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WHEN THE FIVE MOONS RISE
First published in Cosmos Science Fiction and Fantasy Magazine, March 1954,
Seguilo could not have gone far; there—no place for him to go. Once Perrin had searched the lighthouse and the lonesome acre of rock, there were no other possibilities—only the sky and the ocean.
Seguilo was neither inside the lighthouse nor was he outside.
Perrin went out into the night, squinted up against the five moons. Seguilo was not to be seen on top of the lighthouse.
Seguilo had disappeared.
Perrin looked indecisively over the flowing brine of Maurnilam Var. Had Seguilo slipped on the damp rock and fallen into the sea, he certainly would have called out.... The five moons blinked, dazzled, glinted along the surface; Seguilo might even now be floating unseen a hundred yards distant.
Perrin shouted across the dark water: “Seguilo!"
He turned, once more looked up the face of the lighthouse. Around the horizon whirled the twin shafts of red and white light, guiding the barges crossing from South Continent to Spacetown, warning them off Isel Rock.
Perrin walked quickly toward the lighthouse; Seguilo was no doubt asleep in his bunk, or in the bathroom.
Perrin went to the top chamber, circled the lumenifer, climbed down the stairs. “Seguilo!"
No answer. The lighthouse returned a metallic vibrating echo. Seguilo was not in his room, in the bathroom, in the commissary, or in the storeroom. Where else could a man go?
Perrin looked out the door. The five moons cast confusing shadows. He saw a gray blot “Seguilo!” He ran outside. “Where have you been?"
Seguilo straightened to his full height, a thin man with a wise, doleful face. He turned his head; the wind blew his words past Perrin's ears.
Sudden enlightenment came to Perrin. “You must have been under the generator!” The only place he could have been.
Seguilo had come closer. “Yes ... I was under the generator.” He paused uncertainly by the door, stood looking up at the moons, which this evening had risen all bunched together. Puzzlement creased Perrin's forehead. Why should Seguilo crawl under the generator? “Are you ... well?"
"Yes. Perfectly well."
Perrin stepped closer and in the light of the five moons, Ista, Bista, Liad, Miad, and Poidel, scrutinized Seguilo sharply. His eyes were dull and noncommittal; he seemed to carry himself stiffly. “Have you hurt yourself? Come over to the steps and sit down."
"Very well.” Seguilo ambled across the rock, sat down on the steps. “You're certain you're all right?"
"Certain."
After a moment, Perrin said, “Just before you ... went under the generator, you were about to tell me something you said was important.” Seguilo nodded slowly. “That's true."
"What was it?"
Seguilo stared dumbly up into the sky. There was nothing to be heard but the wash of the sea, hissing and rushing where the rock shelved under. “Well?” asked Perrin finally. Seguilo hesitated. “You said that when five moons rose together in the sky, it was not wise to believe anything."
"Ah,” nodded Seguilo, “so I did."
"What did you mean?"
"I'm not sure."
"Why is not believing anything important?"
"I don't know."
Perrin rose abruptly to his feet. Seguilo normally was crisp, dryly emphatic. “Are you sure you're all right?"
"Right as rain."
That was more like Seguilo. “Maybe a drink of whisky would fix you up."
"Sounds like a good idea."
Perrin knew where Seguilo kept his private store. “You sit here, I'll get you a shot."
"Yes, I'll sit here."
Perrin hurried inside the lighthouse, clambered the two flights of stairs to the commissary. Seguilo might remain seated or he might not; something in his posture, in the rapt gaze out to sea, suggested that he might not. Perrin found the bottle and a glass, ran back down the steps. Somehow he knew that Seguilo would be gone.
Seguilo was gone. He was not on the steps, nowhere on the windy acre of Isel Rock. It was impossible that he had passed Perrin on the stairs. He might have slipped into the engine room and crawled under the generator once more.
Perrin flung open the door, switched on the lights, stooped, peered under the housing. Nothing.
A greasy film of dust, uniform, unmarred, indicated that no one had ever been there.
Where was Seguilo?
Perrin went up to the top-most part of the lighthouse, carefully searched every nook and cranny down to the outside entrance. No Seguilo.
Perrin walked out on the rock. Bare and empty; no Seguilo.
Seguilo was gone. The dark water of Maurnilam Var sighed and flowed across the shelf.
Perrin opened his mouth to shout across the moon-dazzled swells, but somehow it did not seem right to shout. He went back to the lighthouse, seated himself before the radio transceiver.
Uncertainly he touched the dials; the instrument had been Seguilo's responsibility. Seguilo had built it himself, from parts salvaged from a pair of old instruments.
Perrin tentatively flipped a switch. The screen sputtered into light, the speaker hummed and buzzed. Perrin made hasty adjustments. The screen streaked with darts of blue light, a spatter of quick, red blots. Fuzzy, dim, a face looked forth from the screen. Perrin recognized a junior clerk in the Commission office at Spacetown. He spoke urgently, “This is Harold Perrin, at Isel Rock Lighthouse; send out a relief ship."
The face in the screen looked at him as through thick pebbleglass. A faint voice, overlaid by sputtering and crackling, said, “Adjust your tuning ... I can't hear you..."
Perrin raised his voice. “Can you hear me now?” The face in the screen wavered and faded.
Perrin yelled, “This is Isel Rock Lighthouse! Send out a relief ship! Do you hear? There's been an accident!"
"...signals not coming in. Make out a report, send...” the voice sputtered away.
Cursing furiously under his breath, Perrin twisted knobs, flipped switches. He pounded the set with his fist. The screen flashed bright orange, went dead.
Perrin ran behind, worked an anguished five minutes, to no avail. No light, no sound.
Perrin slowly rose to his feet. Through the window he glimpsed the five moons racing for the west. “When the five moons rise together,” Seguilo had said, “it's not wise to believe anything.” Seguilo was gone. He had been gone once before and come back; maybe he would come back again. Perrin grimaced, shuddered. It would be best now if Seguilo stayed away. He ran down to the outer door, barred and bolted it. Hard on Seguilo, if he came wandering back ... Perrin leaned a moment with his back to the door, listening. Then he went to the generator room, looked under the generator. Nothing. He shut the door, climbed the steps.
Nothing in the commissary, the storeroom, the bathroom, the bedrooms. No one in the lightroom. No one on the roof.
No one in the lighthouse but Perrin.
He returned to the commissary, brewed a pot of coffee, sat half an hour listening to the sigh of water across the shelf, then went to his bunk.
Passing Seguilo's room he looked in. The bunk was empty.
When at last he rose in the morning, his mouth was dry, his muscles like bundles of withes, his eyes hot from long staring up at the ceiling. He rinsed his face with cold water and, going to the window, searched the horizon. A curtain of dingy overcast hung halfway up the east; blue-green Magda shone through like an ancient coin covered with verdigris. Over the water oily skeins of blue-green light formed and joined and broke and melted.... Out along the south horizon Perrin spied a pair of black hyphens—barges riding the Trade Current to Spacetown. After a few moments they disappeared into the overcast.
Perrin threw the master switch; above him came the fluttering hum of the lumenifer slowing and dimming.
He descended the stairs, with stiff fingers unbolted the door, flung it wide. The wind blew past his ears, smelling of Maurnilam Var. The tide was low; Isel Rock rose out of the water like a saddle. He walked gingerly to the water's edge. Blue-green Magda broke clear of the overcast; the light struck under the water. Leaning precariously over the shelf, Perrin looked down, past shadows and ledges and grottos, down into the gloom.... Movement of some kind; Perrin strained to see. His foot slipped, he almost fell.
Perrin returned to the lighthouse, worked a disconsolate three hours at the transceiver, finally deciding that some vital component had been destroyed.
He opened a lunch unit, pulled a chair to the window, sat gazing across the ocean. Eleven weeks to the relief ship. Isel Rock had been lonely enough with Seguilo.
Blue-green Magda sank in the west. A sulfur overcast drifted up to meet it. Sunset brought a few minutes of sad glory to the sky: jade-colored stain with violet streakings. Perrin started the twin shafts of red and white on their nocturnal sweep, went to stand by the window.
The tide was rising, the water surged over the shelf with a heavy sound. Up from the west floated a moon; Ista, Bista, Liad, Miad, or Poidel? A native would know at a glance. Up they came, one after the other, five balls blue as old ice.
"It's not wise to believe...” What had Seguilo meant? Perrin tried to think back. Seguilo had said, “It's not often, very rare, in fact, that the five moons bunch up—but when they do, then there're high tides.” He had hesitated, glancing out at the shelf. “When the five moons rise together,” said Seguilo, “it's not wise to believe anything."
Perrin had gazed at him with forehead creased in puzzlement. Seguilo was an old hand, who knew the fables and lore, which he brought forth from time to time. Perrin had never known quite what to expect from Seguilo; he had the trait indispensable to a lighthouse-tender—taciturnity. The transceiver had been his hobby; in Perrin's ignorant hands, the instrument had destroyed itself. What the lighthouse needs, thought Perrin, was one of the new transceivers with self-contained power unit, master control, the new organic screen, soft and elastic, like a great eye.... A sudden rainsquall blanketed half the sky; the five moons hurtled toward the cloud bank. The tide surged high over the shelf, almost over a gray mass. Perrin eyed it with interest; what could it be? ... About the size of a transceiver, about the same shape. Of course, it could not possibly be a transceiver; yet, what a wonderful thing if it were.... He squinted, strained his eyes. There, surely, that was the milk-colored screen; those black spots were dials. He sprang to his feet, ran down the stairs, out the door, across the rock.... It was irrational; why should a transceiver appear just when he wanted it, as if in answer to his prayer? Of course it might be part of a cargo lost overboard....
Sure enough, the mechanism was bolted to a raft of Manasco logs, and evidently had floated up on the shelf on the high tide.
Perrin, unable to credit his good fortune, crouched beside the gray case. Brand new, with red seals across the master switch.
It was too heavy to carry. Perrin tore off the seals, threw on the power: here was a set he understood. The screen glowed bright.
Perrin dialed to the Commission band. The interior of an office appeared and facing out was, not the officious subordinate, but Superintendent Raymond Flint himself. Nothing could be better.
"Superintendent,” cried out Perrin, “this is Isel Rock Lighthouse, Harold Perrin speaking."
"Oh, yes,” said Superintendent Flint. “How are you, Perrin? What's the trouble?"
"My partner, Andy Seguilo, disappeared—vanished into nowhere; I'm alone out here."
Superintendent Flint looked shocked. “Disappeared? What happened? Did he fall into the ocean?"
"I don't know. He just disappeared. It happened last night—"
"You should have called in before,” said Flint reprovingly. “I would have sent out a rescue copter to search for him."
"I tried to call,” Perrin explained, “but I couldn't get the regular transceiver to work. It burnt up on me.... I thought I was marooned here."
Superintendent Flint raised his eyebrows in mild curiosity. “Just what are you using now?"
Perrin stammered, “It's a brand-new instrument ... floated up out of the sea. Probably was lost from a barge."
Flint nodded. “Those bargemen are a careless lot—don't seem to understand what good equipment costs.... Well, you sit tight. I'll order a plane out in the morning with a relief crew. You'll be assigned to duty along the Floral Coast. How does that suit you?"
"Very well, sir,” said Perrin. “Very well indeed. I can't think of anything I'd like better ... Isel Rock is beginning to get on my nerves."
"When the five moons rise, it's not wise to believe anything,” said Superintendent Flint in a sepulchral voice.
The screen went dead.
Perrin lifted his hand, slowly turned off the power. A drop of rain fell on his face. He glanced skyward. The squall was almost on him. He tugged at the transceiver, although well aware that it was too heavy to move. In the storeroom was a tarpaulin that would protect the transceiver until morning. The relief crew could help him move it inside.
He ran back to the lighthouse, found the tarpaulin, hurried back outside. Where was the transceiver? ... Ah—there. He ran through the pelting drops, wrapped the tarpaulin around the box, lashed it into place, ran back to the lighthouse. He barred the box, and whistling, opened a canned dinner unit.
The rain spun and slashed at the lighthouse. The twin shafts of white and red swept wildly around the sky. Perrin climbed into his bunk, lay warm and drowsy.... Seguilo's disappearance was a terrible thing; it would leave a scar on his mind. But it was over and done with. Put it behind him; look to the future. The Floral Coast....
In the morning the sky was bare and clean. Maurnilam Var spread mirror-quiet as far as the eye could reach. Isel Rock lay naked to the sunlight. Looking out the window, Perrin saw a rumpled heap—the tarpaulin, the lashings. The transceiver, the Manasco raft had disappeared utterly.
Perrin sat in the doorway. The sun climbed the sky. A dozen times he jumped to his feet, listening for the sound of engines. But no relief plane appeared.
The sun reached the zenith, verged westward. A barge drifted by, a mile from the rock. Perrin ran out on the shelf, shouting, waving his arms.
The lank, red bargemen sprawled on the cargo stared curiously, made no move. The barge dwindled into the east.
Perrin returned to the doorstep, sat with his head in his hands. Chills and fever ran along his skin. There would be no relief plane. On Isel Rock he would remain, day in, day out, for eleven weeks.
Listlessly, he climbed the steps to the commissary. There was no lack of food, he would never starve. But could he bear the solitude, the uncertainty? Seguilo going, coming, going.... The unsubstantial transceiver.... Who was responsible for these cruel jokes? The five moons rising together—was there some connection?
He found an almanac, carried it to the table. At the top of each page five white circles on a black strip represented the moons. A week ago they strung out at random. Four days ago Liad, the slowest, and Poidel, the fastest, were thirty degrees apart, with Ista, Bista, and Miad between. Two nights ago the peripheries almost touched; last night they were even closer. Tonight Poidel would bulge slightly out in front of Ista, tomorrow night Liad would lag behind Bista.... But between the five moons and Seguilo's disappearance—where was the connection?
Gloomily, Perrin ate his dinner. Magda settled into Maurnilam Var without display, a dull dusk settled over Isel Rock, water rose and sighed across the shelf.
Perrin turned on the light, barred the door. There would be no more hoping, no more wishing—no more believing. In eleven weeks the relief ship would convey him back to Spacetown; in the meantime he must make the best of the situation.
Through the window he saw the blue glow in the east, watched Poidel, Ista, Bista, Liad, and Miad climb the sky. The tide came with the moons. Maurnilam Var was still calm, and each moon laid a separate path of reflection along the water.
Perrin looked up into the sky, around the horizon. A beautiful, lonesome sight. With Seguilo he sometimes had felt lonely, but never isolation such as this. Eleven weeks of solitude.... If he could select a companion ... Perrin let his mind wander.
