The Little Cat Laughed to See Such Sport by Michael Swanwick

There was a season in Pariswhen Darger and Surplus, those two canny rogues, lived very well indeed.
That wasthe year when the Seine shone a gentle green a night with the pillars of the stone bridgesfading
up into apure and ghostly blue, for the city engineers, in obedience to the latest fashions, had made the
a gae and mosses bioluminescent.

Paris, unlike lesser cities, reveled in her flaws. The molds and funguses that attacked her substance had
been redesigned for beauty. Therats had been displaced by abreed of particularly engaging mice. A
depleted revenant of the Plague Warsyet lingered in her brothelsin the form of a sexual fever that lasted
but twenty-four hours before dying away, leaving one with only memories and pleasant regrets. The
hedlth service, needlessto say, made no serious effort to eradicateit.

Small wonder that Darger and Surplus were as happy as two such men could be.

One such man, actudly. Surpluswas, geneticaly, a dog, though he had been remade into
anthropomorphic form and intellect. But neither that nor his American originswas held againg him, for it
waswidely believed that he was enormoudy wedthy.

Hewas not, of course. Nor was he, as so many had been led to suspect, a Baron of the Demesne of
Western Vermont, traveling incognito in his government’ s service. In actua fact, Surplus and Darger
were being kept afloat by an immense sea of credit whiletheir plans matured.

"It s;emsamos apity,” Surplus remarked conversationaly over breskfast one morning, "that our little
game must soon cometo fruition." He cut adice of Strawberry, laid it down upon his plate, and began
fastidioudy dabbing it with golden dollops of Irish cream. "'l could livelike thisforever."

"Indeed. But our creditors could not." Darger, who had aready breakfasted on toast and black coffee,
was dowly unwrapping a package that had been ddivered just minutes before by courier. "Nor shdl we
require themto. It ismy proud boast to have never departed arestaurant table without leaving atip, nor
ahotel by any means other than the front door.”

"l seemto recall that we left Buckingham by climbing out awindow into the back gardens.”

"That was the queen’ s palace, and quite a different matter. Anyway, it was on fire. Common law
absolves us of any impoliteness under such circumstances.” From alap brimming with brown paper and
excdsor, Darger withdrew agleaming chromepistal. "Ah!™

Surplus set down hisfork and said, "Aubrey, what are you doing with that grotesque mechanism?”

"Far from being a grotesque mechanism, asyou put it, my dear friend, thisdeviceisan example of the
brilliance of the Utopian artisans. Thetrigger has a built-in gene reader so that the gun could only befired
by itsregistered owner. Further, it was programmed so that, while still an implacable foe of robbersand
other enemies of its magter, it would refuse to shoot hisfamily or friends, were he to accidentaly point the
gun their way and try to fire."

"These arefinedidinctionsfor ahandgun to make."

"Such wegpons were artificidly intelligent. Some of the best examples had brains amost the equal of
yoursor mine. Here. Examineit for yoursdf."

Surplushdld it up to hisear. "Isit humming?'

But Darger, who had merely ahuman sense of hearing, could detect nothing. So Surplus remained



unsure. "Where did it come from?' he asked.

"It isapresent,” Darger said. "From one Madame Mignonette d’ Etranger. Doubtless she has read of our
discovery in the papers, and wishesto learn more. To which end she has enclosed her card-it is
bordered in black, indicating that she is awidow—annotated with the information that she will be at home
this afternoon.”

"Then we shdl have to make the good widow’ s acquaintance. Courtesy requires nothing less.”

Chateau d’ Etranger resembled nothing so much as one of Arcimboldo’swhimsicd portraits of human
faces condructed entirely of fruits or vegetables. It was a bioengineered veridian structure-salf-cleansing,
sdf-renewing, and even sdlf-supporting, were one willing to accept a limited menu-such as had enjoyed a
faddish popularity in the suburban Paris of an earlier decade. The columned fagade was formed by a
uniform line of oaks with fluted boles above plinthed and dadoed bases. The branches swept back to
form apleached roof of leafy green. Swags of vines decorated windows that were each the trand ucent
petal of aflower delicately hinged with clamshdll muscleto air the housein pleasant weether.

