled over
just how to phrase the question. And wondered if I should have
started it.

Her teeth showed white and even as she smiled. She propped a
pillow under one plump arm and finished my sentence for me.
“. . . That he wasn’t Human?” I was grateful for the way she put
me at ease—almost as though we had been old friends.

I nodded.

“I didn’t know.” For a moment she seemed to draw back into her
thoughts, as though searching for something she had almost forgot-
ten. “He couldn’t tell me. It was a secret he had to keep. When I
arrived here and learned that his planet wasn’t a charted world,
was not even Human, I was a little uncertain and lonesome. But
not frightened. I knew Kalin would never let me be hurt. Even my
lonesomeness left quickly. Kalin and I love each other very deeply.
I couldn’t be more happy than I am now.”

She seemed to see I did not consider that my question had been
answered—completely. “Youre wondering still if I mind that he
isw’t Human, aren’t you?” she asked. “Why should I? After all, what
does it mean to be ‘Human’? It is only a word that differentiates
one group of people from another. I seldom think of the Veldians
as being different—and certainly never that they’re beneath me.”

“Does it bother you—if youll pardon this curiosity of mine—that
you will never be able to bear Kalin’s children?”
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“The child you saw the first morning is my son,” she answered
complacently.

“But that’s impossible,” I blurted.

“Is it?” she asked. “You saw the proof.”

“I'm no expert at this sort of thing,” I said slowly, “but T've al-
ways understood that the possibility of two separate species pro-
ducing offspring was a million to one.”

“Greater than that, probably,” she agreed. “But whatever the
odds, sooner or later the number is bound to come up. This was it.”

I shook my head, but there was no arguing a fact. “Wasn’t it a
bit unusual that Kalin didn’t marry a Veldian woman?”

“He has married—two of them,” she answered. “I'm his third
wife.”

“Then they do practice polygamy,” I said. “Are you content with
such a marriage?”

“Oh yes,” she answered. “You see, besides being very much
loved, I occupy a rather enviable position here. I, ah . . .” She grew
slightly flustered. “Well . . . the other women—the Veldian women
—can bear children only once every eight years, and during the
other seven . . .” She hesitated again and I saw a tinge of red creep
into her cheeks. She was obviously embarrassed, but she laughed
and resolutely went on.

“During the other seven, they lose their feminine appearance,
and don’t think of themselves as women. While I . . .” T watched
with amusement as her color deepened and her glance dropped. “T
am always of the same sex, as you might say, always a woman. My
husband is the envy of all his friends.”

After her first reticence she talked freely, and I learned then the
answer to the riddle of the boy-girls of Velda. And at least one
reason for their great affection for children.

One year of fertility in eight . . .

Once again I saw the imprint of the voracious dleeth on this peo-
ple’s culture. In their age-old struggle with their cold planet and its
short growing seasons—and more particularly with the dleeth—the
Veldian women had been shaped by evolution to better fit their en-
vironment. The women’s strength could not be spared for frequent
childbearing—so childbearing had been limited. Further, one small
child could be carried in the frequent flights from the dleeth, but
not more than one. Nature had done its best to cope with the prob-
lem: In the off seven years she tightened the women’s flesh, atro-
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phying glands and ergans—making them nonfunctional—and chang-
ing their bodies to be more fit to labor and survive—and to fight, if
necessary. It was an excellent adaptation—for a time and environ-
ment where a low birth rate was an asset to survival.

But this adaptation had left only a narrow margin for race per-
petuation. Each woman could bear only four children in her life-
time. That, I realized as we talked, was the reason why the Veldians
had not colonized other planets, even though they had space flight
—and why they probably never would, without a drastic change in
their biological make-up. That left so little ground for a quarrel be-
tween them and the Ten Thousand Worlds. Yet here we were,
poised to spring into a death struggle.

“You are a very unusual woman.” My attention returned to
Trobt’s wife. “In a very unusual situation.”

“Thank you,” she accepted it as a compliment. She made ready
to rise. “I hope you enjoy your visit here. And that I may see you
again before you return to Earth.”

I realized then that she did not know of my peculiar position in
her home. I wondered if she knew even of the threat of war be-
tween us and her adopted people. I decided not, or she would
surely have spoken of it. Either Trobt had deliberately avoided tell-
ing her, perhaps to spare her the pain it would have caused, or she
had noted that the topic of my presence was disturbing to him and
bad tactfully refrained from inquiring. For just a moment I won-
dered if I should explain everything to her, and have her use the
influence she must have with Trobt. I dismissed the idea as un-
worthy—and useless.

“Good night,” I said.

The next evening as we rode in a tricar Trobt asked if I would
like to try my skill against a better Games player.

“I had assumed you were the best,” I said.

“Only the second best,” he answered. “It would be interesting to
compare your game with that of our champion. If you can whip
him, perhaps we will have to revise our opinion of you Humans.”

He spoke as though in jest, but I saw more behind his words than
he intended me to see. Here at last might be a chance to do a posi-
tive service for my side. “I would be happy to play,” I said.

Trobt parked the tricar on a side avenue and we walked perhaps
a hundred yards. We stopped at the door of a small one-story stone
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house and Trobt tapped with his fingernails on a hollow gong
buried in the wood.

After a minute a curtain over the door glass was drawn back and
an old woman with straggly gray hair peered out at us. She recog-
nized Trobt and opened the door.

We went in. Neither Trobt nor the old woman spoke. She turned
her back after closing the door and went to stir embers in a stone
grate.

Trobt motioned with his head for me to follow and led the way
into a back room.

“Robert O. Lang,” he said, “I would like you to meet Yondtl.”

I looked across the room in the direction Trobt had indicated.
My first impression was of a great white blob, propped up on a
couch and supported by the wall at its back.

Then the thing moved. Moved its eyes. It was alive. Its eyes told
me also that it was a man. If I could call it a man.

His head was large and bloated, with blue eyes, washed almost
colorless, peering out of deep pouches of flesh. He seemed to have
no neck; almost as though his great head were merely an extension
of the trunk, and separated only by puffy folds of fat. Other lap-
pings of flesh hung from his body in great thick rolls.

It took another minute of fascinated inspection before I saw that
he had no arms, and that no legs reached from his body to the floor.
The entire sight of him made me want to leave the room and be
sick.

“Robert O. Lang is an Earthian who would challenge you, sir,”
Trobt addressed the monstrosity.

The other gave no sign that I could see but Trobt went to pull a
Games table at the side of the room over toward us. “I will serve as
his hands,” Trobt said.

The pale blue eyes never left my face.

I stood without conscious thought until Trobt pushed a chair
under me. Mentally I shook myself. With unsteady hands—I had to
do something with them—I reached for the pukts before me. “Do
you . . . do you have a choice . . . of colors, sir?” I stammered, try-
ing to make up for my earlier rudeness of staring.

The lips of the monstrosity quivered, but he made no reply.

All this while Trobt had been watching me with amusement.
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“He is deaf and speechless,” Trobt said. “Take either set. I will
place the other before him.”

Absently T pulled the red pieces toward me and placed them on
their squares.

“In deference to you as a visitor, you will play ‘second game
counts,’” Trobt continued. He was still enjoying my consternation.
“He always allows his opponent the first move. You may begin
when you are ready.”

With an effort I forced myself to concentrate on the playing
board. My start, I decided, must be orthodox. I had to learn some-
thing of the type of game this . . . Yondtl . . . played. I moved the
first row right hand pukt its two oblique and one left squares.

Yondtl inclined bis head slightly. His lips moved. Trobt put his
hand to a pukt and pushed it forward. Evidently Trobt read his
lips. Very probably Yondtl could read ours also.

We played for almost an hour with neither of us losing a man.

I had tried several gambits; gambits that invited a misplay on
Yondtl's part. But he made none. When he offered I was careful to
make no mistakes of my own. We both played as though this first
game were the whole contest.

Another hour went by. I deliberately traded three pukts with
Yondt], in an attempt to trick him into a misplay. None came.

I tried a single decoy gambit, and when nothing happened, fol-
lowed with a second decoy. Yondtl countered each play. I marveled
that he gave so little of his attention to the board. Always he
seemed to be watching me. I played. He played. He watched me.

I sweated.

Yondtl set up an overt side pass that forced me to draw my pukts
back into the main body. Somehow I received the impression that
he was teasing me. It made me want to beat him down.

I decided on a crossed-force, double decoy gambit. I had never
seen it employed. Because, I suspect, it is too involved, and open to
error by its user. Slowly and painstakingly I set it up and pressed
forward.

The Caliban in the seat opposite me never paused. He matched
me play for play. And though Yondtl's features had long since lost
the power of expression, his pale eyes seemed to develop a blue lus-
ter. I realized, almost with a shock of surprise, that the fat mon-
strosity was happy—intensely happy.

I came out of my brief reverie with a start. Yondtl had made an
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obvious play. I had made an obvious counter. I was startled to hear
him sound a cry somewhere between a muffled shout and an idiot’s
laugh, and my attention jerked back to the board. I had lost the
gamel

My brief moment of abstraction had given Yondtl the opportu-
nity to make a pass too subtle to be detected with part of my facul-
ties occupied elsewhere.

I pushed back my chair. “I've had enough for tonight,” I told
Trobt. If I were to do the Humans a service, I would need rest be-
fore trying Yondt] in the second game.

We made arrangements to meet again the following evening, and
let ourselves out. The old woman was nowhere in sight.

The following evening when we began play I was prepared to
give my best. I was rested and eager. And I had a concrete plan.
Playing the way I had been doing I would never beat Yondtl, I'd
decided after long thought. A stand-off was the best I could hope
for. Therefore the time had come for more consummate action. I
would engage him in a triple decoy gambit!

I had no illusion that I could handle it—the way it should be
handled. I doubt that any man, Human or Veldian, could. But at
least I would play it with the greatest skill I had, giving my best to
every move, and push the game up the scale of reason and involu-
tion—up and up—until either Yondtl or I became lost in its innumer-
able complexities, and fell.

As T attacked, the complexes and complications would grow
gradually more numerous, become more and more difficult, until
they embraced a span greater than one of us had the capacity to
encompass, and the other would win.

The Game began and I forced it into the pattern I had planned.
Each play, and each maneuver, became all important, and demand-
ing of the greatest skill I could command. Each pulled at the core
of my brain, dragging out the last iota of sentient stuff that writhed
there. Yondtl stayed with me, complex gambit through complex
gambit.

When the strain became too great I forced my mind to pause, to
rest, and to be ready for the next clash. At the first break I searched
the annotator. It was working steadily, with an almost smooth throb
of efficiency, keeping the position of each pukt—and its value—
strong in the forefront of visualization. But something was missing!
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A minute went by before I spotted the fault. The move of each
pukt involved so many possibilities, so many avenues of choice,
that no exact answer was predictable on any one. The number and
variation of gambits open on every play, each subject to the multi-
tude of Yondtl's counter moves, stretched the possibilities beyond
prediction. The annotator was a harmonizing, perceptive force, but
not a creative, initiating one. It operated in a statistical manner,
similar to a computer, and could not perform effectively where a
crucial factor or factors were unknown, or concealed, as they were
here.

My greatest asset was negated.

At the end of the third hour I began to feel a steady pain in my
temples, as though a tight metal band pressed against my forehead
and squeezed it inward. The only reaction I could discern in Yondtl
was that the blue glint in his eyes had become brighter. All his hap-
piness seemed gathered there.

Soon my pauses became more frequent. Great waves of brain
weariness had to be allowed to subside before I could play again.

And at last it came.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, Yondtl threw a pukt across the board
and took my second decoy—and there was no way for me to retali-
ate! Worse, my entire defense was smashed.

I felt a kind of calm dismay. My shoulders sagged and I pushed
the board away from me and slumped in my chair.

I was beaten.

The next day I escaped from Trobt. It was not difficult. I simply
walked away.

For three days I followed the wall of The City, looking for a way
out. Each gate was guarded. I watched unobserved and saw that a
permit was necessary when leaving. If I found no other way I
would make a run for it. The time of decision never came.

Meanwhile to obtain food I was forced into some contact with
The City’s people, and learned to know them better. Adding this
new knowledge to the old I decided that I liked them.

Their manners and organization—within the framework of their
culture—was as simple and effective as their architecture. There
was a strong emphasis on pride, on strength and honor, on skill,
and on living a dangerous life with a gambler’s self-command, on
rectitude, on truth, and the unbreakable bond of loyalty among
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family and friends. Lying, theft, and deceit were practically un-
known.

I did detect what might have been a universal discontent in their
young men. They had a warrior heritage and nature which, with
the unity of the tribes and the passing of the dleeth—and no one to
fight except themselves—had left them with an unrecognized futil-
ity of purpose. They had not quite been able to achieve a successful
sublimation of their post-warrior need to fight in the Games. Also,
the custom of polygamy—necessary in the old days, and desired still
by those able to attain it—left many sexually frustrated.

I weighed all these observations in my reactions to the Veldians,
and toward the end a strange feeling—a kind of wistfulness—came
as I observed. I felt kin to them, as if these people had much in
common with myself. And I felt that it was too bad that life was
not fundamentally so simple that one could discard the awareness
of other ways of life, of other values and philosophies that bid
against one another, and against one’s attention, and make him
cynical of the philosophy he lives by, and dies for. Too bad that I
could not see and take life as that direct, and as that simple.

The third day I climbed a spiral ramp to the top of a tower that
rose above the walls of Hearth and gazed out over miles of swirling
red sand. Directly beneath me stretched a long concrete ribbon of
road. On the road were dozens of slowly crawling vehicles that
might have been caterpillar trucks of Earthl

In my mind the pattern clicked into place. Hearth was not typi-
cal of the cities of Veldal

It was an anachronism, a revered Homeplace, a symbol of their
past, untainted by the technocracy that was pursued elsewhere.
This was the capital city, from which the heads of the government
still ruled, perhaps for sentimental reasons, but it was not typical.

My stay in Hearth was cut short when I decended from the tower
and found Trobt waiting for me.

As I might have expected, he showed no sign of anger with me
for having fled into The City. His was the universal Veldian view-
point, To them all life was the Game. With the difference that it
was played on an infinitely larger board. Every man, and every
woman, with whom the player had contact, direct or indirect, were
pukts on the Board. The player made his decisions, and his plays,
and how well he made them determined whether he won or lost.
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His every move, his every joining of strength with those who could
help him, his every maneuver against those who would oppose him,
was his choice to make, and he rose or fell on the wisdom of the
choice. Game, in Velda, means Duel, means struggle and the test of
man against the opponent, Life. I had made my escape as the best
play as I saw it. Trobt had no recriminations.

The evening of the next day Trobt woke me. Something in his
constrained manner brought me to my feet. “Not what you think,”
he said, “but we must question you again. We will try our own
methods this time.”

“Torture?”

“You will die under the torture, of course. But for the question-
ing it will not be necessary. You will talk.”

The secret of their method was very simple. Silence. I was led to
a room within a room within a room. Each with very thick walls.
And left alone. Here time meant nothing.

Gradually I passed from boredom to restlessness, to anxiety,
briefly through fear, to enervating frustration, and finally to stark
apathy,

When Trobt and his three accompanying guardsmen led me into
the blinding daylight I talked without hesitation or consideration of
consequences.

“Did you find any weakness in the Veldians?”

“Yes.”

I noted then a strange thing. It was the annotator—the thing in
my brain that was a part of me, and yet apart from me—that had
spoken. It was not concerned with matters of emotion; with senti-
ments of patriotism, loyalty, honor, and self-respect. It was inter-
ested only in my—and its own—survival. Its logic told it that unless
I gave the answers my questioner wanted I would die. That, it in-
tended to prevent.

I made one last desperate effort to stop that other part of my
mind from assuming control-and sank lower into my mental impo-
tence.

“What is our weakness?”

“Your society is doomed.” With the answer I realized that the an-
notator had arrived at another of its conclusions.

“Wl]y?)’

“There are many reasons.”
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“Give one.”

“Your culture is based on a need for struggle, for combat. When
there is no one to fight it must fall.”

Trobt was dealing with a familiar culture mow. He knew the
questions to ask.

“Explain that last statement.”

“Your culture is based on its impetuous need to battle . . . it is
armed and set against dangers and the expectation of danger . . .
fostering the pride of courage under stress. There is no danger now
. . . nothing to fight, no place to spend your over-aggressiveness,
except against each other in personal duels. Already your decline is
about to enter the bloody circus and religion stage, already crum-
bling in the heart while expanding at the outside. And this is your
first civilization . . . like a boy’s first love . . . you have no experi-
ence of a fall in your history before to have recourse to—no cush-
ioning of philosophy to acceptit. . .”

For a time Trobt maintained a puzzled silence. I wondered if he
had the depth of understanding to accept the truth and significance
of what he had heard. “Is there no solution?” he asked at last.

“Only a temporary one.” Now it was coming,.

“Explain.”

“War with the Ten Thousand Worlds.”

“Explain.”

“Your willingness to hazard, and eagerness to battle is no weak-
ness when you are armed with superior weapons, and are fighting
against an opponent as disorganized, and as incapable of effective
organization as the Ten Thousand Worlds, against your long-range
weapons and subtle traps.”

“Why do you say the solution is only temporary?”

“You cannot win the war. You will seem to win, but it will be an
illusion. You will win the battles, kill billions, rape Worlds, take
slaves, and destroy ships and weapons. But after that you will be
forced to hold the subjection. Your numbers will not be expenda-
ble. You will be spread thin, exposed to other cultures that will
influence you, change you. You will lose skirmishes, and in the end
you will be forced back. Then will come a loss of old ethics, corrup-
tion and opportunism will replace your honor and you will know
unspeakable shame and dishonor . . . your culture will soon be
weltering back into a barbarism and disorganization which in its
corruption and despair will be nothing like the proud tribal primi-
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tive life of its first barbarism. You will be aware of the difference
and unable to return.”

I understood Trobt's perplexity as I finished. He could not accept
what I told him because to him winning was only a matter of a mil-
itary victory, a victory of strength; Velda had never experienced de-
feat as a weakness from within. My words made him uneasy, but he
did not understand. He shrugged. “Do we have any other weak-
ness?” he asked.

“Your women.”

“Explain.”

“They are ‘set’ for the period when they greatly outnumbered
their men. Your compatible ratio is eight women to one man. Yet
now it is one to one, Further, you produce too few children. Your
manpower must ever be in small supply. Worse, your shortage of
women sponsors a covert despair and sadism in your young men
. . . a hunger and starvation to follow instinct, to win women by
courage and conquest and battle against danger . . . that only a
war can restrain.”

“The solution?”

“Beat the Federation. Be in a position to have free access to their
women.”

Came the final ignominy. “Do you have a means of reporting
back to the Ten Thousand Worlds?”

“Yes. Buried somewhere inside me is a nerve-twitch tape. Flesh
pockets of chemicals are stored there also. When my body tempera-
ture drops fifteen degrees below normal the chemicals will be ac-
tivated and will use the tissues of my body for fuel and generate
sufficient energy to transmit the information on the tape back to
the Ten Thousand Worlds.”

That was enough.

“Do you still intend to kill me?” I asked Trobt the next day as we
walked in his garden.

“Do not fear,” he answered. “You will not be cheated of an hon-
orable death. All Velda is as eager for it as you.”

“Why?” I asked. “Do they see me as a madman?”

“They see you as you are. They cannot conceive of one man chal-
lenging a planet, except to win himself a bright and gory death on
a page of history, the first man to deliberately strike and die in the
coming war—not an impersonal clash of battleships, but a man de-
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claring personal battle against men. We would not deprive you of
that death. Our admiration is too great. We want the symbolism of
your blood now just as greatly as you want it yourself. Every citi-
zen is waiting to watch you die—gloriously.”

I realized now that all the while he had interpreted my presence
here in this fantastic way. And I suspected that I had no arguments
to convince him differently.

Trobt had hinted that I would die under torture. I thought of the
old histories of Earth that I had read. Of the warrior race of North
American Indians. A captured enemy must die. But if he had been
an honorable enemy he was given an honorable death. He was al-
lowed to die under the stress most familiar to them. Their strongest
ethic was a cover-up for the defeated, the universal expressionless
suppressal of reaction in conquering or watching conquest, so as
not to shame the defeated. Public torture—with the women, as well
as warriors, watching—the chance to exhibit fortitude, all the way
to the breaking point, and beyond. That was considered the honor-
able death, while it was a shameful trick to quietly slit a man’s
throat in his sleep without giving him a chance to fight—to show his
scorn of flinching under the torture.

Here I was the Honorable Enemy who had exhibited courage.
They would honor me, and satisfy their hunger for an Enemy, by
giving me the breaking point test.

But I had no intention of dying]!