Into the moonlight a slim figure came walking, wearing tan breeches and a short-sleeved white sports shirt.
Perrin stared, unable to move. The figure walked up to the door, rapped. The muffled sound came up the staircase. “Hello, anybody home?” It was a girl's clear voice.
Perrin swung open the window, called hoarsely, “Go away!"
She moved back, turned up her face, and the moonlight fell upon her features. Perrin's voice died in his throat. He felt his heart beating wildly.
"Go away?” she said in a soft puzzled voice. “I've no place to go."
"Who are you?” he asked. His voice sounded strange to his own ears—desperate, hopeful. After all, she was possible—even though almost impossibly beautiful.... She might have flown out from Spacetown. “How did you get here?"
She gestured at Maurnilam Var. “My plane went down about three miles out. I came over on the life raft."
Perrin looked along the water's edge. The outline of a life raft was barely visible.
The girl called up, “Are you going to let me in?"
Perrin stumbled downstairs. He halted at the door, one hand on the bolts, and the blood rushed in his ears.
An impatient tapping jarred his hand. “I'm freezing to death out here."
Perrin let the door swing back. She stood facing him, half-smiling. “You're a very cautious lighthouse-tender—or perhaps a woman-hater?"
Perrin searched her face, her eyes, the expression of her mouth. “Are you ... real?"
She laughed, not at all offended. “Of course I'm real.” She held out her hand. “Touch me.” Perrin stared at her—the essence of night-flowers, soft silk, hot blood, sweetness, delightful fire. “Touch me,” she replied softly.
Perrin moved back uncertainly, and she came forward, into the lighthouse. “Can you call the shore?"
She turned him a quick firefly look. “When is your next relief boat?"
"Eleven weeks."
"Eleven weeks!” she sighed a soft shallow sigh.
Perrin moved back another half-step. “How did you know I was alone?"
She seemed confused. “I didn't know.... Aren't light housekeepers always alone?"
"No."
She came a step closer. “You don't seem pleased to see me. Are you ... a hermit?"
"No,” said Perrin in a husky voice. “Quite the reverse.... But I can't quite get used to you. You're a miracle. Too good to be true. Just now I was wishing for someone ... exactly like you. Exactly."
"And here I am."
Perrin moved uneasily. “What's your name?"
He knew what she would say before she spoke. “Sue."
"Sue what?” He tried to hold his mind vacant.
"Oh ... just Sue. Isn't that enough?"
Perrin felt the skin of his face tighten. “Where is your home?"
She looked vaguely over her shoulder. Perrin held his mind blank, but the word came through.
"Hell."
Perrin's breath came hard and sharp.
"And what is Hell like?"
"It is ... cold and dark."
Perrin stepped back. “Go away. Go away.” His vision blurred; her face melted as if tears had come across his eyes.
"Where will I go?"
"Back where you came from."
"But"—forlornly—"there is nowhere but Maurnilam Var. And up here—” She stopped short, took a swift step forward, stood looking up into his face. He could feel the warmth of her body. “Are you afraid of me?"
Perrin wrenched his eyes from her face. “You're not real. You're something which takes the shape of my thoughts. Perhaps you killed Seguilo ... I don't know what you are. But you're not real."
"Not real? Of course I'm real. Touch me. Feel my arm.” Perrin backed away. She said passionately, “Here, a knife. If you are of a mind, cut me; you will see blood. Cut deeper ... you will find bone."
"What would happen,” said Perrin, “if I drove the knife into your heart?"
She said nothing, staring at him with big eyes.
"Why do you come here?” cried Perrin. She looked away, back toward the water.
"It's magic ... darkness.... “The words were a mumbled confusion; Perrin suddenly realized that the same words were in his own mind. Had she merely parroted his thoughts during the entire conversation? “Then comes a slow pull,” she said. “I drift, I crave the air, the moons bring me up ... I do anything to hold my place in the air...."
"Speak your own words,” said Perrin harshly. “I know you're not real—but where is Seguilo?"
"Seguilo?” She reached a hand behind her head, touched her hair, smiled sleepily at Perrin. Real or not, Perrin's pulse thudded in his ears. Real or not....
"I'm no dream,” she said. “I'm real.... “She came slowly toward Perrin, feeling his thoughts, face arch, ready.
Perrin said in a strangled gasp, “No, no. Go away. Go away!"
She stopped short, looked at him through eyes suddenly opaque. “Very well. I will go now—"
"Now! Forever!"
"—but perhaps you will call me back...."
She walked slowly through the door. Perrin ran to the window, watched the slim shape blur into the moonlight. She went to the edge of the shelf; here she paused. Perrin felt a sudden intolerable pang; what was he casting away? Real or not, she was what he wanted her to be; she was identical to reality.... He leaned forward to call, “Come back ... whatever you are.... “He restrained himself. When he looked again she was gone.... Why was she gone? Perrin pondered, looking across the moonlit sea. He had wanted her, but he no longer believed in her. He had believed in the shape called Seguilo; he had believed in the transceiver—and both had slavishly obeyed his expectations. So had the girl, and he had sent her away.... Rightly, too, he told himself regretfully. Who knows what she might become when his back was turned....
When dawn finally came, it brought a new curtain of overcast. Blue-green Magda glimmered dull and sultry as a moldy orange. The water shone like oil.... Movement in the west—a Panapa chieftain's private barge, walking across the horizon like a water-spider. Perrin vaulted the stairs to the lightroom, swung the lumenifer full at the barge, dispatched an erratic series of flashes.
The barge moved on, jointed oars swinging rhythmically in and out of the water. A torn banner of fog drifted across the water. The barge became a dark, jerking shape, disappeared.
Perrin went to Seguilo's old transceiver, sat looking at it. He jumped to his feet, pulled the chassis out of the case, disassembled the entire circuit.
He saw scorched metal, wires fused into droplets, cracked ceramic. He pushed the tangle into a corner, went to stand by the window.
The sun was at the zenith, the sky was the color of green grapes. The sea heaved sluggishly, great amorphous sweeps rising and falling without apparent direction. Now as low tide; the shelf shouldered high up, the black rock showing naked and strange. The sea palpitated, up, down, up, down, sucking noisily at bits of sea-wrack.
Perrin descended the stairs. On his way down he looked in at the bathroom mirror, and his face stared back at him, pale, wide-eyed, cheeks hollow and lusterless. Perrin continued down the stairs, stepped out into the sunlight.
Carefully he walked out on the shelf, looked in a kind of fascination down over the edge. The heave of the swells distorted his vision; he could see little more than shadows and shifting fingers of light.
Step by step he wandered along the shelf. The sun leaned to the west. Perrin retreated up the rock.
At the lighthouse he seated himself in the doorway. Tonight the door remained barred. No inducement could persuade him to open up; the most entrancing visions would beseech him in vain. His thoughts went to Seguilo. What had Seguilo believed; what being had he fabricated out of his morbid fancy with the power and malice to drag him away? ... It seemed that every man was victim to his own imaginings, Isel Rock was not the place for a fanciful man when the five moons rose together.
Tonight he would bar the door, he would bed himself down and sleep, secure both in the barrier of welded metal and his own unconsciousness.
The sun sank in a bank of heavy vapor. North, east, south flushed with violet; the west glowed lime and dark green, dulling quickly through tones of brown. Perrin entered the lighthouse, bolted the door, set the twin shafts of red and white circling the horizon.
He opened a dinner unit, ate listlessly. Outside was dark night, emptiness to all the horizons. As the tide rose, the water hissed and moaned across the shelf.
Perrin lay in his bed, but sleep was far away. Through the window came an electric glow, then up rose the five moons, shining through a high overcast as if wrapped in blue gauze.
Perrin heaved fitfully. There was nothing to fear, he was safe in the lighthouse. No human hands could force the door; it would take the strength of a mastodon, the talons of a rock choundril, the ferocity of a Maldene land-shark....
He elbowed himself up on his bunk.... A sound from outside? He peered through the window, heart in his mouth. A tall shape, indistinct. As he watched it, it slouched toward the lighthouse—as he knew it would.
"No, no,” cried Perrin softly. He flung himself into his bunk, covered his head in the blankets. “It's only what I think up myself, it's not real.... Go away,” he whispered fiercely. “Go away.” He listened. It must be near the door now. I would be lifting a heavy arm, the talons would glint in the moonlight.
"No, no,” cried Perrin. “There's nothing there.... “He held up his head and listened.
A rattle, a rasp at the door. A thud as a great mass tested the lock. “Go away!” screamed Perrin. “You're not real!” The door groaned, the bolts sagged.
Perrin stood at the head of the stairs, breathing heavily through his mouth. The door would slam back in another instant. He knew what he would see: a black shape tall and round as a pole, with eyes like coachlamps. Perrin even knew the last sound his ears would hear—a terrible grinding discord....
The top bolt snapped, the door reeled. A huge black arm shoved inside. Perrin saw the talons gleam as the fingers reached for the bolt.
His eyes flickered around the lighthouse for a weapon.... Only a wrench, a table knife.
The bottom bolt shattered, the door twisted. Perrin stood staring, his mind congealed. A thought rose up from some hidden survival-node. Here, Perrin thought, was the single chance.
He ran back into his room. Behind him the door clattered, he heard heavy steps. He looked around the room. His shoe.
Thud! Up the stairs, and the lighthouse vibrated. Perrin's fancy explored the horrible, he knew what he would hear. And so came a voice-harsh, empty, but like another voice which had been sweet. “I told you I'd be back."
Thud-thud-up the stairs. Perrin took the shoe by the toe, swung, struck the side of his head.
* * * *
Perrin recovered consciousness. He stumbled to the wall, supported himself. Presently he groped to his bunk, sat down.
Outside there was still dark night. Grunting, he looked out the window into the sky. The five moons hung far down in the west. Already Poidel ranged ahead, while Liad trailed behind.
Tomorrow night the five moons would rise apart.
Tomorrow night there would be no high tides, sucking and tremulous along the shelf.
Tomorrow night the moons would call up no yearning shapes from the streaming dark.
Eleven weeks to relief. Perrin gingerly felt the side of his head.... Quite a respectable lump.
* * * *
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap1]
WORLDS OF ORIGIN
First published in Super-Science Fiction, February 1958. Reprinted with the title Coup de Grace
The Hub, a cluster of bubbles in a web of metal, hung in empty space, in that region known to Earthmen as Sagittarius. The owner was Pan Pascoglu, a man short, dark and energetic, almost bald, with restless brown eyes and a thick mustache. A man of ambition, Pascoglu hoped to develop the Hub into a resort, a glamor island among the stars—something more than a mere stopover depot and junction point. Working to this end, he added two dozen bright new bubbles —"cottages", as he called them—around the outer meshes of the Hub, which already resembled the model of an extremely complex molecule.
The cottages were quiet and comfortable; the dining salon offered an adequate cuisine; a remarkable diversity of company met in the public rooms. Magnus Ridolph found the Hub at once soothing and stimulating. Sitting in the dim dining salon, the naked stars serving as chandeliers, he contemplated his fellow-guests. At a table to his left, partially obscured by a planting of dendrons, sat four figures. Magnus Ridolph frowned. They ate in utter silence and three of them, at least, hulked over their plates in an uncouth fashion.
"Barbarians,” said Magnus Ridolph, and turned his shoulder. In spite of the mannerless display he was not particularly offended; at the Hub one must expect to mingle with a variety of peoples. Tonight they seemed to range the whole spectrum of evolution, from the boors to his left, across a score of more or less noble civilizations, culminating with—Magnus Ridolph patted his neat white beard with a napkin—himself .
* * * *
From the corner of his eye he noticed one of the four shapes arise, approach his own table.
"Forgive my intrusion—but I understand that you are Magnus Ridolph."
Magnus Ridolph acknowledged his identity and the other, without invitation, sat heavily down. Magnus Ridolph wavered between curtness and civility. In the starlight he saw his visitor to be an anthropologist, one Lester Bonfils, who had been pointed out to him earlier. Magnus Ridolph, pleased with his own perspicacity, became civil. The three figures at Bonfils’ table were savages in all reality: paleolithic inhabitants of S-Cha-6, temporary wards of Bonfils. Their faces were dour, sullen, wary; they seemed disenchanted with such of civilization as they had experienced. They wore metal wristlets and rather heavy metal belts: magnetic pinions. At necessity, Bonfils could instantly immobilize the arms of his charges.
* * * *
Bonfils himself was a fair man with thick blond hair, heavy and vaguely flabby. His complexion should have been florid; it was pale. He should have exhaled easy good-fellowship, but he was withdrawn, and diffident. His mouth sagged, his nose was pinched; there was no energy to his movements, only a nervous febrility. He leaned forward. “I'm sure you are bored with other people's troubles—but I need help."
"At the moment I do not care to accept employment,” said Magnus Ridolph in a definite voice.
Bonfils sat back, looked away, finding not even the strength to protest. The stars glinted on the whites of his eyes, his skin shone the color of cheese. He muttered, “I should have expected no more."
His expression held such dullness and despair that Magnus Ridolph felt a pang of sympathy. “Out of curiosity—and without committing myself—what is the nature of your difficulty?"
Bonfils laughed briefly—a mournful empty sound. “Basically—my destiny."
"In that case I can be of little assistance,” said Magnus Ridolph.
Bonfils laughed again, as hollowly as before. “I use the word ‘destiny’ in the largest sense, to include—” he made a vague gesture “—I don't know what. I seem predisposed to failure and defeat. I consider myself a man of good-will—yet there is no one with more enemies. I attract them as if I were the most vicious creature alive."
Magnus Ridolph surveyed Bonfils with a trace of interest."These enemies, then, have banded together against you?"
"No ... At least I think not. I am harassed by a woman. She is busily engaged in killing me."
"I can give you some rather general advice,” said Magnus Ridolph. “It is this: have nothing more to do with this woman."
Bonfils spoke in a desperate rush, with a glance over his shoulder toward the paleolithics. “I had nothing to do with her in the first place! That's the difficulty! Agreed that I'm a fool; an anthropologist should be careful of such things, but I was absorbed in my work. This took place at the southern tip of Kharesm, on Journey's End; do you know the place?"
"I have never visited Journey's End."
"Some people stopped me on the street— ‘We hear you have engaged in intimate relations with our kinswoman!'
"I protested: ‘No, no, that's not true!'—because naturally, as an anthropologist, I must avoid such things like the plague."
Magnus Rido1ph raised his brows in surprise. “Your profession seems to demand more than monastic detachment."