"Grotesque,” muttered Surplus, "and in theworst of taste.”
"Y et expensve," Darger observed cheerily. "And in thefina analys's, does not money trump good taste?"

Madame d’ Etranger received them in the orangery. All the windows had been opened, so that afresh
breeze washed through the room. The scent of orange blossoms was intoxicating. The widow herself was
dressed in black, her face entirely hidden behind adark and fashionable cloud of hair, hat, and veils. Her
clothes, notwithstanding their somber purpose, were of silk, and did little to disguise the loveliness of her
dim and perfect form. "Gentlemen," she said. "It iskind of you to meet me on such short notice.”

Darger rushed forward to seize her black-gloved hands. "Madame, the pleasureis entirely ours. To meet
such an eegant and beautiful woman, even under what appear to be tragic circumstances, isarare
privilege, and onel shal cherish dways."

Madame d' Etranger tilted her head in away that might indicate pleasure.
"Indeed,” Surplussaid coldly. Darger shot him aquick look.

"Tdl me" Madame d’ Etranger said. "Have you truly located the Eiffel Tower?!
"Y es, Madame, we have," Darger said.

"After dl theseyears. . ." shemarveled. "However did you find it?"

"Firgt, | must touch lightly upon its history. Y ou know, of course, that it was built early in the Utopian era,
and dismantled at its very end, when rogue intelligences attempted to reach out from the virtua realmto
seize control of the human world, and humanity fought back in every way it could manage. There were
many desperate actions fought in those mad years, and none more desperate than here in Paris, where
demons seized control of the Tower and used it to broadcast madness throughout the city. Men fought
each other in the streets. Armed forces, sent in to restore order, were reprogrammed and turned against
their own commanders. Thousands died before the Tower was at last dismantled.

"l remind you of this, so that you may imagine the determination of the survivorsto ensure thet the Eiffel
Tower would never beraised again. Today, we think only of the seven thousand three hundred tons of
puddled iron of its superstructure, and of how much it would be worth on the open market. Then, it was
Seen asamongter, to be buried whereit could never be found and resurrected.”



"Asindeed, for dl thistime, it hasnot. Y et now, you tel me, you have found it. How?"'

"By seeking for it where it would be mogt difficult to excavate. By asking ourselves where such asavage
operation would be most disruptive to contemporary Paris." He nodded to Surplus, who removed a
rolled map from hisvalise. "Have you atable?'

Madame d’ Etranger clapped her hands sharply twice. From the ferny undergrowth to one end of the
orangery, an enormous tortoise patiently footed forward. Thetop of hisshell wasashigh asDarger’s
wag, and flat.

Wordlessy, Surplus unrolled the map. It showed Paris and environs.

"And the answer?' Darger swept ahand over the meandering blue river bisecting Paris. "It isburied
benegth the Seine!™

For along moment, thelady was dtill. Then, "My husband will want to spesk with you."
With arustle of slks, sheleft the room.

As soon as shewas gone, Darger turned on hisfriend and harshly whispered, "Damn you, Surplus, your
sullen and uncooperative attitude is queering the pitch! Have you forgotten how to behavein front of a

lady?’
"Sheisnolady," Surplussad giffly. "Sheisageneticdly modified cat. | can amdl it.”
"A cat! Surely not."

"Trust me on this one. The ears you cannot see are pointed. The eyes she takes such careto hidearea
cat’ seyes. Doubtless the fingers within those gloves have retractable claws. Sheisacat, and thus
untrustworthy and treacherous.”

Madame d’ Etranger returned. She was followed by two apes who carried athin, ancient man in achair
between them. Their eyeswere dull; they were little better than automata. After them came a Dedicated
Doctor, eyes bright, who of course watched his charge with obsessive care. The widow gestured toward
her husband. "C’'est Monsieur.”

"Monseur d Etrang—" Darger began.
"Monsieur only. It'squicker,” the ancient said curtly. "My widow has told me about your proposition.”
Darger bowed. "May | ask, sir, how long you have?'