“You will not kill me,” I addressed Trobt. “And there will be no
war.”

He looked at me as though I had spoken gibberish.

My next words, I knew, would shock him. “I'm going to recom-
mend unconditional surrender,” I said.

Trobt's head which he had turned away swiveled sharply back to
me. His mouth opened and he made several motions to speak be-
fore succeeding. “Are you serious?”

“Very,” I answered.

Trobt’s face grew gaunt and the skin pressed tight against his
cheekbones—almost as though he were making the surrender rather
than 1. “Is this decision dictated by your logic,” he asked dryly, “or
by faintness of heart?”

I did not honor the question enough to answer.
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Neither did he apologize. “You understand that unconditional
surrender is the only kind we will accept?”

I nodded wearily.

“Will they agree to your recommendation?”

“No,” I answered. “Humans are not cowards, and they will fight
—as long as there is any slightest hope of success. I will not be able
to convince them that their defeat is inevitable. But I can prepare
them for what is to come. I hope to shorten the conflict immeas-
urably.”

“I can do nothing but accept,” Trobt said after a moment of
thought. “I will arrange transportation back to Earth for you to-
morrow.” He paused and regarded me with expressionless eyes.
“You realize that an enemy who surrenders without a struggle is
beneath contempt?”

The blood crept slowly into my cheeks. It was difficult to ignore
his taunt. “Will you give me six months before you move against
us?” I asked. “The Federation is large. I will need time to bring my
message to all.”

“You have your six months.” Trobt was still not through with me,
personally. “On the exact day that period ends I will expect your
return to Velda. We will see if you have any honor left.”

“I will be back,” I said.

During the next six months I spread my word throughout the
Ten Thousand Worlds. I met disbelief everywhere. I had not ex-
pected otherwise. The last day I returned to Velda.

Two days later Velda’s Council acted. They were going to give
the Humans no more time to organize counteraction. I went in the
same spaceship that carried Trobt. I intended to give him any ad-
vice he needed about the Worlds. I asked only that his first stop be
at the Jason’s Fleece fringe.

Beside us sailed a mighty armada of warships, spaced in a long
line that would encompass the entire portion of the galaxy occu-
pied by the Ten Thousand Worlds. For an hour we moved pon-
derously forward, then the stars about us winked out for an instant.
The next moment a group of Worlds became visible on the ship’s
vision screen. I recognized them as Jason’s Fleece.

One World expanded until it appeared the size of a baseball.
“Quagman,” Trobt said.

Quagman, the trouble spot of the Ten Thousand Worlds. Domi-
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nated by an unscrupulous clique that ruled by vendetta, it had
been the source of much trouble and vexation to the other Worlds.
Its leaders were considered little better than brigands. They had re-
ceived me with much apparent courtesy. In the end they had even
agreed to surrender to the Veldians—when and if they appeared. I
had accepted their easy concurrence with askance, but they were
my main hope.

Two Veldians left our ship in a scooter. We waited ten long,
tense hours. When word finally came back it was from the Quag-
mans themselves. The Veldian envoys were being held captive.
They would be released upon the delivery of two billion dollars—in
the currency of any recognized World—and the promise of immu-
nity.

The fools!

Trobt’s face remained impassive as he received the message.

We waited several more hours. Both Trobt and I watched the
green mottled baseball on the vision screen. It was Trobt who first
pointed out a small, barely discernible, black spot on the upper
lefthand corner of Quagman.

As the hours passed, and the black spot swung slowly to the right
as the planet revolved, it grew almost imperceptibly larger. When
it disappeared over the edge of the world we slept.

In the moring the spot appeared again, and now it covered half
the face of the planet. Another ten hours and the entire planet be-
came a blackened cinder.

Quagman was dead.

The ship moved next to Mican.

Mican was a sparsely populated prison planet. Criminals were
usually sent to newly discovered Worlds on the edge of the Human
expansion circle, and allowed to make their own adjustments to-
ward achieving a stable government. Men with the restless natures
that made them criminals on their own highly civilized Worlds,
made the best pioneers. However, it always took them several gen-
erations to work their way up from anarchy to a co-operative gov-
ernment. Mican had not yet had that time. I had done my best in
the week I spent with them to convince them to organize, and to be
prepared to accept any terms the Veldians might offer. The gesture,
I feared, was useless but I had given all the arguments I knew.
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A second scooter left with two Veldian representatives. When it
returned Trobt left the control room to speak with them.

He returned, and shook his head. I knew it was useless to argue.

Mican died.

At my request Trobt agreed to give the remaining Jason’s Fleece
Worlds a week to consider—on the condition that they made no
offensive forays. I wanted them to have time to fully assess what
had happened to the other two Worlds—to realize that that same
stubbornness would result in the same disaster for them.

At the end of the third twenty-four-hour period the Jason’s Fleece
Worlds surrendered—unconditionally. They had tasted blood; and
recognized futility when faced with it. That had been the best I
had been able to hope for, earlier.

Each sector held off surrendering until the one immediately
ahead had given in. But the capitulation was complete at the finish.
No more blood had had to be shed.

The Veldians’ terms left the Worlds definitely subservient, but
they were neither unnecessarily harsh, nor humiliating. Velda de-
manded specific limitations on Weapons and war-making potentials;
the obligation of reporting all technological and scientific progress;
and colonial expansion only by prior consent.

There was little actual occupation of the Federation Worlds, but
the Veldians retained the right to inspect any and all functions of
the various governments. Other aspects of social and economic
methods would be subject only to occasional checks and investi-
gation. Projects considered questionable would be supervised by
the Veldians at their own discretion.

The one provision that caused any vigorous protest from the
Worlds was the Veldian demand for Human women. But even this
was a purely emotional reaction, and died as soon as it was more
fully understood. The Veldians were not barbarians. They used no
coercion to obtain our women. They only demanded the same right
to woo them as the citizens of the Worlds had. No woman would
be taken without her free choice. There could be no valid protest
to that.

In practice it worked quite well. On nearly all the Worlds there
were more women than men, so that few men had to go without
mates because of the Veldians’ inroads. And—by Human standards—
they seldom took our most desirable women. Because the acquiring
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of weight was corollary with the Veldian women becoming sexually
attractive, their men had an almost universal preference for fleshy
women. As a result many of our women who would have had
difficulty securing Human husbands found themselves much in de-
mand as mates of the Veldians.

Seven years passed after the Worlds’ surrender before I saw Kalin
Trobt again.

The pact between the Veldians and the Worlds had worked out
well, for both sides. The demands of the Veldians involved little
sacrifice by the Federation, and the necessity of reporting to a su-
perior authority made for less wrangling and jockeying for advanta-
geous position among the Worlds themselves.

The fact that the Veldians had taken more than twenty million of
our women—it was the custom for each Veldian male to take a
Human woman for one mate—caused little dislocation or discon-
tent. The number each lost did less than balance the ratio of the
sexes.

For the Veldians the pact solved the warrior-set frustrations, and
the unrest and sexual starvation of their males. Those men who
demanded action and adventure were given supervisory posts on
the Worlds as an outlet for their drives. All could now obtain
mates; mates whose biological make-up did not necessitate an eight
to one ratio.

Each year it was easier for the Humans to understand the Vel-
dians and to meet them on common grounds socially. Their natures
became less rigid, and they laughed more—even at themselves,
when the occasion demanded.

This was especially noticeable among the younger Veldians, just
reaching an adult status. In later years when the majority of them
would have a mixture of human blood, the difference between us
would become even less pronounced.

Trobt had changed little during those seven years. His hair had
grayed some at the temples, and his movements were a bit less sup-
ple, but he looked well. Much of the intensity had left his aquiline
features, and he seemed content.

We shook hands with very real pleasure. I led him to chairs
under the shade of a tree in my front yard and brought drinks.

“First, I want to apologize for having thought you a coward,” he
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began, after the first conventional pleasantries. “I know now I was
very wrong. I did not realize for years, however, just what had hap-
pened.” He gave his wry smile. “You know what I mean, I pre-
sume?”

I looked at him inquiringly.

“There was more to your decision to capitulate than was re-
vealed. When you played the Game your forte was finding the
weakness of an opponent. And winning the second game. You made
no attempt to win the first. I see now, that as on the boards, your
surrender represented only the conclusion of the first game. You
were keeping our weakness to yourself, convinced that there would
be a second game. And that your Ten Thousand Worlds would win
it. As you have.”

“What would you say your weakness was?” By now I suspected
he knew everything, but I wanted to be certain.

“Our desire and need for Human women, of course.”

There was no need to dissemble further. “The solution first came
to me,” I explained, “when I remembered a formerly independent
Earth country named China. They lost most of their wars, but in the
end they always won.”

“Through their women?”

“Indirectly. Actually it was done by absorbing their conquerors.
The situation was similar between Velda and the Ten Thousand
Worlds. Velda won the war, but in a thousand years there will be
no Veldians—racially.”

“That was my first realization,” Trobt said. “I saw immediately
then how you had us hopelessly trapped. The marriage of our men
to your women will blend our bloods until-with your vastly greater
numbers—in a dozen generations there will be only traces of our
race left.

“And what can we do about it?” Trobt continued. “We can’t kill
our beloved wives—and our children. We can’t stop further acquisi-
tion of Human women without disrupting our society. Each genera-
tion the tie between us will become closer, our blood thinner, yours
more dominant, as the intermingling continues. We cannot even de-
clare war against the people who are doing this to us. How do you
fight an enemy that has surrendered unconditionally?”

“You do understand that for your side this was the only solution
to the imminent chaos that faced you?” I asked.

“Yes.” I watched Trobt’s swift mind go through its reasoning. I
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was certain he saw that Velda was losing only an arbitrary distinc-
tion of race, very much like the absorbing of the early clans of
Velda into the family of the Danlee. Their dislike of that was very
definitely only an emotional consideration. The blending of our
bloods would benefit both; the resultant new race would be better
and stronger because of that blending.

With a small smile Trobt raised his glass. “We will drink to the
union of two great races,” he said. “And to you—the winner of the
Second Game!”






Analytic Detective

Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”
(1841) accomplished two important tasks. It introduced
the detective story and thus helped formalize mysteries as
a distinct genre. It also introduced a protagonist, C. Au-
guste Dupin, whose amazing deductive powers provided
the prototype for all subsequent analytical detectives. Fifty
years later Arthur Conan Doyle’s short story “A Scandal
in Bohemia” was published in The Strand magazine. Fea-
turing Sherlock Holmes’ ratiocinative genius, it was a
literary bombshell that ultimately resulted in further ad-
ventures of the great detective, and a world-wide affec-
tion for the mystery story.

In the field of science fiction, pastiches and parodies
of Holmes are widespread, but his descendants are few.
Fortunately, however, the skillful Avram Davidson has re-
cently given us several parallel-world chronicles of Dr.
Eszterhazy. And from these adventures, we have chosen
a case which offers the good physician a golden opportu-
nity to test his mettle.



The Ceaseless Stone

AVRAM DAVIDSON

The Clock—the Clock, in the old Clock Tower, the clock which was
meant when anyone said, without other word of qualification, “So
let us meet by the Clock”—this was the one. Annually the gold leaf
of its numerals was renewed and refreshed, and the numerals were
Roman, not as any deliberate archaicism, but because no other nu-
merals were known thereabouts when it was made; the “Arabic”
numbers, in their slow progression out of India through Persia into
Turkey, had nowhere reached that part of Europe when the Clock
was made; and furthermore, as a sign to us how our fathers’ fathers
lived without a need for graduations of haste, the great dial had
but one hand to turn the hours.

The pulsebeat of the heart of Imperial Bella, capital of the
Triune Monarchy of Scythia-Pannonia-Transbalkania is no longer
as perceptible round about the Old Town Hall as it once was: to be
sure, on Saints Cosmo’s and Damian’s Day, the City Council still in
full regalia comes for the formal ceremony of electing the Chief
Burgomaster, but the rest of the year not much happens. Tourists
come to see the tower as part of the regular tour offered by Messrs.
T. Cook, beggars and peddlers follow the tour as birds follow a
boat, and country-folk—to whom the new Municipal Building, with
its mansard roof, marble lobby, and typewriting machines, mean
nearer to nothing than nothing at all—country-folk make the Clock
Tower the center of their perambulations, as they have done for
centuries. It is too old a joke to raise even a smile any more that
some of them expect to see the Emperor emerge when the au-
tomata come out to strike the hours. It makes no difference if they
have come up in those huge and huge-wheeled wagons stuffed with
feathers, down, hams, cabbages, sour-crout, hides, nuts, eggs, fruit,
and all whatever, from barrel-staves to beeswax; or if they have
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come on foot behind a drove of beeves for the Ox Market; or if
they have come up on the railroad. As soon as they can manage,
they go to the old Clock Tower, as though to reassure themselves
that it is still there, for all their directions start from there: Take
the first lane facing the old Clock Tower and count two turnings
but take the third, and so on. Unless they have paced the way
thence to the spectacle-makers or the watchmakers or the thread-
and-button shop or the gunsmith’s or wherever it may be, nothing
can persuade them that they may confidently trade with a specta-
cle-maker, a watchmaker, a thread-and-button shop, or a gunsmith.
Who knows who they are? May not their merchandise turn to dust
like so much fairy gold? Who could trust even to find them again?
Whereas, should one have either dissatisfaction or satisfaction with
the tradesmen whose way is known via the old Clock Tower, well,
what could be easier—or, rather, as easy—but once again to make
one’s way to the old Clock Tower, and thence, as safe as by Great
God His Compass, return to the same tradesman once again?

It is on a clear, dry day in later February, as near as any subse-
quent report affirmed, that a young man from the country—let us
call him Hansli—finds his way to the very foot of the Old Clock and
commences to look about him a bit nervously. A man sitting on a
piece of faded rug on the step calls Hansli over, and, very kindly
and soberly, inquires if he can assist him. Hansli is relieved.

“Honored Sir,” he says, “it’s the lane that leads to the lane as is
where the goldsmiths are. What it is I'm looking for.”

The man nods. “Was it for a wedding ring, perhaps?” he asks.

Hansli is astonished to the point where he does not even at first
turn red. Then he reflects how clever the city people are. As for the
man himself, the city man, he looks both clever and respectable.
“Like a philosopher,” he explains, afterwards. This description is
clear to Hansli, and to Hansli’s father and mother and his promised
bride and her father and mother. Otherwise, it lacks precision,
might mean anyone from the lay instructor of algebra at a seminary
school to a civil engineer getting ready to plot out a canal. Equally,
it might mean a perfect rogue selling a mixture of salt water and
methylene blue as a cure for infertility in cattle or dropped stomach
in children.

“Because,” the man explains, “if it was for a wedding ring, I
have a few for sale.”

The man looks at him without a trace of a smile, and this is very
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reassuring, for Hansli had feared—who knows what—they might
laugh at him, at the goldsmiths, make rude jokes. This quiet gentle-
man is certainly doing nothing of the sort. “It’s for Belinda,” Hansli
explains. The gentleman nods, takes out from a pocket a piece of
cloth and unwraps it. Sure enough, a ring, Sure enough, it is gold.
But wait. It looks like gold . . . sure enough. But—

He buys time. “What might the price be?” The price is half-a-
ducat. This is also a relief, a great relief. Hansli can bargain an ox,
a horse, a harness, with the best of them. As for rings, he has no
idea. Still, still, “That seems very cheap,” he declares. Is it gold,
real gold, pure gold? is what the wee voice is asking in his ear.

The gentleman nods, soberly. “It is cheap,” he concedes. “A
goldsmith must charge more, because he has to pay rent. And a
very high rent, indeed. But I, here, I need pay no rent, for my place
of business”™he gestures—“has for the landlord the Emperor him-
self, whom God bless and preserve for many years—"

“Amen, amen.” Hansli takes off his hat and crosses himself.

“—charges me no rent. Do you see,” he says. And he takes out of
another pocket what some would call a jeweler’s loupe, but which
Hansli calls “a look-see,” a term covering everything from a magni-
fying glass to a telescope, and he tenders it. Hansli peers through
the glass at the ring, all round the ring. How bright it looks! How it
shines in the clear winter airl And then Hansli sees something. A
triple-headed eagle, and the numerals LXI. This is good enough
for Hansli. He takes out his purse and selects a half-a-ducat. The
philosophical gentleman blesses him and he blesses the philo-
sophical gentleman.

Back home, Hansli’s father peers inside the ring. “Never seed no
gold like this,” he says. Then his clear eyes, which (they say lo-
cally) can spot a goat-kid three miles off in the dark woods, observe
something, “Ah, th’ Imper’al Eagle! So. *Tis good gold, then, and,
lets me see.” He calculates slowly. “Ah, the sixty-first year o the
Reign, hm, twas made a year ago . . . or so . . .” He lifts the ring.
It has passed the test. Hansli kneels. His father raises the ring and
blesses him with it. Now all plans for the wedding may proceed. As
soon as the sunny days are sure, Belinda will begin to bleach the
linen.

Who knows how often this was all repeated? Not Lobats, the
Commissioner of the Detective Police. Not De Hooft, the President
of the Jewelers Association.
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“It is always the same story,” says De Hooft, a dapper Fleming
with dyed hair and a waxed mustache. “Very soon the ring begins
to bend, or sometimes it breaks, even if it is not too big or too
small. They come to town, they look for this chap, this, ah, ‘phil-os-
o-pher,’” he parts the word sarcastically (and incorrectly); “they
don’t find him, they go to a respectable jeweler or goldsmith. The
gold is tested, it proves pure, it is explained to them that it is in fact
too pure, that it is too soft to take pressure. The idea that the good-
wife will have to be bought another ring in order to testify that she
is in fact married, this does not please them. Not at all. But what
can one do, eh?” He shrugs.

Lobats is there, listening. He has heard it all before. Also there,
and not having heard it all-or any of it—before, is Engelbert Esz-
terhazy, Doctor of Medicine, Doctor of Philosophy, Doctor of Juris-
prudence, Doctor of Science, and Doctor of Literature. Who now
asks, “Any reports of stolen gold?”

“None that fit. Spahn, the tooth-surgeon, had a robbery. But this
is not dental gold. And Perrero’s had reported a robbery, but this is
not coin gold. We have never settled that matter of the theft from
the Assay Office in Ritchli-Georgiou, but that was the regular
Ritchli gold, very pale yellow. Not this—” Lobats gestures. Several
rings lie on a soft piece of paper before them, rings which the Jew-
elers Association has succeeded in buying back, so to speak. Usu-
ally they could not be bought back.

Eszterhazy takes up the loupe and has a look. He puts it down
and De Hooft says, “I've seen all sorts of gold, you know. This is
new to me. I've seen yellow gold, I've seen white gold, red gold,
even green gold, yes! But this, this, shining with the sheen of a . . .
of a Chinese orange! This I have never seen before.”

Lobats paused in the act of brushing his high-crowned gray
bowler hat with the sleeve of his gray overcoat. “Naturally, our
very first thought was that the rings themselves must have been
stolen,” he explained. “But that didn’t stand up for long.”

Eszterhazy nodded. “Exactly what laws are being broken here?”
he asked.

Lobats raised his eyebrows thoughtfully. “Well . . . hmm .
well, of course, the man is in violation of the mun1c1pal street- trad—
ing ordinances. But that is a small matter. And his method of mark-
ing the rings is technically illegal, for they haven’t been proven ei-
ther at the Goldsmiths Guild, the Jewelers Association Testing
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Room, or any Imperial Assay Office. However, as we all know, they
are of a purer gold than any rings which are.”

De Hooft frowned. “Obviously the man is dishonest,” he said.
“Probably the gold was stolen abroad and he is trying to dispose of
it bit by bit, without attracting attention.”

Lobats put his head at an angle and shook it. “But we’ve had no
reports from abroad of any thefts which would fit. We've even
checked back to reports a few years ago, for example, from Califor-
nia, and from Australia. But this just isn’t their kind of gold.”

Doctor Eszterhazy once again examined the rings. “And yet,” he
said, “if he came honestly by it, why is he selling them so far below
normal price? Evidently, by the way he impresses the people he
sells to, he speaks as a man of anyway moderate education. And as
such, he ought to know that even if the gold was dug up in a hoard,
somewhere, by the law of treasure trove, the Throne will concede
him a half-portion . . . provided, that is, that he made an immedi-
ate and honest disclosure . . .”

Lobats lifted his brows and pursed his lips. “Well, Doctor, it may
be that you have hit upon it. Maybe it is a buried treasure that he
found, maybe his greed got the better of him and he started to
dispose of it in what he thought was a clever way. And, now he
knows that we are onto him, well, maybe he thinks it’s too late for
him to come forward. Just think, gentlemen!”—he poked the rings
with a thick and hairy forefinger—“this might be pirate gold . . . or
maybe even dragon gold . . . |” He laughed hastily and twisted his
face.