Bonfils made his vague gesture; his mind was elsewhere. He turned to inspect his charges; only one remained at the table. Bonfils groaned from the depths of his soul, leapt to his feet—nearly overturning Magnus Ridolph's table—and plunged away in pursuit.
Magnus Ridolph sighed, and after a moment or two, departed the dining salon. He sauntered the length of the main lobby, but Bonfils was nowhere to be seen. Magnus Ridolph seated himself, ordered a brandy.
* * * *
The lobby was full. Magnus Ridolph contemplated the other occupants of the room. Where did these various men and women, near-men and near-women, originate? What were their purposes, what had brought them to the Hub? That rotund moon-faced bonze in the stiff red robe, for instance. He was a native of the planet Padme, far across the galaxy: why had he ventured so far from home?
And the tall angular man whose narrow shaved skull carried a fantastic set of tantalum ornaments: a Lord of the Dacca. Exiled? In pursuit of an enemy? On some mad crusade?
And the anthrope from the planet Hecate sitting by himself: a walking argument to support the theory of parallel evolution. His outward semblance caricatured humanity, internally he was as far removed as a gastropod. His head was bleached bone and black shadow; his mouth a lipless slit. He was a Meth of Maetho, and Magnus Ridolph knew his race to be gentle and diffident, with so little mental contact with human beings as to seem ambiguous and secretive...
* * * *
Magnus Ridolph focused his gaze on a woman, and was taken aback by her miraculous beauty. She was dark and slight with a complexion the color of clean desert sand; she carried herself with a self-awareness that was immensely provoking ... Into the chair beside Magnus Ridolph dropped a short nearly-bald man with a thick black mustache: Pan Pascoglu, proprietor of the Hub. “Good evening, Mr. Ridolph; how goes it with you tonight?"
"Very well, thank you ... That woman: who is she?"
Pascoglu followed Magnus Ridolph's gaze. “Ah. A fairy-princess. From Journey's End. Her name—” Pascoglu clicked his tongue “—I can't remember. Some outlandish thing."
"Surely she doesn't travel alone?"
Pascoglu shrugged. “She says she's married to Bonfils, the chap with the three cavemen. But they've got different cottages, and I never see them together."
"Astonishing,” murmured Magnus Ridolph.
"An understatement,” said Pascoglu. “The cave-men must have hidden charms."
The next morning the Hub vibrated with talk, because Lester Bonfils lay dead in his cottage, with three paleolithics stamping restlessly in their cages. The guests surveyed each other nervously. One among them was a murderer!
* * * *
Pan Pascoglu came to Magnus Ridolph in an extremity of emotion. “Mr. Ridolph, I know you're here on vacation, but you've got to help me out. Someone killed poor Bonfils dead as a mackerel, but who it was—” he held out his hands. “I can't stand for such things here, naturally."
Magnus Ridolph pulled at his little white beard. “Surely there is to be some sort of official enquiry?"
"That's what I'm seeing you about!” Pascoglu threw himself into a chair. “The Hub's outside all jurisdiction. I'm my own law—within certain limits, of course. That is to say, if was harboring criminals, or running vice, someone would interfere. But there's nothing like that here. A drunk, a fight, a swindle—we take care of such things quietly. We've never had a killing. It's got to be cleaned up!"
Magnus Ridolph reflected a moment or two. “I take it you have no criminological equipment?"
"You mean those truth machines, and breath-detectors and cell-matchers? Nothing like that. Not even a fingerprint pad."
"I thought as much,” sighed Magnus Ridolph. “Well, I can hardly refuse your request. May I ask what you intend to do with the criminal after I apprehend her—or him?"
Pascoglu jumped to his feet. Clearly the idea had not occurred to him. He held out his clenched hands. “What should I do? I'm not equipped to set up a law court. I don't want to just shoot somebody."
Magnus Ridolph spoke judiciously. “The question may resolve itself. Justice, after all, has no absolute values."
Pascoglu nodded passionately. “Right! Let's find out who did it. Then we'll decide the next step."
"Where is the body?” asked Magnus Ridolph.
"Still in the cottage, just where the maid found it."
"It has not been touched?"
"The doctor looked him over. I came directly to you."
"Good. Let us go to Bonfils’ cottage."
Bonfils’ “cottage” was a globe far out on the uttermost, perhaps five hundred yards by tube from the main lobby.
The body lay on the floor beside a white chaise-lounge, lumpy, pathetic, grotesque. In the center of the forehead was a burn; no other marks were visible. The three paleolithics were confined in an ingenious cage of flexible splines, evidently collapsible. The cage of itself could not have restrained the muscular savages; the splines apparently were charged with electricity.
Beside the cage stood a thin young man, either inspecting or teasing the paleolithics. He turned hastily when Pascoglu and Magnus Ridolph stepped into the cottage.
Pascoglu performed the introductions. “Dr. Scanton, Magnus Ridolph."
Magnus Ridolph nodded courteously. “I take it, doctor, that you have made at least a superficial examination?"
"Sufficient to certify death."
"Could you ascertain the time of death?"
"Approximately midnight."
Magnus Ridolph gingerly crossed the room, looked down at the body. He turned abruptly, rejoined Pascoglu and the doctor who waited by the door.
"Well?” asked Pascoglu anxiously.
"I have not yet identified the criminal,” said Magnus Ridolph. “However, I am almost grateful to poor Bonfils. He has provided what appears to be a case of classic purity."
Pascoglu chewed at his mustache. “Perhaps I am dense—"
"A series of apparent truisms may order our thinking,” said Magnus Ridolph. “First, the author of this act is currently at the Hub."
"Naturally,” said Pascoglu. “No ships have arrived or departed."
"The motives to the act lie in the more or less immediate past."
Pascoglu made an impatient movement. Magnus Ridolph held up his hand, and Pascoglu irritably resumed the attack on his mustache.
"The criminal in all likelihood has had some sort of association with Bonfils."
Pascoglu said, “Don't you think we should be back in the lobby? Maybe someone will confess, or—"
"All in time,” said Magnus Ridolph. “To sum up, it appears that our primary roster of suspects will be Bonfils’ shipmates en route to the Hub."
"He came on the Maulerer Princeps; I can get the debarkation list at once.” And Pascoglu hurriedly departed the cottage.
Magnus Ridolph stood in the doorway studying the room. He turned to Dr. Scanton. “Official procedure would call for a set of detailed photographs; I wonder if you could make these arrangement?"
"Certainly. I'll do them myself."
"Good. And then—there would seem no reason not to move the body."
* * * *
Magnus Ridolph returned along the tube to the main lobby, where he found Pascoglu at the desk.
Pascoglu thrust forth paper. “This is what you asked for."
Magnus Ridolph inspected the paper with interest. Thirteen identities were listed.
1. Lester Bonfils, with a. Abu b. Toko c. Homup
2. Viamestris Diasporus
3. Thorn 199
4. Fodor Impliega
5. Fodor Banzoso
6. Scriagl
7. Hercules Starguard
8. Fiamella of Thousand Candles
9. Clan Kestrel, 14th Ward, 6th Family, 3rd Son
10. (No name)
"Ah,” said Magnus Ridolph. “Excellent. But there is a lack. I am particularly interested in the planet of origin of these persons."
"Planet of origin?” Pascoglu complained. “What is the benefit of this?"
Magnus Ridolph inspected Pascoglu with mild blue eyes. “I take it that you wish me to investigate this crime?"
"Yes, of course, but—"
"You will then cooperate with me, to the fullest extent, with no further protests or impatient ejaculations.” And Magnus Ridolph accompanied the words with so cold and clear a glance that Pascoglu wilted and threw up his hands. “Have it your own way. But I still don't understand—"
"As remarked, Bonfils has been good enough to provide us a case of definitive clarity."
"It's not clear to me,” Pascoglu grumbled. He looked at the list. “You think the murderer is one of these?"
"Possibly, but not necessarily. It might be I, or it might be you. Both of us have had recent contact with Bonfils."
Pascoglu grinned sourly. “If it was you, please confess now and save me the expense of your fee."
"I fear it is not quite so simple. But the problem is susceptible to attack. The suspects—the persons on this list and any others Bonfils had dealt with recently—are from different worlds. Each is in the traditions of his unique culture. Police routine might solve the case through the use of analyzers and detection machines. I hope to achieve the same end through cultural analysis."
Pascoglu's expression was that of a castaway on a desert island watching a yacht recede over the horizon. “As long as the case gets solved,” he said in a hollow voice, “and there's no notoriety."
"Come then,” said Magnus Ridolph briskly. “The worlds of origin."
* * * *
The additions were made; Magnus Ridolph scrutinized the list again. He pursed his lips, pulled at his white beard. “I must have two hours for research. Then—we interview our suspects."
* * * *
Two hours passed, and Pan Pascoglu could wait no longer. He marched furiously into the library to find Magnus Ridolph gazing into space, tapping the table with a pencil. Pascoglu opened his mouth to speak, but Magnus Ridolph turned his head, and the mild blue gaze seemed to operate some sort of relay within Pascoglu's head. He composed himself, and made a relatively calm inquiry as to the state of Magnus Ridolph's investigations.
"Well enough,” said Magnus Ridolph. “And what have you learned?"
"Well—you can cross Scriagl and the Clan Kestrel chap off the list. They were gambling in the game-room and have fool-proof alibis."
Magnus Ridolph said thoughtfully, “It is of course possible that Bonfils met an old enemy here at the Hub."
Pascoglu cleared his throat. “While you were here studying, I made a few inquiries. My staff is fairly observant, nothing much escapes them. They say that Bonfils spoke at length only to three people. They are myself, you and that moon-faced bonze in the red robes."
Magnus Ridolph nodded. “I spoke to Bonfils certainly. He appeared in great trouble. He insisted that a woman—evidently Fiamella of Thousand Candles—was killing him."
"What!” cried Pascoglu. “You knew all this time?"
"Calm yourself, my dear fellow. He claimed that she was engaged in the process of killing him—vastly different from the decisive act whose effect we witnessed. I beg of you, restrain your exclamations; they startle me. To continue, I spoke to Bonfils, but I feel secure in eliminating myself. You have requested my assistance and you know my reputation: hence with equal assurance I eliminate you."
Pascoglu made a guttural sound, and walked across the room.
Magus Ridolph spoke on. “The bonze—I know something of his cult. They subscribe to a belief in reincarnation, and make an absolute fetish of virtue, kindness and charity. A bonze of Padme would hardly dare such an act as murder; he would expect to spend several of his next manifestations as a jackal or a sea-urchin.
* * * *
The door opened, and into the library, as if brought by some telepathetic urge, came the bonze himself. Noticing the attitudes of Magnus Ridolph and Pascoglu, their sober appraisal of himself, he hesitated. “Do I intrude upon a private conversation?"
"The conversation is private,” said Magnus Ridolph,"but inasmuch as the topic is yourself, we would profit by having you join us."
"I am at your service.” The bonze advanced into the room. “How far has the discussion advanced?"
"You perhaps are aware that Lester Bonfils, the anthropologist, was murdered last night."
"I have heard the talk."
"We understand that last evening he conversed with you."
"That is correct.” The bonze drew a deep breath. “Bonfils was in serious trouble. Never have I seen a man so despondent. The bonzes of Padme—especially we of the Isavest Ordainment—are sworn to altruism. We render constructive service to any living thing, and under circumstances to inorganic objects as well. We feel that the principle of life transcends protoplasm; and in fact has its inception with simple—or perhaps not so simple—motion. A molecule brushing past another—is this not one of vitality? Why can we not conjecture consciousness in each individual molecule? Think what a ferment of thought surrounds us; imagine the resentment which conceivably arises when we tread on a clod! For this reason we bonzes move as gently as possible, and take care where we set our feet."
"Aha, hum,” said Pascoglu. “What did Bonfils want?"
* * * *
The bonze considered. “I find it difficult to explain. He was a victim of many anguishes. I believe that he tried to live an honorable life, but his precepts were contradictory. As a result he was beset by the passions of suspicion, eroticism, shame, bewilderment, dread, anger, resentment, disappointment and confusion. Secondly, I believe that he was beginning to fear for his professional reputation—"
Pascoglu interrupted. “What, specifically, did he require of you?"
"Nothing specific. Reassurance and encouragement, perhaps."
"And you gave it to him?"
The bonze smiled faintly. “My friend, I am dedicated to serious programs of thought. We have been trained to divide our brains left lobe from right, so that we may think with two separate minds."
Pascoglu was about to bark an impatient question, but Magnus Ridolph interceded. “The bonze is telling you that only a fool could resolve Lester Bonfils’ troubles with a word."
"That expresses something of my meaning,” said the bonze.
Pascoglu stared from one to the other in puzzlement, then threw up his hands in disgust. “I merely want to find who burnt the hole in Bonfils’ head. Can you help me, yes or no?"
The bonze smiled. “I will be glad to help you, but I wonder if you have considered the source of your impulses? Are you not motivated by an archaic quirk?"
Magnus Ridolph interpreted smoothly. “The bonze refers to the Mosaic Law. He warns against the doctrine of extracting an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth."
"Again,” declared the bonze, “you have captured the essence of my meaning."
Pascoglu threw up his hands, stamped to the end of the room and back. “Enough of this foolery!” he roared. “Bonze, get out of here!"
Magnus Ridolph once more took it upon himself to interpret. “Pan Pascoglu conveys his compliments, and begs that you excuse him until he can find leisure to study your views more carefully."
The bonze bowed and withdrew. Pascoglu said bitterly, “When this is over, you and the bonze can chop logic to your heart's content. I'm sick of talk, I want to see some action.” He pushed a button. “Ask that Journey's End woman—Miss Thousand Candles, whatever her name is—to come into the library."
Magnus Ridolph raised his eyebrows. “What do you intend?"
Pascoglu refused to meet Magnus Ridolph's gaze. “I'm going to talk to these people and find out what they know."
"I fear that you waste time."
"Nevertheless,” said Pascoglu doggedly. “I've got to make a start somewhere. Nobody ever learned anything lying low in the library."
"I take it then that you no longer require my services?"
Pascoglu chewed irritably at his mustache. “Frankly, Mr. Ridolph, you move a little too slow to suit me. This is a serious affair. I've got to get action fast."
Magnus Ridolph bowed in acquiescence. “I hope you have no objection to my witnessing the interviews?"
"Not at all."
* * * *
A moment passed, then the door opened and Fiamella of Thousand Candles stood looking in.
Pan Pascoglu and Magnus Ridolph stared in silence. Fiamella wore a simple beige frock, soft leather sandals. Her arms and legs were bare, her skin only slightly paler than the frock. In her hair she wore a small orange flower.