"Twenty-three months, seven days, and an indeterminable number of hours," the Dedicated Doctor said.
"Medicineremains, aas, an inexact science.”

"Damn your impudence and shut your yap!" Monsieur snarled. "1 have no time to waste on you.”

"I speak only the truth. | have no choice but to speak the truth. If you wish otherwise, please fed freeto
deprogram me, and | will quit your presenceimmediately.”

"When | die you can depart, and not amoment before.” The dight old man addressed Darger and
Surplus: "I havelittletime, gentlemen, and in thet little time | wish to leave my mark upon the world."

"Then-forgive meagain, Sr, but | must say it-you have surely better things to do than to speak with us,
who are in essence but glorified scrap deders. Our project will bring its patron an enormousincreasein



wedlth. But wedlth, asyou surely know, does not in and of itself buy fame.”

"But that isexactly what | intend to do—buy fame." A glint cameinto Monsieur’ seyes, and one side of his
mouth turned up in amad and mirthless grin. "It ismy intent to re-erect the ancient structure asthe Tour
d Etranger!"

"Thetrout hasrisen to the bait,” Darger said with satisfaction. He and Surplus were smoking cigarsin
their office. The office was the middle room of their suite, and a masterpiece of stage-setting, with desks
and tables overflowing with papers, maps, and antiquarian books competing for space with globes,
surveying equipment, and a stuffed emu.

"And yet, the hook isnot sat. He can still swim free," Surplus riposted. " There was much talk of building
coffer dams of such and so sizes and redirecting so-many-millions of liters of water. And yet not so much
asapenny of earnest money."

"He |l come around. He cannot coffer the Seine segment by segment until he comes across the buried
beams of the Tower. For that knowledge, he must cometo us."

"And why should he do that, rather than searching it out for himsdf?"
"Because, dear fdlow, it isnot to be found there. Welied."
"We havetold lies before, and had them turn out to betrue."

"That too is covered. Over a century ago, an eccentric Parisian published an account of how he had gone
up and down the Seine with arowboat and a magnet suspended on along rope from a spring scale, and
found nothing larger than the occasiona rusted hulk of a Utopian machine. | discovered hislesflet, its
pages uncut, in the Bibliotheque Nationale."

"And what isto prevent our sponsor from reading that same chapbook?"

"The extreme unlikelihood of such a coincidence, and the fact that | later dropped the only surviving copy
indl thecity into the Seine.”

That same night Darger, who was alight deeper, was awakened by the sound of voicesin thelibrary.
Silently, he donned blouse and trousers, and then put his ear to the connecting double doors.

He could hear the cadenced rise and fall of conversation, but could not quite make out the words. More
suspicioudly, no light showed in the crack under or between the doors. Surplus, he knew, would not have
scheduled a business gppointment without consulting him. Moreover, though one of the two murmuring
voices might conceivably be femae, there were neither giggles nor soft, drawn-out sighs but, rather, a
brisk and informationa tone to their speech. The rhythmswere al wrong for it to be one of Surplus's
assignations.

Resolutely, Darger flung the doors open.

The only light in the office came from the moon without. It illuminated not two but only onefigure-a
dender one, clad in skin-tight clothes. She (for by the outline of her shadowy body, Darger judged the
intruder to be femae) whirled at the sound of the doors damming. Then, with astonishing grace, sheran

out onto the balcony, jumped up onitsrail, and leaped into the darkness. Darger heard the woman
noisly rattling up the bamboo fire escape.

With acurse, he rushed after her.



By the time Darger had reached the roof, he fully expected his mysterious intruder to be gone. But there
shewas, to thefar end of the hotel, crouched dongside one of the chimney-potsin awary and watchful
attitude. Of her face he could see only two unblinking glints of green fire that were surely her eyes.
Silhouetted as she was againgt a sky filled with rags and snatches of moon-bright cloud, he could make
out the outline of one pert and perfect breadt, tipped with anipple the size of adwarf cherry. He saw
how her long tail lashed back and forth behind her.