Eszterhazy caught at something before the telltale slip; it was
perfectly all right with him if a plainclothes police commissioner
believed in the hoards which folk-belief still held that dragons from
the ancient days of the Goths and Scythians had planted here and
there in many a hidden valley and many a haunted hill; no one was
ever the worse off for such a belief, and the thought of them added
a touch of color which the modern age could well use.

“What do you mean, Karrol-Francos, that now he knows you are
onto him? How does he know?”

Commissioner Lobats told him that a plainclothesman had been
assigned to the area around the old Clock Tower, but that no fur-
ther signs of the stranger had been seen since.

Doctor Eszterhazy, having left the other two to further talk and
consideration, engaged in a bit of reflection as he walked away.
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Selling cheap rings to the visiting peasantry was almost a natural
notion—that is, if one had cheap rings to dispose of. And suppose
that one still had? Where else, and to whom else, might it be
equally natural to attempt a sale?

The puffing railroad trains had stolen away much of the old river
trade, but much stll remained; it was not as quick, but it was
cheaper. Coal and timber and pitch, salt and gravel and grain and
sand were still moved in great quantities by sailing-barge up and
down the Ister, even if the boats no longer caught the winds in
scarlet sails and even if the bargees no longer wore their hair in
pigtails. A good place to find the bargees, when their minds and
eyes were not preoccupied with snubbing lines or disputing prece-
dence at the wharfs, was the Birch Walk.

Conjecture vision of a stone embankment crowned with a paved
walk planted on both sides with birch trees, a walk which winds
perhaps a third of a kilometer along the River Ister. It had at one
time been contemplated to continue the Walk, and to plant an
equivalent number of birches more, for a much greater distance;
this had not been done. But the experiment could not be said to
have failed. People of the class who can afford simply to amuse
themselves at hours when the sun still shines, and on a weekday,
too, found that the prospect was pleasant from the Birch Walk;
some, indeed, compared it to portions of the Seine, although not al-
ways to the same portions. Those establishments which offered re-
freshment, and which were willing to make more than merely mini-
mal gestures in the way of cleanliness and good order, found that
ladies and gentlemen (and those who wished to be taken for ladies
and gentlemen) were now willing to patronize them. These new
customers found an interest in watching the barge-people at their
food and drink, and the barge-people, it is possible, perhaps found
an almost equal interest in watching these same people at theirs.
Though perhaps not.

Those captains, mates, and deckhands (most sailing-barges car-
ried a deckhand, in addition to a captain and a mate) who wished,
their duties done for the day, to get drunk as quickly as possible, as
cheaply as possible, or to enjoy the company of some barefoot trull,
also cheaply and quickly, did not come up to the Birch Walk to do
so. One found there, instead, barge-folk well-bathed and well-
combed and cleanly clad, either strolling decorously, or, with equal
decorum, sitting at an outside table, enjoying a dark beer or a plate
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of zackuskoes. Often they merely hung over the railings, enjoying a
sight of the river from a different angle than the deck of a barge
affords.

Eszterhazy paced slowly along, waiting for a familiar face . . .
not any one particular familiar face, nor even just any familiar face;
he waited for one of a general category. And, as so often happens,
as long as one is not in great need of borrowing money, he found
one.

Or one found him.

As it turned out, there were three of them, and at least two of
them hailed him to “Sit down and takel” The verb fo take has per-
haps fewer meanings than many another which one might name,
but among those who traffic in and labor around the wide waters
called the Pool of Ister, the definitive definition is liqueous . . . and
hospitable.

The older two were the brothers Francos and Konkos Spits, the
captain and mate, respectively, of the sailing-barge Queen of Pan-
nonia, and the other was their deckhand—presumably he had a
Christian and a family name, but Eszterhazy had never heard him
referred to as anything but “the Boy.” The brothers were dark, the
boy was fair, and Eszterhazy had met all three in connection with a
singularly mysterious affair involving an enormous rodent of In-
donesian origin.

Conversation was at first general. The current state of the river
trade was discussed, which of course entailed discussion of the
river trade for many years past. Some attention was given to the
perennial rumor that the Ruritanians, or perhaps the Rumanians,
were going to place a boom across the Danube, or perhaps, as some
said, a bomb. The merits and demerits of the current methods of
marking channels, shoals, and wrecks came in for much commen-
tary, little of it favorable. By the next drink, conversation became
more personal. Eszterhazy asked if many young men showed a dis-
position to take up the bargee trade. The brothers Spits simulta-
neously insisted that recruitment was flourishing and that none of
the recruits were worth recruiting: they twirled their huge mus-
tachioes and banged their vast fists upon the table to emphasize
this point. The Boy blushed. Eszterhazy glanced at him, in a
friendly fashion, and the Boy blushed even more.

“Nowadays,” Eszterhazy said, “the younger bargees do not
pierce their ears any more, do they?”
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At this, rather to his surprise, the captain and the mate burst into
rough, loud laughter, and the Boy turned absolutely crimson, with
a tinge toward purple.

“Why, what is this joke?” the guest inquired. “Can I not see for
myself that his ears are not pierced?”

“Har har harl” guffawed Captain Francos Spits.

“Hor hor hor!” chuckled Mate Konkos Spits.

Between them they secured the Boy’s head—for some reason he
had turned shy and declined cooperation—and twisted it about, giv-
ing Eszterhazy some fear that he was about to witness a non-
judicial garroting. But evidently the Boy had a sufficiently limber
neck. It was certainly true that the Boy’s left ear had not been
pierced. It now proved to be equally true that his right ear had.
This was red and swollen about the lobe, and a thread, of an off-
white tint, hung through and from it.

“I was like drunk when I done it,” the Boy muttered.

Both of the brothers Spits sporting a golden ring in their right
ears, they did not receive this in good spirit; Captain Francos, in
fact, aimed a cuff. “What do you mean? You mean you got like
sense and you done it! Ain’t it good for the eyesight, ain't it, Doctor,
ain’t it?”

“So it is often said,” Eszterhazy answered, adding, “The custom
is exceedingly ancient, and I for one am glad to see it kept up.”

The Boy seemed more disposed to take this for good than the
growls of his superiors. Eszterhazy seized the moment to ask, “And
what about the ring?”

The Boy fumbled in his pocket. Would it be some wretched brass
trinket?P—or even one which, though it might be fully lawful, would
still be of infinitely less interest than— Out came a screw of filthy
paper which showed signs of much wrapping and unwrapping.
And inside that was the ring. It did, indeed, shine somewhat with
the luster of a very fine mandarin orange. Eszterhazy took out the
small leather case in which he carried an excellent magnifying
glass.

“See th’ eagle?” the Boy inquired. “Don’t that mean it’s good?
Cost me half-a-duke.”

“It is certainly as good as gold—that is,” he hastened to explain,
“it is certainly of very good gold.”

“But it didn’t have no pissin’ gold wire loop, like. I hadda go to a
reg-lar jooler for that. Wasn’t he pissed off, *cause I didn’t git the
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whole pissin’ works from him! ‘Don’t git your piss hot, lardy,” I say
t him.”

The Boy's address was vigorous, though, in the matter of adjec-
tives, somewhat limited.

“Did you buy it from that philosopher chap?” asked Eszterhazy.
The Boy nodded and commenced to rewrap it. “What did he say?”
The Boy thought for a moment as he engaged in this difficult task.

“Said, ‘The free lynx of the south . . .’ Is what he said . . .” The
Boy finished his task, put the wad back in his pocket, and, taking
up from the table a toothpick which already showed signs of wear,
proceeded to attend to his teeth. Clearly, the matter of the philoso-
pher’s discourse was over, as far as the Boy was concerned.

Captain Francos Spits wrinkled up one side of his face in a half-
scowl of concentration. ““The south,’” he repeated. “There ain’t no
lynxes in the south, brother—"

“Nor I never said there was! In the north, now—" He turned to
Doctor Eszterhazy. “Our old gaffer, he killed a lynx up north, for
it was catching all his turkey-birds, and—"

“Waiter!” Eszterhazy caught all eyes. “Cognac all around,” he
ordered. Every lynx in the Monarchy was at once forgotten. It took
a second order of the same before he was allowed to depart.

Back at Number 33 Turkling Street, he asked his librarian, Herra
Hugo Von Sliski, “Do we have—we do have a copy of Basil Valen-
tine’s Twelve Keys, do we not?”

“We do. And we don’t.” Having uttered this statement, almost
delphic in its tone, Von Sltski proceeded to explain. “Our copy has
gone to the binders. As I had indicated it must, on last quarter’s list.
It is now in the press. I daresay we might get it out of the press.
But T would instead propose that you consult the copy in . . . the
copy in . . .” He rolled his eyes and thought a moment. “Not the
Imperial Library, they haven’t got one. And the one in the Univer-
sity is defective.” The eyes rolled down again. “There is a good
copy in the collection at the Library of the Grand Lodge. 1 will
give you a note to the Keeper of the Rare Volumes.” He took out
his card, neatly wrote a few words and a symbol upon it, and
handed it over.

Eszterhazy thanked him and departed, thinking—with some
irony, with some amusement—that there was at least one place in
this great city, of which he had thought himself free, where he . . .
even he . . . with his seven degrees and his sixteen quarterings,
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might not go with firm hopes of success without an introduction
from one of his own employees.

The card sufficed to get him into the silent chambers high up in
the blank-faced building marked only with the same symbol. No
one prevented him from access to the catalogue, which consisted of
shelf after shelf of huge bound volumes chained in their places. He
found his entry, carefully copied down what he saw into one of the
forms provided, took it to the desk and there handed it over, along
with the puissant pasteboard. The man at the desk held the form in
one hand and his spectacles with the other and read aloud, as
though he were a rector conferring a degree.

““Volume V, of the Last Will and Testament of Basil Valentine,
VIDELICET, a Practical Treatise together with the XII Keys and
Appendix of the Great Stone of the Ancient Philosophers.””

There was the sound of a chair being scraped, a throat was
cleared, and a voice asked, “Is that Master Mumau?” and a very
tall, very thin, very pleasant-looking man came strolling forward
from an adjacent office.

“No, it is not,” the man at the desk said.

“Have I the opportunity of addressing the Honorable Keeper of
the Rare Volumes?” asked Eszterhazy, handing over his own card—
the assistant having already handed over the other.

“Ye-es,” the Keeper said, as though struck by the remarkable co-
incidence of someone recognizing him whilst in his official capacity.
“How do you do. I did think that you might be someone else. We
do not often have many calls for such books. Ah-hah. Oh-ho. Yes.
Yes. I know him very well. He was the Tiler at the Lodge of the
Three Crowns. My lodge, you know.” These last remarks referred,
however, to Eszterhazy’s librarian, not to Master Mumau, about
whom Eszterhazy would have wished to inquire, would have
wished to very much indeed, had he but been given opportunity.
The Keeper was very kind, very thoughtful; he provided Esz-
terhazy with a desk by himself, brought him a better chair (he
said) than the one already there, ordered a floor lamp, provided
notepaper and sharpened pencils, regretted that ink could not be
allowed, regretted that smoking could not be allowed, offered a
snuffbox, had brought a printed list of the recent aquisitions, and,
somehow, before Eszterhazy quite knew it, the Keeper, the desk as-
sistant, and the floor assistant had all withdrawn. Leaving him, if
not entirely alone, at least alone with Volume V of The Last Will
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and Testament of Basil Valentine, etc., an absolutely vast volume,
perforated here and there on its still-clear pages with neat little
wormholes. It opened with the cheerful and reassuring notice that
anything against the Holy Christian Faith which the work might
ever have contained, if it contained any, had been purged and re-
moved, according to the Rule laid down by the Council of Trent;
the date of publication was 1647. It was not the first edition.

Nothing would have pleased Eszterhazy more than to have
reread the entire volume through then and there. However, he was
in search of a particular reference, and, as it happened, he found it
in the Preamble. The Phoenix of the South hath snatched away the
heart out of the breast of the huge beast of the East, for the beast
of the East must be bereaved of his Dragon’s skin, and his wings
must vanish, and then they must both enter the Salt Ocean, and re-
turn again with beauty . . .

Well, obscure, and typically obscure, as all this was, there was
anyway no obscurity in the guess which he had formed about the
free lynx of the South. Considering that the Boy had certainly
never in his life heard of Basil Valentine. Or of any of his works.

Or of his Work.

On a sudden impulse, Eszterhazy carefully took the volume and
shook it, gently, gently, for it was, though sturdy in appearance, still,
quite old. A slip of paper dropped out of the back pages, and, al-
though hastily he set down the volume, almost it escaped him. Al-
most. It was half of a form of application for books, neatly torn in
two; and on the back of it, which side was facing him as he took it
up, Eszterhazy saw, in a neat school-masterish hand, the words Ora
Lege Lege Lege Relege Labora et Invienes.

Pray, Read, Read, Read, Read Again; Toil and Thou Shalt Find.

Thoughtfully, he turned the slip over. What was left of the origi-
nal application were the words:

au, K.-Heyndrik

The Annual Directory of Loyal Subjects Resident in the Imperial
Capital and Registered According to Law, etc., had certainly been
up-to-date . . . once. However, Master Karrol-Heyndrik Mumau
had not moved since its last publication. That is, his name was
known to the porteress in the shabby-genteel block of flats.

“Yes, the Master do live here, but he have a workshop at th’ old
Spanish Bakery, where he be now, I expect. Thanks ’ee, sir.”

Once there had been an Emperor who had wedded an Infanta of
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Castille. That was long, long ago. And it had been long, long, since
any farduelos or other Hispanic pastries had been produced from
the oven at the Spanish Bakery. Had he not known what the letters
were supposed to intend, it is doubtful that Eszterhazy could have
made them out. The windows were curtained and dusty, and dust
lay so heavily in the corners of the front door that it was doubtful
anyone had used it for decades, perhaps. However, there is always
a “round the back.” Thither he went, and there, upon the door in
the faded russet brick wall, he knocked.

The door opened fairly soon.

“My dear Master Mumau,” Eszterhazy said, gently, “you mustn’t
make gold any more, you know. You really, really mustn’t. It is for-
bidden according to law.”

“Will they put me in the galleysP” the man whispered.

“I'll see to it that they won’t,” Eszterhazy said. He had never
made a promise he felt safer of keeping.

“I was about to stop, anyway,” the man said. His manner was
that of a schoolboy who has been caught roasting apples at the
Bunsen burner. For a moment he stood there, irresolute. Then he
said, “Would you like to come in . . . P You would? Really? Please
dol”

Everything that one might have expected to find there was there:
the furnace, the crucible, the athanor, alembic, pelican. It was all
there. One thing more was there, which Eszterhazy did not recog-
nize. He turned away, urging himself to forget its very outlines.
“That . .. piece of equipment,” he said, gesturing. “That one.
Break it at once.”

The man made a huffling sound, clicked his tongue, sighed. At
length there was a smash. “Oh well. I said I wouldn't make any
more, didn’t I? Well, I meant it. So I don’t need it.”

“And you are not to make another one like it.”

He turned back and looked around once again. Yes, a bakery was
a very good place to have chosen. God only knew what they would
do, there at the Mint, and at the Treasury, if they knew what had
been baked here recently.

“I used to be chemistry master at the Old Senior School, you
know,” Mumau said. “And I was a very good one, too. Till I got
sick. Father Rector was very kind to me, ‘Master Henk,’ he said,
‘we’ve agreed to give you a nice pension, so just take it easy, and
don’t you read any more of them big thick books, do you hear?’
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And I said, ‘T won't, Father Rector.” But of course I did. And so of
course I have to confess it. ‘Father, I've been reading those big
thick books again, that I'm not supposed to, I tell the priest. It’s not
Father Rector, just the parish priest, and he says, he always says,
‘Say three Our Fathers and a Hail Mary and don’t play with your-
self.””

Eszterhazy had taken off his hat and was fanning his face with it.
“But why did you sell the rings?” he asked. “Why?”

Master Mumau looked at him. “Because I needed the money for
my real project,” he said.

“I don’t care about the gold, puff-puff with the bellows, oh what
a nuisance! I just needed more money because the pension couldn’t
stretch that far, and I needed fifty ducats and so I had to make
enough to sell a hundred rings. Well, now I've got the fifty ducats.”
His face lit up with an expression of glee such as Eszterhazy had
almost never seen in his life before.

“~and now I can work on my real project!”

Eszterhazy nodded. “The elixir of life,” he said, wearily.

“Of course, the elixir of lifel”

For once, Doctor Eszterhazy could think of nothing to say. He
racked his brains. Finally he murmured, “Keep me posted.”

Later, he said to Lobats, “You may consider the case as closed.”

“You mean that? You do. Well. Very well. But . . . at least tell
me. Where did he get it?”

And Eszterhazy said, in a way perfectly truthfully, “It was
dragon gold.”

He was never sure, afterwards, that Lobats ever forgave him for
that.



Whodunit

The whodunit is one of the most widely recognized forms
of mystery, and for many its name has become syn-
onymous with the entire field. It gives the reader a chance
to discover the identity of the criminal, usually a mur-
derer, before the detective does, and therein may be its
special appeal. In the classic version, the crime occurs in
an isolated place, such as a manor house, there is a lim-
ited number of suspects, and near the end of the story the
survivors are assembled to hear the detective’s solution.

While science fiction can only boast of a moderate
number of whodunits, some of its authors, like the in-
comparable Jack Vance, show great facility in handling
this kind of story. And from the adventures of Mr. Vance’s
irascible detective, Magnus Ridolph, we have selected the
following gem.



Coup de Grace

JACK VANCE

I

The Hub, a cluster of bubbles in a web of metal, hung in empty
space, in that region known to Earthmen as Hither Sagittarius. The
owner was Pan Pascoglu, a man short, dark and energetic, almost
bald, with restless brown eyes and a thick mustache. A man of am-
bition, Pascoglu hoped to develop the Hub into a fashionable re-
sort, a glamor-island among the stars—something more than a mere
stopover depot and junction point. Working to this end, he added
two dozen bright new bubbles—“cottages,” as he called them—
around the outer meshes of the Hub, which already resembled the
model of an extremely complex molecule.

The cottages were quiet and comfortable; the dining salon
offered an adequate cuisine; a remarkable diversity of company
met in the public rooms. Magnus Ridolph found the Hub at once
soothing and stimulating. Sitting in the dim dining salon, the naked
stars serving as chandeliers, he contemplated his fellow-guests. At a
table to his left, partially obscured by a planting of dendrons, sat
four figures. Magnus Ridolph frowned. They ate in utter silence
and three of them, at least, hulked over their plates in an uncouth
fashion.

“Barbarians,” said Magnus Ridolph, and turned his shoulder. In
spite of the mannerless display he was not particularly offended; at
the Hub one must expect to mingle with a variety of peoples. To-
night they seemed to range the whole spectrum of evolution, from
the boors to his left, across a score of more or less noble civili-
zations, culminating with—Magnus Ridolph patted his neat white
beard with a napkin—himself.

From the corner of his eye he noticed one of the four shapes
arise, approach his own table.
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“Forgive my intrusion, but I understand that you are Magnus
Ridolph.”

Magnus Ridolph acknowledged his identity and the other, with-
out invitation, sat heavily down. Magnus Ridolph wavered between
curtness and civility. In the starlight he saw his visitor to be an an-
thropologist, one Lester Bonfils, who had been pointed out to him
earlier. Magnus Ridolph, pleased with his own perspicacity, be-
came civil. The three figures at Bonfils’ table were savages in all re-
ality: paleolithic inhabitants of S-Cha-6, temporary wards of
Bonfils. Their faces were dour, sullen, wary; they seemed disen-
chanted with such of civilization as they had experienced. They
wore metal wristlets and rather heavy metal belts: magnetic pin-
ions. At necessity, Bonfils could instantly immobilize the arms of his
charges.

Bonfils himself was a large fair man with thick blond hair, heavy
and vaguely flabby. His complexion should have been florid; it was
pale. He should have exhaled easy good-fellowship, but he was
withdrawn and diffident. His mouth sagged, his nose was pinched;
there was no energy to his movements, only a nervous febrility. He
leaned forward. “I'm sure you are bored with other people’s trou-
bles, but I need help.”

“At the moment I do not care to accept employment,” said
Magnus Ridolph in a definite voice.

Bonfils sat back, looked away, finding not even the strength to
protest. The stars glinted on the whites of his eyes; his skin shone
the color of cheese. He muttered, “I should have expected no
more.

His expression held such dullness and despair that Magnus Ri-
dolph felt a pang of sympathy. “Out of curiosity—and without com-
mitting myself—what is the nature of your difficulty?”