Pascoglu somberly gestured her forward; Magnus Ridolph retired to a seat across the room.
"Yes, what is it?” asked Fiamella in a soft, sweet voice.
"You no doubt have learned of Mr. Bonfils’ death?” asked Pascoglu.
"Oh yes!"
"And you are not disturbed?"
"I am very happy, of course."
"Indeed.” Pascoglu cleared his throat. “I understand that you have referred to yourself as Mrs. Bonfils."
Fiamella nodded. “That is how you say it. On Journey's End we say he is Mr. Fiamella. I pick him out. But he ran away, which is a great harm. So I came after him, I tell him I kill him if he will not come back to Journey's End."
Pascoglu jumped forward like a terrier, stabbed the air with a stubby forefinger. “Ah! Then you admit you killed him!"
"No, no,” she cried indignantly. “With a fire gun? You insult me! You are so bad as Bonfils. Better be careful, I kill you."
Pascoglu stood back startled. He turned to Magnus Ridolph. “You heard her, Ridolph?"
"Indeed, indeed."
Fiamella nodded vigorously. “You laugh at a woman's beauty; what else does she have? So she kills you, and no more insult."
"Just how do you kill, Miss Fiamella?” asked Magnus Ridolph politely.
"I kill by love, naturally. I come like this—” she stepped forward, stopped, stood rigid before Pascoglu, looking into his eyes. “I raise my hands—” she slowly lifted her arms, held her palms toward Pascoglu's face. “I turn around, I walk away.” She did so, glancing over her shoulder. “I come back.” She came running back. “And soon you say, ‘Fiamella, let me touch you, let me feel your skin.’ And I say, ‘No!’ And I walk around behind you, and blow on your neck—"
"Stop it!” said Pascoglu uneasily.
"—and pretty soon you go pale and your hands shake and you cry, Fiamella, Fiamella of Thousand Candles, I love you, I die for love!’ Then I come in when it is almost dark and I wear only flowers, and you cry out, ‘Fiamella!’ Next I—"
"I think the picture is clear,” said Magnus Ridolph suavely. “When Mr. Pascoglu recovers his breath, he surely will apologize for insulting you. As for myself, I can conceive of no more pleasant form of extinction, and I am half-tempted to—"
She gave his beard a playful tweak. “You are too old."
Magnus Ridolph agreed mournfully. “I fear that you are right. For a moment I had deceived myself ... You may go, Miss Fiamella of Thousand Candles. Please return to Journey's End. Your estranged husband is dead; no one will ever dare insult you again."
* * * *
Fiamella smiled in a kind of sad gratification, and with soft lithe steps, went to the door, where she halted, turned. “You want to find out who burned poor Lester?"
"Yes, of course,” said Pascoglu eagerly.
"You know the priests of Cambyses?"
"Fodor Impliega, Fodor Banzoso?"
Fiamella nodded. “They hated Lester. They said, ‘Give us one of your savage slaves. Too long a time has gone past, we must send a soul to our god.’ Lester said, ‘No!’ They were very angry, and talked together about Lester."
Pascoglu nodded thoughtfully. “I see. I'll certainly make inquiries of these priests. Thank you for your information."
Fiamella departed. Pascoglu went to the wall mesh. “Send Fodor Impliega and Fodor Banzoso here please."
There was a pause, then the voice of the clerk responded. “They are busy, Mr. Pascoglu, some sort of rite or other. They said they'll only be a few minutes."
"Mmph ... Well, send in Viamestris Diasporus."
"Yes, sir."
"For your information,” said Magnus Ridolph, “Viamestris Diasporus comes from a world where gladiatorial sports are highly popular, where successful gladiators are the princes of society, especially the amateur gladiator, who may be a high-ranking nobleman, fighting merely for public acclamation and prestige."
Pascoglu turned around. “If Diasporus is an amateur gladiator, I would think he'd be pretty callous. He wouldn't care who he killed!"
"I merely present such facts as I have gleaned through the morning's research. You must draw your own conclusions."
Pascoglu grunted.
In the doorway appeared Viamestris Diasporus, the tall man with the ferocious aquiline head whom Magnus Ridolph had noticed in the lobby. He inspected the interior of the library carefully.
"Enter, if you please,” said Pascoglu. “I am conducting an inquiry into the death of Lester Bonfils. It is possible that you may help us."
Diasporus’ narrow face elongated in surprise. “The killer has not announced himself?"
"Unfortunately, no."
Diasporus made a swift gesture, a nod of the head, as if suddenly all were clear. “Bonfils was evidently of the lowest power, and the killer is ashamed of his feat, rather than proud."
Pascoglu rubbed the back of his head. “To ask a hypothetical question, Mr. Diasporus, suppose you had killed Bonfils, what reason—"
Diasporus cut the air with his hand. “Ridiculous! I would only mar my record with a victory so small."
"But, assuming that you had reason to kill him—"
"What reason could there be? He belonged to no recognized gens, he had issued no challenges, he was of stature insufficient to drag the sand of the arena."
Pascoglu spoke querulously. “But if he had done you an injury—"
Magnus Ridolph interjected a question. “For the sake of argument, let us assume that Mr. Bonfils had flung white paint on the front of your house."
In great strides Diasporus was beside Magnus Ridolph, the feral bony face peering down. “What is this, what has he done?"
"He has done nothing. He is dead. I ask the question merely for the enlightenment of Mr. Pascoglu."
"Ah! I understand. I would have such a cur poisoned. Evidently Bonfils had committed no such solecism, for I understand that he died decently, through a weapon of prestige."
Pascoglu turned his eyes to the ceiling, held out his hands. “Thank you, Mr. Diasporus, thank you for your help."
Diasporus departed; Pascoglu went to the wall-mesh. “Please send Mr. Thorn 199 to the library."
* * * *
They walked in silence. Presently Thorn 199 appeared, a wiry little man with a rather large round head, evidently of a much mutated race. His skin was a waxy yellow; he wore gay garments of blue and orange, with a red collar and rococo red slippers.
Pascoglu had recovered his poise. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Thorn. I am trying to establish—"
Magnus Ridolph said in a thoughtful voice, “Excuse me. May I make a suggestion?"
"Well?” snapped Pascoglu.
"I fear Mr. Thorn is not wearing the clothes he would prefer for so important an inquiry as this. For his own sake he will be the first to wish to change into black and white, with, of course, a black hat."
Thorn 199 darted Magnus Ridolph a glance of enormous hatred.
Pascoglu was puzzled. He glanced from Magnus Ridolph to Thorn 199 and back.
"These garments are adequate,” rasped Thorn 199. “After all, we discuss nothing of consequence."
"Ah, but we do! We inquire into the death of Lester Bonfils."
"Of which I know nothing!"
"Then surely you will have no objection to black and white."
Thorn 199 swung on his heel and left the library.
"What's all this talk about black and white?” demanded Pascoglu.
Magnus Ridolph indicated a strip of film still in the viewer. “This morning I had occasion to review the folkways of the Kolar Peninsula on Duax. The symbology of clothes is especially fascinating. For instance, the blue and orange in which Thorn 199 just now appeared induces a frivolous attitude, a light-hearted disregard for what we Earthmen speak of as ‘fact'. Black and white, however, are the vestments of responsibility and sobriety. When these colors are supplemented by a black hat, the Kolarians are constrained to truth."
Pascoglu nodded in a subdued fashion. “Well, in the meantime, I'll talk to the two priests of Cambyses.” He glanced rather apologetically at Magnus Ridolph. “I hear that they practice human sacrifice on Cambyses; is that right?"
"Perfectly correct,” said Magnus Ridolph.
* * * *
The two priests, Fodor Impliega and Fodor Banzoso, presently appeared, both corpulent and unpleasant-looking, with red flushed faces, full lips, eyes half-submerged in the swelling folds of their cheeks.
Pascoglu assumed his official manner. “I am inquiring into the death of Lester Bonfils. You two were fellow passengers with him aboard the Maulerer Princeps ; you noticed something which might shed some light on his death."
The priests pouted, blinked, shook their heads. “We are not interested in such men as Bonfils."
"You yourselves had no dealings with him?"
The priests stared at Pascoglu, eyes like four knobs of stone.
Pascoglu prompted them. “I understand you wanted to sacrifice one of Bonfils’ paleolithics. Is this true?"
"You do not understand our religion,” said Fodor Impliega in a flat plangent voice. “The great god Camb exists in each one of us, we are all parts of the whole, the whole of the parts."
Fodor Banzoso amplified the statement. “You use the word ‘sacrifice'. This is incorrect. You should say, ‘go to join Camb'. It is like going to the fire for warmth, and the fire becomes warmer the more souls that come to join it."
"I see, I see,” said Pascoglu. “Bonfils refused to give you one of his paleolithics for a sacrifice—"
"Not ‘sacrifice'!"
"—so you became angry, and last night you sacrificed Bonfils himself!"
"May I interrupt?” asked Magnus Ridolph. “I think I may save time for everyone. As you know, Mr. Pascoglu, I spent a certain period this morning in research. I chanced on a description of the Camgian sacrificial rites. In order for the rite to be valid, the victim must kneel, bow his head forward. Two skewers are driven into his ears, and the victim is left in this position, kneeling, face down, in a state of ritual composure. Bonfils was sprawled without regard for any sort of decency. I suggest that Fodor Impliega and Fodor Banzoso are guiltless, at least of this particular crime."
"True, true,” said Fodor Impliega. “Never would we leave a corpse in such disorder."
Pascoglu blew out his cheeks. “Temporarily, that's all."
At this moment Thorn 199 returned, wearing skin-tight black pantaloons, white blouse, a black jacket, a black tricorn hat. He sidled into the library, past the departing priests.
"You need ask but a single question,” said Magnus Ridolph. “What clothes was he wearing at midnight last? What exact clothes?"
"Well?” asked Pascoglu. “What clothes were you wearing?"
"I wore blue and purple."
"Did you kill Lester Bonfils?"
"No."
"Undoubtedly Mr. Thorn 199 is telling the truth,” said Magnus Ridolph. “The Kolarians will perform violent deeds only when wearing gray pantaloons or the combination of green jacket and red hat. I think you may safely eliminate Mr. Thorn 199."
"Very well,” said Pascoglu. “I guess that's all, Mr. Thorn."
Thorn 199 departed, and Pascoglu examined his list with a dispirited attitude. He spoke into the mesh. “Ask Mr. Hercules Starguard to step in."
* * * *
Hercules Starguard was a young man of great physical charm. His hair was a thick crop of flaxen curls, his eyes were blue as sapphires. He wore mustard-colored breeches, a flaring black jacket, swaggering black short-boots. Pascoglu rose from the chair into which he had sank. “Mr. Starguard, we are trying to learn something about the death of Mr. Bonfils."
"Not guilty,” said Hercules Starguard. “I didn't kill the swine."
Pascoglu raised his eyebrows. “You had reason to dislike Mr. Bonfils?"
"Yes, I would say I disliked Mr. Bonfils."
"And what was the cause of this dislike?"
Hercules Starguard looked contemptuously down his nose at Pascoglu. “Really, Mr. Pascoglu, “I can't see how my emotions affect your inquiry."
"Only,” said Pascoglu, “if you were the person who killed Mr. Bonfils."
Starguard shrugged. “I'm not."
"Can you demonstrate this to my satisfaction?"
"Probably not."
Magnus Ridolph leaned forward. “Perhaps I can help Mr. Starguard."
Pascoglu glared at him. “Please, Mr. Ridolph, I don't think Mr. Starguard needs help."
"I only wish to clarify the situation,” said Magnus Ridolph.
"So you clarify me out of all my suspects,” snapped Pascoglu. “Very well, what is it this time?"
"Mr. Starguard is an Earthman, and is subject to the influence of our basic Earth culture. Unlike many men and near-men of the outer worlds, he has been inculcated with the idea that human life is valuable, that he who kills will be punished."
"That doesn't stop murderers,” grunted Pascoglu.
"But it restrains an Earthman from killing in the presence of witnesses."
"Witnesses? The paleolithics? What good are they as witnesses?"
"Possibly none whatever, in a legal sense. But they are important indicators, since the presence of human onlookers would deter an Earthman from murder. For this reason, I believe we may eliminate Mr. Starguard from serious consideration as a suspect."
Pascoglu's jaw dropped. “But—who is left?” He looked at the list. “The Hecatean.” He spoke into the mesh. “Send in Mr...” He frowned. “Send in the Hecatean to us now."
* * * *
"The Hecatean was the sole non-human of the group, although outwardly, he showed great organic similarity to true man. He was tall and stick-legged, with dark brooding eyes in a hard chitin-sheathed white face. His hands were elastic fingerless flaps: here was his most obvious differentiation from humanity. He paused in the doorway, surveying the interior of the room.
"Come in, Mr.—” Pascoglu paused in irritation. “I don't know your name, you have refused to confide it, and I cannot address you properly. Nevertheless, if you will be good enough to enter...
The Hecatean stepped forward. “You men are amusing beasts. Each of you has his private name. I know who I am, why must I label myself? It is a racial idiosyncrasy, the need to fix a sound to each reality."
"We like to know what we're talking about,” said Pascoglu. “That's how we fix objects in our minds, with names."
"And thereby you miss the great intuitions,” said the Hecatean. His voice was solemn and hollow. “But you have called me here to question me about the man labeled Bonfils. He is dead."
"Exactly,” said Pascoglu. “Do you know who killed him?"
"Certainly,” said the Hecatean. “Does not everyone know?"
"No,” said Pascoglu. “Who is it?"
The Hecatean looked around the room, and when he returned to Pascoglu, his eyes were blank as holes into a crypt.
"Evidently I was mistaken. If I knew, the person involved wishes his deed to pass unnoticed, and why should I disoblige him? If I did know, I don't know."
Pascoglu began to sputter, but Magnus Ridolph interceded in a grave voice. “A reasonable attitude."
Pascoglu's cup of wrath boiled over. “I think his attitude is disgraceful! A murder has been committed, this creature claims he knows, and will not tell ... I have a good mind to confine him to his quarters until the patrol ship passes."
"If you do so,” said the Hecatean, “I will discharge the contents of my spore sac into the air. You will presently find your Hub inhabited by a hundred thousand animalcules, and if you injure a single one of them, you will be guilty of the same crime that you are now investigating."
Pascoglu went to the door, flung it aside. “Go! Leave! Take the next ship out of here! I'll never allow you back!"