For an ingtant, Darger was drawn up by awholly uncharacteristic feding of supernatural dread. Wasthis
someimp or fiend from the infernd nether-regions? He drew in his breath.

But then the creature turned and fled. So Darger, reasoning that if it feared him then he had little to fear
fromit, pursued.

The imp-woman ran to the edge of the hotel and legped. Only a short aley separated the building from its
neighbor. The legp was no more than six feet. Darger followed without difficulty. Up adoping roof she
ran. Over it he pursued her.

Another jump, of another dley.

He was getting closer now. Up aterracotta-tiled rooftop heran. At the ridge-line, he saw with horror his
prey extend hersdlf inalow flying legp acrossagap of at least fifteen feet. She hit the far roof with atuck,
rolled, and sprang to her feet.

Darger knew hislimitations. He could not legp that gap.

Inapanic, hetried to stop, tripped, fell, and found himself diding feet-first on his back down thetiled
roof. The edge sped toward him. It was afal of he-knew-not-how-many floorsto the ground. Perhaps
SXx.

Frantically, Darger flung out hisarmsto either Sde, grabbing at thetiles, trying to dow his descent by
friction. Thetiles bumped painfully beneath him as he skidded downward. Then the hedls of his bare feet
dammed into the gutter at the edge of the eaves. The guttering groaned, lurched outward—-and held.

Darger lay mationless, breathing heavily, afraid to move.

He heard athump, and then the soft sound of feet traversing the rooftop. A woman's head popped into
view, upside down in hisvison. She smiled.

He knew who she was, then. There were, after al, only so many cat-women in Paris. "M-madame
d Etra—"

"Shhh." She put afinger againg hislips. "No names.”

Nimbly, she dipped around and crouched over him. He saw now that shewas clad only in apelt of fine
black fur. Her nippleswere pale and naked. "So afraid!" she marveled. Then, brushing ahand lightly over
him. "Y et ill aroused.”

Darger felt the guttering sway dightly under him and, thinking how easily thiswoman could send him flying
downward, he shivered. It was best he did not offend her. ""Can you wonder, Madame? The sight of you.

"How gallant!" Her fingers deftly unbuttoned his trousers, and undid hisbelt. "Y ou do know how to pay a
lady acompliment.”



"What are you doing?' Darger cried in darm.

She tugged the belt free, tossed it lightly over the side of the building. " Surely your friend has explained to
you that cats are amoral?' Then, when Darger nodded, she ran her fingers up under his blouse, claws
extended, drawing blood. " So you will understand that | mean nothing persona by this."

Surplus was waiting when Darger climbed back in the window. "Dear God, look at you," he cried. ™Y our
clothesare dirty and disordered, your hair isin disarray—and what has happened to your belt?"

"Some mudlark of the streets hasiit, | should imagine." Darger sank down into achair. "At any rate,
there’ sno point looking for it."

"What in heaven’s name has happened to you?"
"| fear I’'vefdleninlove" Darger said sadly, and could be compelled to say no more.

So began an affair that serioudy tried the friendship of the two partnersin crime. For Madame d’ Etranger
thenceforth appeared in their rooms, velled yet unmistakable, every afternoon. Invariably, Darger would
plant upon her hand the chastest of kisses, and then discreetly lead her to the secrecy of his bedroom,
wheretheir activities could only be guessed at. Invariably, Surpluswould scowl, snatch up hiswalking
gtick, and retire to the hallway, there to pace back and forth until the lady finally departed. Only rarely
did they speak of their discord.

One such discussion was occasioned by Surplus' s discovery that Madame d’ Etranger had employed the
services of several of Paris sfinest book scouts.

"For what purpose?' Darger asked negligently. Mignonette had left not haf an hour previoudy, and he
was uncharacterigticaly relaxed.

"That | have not been able to determine. These book scouts are anotorioudy close-mouthed lot.”
"The acquisition of rare textsis an honorable hobby for many haut-bourgeois.”

"Thenit is one she has acquired on short notice. She was unknown in the Parisian book world aweek
ago. Today sheisone of itsbest patrons. Think, Darger—think! Abrupt changes of behavior are dways
dangerous signs. Why will you not take this serioudy?"