Bonfils laughed briefly—a mournful empty sound. “Basically—my
destiny.”

“In that case, I can be of little assistance,” said Magnus Ridolph.

Bonfils laughed again, as hollowly as before. “I use the word
‘destiny’ in the largest sense, to include”™—he made a vague gesture
—“T don’t know what. I seem predisposed to failure and defeat. I
consider myself a man of good-will—yet there is no one with more
enemies. I attract them as if I were the most vicious creature alive.”

Magnus Ridolph surveyed Bonfils with a trace of interest. “These
enemies, then, have banded together against you?”
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“No . . . at least, I think not. I am harassed by a woman. She is
busily engaged in killing me.”

“I can give you some rather general advice,” said Magnus Ri-
dolph. “It is this: Have nothing more to do with this woman.”

Bonfils spoke in a desperate rush, with a glance over his shoulder
toward the paleolithics. “I had nothing to do with her in the first
placel That’s the difficulty! Agreed that I'm a fool; an anthropologist
should be careful of such things, but I was absorbed in my work.
This took place at the southern tip of Kharesm, on Journey’s End;
do you know the place?”

“I have never visited Journey’s End.”

“Some people stopped me on the street—"We hear you have en-
gaged in intimate relations with our kinswoman!’

“I protested: ‘No, no, that’s not truel’—because naturally, as an
anthropologist, I must avoid such things like the plague.”

Magnus Ridolph raised his brows in surprise. “Your profession
seems to demand more than monastic detachment.”

Bonfils made his vague gesture; his mind was elsewhere. He
turned to inspect his charges; only one remained at the table.
Bonfils groaned from the depths of his soul, leapt to his feet—nearly
overturning Magnus Ridolph’s table—and plunged away in pur-
suit,

Magnus Ridolph sighed, and, after a moment or two, departed
the dining salon. He sauntered the length of the main lobby, but
Bonfils was nowhere to be seen. Magnus Ridolph seated himself,
ordered a brandy.

The lobby was full. Magnus Ridolph contemplated the other oc-
cupants of the room. Where did these various men and women,
near-men and near-women, originate? What were their purposes,
what had brought them to the Hub? That rotund moon-faced
bonze in the stiff red robe, for instance. He was a native of the
planet Padme, far across the galaxy. Why had he ventured so far
from home? And the tall angular man whose narrow shaved skull
carried a fantastic set of tantalum ornaments: a Lord of the Dacca.
Exiled? In pursuit of an enemy? On some mad crusade? And the
anthrope from the planet Hecate sitting by himself: a walking ar-
gument to support the theory of parallel evolution. His outward
semblance caricatured humanity; internally he was as far removed
as a gastropod. His head was bleached bone and black shadow, his
mouth a lipless slit. He was a Meth of Maetho, and Magnus Ri-
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dolph knew his race to be gentle and diffident, with so little mental
contact with human beings as to seem ambiguous and secre-
tive. . . . Magnus Ridolph focused his gaze on a woman, and was
taken aback by her miraculous beauty. She was dark and slight,
with a complexion the color of clean desert sand; she carried her-
self with a self-awareness that was immensely provoking. . . .

Into the chair beside Magnus Ridolph dropped a short nearly-
bald man with a thick black mustache: Pan Pascoglu, proprietor of
the Hub. “Good evening, Mr. Ridolph; how goes it with you to-
night?”

“Very well, thank you. . . . That woman: who is she?”

Pascoglu followed Magnus Ridolph’s gaze. “Ah. A fairy-princess.
From Journey’s End. Her name—" Pascoglu clicked his tongue. “I
can’t remember. Some outlandish thing.”

“Surely she doesn’t travel alone?”

Pascoglu shrugged. “She says she’s married to Bonfils, the chap
with the three cave-men. But they've got different cottages, and I
never see them together.”

“Astonishing,” murmured Magnus Ridolph.

“An understatement,” said Pascoglu. “The cave-men must have
hidden charms.”

The next morning the Hub vibrated with talk, because Lester
Bonfils lay dead in his cottage, with the three paleolithics stamping
restlessly in their cages. The guests surveyed each other nervously.
One among them was a murderer!

II

Pan Pascoglu came to Magnus Ridolph in an extremity of emotion.
“Mr. Ridolph, I know youre here on vacation, but you've got to
help me out. Someone killed poor Bonfils dead as a mackerel, but
who it was—" He held out his hands. “I can’t stand for such things
here, naturally.”

Magnus Ridolph pulled at his little white beard. “Surely there is
to be some sort of official inquiry?”

“That's what I'm seeing you about!” Pascoglu threw himself into
a chair. “The Hub’s outside all jurisdiction. 'm my own law—
within certain limits, of course. That is to say, if I were harboring
criminals, or running vice, someone would interfere. But there’s
nothing like that here. A drunk, a fight, a swindle—we take care of
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such things quietly. We've never had a killing. It's got to be
cleaned up!”

Magnus Ridolph reflected a moment or two. “I take it you have
no criminological equipment?”

“You mean those truth machines, and breath-detectors and cell-
matchers? Nothing like that. Not even a fingerprint pad.”

“I thought as much,” sighed Magnus Ridolph. “Well, I can
hardly refuse your request. May I ask what you intend to do with
the criminal after I apprehend her—or him?”

Pascoglu jumped to his feet. Clearly the idea had not occurred to
him. He held out his clenched hands. “What should I do? I'm not
equipped to set up a law court. I don’t want to just shoot some-
body.”

Magnus Ridolph spoke judiciously. “The question may resolve it-
self. Justice, after all, has no absolute values.”

Pascoglu nodded passionately. “Right! Let’s find out who did it.
Then we'll decide the next step.”

“Where is the body?” asked Magnus Ridolph.

“Still in the cottage, just where the maid found it.”

“It has not been touched?”

“The doctor looked him over. I came directly to you.”

“Good. Let us go to Bonfils’ cottage.”

Bonfils’ “cottage” was a globe far out on the uttermost web, per-
haps five hundred yards by tube from the main lobby.

The body lay on the floor beside a white chaise-longue—lumpy,
pathetic, grotesque. In the center of the forehead was a burn; no
other marks were visible. The three paleolithics were confined in an
ingenious cage of flexible splines, evidently collapsible. The cage of
itself could not have restrained the muscular savages; the splines
apparently were charged with electricity.

Beside the cage stood a thin young man, either inspecting or
teasing the paleolithics. He turned hastily when Pascoglu and
Magnus Ridolph stepped into the cottage.

Pascoglu performed the introductions. “Dr. Scanton, Magnus Ri-
dolph.”

Magnus Ridolph nodded courteously. “I take it, doctor, that you
have made at least a superficial examination?”

“Sufficient to certify death.”

“Could you ascertain the time of death?”
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“Approximately midnight.”

Magnus gingerly crossed the room, looked down at the body. He
turned abruptly, rejoined Pascoglu and the doctor, who waited by
the door.

“Well?” asked Pascoglu anxiously.

“I have not yet identified the criminal,” said Magnus Ridolph.
“However, I am almost grateful to poor Bonfils. He has provided
what appears to be a case of classic purity.”

Pascoglu chewed at his mustache. “Perhaps I am dense—"

“A series of apparent truisms may order our thinking,” said
Magnus Ridolph. “First, the author of this act is currently at the
Hub.”

“Naturally,” said Pascoglu. “No ships have arrived or departed.”

“The motives to the act lie in the more or less immediate past.”

Pascoglu made an impatient movement. Magnus Ridolph held up
his hand, and Pascoglu irritably resumed the attack on his mus-
tache.

“The criminal in all likelihood had had some sort of association
with Bonfils.”

Pascoglu said, “Don’t you think we should be back in the lobby?
Maybe someone will confess, or—"

“All in good time,” said Magnus Ridolph. “To sum up, it appears
that our primary roster of suspects will be Bonfils’ shipmates en
route to the Hub.”

“He came on the Maulerer Princeps; I can get the debarkation
list at once.” And Pascoglu hurriedly departed the cottage.

Magnus Ridolph stood in the doorway studying the room. He
turned to Dr. Scanton, “Official procedure would call for a set of
detailed photographs; I wonder if you could make these arrange-
ments?”

“Certainly. I'll do them myself.”

“Good. And then—there would seem no reason not to move the
body.”

111

Magnus Ridolph returned along the tube to the main lobby, where
he found Pascoglu at the desk.
Pascoglu thrust forth a paper. “This is what you asked for.”
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Magnus Ridolph inspected the paper with interest. Thirteen
identities were listed:

1. Lester Bonfils, with
a. Abu
b. Toko
c¢. Homup
Viamestris Diasporus
Thorn 199
Fodor Impliega
Fodor Banzoso
Scriagl
Hercules Starguard
Fiamella of Thousand Candles
Clan Kestrel, 14th Ward,
6th Family, 3rd Son
10. (No name)

© ®N AN KW

“Ah,” said Magnus Ridolph. “Excellent. But there is a lack. I am
particularly interested in the planet of origin of these persons.”

“Planet of origin?” Pascoglu complained. “What is the benefit of
this?”

Magnus Ridolph inspected Pascoglu with mild blue eyes. “I take
it that you wish me to investigate this crime?”

“Yes, of course, but—"

“You will then cooperate with me, to the fullest extent, with no
further protest or impatient ejaculations.” And Magnus Ridolph ac-
companied the words with so cold and clear a glance that Pascoglu
wilted and threw up his hands. “Have it your own way. But I still
don’t understand—-"

“As 1 remarked, Bonfils has been good enough to provide us a
case of definitive clarity.”

“It’s not clear to me,” Pascoglu grumbled. He looked at the list.
“You think the murderer is one of these?”

“Possibly, but not necessarily. It might be me, or it might be you.
Both of us have had recent contact with Bonfils.”

Pascoglu grinned sourly. “If it were you, please confess now and
save me the expense of your fee.”

“I fear it is not quite so simple. But the problem is susceptible to
attack. The suspects—the persons on this list and any other Bonfils
had dealt with recently—are from different worlds. Each is steeped
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in the traditions of his unique culture. Police routine might solve
the case through the use of analyzers and detection machines. I
hope to achieve the same end through cultural analysis.”

Pascoglu’s expression was that of a castaway on a desert island
watching a yacht recede over the horizon. “As long as the case gets
solved,” he said in a hollow voice, “and there’s no notoriety.”

“Come, then,” said Magnus Ridolph briskly. “The worlds of
origin.”

The additions were made; Magnus Ridolph scrutinized the list
again. He pursed his lips, pulled at his white beard. “I must have
two hours for research. Then—we interview our suspects.”

v

Two hours passed, and Pan Pascoglu could wait no longer. He
marched furiously into the library, to find Magnus Ridolph gazing
into space, tapping the table with a pencil. Pascoglu opened his
mouth to speak, but Magnus Ridolph turned his head, and the mild
blue gaze seemed to operate some sort of relay within Pascoglu’s
head. He composed himself, and made a relatively calm inquiry as
to the state of Magnus Ridolph’s investigations.

“Well enough,” said Magnus Ridolph. “And what have you
learned?”

“Well—you can cross Scriagl and the Clan Kestrel chap off the
list. They were gambling in the game-room and have foolproof
alibis.”

Magnus Ridolph said thoughtfully, “It is of course possible that
Bonfils met an old enemy here at the Hub.”

Pascoglu cleared his throat. “While you were here studying, I
made a few inquiries. My staff is fairly observant; nothing much es-
capes them. They say that Bonfils spoke at length only to three peo-
ple. They are myself, you and that moon-faced bonze in the red
robes.”

Magnus Ridolph nodded. “I spoke to Bonfils, certainly. He ap-
peared in great trouble. He insisted that a woman—evidently Fia-
mella of Thousand Candles—was killing him.”

“What?” cried Pascoglu. “You knew all this time?”

“Calm yourself, my dear fellow. He claimed that she was engaged
in the process of killing him—vastly different from the decisive act
whose effect we witnessed. I beg of you, restrain your exclamations;
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they startle me. To continue, I spoke to Bonfils, but I feel secure in
eliminating myself. You have requested my assistance and you
know my reputation: hence with equal assurance I eliminate you.”

Pascoglu made a guttural sound, and walked across the room.

Magnus Ridolph spoke on. “The bonze—I know something of his
cult. They subscribe to a belief in reincarnation, and make an abso-
lute fetish of virtue, kindness and charity. A bonze of Padme would
hardly dare such an act as murder; he would expect to spend sev-
eral of his next manifestations as a jackal or a sea-urchin.”

The door opened, and into the library, as if brought by some tel-
epathic urge, came the bonze himself. Noticing the attitudes of
Magnus Ridolph and Pascoglu, their sober appraisal of himself, he
hesitated. “Do I intrude upon a private conversation?”

“The conversation is private,” said Magnus Ridolph, “but inas-
much as the topic is yourself, we would profit by having you join
us.

“I am at your service.” The bonze advanced into the room. “How
far has the discussion advanced?”

“You perhaps are aware that Lester Bonfils, the anthropologist,
was murdered last night.”

“I have heard the talk.”

“We understand that last evening he conversed with you.”

“That is correct.” The bonze drew a deep breath. “Bonfils was in
serious trouble. Never had I seen a man so despondent. The bonzes
of Padme—especially we of the Isavest Ordainment—are sworn to
altruism. We render constructive service to any living thing, and
under certain circumstances to inorganic objects as well. We feel
that the principle of life transcends protoplasm; and in fact has its
inception with simple—or perhaps not so simple—motion. A mole-
cule brushing past another—is this not one aspect of vitality? Why
can we not conjecture consciousness in each individual molecule?
Think what a ferment of thought surrounds us; imagine the resent-
ment which conceivably arises when we tread on a clod! For this
reason we bonzes move as gently as possible, and take care where
we set our feet.”

“Aha, hum,” said Pascoglu. “What did Bonfils want?”

The bonze considered. “I find it difficult to explain. He was a vic-
tim of many anguishes. I believe that he tried to live an honorable
life, but his precepts were contradictory. As a result he was beset
by the passions of suspicion, eroticism, shame, bewilderment,
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dread, anger, resentment, disappointment and confusion. Secondly,
I believe that he was beginning to fear for his professional reputa-
tion—"

Pascoglu interrupted. “What, specifically, did he require of you?”

“Nothing specific. Reassurance and encouragement, perhaps.”

“And you gave it to him?”

The bonze smiled faintly. “My friend, I am dedicated to serious
programs of thought. We have been trained to divide our brains
left lobe from right, so that we may think with two separate
minds.”

Pascoglu was about to bark an impatient question, but Magnus
Ridolph interceded. “The bonze is telling you that only a fool could
resolve Lester Bonfils’ troubles with a word.”

“That expresses something of my meaning,” said the bonze.

Pascoglu stared from one to the other in puzzlement, then threw
up his hands in disgust. “I merely want to find who burnt the hole
in Bonfils’ head. Can you help me, yes or nor”

The bonze smiled faintly. “My friend, I am dedicated to wonder
if you have considered the source of your impulses? Are you not
motivated by an archaic quirk?”

Magnus Ridolph interpreted smoothly. “The bonze refers to the
Mosaic Law. He warns against the doctrine of extracting an eye for
an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”

“Again,” declared the bonze, “you have captured the essence of
my meaning.”

Pascoglu threw up his hands, stamped to the end of the room
and back. “Enough of this foolery!” he roared. “Bonze, get out of
here!”

Magnus Ridolph once more took it upon himself to interpret.
“Pan Pascoglu conveys his compliments, and begs that you excuse
him until he can find leisure to study your views more carefully.”

The bonze bowed and withdrew. Pascoglu said bitterly, “When
this is over, you and the bonze can chop logic to your heart’s con-
tent. I'm sick of talk; I want to see some action.” He pushed a but-
ton. “Ask that Journey’s End woman—Miss Thousand Candles,
whatever her name is—to come into the library.”

Magnus Ridolph raised his eyebrows. “What do you intend?”

Pascoglu refused to meet Magnus Ridolph’s gaze. “I'm going to
talk to these people and find out what they know.”

“I fear that you waste time.”
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“Nevertheless,” said Pascoglu doggedly. “T've got to make a start
somewhere. Nobody ever learned anything lying low in the li-
brary.”

“I take it, then, that you no longer require my services?”

Pascoglu chewed irritably at his mustache. “Frankly, Mr. Ri-
dolph, you move a little too slow to suit me. This is a serious affair.
I've got to get action fast.”

Magnus Ridolph bowed in acquiescence. “I hope you have no
objection to my witnessing the interviews?”

“Not at all.”

A moment passed, then the door opened and Fiamella of Thou-
sand Candles stood looking in.

Pan Pascoglu and Magnus Ridolph stared in silence. Fiamella
wore a simple beige frock, soft leather sandals. Her arms and legs
were bare, her skin only slightly paler than the frock. In her hair
she wore a small orange flower.

Pascoglu somberly gestured her forward; Magnus Ridolph re-
tired to a seat across the room.

“Yes, what is it?” asked Fiamella in a soft, sweet voice.

“You no doubt have learned of Mr. Bonfils’ death?” asked Pas-
coglu.

“Oh yes!”

“And you are not disturbed?”

“I am very happy, of course.”

“Indeed.” Pascoglu cleared his throat. “I understand that you
have referred to yourself as Mrs. Bonfils.”

Fiamella nodded. “That is how you say it. On Journey’s End we
say he is Mr. Fiamella. I pick him out. But he ran away, which is a
great harm. So I came after him, I tell him I kill him if he will not
come back to Journey’s End.”

Pascoglu jumped forward like a terrier, stabbed the air with a
stubby forefinger. “Ah! Then you admit you killed him!”

“No, no,” she cried indignantly. “With a fire gun? You insult mel
You are as bad as Bonfils. Better be careful, I kill you.”

Pascoglu stood back, startled. He turned to Magnus Ridolph.
“You heard her, Ridolph?”

“Indeed, indeed.”

Fiamella nodded vigorously. “You laugh at a woman’s beauty;
what else does she have? So she kills you, and no more insult.”
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“Just how do you kill, Miss Fiamella?” asked Magnus Ridolph
politely.

“I kill by love, naturally. I come like this—" She stepped forward,
stopped, stood rigid before Pascoglu, looking into his eyes. “I raise
my hands— She slowly lifted her arms, held her palms toward Pas-
coglu’s face. “I turn around, I walk away.” She did so, glancing
over her shoulder. “I come back.” She came running back. “And
soon you say, ‘Fiamella, let me touch you, let me feel your skin’
And I say, ‘Nol” And I walk around behind you, and blow on your
neck—"

“Stop it!” said Pascoglu uneasily.

“—and pretty soon you go pale and your hands shake and you
cry, ‘Fiamella, Fiamella of Thousand Candles, I love you, I die for
lovel’ Then I come in when it is almost dark and I wear only
flowers, and you cry out, ‘Fiamellal’ Next I-”

“I think the picture is clear,” said Magnus Ridolph suavely.
“When Mr. Pascoglu recovers his breath, he surely will apologize
for insulting you. As for myself, I can conceive of no more pleasant
form of extinction, and I am half-tempted to—"

She gave his beard a playful tweak. “You are too old.”

Magnus Ridolph agreed mournfully. “I fear that you are right.
For a moment I had deceived myself. . . . You may go, Miss Fia-
mella of Thousand Candles. Please return to Journey’s End. Your
estranged husband is dead; no one will ever dare insult you
again.”

Fiamella smiled in a kind of sad gratification, and with soft lithe
steps went to the door, where she halted, turned. “You want to find
out who burned poor Lester?”

“Yes, of course,” said Pascoglu eagerly.

“You know the priests of Cambyses?”

“Fodor Impliega, Fodor Banzoso?”

Fiamella nodded. “They hated Lester. They said, ‘Give us one of
your savage slaves. Too long a time has gone past; we must send a
soul to our god.’ Lester said, ‘No!" They were very angry, and
talked together about Lester.”

Pascoglu nodded thoughtfully. “I see. I'll certainly make in-
quiries of these priests. Thank you for your information.”

Fiamella departed. Pascoglu went to the wall-mesh. “Send Fodor
Impliega and Fodor Banzoso here, please.”

There was a pause, then the voice of the clerk responded: “They
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are busy, Mr. Pascoglu—some sort of rite or other. They said theyll
only be a few minutes.”

“Mmph. . . . Well, send in Viamestris Diasporus.”

“Yes, sir.”

“For your information,” said Magnus Ridolph, “Viamestris Dias-
porus comes from a world where gladiatorial sports are highly
popular, where successful gladiators are the princes of society, es-
pecially the amateur gladiator, who may be a high-ranking noble-
man, fighting merely for public acclamation and prestige.”

