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A MAN OF REACTION

Doc saw the creature before he heard the gurgling,
purring snarl. Smilodon californicus—Sabertooth Tiger! It
stepped from shadow into moonlight, pausing to consider
the scent of two prospective victims.

Epworth heard the gurgling, throaty snarl, and he saw
the gleaming coat ripple as the muscles played. He stood
paralyzed, but Doc bounded, gripping the bamboo spear.
Having started before the tiger, he was in place when
the animal picked his quarry.

The glass-hard, curved-chisel edge caught the white
furred belly and sank deep, driven home by the force
of the charge. Doc was yanked from his knees before
he could let go of his pike, when a small man pounced
from darkness. An axe flashed . . .
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Chapter 1

That his one hundred eighty-sixth birthday stared Av-
ery Jarvis—“Doc”—Brandon in the face had a good deal
to do with engaging a technical and administrative assistant
to give him a hand with the genetic engineering foundation
and Nameless Island’s experimental teak forest. During his
first year on the job, Oswald Fenton—Sc.D., Ph.D., and a
Master’s in Business Administration—had done well in-
deed. However, Nameless Island was a vortex of emotional
problems, actual and prospective, which threatened to com-
plicate a situation not as simple as it appeared.

Oswald Fenton was 158 years younger than Brandon;
Mona, six years younger than Oswald, did all the office
work when nct too busy being the Old Man’s dream girl.
The young persons had emotions, and so did Doc, but his
had created a problem which they did not have and would
never live to have.

Doc and his assistant sat in the lounge of the Brandon
Genetic Engineering Foundations’s guest house, which was
perched on a headland overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. Is-
aiah Winthrop, Litt.D., the Black steward, brought rye and
soda, which was not Doc’s drink. The younger man would
have been ill at ease, might even have felt inferior, watch-
ing the Old Man tackling absinthe drips, snorts of 151-
proof Demerara rum, unblended Islay Scotch whiskey, or
other goodies favored by Men of Iron.

Oswald Fenton’s rangy frame slouched comfortably into
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2 Operation Longlife

a rattan chair: a good-looking youngster, in a rugged way,
and sunblasted more than one of darker pigmentation
would have been. That bitch of an earthquake of 2052 had
neither raised Atlantis nor any remains thereof but it had
caused a shift of the Gulf Stream, so that Nameless Island,
no great way south of Savannah, became tropical.

Oswald brushed back his perfectly pomaded sandy-blond
hair, a nervous habit which mildly irritated Doc Brandon.
The older he became, the more irritable: And since he ap-
peared to be in his middle thirties, irritability would be un-
seemly.

“Your work has been good, Oswald. Your thinking is
good.” Doc swirled his rye and mineral water. “God-damn
swilll These young punks can’t outgrow the soda pop they
were raised on.” Then, audibly, “You look thirsty. Drink
up, man, drink up.”

Oswald did a neat bottoms-up. Doc resumed, “You are
dedicated. You have an ingredient which I did not mention
in the job specs. Something so scarce that no realist would
be so unchristly stupid as to ask for.”

“May I be so stupid as to ask what that is?”

Doc chuckled, wagged his head appreciatively. “Since
you have already asked, I'll answer. Vision. Imagination.
Before you sign a long-term contract, you’d better be sure
about a number of trifles. Such as, it’s twenty kilometers to
the mainland, and you know the hinterland, that jungle of
Alleluia Stompers feuding with the Testifiers as to which is
saved?”

Oswald smiled, recalling the country through which he
had passed to meet Doc for the initial interview. “They
were quite plentiful around Jump Off and Fiery Gizzard.”

“Then you don’t need reminding that Megapolitan life
would be a long way off, no matter how long you worked
here. Meanwhile, however well qualified you are, you've
not had time to decide whether this isolated spot would
have a long-term appeal. If you got fed up and resigned,
I’d regret it, though it'd be no disaster for me. But at your
age, time is significant.”

“Dr. Brandon, this is an opportunity many have been

wanting. It's the first time you’ve invited anyone to work
with you.”




Operation Longlife 3

“I'm glad to hear that from you. Mmmm . . .” Doc
eyed the young man, looking through him, until without
warning he blasted him with a question: “How are you and
Amina getting along?”’

Fenton blinked, gulped. “Ah—uh—um—she’s most con-
genial.”

“You don’t sound too God-damned enthusiastic!”

“Sir—uh—that was an unusual and sudden question.”

Doc smiled, nodded. “An invasion of privacy, but it is
relevant. The Malays, male or female, they’re amazing peo-
ple, natural aristocrats, proud and touchy. Reason I ask is
that it takes more than social theories and democratic pro-
paganda to bridge what are called cultural gaps. We are
not ‘all the same.” There is more than a difference in com-
plexion. The idea that environment makes the culture is
nonsense. It’s the innate qualities which shape the culture!
Forget democratic hogwash! The psyche is born different.”

Doc paused for breath. Oswald said, “Ah—ubh—um—"

“What I mean is, are you sure you and Amina are com-
patible? If you’re not, there are some charming unattached
Burmese girls in the village and a few elegant Eurasians.

“You may have attachments, memories of back home?
An Occidental girl, one of your own people? How long
could she be happy here after the honeymoon is over?”
Doc snapped to his feet. “I've got to make a phone call.
You relax and do a bit of cogitating. Be back presently.”

Doc said to the steward, “Isaiah, drip me one of the
usual.”

He needed a few minutes to integrate past and present.
The Malay, the Burmese, the other exotica he had not
mentioned to Oswald were not harassed by the kinks and
quirks of his own people. That he had questioned Oswald
regarding the arrangement with Amina indicated to Doc
that he had had his own wonderings.

More than that, the master of Nameless Island had a
problem which had grown out of his experiment in anthro-
pology some twenty-two years ago. Brandon had found a
home for Mona, then an infant, in the heartland colony of
the Alleluia Stompers, fine old Anglo-Saxon fundamental-
ists, a significant minority dedicated to guarding the morals
and saving the damned, that is, most other citizens of the
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Parliamentary Republic of North America. Doc knew all
about Mona’s heredity. As a genetic engineer, he had un-
dertaken to learn what effect her puritanical childhood en-
vironment would have on her expressing herself as an
adult. As she had quit the Alleluia Stompers in her late
teens, the investigation, Phase One, was complete.

It was Phase Two and the emotional complications
which were giving Doc Brandon a package of serious

ains.
. More than a century and a half previous, Doc and Iris
started with happy years which became miseries when her
fifties, sixties, seventies became a losing fight to continue
looking and living as did her spouse, an apparently perpet-
ual middle-thirties athlete and Man of Iron.

Iris died fighting. Doc lived, grieving. And now, after
five years with Doc, Mona had become a problem. The
only fair deal was to let Mona undertake Phase Two, quit-
ting Nameless Island, to meet life in the Parliamentary Re-
public. That would not only be in the furtherance of sci-
ence. It would also be saving himself and Mona from what
he and Iris had endured.

There was only one obstacle. Each had become quite too
fond of the other.

Returning to the lounge, Doc picked up where he had
left off. “I was about to say, any time you and Amina have
problems, there are unattached Burmese girls in the village
and several quite attractive Eurasians—a perfectly fabu-
lous aesthetic appeal, the Eurasian woman, and a liberal
education.

“Oh, hell! I'm digressing again. What I've been getting
at is that you've had my secretary on the brain ever since
you got your first look. Sit down, Oswald, sit down! I don’t
blame you one God-damn tiny little bit! It’s only the way
you look at Mona, especially when that backside is toward
you. And the front view does things to you. Your height
and her see-more pifia-fiber blouses—you’d have to have
marbles and buttons missing, not to go pop-eyed and blink-
mg.’i

Oswald gulped and chewed air.

“Your girl-watcher expression is a dead giveaway. You
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look as though you’d chew her girdle on the courthouse
steps at high noon.”

“Sir—Dr. Brandon! I give you my word—"

“Of course you’ve not got out of linel If you’d got any-
where at all, you’d not have that expression, that drooling
look, whenever Mona’s within smelling distance. I told you,
I don’t blame you a bit. Without the appreciation of
women, good liquor, and good books, life would be too
dreary to be lived.”

Good fellowship and understanding reassured Oswald.

“I never realized that I was so obvious about it.”

“Before you sign the contract, take time off. Go back to
your hometown, make the rounds of Megapolis Alpha, and
try Beta if you’re in the mood. All expenses are on the
Foundation—‘Personnel Recruitment’ or something equal-
ly ponderous.

“See how special girls look and sound now, after you've
been away for a year. Whatever you said in your leave-
takings is history. What counts is how you feel about them
and how you look to them. You may have a girl back there
who would love a spot like this. Amina has no claim on
you. I made that clear to her from the beginning.

“Getting back to your work: When you insisted on low-
ering the pressure in the ionization chamber to sterilize air
that’d eventually leak out of the laboratory, the Board of
Visitors was crusading, raising hell on that very point, all
up and down the country. We got good marks. And you got
full credit.