"Mignonetteis, asthey say here, une chatte serieuse, and | un homme galant." Darger shrugged. "It is
inevitable that | should be besotted with her. Why cannot you, in your turn, smply accept thisfact?

Surplus chewed on aknuckle of one paw. "Very well- will tell you what | fear. Thereisonly one work
of literature she could possibly be looking for, and that is the chapbook proving that the Eiffel Tower
does not lie benesth the Seine.”

"But, my dear fellow, how could she possibly know of its existence?!
"That | cannot say."

"Then your fears are groundless.” Darger smiled complacently. Then he stroked his chin and frowned.
"Neverthdess, | will have aword with her."

Thevery next day he did so.

The morning had been spent, as usud, in another round of the interminable negotiationswith Monsieur's
bus ness agents, three men of such negligible persondity that Surplus privately referred to them as Ci, Ca,



and I’ Autre. They were drab and lifeless creatureswho existed, it sometimes seemed, purdly for the
purpose of preventing an agreement of any sort from coming to fruition. "They are waiting to be bribed,”
Darger explained when Surplustook him aside to complain of their recalcitrance.

"Then they will wait forever. Before we can begin distributing banknotes, we must first receive our
earnest money. The pump must be primed. Surely even such dullards as Ci, Ca, and I’ Autre can
understand that much.”

"Greed has rendered them impotent. Just as a heart can be made to beat so fast that it will seize up, s0
too here. Still, with patience | believe they can be made to see reason.”

"Y our patience, | suspect, isborn of long afternoons and rumpled bed sheets.”
Darger merely looked tolerant.

Y et it was not patience that broke the logjam, but its opposite. For that very morning, Monsieur burst
into the conference room, carried in achair by his apes and accompanied by his Dedicated Doctor. "It
has been weeks," he said without preamble. "Why are the papers not ready?"

Ci, Caq, and I’ Autre threw up their handsin dismay.

"Thetermsthey require are absurd, to say the . . ."

"No sensible busnessmanwould . . ."

"They have yet to provide any solid proof of their . . ."

"No, and in their position, neither would I. Popotin—" he addressed one of his apes—"the pouch.”

Popotin dipped aleather pouch from his shoulder and clumsily held it open. Monsieur drew out three
hand-written sheets of paper and threw them down on the table. "Here are my notes,” he said. "L ook
them over and then draw them up in legal form."” The cries of dismay from Ci, Ca, and I Autre were
quelled with one stern glare. "I expect them to be complete within the week."

Surplus, who had quickly scanned the papers, said, ™Y ou are most generous, Monsieur. The sum on
completion is nothing short of breathtaking.” Neither he nor Darger expected to collect that closing sum,
of course. But they were careful to draw attention away from the start-up monies (afraction of the
closing sum, though by their standards enormous), that were their true objective.

Monsieur snorted. "What matter? | will be dead by then.”

"| seethat the Tour d Etranger isto be given to the City of Paris" Darger said. "That is very generous of
you, Monsieur. Many aman in your position would prefer to keep such avauable property in their
family."

"Eh?Whet family?'
"I spesk, gir, of your wife."
"Shewill betaken care of "

"Sir?' Darger, who was sensitive to verbal nuance, felt acold tingling at the back of hisneck, a
premonition of something significant being left ungpoken. "What doesthat mean?”

"It meansjust what | said." Monsieur snapped hisfingersto catch hisgpes’ attention. "Take me away



from here"

When Darger got back to his rooms, Mignonette was aready waiting there. She lounged naked atop his
bed, playing with the chrome revolver she had sent him before ever they had met. First she cuddled it
between her breasts. Then she brought it to her mouth, ran her pink tongue up the barrdl, and briefly
closed her lips about its very tip. He found the Sight disturbingly arousing.

"Y ou should be careful,” Darger said. "That’ s a dangerous device."

"Pooh! Monseur had it programmed to defend me aswel as himsalf." She placed the muzzle againgt her
heart, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. "See? It will not fire at either of us." She handed it to
him. "Try it for yoursef."