Pascoglu turned around. “If Diasporus is an amateur gladiator, I
would think he’d be pretty callous. He wouldn’t care who he
killed!”

“I merely present such facts as I have gleaned through the morn-
ing’s research. You must draw your own conclusions.”

Pascoglu grunted.

In the doorway appeared Viamestris Diasporus, the tall man with
the ferocious aquiline head whom Magnus Ridolph had noticed in
the lobby. He inspected the interior of the library carefully.

“Enter, if you please,” said Pascoglu. “I am conducting an in-
quiry into the death of Lester Bonfils. It is possible that you can
help us.”

Diasporus’ narrow face elongated in surprise. “The killer has not
announced himself?”

“Unfortunately, no.”

Diasporus made a swift gesture, a nod of the head, as if suddenly
all were clear. “Bonfils was evidently of the lowest power, and the
killer is ashamed of his feat, rather than proud.”

Pascoglu rubbed the back of his head. “To ask a hypothetical
question, Mr. Diasporus, suppose you had killed Bonfils, what rea-
son—"

Diasporus cut the air with his hand. “Ridiculous! I would only
mar my record with a victory so small.”

“But, assuming that you had reason to kill him—"

“What reason could there be? He belonged to no recognized
gens, he had issued no challenges, he was of stature insufficient to
drag the sand of the arena.”

Pascoglu spoke querulously: “But if he had done you an injury—"

Magnus Ridolph interjected a suggestion: “For the sake of argu-
ment, let us assume that Mr. Bonfils had flung white paint on the
front of your house.”



COUP DE GRACE 169

In two great strides Diasporus was beside Magnus Ridolph, the
feral bony face peering down. “What is this, what has he done?”

“He has done nothing. He is dead. I ask the question merely for
the enlightenment of Mr. Pascoglu.”

“Ah! I understand. I would have such a cur poisoned. Evidently
Bonfils had committed no such solecism, for I understand that he
died decently, through a weapon of prestige.”

Pascoglu turned his eyes to the ceiling, held out his hands.
“Thank you, Mr. Diasporus, thank you for your help.”

Diasporus departed; Pascoglu went to the wall-mesh. “Please
send Mr. Thorn 19qg to the library.”

They waited in silence. Presently Thorn 199 appeared, a wiry lit-
tle man with a rather large round head, evidently of a much mu-
tated race. His skin was a waxy yellow; he wore gay garments of
blue and orange, with a red collar and rococo red slippers.

Pascoglu had recovered his poise. “Thank you for coming, Mr.
Thorn. I am trying to establish—"

Magnus Ridolph said in a thoughtful voice, “Excuse me. May I
make a suggestion?”

“Well?” snapped Pascoglu.

“I fear Mr. Thomn is not wearing the clothes he would prefer for
so important an inquiry as this. For his own sake he will be the first
to wish to change into black and white, with, of course, a black
hat.”

Thorn 199 darted Magnus Ridolph a glance of enormous hatred.

Pascoglu was puzzled. He glanced from Magnus Ridolph to
Thorn 199 and back.

“These garments are adequate,” rasped Thorn 19g. “After all, we
discuss nothing of consequence.”

“Ah, but we dol We inquire into the death of Lester Bonfils.”

“Of which I know nothing!”

“Then surely you will have no objection to black and white.”

Thorn 199 swung on his heel and left the library.

“What's all this talk about black and white?” demanded Pas-
coglu.

Magnus Ridolph indicated a strip of film still in the viewer. “This
morning I had occasion to review the folkways of the Kolar Penin-
sula on Duax. The symbology of clothes is especially fascinating.
For instance, the blue and orange in which Thorn 199 just now ap-
peared induces a frivolous attitude, a light-hearted disregard for
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what we Earthmen would speak of as ‘fact’. Black and white, how-
ever, are the vestments of responsibility and sobriety. When these
colors are supplemented by a black hat, the Kolarians are con-
strained to truth.”

Pascoglu nodded in a subdued fashion. “Well, in the meantime,
I'll talk to the two priests of Cambyses.” He glanced rather apolo-
getically at Magnus Ridolph. “I hear that they practice human
sacrifice on Cambyses; is that right?”

“Perfectly correct,” said Magnus Ridolph.

The two priests, Fodor Impliega and Fodor Banzoso, presently
appeared, both corpulent and unpleasant-looking, with red flushed
faces, full lips, eyes half-submerged in the swelling folds of their
cheeks.

Pascoglu assumed his official manner. “I am inquiring into the
death of Lester Bonfils. You two were fellow passengers with him
aboard the Maulerer Princeps; perhaps you noticed something
which might shed some light on his death.”

The priests pouted, blinked, shook their heads. “We are not in-
terested in such men as Bonfils.”

“You yourselves had no dealings with him?”

The priests stared at Pascogly, eyes like four knobs of stone.

Pascoglu prompted them. “I understand you wanted to sacrifice
one of Bonfils’ paleolithics. Is this trueP”

“You do not understand our religion,” said Fodor Impliega in a
flat plangent voice. “The great god Camb exists in each one of us,
we are all parts of the whole, the whole of the parts.”

Fodor Banzoso amplified the statement. “You used the word ‘sac-
rifice’. This is incorrect. You should say, ‘go to join Camb’. It is
like going to the fire for warmth, and the fire becomes warmer the
more souls that come to join it.”

“I see, 1 see,” said Pascoglu. “Bonfils refused to give you one of
his paleolithics for a sacrifice—"

“Not ‘sacrifice’l”

“~s0 you became angry, and last night you sacrificed Bonfils
himself!”

“May I interrupt?” asked Magnus Ridolph. “I think I may save
time for everyone. As you know, Mr. Pascoglu, I spent a certain pe-
riod this morning in research. I chanced on a description of the
Cambian sacrificial rites. In order for the rite to be valid, the vic-
tim must kneel, bow his head forward. Two skewers are driven
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into his ears, and the victim is left in this position, kneeling, face
down, in a state of ritual composure. Bonfils was sprawled without
regard for any sort of decency. I suggest that Fodor Impliega and
Fodor Banzoso are guiltless, at least of this particular crime.”

“True, true,” said Fodor Impliega. “Never would we leave a
corpse in such disorder.”

Pascoglu blew out his cheeks. “Temporarily, that’s all.”

At this moment Thom 199 returned, wearing skin-tight black
pantaloons, white blouse, a black jacket, a black tricorn hat. He
sidled into the library, past the departing priests.

“You need ask but a single question,” said Magnus Ridolph.
“What clothes was he wearing at midnight last night?”

“Well?” asked Pascoglu. “What clothes were you wearing?”

“I wore blue and purple.”

“Did you kill Lester Bonfils?”

“No.”

“Undoubtedly Mr. Thorn 1gg is telling the truth,” said Magnus
Ridolph. “The Kolarians will perform violent deeds only when
wearing gray pantaloons or the combination of green jacket and
red hat. I think you may safely eliminate Mr. Thorn 199.”

“Very well,” said Pascoglu. “T guess that’s all, Mr. Thorn.”

Thorn 199 departed, and Pascoglu examined his list with a dis-
pirited attitude. He spoke into the mesh. “Ask Mr. Hercules Star-
guard to step in.”

Hercules Starguard was a young man of great physical charm.
His hair was a thick crop of flaxen curls; his eyes were blue as sap-
phires. He wore mustard-colored breeches, a flaring black jacket,
swaggering black short-boots. Pascoglu rose from the chair into
which he had sunk. “Mr. Starguard, we are trying to learn some-
thing about the tragic death of Mr. Bonfils.”

“Not guilty,” said Hercules Starguard. “I didn’t kill the swine.”

Pascoglu raised his eyebrows. “You had reason to dislike Mr.
Bonfils?”

“Yes, I would say I disliked Mr. Bonfils.”

“And what was the cause of this dislike?”

Hercules Starguard looked contemptuously down his nose at Pas-
coglu. “Really, Mr. Pascoglu, I cant see how my emotions affect
your inquiry.”

“Only,” said Pascoglu, “if you were the person who killed Mr.
Bonfils.”
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Starguard shrugged. “I'm not.”

“Can you demonstrate this to my satisfaction?”

“Probably not.”

Magnus Ridolph leaned forward. “Perhaps I can help Mr. Star-
guard.”

Pascoglu glared at him. “Please, Mr. Ridolph, I don’t think Mr.
Starguard needs help.”

“I only wish to clarify the situation,” said Magnus Ridolph.

“So you clarify me out of all my suspects,” snapped Pascoglu.
“Very well, what is it this time?”

“Mr. Starguard is an Earthman, and is subject to the influence of
our basic Earth culture. Unlike many men and near-men of the
outer worlds, he has been inculcated with the idea that human life
is valuable, that he who kills will be punished.”

“That doesn’t stop murderers,” grunted Pascoglu.

“But it restrains an Earthman from killing in the presence of
witnesses.”

“Witnesses? The paleolithics? What good are they as witnesses?”

“Possibly none whatever, in a legal sense. But they are important
indicators, since the presence of human onlookers would deter an
Earthman from murder. For this reason, I believe we may eliminate
Mr. Starguard from serious consideration as a suspect.”

Pascoglu’s jaw dropped. “But—who is left?” He looked at the list.
“The Hecatean.” He spoke into the mesh. “Send in Mr. . . .” He
frowned. “Send in the Hecatean.”

The Hecatean was the sole non-human of the group, although
outwardly he showed great organic similarity to true man. He was
tall and stick-legged, with dark brooding eyes in a hard chitin-
sheathed white face. His hands were elastic fingerless flaps: here
was his most obvious differentiation from humanity. He paused in
the doorway, surveying the interior of the room.

“Come in, Mr.—" Pascoglu paused in irritation. “I don’t know
your name; you have refused to confide it, and I cannot address you
properly. Nevertheless, if you will be good enough to enter . . .”

The Hecatean stepped forward. “You men are amusing beasts.
Each of you has his private name. I know who I am—why must I
label myself? It is a racial idiosyncrasy, the need to fix a sound to
each reality.”

“We like to know what were talking about,” said Pascoglu.
“That’s how we fix objects in our minds, with names.”
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“And thereby you miss the great intuitions,” said the Hecatean.
His voice was solemn and hollow. “But you have called me here to
question me about the man labeled Bonfils. He is dead.”

“Exactly,” said Pascoglu. “Do you know who killed him?”

“Certainly,” said the Hecatean. “Does not everyone know?”

“No,” said Pascoglu. “Who is it?”

The Hecatean looked around the room, and when he returned to
Pascoglu, his eyes were blank as holes in a crypt.

“Evidently I was mistaken. If I knew, the person involved wishes
his deed to pass unnoticed, and why should I disoblige him? If I
did know, I don’t know.”

Pascoglu began to splutter, but Magnus Ridolph interceded in a
grave voice. “A reasonable attitude.”

Pascoglu’s cup of wrath boiled over. “I think his attitude is dis-
gracefull A murder has been committed, this creature claims he
knows, and will not tell. . . . I have a good mind to confine him to
his quarters until the patrol ship passes.”

“If you do so,” said the Hecatean, “I will discharge the contents
of my spore sac into the air. You will presently find your Hub in-
habited by a hundred thousand animalcules, and if you injure a sin-
gle one of them, you will be guilty of the same crime that you are
now investigating.”

Pascoglu went to the door, flung it aside. “Gol Leavel Take the
next ship out of here! I'll never allow you back!”

The Hecatean departed without comment. Magnus Ridolph rose
to his feet and prepared to follow. Pascoglu held up his hand. “Just
a minute, Mr. Ridolph. I need advice. I was hasty; I lost my head.”

Magnus Ridolph considered. “Exactly what do you require of
me?”

“Find the murderer! Get me out of this mess!”

“These requirements might be contradictory.”

Pascoglu sank into a chair, passed a hand over his eyes. “Don’t
make me out puzzles, Mr. Ridolph.”

“Actually, Mr. Pascoglu, you have no need of my services. You
have interviewed the suspects, you have at least a cursory ac-
quaintance with the civilizations which have shaped them.”

“Yes, yes,” muttered Pascoglu. He brought out the list, stared at
it, then looked sidewise at Magnus Ridolph. “Which one? Dias-
porus? Did he do it?”

Magnus Ridolph pursed his lips doubtfully. “He is a knight of
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the Dacca, an amateur gladiator evidently of some reputation. A
murder of this sort would shatter his self-respect, his confidence. I
put the probability at one percent.”

“Hmph. What about Fiamella of Thousand Candles? She admits
she set out to kill him.”

Magnus Ridolph frowned. “I wonder. Death by means of
amorous attrition is of course not impossible—but are not Fiamella’s
motives ambiguous? From what I gather, her reputation was in-
jured by Bonfils’ disinclination, and she thereupon set out to repair
her reputation. If she could harass poor Bonfils to his doom by her
charm and seductions, she would gain great face. She had every-
thing to lose if he died in any other fashion. Probability: one per-
cent.”

Pascoglu made a mark on the list. “What of Thorn 1g9?”

Magnus Ridolph held out his hands. “He was not dressed in his
killing clothes. It is as simple as that. Probability: one percent.”

“Well,” cried Pascoglu, “what of the priests, Banzoso and Im-
pliega? They needed a sacrifice to their god.”

Magnus Ridolph shook his head. “The job was a botch. A sac-
rifice so slipshod would earn them ten thousand years of perdition.”

Pascoglu made a half-hearted suggestion. “Suppose they didn’t
really believe that?”

“Then why trouble at all?” asked Magnus Ridolph. “Probability:
one percent.”

“Well, there’s Starguard,” mused Pascoglu. “But you insist he
wouldn’t commit murder in front of witnesses. . .”

“It seems highly unlikely,” said Magnus Ridolph. “Of course, we
could speculate that Bonfils was a charlatan, that the paleolithics
were impostors, that Starguard was somehow involved in the de-
ception. . .”

“Yes,” said Pascoglu eagerly. “I was thinking something like that
myself.”

“The only drawback to the theory is that it cannot possibly be
correct. Bonfils is an anthropologist of wide reputation. I observed
the paleolithics, and I believe them to be authentic primitives.
They are shy and confused. Civilized men attempting to mimic bar-
barity unconsciously exaggerate the brutishness of their subject. The
barbarian, adapting to the ways of civilization, comports himself to
the model set by his preceptor—in this case Bonfils. Observing them
at dinner, I was amused by their careful aping of Bonfils’ manners.
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Then, when we were inspecting the corpse, they were clearly be-
wildered, subdued, frightened. I could discern no trace of the
crafty calculation by which a civilized man would hope to extricate
himself from an uncomfortable situation. I think we may assume
that Bonfils and his paleolithics were exactly as they represented
themselves.”

Pascoglu jumped to his feet, paced back and forth. “Then the pa-
leolithics could not have killed Bonfils.”

“Probability minuscule. And if we concede their genuineness, we
must abandon the idea that Starguard was their accomplice, and
we rule him out on the basis of the cultural qualm I mentioned be-
fore.”

“Well—the Hecatean, then. What of him?”

“He is a more unlikely murderer than all the others,” said
Magnus Ridolph. “For three reasons: First, he is non-human, and
has no experience with rage and revenge. On Hecate violence is un-
known. Secondly, as a non-human, he would have no points of en-
gagement with Bonfils. A leopard does not attack a tree; they are
different orders of beings. So with the Hecatean. Thirdly, it would
be, physically as well as psychologically, impossible for the Heca-
tean to kill Bonfils. His hands have no fingers; they are flaps of
sinew. They could not manipulate a trigger inside a trigger-guard. I
think you may dispense with the Hecatean.”

“But who is there left?” cried Pascoglu in desperation.

“Well, there is you, there is me and there is—"

The door slid back; the bonze in the red cloak looked into the
room.

Vv

“Come in, come in,” said Magnus Ridolph with cordiality. “Our
business is just now complete. We have established that of all the
persons here at the Hub, only you would have killed Lester Bonfils,
and so now we have no further need for the library.”

“What?” cried Pascoglu, staring at the bonze, who made a depre-
catory gesture.

“I had hoped,” said the bonze, “that my part in the affair would
escape notice.”

“You are too modest,” said Magnus Ridolph. “It is only fitting
that a man should be known for his good works.”
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The bonze bowed. “T want no encomiums. I merely do my duty.
And if you are truly finished in here, I have a certain amount of
study before me.”

“By all means. Come, Mr. Pascoglu; we are inconsiderate, keep-
ing the worthy bonze from his meditations.” And Magnus Ridolph
drew the stupefied Pan Pascoglu into the corridor.

“Is he—is he the murderer?” asked Pascoglu feebly.

“He killed Lester Bonfils,” said Magnus Ridolph. “That is clear
enough.”

“But why?”

“Out of the kindness of his heart. Bonfils spoke to me for a mo-
ment. He clearly was suffering considerable psychic damage.”

“But—he could be cured!” exclaimed Pascoglu indignantly. “It
wasn’t necessary to kill him to soothe his feelings.”

“Not according to our viewpoint,” said Magnus Ridolph. “But
you must recall that the bonze is a devout believer in—well, let us
call it ‘reincarnation’. He conceived himself performing a happy
release for poor tormented Bonfils, who came to him for help. He
killed him for his own good.”

They entered Pascoglu’s office; Pascoglu went to stare out the
window. “But what am I to do?” he muttered.

“That,” said Magnus Ridolph, “is where I cannot advise you.”

“It doesn’t seem right to penalize the poor bonze. . . . It’s ridicu-
lous. How could I possibly go about it?”

“The dilemma is real,” agreed Magnus Ridolph.

There was a moment of silence, during which Pascoglu morosely
tugged at his mustache. Then Magnus Ridolph said, “Essentially,
you wish to protect your clientele from further application of mis-
placed philanthropy.”

“That’s the main thing!” cried Pascoglu. “I could pass off Bonfils’
death—explain that it was accidental. I could ship the paleolithics
back to their planet. . .”

“I would likewise separate the bonze from persons showing even
the mildest melancholy. For if he is energetic and dedicated, he
might well seek to extend the range of his beneficence.”

Pascoglu suddenly put his hand to his cheek. He turned wide
eyes to Magnus Ridolph. “This morning I felt pretty low. I was
talking to the bonze . . . I told him all my troubles, I complained
about expense—"

The door slid quietly aside; the bonze peered in, a half-smile on
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his benign face. “Do I intrude?” he asked as he spied Magnus
Ridolph. “I had hoped to find you alone, Mr. Pascoglu.”

“I was just going,” said Magnus Ridolph politely. “If you'll ex-
cuseme. . .”

“No, no!” cried Pascoglu. “Don’t go, Mr. Ridolph!”

“Another time will do as well,” said the bonze politely. The door
closed behind him.

“Now I feel worse than ever,” Pascoglu moaned.

“Best to conceal it from the bonze,” said Magnus Ridolph.






Why-done-it

Motive is the premier consideration of the why-done-it
story. The reader often knows who the guilty party is, but
he does not know why the crime was committed. Obvi-
ously, this genre lends itself to character studies and psy-
chic explorations, and, as such, it usually avoids the pitfall
of sterility that the whodunit sometimes falls into.

In science fiction, unlike the mystery field, there are
probably just as many why-done-its as there are who-
dunits. Furthermore, by writing about aliens, time-travel,
robots, or strikingly different cultures, the science fiction
author is able to postulate a far wider range of motives
than is the mystery author. Robert Silverberg, for exam-
ple, once put together a delightful yarn about an intelli-
gent plant that attacked a man because it was jealous of
his locomotive powers. While the following story by Wil-
liam F. Temple offers a more traditional motive, it is an
eerily effective piece which again makes us wonder why
his works have been so neglected.



The Green Car

WILLIAM F. TEMPLE

This was one time I really saw an accident happen.

Other times, I'd just miss such things. There’s the shriek of locked
wheels. I look round and someone’s lying in the road. There’s a sta-
tionary car nearby, slewed half round.

After, I'd tell people: “I saw a nasty accident today . . .”

One embroiders to make the story vivid.

But this time I saw it happen. I wish to heaven I never had. Acci-
dent? It was more like plain murder.

The lane through Trescawo was serpentine in the extreme. It
looped back on itself as though it were reluctant to reach the vil-
lage at all, as though it were afraid it would run into something
horrible.

The white-faced man in the green car had no such qualms. He
came fast and unbelievably silently. Franky Lockett never even saw
him. But I did.

I was leaning on my front gate when Franky erupted into his
garden. He was eight and lived in the bungalow opposite. He was a
sandy-haired kid, snub-nosed, blue-eyed, bright as a button, super-
charged with energy. He seldom walked: he galloped.

He saw me and came charging across the lane. “Mr. Murdoch
will you let me—"

Without a sound, the green car rushed into Trescawo from the
dusk and hit him. He was thrown into the hedge of his front gar-
den. I glimpsed the white, set face of the driver, and then the car
was past. Shocked and horrified though I was, I noted the rear
number-plate before the gloom swallowed it.