* * * *
The Hecatean departed without comment. Magnus Ridolph rose to his feet and prepared to follow. Pascoglu held up his hand. “Just a minute, Mr. Ridolph. I need advice. I was hasty, I lost my head."
Magnus Ridolph considered. “Exactly what do you require of me?"
"Find the murderer! Get me out of this mess!"
"These requirements might be contradictory."
Pascoglu sank into a chair, passed a hand over his eyes. “Don't make me out puzzles, Mr. Ridolph."
"Actually, Mr. Pascoglu, you have no need of my services. You have interviewed the suspects, you have at least a cursory acquaintance with the civilizations which have shaped them."
"Yes, yes,” muttered Pascoglu. He brought out the list, stared at it, then looked sidewise at Magnus Ridolph. “Which one? Diasporus? Did he do it?"
Magnus Ridolph pursed his lips doubtfully. “He is a Knight of the Dacca, an amateur gladiator evidently of some reputation. A murder of this sort would shatter his self-respect, his confidence. I put the probability at 1 percent."
"Hmph. What about Fiamella of Thousand Candles? She admits she set out to kill him."
Magnus Ridolph frowned. “I wonder. Death by means of amorous attrition is of course not impossible—but are not Fiamella's motives ambiguous? From what I gather, her reputation was injured by Bonfils’ disinclination, and she thereupon set out to repair her reputation. If she could harass poor Bonfils to his doom by her charm and seductions, she would gain great face. She had everything to lose if he died in any other fashion. Probability: 1 percent."
"Hymph. What of Thorn 199?"
Magnus Ridolph held out his hands. “He was not dressed in his killing clothes. It is as simple as that. Probability: 1 percent."
"Well,” cried Pascoglu, “What of the priests, Banzoso and Impliega? They needed a sacrifice to their god."
Magnus Ridolph shook his head. “The job was a botch. A sacrifice so slipshod would earn them ten thousand years of perdition."
Pascoglu made a half-hearted suggestion. “Suppose they didn't really believe that?"
"Then why trouble at all?” asked Magnus Ridolph. “Probability: 1 percent."
"Well, there's Starguard,” mused Pascoglu, “but you insist he wouldn't commit murder in front of witnesses..."
"It seems highly unlikely,” said Magnus Ridolph. “Of course we could speculate that Bonfils was a charlatan, that the paleolithics were impostors, that Starguard were somehow involved in the deception..."
"Yes,” said Pascoglu eagerly. “I was thinking something like that myself."
"The only drawback to the theory is that it cannot possibly be correct. Bonfils is an anthropologist of wide reputation. I observed the paleolithics, and I believe them to be authentic primitives. They are shy and confused. Civilized men attempting to mimic barbarity unconsciously exaggerate the brutishness of their subject. The barbarian, adapting to the ways of civilization, comports himself to the model set by his preceptor—in this case Bonfils. Observing them at dinner, I was amused by their careful aping of Bonfils’ manners. Then, when we were inspecting the corpse, they were clearly bewildered, subdued, frightened. I could discern no trace of the crafty calculation by which a civilized man would hope to extricate himself from an uncomfortable situation. I think we may assume that Bonfils and his paleolithics were exactly as they represented themselves."
Pascoglu jumped to his feet, paced back and forth. “Then the paleolithics could not have killed Bonfils."
"Probability minuscule. And if we concede their genuineness, we must abandon the idea that Starguard was their accomplice, and we rule him out on the basis of the cultural qualm I mentioned before."
"Well—the Hecatean, then. What of him?"
"He is a more unlikely murderer than all the others,” said Magnus Ridolph. “For three reasons: First, he is non-human, and has no experience with rage and revenge. On Hecate violence is unknown. Secondly, as a non-human, he would have no points of engagement with Bonfils. A leopard does not attack a tree; they are different orders of beings. So with the Hecatean. Thirdly, it would be, physically as well as psychologically, possible for the Hecatean to kill Bonfils. His hands have no fingers; they are flaps of sinew. They could not manipulate a trigger inside a trigger-guard. I think you may dispense with the Hecatean."
"But who there?” cried Pascoglu in desperation.
"Well, there is you, there is I and there—"
* * * *
The door slid back, the bonze in the red cloak looked into the room.
"Come in, come in,” said
Magnus Ridolph with cordiality. “Our business just now complete. We have established that of all the persons here at the Hub, only you would have killed Lester Bonfils, and so now we have no further need for the library."
"What!” cried Pascoglu, staring at the bonze, who made a deprecatory gesture.
"I had hoped,” said the bonze, “that my part in the affair would escape notice."
"You are too modest,” said Magnus Ridolph. “If is only fitting that a man should be known for his good works."
The bonze bowed. “I want no encomiums. I merely do my duty. And if you are truly finished in here, I have a certain amount of study before me."
"By all means. Come, Mr. Pascoglu, we are inconsiderate, keeping the worthy bonze from his meditations.” And Magnus Ridolph drew the stupefied Pan Pascoglu into the corridor.
"Is he—is he the murderer?” asked Pascoglu feebly.
"He killed Lester Bonfils,” said Magnus Ridolph. “That is clear enough."
"But why?"
"Out of the kindness of his heart. Bonfils spoke to me for a moment. He clearly was suffering considerable psychic damage."
"But—he could be cured!” exclaimed Pascoglu indignantly. “It wasn't necessary to kill him to soothe his feelings."
"Not according to our viewpoint,” said Magnus Ridolph. “But you must recall that the bonze is a devout believer in—well, let us call it ‘reincarnation'. He conceived himself performing a happy release for poor tormented Bonfils who came to him for help. He killed him for his own good."
Then entered Pascoglu's office; Pascoglu went to stare out the window. “But what am I to do?” he muttered.
"That,” said Magnus Ridolph, “is where I can not advise you."
"It doesn't seem right to penalize the poor bonze ... It's ridiculous. How could I possibly go about it?"
"The dilemma is real,” agreed Magnus Ridolph.
There was a moment of silence, during which Pascoglu morosely tugged at his mustache. Then Magnus Ridolph said, “Essentially, you wish to protect your clientele from further applications of misplaced philanthropy."
"That's the main thing!” cried Pascoglu. “I could pass off Bonfils’ death—explain it was accidental. I could ship the paleolithics back to their planet..."
"I would likewise separate the bonze from persons showing even the mildest melancholy. For if he is energetic and dedicated, he might well seek to extend the range of his beneficence."
Pascoglu suddenly put his hand to his cheek. He turned wide eyes to Magnus Ridolph. “This morning. I felt pretty low. I was talking to the bonze ... I told him all my troubles. I complained about expense—"
The door slid quietly aside, the bonze peered in, a half-smile on his benign face. “Do I intrude?” he asked as he spied Magnus Ridolph. “I had hoped to find you alone, Mr. Pascoglu."
"I was just going,” said Magnus Ridolph politely. “If you'll excuse me..."
"No, no!” cried Pascoglu.
"Don't go, Mr. Ridolph!"
"Another time will do as well,” said the bonze politely. The door closed behind him.
"Now I feel worse than ever,” Pascoglu moaned.
"Best to conceal it from the bonze,” said Magnus Ridolph.
* * * *
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A PRACTICLE MAN'S GUIDE
First appeared in Space Science Fiction Magazine, August 1957
Ralph Banks, editor of Popular Crafts Monthly, was a short stocky man with a round pink face, a crisp crew-cut, an intensely energetic manner. He wore gabardine suits and bow-ties; he lived in Westchester with a wife, three children, an Irish Setter, a pair of Siamese cats. He was respected by his underlings, liked not quite to the same extent.
The essence of Ralph Banks was practicality—an unerring discrimination between sound and sham, feasible and foolish. The faculty was essential to his job; in its absence he could not have functioned a day. Across his desk flowed a tide of articles, ideas, sketches, photographs, working models, each of which he must evaluate at a glance. Looking at blueprints for houses, garages, barbeque pits, orchidariums, offshore cruisers, sailplanes and catamarans, he saw the completed project, functional or not, as the case might be—a feat which he similarly performed with technical drawings for gasoline turbines, hydraulic rams, amateur telescopes, magnetic clutches, monorail systems and one-man submarines. Given a formula for weed-killer, anti-freeze compound, invisible ink, fine-grain developer, synthetic cattle-fodder, stoneware glaze or rubber-base paint, he could predict its efficacy. At his fingertips were specifications and performance data for Stutz Bear cat, Mercer, S.G.V., Doble and Stanley Steamer; also Bugatti Jaguar, Porsche, Nash-Healey and Pegasco; not to mention Ford Chevrolet, Cadillac, Packard Chrysler Imperial. He could build lawn furniture, hammer copper polish agate, weave Harris tweed repair watches, photograph amoeba, lithograph, dye batik, etch glass, detect forgeries with infra red light, and seriously disable a heavier opponent. True, Bank farmed out much of his work to experts and department editor but responsibility was his. Blunders evoked quiet ridicule from the competitors and sardonic letters from the readers; Banks made few blunders. Twelve years he had ridden the tiger, and in the process had developed a head for his job which amounted to second-sight; by now he was able to relax, enjoy his work, and indulge himself in his hobby, which was the collecting of freakish inventions.
Every morning his secretary sifted the mail, and when Ralph Banks arrived he would find the material arranged by categories. A special large basket was labeled SCREWBALL ALLEY—and here Editor Banks found the rarest gems of his collection.
The morning of Tuesday, October 27, was like any other. Ralph Banks came to his office, hung up his hat and coat, seated himself, hitched up his chair, loosened his belt, put a wintergreen Lifesaver into his mouth. He consulted his appointments: At 10, Seth R. Framus, a highly-placed consultant to the AEC who had agreed to write an article on atomic power-plants. Framus had obtained a special clearance and proposed to hint at some new and rather startling developments —something in the nature of a planned leak. The article would enhance Popular Crafts' prestige, and put a handsome feather in Editor Banks’ cap.
Banks pressed the intercom key.
"Lorraine."
"Yes, Mr. Banks."
"Seth R. Framus is calling this morning at ten. I'll see him as soon as he gets here."
"Very well."
Banks turned to his mail. First he checked SCREWBALL ALLEY. Nothing very much this morning. A perpetual-motion device, but he was tired of these. Replete ... This was better. A timepiece for blind invalids, to be strapped against the temple. Needle pricks notified of the passing quarter-hours, while a small hammer tapped strokes of the hour against the skull ... Next was a plan to irrigate Death Valley by installing cloud-condensing equipment along the ridge of the Panamint Mountains ... Next—a manuscript on pebbled beige paper, entitled, “Behind the Masque: A Practical Man's Guide."
Ralph Banks raised his eyebrows, glanced at the note clipped to the title-page.
* * * *
Dear Sir:
I have learned in the course of a long life that exaggerated modesty brings few rewards. Hence I will put on no face of humility—I will not “pull my punches” as the expression goes. The following document is a tremendous contribution to human knowledge. In fact it knocks the props from under the entire basis of our existence, the foundation of our moral order. The implications—indeed the bald facts—will come as a shock supreme in its devastation to all but a few. You will observe, and I need hardly emphasize, that this is a field not to be pursued lightly! I have therefore prefaced description of techniques with a brief account of my own findings in order to warn any who seek to satisfy a dilettante's curiosity. You will wonder why have chosen your periodical as an outlet for my work. I will be frank. Yours is a practical magazine; you are a practical man—and I submit the following as a practical guide. I may add, that certain other journals, edited by men less able than yourself, have returned my work with polite but obtuse notes.
Yours sincerely,
Angus Mcllwaine, c/o Archives, Smithsonian Institute,
Washington, D.C.
* * * *
An interesting letter, thought Banks. The work of a crack-pot—but it gave off an interesting flavor ... He glanced at the manuscript, thumbed through the pages. Mcllwaine's typography made a pretty show. The margins allowed two inches of pebbled beige space at either side. Passages in red interspersed the black paragraphs, and some of these were underlined in purple ink. Small green stars appeared in the left-hand margin from time to time, indicating further emphasis. The effect was colorful and dramatic.
He turned pages, reading sentences, paragraphs.
* * * *
"I have had serious misgivings (read Banks) but I cannot countenance cowardice or retreat. It is no argument to say that Masquerayne is unrelieved evil. Masquerayne is knowledge and men must never shrink from knowledge. And who knows, it may lead to ultimate good. Fire has done more good than harm for mankind; so have explosives, and so ultimately, we may hope, will atomic energy. Therefore, as Einstein steeled himself against his qualms to write the equation E=mc2, so I will record my findings."
* * * *
Banks grinned. A bona fide crack-pot, straight from the nuthatch. He frowned. “c/o Archives, Smithsonian Institute.” An incongruity ... He read on, skimming down the paragraphs, assimilating a line here, a sentence there.
* * * *
"—a process of looking in, in, still further in; straining, forcing; then at the limits turning, as if in one's tracks, and looking out..."
* * * *
Banks looked up suddenly; the intercom buzzer. He pressed the key.
"Mr. Seth R. Framus is here, Mr. Banks,” came Lorraine's voice.
"Ask him to have a seat, please,” said Banks. “I'll be with him in just one minute."
Lorraine, who had, “Please go right in, Mr. Framus,” formed on her lips, was startled. Mr. Framus himself looked a little surprised; nevertheless he took a seat with good grace, tapping at his knee with a folded newspaper.
Banks returned to the manuscript.
* * * *
"Sometimes it is very quiet (he read) but only when the Ego can dodge behind these viscous milky pillars I have mentioned. It is easily possible to become lost here, in a very mundane manner. What could be more ludicrous, more tragic? A prisoner of self, so to speak!"
* * * *
Banks called through the intercom to Lorraine, “Get me the Smithsonian Institute."
"Yes, Mr. Banks,” said Lorraine, glancing to see if Seth R. Framus had heard. He had, and the tempo at which he tapped his knee with the newspaper increased.
Banks leafed on through the pages.
* * * *
"Naturally this never halted me. I steeled myself; I composed my nerves, my stomach. I continued. And here, as a footnote, may I mention that it is quite possible to come and go, returning with several of the red devices, many of them still warm."
* * * *
The telephone startled Banks. He answered with a trace of irritation: “Yes, Lorraine?"
"The Smithsonian Institute, Mr. Banks."
"Oh ... Hello? I'd like to speak to someone in the Department of Archives. Er—perhaps Mr. McDwaine?"
"Just a minute,” replied a female voice, “I'll give you Mr. Crispin."
Mr. Crispin came on the line; Banks introduced himself. Mr. Crispin inquired how he could be of service.
"I'd like to speak to Mr. McIlwaine,” said Banks.
Crispin asked in a puzzled voice, “McIlwaine? In what department?"