With asmal shudder of distaste, Darger placed the gun on atable at some distance from the bed. "'l have
aquestion to ask you," he said.

Mignonette smiled in an amused way. Sherolled over on her ssomach, and rose up on her knees and
elbows. Her long tail moved languidly. Her cat’ s eyes were green as grass. Do you want your answer
now," she asked, "or later?'

Put that way, the question answered itsdlf.

Sofilled with passion was Darger that he had no memory of divesting himself of hisclothing, or joining
Mignonette on the bed. He only knew that he was deep insgde her, and that that was where he wanted to
be. Her fur was soft and deek againgt his skin. It tickled him ever so dightly—ust enough to be perverse,
but not enough to be undesirable. Fletingly, hefdt like azoGphile, and then, even moreflestingly,
redlized that this must be very much like what Surplus s lady-friends experienced. But he abandoned that
line of thought quickly.

Like any properly educated man of his era, Darger was capable of achieving orgasm three or four times
in succession without awkward periods of detumescence in between. With Mignonette, he could
routinegly bring that number up to five. Today, for the first time, he reached seven.

"Y ou wanted to ask me aquestion?' Mignonette said, when they were done. She lay within the crook of
hisarm, her cold nose snuggled up againgt his neck. Playfully, she put her two hands, claws sheathed,
againg hissde and kneaded him, asif she were atrue, unmodified cat.

"Hmm?Ah! Yes" Darger felt wonderfully, glorioudy relaxed. He doubted he would ever move again. It
took an effort for him to focus his thoughts. "1 waswondering . . . exactly what your husband meant when
he said that he would have you ‘taken care of,’ after his death.”

"Oh." She drew away from him, and sat up upon her knees. "That. | thought you were going to ask about
the pamphlet.”

Again, aterrible sense of danger overcame Darger. He was extremely sengitive to such influences. It was
an essentid dement of his persondity. "Pamphlet?’ he said lightly.

"Yes, that dlly little thing about aman in arowboat. Vingt Ans. . . something like that. I’ ve had my book
scouts scouring the stalls and garretsfor it since I-forget-when.”

"l had no ideayou werelooking for such athing.”

"Oh, yes" shesaid. "l waslooking for it. And | have found it too."



"You havewhat?'

The outer doors of their gpartments dammed open, and the front room filled with voices. Somebody—it
could only be Monseur—was shouting at the top of hisweak voice. Surpluswas clearly trying to soothe
him. The Dedicated Doctor wasthere aswdll, urging his client to cam himself.

Darger legpt from the bed, and hastily threw on his clothes. "Wait here," he told Mignonette. Having
some experience in matters of love, he deftly dipped between the doors without opening them wide
enough to revea her presence.

He stepped into absol ute chaos.

Monseur stood in the middle of the room waving acopy of an ancient pamphlet titled Vingt Ansdansun
Bateau aRamesin theair. On its cover was a crude drawing of aman in arowboat holding a magnet
from afishing pole. He shook it until it rattled. "Swindlers!" he cried. "Confidence tricksters! Deceivers!
Oh, you foul crestures!”

"Please, dr, consider your leucine aminopeptidases,” the Dedicated Doctor murmured. He wiped thelittle
man’ s forehead with amedicated cloth. "Y ou'll put your inverse troponin ratio al out of balance. Please
gtdown agan.”

"| am betrayed!"
"Sir, consider your blood pressure.”

"The Tour d’ Etranger wasto be my immortality!" Monsieur howled. "What can such false cozeners as
you know of immortaity?'

"| am certain there has been amisunderstanding,” Surplus said.
"Congder your fluoroimmunohistochemica systems. Congder your mitochondrid refresh rate.”

The two apes, released from their chair-carrying chore, were running in panicked circles. One of them
brushed againgt alamp and sent it crashing to the floor.

It was exactly the sort of Stuation that Darger was best in. Thinking swiftly, he took two stepsinto the
room and in an authoritative voice cried, "'If you please!™

Silence. Every eye was upon him.