“With your record here, there are plenty of spots on the
mainland that’d be yours for the taking.” He thrust out his
hand. “Good luck, whatever you do.”

With Oswald Fenton on his way, Doc Brandon remained
to cope with a problem not so readily solved.

Although he had never told her, Mona was a product of
genetic engineering, one of the sixth generation of Simi-
anoids who kept the country going. Thanks to gene splicing
and cloning, this happy blend of chimpanzee and human
permitted the standard citizens of the Parliamentary Re-
public, coddled and thought controlled, to lead the Magnif-
icent Life. Neither Doc nor his late father had anticipated
the extremes to which Gracious Living would go. The elder
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Brandon, not endowed with life everlasting, had left his
son to cope with what science had achieved. As far as
women had been concerned, the coping had been varied
and congenial. ’

Whether Asiatic or Occidental, each had gone her way,
half sadly quitting a cozy relationship and quite happily
returning to her own world, her own generation, with an
endowment which neither lovers nor husbands could touch.
She could assign neither capital nor income deriving from
the Brandon Foundation. Some became Pleasure, Vice, &
Recreation girls, others, career women in less interesting
fields, and quite a few married happily, with beautiful chil-
dren to increase the congestion of the overpopulated Parlia-
mentary Republic.

With Mona it had been different. Despite rigorously pu-
ritanical indoctrination, her hereditary skepticism kept her
from being tainted by environment. She was the perfect
yes-girl, agreeing with the overwhelming majority and reso-
lutely looking forward to doing as she damn well pleased.
The Alleluia Stompers never suspected that they had failed
to instill in Mona the standard American sense of guilt—
instinct told her that Adam had been very lucky when Eve
tempted him with something without which the Garden of
Eden would have been a hellish spot.

Without suspecting that there might be an arrangement
in her future, Mona responded to her feeling that she was
old enough and big enough: a spontaneous combustion so
prolonged that negotiation would have been a ridiculous
anticlimax. The longer the delay, the greater the difficulty
in suggesting that some day she would be a bundle of aches
and pains.

When, after her first experience, she stepped from
the shower, Mona did not say, “And I don’t feel a bit
guilty . . .” As nearly as Doc could remember, what she
said was, “Oooh . . . that was fun.”




Chapter 2

Doc Brandon enjoyed freedom from the benefits and the

masquerades of the Thought Controlled, the Plastic So- *

ciety, and the Megapoli which were its heart. Nameless
Island gave him a comfortable feeling like that of the many
whites and Blacks who had rejected great cities in favor of
farming, fishing, hunting, and getting along with their
neighbors. With no socially conscious intellectuals to re-
mind them of their rights, the rural folk had nothing to
wrangle about except matters such as the sixteen-gauge
versus the twelve-gauge shotgun, or whether the changing
phases of the moon could be offset by changing fishing
bait to accord.

“If scientists had a spot like my island,” Doc summed
up, “they’d not have gone mad as often as they did in the
fiction written during the early nineteen hundreds. Longer
I look around me, the more I quit wondering why nobody
ever wrote about a sane scientist. If I ever hear of one, I'll
write a book.”

Barefooted, Doc sat in a rattan chair which was horribly
out of place in Mona’s bedroom-sitting-room-and-kitchen-
ette suite adjoining the office of the Brandon Founda-
tion. Four empty glasses stood shoulder to shoulder on
the nighttable. Each was cloudy with the dregs of an ab-
sinthe drip, genuine absinthe which Doc had made accord-
ing to the ancient and illegal formula.

The fifth glass, a broad shallow goblet, was full of

-7
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shaved ice. A saucerlike device with bottom fitting into the
goblet pressed down into the ice. The saucer thing con-
tained a pool of greenish liqueur which was dripping
through a pinhole in the center. As each drop was diluted
by melting ice, it became milky; and when the final one
joined its comrades, Doc’s aperitif would be ready.

Doc had decided, a century and a half ago, that eating
on an empty stomach was bad for the digestion. His glance
shifted to the sea-green sleeping gown Mona had flipped to
the bed. Next he regarded the frail pifia-cloth robe she’d
eventually be wearing. He cocked his head, brushed back a
shock of sandy-to-neutral hair, and listened to the shower.
Though blasted by sun and wind, his face was devoid of
lines except for a few at the corners of a stubborn mouth.
However, at the moment his usual expression of eager an-
ticipation prevailed. Despite his age, something or someone
fascinating was always at hand or around the corner. And
that inner glow, though centering in eyes deceptively wide
open and innocent, contrived to harmonize facial features
which would otherwise have been a haphazard assortment
of spare parts, nothing bad and nothing matching anything
else.

Doc lifted the dripper and set it on one of the emptied
glasses, then tasted his timekiller-appetizer. If Mona did
not rate her interminable showers, Brandon did not know
who in the Parliamentary Republic did. At sunrise, August
twenty-seventh, 2086 A.D., the thermometer read 43° Cel-
sius, with humidity ninety-eight sweltering percent. It was
ten o’clock and getting no cooler.

Ten o’clock was a reminder. Brandon switched on the
Three Dee lookee-squawkee for an aesthetic aperitif:
North America's supreme detergent opera. Between Mona
and genetic engineering, he had been distracted from the
program which for six years had kept him cogitating, spec-
ulating, wondering.

“Mutate the Immutable; solve the Insoluble; screw the
Inscrutable.” Brandon’s code, the spirit of science.

Flora, widow of that troublemaker, Roderick David Gar-
vin, who had been reported lost with all hands when some-
thing happened to the Saturnienne after making the first
manned flight around Saturn: Flora Garvin, Queen of
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Space Widows, and there she was, radiant, glowing.

And that voice! If she were to sing the Greek alphabet,
women the world over would perish of frustration, men
would fall in love with her—and before she trilled her way
past theta. Her theme song had made one and one-half
hemispheres detergent-conscious.

For each appearance, an exotic new gown was worn, one
which she herself had designed. And the morning of Au-
gust 27, 2086, Flora wore tight silver lamé. The table be-
hind which she stood with her basin of Sudzo was of a
height precisely calculated to present her hips in slender-
sensuous curvature which seconded breadth of breast and
shoulder, an enchanting paradox: slenderness, yet spacious=-
ness; luxury where it meant the most; restrained and un-
derstated opulence.

Like pagoda eaves, the tunic’s shoulder trim reached up
in points almost to the level of ears from which hung long
pendants. A tall ornate miter towered from shimmering
black hair. Hands elongated by artificial nails made blue
panties ripple and flaunt what had become traditional, a
triangular group of rosebuds where they would be most
meaningful.

And that lyric, a spell which ensorceled every conti-
nent:

“. « « Sudzo for your frilly dudzo . . .

As she sang, the dark-eyed enchantress swished the silky
bits in the detergent: a triple swish, a glimpse of dripping
garnient that would find a place between Flora’s recreation
area and whatever costume she wore for the following
show. And what could come after the silver lamé tunic of a
Burmese festival dancer, only the next program could tell.
She herself would not know until she had designed it.

Swirling mists concealed Flora. They became tantaliz-
ingly dense as slender arms reached through. She held the
silver tunic, rippled it, dipped the twinkling fabric into the
foam and for a moment displayed it, then drew it back into
the mist which concealed her.

“Sudzo for your clothzo-o-o . . .” Thinning mist re-
vealed Flora, full length now, and again in her exotic
dress. Like each of many recent appearances, this was a
playback of a tape filmed several years ago. None of the
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Plastic Society had sufficient memory or attention span to
be aware of the repetition. Doc Brandon was an exception,
and more than girl watching sustained his interest in the
darling among space widows and the beauty of her lyrics.

Flora called to mind a late broadcast, back in the early
2080s. Mars, with its thin air, was ideal for astronomical
observatories. One of them had radioed news of a nova.
When Doc got in touch with the broadcasting source, he
was informed that no such report had been made and that
there never would be any report of a nova in the asteroid
belt.

That the broadcast had been cut off abruptly aroused
Doc’s suspicion, and the denial that there ever had been
such a report redoubled his skepticism. Something must
have occurred, such as the detonation of a considerable
mass of fissionable mineral. He had heard gossip about
prospecting in the asteroid belt by bombing planetoids with
nuclear projectiles and making spectroscopic analyses of
the flash.

For a century or more, Doc Brandon had been unable to
decide which released the greater number of false reports,
the government bureaucracy or the news media. To decide
what percentage of such yarns was deliberate falsification
and what portion derived from bungling incompetence was
beyond even his reckoning.

It was not until Floyd’s reported the loss of the Saturn-
ienne and her crew, somewhere between Mars and the aster-
oid on which she had landed to make routine repairs, that
Doc resolved to learn more about the nova which certainly
was not a nova.

Doc snapped the switch, reached for the absinthe drip.
Next time he was in Megapolis Alpha he would have a talk
with Alexander Heflin, Chairman of the Consortium, that
unofficial group which struggled to check Parliament’s
ever more successful efforts to drive the Republic down the
cesspool of history.

Flora Garvin was a fifth cousin of Alexander Heflin.