"Archives, I believe."
"That's odd ... Of course we have a number of special projects going on—research teams and the like."
"Could you possibly make a check for me?"
"Well, certainly, Mr. Banks, if it's necessary."
"Will you do that please, and call me back collect? Or perhaps I can just hold the line."
"It'll take five or ten minutes."
"That's perfectly all right.” Banks turned the key on the intercom. “Keep an ear on the line, Lorraine, let me know when Crispin gets back on."
Lorraine glanced sideways at Seth R. Framus, whose mouth was showing taut lines of petulance. “Very well, Mr. Banks."
Seth R. Framus spoke in a polite voice, “What's Mr. Banks got on with Smithsonian, if I may ask?"
Lorraine said helplessly, “I'm really not sure, Mr. Framus ... I guess it's something pretty important; he gave me orders to show you right in."
"Mumph.” Mr. Framus opened his newspaper.
Banks was now skimming the final pages: “And now—the inescapable conclusion. It is very simple; it can be seen that we are all victims of a gruesome joke—"
He turned to the last page: “To demonstrate for yourself—"
Lorraine buzzed him on the intercom. “Mr. Crispin is back on the line; and think Mr. Framus is in a hurry, Mr. Banks."
"I'll be right with Mr. Framus,” said Banks. “Ask him to be good enough to wait just a moment.” He spoke into the telephone: “Hello, Mr. Crispin?"
"I'm sorry, Mr. Banks; we just don't have an Angus Mcllwaine with us."
Banks thoughtfully scratched his head. “There's the possibility he's using a pseudonym."
"In that case, assume that he wishes to preserve his anonymity,” Crispin responded politely.
"Tell me this: suppose I wrote to Angus Mcllwaine, care of Archives, Smithsonian Institute. Who would get the letter?"
Crispin laughed. “No one, Mr. Banks! You'd get it back! Because we just don't have any McIlwaines. Unless, of course, whoever it is has made special arrangements ... Now just a minute; maybe I know your man. That is, if it's really a pseudonym."
"Fine. Will you connect me?"
"Well, Mr. Banks, I think I'd better check first ... Perhaps—Well, after all, perhaps he wants to retain his anonymity."
"Would you be good enough to find if Angus Mcllwaine is his pseudonym; and if so, have him call me collect?"
"Yes. I can do that, Mr. Banks."
"Thank you very much."
Banks hesitated by the intercom. He really should see Mr. Framus ... but there wasn't much left to the manuscript; he might as well skim through it ... McIlwaine, whoever he was, was ripe for the booby-hatch—but he had a flair; a compelling urgent style. Banks had read a little—a very little—of abnormal psychology; he knew that hallucinations generated a frightening reality. Mcllwaine doubtless had a dose of everything in the book ... Well, thought Banks, just for ducks, let's see how he recommends unmasking this “grisly joke on humanity"; let's check the directions for exploring Masquerayne...
* * * *
"To demonstrate the whole shoddy terrible trick is the task of few minutes—simple and certain. If you are daring— let us say, reckless—if you would tear the silken tissue that binds your eyes, do then as I say.
"First, obtain the following: a basin or carafe of clear water; six tumblers; six pins; a steel knitting needle; a four-foot square of dull black cardboard—"
* * * *
Lorraine called in through the intercom. “Mr. Banks, Mr. Framus says—"
"Ask him to wait,” said Banks rapidly. “Take a list, Lorraine. I want a quart of water in a glass jug—six glasses—a steel knitting needle—a sheet of black cardboard; get this from Art, dull, not gloss—a piece of white chalk—a can of ether—"
"Did you say ether, Mr. Banks?"
"Yes, I said ether."
Lorraine made a hasty notation; Banks continued down the list of his needs. “I need some red oil and some yellow oil. Get these from Art too. A dozen new nails; big ones. A bottle of perfume good and strong. And a pound of rice. Got that?"
"A pound of rice, yes sir."
"What in thunder does he want with all that junk?” growled Framus.
"I'm sure I don't know,” said Lorraine a little breathlessly. “Will you excuse me, Mr. Framus? I've got to get this stuff."
She ran out of the room. Framus half-rose to his feet, undecided whether to stay or whether to stalk from the office. He slowly settled back, now slapping his knee with measured resonant blows. Fifteen more minutes!
In the inner office, Banks came to the final sentence.
* * * *
"Following these instructions will take you past the barriers of Sight, Direction, Confusion, and the Fallacy of Pain. You will find twin channels—advisedly I call them arteries—and either one will bring you safely inside the Cordon, and here you can watch the progressions, these events that fill you with disgust at the thought of returning, but from which you recoil in worse disgust."
* * * *
That was all. The finish.
Lorraine came in with the equipment. A boy from the Art Department assisted her.
"Mr. Banks,” said Lorraine, “maybe I shouldn't mention this, but Mr. Framus is acting awful impatient."
"I'll see him in just a minute,” muttered Banks. “One minute.” Lorraine returned to the outer office. Looking over her shoulder on the way out the door, she saw Banks pouring water into each of the glasses.
Fifteen minutes were up. Seth R. Framus rose to his feet. “I'm sorry, Miss— I simply can't wait any longer."
"Mr. Banks said he'd only be a minute, Mr. Framus,” said Loraine anxiously. “I think it's some kind of demonstration..."
Framus said with quiet force, “I'll wait exactly one more minute.” He took his place, and sat gripping the paper.
The minute passed.
"There's a funny smell in here,” said Seth R. Framus.
Lorraine sniffed the air, and looked embarrassed. “It must be something on the wind—from the river..."
"What's that noise?” asked Framus, staring at Banks’ door.
"I don't know,” said Lorraine. “It doesn't sound like Mr. Banks."
"Whatever it is,” said Framus, “I can't wait.” He clapped his lat on his head. “Mr. Banks can call me when he's free."
He left the office.
Lorraine sat listening to the sounds from Banks’ office: a gurgling of water, mingled with a hissing, frying sound. Then came Banks’ voice, subdued and muffled; then a vague roaring sound, as if someone momentarily had opened the door into the engine room of a ship.
Then a murmur, then quiet. The telephone rang. “Mr. Banks’ office,” said Lorraine.
Mr. Crispin spoke. “Hello, Please put Mr. Banks on the line. I've got the man he was looking for."
Lorraine buzzed Mr. Banks. “Hello, Mr. Banks?” a voice from Crispin's end, the deepest, most melancholy voice Lorraine had ever heard.
"He's not on the line yet,” said Lorraine.
"Tell him it's Angus Mcllwaine Hunter speaking."
"I will, Mr. Hunter, as soon as he comes on.” She buzzed again. “He doesn't answer ... I guess he's stepped out for a minute."
"Well, it's not too important. I wonder if he's read my manuscript."
"I believe so, Mr. Hunter. He seemed fascinated with it."
"Good. Will you tell him that the last two pages will be along tomorrow? I foolishly omitted them, and they're very important to the article—crucial, if I may say so ... In the nature of an antidote..."
"I'll tell him, Mr. Hunter."
"Thank you very much.” Lorraine once more buzzed Mr. Banks’ office, then went to the door, knocked, looked in. The stuff Mr. Banks had ordered was scattered around in an awful mess. Mr. Banks was gone. Probably stepped out for a cup of coffee.
Lorraine went back to her desk, and sat waiting for Mr. Banks to return. After awhile she brought out a file and began to work on her nails.
* * * *
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THE MEN RETURN
First publication in Infinity Science Fiction, July 1957
The relict came furtively down the crag, a shambling gaunt creature with tortured eyes. He moved in a series of quick dashes, using panels of dark air for concealment, running behind each passing shadow, at times crawling on all fours, head low to the ground. Arriving at the final low outcrop of rock, he halted and peered across the plain.
Far away rose low hills, blurring into the sky, which was mottled and sallow like poor milk-glass. The intervening plain spread like rotten velvet, black-green and wrinkled, streaked with ocher and rust. A fountain of liquid rock jetted high in the air, branched out into black coral. In the middle distance a family of gray objects evolved with a sense of purposeful destiny: spheres melted into pyramids, became domes, tufts of white spires, sky-piercing poles; then, as a final tour de force, tesseracts.
The Relict cared nothing for this; he needed food and out on the plain were plants. They would suffice in lieu of anything better. They grew in the ground, or sometimes on a floating lump of water, or surrounding a core of hard black gas. There were dank black flaps of leaf, clumps of haggard thorn, pale green bulbs, stalks with leaves and contorted flowers. There were no recognizable species, and the Relict had no means of knowing if the leaves and tendrils he had eaten yesterday would poison him today.
He tested the surface of the plain with his foot. The glassy surface (though it likewise seemed a construction of red and gray-green pyramids) accepted his weight, then suddenly sucked at his leg. In a frenzy he tore himself free, jumped back, squatted on the temporarily solid rock.
Hunger rasped at his stomach. He must eat. He contemplated the plain. Not too far away a pair of Organisms played—sliding, diving, dancing, striking flamboyant poses. Should they approach he would try to kill one of them. They resembled men, and so should make a good meal.
He waited. A long time? A short time? It might have been either; duration had neither quantitative nor qualitative reality. The sun had vanished, and there was no standard cycle or recurrence. Time was a word blank of meaning.
* * * *
Matters had not always been so. The Relict retained a few tattered recollections of the old days, before system and logic had been rendered obsolete. Man had dominated Earth by virtue of a single assumption: that an effect could be traced to a cause, itself the effect of a previous cause.
Manipulation of this basic law yielded rich results; there seemed no need for any other tool or instrumentality. Man congratulated himself on his generalized structure. He could live on desert, on plain or ice, in forest or in city; Nature had not shaped him to a special environment.
He was unaware of his vulnerability. Logic was the special environment; the brain was the special tool.
Then came the terrible hour when Earth swam into a pocket of non-causality, and all the ordered tensions of cause-effect dissolved. The special tool was useless; it had no purchase on reality. From the two billions of men, only a few survived—the mad. They were now the Organisms, lords of the era, their discords so exactly equivalent to the vagaries of the land as to constitute a peculiar wild wisdom. Or perhaps the disorganized matter of the world, loose from the old organization, was peculiarly sensitive to psycho-kinesis.
A handful of others, the Relicts, managed to exist, but only through a delicate set of circumstances. They were the ones most strongly charged with the old causal dynamic. It persisted sufficiently to control the metabolism of their bodies, but could extend no further. They were fast dying out, for sanity provided no leverage against the environment. Sometimes their own minds sputtered and jangled, and they would go raving and leaping out across the plain.
The Organisms observed with neither surprise nor curiosity; how could surprise exist? The mad Relict might pause by an Organism, and try to duplicate the creature's existence. The Organism ate a mouthful of plant; so did the Relict. The Organism rubbed his feet with crushed water; so did the Relict. Presently the Relict would die of poison or rent bowels or skin lesions, while the Organism relaxed in the dank black grass. Or the Organism might seek to eat the Relict; and the Relict would run off in terror, unable to abide any part of the world—running, bounding, breasting the thick air; eyes wide, mouth open, calling and gasping until finally he foundered in a pool of black iron or blundered into a vacuum pocket, to bat around like a fly in a bottle.
The Relicts now numbered very few. Finn, he who crouched on the rock overlooking the plain, lived with four others. Two of these were old men and soon would die. Finn likewise would die unless he found food.
* * * *
Out on the plain one of the Organisms, Alpha, sat down, caught a handful of air, a globe of blue liquid, a rock, kneaded them together, pulled the mixture like taffy, gave it a great heave. It uncoiled from his hand like rope. The Relict crouched low. No telling what deviltry would occur to the creature. He and all the rest of them—unpredictable! The Relict valued their flesh as food; but they also would eat him if opportunity offered. In the competition he was at a great disadvantage. Their random acts baffled him. If, seeking to escape, he ran, the worst terror would begin. The direction he set his face was seldom the direction the varying frictions of the ground let him move. But the Organisms were as random and uncommitted as the environment, and the double set of vagaries sometimes compounded, sometimes canceled each other. In the latter case the Organisms might catch him....
It was inexplicable. But then, what was not? The word “explanation” had no meaning.
They were moving toward him; had they seen him? He flattened himself against the sullen yellow rock.
The two Organisms paused not far away. He could hear their sounds, and crouched, sick from conflicting pangs of hunger and fear.
Alpha sank to his knees, lay flat on his back, arms and legs flung out at random, addressing the sky in a series of musical cries, sibilants, guttural groans. It was a personal language he had only now improvised, but Beta understood him well.
"A vision,” cried Alpha. “I see past the sky. I see knots, spinning circles. They tighten into hard points; they will never come undone."
Beta perched on a pyramid, glanced over his shoulder at the mottled sky.
"An intuition,” chanted Alpha, “a picture out of the other time. It is hard, merciless, inflexible."
Beta poised on the pyramid, dove through the glassy surface, swam under Alpha, emerged, lay flat beside him.
"Observe the Relict on the hillside. In his blood is the whole of the old race—the narrow men with minds like cracks. He has exuded the intuition. Clumsy thing—a blunderer,” said Alpha.
"They are all dead, all of them,” said Beta. “Although three or four remain.” (When past, present and future are no more than ideas left over from another era, like boats on a dry lake—then the completion of a process can never be defined.)
Alpha said, “This is the vision. I see the Relicts swarming the Earth; then whisking off to nowhere, like gnats in the wind. This is behind us."
The Organisms lay quiet, considering the vision.
A rock, or perhaps a meteor, fell from the sky, struck into the surface of the pond. It left a circular hole which slowly closed. From another part of the pool a gout of fluid splashed into the air, floated away.
Alpha spoke: “Again—the intuition comes strong! There will be lights in the sky."
The fever died in him. He hooked a finger into the air, hoisted himself to his feet.
Beta lay quiet. Slugs, ants, flies, beetles were crawling on him, boring, breeding. Alpha knew that Beta could arise, shake off the insects, stride off. But Beta seemed to prefer passivity. That was well enough. He could produce another Beta should he choose, or a dozen of him. Sometimes the world swarmed with Organisms, all sorts, all colors, tall as steeples, short and squat as flower-pots.
"I feel a lack,” said Alpha. “I will eat the Relict.” He set forth, and sheer chance brought him near to the ledge of yellow rock. Finn the Relict sprang to his feet in panic.
* * * *
Alpha tried to communicate, so that Finn might pause while Alpha ate. But Finn had no grasp for the many-valued overtones of Alpha's voice. He seized a rock, hurled it at Alpha. The rock puffed into a cloud of dust, blew back into the Relict's face.