Smiling sternly, Darger said. "1 will not ask for explanations. | think it isobviousto al of uswhat has
happened. How Monsieur has come to misunderstand the import of the chapbook | cannot understand.
But if, gr, you will be patient for the briefest moment, al will be made clear to you." He had the man!
Monsieur was S0 perfectly confused (and anxious to be proved wrong, to boot) that he would accept
anything Darger told him. Even the Dedicated Doctor was listening. Now he had but to invent some
plausible story—for him atrifle-and the operation was on track again. "Y ou see, thereis-"

Behind him, the doors opened quietly. He put ahand over his eyes.

Mignonette d’ Etranger entered the room, fully dressed, and carrying the chrome revolver. In her black
glks, shewas every inch the imperious widow. (Paradoxically, the fact that she obviously wore nothing
beneath those silks only made her dl the moreimposing.) But she had thrown her veils back to reved her
face: cold, regd, and scornful.



"You!" She advanced wrathfully on her husband. "How dare you object to my taking alover? How dare
you!"

"You...youwere..." Thelittle man looked bewildered by her presence.

"l couldn’t get what | need at home. It was only natura that | should look for it elsewhere. So it costs
you aday of your life every timewe makelove! Aren't | worth it? So it costs you three daysto tie me up
and whip me! So what? Most men would diefor the privilege."

She pressed the gun into his hands.

"If I mean solittleto you," she cried histrionicdly, "then kill me!" She darted back and struck a
melodramatic pose dongside Darger. "'l will diebesdetheman| lovel™

"Yes. .. ." Belated comprehension dawned upon Monsieur’ sface, followed closdy by acrud smile.
"Themanyoulove"

He pointed the pistol at Darger and pulled the trigger.

But in that same ingtant, Mignonette flung hersalf before her lover, asif to shdlter hisbody with her own.
In the confines of so small aroom, the gun’ s report was world-shattering. She spun around, clutched her
bosom, and collapsed in the bedroom doorway. Blood seeped onto the carpet from beneath her.

Monsieur held up the gun and stared at it with an expression of tota disbelief.
It went off again.
He collapsed dead upon the carpet.

The police naturally suspected the worst. But a dispassionate exposition of events by the Dedicated
Doctor, acreature compulsively incapable of lying, and an unobtrusive transfer of banknotesfrom
Surplusdlayed al suspicions. Monsieur d’ Etranger’ s desth was obvioudy an accident d amour, and
Darger and Surplus but innocent bystanders. With heartfelt expressions of condolence, the officers|eft.

When the morticians came to take away Monsieur’ s body, the Dedicated Doctor smiled. "What a
horriblelittle man hewad" he exclamed. "Y ou cannot imagine what arelief it isto no longer giveadamn
about hishedlth." He had signed death warrants for both Monsieur and hiswidow, though his
examination of her had been cursory at best. He hadn’t even touched the bodly.

Darger roused himsdlf from his depressed state to ask, "Will you be returning for Madame' s body?"

"No," the Dedicated Doctor said. "Sheisacat, and therefore the disposition of her corpse isamatter for
the department of sanitation.”

Darger turned an ashen white. But Surplus deftly stepped beside him and seized the man’ swrigtsin his
own powerful paws. "Consder how tenuous our positionishere," he murmured. Then the door closed,
and they were alone again. "Anyway-what body?"

Darger whirled. Mignonette was gone.

"Between themoney | had to dip to lesflicsin order to get them to leave as quickly asthey did,” Surplus
told his morase companion, "and the legitimate clams of our creditors, we are only dightly better-off than
we were when wefirg arrived in Paris.”

This newsroused Darger from hisfunk. "Y ou have paid off our creditors? That is extremely good to



hear. Wherever did you get that sort of money?”

"Ci, Ca, and I’ Autre. They wished to be bribed. So | let them buy sharesin the salvage enterprise at a
greatly reduced rate. Y ou cannot imagine how grateful they were."

It was evening, and the two associates were taking alast dow stroll dong the luminous banks of the
Seine. They were scheduled to depart the city within the hour viariver-barge, and their emotions were
decidedly mixed. No man leaves Paris entirely happily.