Brandon's contentment with a day well started fell apart
when he heard the clump-clump-clump of a helicopter. He
disliked the intrusion. The Burmese villagers who worked
in the teak forest and attended to the nursery which sup-
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plied infants for an under-the-counter adoption society
would riot if the flyer or propwash knocked the Ahti from
the gilded pagoda.

“That son of a bitch sounds low enough to be picking
papayas!” Doc grumbled.

His cursing was punctuated by the whack-whack-whack
of a 5.56-millimeter assault carbine. At least one villager
had decided to demonstrate. Then came the reverbrant
boooom of the double-barrel .600 Jeffries which old U Po
Mya had stolen from one of the last of the English gentle-
men come to the Malay States to hunt seladang and tigers.
A sixty-gram slug would play hell with a chopper blade. U
Po Mya’s zeal was commendable, but householder’s liability
insurance on a Burmese village was already extortionately
high.

The intercom lookee-squawkee came to life. The face
on the screen was wrinkled and pock-marked. White hair
twisted into a bun crowned the village headman. He clutched
the antique double-barrel gun which in the first quarter of
the twentieth century had cost eight hundred pounds sterling,

"~ when Great Britain and the United States issued a re-

spected currency.

Aside from the villagers, Doc was probably the only man
within a radius of two thousand kilometers who could
speak Burmese.

“Payaaa,” the old man led off.

“God-damn it, I've been telling you these past twenty
years not to call me ‘divinity’!”

“Yes, payaaa! I put my head beneath your Golden Feet.
Those mother-fornicators in the whirly bird flew over and
around the nursery and the brats woke up and howled, and
Maung Gauk fired his pipsqueak of a carbine and the
nurses screamed rape-murder-and-arson, so I took a man’s
gun. We missed the whirly-thing but chunks flew from the
basket-thing.”

“Builder of pagodas,” Doc implored, “get off the air,
stay off till I call you back.”

“Payaaa, 1 have never built a pagoda! I hear with fear
and trembling.”

U Po Mya cut the switch. And then Mona stepped from
the shower. Doc said, “Get dressed as quick as you can.
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This is not our day for fun and games. We may have time
for breakfast, maybe.”

Mona snatched an acre of towel and set to work as Doc
explained, “This sneaking up is political!” He got into
checkered green pajamas. “You answer the next call. When
those bastards land, I know there’s going to be an inspec-
tion. Say I always sleep late. Have Isaiah take them to the
guest house. Give them the limit in hospitality. And be sure
to pull the fuses from the air conditioning.”

As the briefing progressed, Mona fitted herself with lace
panties, pink, with a cluster of forget-me-nots arranged
Flora Garvin style, and got her bra secured. It was a queen
size, for a princess-shaped girl. Although Doc referred to
her as “long-legged redhead,” he was somewhat in error.
However elegant her legs, Mona’s hair was tawny-bronze,
with ruddy glints when the sun was quite low.

“Kill air conditioning?” A happy twinkle animated her
gray-green eyes with hazel lights. “Think they might die of
heat stroke or suffocation?”

“I’'m afraid they’re going to live. Tell them I am stinking
drunk if they are official, which I'm afraid they are. Let
them have a good look. Those glasses . . .” He chuckled,
sniffed the air. “Delicious reek—your perfume, absinthe,
Calvados, and—"

“It was Marc de Bourgogne,” she corrected, and found a
skirt.

Doc drained his glass and pulled the switch of the lookee-
squawkee. “You stand by in the office. If you want to
make this a good horror story, go virginal and say I was
sleeping with a Burmese girl. They're frightful alcoholics,
you know.”

He took a dive for the rumpled bed and inhaled essence
of Mona from the pillow. He had almost composed himself
to the verge of Taoist trance when he heard the code call
of Nameless Island. A man demanded Dr. Brandon. Mona
answered, “I'm frightfully sorry . . . if all they did was
shoot a few chunks from the cabin, you're awfully lucky.”

“I'm Dr. Wilson Epworth, and I want to speak to Dr.
Brandon at once!”
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Mona raised her voice to an agonized screech. “The
Board of Visitors? Oh, land at once! You can’t speak to
Dr. Brandon. He is sleeping.”

Things began to be coherent.

“Wake him up.”

“Dr. Epworth, you might as well land. I'll send the sta-
tion wagon to pick you up and take you to the guest
house.” :

“You dizzy bitch, I want to speak to Brandon at once!”

“Come on over and see if you can wake him. He never
gets up before three.”

“I told you I am Wilson Epworth! I'll have you fired.”

“You'll defecate, too, unless you are constipated,” she
retorted sweetly. “I am not in the civil service.”

She pulled the switch, then called Isaiah, the steward,
and gave him instructions. That done, she heard Doc’s clos-
ing directions:

“This is a sneak attack! Those bastards have always
given me three days’ notice. Tell U Po Mya and Maung
Gauk that everything is under control. You take over and
run things. 'm not a full-blown tao shih; I can’t fake
drunken stupor instantly.”



Chapter 3

Simianoids had no conscientious scruples against work or
military service, nor were they handicapped by ideals or
by a passion for causes or crusades. Their realistic
minds were not susceptible to suggestion as was the mass
mind of the thought-controlled populace of the Parlia-
mentary Republic. Skillful gene splicing had modified the
simian palate and changed the facial structure from prog-
nathous to orthognathous, allowing the Simianoids to vo-
calize and—thanks to minor cosmetic changes—look like
standard humans. In view of his many years of observing
the norm of the Republic, Doc had made few changes in
the chimpanzee mental workings.

Because of his isolation on an island two thousand Kilo-
megters from Megapolis Alpha, Brandon had survived the
organized opposition which had driven most of his col-
leagues into socially approved sciences. Religionists, many
intellectuals, and quite a few scientists had spearheaded op-
position to gene splicing.

In addition to teak forestry, his menagerie reinforced the
protective front which unorthodoxy required; and his work
in combatting sickle-cell anemia and hepatitis contributed.

When Doc regained normal consciousness, the tempera-
ture was comfortable. After a shower, he put-on a camisa
de chino of undyed Shantung silk and floppy trousers of
white duck. Peeping into the office, he saw Mona at her
desk, sleeping lightly.

14
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She blinked, got her satin slippers to the floor, and sat
up, hazel eyes all alert and sparkling.

“They demanded a look and they got it. Anyone who
could sleep through that horrible heat had to be paralyzed
drunk. And Isaiah called a little while ago, and said that
when the wind shifted, the Board of Visitors figured it’d be
cooler outside. One of them said something about getting
out of that suffocating guest house and having a look at
the menagerie.”

After finding his shoes, Doc decided that he’d go to tell
his guests that he was reasonably sober. But first he would
stop at the guest house, which was a hundred meters short
of the stunted conifers that protected it from the winds
which often lashed the headland.

When Doc stepped into the vestibule, Isaiah Winthrop
emerged from the interior. The white-haired steward said,
“When I called, I couldn’t tell you how indignant they were
because the villagers had fired at them while they circled
over the settlement. They had been taking pictures.” As
Doc’s eyebrows rose, Isaiah explained, “That’s the way of
the Magapolitan people. They are convinced that Blacks
are unable to understand English.

“They never suspected that I couldn’t qualify for my
Master’s until I had taken two semesters of Afro-English.

“Dr. Epworth took the pictures. They were looking at
them. They’d used Insta-Kolor. They were so interested
they paid little attention to me. Apparently the nursery was
important.”

“See the color stuff after they left?”

“I saw but did not touch. I left nothing but eye-prints.”

“Did you speak Afro-English to our guests?”

“I was sorely tempted to say, ‘Y’all white gennel men
done et?’ but I settled for a southern drawl.”

“Just right.” Brandon nodded. “Tell the chef that late
nineteenth-century New Orleans cuisine will be in order for
dinner. Pick five waitresses and waiters to match and see if
you can persuade Habeeb to supervise the service. Now
I’m going to greet the guests.

“When you’ve given your orders, come on out and stand
by until I hail you.” iy

Despite the crunch of gravel under his feet, Doc’s visi-
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tors were unaware of his approach. They stood bellied up
against the heavy wire mesh of an aviary.

“That freak is actually eating,” one of the Board grum-
bled, and another, stocky and short-necked, remarked,
“Plastic surgery assembled that impossible thing.”

“Dr. Epworth, you might at least compliment a slick sur-
geon,” Brandon cut in.

The Board of Visitors faced about. Being confronted by
the master of Nameless Island, articulate and standing on
his own feet, disconcerted them. Though not so tall as to be
stately, his posture, upright and arms folded, lent him
presence which his 180 centimeters would otherwise have
denied.

“Gentlemen, take a look.” He thrust out his right foot.
“So busy finding fault with the incomprehensible that you
didn’t hear me crunching gravel.”

Doc’s glance moved along the row of sweaty faces: Grid-
ley, the long-nosed paleontologist, then Finley Benson,
who professed ornithology. Brandon’s eyes skipped his fa-
vorite enemy, Wilson Epworth, a stocky, square-rigged per-
son with a stubborn face, and centered on Whitby Foster,
an outstanding gene splicer who was fingering drooping
straw-colored moustaches. Doc could not place the fifth
visitor, a ruddy, squint-eyed character whose skin was none
the better for its overdose of sun.