Alpha moved closer, extended his long arms. The Relict kicked. His feet went out from under him, and he slid out on the plain. Alpha ambled complacently behind him. Finn began to crawl away. Alpha moved off to the right—one direction was as good as another. He collided with Beta, and began to eat Beta instead of the Relict. The Relict hesitated; then approached and, joining Alpha, pushed chunks of pink flesh into his mouth.
Alpha said to the Relict, “I was about to communicate an intuition to him whom we dine upon. I will speak to you."
Finn could not understand Alpha's personal language. He ate as rapidly as possible.
Alpha spoke on. “There will be lights in the sky. The great lights."
Finn rose to his feet and, warily watching Alpha, seized Beta's legs, began to pull him toward the hill. Alpha watched with quizzical unconcern.
It was hard work for the spindly Relict. Sometimes Beta floated; sometimes he wafted off on the air; sometimes he adhered to the terrain. At last he sank into a knob of granite which froze around him. Finn tried to jerk Beta loose, and then to pry him up with a stick, without success.
He ran back and forth in an agony of indecision. Beta began to collapse, wither, like a jellyfish on hot sand. The Relict abandoned the hulk. Too late, too late! Food going to waste! The world was a hideous place of frustration!
* * * *
Temporarily his belly was full. He started back up the crag, and presently found the camp, where the four other Relicts waited—two ancient males, two females. The females, Gisa and Reak, like Finn, had been out foraging. Gisa had brought in a slab of lichen; Reak a bit of nameless carrion.
The old men, Boad and Tagart, sat quietly waiting either for food or for death.
The women greeted Finn sullenly. “Where is the food you went forth to find?"
"I had a whole carcass,” said Finn. “I could not carry it."
Boad had slyly stolen the slab of lichen and was cramming it into his mouth. It came alive, quivered and exuded a red ichor which was poison, and the old man died.
"Now there is food,” said Finn. “Let us eat."
But the poison created a putrescence; the body seethed with blue foam, flowed away of its own energy.
The women turned to look at the other old man, who said in a quavering voice, “Eat me if you must—but why not choose Reak, who is younger than I?"
Reak, the younger of the women, gnawing on the bit of carrion, made no reply.
Finn said hollowly, “Why do we worry ourselves? Food is ever more difficult, and we are the last of all men."
"No, no,” spoke Reak. “Not the last. We saw others on the green mound."
"That was long ago,” said Gisa. “Now they are surely dead."
"Perhaps they have found a source of food,” suggested Reak.
Finn rose to his feet, looked across the plain. “Who knows? Perhaps there is a more pleasant land beyond the horizon."
"There is nothing anywhere but waste and evil creatures,” snapped Gisa.
"What could be worse than here?” Finn argued calmly. No one could find grounds for disagreement.
"Here is what I propose,” said Finn. “Notice this tall peak. Notice the layers of hard air. They bump into the peak, they bounce off, they float in and out and disappear past the edge of sight. Let us all climb this peak, and when a sufficiently large bank of air passes, we will throw ourselves on top, and allow it to carry us to the beautiful legions which may exist just out of sight."
There was argument. The old man Tagart protested his feebleness; the women derided the possibility of the bountiful regions Finn envisioned, but presently, grumbling and arguing, they began to clamber up the pinnacle.
* * * *
It took a long time; the obsidian was soft as jelly, and Tagart several times professed himself at the limit of his endurance. But still they climbed, and at last reached the pinnacle. There was barely room to stand. They could see in all directions, far out over the landscape, till vision was lost in the watery gray.
The women bickered and pointed in various directions, but there was small sign of happier territory. In one direction blue-green hills shivered like bladders full of oil. In another direction lay a streak of black—a gorge or a lake of clay. In another direction were blue-green hills—the same they had seen in the first direction; somehow there had been a shift. Below was the plain, gleaming like an iridescent beetle, here and there pocked with black velvet spots, overgrown with questionable vegetation.
They saw Organisms, a dozen shapes loitering by ponds, munching vegetable pods or small rocks or insects. There came Alpha. He moved slowly, still awed by his vision, ignoring the other Organisms. Their play went on, but presently they stood quiet, sharing the oppression.
On the obsidian peak, Finn caught hold of a passing filament of air, drew it in. “Now—all on, and we sail away to the Land of Plenty."
"No,” protested Gisa, “there is no room, and who knows if it will fly in the right direction?"
"Where is the right direction?” asked Finn. “Does anyone know?"
No one knew, but the women still refused to climb aboard the filament. Finn turned to Tagart. “Here, old one, show these women how it is; climb on!"
"No, no,” he cried. “I fear the air; this is not for me."
"Climb on, old man, then we follow."
Wheezing and fearful, clenching his hands deep into the spongy mass, Tagart pulled himself out onto the air, spindly shanks hanging over into nothing. “Now,” spoke Finn, “who next?"
The women still refused. “You go then, yourself,” cried Gisa.
"And leave you, my last guarantee against hunger? Aboard now!"
"No. The air is too small; let the old one go and we will follow on a larger."
"Very well.” Finn released his grip. The air floated off over the plain, Tagart straddling and clutching for dear life.
They watched him curiously. “Observe,” said Finn, “how fast and easily moves the air. Above the Organisms, over all the slime and uncertainty."
But the air itself was uncertain, and the old man's raft dissolved. Clutching at the departing wisps, Tagart sought to hold his cushion together. It fled from under him, and he fell.
* * * *
On the peak the three watched the spindly shape flap and twist on its way to earth far below.
"Now,” Reak exclaimed vexatiously, “we even have no more meat."
"None,” said Gisa, “except the visionary Finn himself."
They surveyed Finn. Together they would more than outmatch him.
"Careful,” cried Finn. “I am the last of the Men. You are my women, subject to my orders."
They ignored him, muttering to each other, looking at him from the side of their faces. “Careful!” cried Finn. “I will throw you both from this peak."
"That is what we plan for you,” said Gisa.
They advanced with sinister caution.
"Stop! I am the last Man!"
"We are better off without you."
"One moment! Look at the Organisms!"
The women looked. The Organisms stood in a knot, staring at the sky.
"Look at the sky!"
The women looked; the frosted glass was cracking, breaking, curling aside.
"The blue! The blue sky of old times!"
A terribly bright light burnt down, seared their eyes. The rays warmed their naked backs.
"The sun,” they said in awed voices. “The sun has come back to Earth."
The shrouded sky was gone; the sun rode proud and bright in a sea of blue. The ground below churned, cracked, heaved, solidified. They felt the obsidian harden under their feet; its color shifted to glossy black. The Earth, the sun, the galaxy, had departed the region of freedom; the other time with its restrictions and logic was once more with them.
"This is Old Earth,” cried Finn. “We are Men of Old Earth! The land is once again ours!"
"And what of the Organisms?"
"If this is the Earth of old, then let the Organisms beware!"
The Organisms stood on a low rise of ground beside a runnel of water that was rapidly becoming a river flowing out onto the plain.
Alpha cried, “Here is my intuition! It is exactly as I knew. The freedom is gone; the tightness, the constriction are back!"
"How will we defeat it?” asked another Organism.
"Easily,” said a third. “Each must fight a part of the battle. I plan to hurl myself at the sun, and blot it from existence.” And he crouched, threw himself into the air. He fell on his back and broke his neck.
"The fault,” said Alpha, “is in the air; because the air surrounds all things."
Six Organisms ran off in search of air and, stumbling into the river, drowned.
"In any event,” said Alpha, “I am hungry.” He looked around for suitable food. He seized an insect which stung him. He dropped it. “My hunger remains."
He spied Finn and the two women descending from the crag. “I will eat one of the Relicts,” he said. “Come, let us all eat."
Three of them started off—as usual in random directions. By chance Alpha came face to face with Finn. He prepared to eat, but Finn picked up a rock. The rock remained a rock, hard, sharp, heavy. Finn swung it down, taking joy in the inertia. Alpha died with a crushed skull. One of the other Organisms attempted to step across a crevasse twenty feet wide and disappeared into it; the other sat down, swallowed rocks to assuage his hunger, and presently went into convulsions.
Finn pointed here and there around the fresh new land. “In that quarter, the new city, like that of the legends. Over here the farms, the cattle."
"We have none of these,” protested. Gisa.
"No,” said Finn. “Not now. But once more the sun rises and sets, once more rock has weight and air has none. Once more water falls as rain and flows to the sea.” He stepped forward over the fallen Organism. “Let us make plans."
* * * *
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A few minutes before noon the sun took a lurch south and set.
Sister Mary tore the solar helmet from her fair head and threw it at the settee—a display that surprised and troubled her husband, Brother Raymond.
He clasped her quivering shoulders. “Now, dear, easy does it. A blow-up can't help us at all."
Tears were rolling down Sister Mary's cheeks. “As soon as we start from the house the sun drops out of sight! It happens every time!"
"Well—we know what patience is. There'll be another soon."
"It may be an hour! Or ten hours! And we've got our jobs to do!"
Brother Raymond went to the window, pulled aside the starched lace curtains, peered into the dusk. “We could start now, and get up the hill before night."
"'Night?'” cried Sister Mary. “What do you call this?” Brother Raymond said stiffly, “I mean night by the Clock. Real night."
"The Clock.... “Sister Mary sighed, sank into a chair. “If it weren't for the Clock we'd all be lunatics."
Brother Raymond, at the window, looked up toward Salvation Bluff, where the great clock bulked unseen. Mary joined him; they stood gazing through the dark. Presently Mary sighed. “I'm sorry, dear. But I get so upset."
Raymond patted her shoulder. “It's no joke living on Glory."
Mary shook her head decisively. “I shouldn't let myself go. There's the Colony to think of. Pioneers can't be weaklings."
They stood close, drawing comfort from each other.
"Look!” said Raymond. He pointed. “A fire, and up in Old Fleetville!"
In perplexity they watched the far spark.
"They're all supposed to be down in New Town,” muttered Sister Mary. “Unless it's some kind of ceremony.... The salt we gave them..."
Raymond, smiling sourly, spoke a fundamental postulate of life on Glory. “You can't tell anything about the Flits. They're liable to do most anything."
Mary uttered a truth even more fundamental. "Anything is liable to do anything."
"The Flits most liable of all.... They've even taken to dying without our comfort and help!"
"We've done our best,” said Mary. “It's not our fault!"—almost as if she feared that it was.
"No one could possibly blame us."
"Except the Inspector.... The Flits were thriving before the Colony came."
"We haven't bothered them; we haven't encroached, or molested, or interfered. In fact we've knocked ourselves out to help them. And for thanks they tear down our fences and break open the canal and throw mud on our fresh paint!"
Sister Mary said in a low voice, “Sometimes I hate the Flits.... Sometimes I hate Glory. Sometimes I hate the whole Colony."
Brother Raymond drew her close, patted the fair hair that she kept in a neat bun. “You'll feel better when one of the suns comes up. Shall we start?"
"It's dark,” said Mary dubiously. “Glory is bad enough in the daytime."
Raymond shot his jaw forward, glanced up toward the Clock. “It is daytime. The Clock says it's daytime. That's Reality; we've got to cling to it! It's our link with truth and sanity!"
"Very well,” said Mary, “we'll go."
Raymond kissed her cheek. “You're very brave, dear. You're a credit to the Colony."
Mary shook her head. “No, dear. I'm no better or braver than any of the others. We came out here to found homes and live the Truth. We knew there'd be hard work. So much depends on everybody; there's no room for weakness."
Raymond kissed her again, although she laughingly protested and turned her head. “I still think you're brave—and very sweet."
"Get the light,” said Mary. “Get several lights. One never knows how long these—these insufferable darknesses will last."
They set off up the road, walking because in the Colony private power vehicles were considered a social evil. Ahead, unseen in the darkness, rose the Grand Montagne, the preserve of the Flits. They could feel the harsh bulk of the crags, just as behind them they could feel the neat fields, the fences, the roads of the Colony. They crossed the canal, which led the meandering river into a mesh of irrigation ditches. Raymond shone his light into the concrete bed. They stood looking in a silence more eloquent than curses.
"It's dry! They've broken the banks again."
"Why?” asked Mary. "Why? They don't use the river water!"
Raymond shrugged. “I guess they just don't like canals. Well,” he sighed, “all we can do is the best we know how."
The road wound back and forth up the slope. They passed the lichen-covered hulk of a star-ship which five hundred years ago had crashed on Glory. “It seems impossible,” said Mary. “The Flits were once men and women just like us."
"Not like us, dear,” Raymond corrected gently.
Sister Mary shuddered. “The Flits and their goats! Sometimes it's hard to tell them apart."
A few minutes later Raymond fell into a mudhole, a bed of slime, with enough water-seep to make it sucking and dangerous. Floundering, panting, with Mary's desperate help, he regained solid ground, and stood shivering—angry, cold, wet.
"That blasted thing wasn't there yesterday!” He scraped slime from his face, his clothes. “It's these miserable things that makes life so trying."
"We'll get the better of it, dear.” And she said fiercely: “We'll fight it, subdue it! Somehow we'll bring order to Glory!"
While they debated whether or not to proceed, Red Robundus belled up over the northwest horizon, and they were able to take stock of the situation. Brother Raymond's khaki puttees and his white shirt of course were filthy. Sister Mary's outfit was hardly cleaner.
Raymond said dejectedly, “I ought to go back to the bungalow for a change."
"Raymond—do we have time?"
"I'll look a fool going up to the Flits like this."
"They'll never notice."
"How can they help?” snapped Raymond.
"We haven't time,” said Mary decisively. “The Inspector's due any day, and the Flits are dying like flies. They'll say it's our fault—and that's the end of Gospel Colony.” After a pause she said carefully, “Not that we wouldn't help the Flits in any event."
"I still think I'd make a better impression in clean clothes,” said Raymond dubiously.
"Pooh! A fig they care for clean clothes, the ridiculous way they scamper around."
"I suppose you're right."
A small yellow-green sun appeared over the southwest horizon. “Here comes Urban.... If it isn't dark as pitch we get three or four suns at once!"
"Sunlight makes the crops grow,” Mary told him sweetly.
They climbed half an hour, then, stopping to catch their breath, turned to look across the valley to the colony they loved so well. Seventy-two thousand souls on a checker-board green plain, rows of neat white houses, painted and scrubbed, with snowy curtains behind glistening glass; lawns and flower gardens full of tulips; vegetable gardens full of cabbages, kale and squash.
Raymond looked up at the sky. “It's going to rain."
Mary asked, “How do you know?"
"Remember the drenching we had last time Urban and Robundus were both in the west?"
Mary shook her head. “That doesn't mean anything."