Then: “Franky!” I ran across to him. He was a muddied little
bundle at the foot of the hedge, twitching pointlessly. I lifted his
head and blood ran from the back of it. His eyes were closed. His
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mouth hung open, showing the gaps in his milk teeth. Then all at
once he gave a great sigh and died in my arms.

Something moved beside me.

Blurrily, I looked up. Franky’s father was standing over us, shak-
ing like a man with fever. His hands fluttered uselessly. His eyes
were round, staring. He said, thickly: “I was always afraid it would
happen. He will rush—”

He choked over the broken sentence, knowing the tense was
wrong and afraid to face the right one. He dropped on his knees
beside us, clutched his son and wept like a woman.

I yielded Franky to him and stood up. I felt numb all over.

Trescawo sprang alive. Doors opened up and down the lane, gar-
den gates banged, people came hurrying. It was a small village.
People had lived close together here from infancy. Trescawo was
like a single organism, aware immediately when some part of it was
hurt.

Crooning wordlessly, they helped bear Franky into his bungalow.
Some brave soul went ahead to meet the mother. Somebody ran for
Dr. Trevose.

Still numbed, I reached my own bungalow and raised the local
exchange. “Minnie, put me through to the police at Merthavin—
hurry, for God’s sake.”

Minnie was an efficient operator before all else. For the moment,
she forgot to be a woman and put me through without question.
But doubtless, then, she listened.

Merthavin was a small coast resort five miles along the lane. In
all that distance there was no single turning from the lane, and for
a three-mile stretch if you turned left you went straight into the
sea. Unless it stopped at either of a couple of farmhouses, or unless
it turned around and came back, the green car must go by way of
Merthavin.

The station sergeant there answered me. I told him what had
happened and described the car. “Big, dark green saloon. Maybe
twenty years old but runs smoothly. The number is WME 2195. A
man driving—seemed to be wearing a bowler hat. White-faced fel-
low with a thick black moustache.”

“We'll stop him, Mr. Murdoch,” said the sergeant.

“Then arrest him for murder,” I said, bitterly.

I went across to the Lockett’s bungalow. Dr. Trevose was there,
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but there was nothing he could do, or I could do, or anyone could
do.

“Mr. Murdoch, will you let me—" The excited little voice kept
calling through my memory. I should never learn what Franky was
going to ask of me. When the ache got too bad I went back to my
own place, alone, looking for the whisky.

The ’phone rang. It was the police sergeant again.

“He hasn’t shown up yet, sir. You say he was traveling fast?”

“Too damn fast,” I said, grimly.

“And he’s not gone back your way?”

“No—half the village is out waiting for him. They’ll lynch him if
they catch him-I'll do it myself.”

“I understand your feelings, sir. But try to keep him for us if he
comes that way. I reckon he must have stopped at one of the farms.
Else he should have been here long ago.”

“I suppose so.”

The sergeant made undecided noises. Then, suddenly: “I'd bet-
ter stay on watch here. I'll ring George Peters and get him to start
from your end and check up at the farms.”

“All right, sergeant. If there’s anything I can do-"

“Not at the moment, sir. I'll let you know when we locate the
man.” He hung up.

I poured my whisky, neat, and brooded over it. George Peters
was a country police-constable. He lived alone in a cottage a couple
of miles north of Trescawo and was the “local” policeman for four
villages. He was pure Comnish and from the district and yet, some-
how, never seemed of it.

This wasn’t just my own impression. I'd lived in Cornwall for
only three years and was still the complete “foreigner.” But Peters
was a “queer ‘un” even to those who'd attended the same school.

“Deep,” they said. “Knows a lot more than he lets on.”

I'd bumped into him a few times but got no further than ex-
changing formal greetings. Politely, he kept me at arm’s length. He
didn’t want to talk. This piqued me a bit, for he had a scholar’s face
with quiet eyes and I imagined we might have interests in common.
I was an artist but I'd read a few books.

Still, maybe I was wrong about him. People who don’t talk much
usually don’t because they haven’t much to talk about.

He drifted from my attention. Franky Lockett came back and the
whisky failed to make anything seem better. I was in for a bad
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night. I was pacing up and down the room, glass in hand, when the
door-bell rang.

It was Constable Peters. Gaunt and looking seven feet tall with
his helmet on, he regarded me from the step and said in his soft
voice with only the echo of a Cornish accent: “Sorry to trouble you,
Mr. Murdoch. I had to pass this way, and I'd just like to check the
details about the green car.”

“Certainly, constable. Come in.”

He refused, gently but firmly. He just didn’t want to mix. So I
told him what I'd told the sergeant. This, clearly, he already knew.
He listened impassively, making no notes. Then he asked: “Was it
a Morris Sixteen?”

“I wouldn’t know. I'm afraid I don’t know much about cars.”

“I see, sir. Thank you. Good night.”

He seemed to reach the front gate with but a couple of strides of
his long legs, mounted the bicycle he’d leant against it, and rode off
towards Merthavin. The uncertain smear of light cast by his oil
lamp weakened with distance and died away altogether.

I duly had my bad night, dozing on and off. Between dozes I
thought too much. One of the least worrying questions I kept ask-
ing myself was the one Peters had asked me. Was the green car a
Morris Sixteen?

And why on earth had Peters asked me that? Did he really
“know more than he let on?” If he didn’t, the question seemed
pointless.

By morning I'd come to hate the wallpaper. I just had to get out
in the open. I was cleaning my brushes to escape for a day’s paint-
ing when the ‘phone rang. It was Constable Peters.

“Could you spare the time to come up to my place for a few min-
utes, Mr. Murdoch?”

I didn’t think my heart could sink any lower but it managed it.
He’d be wanting my evidence as the sole witness, of course, and 1
hated the idea of living through the tragedy yet again. I'd been
doing it most of the night.

Anyhow, it was his duty to call on me, not the other way round.

I said, rather irritably: “All right . . . Did you trace that driver
last night?”

There was a moment of silence. Then Peters said quietly: “He
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hadn’t been to either of the farms. He never reached Merthavin. He
never came back to Trescawo.”

There was another moment of silence while I absorbed that.
“Damn it,” I said, “he can’t have been snatched up into the sky.
Did you find the car abandoned? Or what?”

“That’s what I want to talk to you about, Mr. Murdoch.”

Obviously he didn’t want to say more on the telephone in case
Minnie was listening. I was interested now, my irritation gone.
“Right, I'll be there in ten minutes.”

But I was there in less on my motor-bike. P.-c. Peters was waiting
at his cottage door, uniformed but hatless. He showed me into a
sizeable room: it took up more than half the cottage. It was very
neat but unusual. There were bookshelves all around it, ceiling-
high, and they were packed tight with books, folders, filing boxes,
and a row of hefty albums.

The floorboards were highly polished. There was a plain oak
desk and a couple of wooden office chairs. That was the full inven-
tory.

“My reference library and, you might say, my home,” murmured
Peters.

He selected one of the large albums and carried it to the desk.
“This is what I want you to see, sir. I'd have brought it down to
you but it’s too bulky to strap on the carrier of my bike.”

Our relationship was changing. Peters was becoming quite loqua-
cious and I could find no answer but a grunt. His thin fingers
turned the wide pages which were covered with pasted cuttings.
He found the one he sought and indicated it. I bent over the desk
to look.

It was a two-column story clipped from the local paper, the
color of weak tea. The headlines said: CAR GOES OVER CLIFF
and TRAGIC DEATH OF MERTHAVIN MAN. There was a
smudgy photograph of a middle-aged man with a heavy black
moustache.

“Does he look at all like the driver you saw, sir?”

I looked more closely. The photo disintegrated into a crowd of
meaningless black dots.

“Afraid the detail isn’t very clear,” said Peters, apologetically.

“Even if it were, I still wouldn’t be sure,” I said. “I had the
merest glimpse of the man. But certainly it could have been this
man. Or his twin brother, for obviously this chap’s dead.”
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“Yes, he’s dead—been dead some seventeen years. Albert Wolfe,
plumber, of Merthavin. I knew him pretty well. He had no
brothers.”

“So? Then I wouldn’t know him—until three years ago I'd never
been anywhere west of Plymouth.”

“No, you wouldn’t know him, sir. But I'd be glad if you would
read the story.”

I read it with some effort—the tiny type was eye-straining. It told
how Wolfe, driving alone along the coast road between Trescawo
and Merthavin in October 1940, swerved to avoid a car coming the
other way. His car, a green Morris Sixteen plunged over the
100-foot cliff at that point into the sea.

At the time of going to press his body had not yet been recov-
ered.

“Was it ever?” I asked Peters.

He shook his head. “There’s a strong undertow around there.
The body must have been washed out to sea. There was a war on
at the time, you know, and it was a week before we could get hold
of a diver to go down. The car was there, all right, upside down
with a door open. No body, though.”

“Well, it was a nasty affair but it was a long time ago and I still
don’t get why you’ve brought it up here—or me either.”

Peters reached down a small ledger. “I'm a hoarder of data,” he
said. “In this book I've kept a note of the license number of every
car or vehicle owned by anyone living within a fifteen miles radius
of here during my time in the force. Cross-indexed between num-
bers and names, you see.”

He thumbed open the “W” section and showed me an entry:
Wolfe, Albert Geoffrey. Morris 16 (Green) No. WME2195

“Th-that’s the number of the green carl” I stuttered.

“So you said, sir. And so far as I can ascertain, that number
hasn’t been re-issued to anyone since Bert Wolfe died.”

I stared first at him, then out of the window at the little hedge-
enclosed lawn, perhaps to be reassured that the world was still real
out there. It was, anyway. I bit my thumbnail and that was real too.

“Are you implying that I saw Wolfe’s ghost?”

“I don’t know what you saw, Mr. Murdoch. I'm trying to find
out.”

I took another look at the indistinct photo and paced up and
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down trying to compare it with the even more indistinct face in my
memory. I found myself surveying book titles, at first uncon-
sciously, then consciously. Most of one corner of the room was oc-
cupied by works on psychic research and a few odd men out like
the books of Charles Fort.

“Ghosts seem to be a particular interest of yours, Peters,” I said.
“Personally, I don’t believe in them. What are you trying to sell
me?”

Peters’ rather ascetic face showed no reproach. “I'm a hoarder of
data,” he repeated. “Facts are what interest me, Mr. Murdoch. If
you'll examine the rest of the shelves you'll ind more encyclo-
pedias, atlases, year-books, and scientific works than anything ap-
pertaining to psychic research.”

“Nevertheless, you include ghosts among your ‘facts’?”

“Apparitions would seem to be a genuine phenomenon according
to the annals of the Society of Psychical Research,” said Peters,
carefully. “Probably they’re mostly, if not wholly, subjective,
though some might conceivably be explained by past and present
time getting temporarily out of phase, as it were, and overlapping.
Whether you can call them facts’ depends on what you mean by a
fact. Is imagination itself a fact? Anyhow, what’s indisputable fact
about ghosts is that people report seeing them.”

“As you think I've done?”

“I don’t know what to think you saw, sir. Except that it was no
subjective phantom. The car was solid enough to kill that poor boy.
I'm just surveying the facts. I spend a lot of my life in this room
merely comparing facts. It fascinates me. Sometimes the oddest
facts fit together, and sometimes the most commonly accepted facts
just won't correlate at all. Either way you can’t avoid seeing one big
fact: this world is a much stranger place than most people think it
is.”

I looked at him. “If you were an artist, Peters, and saw like an
artist, you'd know there was no need to tell me that.”

“It's because you’re an artist and observant, Mr. Murdoch, that I
accept as facts what you say you saw. The bowler hat, for in-
stance.”

“What of it?”

“Bert Wolfe always wore a bowler. It wasn’t all that common
in these parts even back in the “forties. He was wearing it the day
he died.”
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I frowned. “Look, are you so sure it’s a fact he’s really dead? I
mean, the car was found empty. Supposing he was thrown clear,
fell into some crevice, lay there unconscious and unseen, then later
climbed out and wandered away heaven knows where, having lost
his memory from concussion?”

Peters shook his head. “Practically impossible. The cliff is sheer
at that point and unbroken. I interviewed the other motorist, who
saw him go over. The thing happened in broad daylight. He told
me he’d never forget the expression on Bert’s face behind the wind-
screen. It was white with the fear of death. And he watched the car
fall the whole way, turning half over as it went. Wolfe didn’t fall
out. Nothing did. The door must have opened when the car hit the
sea-bed.”

“Still, if he were thrown out even as late as that, he yet might
have escaped somehow.”

“I don’t see how,” said Peters. “The motorist never took his eyes
off the spot for twenty minutes. He had to sit that long by the road-
side, getting his nerve back to drive on—he was an old man. Noth-
ing came up after the bubbles died away.”

In the microscopic hall, the telephone rang.

“Excuse me,” said Peters. He went. I heard him replying: “Yes,
he’s here, sarge . . . Yes, I already knew that. I've checked with
Mr. Murdoch. He insists he got the number right and I'm sure he
did, too . . . Of course I know what I'm saying . . . Yes, I'll come
right away. ‘Bye.”

Peters came back. “That was Horrocks, the police sergeant at
Merthavin,” he said, unnecessarily. “He’s been ringing your place.
He found who the license number belonged to and assumed you
were mistaken. When I said you weren’t, I heard his blood vessels
bursting. Now I've got to go and explain myself. Horrocks thinks
I'm mad, but then he always did.”

“I'll come with you, if you like, though I'm not certain whose side
I'm on. But I'll swear in person I got that number right.”

Peters smiled—the first time I'd ever seen him smile.

“I'd be glad if you would, Mr. Murdoch, for on the way there’s
another fact I should like to bring to your attention.”

I raised my eyebrows, but the only question I asked was:
“Would you care for a lift on my pillion? It would save you pedal-
ling all that way.”

He accepted, and off we went, down to Trescawo and through it
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and along the lane the green car had followed yesterday evening.
The sea came into view on our left. It was dun-colored like the
dismal clouds that hung over it. Rain looked imminent again and
we'd had too much of it lately.

You saw plenty of the sea whether you wanted to or not, for the
lane—serpentine as ever—kept wandering dangerously near to the
edge of the cliffs. Sometimes there wasn’t six feet of grass verge be-
tween it and the empty air.

We climbed in low gear towards the worst spot of all, where the
cliffs reached their topmost height. The lane went over the brow
and you couldn’t see if anything was coming the other way. Ninety-
nine times out of a hundred, on this lonely road, nothing was. But I
guessed this was the place where the hundredth chance had gone
against Albert Wolfe.

I was right. “Stop here, please,” said Peters in my ear.

I stopped on the crest and could see the lane running down into
Merthavin. I preferred to look at it rather than seawards, for I've al-
ways been nervous of heights. Peters wasn’t bothered, though. He
slid off the pillion and paced to the very brink of the cliff, examining
the grassy verge.

“Look at this, Mr. Murdoch.”

So I had to. The verge was wet and muddy from the rain. I slid
about on it with my heart in my mouth. What Peters pointed out
did nothing for my heart, either.

In the sticky soil were the shallow ruts made by a car’s wheels.
The pattern of the tread was plain. They swerved across the verge
the whole way to the brink. Clearly a car had gone over that brink,
and probably within the last twenty-four hours—since yesterday’s
rain.

“I found them by torch-light last night,” said Peters, soberly.
“When it was apparent the car had disappeared, I had a hunch this
was the place where it had left the road. Just where poor Bert Wolfe
bought it.”

My spine crawled. “And where he bought it again—yesterday?”

Peters shrugged. “Those tracks are another fact—that’s all,” he
said, shortly.

I was scared but morbid interest made me peer over the brink,
down at the sea a hundred feet below.
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“There’s never less than twenty feet of water there,” commented
Peters.

I drew back. I looked again at the tracks. “The car ran past me
weirdly silently,” I said. “As silently as a ghost. But if it were im-
material, like a ghost, it couldn’t have killed Franky—nor left tracks
like that.”

“Then obviously it was material,” said Peters.

“Transposed from the past to the present by some inexplicable
freak of time, d’you think?”

Peters shrugged again. “That’s a theory which one fact doesn’t fit.
Bert Wolfe’s car was old when he bought it. He got through a hell
of a lot more mileage in it. The engine knocked like fury. You could
hear that car coming from a mile off. But yesterday, you say, you
didn’t hear it coming. Or going. Now, if the car were here materi-
ally, then surely its material parts—the cylinders, tappets, and so
on—must have caused just as many soundwaves as they always
did.”

“But just now you said it obviously was materiall” I cried.

“So I did,” said Peters, bestriding the pillion lankily. “We need
another theory. To get it we need more facts. Let’s go on and see
Horrocks. Maybe he’ll have some.”

But Horrocks had no more facts. However, he accepted ours,
though refusing to believe there was anything unnatural about
them. He was a solidly built man who assumed the world was
equally solidly built. He laughed us to scorn and then assured us
that it was no laughing matter.

“Manslaughter has been done,” he said, “and I suspect maybe
other crimes. Still, it seems the criminal has paid for them with his
life.”

“What criminal?” frowned Peters.

“The man in the bowler hat who was driving the car, of course,”
said Horrocks, impatiently. “Mr. Murdoch is quite sure the car
number was WME 21g5. Right, I'll accept that. There’s no such
registered number. Therefore, the car had false number-plates.”

“But why?” I asked.

Horrocks, still impatient, said: “There can be only one reason, sir
—it was a stolen car. Changing the number-plates is a routine

dodge.”
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“It was such an old car, pre-war type, that it could scracely be
worth stealing,” I said.

“Perhaps not for its own sake,” said Horrocks. “I'd say it was
stolen to be used for a job. Pay-roll snatching, perhaps. There was a
snatch in Exeter on Friday. Two more in Plymouth—big money
every time. The culprit—or one of ’em—was on the run out this way.
Obviously, a stranger in the district. He didn’t know that tricky
coast road very well, if at all, probably missed the turn in the dusk
—or skidded on the wet road—and went over the cliff.”

He turned to Peters. “Straightforward enough, isn'’t it, George? No
call for spooks.”

It was so glib I'd all but accepted it, until Peters said: “That’s
really some coincidence, sarge. I'd hate to have to work out the
mathematical chances against two green cars, of the same vintage,
driven by a man with a black moustache and wearing a bowler hat,
going over the same cliff—and carrying the identical number-plate!”

Horrocks wasn’t even shaken. “Coincidence? Everything’s coinci-
dence. It's merely a coincidence that you're you, Peters, and not
somebody else. The chances are well over two thousand million
against it, you know.”

Peters sighed. “Sometimes I think you'd be happier if I were
somebody else, sarge.”

Horrocks laughed. “Not at all, George. You're the queerest flat-
foot I've ever run across, but I never met a more conscientious one.
You do your job. But if you'd only stick to facts and not let your
imagination run away with you, I think you’d do it even better.”

Peters lifted his eyes to heaven. His lips moved wordlessly. For
the first time since Franky’s death, I laughed.

Horrocks regarded us with surprise, then said abruptly: “We'll
have the truth within a few hours. I've contacted the Aqualung
Club and some of their chaps are going down for a look-see any
time now.”

I'd forgotten about the Aqualung Club, Merthavin's own group
of skin-diving enthusiasts.

“Why, of course,” I said. “That’ll settle who the man was.”

“I'm hoping they’ll recover his body,” said Horrocks. “But it'll be
a dicey do with that undertow. Still, they think they can handle it.
They're certain to locate the car, anyhow, and perhaps the pay-roll
too. Care to come along and see the operations? I've got a launch
laid on.”
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I accepted the invitation. Peters got over his chagrin and came
with us, though he remained silent and thoughtful. When we got
there, the Club’s motor cruiser was already anchored beneath the
cliff which stood above it like the wall of a great warehouse.

We tied up alongside the cruiser. We didn’t want to risk bobbing
against that rock wall, even though the dirty-looking sea was still
smooth under the overcast sky. The rain was still holding off.

A couple of Club members were standing on the cruiser’s deck
making final tests of their equipment. Each had a safety line
around his waist to guard against being swept away by the under-
tow. Three others stood by ready to join the hunt if it became
difficult.

The pair slipped on their goggles and dropped over the side.
There was a brief flurry of flippered feet, and then the sea was
smooth again.

Twenty minutes later they came up empty-handed.

“Pretty murky down there but we’ve covered the area fairly thor-
oughly,” one of them reported. “Not a sign of the damn car.”

Horrocks bit his lip. “But you could have missed it?”