“I've never had the pleasure of meeting you.” Doc
smiled engagingly. “We’ve not had time to become ene-
mies. That’s customary but actually, it’s optional.”

“I'm Bernard Wilkins.”

“Now I remember! And I’'m sure we’ll not wrangle. You
specialize in safeguarding laboratories—preventing acci-
dental escape of untested bacterial strains. Sorry my assis-
tant, Oswald Fenton, isn’t here to meet you. He’s done some
good work in that line.” And then Doc addressed the
group. “Welcome aboard! Sorry I kept you waiting, but I
do have to have my sleep.”

Foster, the gene splitter, filled the pause. “Animated
cartoons; feathered reptiles, and birds without feathers
would give as good a picture of Jurassic life. I admire
your expertise so much so that I deplore your wasting it!”

“Thank you for applause, and I'll not deplore your de-

— e
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plorings! I’'m not financed by government grants. Anyone
present who can say as much?” After a pause: “I thought
so! Now if you’ll humor me a few minutes more, I'll show
you one of my improvements on nature. If you call it an
animated cartoon, I'll buy drinks for the house.”

He beckoned for the Board to follow. There was scarcely
an exclamation to indicate interest in a small but striking
Rhamphorhynchus. They did pause for a glimpse of the
Ichthyornis. Doc was not amazed that they ignored the
kiwi with sufficient wing spread for a ten-meter flight to
perch on the limb of a tree. But when Doc halted, the
visitors closed in.

They saw, and the silence was unbroken except for the
soft voice of the creature behind heavy bars. The saber-
toothed tiger made a sound neither purring nor snarling:
the greeting of the death giver who loves his work.
Whether sated or famished, whether he died or lived, as
long as he could move he was the perfect slayer.

Brandon shivered when he heard the voice. His guests
could scarcely react as he did. They did not know that
while still a cub, this miniature Machaerodus had purred
affectionately, capered and gamboled like a kitten, Felis
domestica, whenever U Po Mya came within sight or scent,
The Burmese village headman had bottle fed the infant
tiger.

Doc turned abruptly. The guests started, composed
themselves, relaxed. He knew then that Machaerodus had
fascinated them.

“Who cares whether this is an example of genetic engi-
neering, of plastic surgery, or a mutant wrought by nature,
cosmic rays, or man-made radiation? Skip the quibbling
_ and admire a beautiful animal.”

The tiger welcomed his audience: topaz eyes shifted
from visitor to visitor, appraising each in turn. The throaty
purring-snarling was like distant Mongol drums. Benson
brightened. “Elegant! And a miniature. Just as I'd visual-
ized when I saw the assembled bones of the Machaerodon-
tinae at La Brea asphalt pits. Superb, however you faked
it!”

That final quip, good humored, was applause.

“Has any of you ever seen a seladang?”
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“You mean the wild bull from the Malay States, nearly
as nasty as the South African buffalo?”

“Perfect summing up. My miniature tiger doesn’t weigh
more than forty—fifty kilos, but he tackled and killed a sela-
dang I'd imported at enormous expense.”

Seeing Isaiah lurking among the towering bamboo stalks,
Doc beckoned. “It’s time for tall drinks to give us an appe-
tite for early dinner. The steward is probably here to tell us
that the air conditioner is working.”

Isaiah approached and announced, “Dr. Brandon, cock-
tails will be served at the guest house.”

Four of the Board followed Isaiah. Wilson Epworth lin-
gered until his colleagues had gained half a dozen yards.
Then he said, “Doc, you and I have clashed from time to
time. To show you that there’s no resentment on my side,
I'll level with you. This visit is a front. We’ll rephrase a
former report and submit it instead of wasting time. What I
want to talk about is your unusual longevity.”

Doc sighed, pulled a long face. He wondered how color
pictures of a Burmese village related to his unusual age.
“Wilson, there is quite too much speculation about it. After
I wrote a paper on the apparent immortality of Chinese
adepts, Taoist masters, the mutterings became noisy, and
the mutterers became nosy. It’s become a God-damn pest!”

Epworth nodded. “I can imagine it would. I am sure that
you realize why there is so much interest in a scientific
approachtoa . . . well . . . underlying truth, masked by
Chinese superstition, Oriental nonsense, and fraud.”

“Your approach has been straightforward,” Doc con-
ceded guardedly. “I don’t know how far I can go' with you.
Writing a paper on Taoist psychic practices and citing pas-
sages from Ko Hung’s classic work! You folks as good as
called me a charlatan half an hour ago, when you saw liv-
ing exhibits! OfF the record, and no tape recording, I might
tell enough for you to know that I cannot be certain
whether I am a natural mutant, a freak, or Whether my life
style has something to do with my longevity. Maybe 1 am
an undocumented example of my late father’s genetic engi-
neering. Bluntly, your colleagues do a lot to make me hesi-
tate.”

Epworth frowned. “That’s a bit obscure!”
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“The hell it is! I'll clarify. Five of you, each getting his
own notions of what I really mean.”
Epworth’s heavy face was far from revealing, yet his ex-

- pression gave Doc the idea that a decision was being

- shaped. The pause ended when the chairman of the Board

said, “Off the record, Doc, it is this way. They are keenly
interested but they came along mainly for fun and the ex-
pense account. Your hospitality is famous.”

Doc’s well-feigned expression of frowning consideration
brightened into a glow of total comprehension. “Suppose

. your colleagues got themselves sufficiently drunk, and you
~ and I remained quite sober?”

“You and I could have an off-the-record talk?”
“Don’t know how far it’d go, but it would be a start.

~ Have a cocktail or two, respond to a toast if in order, and

tell your waiter and waitress to serve you tonic without gin
and carbonated Normandy cider instead of champagne.
Me, I'll do my damndest to stay coherently sober.”

Epworth chuckled. “When I saw you about eleven this
morning, you were an exemplary case of catatonia. How
the hell you ever became ambulant in five hours! Two-
three days would have been amazing.”



Chapter 4

Five dreary dragging years passed before Flora Garvin
yielded to the nagging conviction that she was not a
widow. Only one person in the Parliamentary Republic
could help her learn what had happened to Captain Roder-
ick David Garvin: her fifth cousin, Alexander Heflin,
Chairman of the Consortium which, with ever-diminishing
success, kept the Republic from self-destruction.

Although he did not suspect it, Flora hated Alexander as
a duty. Also, he had always fascinated her; and he had
sensed it before she married that troublemaker, Rod Gar-
vin. As in most matters, Heflin’s sensings were realistic
and accurate. His appraisal of women had been such that
to let marriage interfere with matters of state would have
been nonsense.

Before setting out to deal with Alexander, Flora sur-
veyed the costumes she had designed for her Sudzo pro-
grams. She had almost selected a favorite when she remem-
bered something. She reached for the gown which she had
worn at the cocktail party, Martian Space Port, the eve of
Rod’s take-off for Saturn. Then, dressed for peak perfor-
mance, Flora set out to keep her appointment with the mas-
ter of the show.

Megapolis Alpha, capital of the Republic, had so long
been a masquerade that Flora’s space-theme gown, modi-
fied for the street, evoked only admiration. In that vortex
of costumes ranging from Grecian classic to French Third

20
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Empire, and geographically bounded by Orient and Occi-
dent, the few who wore traditional one-sex jacket and trou-
sers were conspicuous. Most such eccentrics were the Cool-
ies who had not yet made a career of being someone and
something else. And the remainder was largely the scatter-
ing of Simianoids employed in the capital. Their simian
component kept them from craving to be other than what
~ they were.

These Simianoids, diverse in build and facial structure,
were by no means uniform, despite their common origin as
clones of six foundation types. Diversification had been in-
troduced through half a dozen generations of polyandry.
One female for each quartet of males offered a variety
- which offset the monotony of domestic life; it prevented
- overpopulation; and the arrangement made for an interest-
- ing range of complexions, hair colors, bodily and facial
- structures. In addition to avoiding a monotonous typing of
. offspring, the polyandrous female could rarely be accused
- of resorting to escapades far from home.

- The only Simianoid abnormality was one which they

- shared with the Coolie class: They did not hate work. De-

,  spite their labor’s supporting eighty percent of the popula-

- tion, neither Simianoid nor Coolie could endure the four-

- hour work week and the resulting ferocious pursuit of

. gracious living, recreation, cultural expression. And best of

- all, they felt no obligation to riot, protest, demonstrate in
juvenile ignorance of what they were protesting. Only stu-
~ dents had that obligation.

.~ Because of her transhemispherical fame, Flora wore a
mask which accorded with her bone structure yet disguised
by harmonious changes in mask thickness at cheekbones,
superciliary ridges, and frontal eminences. It made her a

. very good-looking someone else, and permitted total out-

- ward response to inward changes of expression. Since the

* film breathed, it was relatively comfortable. For the crimi-
nal and for the famous, such masks afforded privacy.