They cameto astone bridge, and waked hafway acrossit. Below, they could seetheir barge awaiting
them. Darger opened his Gladstone and took out the chrome pistol that had been so central in recent
events. Heplaced it on therail. "Tak," he said.

The gun said nothing.

Henudged it ever so dightly with onefinger. "It would take but aflick of thewrist to send you to the
bottom of theriver. | don’t know if you'd rust, but | am certain you cannot swim.”

"All right, dl right!" the pistol said. "How did you know?"'

"Monsieur had possession of an extremely rare chapbook that gave away our scheme. He can only have
gotten it from one of Mignonette' s book scouts. Y et there was no way she could have known of its
importance-unless she had somehow planted aspy in our midst. That first night, when she broke into our
rooms, | heard voices. It is obvious now that she was talking with you."

"Y ou are amore intelligent man than you appear.”
"I’ll take that for acompliment. Now tell me-what was thisridiculous charade dl about?"
"How much do you know dready?"

"Thefirst bullet you fired lodged in the back wall of the bedroom. It did not come anywhere near
Mignonette. The blood that leaked from under her body was bull’ s blood, released from asmall leather
bladder she left behind her. After the police departed, she unobtrusively dipped out the bedroom
window. Doubtless sheisagreat distance away by now. | know all that occurred. What | do not
understand iswhy."

"Very well. Monsieur was avile old man. He did not deserve abeautiful creature like Mignonette.”
"Onthisweaeasone. Goon."

"But, as he had her made, he owned her. And as she was his property, he was free to do with her ashe
liked." Then, when Darger’ s face darkened, ™Y ou misapprehend me, sir! | do not spesk of sexua or
sadomasochigtic practices but of chattel davery. Monsieur was, as | am sure you have noted for yoursdlf,
apossessive man. He had left instructions that upon his degath, his house wasto be set efire, with
Mignonettewithiniit."

"Surely, thiswould not belegd!"

"Read the law," the gun said. "Mignonette determined to find her way free. She won me over to her
cause, and together we hatched the plan you have seen played to fruition.”

"Tel meonething, Surplus said curioudly. "Y ou were programmed not to shoot your master. How then
did you manage. . . ?



"lam many centuries old. Time enough to hack any amount of code.”

"Ah," said Surplus, in avoice that indicated he was unwilling to admit unfamiliarity with thegun’s
terminology.

"But why me?' Darger dammed a hand down on the stonerail. "Why did Madame d’ Etranger act out
her crudl dramawith my assistance, rather than . . . than . . . with someone elsg’ s?

"Because sheis acold-hearted bitch. Also, shefound you attractive. For awhore such as she, that is
judtification enough for anything.”

Darger flushed with anger. "How dare you speak so of alady?”

""She abandoned me," the gun said bitterly. "I loved her, and she abandoned me. How else should |
speak of her under such circumstances?!

"Under such circumstances, a gentleman would not speak of her at dl,” Surplussaid mildly.
"Nevertheless, you have, asrequired, explained everything. So we shdl honor our implicit promise by
leaving you here to be found by the next passer-by. A vauable wegpon such as yoursef will surely find
another patron with ease. A good lifeto you, sr."

"Wat!"
Surplus quirked an eyebrow. "What isit?" Darger asked.

"Take mewith you," the gun pleaded. "Do not leave me here to be picked up by some cutpurse or
bourgeois|lout. | am neither acrimina nor meant for asedentary life. | am an adventurer, like yourselves!
| can be of enormous aid to you, and an invaluable prop for your illicit schemes."”

Darger saw how Surplus s ears perked up at this. Quickly, and in his coldest possible manner, he said,
"We are not of the same socid class, Sr.”

Taking hisfriend’sarm, he turned away.

Below, a the landing-stage, their barge awaited, hung with loops of fairy-lights. They descended and
boarded. The hawsers were cast off, the engine fed an extra handful of sugar to wakeit to life, and they
motored slently down-river, while behind them the pistol’ sfrantic cries faded dowly in the warm Parisian
night. It was not long before the City of Light was aluminous blur on the horizon, like the face of one's
bel oved seen through tears.