They agreed, and went down again, and presently the others
joined them. There were five of them at it, on and off. An hour
went by. Then the organizer bobbed up by our launch. He said,
rather breathlessly: “Sorry—drawn another blank. Can't even see
anything of the car that was supposed to have been down here for
years. But probably that’s silted over by now. The bottom’s very
sandy.”

Horrocks was disappointed. So was I. Peters remained expres-
sionless.

“All right, old man—thanks for taking the trouble,” said Hor-
rocks. “You'd better call your hunting pack off now.”

They came up one by one. The last carrying something. He
thrust it over the side into our launch. It was corroded, barnacle-
encrusted, and enmeshed in seaweed, but was fairly obviously a
car’s number-plate.

Horrocks and Peters chipped and scraped at it with spanmers
from the tool-box. Bit by bit, the number became dimly apparent:
WME 2195.

“From Bert Wolfe’s car,” said Peters. “It must have come adrift.”

That encouraged the skin-divers to forage about for another half
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an hour, but without any luck. Then they gave it up. They were
unanimous in believing that no car had fallen into the sea in this
area lately, else they would certainly have found it.

We returned gloomily to Merthavin. Horrocks got the station car
and came part way back with Peters and me. He wanted to see
those wheel-marks for himself. He did so. Then he peeped over the
cliff. Yes, we’d been searching the right spot: it was directly below.

“It beats me,” said Horrocks. He turned his car and went back. I
ran Peters up to his cottage. He'd become the reticent type again,
and went in muttering something about mulling over the facts
again. He obviously didn’t want me to mull with him.

I returned home, had some tea, then looked out and found a
breeze had sprung up, the heavy clouds were moving off, and the
sun was breaking through as it sank towards the sea. It would be a
fine evening, after all.

I stared across at the Lockett’s bungalow. The window with the
blind down made my throat feel dry. The funeral was tomorrow. I
was just too close to it all here. I escaped again, riding in the eve-
ning sunlight along the lane as it wound out of Trescawo in the op-
posite direction to Merthavin.

There were no cliffs this way. The lane led gently down to the
beach. There was over a mile of level sands here. I parked my bike
at the edge of them and began trudging along at the sea’s con-
stantly moving rim. There were no living things in sight save sea-
gulls,

The sunset was a splendid show of colored and gleaming
clouds, and the sea made a rippling carpet of its reflection. It took
my mind off things, as I'd hoped. I began to wonder what Turner
would have made of it.

The glory had died and the sea had claimed the sun when I
turned back. The beach looked desolate in the grey light now and
the wind had become chill. I tramped back a deal faster than I'd
come.

I was almost within arm’s reach of my bike when I saw the wheel-
tracks grooving the sand not five yards beyond it. They ran from
the lane clear across the beach and straight into the sea. My heart
missed a beat. I went on a bit shakily to examine them.

The tide was on the ebb, and on the mud-smooth wet sand it left
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behind it the tracks were clear enough for me to recognize the pat-
tern of the tread.

The tracks weren’t there when I'd come—I couldn’t have missed
seeing them. While I'd been traipsing away from this spot, en-
tranced by the sunset, behind me the green car must have rolled
silently into the sea.

Or have emerged from it.

It was impossible to tell which from the tracks.

I looked at the blank sea under the dulling sky. The wavelets
advanced, slopped, and retreated, and the wind was beginning a
thin, high keening, I shivered, and it wasn’t just because of the cold
wind.

I stumbled back to my bike, started her up, and began hitting it
back along the lane. But I turned off before Trescawo, and headed
uphill. I was making for Peters’ cottage. I wanted him to see those
tracks before the tide turned.

Up the gloomy, deserted lane I tore, rounded a curve, then
pulled to one side, braking like mad. For plunging noiselessly down
between the hedges towards me was the green car. I had a full
head on view of it. But only for a few seconds. It missed me by
inches and I felt the wind of its passing.

During those heart-stopping seconds the white face of Albert
Wolfe regarded me stonily from behind the windscreen. I was cer-
tain it was he—or a zombie using his body. Things had become so
nightmarish now that I could almost believe it was a zombie.

But I didn’t stop to think about it. I wrenched the bike round
and rode like fury downhill after the car. I caught it up on the
outskirts of Trescawo, but couldn’t get past it: the lane was too nar-
row.

So I began hooting continuously. We shot between the Lockett’s
bungalow and mine at over fifty, despite the snaking bends. The
blare of my horn had preceded us. The villagers were peering from
their windows and doorways. But nobody had time to do a thing.
We were out into the open country again before they’d reached
their garden gates.

And there the green car began to move away from me with con-
temptuous ease, though I tried hard to hang on to its tail. I must
have been doing close on eighty, which was lunacy in that lane and
in the gathering dark.
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But at least I had my headlamp on. The car showed no lights at
all.

A minute or two later we were continuing the fantastic chase
along the margin of the sea, and then climbing the rise to the high
cliff. I was a hundred yards behind. As we emerged from the dead
ground, the pale light of the moon, rising over the inland hills,
reached us.

So I saw what happened. The green car reached the crown of the
rise, then spun abruptly to the left and went flying out into space.
It curved down towards the cliff-shadowed sea. The moonlight
couldn’t reach there, so I never saw the splash.

I pulled up, sweating, my nerves jumping.

Albert Wolfe had plunged to his death for the third time—at
least. And there was no cause at all to assume that he would stay
dead.

I switched off my engine and went gingerly to peer into the
shadow beneath the cliff. But I could see nothing and there was no
sound but the wash of the sea and the shrill note of the wind.

I took it easy on the way back to Trescawo. I had to. My nerves
kept twitching like the leg of Galvani’s frog. The village was in fer-
ment. Somehow, Peters was already there taking notes. I beckoned
him into my bungalow and poured us both stiff whiskies. Then I
told him all about it.

“It was Wolfe—I saw him distinctly,” I repeated. “I noticed other
things, too. The front number-plate was missing.”

“That’s interesting,” said Peters. “No one else noticed that. But
Claude Farmer and Bill Jones glimpsed the back number-plate.
WME 2195, sure enough.”

He scratched his chin. “Wolfe’s car—minus the number-plate we
found today. What are we to make of that?”

“I don’t know,” I said, pouring another double. “But it was some
car. I touched eighty and it was leaving me standing.”

“Now, that doesn’t sound like Wolfe’s car at all,” said Peters,
thoughtfully. “It was in such bad shape I'm certain it would have
seized up at anything over fifty.”

“It was Wolfe’s car,” T said, and gulped a mouthful. “It had
masks over the head-lamps—war-time pattern for driving in the
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blackout. Circa 1940. The lamps weren’t switched on, though. That
zombie could see in the dark.”

“There are no facts to support the existence of zombies,” said
Peters. “I've been mulling over the facts we have, and a few more
I've dug up, and I don’t believe there’s anything superatural about
this whole thing. You say you felt the draft as the car passed
you. Right: it's solid. It displaces air. Let’s see if it can displace a
road barrier.”

“That’s fine—if you know when and where to plan the barrier.”

“I'd say tomorrow at dusk, on the road between here and Mertha-
vin—the best place would be Crowley Farm,” said Peters, calmly.

“Good heavens, Peters, just because the car went through here
two evenings running at roughly the same time, there’s no reason to
suppose itll do so again tomorrow. What d’you imagine it is—a
local bus keeping to a time-table?”

Peters remained calm. “When a phenomenon repeats itself, there’s
always a chance it’ll go on doing so. We can but try. Anyhow, we've
got more facts for Horrocks. Also, this time, a whole crowd of eye-
witnesses. He'll have to do something.”

Sergeant Horrocks did plenty. From somewhere or other he rus-
tled up no less than three police patrol cars with two-way radio.

The following evening one of the cars lay concealed behind a
hedge in the lane skirting the bare beach where I'd seen the wheel-
tracks. Another blocked the turning leading up to Peters’ cottage.
The third was parked in the gateway to Crowley Farm, a mile out
of Trescawo on the Merthavin road, and as well as its constable-
driver and his observer, Horrocks, Peters, and I waited with it.

Across the road was drawn the biggest of the farm-carts, still
loaded heavily with sacks of potatoes.

It had drizzled all morning, and the funeral had been a damp
and depressing affair. During it, I'd found myself becoming angry
at I knew not what. Anger at fate generally, I suppose, for killing a
child so pointlessly. Somehow it was difficult to get angry with the
occupant of the green car. How can one be angry with a man al-
ready dead? Or the shade of that man? Or—?

Something that was out of this world, anyway.

Perversely, the sun came out brilliantly after lunch. Now the fine
afternoon was passing into another fine evening. In the darkening
blue of the sky the pinpoint of Venus was just visible.
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We were grouped around the car parked just inside the farm
gate, listening to the faint etheric wash of the radio net.

Monotonously at intervals came from the other two waiting cars:
“Able—nothing to report. Over.” And “Baker—nothing to report.
Over.”

“Light the lanterns, George,” said Horrocks, presently.

Constable Peters lit the four red-glassed hurricane lamps, carried
them out into the lane and set them down in pairs on either side of
the farm-cart barrier. A policeman was stationed at Merthavin to
stop any traffic using the lane from that direction, but there was al-
ways a chance some motorist might slip past him. We didn’t want
any accidents.

Time ticked on. Venus became ever brighter as its setting be-
came darker. The faint points of a handful of stars began to appear.

Every now and then, one or other of us would give way to impa-
tience and peer round the gate and up the lane with the dusk thick-
ening between its bordering hedges.

None of us seemed in the mood for talking.

Then the carrier wave rustled on the car radio and a voice, a lit-
tle indistinct with excitement, said: “Able—there’s a dark object ris-
ing from the sea, moving slowly landwards. Over.”

We all tensed up.

Horrocks grabbed the microphone. “Dog—okay. Watch it. Over.”

Soon: “Able—it’s the green car, all right. Coming slowly up the
beach. Water streaming down its sides. No lights—but seems to be
a man inside, driving. Over.”

Horrocks: “Dog—okay. Baker—are you getting this? Over.”

“Baker—yes. We're standing by. Over.”

In a moment: “Able—it’s turning into the lane ahead of us. Head-
ing for Trescawo. We're about to start. Over.”

Horrocks snapped back: “Dog—right, off you go. Just follow.
Don't try to overtake. Over.”

“Able—wilco. Over.”

“Baker—standing by. Over.”

The tempo was speeding up. I felt Peters grip my wrist. It was
too dark to see his expression clearly, but his whole attitude said:
“This is it. We'll soon know.”

He let go and began to loosen his truncheon. I had no weapon
beyond a heavy torch. We hadn’t a gun between us. Horrocks had
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vetoed it. “When we corner him, we’ll be nine against one—he’ll
have no chance,” he said.

I reflected, yes, but nine men against one—what?

I licked dry lips, and my cursed nerves began jumping again.

The radio crackled, and a voice unsteadied by the bumpy jour-
ney reported: “Able—he’s approaching Trescawo at speed. Fifty,
maybe. We're keeping pace behind. Over.”

“Baker—we're ready. Over.”

Horrocks answered neither. His bulky figure was motionless as he
waited.

“Baker—he tried to turn up here, saw us, swerved back, stayed
on the road. We pulled out after him. Passing through Trescawo
now. He’s piling on speed. Look out there, Dog—he’s got no lights
and you can’t hear his engine. Over.”

But now through the fading twilight, from the direction of Tres-
cawo, we could hear the distant engines of the two police cars
heading this way—with the silent phantom car fleeing before them.

“Dog—okay. Out,” snapped Horrocks. He dropped the micro-
phone and ran out into the lane, waving an electric torch. Peters
and I and the observer constable werent two paces behind him.
We formed a human barrier across the narrow lane, in front of the
cart, adding our flashing torches to the red warning of the lanterns.

And then it came at us without a sound along the lane, a dark
blur on the dim ribbon, traveling at a terrific speed. It could not
swerve off the lane. High hedges, as well as deep ditches, on both
sides prevented it—that was why this spot had been chosen.

We shouted and waved our torches wildly. The oncoming car
seemed only to accelerate.

“Scatter!” yelled Horrocks when it was clear that the green car
wasn’t going to stop.

We jumped aside, I stumbling into a ditch and dropping my
torch.

Crash! The green car smacked straight into the cumbersome cart
and overturned it with a great cracking and splintering of wood.
Potatoes went rolling all ways. The car, still upright and apparently
undamaged, went on trying to climb over the wreck. Its wheels
spun rapidly, seeking a purchase.

The white-faced driver remained at the wheel. The buzzing
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wheels got a grip, and the car, lurching from side to side, began to
work its way over the shattered cart.

The two pursuing police cars came, with screeching brakes, to a
halt a few yards back. Their crews scrambled out.

I climbed out of the ditch with clumsy haste but Peters was
faster. Truncheon in hand, he leaped up on the running-board of
the escaping green car.

“Stop!” I heard him yell. “Come out of there—whoever you are.”

And he yanked open the door of the car.

It was like a flood-gate being opened. A mass of water came
pouring out of the car, washing the driver out with it—a legless,
struggling, oddly-shaped figure. He—or it—flopped into the ditch
where I'd just been. The water gushed briefly over the creature and
drained away along the ditch. The being continued to struggle help-
lessly and in silence down there. It threshed about like a landed
fish.

A strong smell of the sea was filling the air.

Then, horribly, the figure expanded slowly like a toy balloon
being blown up. And all the while it moved convulsively. And then
there was a sickening sound, and it collapsed in a still, limp heap at
the bottom of the ditch. There came a stench which drowned out
the sea-smell.

We had to back away from it, and I, for one, was glad to.

The green car had ceased to move, too, and save for the water
still trickling from it, all was silent.

The nine of us stood awkwardly in the lane. I don’t know how
the others felt about it but I had more than a twinge of guilt about
the dreadful death of the thing. We hadn’t meant to kill it any more
than—probably—it had meant to kill little Franky Lockett.

The foul smell dissolved into the evening air. The sea-smell re-
turned faintly—obviously, the water in the car had been seawater.
We braced ourselves to go and inspect the thing by torchlight. It
was a grisly and bewildering business, and while we were occupied
with it the stars were coming out overhead in strength.

What we learnt that night merely confused me more than ever.
The creature belonged to no species known to marine biology. It
was cold-blooded, dark-skinned, and had gills and a tail. It had two
main tentacles which branched into whole deltas of thinner tenta-
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cles—as Peters pointed out, much more useful for precision work
than man’s stubby fingers.

It also had a face. A grotesque, noseless, stalk-eyed face, which it
had concealed behind a plastic death-mask of Albert Wolfe. About
the upper part of its body was wrapped Wolfe’s coat—the genuine
article, as we found from the tailor’s label.

The incongruous bowler hat, which we found farther along the
ditch, was also genuine.

When the Maritime Biological Station at Plymouth dissected the
creature, they found it had a brain of a size to command respect.

The green car had its mysteries, too. In the first place, it wasn’t
Wolfe’s old car at all, but a careful replica even to the headlamp
masks, although the front number-plate was missing. Yet it was
only a replica so far as outward appearance went. There was a
front seat, a steering wheel, and a few odd controls. Beyond that, it
was little more than a traveling sea-water aquarium, very stoutly
built and heavy.

Small wonder we'd not heard its engine: there wasn’t one. The
theory grew that it picked up and used power radiated from some
distant source.

“Beamed in this direction from some point out to sea,” Peters
guessed. “They are well ahead of us.”

“They” were still the staple talking point between Peters and me
even a month later. We never tired of discussing “them,” usually in
Peters’ library. If the affair had lost me one friend, it had gained me
another.

Peters hunted through the charts and showed me the long, deep
crack in the continental shelf which reached almost to the headland
from which Wolfe’s car had plunged.

“They came up here,” he said, tracing it with a forefinger. “First
they took Wolfe’s body from the car. Some time later they came
back for the car itself. They overlooked the front number-plate,
which had been torn off—and which remained there until it was
found by the Aqualung Club.”

Mentally, 1 pictured “them” dragging the battered green car
down towards the dark depths where they dwelt. It was obvious on
several counts that they were creatures of the oceanic abyss.
Firstly, because they could see in the dark, and ventured on land
only when darkness was falling. Secondly, because the fake car had
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been constructed of tremendously strong material to contain the
pressure of the sea-water with which it had been filled.

Peters—the facts at his fingertips, as usual—told me that water is
compressible, though only by one per cent for every 3000 pounds
per square inch of pressure.

It was a pity we’d had no chance to measure the pressure of the
water in the car and therefore deduce the depth from which it had
come.

Thirdly, of course, was the manner of death of the creature when
that balancing pressure had been drastically lowered.

“We have to allow them that it was a bold piece of camouflage
and opportunism,” I said.

Peters agreed. “If it weren't for that unlucky accident at the out-
set, the creature might still be carrying out its nocturnal explora-
tion, venturing ever farther inland. As it was, it had little chance to
learn much about the world-above-the-water.”

“But they must have known of our existence for hundreds of
years—from sunken ships,” I commented. “Why start only now to
investigate our species?”

“I'm not so sure they didn’t start long ago,” said Peters. “Think
of the missing crew of the Marie Celeste.” He tapped the spine of
one of Charles Fort’s books. “And in here you'll find plenty of other
reports from last century of whole missing crews, as well as ships
themselves mysteriously disappearing in fair weather. What of the
two ships and 129 men of the Franklin expedition, which vanished
over a hundred years ago, and were never seen again despite pro-
longed searches? Specimens for their research, like as not.”

“But why do they have to be furtive about it?” I complained.
“They must know were intelligent and would welcome contact
with another intelligent race.”

Peters smiled cynically. “You imagine they think us intelligent
because we invented magnetic mines and sent them more free spec-
imens of men and ships in 1939 and 1940 than they’d ever had be-
fore? It's my guess that’'s why they came up to investigate things a
bit in 1940 and found that car.”

I thought about it, then said: “Perhaps you’re right. They had
reason to be cautious about us. In fact, we really began to invade
their territory during World War Two. All those sinking ships, all
those submarines and U-boats. And now atomic submarines and
underwater H-bombs—"
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“And all the Aqualung Clubs of the world,” smiled Peters.

I smiled, too, then said: “But it’s no joke, really. They've intelli-
gence, resource, boldness, and obviously a technology in some re-
spects more advanced than ours. If it ever came to war—"

“If it ever came to war, I think we’d be far outnumbered,” cut in
Peters, grimly. “Remember this: there’s more than twice as much
land beneath the sea as there is above it. And presuming it’s as
thickly populated . . .” He trailed off speculatively.

Presently, he said, looking out at the tiny lawn: “Two races with
a common nursery—the sea. We came out of it. They stayed in.
Would a war decide who was the wiser?” His gaze wandered round
the room and all its books. “Knowledge is a great thing, but wis-
dom is a greater,” he said. “Let’s hope that between us we can mus-
ter enough wisdom not to have a war at all.”






How-done-it

How did the culprit reach and depart from the scene of
the crime; how did he perform the crime itself; and how
did he dispose of the weapon, body, or booty? These are
the questions that are central to the three most orthodox
variations of the how-done-it story. And the answers fre-
quently provide valuable insights into the nature of mis-
direction and illusion.

The following story by the critically acclaimed Philip K.
Dick is a fine example of the “performance of the crime”
puzzle. It depicts the importance “dirty tricks” can have
in war and also offers an accurate description of the ways
in which various media indirectly mold our views of so-
cial reality.



War Game

PHILIP K. DICK

In his office at the Terran Import Bureau of Standards, the tall man
gathered up the morning’s memos from their wire basket, and, seat-
ing himself at his desk, arranged them for reading. He put on his
iris lenses, lit a cigarette.

“Good morning,” the first memo said in its tinny, chattery voice,
as Wiseman ran his thumb along the line of pasted tape. Staring off
through the open window at the parking lot, he listened to it idly.
“Say look, what’s wrong with you people down there? We sent that
lot of—" a pause as the speaker, the sales manager of a chain of
New York department stores, found his records—“those Ganyme-
dean toys. You realize we have to get them approved in time for
the autumn buying plan, so we can get them stocked for Christ-
mas.” Grumbling, the sales manager concluded, “War games are
going to be an important item again this year. We intend to buy
big.”

Wiseman ran his thumb down to the speaker’s name and title.

“Joe Hauck,” the memo-voice chattered. “Appeley’s Children’s
Store.”

To himself, Wiseman said, “Ah.” He put down the memo, got a
blank and prepared to reply. And then he said, half-aloud, “Yes,
what about that lot of Ganymedean toys?”

It seemed like a long time that the testing labs had been on them.
At least two weeks.

Of course, any Ganymedean products got special attention these
days; the Moons had, during the last year, gotten beyond their
usual state of economic greed and had begun—according to intelli-
gence circles—mulling overt military action against competitive in-
terests, of which the Inner Three planets could be called the
foremost element. But so far nothing had shown up. Exports re-
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mained of adequate quality, with no special jokers, no toxic paint to
be licked off, no capsules of bacteria.