F At her destination, some twenty kilometers beyond the

‘ corporate limits of Megapolis Alpha, Flora asked the driver
~ for his card, so that she could call him for pickup, just in
case. He said, “Mrs. Garvin. I'm sure you are Mrs. Garvin;
your voice, you know. For a small surcharge, I'd wait up to

E
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an hour. By that time you are likely to know whether and
when you’d be leaving.”

“It’s flattering to be recognized by voice,” she answered
graciously, though her unspoken thought was “Someone
should sell voice distorters.”

Although Flora always expected Alexander to wear toga
and laurel wreath, he never did so. Heflin himself, being
Heflin, was more effective than any masquerade. The an-
gular features, the lordly nose, the patrician carriage of his
lean, tall frame contributed, but his presence derived from
the power which he radiated. It was the essence of those he
had outfought in the wars of his youth and those he had
outpointed in later years. But what made it difficult to
hate the man was his good fellowship, charm backed by
power.

Flora was tiptoe before he could bend to kiss her. Then,
holding her at arm’s length, he took a moment for ap-
praisal. “Beautiful as ever! You'll always be the country’s
darling!”

“The Sudzo world doesn’t know it sees reruns of tapes!
What they see is themselves wearing my outfits.”

“And I see the original every couple of years, when I'm
lucky. Well, maybe I'm psychic instead of lucky.” He pan-
tomimed gazing into a crystal ball, made a few passes.
“ . .Nowitclears . . .I see a woman, dark and fascinat-
ing . . . she perishes of thirst . . . nothing can save her
but an Amer Picon with a brandy float.”

“You do remember!”

Heflin stepped to the bar. “Out in the country automa-
tion is banned. At the Alpha Beta Club, it was bad enough,
making martinis with dark Haitian rum, but when the vo-
calizer sounded off, ‘This round of Old Fashioneds is on
the house. We're leaving out the fruit because—' before the
explanation could follow, half a dozen gays walked out in
high dudgeon.”

“Filed a suit, violation of civil rights?”

“There really was a shortage of fruit,” he added, as he
poured Picon bitters, grenadine, wiped a zest of lemon
around the rim of the glass, then a splash of soda, a float
of cognac. For himself, a Palomino y Vergara sherry.
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Glasses on a tray, tray poised on fingertips, he followed
Flora to sofa and cocktail table.

“Still swamped with fan mail?”

She nodded, tasted the picon punch.

Alexander regarded her intently. “You never look tired,
but there’s something in your voice.”

“This devil can get more solicitude going than all the
do-gooders in the country, singing in chorus!” She said, “I
am so mortally weary! All those social projects using me
for bait.”

“Griefs do carry on, and keeping busy is the best way.
So I was surprised by your wearing the dress you wore that

~ afternoon in Maritania.”

. Flora’s eyes widened, dark, deep, sad. “That day, well,

- we forgot all our standard misunderstandings.” She sighed,

- breathing resignation. “If he’d come back, we’d have got
back into the wrangling groove.”

“A vacation is what you need! It’s in your voice. I can

- arrange the sort of thing that costs nothing whatever. But
" not one in millions can get a ticket.”
Flora’s brows reached their apex.
“World Spaceways stages an international golf tourna-
- ment in Khatmandu every year. Chiefs of national air
- forces go. Chiefs of staff, and the unclassified ones who
; run governments from behind the scenes. Heads of state
are too important to accept invitations. Nobody else is im-
" portant enough to be invited.”
- What made the offer so tempting was Flora’s feeling
- that she was not a widow. During that night of truth, just
- before his take-off for Saturn, Rod had told her that the
. crew of the Saturnienne was bin scrapings primed for a mu-
"'_ tiny which they thought would force him to abort the mis-
- sion and confess failure. Rod guessed that their attempts at
i sabotage were much more likely to destroy cruiser and
- crew. Either way, Garvin the nuisance would be silenced.
- But Rod had outwitted the mutineers and made it home-
i’ ward as far as an uncharted asteroid populated by people
whose language was much like that of the Gooks, the Mar-
~ tian aborigines.
. The asteroidal girl who acted as interpreter, with Gar-
| vin's Martian girl relaying the message in English to Terra,

k
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was quite attractive. Flora had begun to suspect that in-
stead of being a widow, she was still a wife with a lot of
competition.

“Space Marshals,” Alexander resumed, after a just-right
pause, “and a few outstanding guests who are not allies,
but important. And their wives, mistresses, concubines,
playmates. I know you loathe golf, don’t go for tatting or
bridge, but some of the smartest shops in the world are in
Khatmandu.”

“Khatmandu? I'd always heard—"

“What you used to hear was true. But after Rod’s ca-
per—the time he was all set to abscond and set up house-
keeping there—made Khatmandu fashionable. And the
costuming—it’d start you out with some new basics.”

“I'd love that!”

Alexander Heflin sensed that he had almost made a
deal; and he realized that he was within a micromillimeter
of being hooked. He'd never seen Flora as magnificent, as
alluring as she had become since arrival.

“There’d be some who aren’t terrestrian or spacers?”

“Bound to be.”

Flora recalled the wife of Dmitri Barzan, an eccentric
wench dedicated to wheedling and browbeating masters
and mistresses of haute couture into concentrating their
skills on the traditional dress of her background, at least
for one season.

“Dmitri Barzan is retired,” Flora resumed. “But he’d
rate an invitation, and he’d just about have to bring his
wife?”

Alexander shrugged, swirled his glass. “ ‘Si les cons peu-
vent voler, ce cochon-la serait chef d’escadrille’” Darling
lady, he’ll not be there.”

Several years in a girls’ school in France had fitted Flora
with colloquialisms not included in the North American
curricula. Gallic whimsy and American vernacular misren-
dered into English set her laughing. “ ‘If cons could fly,
that slob would be chief of the air force.’ What a picture!”

“It'd confuse science fiction fans and prison wardens,”
he solemnly conceded. “Especially with the way you pro-
nounce con.”

“Rod would have loved that one!” She sighed but the
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eyes were no longer somber: They still had their sparkle,
the carryover from the play of whimsy. “Khatmandu is al-
luring, Alex, but what I'd love above all else would be a
few weeks in Maritania. I'd pay my way, of course, on a
space-available basis.”

Alexander’s face tightened. His eyes became lanceheads
at frosty dawn. “No can do. Sorry, but that’s become criti-
cal territory. Flora, of all places, what’s the attraction?”

“I want to talk to Rod’s girl, Azadeh. He told me all
about her that night. If I'd not come to Maritania, he’d
have spent take-off eve with her.” Alexander looked sur-
prised, and for him, that was news. Flora drove home: “I
saw playbacks of stuff that never got on the air. Azadeh
- was pregnant. She had that smug supenor look, that I-
know-somethmg-you-don t-know expression, blended with a

happy glow. And she didn’t look the way I felt when
Floyd’s declared the Saturnienne lost in space.”
Heflin was now unimperial. Flora had never seen him so
' convincingly human and busy absorbing thoughts new and
- impressive. “I begin to see what you mean. Something that
- never occurred to me. But I can’t understand how talking
to Azadeh could help you.”

“She knows things we do not know. She must have rea-
sons for knowing she is not a Number Two Widow.”

“Where would he be?”

“Marooned on that asteroid. There were only routine
problems when he radioed Mars. He set the Saturnienne
- down only because the asteroid had unusual density, atmo-

sphere, vegetation.”
- “A meteor too b1g for the deflection screening could
. have totaled the cruiser after she took off from the aster-
- Old ”

“Azadeh knows something we do not know. She and

Rod’s asteroid girl were speaking a language that no proud
- American would ever bother to learn. Azadeh was Rod’s

sleeping dictionary. Azadeh released exactly the news she
~ wanted to get to Terra, and nothing more. I want to get to
" Gook Town and talk her out of what she knows.”
.~ “No matter what you might learn about that asteroid
* and Azadeh’s holdings out, we could not cruise the asteroid
- belt. We are in tough shape, and the knotheads in Parlia-

“
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ment won't believe a fact when it hits them!” .

Alexander paused, waiting for her to digest what he had
said. Then he drew a deep breath and continued, “We are
not down the cesspool of history, but we have too good a
start. The country stinks with ‘idealists,” pacificists, and
quite a few religionists going Marxist.

“No more than five percent of the population is capa-
ble of being educated. Education, ‘the educing, leading out,
drawing out the latent powers of an individual." Ninety-
five percent have nothing to be ‘drawn out’ or developed.
Imbeciles, cretins, morons get Master’s degrees, or the
school industry would shut down.”

Heflin, going full bore, had the force of a double-bitted
axe. The best Flora could do was to protest. “Alex, what
does this have to do with sending one cruiser to explore the
asteroid belt?”

“Hear me out! Yes, I was digressing. The five percent of
students who have intelligence notably higher than a chim-
panzee's are devoid of experience. The most dangerous
substance on earth is intellect devoid of experience.
Genghis Khan set out at age fourteen to become emperor
of all mankind, and damn nearly made it, but he’d not had
a babysitter to change his diapers until he reached the age
of thirty.

“Our sixteen-year-old punks are voters, and the few tal-
ented ones are sold on their infinite wisdom and idealism.
Their protest and disarmament drivel is inviting a war we
are not ready to fight. If I persuaded Government to send
a cruiser to explore the asteroid belt, there’d be demonstra-
tions and rioting, the sort of thing that invites realistic peo-
ple to take us over. As that grand old cavalry commander
Nathan Bedford Forest used to say, couple of centuries
ago, ‘I told you twict, God damn it, NOI'

Seducing Alexander Heflin would be a tougher project
than Flora had anticipated. Hoping he would believe she
was beaten, she raced to the vestibule and to the driveway
where her taxi was waiting. Flora did not even bother to
put on her mask.

—




Chapter 5

When Doc Brandon stepped into the coolness of the
guest house, he found the Board of Visitors comfortable in
lounging chairs, sitting in a cozy group near the billiard
alcove. The bouquet of Creole cookery scented the air. Doc
turned to Isaiah.

“How many rounds have you served?”

“Only two, but it’s time for the next.”

When the Board was aware of his presence, he an-
nounced, “This is your home.” And then, “Isaiah, bring me
two absinthe drips to catch up with our guests, and one for
keeping even.”

“Sir, two are waiting in the freezer, and one is dripping.”

Five Simianoid waiters filed in. Doc pulled up a chair
and watched them serve Scotch and soda, which was in,
since it was Love Britain Week. The sixth arrived in with

* three drips and three brandy chasers.

Doc rose and raised the first. “Good health, gentlemen,
- and happy hours. I’ve noticed anxious glancings about. Pos-
sibly wondering where the waitresses are? Look over yon=-
der where the steward is standing.”

Isaiah had moved to the wall which faced the entrance.
At Doc’s gesture, he slid a door aside, revealing a dining
room and table set for six. Five Simianoid girls stood in
line. Each wore white cap, white blouse, black skirt. They
were of complexion, facial structure, and figure as diverse
as their male counterparts: from a pint-size brunette to an

27
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opulent blonde as tall as Mona, they covered the field,
chromatically and dimensionally.

Somber-eyed, majestic and bearded, Habeeb towered
ceilingward. He wore a blue Mogul kaftan and a massive
turban. He was normally Nameless Island’s elephant
driver. Doc was making a study to ascertain the compara-
tive merits of tractor versus pachyderm for snaking teak
logs from rocky slopes to an imaginary river at sealevel. On
special occasions, Habeeb doubled as captain of waiters.

When applause subsided, Doc resumed, “Each girl’s card
matches one in the basket. To keep me from accidentally
being an object of envy, I'll have no girl wait on me. Isaiah,
please carry on!”

Doc sat down to take care of his drinks and chasers.

The steward went from visitor to visitor, offering a lac-
quer basket. When the girls displayed their cards, the final
shred of formality blinked out. Each took her station be-
hind the visitor she was to serve. Once the guests were at
the table, Doc turned on the volume to make himself
heard. “A few of tonight’s offerings and options may leave

you perplexed. Your girls will be happy to offer sugges-

tions. Gung ho, fat choy! Which reminds me. Isaiah, I for-
got to tell you about the Lucky Money.”

Habeeb’s staff filed into the kitchen and straightway re-
turned in stately procession. Each took his post behind a
diner and conveniently apart from his waitress. Each girl
took from her waiter a miniature tureen of green turtle
soup and emptied it into a bowl beside which she set a glass
of fino sherry, very dry.

Doc would get points for complying so zealously with the
Parliament’s More Employment Mandate. Since the Board
of Psychology and Sociology’s study, which had cost five
hundred million pazors, had decided that every citizen
should feel needed, wanted, necessary, the three-hour work
week would be abolished and the four-hour week restored.
Although there had been demonstrations and several five
billion pazor class actions filed, thus far, no rioting.

Presently the second course, and Doc recommended es-
cargots bourguignons. He enjoyed watching the faces as the
girls recited the ingredients. Four, betraying horror, de-
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manded coquille Saint Jacques. Doc addressed Wilson Ep-
worth and raised his glass.

“Mr. Chairman, your health! I'd feel awkward being the
only diner who enjoys snails.”

The drinks selected ranged from California port to
champagne. Wilson Epworth stuck to gin and tonic minus
gin.

Pompano en Papillote: a filet of pompano, slowly sim-
mered, then tucked into a parchment bag, along with a
sauce containing mushrooms, truffles, herbs, and esoteric
spiceries. After being sealed, the bag was put into the oven
for a quarter hour.

“What the hell? How do I tackle this?”

Each waitress dipped small scissors from her apron
pocket and snipped the parchment. Becoming ever more
jovial, Doc ceased shuddering when visitors took Bourbon
and Seven, or Oranjola and rye with each course. By the
time Faisan Souvaroff was served, the hostesses no longer
had to advise their guests.

Lamb Brains, Remoulade . . . Braised Beef with Rum. ..

Wilson Epworth remained amiably sober: His girl, who
could charm a tiger away from a quarter of beef, was not
being felt up. .

Omelette Historiée a la Jules César: miniature loaf of
egg white, a dash of rum, a dash of vanilla, all whipped to
a rigid froth and baked perhaps thirty seconds. Each loaf
- was inscribed with the guest’s name, in pink icing, by an
adept who must have won a doctorate in Cake Icing.

Ultimate skill was demonstrated by the turtle doves on
the ridge of each loaf. They were engaged in activities
which would suggest ideas—whether to waitress or guest,
Doc had never decided.

After fruit and cheese, Habeeb came in, stately as a war
elephant in full regalia. With measured stride, he advanced
holding a big silver bowl. From it, blue flame rose almost
to the ceiling. This was Café Diabolique, though some
persisted in calling it Café Bralot: the blackest of New
Orleans coffee, with cloves, cinnamon sticks, zest of or-
ange and lemon. Floating cognac fueled the blaze.

Six waiters followed Habeeb. The hostesses made way.
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At each place, Habeeb paused. A waiter dipped into the
dark sea from which blue flame no longer rose and ladled
the drink into a tall and slender porcelain cup. This was set
on the table and with it, a small red envelope on which
were Chinese ideograms in gilt.

Doc got to his feet. “Old custom! To thank a guest for
attending, and to wish him luck.” He swayed, steadied
himself. It’s uh—pro-to-col—a, copper c-cash is enough.”

Nicely timed. The fifth visitor had been served. Doc’s
cup was at hand, and with it, his envelope. A quick-witted
guest laboriously got to his feet.

“Doc, how come? You don’t rate lucky money. You're
just throwing the party. You're too lucky already.”

The objector sank but his girl shifted his chair and he
plopped neatly into it.

Doc raised his Café Diabolique. “Gung ho, and so
forth!” He waggled his red envelope, fumbled it, finally
tore it apart. He flourished the thousand-pazor note it had
contained. “Lucky money! You can keep it, or give it to
your girl.” He beamed, lecherous and happy. “Even if you
don’t lay her.”

This sway-lurch was a good one. Doc missed the table,

caught the cloth, dragged it with him to the floor. Fruit

and cheese, china and silver followed him. He clawed the
floor.

“I told you to take it easy!” a woman screamed.

Mona raced from the alcove in which she had been lurk-
ing. She knelt beside Doc. One of the waiters pounced to
give her a hand. She brushed him aside and did the same
to Isaiah.

“Doc, darling, you’re too old to drink this way,” she
wailed.

Muttering and mumbling, Doc got to his feet. “Bring me
another drink.” Mona stood, long hands clawed like those
of a witch. She dared not risk taking his arm. He swayed.
He caught her shoulder. Nearly as tall as Brandon, she had

the weight and balance to keep him on his feet. On their

way out, the weaving couple knocked over a stand of sa-
murai armor.

Isaiah announced, serene and in command, “Dr. Bran-

[




Operation Longlife 31

don begs leave to be excused. Coffee, cigars, liqueurs will
be served presently.” :

Once clear of the guest house, Doc stumbled, clawed
gravel, but without further difficulty wove his way through
headquarters office and into Mona’s apartment.

Finally under cover, Doc straightened up. “You did a
marvelous job! Doll, that was a wonderful bit of almost
hysterics!”

“You old son of a bitch!” She clung to him, sobbing. I
wasn’t faking! You had me worried sick. I knew you were
really drunk.”

“If I fooled you, I convinced them. But it still is a guess-
ing game.”

Mona switched on the intercom lookee-squawkee. When
the screen lighted up, party sounds came in.

“You'’re expecting someone to prowl,” Mona said, min-
utes later. “You made hardly anything really clear. I know
you were busy as a cat on a slate roof.”

“Cat would at least know what he’s trying to do, which
is more than I know. You better get some rest while I con-
sult the I Ching. Or the Pao P’o Tzu.”

Mona frowned. “That’s Chinese magic, isn’t it?”

“Nothing’s better, when science hits a dead end.”