Andyet. . .

Any group of people as inventive as the Ganymedeans could be
expected to show creativity in whatever field they entered. Subver-
sion would be tackled like any other venture—with imagination and
a flair for wit.

Wiseman got to his feet and left his office, in the direction of the
separate building in which the testing labs operated.

Surrounded by half-disassembled consumers’ products, Pinario
looked up to see his boss, Leon Wiseman, shutting the final door of
the lab.

“I'm glad you came down,” Pinario said, although actually he
was stalling; he knew that he was at least five days behind in his
work, and this session was going to mean trouble. “Better put on a
prophylaxis suit—don’t want to take risks.” He spoke pleasantly, but
Wiseman’s expression remained dour.

“Tm here about those inner-citadel-storming shock troops at six
dollars a set,” Wiseman said, strolling among the stacks of many-
sized unopened products waiting to be tested and released.

“Oh, that set of Ganymedean toy soldiers,” Pinario said with re-
lief. His conscience was clear on that item; every tester in the labs
knew the special instructions handed down by the Cheyenne Gov-
ernment on the Dangers of Contamination from Culture Particles
Hostile to Innocent Urban Populations, a typically muddy ukase
from officialdom. He could always—legitimately—fall back and cite
the number of that directive. “I've got them off by themselves,” he
said, walking over to accompany Wiseman, “due to the special dan-
ger involved.”

“Let’s have a look,” Wiseman said. “Do you believe there’s any-
thing in this caution, or is it more paranoia about ‘alien milieux’?”

Pinario said, “It’s justified, especially where children’s artifacts
are concerned.”

A few hand-signals, and a slab of wall exposed a side room.

Propped up in the center was a sight that caused Wiseman to
halt. A plastic life-size dummy of a child, perhaps five years in ap-
pearance, wearing ordinary clothes, sat surrounded by toys. At this
moment, the dummy was saying, “I'm tired of that. Do something
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else.” Tt paused a short time, and then repeated, “I'm tired of that.
Do something else.”

The toys on the floor, triggered to respond to oral instructions,
gave up their various occupations and started afresh.

“It saves on labor costs,” Pinario explained. “This is a crop of
junk that’s got an entire repertoire to go through, before the buyer
has his money’s worth. If we stuck around to keep them active,
we'd be in here all the time.”

Directly before the dummy was the group of Ganymedean sol-
diers, plus the citadel which they had been built to storm. They
had been sneaking up on it in an elaborate pattern, but, at the
dummy’s utterance, they had halted. Now they were regrouping.

“You're getting this all on tape?” Wiseman asked.

“Oh, yes,” Pinario said.

The model soldiers stood approximately six inches high, made
from the almost indestructible thermoplastic compounds that the
Ganymedean manufacturers were famous for, Their uniforms were
synthetic, a hodgepodge of various military costumes from the
Moons and nearby planets. The citadel itself, a block of ominous
dark metal-like stuff, resembled a legendary fort; peep-holes dotted
its upper surfaces, a drawbridge had been drawn up out of sight,
and from the top turret a gaudy flag waved.

With a whistling pop, the citadel fired a projectile at its attackers.
The projectile exploded in a cloud of harmless smoke and noise,
among a cluster of soldiers.

“It fights back,” Wiseman observed.

“But ultimately it loses,” Pinario said. “It has to. Psychologically
speaking, it symbolizes the external reality. The dozen soldiers, of
course, represent to the child his own efforts to cope. By partici-
pating in the storming of the citadel, the child undergoes a sense of
adequacy in dealing with the harsh world. Eventually he prevails,
but only after a painstaking period of effort and patience.” He
added, “Anyhow, that’s what the instruction booklet says.” He
handed Wiseman the booklet.

Glancing over the booklet, Wiseman asked, “And their pattern of
assault varies each time?”

“We've had it running for eight days now. The same pattern
hasn’t cropped up twice. Well, you've got quite a few units in-
volved.”
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The soldiers were sneaking around, gradually nearing the citadel.
On the walls, a number of monitoring devices appeared and began
tracking the soldiers. Utilizing other toys being tested, the soldiers
concealed themselves.

“They can incorporate accidental configurations of terrain,” Pin-
ario explained. “They’re object-tropic; when they see, for example, a
dollhouse here for testing, they climb into it like mice. They’ll be all
through it.” To prove his point, he picked up a large toy spaceship
manufactured by a Uranian company; shaking it, he spilled two sol-
diers from it.

“How many times do they take the citadel,” Wiseman asked, “on
a percentage basis?”

“So far, they've been successful one out of nine tries. There’s an
adjustment in the back of the citadel. You can set it for a higher
yield of successful tries.”

He threaded a path through the advancing soldiers; Wiseman ac-
companied him, and they bent down to inspect the citadel.

“This is actually the power supply,” Pinario said. “Cunning. Also,
the instructions to the soldiers emanate from it. High-frequency
transmission, from a shot-box.”

Opening the back of the citadel, he showed his boss the con-
tainer of shot. Each shot was an instruction iota. For an assault pat-
tern, the shot were tossed up, vibrated, allowed to settle in a new
sequence. Randomness was thereby achieved. But since there was a
finite number of shot, there had to be a finite number of patterns.

“We're trying them all,” Pinario said.

“And there’s no way to speed it up?”

“It1l just have to take time. It may run through a thousand pat-
terns and then—"

“The next one,” Wiseman finished, “may have them make a
ninety-degree turn and start firing at the nearest human being.”

Pinario said somberly, “Or worse. Therere a good deal of ergs in
that power pack. It's made to put out for five years. But if it all
went into something simultaneously—~

“Keep testing,” Wiseman said.

They looked at each other and then at the citadel. The soldiers
had by now almost reached it. Suddenly one wall of the citadel
flapped down; a gun-muzzle appeared, and the soldiers had been
flattened.

“I never saw that before,” Pinario murmured.
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For a moment, nothing stirred. And then the lab’s child-dummy,
seated among its toys, said, “I'm tired of that. Do something else.”

With a tremor of uneasiness, the two men watched the soldiers
pick themselves up and regroup.

Two days later, Wiseman’s superior, a heavy-set, short, angry man
with popping eyes, appeared in his office. “Listen,” Fowler said,
“you get those damn toys out of testing. I'll give you until tomor-
row.” He started back out, but Wiseman stopped him.

“This is too serious,” he said. “Come down to the lab and I'll
show you.”

Arguing all the way, Fowler accompanied him to the lab. “You
have no concept of the capital some of these firms have invested in
this stuffl” he was saying as they entered. “For every product
you've got represented here, there’s a ship or a warehouse full on
Luna, waiting for official clearance so it can come inl”

Pinario was nowhere in sight. So Wiseman used his key, bypass-
ing the hand-signals that opened up the testing room.

There, surrounded by toys, sat the dummy that the lab men had
built. Around it the numerous toys went through their cycles. The
racket made Fowler wince.

“This is the item in particular,” Wiseman said, bending down by
the citadel. A soldier was in the process of squirming on his belly
toward it. “As you can see, there are a dozen soldiers. Given that
many, and the energy available to them, plus the complex instruc-
tion data—"

Fowler interrupted, “I see only eleven.”

“One€’s probably hiding,” Wiseman said.

From behind them, a voice said, “No, he’s right.” Pinario, a rigid
expression on his face, appeared. “I've been having a search made.
One is gone.”

The three men were silent.

“Maybe the citadel destroyed him,” Wiseman finally suggested.

Pinario said, “There’s a law of matter dealing with that. If it ‘de-
stroyed” him—what did it do with the remains?’

“Possibly converted him into energy,” Fowler said, examining the
citadel and the remaining soldiers.

“We did something ingenious,” Pinario said, “when we realized
that a soldier was gone. We weighed the remaining eleven plus the
citadel. Their combined weight is exactly equal to that of the origi-
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nal set—the original dozen soldiers and the citadel. So he’s in there
somewhere.” He pointed at the citadel, which at the moment, was
pinpointing the soldiers advancing toward it.

Studying the citadel, Wiseman had a deep intuitive feeling. It
had changed. It was, in some manner, different.

“Run your tapes,” Wiseman said.

“What?” asked Pinario, and then he flushed. “Of course.” Going
to the child-dummy, he shut it off, opened it, and removed the
drum of video recording tape. Shakily, he carried it to the projector.

They sat watching the recording sequences flash by: one assault
after another, until the three of them were bleary-eyed. The sol-
diers advanced, retreated, were fired on, picked themselves up, ad-
vanced again . .

“Stop the transport,” Wiseman said suddenly.

The last sequence was re-run.

A soldier moved steadily toward the base of the citadel. A mis-
sile, fired at him, exploded and for a time obscured him. Mean-
while, the other eleven soldiers scurried in a wild attempt to mount
the walls. The soldier emerged from the cloud of dust and contin-
ued. He reached the wall. A section slid back.

The soldier, blending with the dingy wall of the citadel, used the
end of his rifle as a screwdriver to remove his head, then one arm,
then both legs. The disassembled pieces were passed into the aper-
ture of the citadel. When only the arm and rifle remained, that, too,
crawled into the citadel, worming blindly, and vanished. The aper-
ture slid out of existence.

After a long time, Fowler said in a hoarse voice, “The presump-
tion by the parent would be that the child had lost or destroyed
one of the soldiers. Gradually the set would dwindle—with the
child getting the blame.”

Pinario said, “What do you recommend?”

“Keep it in action,” Fowler said, with a nod from Wiseman. “Let
it work out its cycle. But don’t leave it alone.”

“T'll have somebody in the room with it from now on,” Pinario
agreed.

“Better yet, stay with it yourself,” Fowler said.

To himself, Wiseman thought: Maybe we all better stay with it.
At least two of us, Pinario and myself.

I wonder what it did with the pieces, he thought.

What did it make?
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By the end of the week, the citadel had absorbed four more of
the soldiers.

Watching it through a monitor, Wiseman could see in it no visi-
ble change. Naturally. The growth would be strictly internal, down
out of sight.

On and on the eternal assaults, the soldiers wriggling up, the cita-
del firing in defense. Meanwhile, he had before him a new series of
Ganymedean products. More recent children’s toys to be inspected.

“Now what?” he asked himself.

The first was an apparently simple item: a cowboy costume from
the ancient American West. At least, so it was described. But he
paid only cursory attention to the brochure: the hell with what the
Ganymedeans had to say about it.

Opening the box, he laid out the costume. The fabric had a gray,
amorphous quality. What a miserably bad job, he thought. It only
vaguely resembled a cowboy suit; the lines seemed unformed, hesi-
tant. And the material stretched out of shape as he handled it. He
found that he had pulled an entire section of it into a pocket that
hung down.

“I don’t get it,” he said to Pinario. “This won’t sell.”

“Put it on,” Pinario said. “You’ll see.”

With effort, Wiseman managed to squeeze himself into the suit.
“Is it safe?” he asked.

“Yes,” Pinario said. “I had it on earlier. This is a more benign
idea, but it could be effective. To start it into action, you fantasize.”

“Along what lines?”

“Any lines.”

The suit made Wiseman think of cowboys, and so he imagined to
himself that he was back at the ranch, trudging along the gravel
road by the field in which black-faced sheep munched hay with
that odd, rapid grinding motion of their lower jaws. He had
stopped at the fence—barbed wire and occasional upright posts—
and watched the sheep. Then, without warning, the sheep lined up
and headed off, in the direction of a shaded hillside beyond his
range of vision.

He saw trees, cyprus growing against the skyline. A chicken
hawk, far up, flapped its wings in a pumping action . . . as if, he
thought, it’s filling itself with more air, to rise higher. The hawk
glided energetically off, then sailed at a leisurely pace. Wiseman
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looked for a sign of its prey. Nothing but the dry mid-summer fields
munched flat by the sheep. Frequent grasshoppers. And, on the
road itself, a toad. The toad had burrowed into the loose dirt; only
its top part was visible.

As he bent down, trying to get up enough courage to touch the
warty top of the toad’s head, a man’s voice said nearby him, “How
do you like it?”

“Fine,” Wiseman said. He took a deep breath of the dry grass
smell; he filled his lungs. “Hey, how do you tell a female toad from
a male toad? By the spots, or what?”

“Why?” asked the man, standing behind him slightly out of sight.

“I've got a toad here.”

“Just for the record,” the man said, “can I ask you a couple of
questions?”

“Sure,” Wiseman said.

“How old are you?”

That was easy. “Ten years and four months,” he said, with pride.

“Where exactly are you, at this moment?”

“Out in the country, Mr. Gaylord’s ranch, where my dad takes
me and my mother every weekend when we can.”

“Turn around and look at me,” the man said. “And tell me if you
know me.”

With reluctance, he turned from the half-buried toad to look. He
saw an adult with a thin face and a long, somewhat irregular nose.
“Youre the man who delivers the butane gas,” he said. “For the
butane company.” He glanced around, and sure enough, there was
the truck, parked by the butane gate. “My dad says butane is ex-
pensive, but there’s no other—~

The man broke in, “Just for the sake of curiosity, what’s the
name of the butane company?”

“It’s right on the truck,” Wiseman said, reading the large painted
letters. “Pinario Butane Distributors, Petaluma, California. You're
Mr. Pinario.”

“Would you be willing to swear that youre ten years old, stand-
ing in a field near Petaluma, California?” Mr. Pinario asked.

“Sure.” He could see, beyond the field, a range of wooded hills.
Now he wanted to investigate them; he was tired of standing
around gabbing. “T'll see you,” he said, starting off. “I have to go
get some hiking done.”

He started running, away from Mr. Pinario, down the gravel
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road. Grasshoppers leaped away, ahead of him. Gasping, he ran
faster and faster.

“Leon!” Mr. Pinario called after him. “You might as well give
up! Stop running!”

“T've got business in those hills,” Wiseman panted, still jogging
along. Suddenly something struck him full force; he sprawled on
his hands, tried to get back up. In the dry midday air, something
shimmered; he felt fear and pulled away from it. A shape formed, a
flat wall. . .

“You won't get to those hills,” Mr. Pinario said, from behind him.
“Better stay in roughly one place. Otherwise you collide with
things.”

Wiseman’s hands were damp with blood; he had cut himself fall-
ing. In bewilderment, he stared down at the blood . . .

Pinario helped him out of the cowboy suit, saying, “It’s as un-
wholesome a toy as you could want. A short period with it on, and
the child would be unable to face contemporary reality. Look at
you.

Standing with difficulty, Wiseman inspected the suit; Pinario had
forcibly taken it from him.

“Not bad,” he said in a trembling voice. “It obviously stimulates
the withdrawal tendencies already present. I know I've always had
a latent retreat fantasy toward my childhood. That particular pe-
riod, when we lived in the country.”

“Notice how you incorporated real elements into it,” Pinario said,
“to keep the fantasy going as long as possible. If you'd had time,
you would have figured a way of incorporating the lab wall into it,
possibly as the side of a barn.”

Wiseman admitted, “I—already had started to see the old dairy
building, where the farmers brought their market milk.”

“In time,” Pinario said, “it would have been next to impossible to
get you out of it.”

To himself, Wiseman thought, If it could do that to an adult, just
imagine the effect on a child.

“That other thing you have there,” Pinario said, “that game, it’s a
screwball notion. You feel like looking at it now? It can wait.”

‘T'm okay,” Wiseman said. He picked up the third item and
began to open it.
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“A lot like the old game of Monopoly,” Pinario said. “It’s called
Syndrome.”

The game consisted of a board, plus play money, dice, pieces to
represent the players. And stock certificates.

“You acquire stock,” Pinario said, “same as in all this kind, obvi-
ously.” He didn’t even bother to look at the instructions. “Let’s get
Fowler down here and play a hand,; it takes at least three.”

Shortly, they had the Division Director with them. The three
men seated themselves at a table, the game of Syndrome in the
center.

“Each player starts out equal with the others,” Pinario explained,
“same as all this type, and during the play, their statuses change
according to the worth of the stock they acquire in various eco-
nomic syndromes.”

The syndromes were represented by small, bright plastic objects,
much like the archaic hotels and houses of Monopoly.

They threw the dice, moved their counters along the board, bid
for and acquired property, paid fines, collected fines, went to the
“decontamination chamber” for a period. Meanwhile, behind them,
the seven model soldiers crept up on the citadel again and again.

“I'm tired of that,” the child-dummy said. “Do something else.”

The soldiers regrouped. Once more they started out, getting
nearer and nearer the citadel.

Restless and irritable, Wiseman said, “I wonder how long that
damn thing has to go on before we find out what it’s for.”

“No telling.” Pinario eyed a purple-and-gold share of stock that
Fowler had acquired. “I can use that,” he said. “That’s a heavy
uranium mine stock on Pluto. What do you want for it?”

“Valuable property,” Fowler murmured, consulting his other
stocks. “I might make a trade, though.”

How can I concentrate on a game, Wiseman asked himself, when
that thing is getting closer and nearer to—God knows what? To
whatever it was built to reach. Its critical mass, he thought.

“Just a second,” he said in a slow, careful voice. He put down his
hand of stocks. “Could that citadel be a pile?”

“Pile of what?” Fowler asked, concerned with his hand.

Wiseman said loudly, “Forget this game.”

“An interesting idea,” Pinario said, also putting down his hand.
“It’s constructing itself into an atomic bomb, piece by piece. Add-
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ing until-" He broke off. “No, we thought of that. There’re no
heavy elements present in it. It's simply a five-year battery, plus a
number of small machines controlled by instructions broadcast
from the battery itself. You can’t make an atomic pile out of that.”

“In my opinion,” Wiseman said, “we’d be safer getting it out of
here.” His experience with the cowboy suit had given him a great
deal more respect for the Ganymedean artificers. And if the suit
was the benign one . . .

Fowler, looking past his shoulder, said, “There are only six sol-
diers now.”

Both Wiseman and Pinario got up instantly. Fowler was right.
Only half of the set of soldiers remained. One more had reached
the citadel and been incorporated.

“Let’s get a bomb expert from the Military Services in here,”
Wiseman said, “and let him check it. This is out of our depart-
ment.” He turned to his boss, Fowler. “Don’t you agree?”

Fowler said, “Let’s finish this game first.”

“W}ly?”

“Because we want to be certain about it,” Fowler said. But his
rapt interest showed that he had gotten emotionally involved and
wanted to play to the end of the game. “What will you give me for
this share of Pluto stock? I'm open to offers.”

He and Pinario negotiated a trade. The game continued for an-
other hour. At last, all three of them could see that Fowler was
gaining control of the various stocks. He had five mining syn-
dromes, plus two plastics firms, an algae monopoly, and all seven of
the retail trading syndromes. Due to his control of the stock, he had,
as a by-product, gotten most of the money.

“I'm out,” Pinario said. All he had left were minor shares which
controlled nothing. “Anybody want to buy these?”

With his last remaining money, Wiseman bid for the shares. He
got them and resumed playing, this time against Fowler alone.

“It’s clear that this game is a replica of typical interculture eco-
nomic ventures,” Wiseman said. “The retail trading syndromes are
obviously Ganymedean holdings.”

A flicker of excitement stirred in him; he had gotten a couple of
good throws with the dice and was in a position to add a share
to his meager holdings. “Children playing this would acquire a
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healthy attitude toward economic realities. It would prepare them
for the adult world.”

But a few minutes later, he landed on an enormous tract of
Fowler holdings, and the fine wiped out his resources. He had to
give up two shares of stock; the end was in sight.

Pinario, watching the soldiers advance toward the citadel, said,
“You know, Leon, I'm inclined to agree with you. This thing may
be one terminal of a bomb. A receiving station of some kind. When
it’s completely wired up, it might bring in a surge of power trans-
mitted from Ganymede.”

“Is such a thing possible?” Fowler asked, stacking his play
money into the different denominations.

“Who knows what they can do?” Pinario said, wandering around
with his hands in his pockets. “Are you almost finished playing?”

“Tust about,” Wiseman said.

“The reason I say that,” Pinario said, “is that now there’re only
five soldiers. It’s speeding up. It took a week for the first one, and
only an hour for the seventh. I wouldn’t be surprised if the rest go
within the next two hours, all five of them.”

“We're finished,” Fowler said. He had acquired the last share of
stock and the last dollar.

Wiseman arose from the table, leaving Fowler. “T’ll call Military
Services to check the citadel. About this game, though, it's nothing
but a steal from our Terran game Monopoly.”

“Possibly they don’t realize that we have the game already,”
Fowler said, “under another name.”

A stamp of admissibility was placed on the game of Syndrome
and the importer was informed. In his office, Wiseman called Mili-
tary Services and told them what he wanted.
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