Chapter 6

Rod Garvin had not aged noticeably during his five or
six years of self-imposed exile on an asteroid which Ter-
restrian astronomers had not yet spotted: Its albedo was
quite too low. Despite what they considered to be enormous
advances since their ancestors had left caves and forests,
the world of the 2080s had not yet caught up with what the
prehistoric folk once had enjoyed, and destroyed.

After making allowance for Asteroidan legend and tradi-
tion comparable to Terrestrian tribal legends and the Scrip-
tures, Garvin was convinced that the inferences he had
drawn were valid. Whether starfarers from a planet of an
Alpha Centauri system, Martian aborigines, or prehistoric
natives of Terra, the origin of the people was not relevant.

Regardless of origin, in almost eliminating infant mortal-
ity and lengthening the life span of the elderly science had
brought disaster. Proud of their phenomenal skill in medi-
cine, they had prolonged beyond all reason the lives of
many who would happily have died as well as the existence
of quasi-vegetables and the many who, professing belief in
a life everlasting, lived in horror of death. Instead of mak-
ing agonizing illnesses comfortable, narcotics became a rec-
reation for those bored with living. Meanwhile, breeding
like flies in a manure heap, humanity overcrowded the
Earth.

Scientific warfare, however, and the happy coincidence
of a cataclysm of Nature resolved the problem. Of the
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handful of survivors, a genius rediscovered fire, and an-
other, the stone axe. History began anew.

The asteroid was ruled by self-made khans, each the
head of a group of farmers, herdsmen, artisans, and others.
The groups were retainers—vassals, but not serfs. No khan
ventured to be an oppressor. With no democratic tradition
to go to insane extremes and thus protect the intolerable,
revolt or assassination disposed of the ruler who got out of
line. Since the sword was the ultimate judgment, it was
almost indecent for a man to appear in public unarmed.
That made for a courteous and considerate society.

Garvin’s contemplative assimilation of sociology was in-
terrupted when a courier crossed to his flat-roofed house,
catercorner from the palace of Alub Arslan, the Gur Khan.
Garvin grabbed his curved sword, flipped the baldric over
his shoulder, and happily honored the summons.

Garvin found Alub Arslan, the “Valiant Lion,” in his
private quarters: a black-bearded, stately man, little older
than his guest. Instead of court dress, he wore sheepskin
jacket, herdsman’s boots, homespun woolen trousers, and a
sheepskin cap.

“Rod, let’s take a walk to the Lady’s temple.” He dug
into a jacket pocket, took out a small ingot of gold which
he handed to his visitor. On the rammed-earth bench, near
the fireplace, were two small baskets. The Gur Khan took
one and handed the other to Rod. “Here’s the rest of your
temple offering.”

The openhandedness which tradition demanded of a
khan made his position close to nonprofit. His wives did
not complain: If he was niggardly toward his vassals, the
ladies would either be barefooted ex-princesses or widows
looking for a home. It was a good life for those who knew
how to live it.

As an expression of proper humility in approaching the
temple, Alub Arslan walked: no palanquin, no crew of
bearers, no lancers, no octet of swordsmen; he went with-
out drummers and without his three-tiered gold-overlaid
parasol. The carpet spreaders, the refreshment servers, the
musicians, and even the astrologer did not turn out.

Garvin, wiry, sun blasted, and in his mid-thirties, moved
with the ease and grace of a panther. His restless eyes,
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sometimes gray, sometimes hazel, had unusual peripheral
vision. Since their field was broader than careless observers
suspected, three Terrestrial continents bore the graves of
men who had not realized that Garvin could almost look
behind him without turning his head.

The farther they walked from the palace, the more Gar-
vin tasted trouble. The Gur Khan’s frown, his drooping
shoulders, suggested that something had gone sadly sour.
Since a prince had little privacy in his palace, the temple of
the Star Faring Lady was the only spot where they could
risk talking.

They strode through the marketplace just beyond the
city wall, where fruit, meat, vegetables, prepared food, tex-
tiles, and pottery were offered. Coppersmiths and ironmon-
gers hammered away. Customers and shopkeepers cour-
teously pretended to be unaware of the Gur Khan's
approach. That neither trumpets nor drums sounded off
meant that the prince was not present. It also meant “Do
not disturb me with petitions. I am busy.”

Garvin was worried because of Aljai, the ward of a
neighboring khan, who had sent her to Alub Arslan as a
gift of goodwill. Since neither had found the other con-
genial, the Gur Khan had given her to Garvin. Meanwhile,
since Aljai was not one of Alub Arslan’s wives, her guard-
ian might have arranged an advantageous marriage for her.
Naturally, that guardian would be so courteous as to send a
replacement, or else Alub Arslan would do so.

“God damn it, they can’t do that”

Garvin however had learned that whereas he had outwit-
ted every idiotic twist of the Terrestrian social order, the
easygoing and apparently purposeless asteroidal life style
did with him as it pleased, and in a way which thus far had
won his happy acceptance. Year after year, Aljai looked
better and better, morning after morning, even before she
put on her formal makeup. Garvin was worried. Alub
Arslan’s dark mood was so unusual as to be ominous.

The white masonry base of the temple was three meters
high. The domed shrine, austere and unsculptured, rose
from that platform. When they came to the stairs, the Gur
Khan and Garvin ascended shoulder to shoulder. No man
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preceded another when approaching the Lady of Star Far-

She sat in her shrine, sculptured in white marble: high
cheekbones, wide-spaced eyes, not quite oblique. Her nose,
though not as long as that of the standard Occidental, was
slightly aquiline, elegant as the bone structure of that aris-
tocratic face.

Each held his gift of gold with both hands. After bowing
thrice, they laid on the altar the ingots and the nectarines,
apricots, and tangerines they had brought in baskets. This
done, they retreated, skirted the throne, and went to the
back room, where the guardian stored archives, ingots of
precious metals, and rubies. The guardian, the priest, and
the astrologers would not return until the Gur Khan quit
the temple.

They sat in silence, during which Garvin felt as though
red ants were crawling all over him.

Finally Alub Arslan said, “Rod, I am in a nasty fix.
Lani is pregnant.”

Garvin got to his feet, thrust out his hand. “Congratula-
tions. You had me worried. I was wondering whether the
head to be chopped off was going to be mine.”

The Gur Khan stood, gaping. Belatedly, he realized that
not accepting Garvin’s hand had been a gaffe. He corrected
his social error. He was as bemuddled as Garvin.

. “The astrologers predicted a son. Those bastards never
miss.” .
Garvin began to feel lost in space. “Uh, what’s wrong
with that?”

The prince smiled bleakly. “Sit down, Rod. You have a
wife back in your home world. A sort of wife and a son on
Mars. And Aljai, a facsimile of a wife, right here in town.
My wives are all in one cramped palace! Splendid women.
Sweet and loving. Also, thoroughly jealous bitches because
that red-headed Terrestrian junior wife is pregnant with a
son. Not one of them has produced anything but daugh-
ters.” He sighed. “Look at the prestige they are going to
lose when Lani bears a son! I don’t believe they’d go so far
as to suffocate or drown an infant, though you can’t ever
tell what a humiliated woman will do.”



36 Operation Longlife

He sighed, shook his head. “If it only turns out to be a
girl, I'd feel as if I owned this whole world of ours! And
the other wives would love them, Lani and daughter.
They’d be so happy about my not getting a son, not even
with an imported foreign wife. My fault, not theirs, that
there’s not a son in the house.”

“Extravagant Lion, what the God damn hell, you lead
the most complicated life.”

“There’s more to it than you realize.”

“There is a waiting line of the younger khans who’d like
to be my sons-in-law. That would be a great advantage.
Give me an edge on—not mentioning names, a couple of
arrogant bastards who make too much of a point about
their rating the rank of gur khan. I've been telling my
wives that daughters are a real blessing.

“If you don’t know by now that it’s impossible to talk
three women out of one fixed opinion, there is nothing I
can tell you.”

“Sir, one woman is a full-time chorel”

“Lani’s the widow of a foreigner, and she’s a foreigner.
I'm afraid Lani’s never going to give birth.”

“Uh, mmm, feed her an abortion drug?”

“Our women are purposeful. Fixed opinions. They’d not
bother with slow poisons. Plenty of quick ones, you know.
My life’s become a three-phase nightmare! What are your
ideas?”

“I’m just a space tramp.”

“You're starfaring. I and my people, we're the descen-
dants of farmers, sheepherders, miners, maybe a priest or
two in my family, and one damned astrologer! If only he
and the rest of them had died out centuries ago! No place
Lani could hide in our little world. You have to get one of
those grounded cruisers reconditioned. Fly Lani to Mars.”

“That cruiser is eaten up by fumarole gases.”

“There are several others that were grounded a hundred
thousand years ago when war and cataclysms depopulated
your world. We do not have any space captains. They were
all Jost in fighting. Some of the Earth continents sank.
Some of our people escaped and made a home on Mars.”

:‘Azadeh told me that my people and their enemies are
going to exterminate each other.”
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“That’s why I want Lani to go to Mars; it is not worth
bombing.”

“Flying a cruiser that’s been sitting idle a hundred thou-
sand years: You have been a friend, but that would be
suicide.”

“Rod, listen to this, study things out! Imagine going to
Mars and seeing Azadeh and your son, seeing your Num-
ber One Wife.” The Gur Khan sensed that Garvin was
weakening. He hammered home with persuasion. “Lani
won’t ever be able to return. She told me how you were a
loyal friend. She killed that fellow who tried to rape her.
You helped her escape. Now you can save her again.”

He paused, took a deep breath. He laid a hand on Gar-
vin'’s shoulder. “Rod, she has always admired you—a hero
in her life. Fly her to Mars, and she is yours. Forever!”

Garvin, whose blowing up the Saturnienne had made
him a benefactor rating a single-tier golden parasol with
golden pendants, had his limits. “Alub Arslan is a prince in
every sense of the word. It is not every son of a bitch who
offers me twenty-five percent of his wives to do a job of
spacing—after giving me five or six years with Aljai.” As
the thought took shape, Garvin thrust out his hand. “Alub
Arslan, you'’re not a small-scale thinker. I am not promis-
ing anything. Except this: I'll bust my arse trying, and if I
can get a cruiser off the ground, I'll orbit your world. If
there is a reasonable chance, I'll fly her to Mars.”

He raised his hand before the Gur Khan could speak.
“Just one more thing, Valiant Lion. If none of these cruis-
ers are fit to take off and we have to stay here, I have an
answer.”

The Gur Khan licked his lips. He fingered his crisp and
wavy black beard, the best-shaped Van Dyke type on the
asteroid. “Let me hear the answer.”

“No problem at all. Give me Lani, as she stands, and the
calf goes with the cow. And any son of a bitch—or the
sister of such—who tries to make trouble for my woman or
your son will wish he or she had been blown up with the
Saturnienne. Talk that over with Lani, while I go home
and see if I can persuade Aljai.”



Chapter 7

When the full moon rose, the pagoda bell sounded. Skilled
hands timed each stroke so that the brazen voice swelled,
subsided, surged again and softened until whispering, when
the succeeding stroke brought it to full volume.

Sitting with Mona in darkness, Doc straightened up.
“That’ll start something.”

She let go his hand. “If anyone is short of paralyzed
drunk, he’s awake now. Suppose Epworth did stay sober,
how would he figure the full-moon ceremony means he can
sneak and snoop?”

“Here’s my reckoning. Flying over the village by broad
daylight wasn’t blundering, not with a pagoda reaching’
well over the trees. You can bet Epworth researched Bur-
mese customs at full moon: everybody assembling to chant
and burn incense to be nice to the seven hundred million
jungle spirits that screw things up.”

Flutes wailed. Brass whanged, and then came the
mellow-golden sound of xylophones, the whine of fiddles,
weaving ever-new spells from the same skein of sound.

Doc pictured dancers, girls dressed as Flora Garvin had
been in the morning broadcast, tightly jacketed in silver
lamé, with shoulder pieces perking up like pagoda eaves.
They’d be pacing, stately and poised, doing impossible
tricks with flexible hands and double-jointed fingers.

“The nats in Tawadeintha, all seven hundred million of
them, they’re bound to enjoy the show. I would, if I could

38




Operation Longlife 39

watch.”

“It’s the music, Doc. That pling-plannng-plonnnnngggg,
over and over and over, except when the plong goes short
and the plinnnng stretches out. It’s always different. It
does something to you if you hear it long enough.”

“Mona, for you, Onward Christian Soldiers would stir up
a mood.”

“Coming from you, that’s a laugh, you nice old lecher.”

“Don’t remind me I'll soon be two hundred years old, or
I'll start looking for grown-up, mature women.”

“Doc, I am not a nymphomaniac. Though sometimes I
do think I might be wired up for polyandry like they say
the Simianoid girls are.”

“So that’s it? I'm supposed to be equal to four Simianoid
husbands?”

“Doc, darling, you are!”

“Whenever science or politics keep me from the impor-
tant things of life, you and Oswald have a clear block. Just
before he went north on vacation, I made it plain to him
that I'm too old to be possessive. It'd be a sad business if he
talked some schoolmate into moving in with him, I mean,
marrying him, and then learned she simply could not en-
dure being away from a nice social life.”

“Oh, Oswald’s nice enough, but he is so dull. Sometimes
I think you've been seeing too much of the Sudzo broad.”

“Speaking of broads, as soon as I get Wilson Epworth
whittled down to size, you and I are going to have a honey-
moon in New Orleans, and I'll buy you that broadtail
jacket I've been promising you.”

“How much longer is that music going to carry on?”

“While you're mixing us a drink, I'll feed data to the
computer and get an estimate.”

Mona set to work making a Ramos Fizz for two-

three—four drinkers.
. Before they had drunk more than half their ration, the
~ lookee-squawkee intercom fired up. Isaiah’s face filled the
screen. “They dismissed the staff a little while after you
left. I have not heard any ladies’ voices. They stopped sud-
denly as though they had been doped or were drinking
* something too strong. All but one of the Board is petrified.
He seems to be going for a moonlight walk.”
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“Just what I've been waiting to hear. You did a beautiful
job at the banquet. Over, and out.”

Brandon got into a black jacket, black trousers, and
black felt-soled Chinese shoes.

Mona’s environment had not squelched her heredity,
Doc reflected, as he left by the back door of the headquar-
ters complex. And, picking his way toward the village of
teak foresters, he wondered whether six generations of Sim-
ianoids were sufficient to offset the pacifists, intellectuals,
idealists whose antics were sure to convince the Marxist
Federation that the Parliamentary Republic could easily
be taken over.

Thought Control had kicked back. The Plastic Society
had become so suggestible that it accepted whatever was
offered, regardless of source. Most disastrous of all was
that the elected representatives in Parliament were as
other-directed as the electorate. The only qualification for
office was the charm required to get votes. Social pro-
grams and theories, political so-called science, utopian eco-
nomics were of a sort which if accepted by a chimpanzee
would win him a spot in a simian booby-hatch. It was pon-
derings such as these which had given Mona the idea that
Doc was overimpressed with Flora Garvin.

Stealthily, Doc picked his way along narrow paths which
wriggled among bamboo and tropical vines. Bats flitted
through the shadows. Small stirrings could be heard in the
growth along the path. Birds chirped drowsily. The night
was alive, yet without disturbing the stillness, any more
than did the music. The jungle was talking in its sleep. For
moments at a stretch, Doc forgot that he was stalking an
enemy.

Startled by awareness that his attention was wavering,
Doc regained control. Presently he sensed something which
he had not yet heard or smelled. Halting, he closed his eyes
so that other perceptions would have a better chance.

Somewhere to his right, that is, along the way leading
from the village, barely perceptible cracklings sounded.
Someone was moving toward the menagerie and toward
headquarters. As the sound became louder, he recognized
it: This was the season of falling teak leaves, long leaves
which dropped and dried. Brittle, they crackled so readily
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that no human and few animals could move noiselessly
among them. The distant sound became ever more faint
and, shortly, was inaudible. Doc knew then that the prowl-
er had cleared the short stretch of road which skirted a
corner of the forest. He knew now where the prowler had
been.

Brandon backtracked to intercept the man. Doc had two
advantages: first, an inner line of approach, and second, a
by-path which led close to the menagerie and to the sur-
rounding clusters of bamboo. Their rustling would mask his
approach.

Doc began to enjoy stalking the hunter of who-knew-
what. And when he got the first whiff of menagerie scent,
he knew that he had cut in well ahead of whoever was on
the prowl. Soon he was worming his way among the bam-
boo which grew in clusters between the menagerie enclo-
sures. As he neared the narrow road, he caught the odor of
a cigar: not the smell of a Burmese cheroot, but the bou-
quet of good Havana exhaled by the garments of the prowl-
er.

The breeze subsided and with it, the rustle of bamboo.
Brandon fancied that he heard something stirring some-
what to his right, and then, a crisp click. It could have
been the cocking of a pistol. It had not occurred to him
that a snooper might be armed as insurance against having
his departure disputed by villagers. And then he heard the
crunch of footsteps. Someone wearing hard-soled shoes was
moving toward him.

Still among bamboos, Brandon was now within sight of
the dirt road, deeply rutted by Burmese cart wheels. Moon-
beams dappled the track with light and shadow. The
French had a word for it: tigré, irregularly striped, as a
tiger, a zebra, or this cartway winding through jungle
blackness and light.

From shadow-mass, a man emerged to cross a moon
patch: a white man, almost certainly Wilson Epworth. He
cuddled a small parcel in the crook of an arm. He took his
time, trying to distinguish between shadow blobs and deep
ruts.

Doc now knew where the man was, and within a meter,

- more or less. Groping in the darkness, he learned that he
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was on the fringe of a small circle cleared when a villager
had chopped stalks of bamboo to build a thatched shack.
Nga Than it was, always proud of his skill with the kukri:
clean diagonal cuts, a single stroke to each stalk. Whether
squaring the pieces or splitting them, his pride demanded
that each length prove his expertise with sharp steel. A
piece short of perfect: He’d not take it with him.
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