"Something's got to mean something. That's the law of our universe—the basis for all our thinking!"
A gust of wind howled down from the ridges, carrying great curls and feathers of dust. They swirled with complicated colors, films, shades, in the opposing lights of yellow-green Urban and Red Robundus.
"There's your rain,” shouted Mary over the roar of the wind. Raymond pressed on up the road. Presently the wind died.
Mary said, “I believe in rain or anything else on Glory when I see it."
"We don't have enough facts,” insisted Raymond. “There's nothing magic in unpredictability."
"It's just—unpredictable.” She looked back along the face of the Grand Montagne. “Thank God for the Clock—something that's dependable."
The road wandered up the hill, through stands of horny spite, banks of gray scrub and purple thorn. Sometimes there was no road; then they had to cast ahead like surveyors; sometimes the road stopped at a bank or at a blank wall, continuing on a level ten feet above or below. These were minor inconveniences which they overcame as a matter of course. Only when Robundus drifted south and Urban ducked north did they become anxious.
"It wouldn't be conceivable that a sun should set at seven in the evening,” said Mary. “That would be too normal, too matter-of-fact."
At seven-fifteen both suns set. There would be ten minutes of magnificent sunset, another fifteen minutes of twilight, then night of indeterminate extent.
They missed the sunset because of an earthquake. A tumble of stones came pelting across the road; they took refuge under a jut of granite while boulders clattered into the road and spun on down the mountainside.
The shower of rocks passed, except for pebbles bouncing down as an afterthought. “Is that all?” Mary asked in a husky whisper.
"Sounds like it."
"I'm thirsty."
Raymond handed her the canteen; she drank.
"How much farther to Fleetville?"
"Old Fleetville or New Town?"
"I don't care,” she said wearily. “Either one."
Raymond hesitated. “As a matter of fact, I don't know the distance to either."
"Well, we can't stay here all night."
"It's day coming up,” said Raymond as the white dwarf Maude began to silver the sky to the northeast.
"It's night,” Mary declared in quiet desperation. “The Clock says it's night; I don't care if every sun in the galaxy is shining, including Home Sun. As long as the Clock says it's night, it's night!"
"We can see the road anyway.... New Town is just over this ridge; I recognize that big spile. It was here last time I came."
Of the two, Raymond was the more surprised to find New Town where he placed it. They trudged into the village. “Things are awful quiet."
There were three dozen huts, built of concrete and good clear glass, each with filtered water, a shower, wash-tub and toilet. To suit Flit prejudices the roofs were thatched with thorn, and there were no interior partitions. The huts were all empty.
Mary looked into a hut. “Mmmph—horrid!” She puckered her nose at Raymond. “The smell!"
The windows of the second hut were innocent of glass. Raymond's face was grim and angry. “I packed that glass up here on my blistered back! And that's how they thank us."
"I don't care whether they thank us or not,” said Mary. “I'm worried about the Inspector. He'll blame us for—” she gestured— “this filth. After all it's supposed to be our responsibility."
Seething with indignation Raymond surveyed the village. He recalled the day New Town had been completed—a model village, thirty-six spotless huts, hardly inferior to the bungalows of the Colony. Arch-Deacon Burnette had voiced the blessing; the volunteer workers knelt to pray in the central compound. Fifty or sixty Flits had come down from the ridges to watch—a wide-eyed ragged bunch: the men all gristle and unkempt hair; the women sly, plump and disposed to promiscuity, or so the colonists believed.
After the invocation Arch-Deacon Burnette had presented the chief of the tribe a large key of gilded plywood. “In your custody, Chief—the future and welfare of your people! Guard it—cherish it!"
The chief stood almost seven feet tall; he was lean as a pike, his profile cut in and out, sharp and hard as a turtle's. He wore greasy black rags and carried a long staff, upholstered with goat-hide. Alone in the tribe he spoke the language of the colonists, with a good accent that always came as a shock. “They are no concern of mine,” he said in a casual, hoarse voice. “They do as they like. That's the best way."
Arch-Deacon Burnette had encountered this attitude before. A large-minded man, he felt no indignation, but rather sought to argue away what he considered an irrational attitude. “Don't you want to be civilized? Don't you want to worship God, to live clean, healthy lives?"
"No."
The Arch-Deacon grinned. “Well, we'll help anyway, as much as we can. We can teach you to read, to cipher; we can cure your disease. Of course you must keep clean and you must adopt regular habits—because that's what civilization means."
The chief grunted. “You don't even know how to herd goats."
"We are not missionaries,” Arch-Deacon Burnette continued, “but when you choose to learn the Truth, we'll be ready to help you."
"Mmph-mmph—where do you profit by this?” Arch-Deacon smiled. “We don't. You are fellow-humans; we are bound to help you."
The chief turned, called to the tribe; they fled up the rocks pell-mell, climbing like desperate wraiths, hair waving, goat-skins flapping.
"What's this? What's this?” cried the Arch-Deacon. “Come back here,” he called to the chief, who was on his way to join the tribe.
The chief called down from a crag. “You are all crazy people."
"No, no,” exclaimed the Arch-Deacon, and it was a magnificent scene, stark as a stage-set: the white-haired Arch-Deacon calling up to the wild chief with his wild tribe behind him; a saint commanding satyrs, all in the shifting light of three suns.
Somehow he coaxed the chief back down to New Town. Old Fleetville lay half a mile farther up, in a saddle funnelling all the winds and clouds of the Grand Montagne, until even the goats clung with difficulty to the rocks. It was cold, dank, dreary. The Arch-Deacon hammered home each of Old Fleetville's drawbacks. The chief insisted he preferred it to New Town.
Fifty pounds of salt made the difference, with the Arch-Deacon compromising his principles over the use of bribes. About sixty of the tribe moved into the new huts with an air of amused detachment, as if the Arch-Deacon had asked them to play a foolish game.
The Arch-Deacon called another blessing upon the village; the colonists knelt; the Flits watched curiously from the doors and windows of their new homes. Another twenty or thirty bounded down from the crags with a herd of goats which they quartered in the little chapel. Arch-Deacon Burnette's smile became fixed and painful, but to his credit he did nothing to interfere.
After a while the colonists filed back down into the valley. They had done the best they could, but they were not sure exactly what it was they had done.
Two months later New Town was deserted. Brother Raymond and Sister Mary Dunton walked through the village; and the huts showed dark windows and gaping doorways.
"Where have they gone?” asked Mary in a hushed voice.
"They're all mad,” said Raymond. “Stark staring mad.” He went to the chapel, pushed his head through the door. His knuckles shone suddenly white where they gripped the door frame.
"What's the trouble?” Mary asked anxiously.
Raymond held her back. “Corpses.... There's—ten, twelve, maybe fifteen bodies in there."
"Raymond!” They looked at each other. “How? Why?"
Raymond shook his head. With one mind they turned, looked up the hill toward Old Fleetville.
"I guess it's up to us to find out."
"But this is—is such a nice place,” Mary burst out. “They're—they're beasts! They should love it here!” She turned away, looked out over the valley, so that Raymond wouldn't see her tears. New Town had meant so much to her; with her own hands she had white-washed rocks and laid neat borders around each of the huts. The borders had been kicked askew, and her feelings were hurt. “Let the Flits live as they like, dirty, shiftless creatures. They're irresponsible,” she told Raymond, “just completely irresponsible!"
Raymond nodded. “Let's go on up, Mary; we have our duty."
Mary wiped her eyes. “I suppose they're God's creatures, but I can't see why they should be.” She glanced at Raymond. “And don't tell me about God moving in a mysterious way."
"Okay,” said Raymond. They started to clamber up over the rocks, up toward Old Fleetville. The valley became smaller and smaller below. Maude swung up to the zenith and seemed to hang there.
They paused for breath. Mary mopped her brow. “Am I crazy, or is Maude getting larger?"
Raymond looked. “Maybe it is swelling a little."
"It's either a nova or we're falling into it!"
"I suppose anything could happen in this system,” sighed Raymond. “If there's any regularity in Glory's orbit it's defied analysis."
"We might very easily fall into one of the suns,” said Mary thoughtfully.
Raymond shrugged. “The System's been milling around for quite a few million years. That's our best guarantee."
"Our only guarantee.” She clenched her fists. “If there were only some certainty somewhere—something you could look at and say, this is immutable, this is changeless, this is something you can count on. But there's nothing! It's enough to drive a person crazy!"
Raymond put on a glassy smile. “Don't, dear. The Colony's got too much trouble like that already."
Mary sobered instantly. “Sorry.... I'm sorry, Raymond. Truly."
"It's got me worried,” said Raymond. “I was talking to Director Birch at the Rest Home yesterday."
"How many now?"
"Almost three thousand. More coming in every day.” He sighed. “There's something about Glory that grinds at a person's nerves—no question about it."
Mary took a deep breath, pressed Raymond's hand. “We'll fight it, darling, and beat it! Things will fall into routine; we'll straighten everything out."
Raymond bowed his head. “With the Lord's help."
"There goes Maude,” said Mary. “We'd better get up to Old Fleetville while there's still light."
A few minutes later they met a dozen goats, herded by as many scraggly children. Some wore rags; some wore goatskin clothes; others ran around naked, and the wind blew on their washboard ribs.
On the other side of the trail they met another herd of goats—perhaps a hundred, with one urchin in attendance.
"That's the Flit way,” said Raymond, “twelve kids herd twelve goats and one kid herds a hundred."
"They're surely victims of some mental disease.... Is insanity hereditary?"
"That's a moot point.... I can smell Old Fleetville."
Maude left the sky at an angle which promised a long twilight. With aching legs Raymond and Mary plodded up into the village. Behind came the goats and the children, mingled without discrimination.
Mary said in a disgusted voice, “They leave New Town —pretty, clean New Town—to move up into this filth."
"Don't step on that goat!” Raymond guided her past the gnawed carcass which lay on the trail. Mary bit her lip.
They found the chief sitting on a rock, staring into the air. He greeted them with neither surprise nor pleasure. A group of children were building a pyre of brush and dry spile.
"What's going on?” asked Raymond with forced cheer. “A feast? A dance?"
"Four men, two women. They go crazy, they die. We burn them."
Mary looked at the pyre. “I didn't know you cremated your dead."
"This time we burn them.” He reached out, touched Mary's glossy golden hair. “You be my wife for a while."
Mary stepped back, and said in a quivering voice. “No, thanks. I'm married to Raymond."
"All the time?"
"All the time."
The chief shook his head. “You are crazy. Pretty soon you die."
Raymond said sternly, “Why did you break the canal? Ten times we've fixed it; ten times the Flits come down in the dark and pulled down the banks."
The chief deliberated. “The canal is crazy."
"It's not crazy. It helps irrigate, helps the farmers."
"It goes too much the same."
"You mean, it's straight?"
"Straight? Straight? What word is that?"
"In one line—in one direction."
The chief rocked back and forth. “Look—mountain. Straight?"
"No, of course not."
"Sun—straight?"
"Look here—"
"My leg.” The chief extended his left leg, knobby and covered with hair. “Straight?"
"No,” Raymond. “Your leg is not straight."
"Then why make canal straight? Crazy.” He sat back. The topic was disposed of. “Why do you come?"
"Well,” said Raymond. “Too many Flits die. We want to help you."
"That's all right. It's not me, not you."
"We don't want you to die. Why don't you live in New Town?"
"Flits get crazy, jump off the rocks.” He rose to his feet. “Come along, there's food."
Mastering their repugnance, Raymond and Mary nibbled on bits of grilled goat. Without ceremony, four bodies were tossed into the fire. Some of the Flits began to dance.
Mary nudged Raymond. “You can understand a culture by the pattern of its dances. Watch."
Raymond watched. “I don't see any pattern. Some take a couple hops, sit down; others run in circles; some just flap their arms."
Mary whispered, “They're all crazy. Crazy as sandpipers."
Raymond nodded. “I believe you."
Rain began to fall. Red Robundus burnt the eastern sky but never troubled to come up. The rain became hail. Mary and Raymond went into a hut. Several men and women joined them, and with nothing better to do, noisily began loveplay.
Mary whispered in agony. “They're going to do it right in front of us! They don't have any shame!"
Raymond said grimly, “I'm not going out in that rain. They can do anything they want."
Mary cuffed one of the men who sought to remove her shirt; he jumped back. “Just like dogs!” she gasped.
"No repressions there,” said Raymond apathetically. “Repressions mean psychoses."
"Then I'm psychotic,” sniffed Mary, “because I have repressions!"
"I have too."
The hail stopped; the wind blew the clouds through the notch; the sky was clear. Raymond and Mary left the hut with relief.
The pyre was drenched; four charred bodies lay in the ashes; no one heeded them.
Raymond said thoughtfully, “It's on the tip of my tongue—the verge of my mind..."
"What?"
"The solution to this whole Flit mess."
"Well?"
"It's something like this: The Flits are crazy, irrational, irresponsible."
"Agreed."
"The Inspector's coming. We've got to demonstrate that the Colony poses no threat to the aborigines—the Flits, in this case."
"We can't force the Flits to improve their living standards."
"No. But if we could make them sane; if we could even make a start against their mass psychosis..."
Mary looked rather numb. “It sounds like a terrible job."
Raymond shook his head. “Use rigorous thinking, dear. It's a real problem: a group of aborigines too psychotic to keep themselves alive. But we've got to keep them alive. The solution: remove the psychoses."
"You make it sound sensible, but how in heaven's name shall we begin?"
The chief came spindle-legged down from the rocks, chewing at a bit of goat-intestine. “We've got to begin with the chief,” said Raymond.
"That's like belling the cat."
"Salt,” said Raymond. “He'd skin his grandmother for salt."
Raymond approached the chief, who seemed surprised to find him still in the village. Mary watched from the background.
Raymond argued; the chief looked first shocked, then sullen. Raymond expounded, expostulated. He made his telling point: salt—as much as the chief could carry back up the hill. The chief stared down at Raymond from his seven feet, threw up his hands, walked away, sat down on a rock, chewed at the length of gut.
Raymond rejoined Mary. “He's coming."
* * * *
Director Birch used his heartiest manner toward the chief. “We're honored! It's not often we have visitors so distinguished. We'll have you right in no time!"
The chief had been scratching aimless curves in the ground with his staff. He asked Raymond mildly, “When do I get the salt?"
"Pretty soon now. First you've got to go with Director Birch."
"Come along,” said Director Birch. “We'll have a nice ride."
The chief turned and strode off toward the Grand Montagne. “No, no!” cried Raymond. “Come back here!” The chief lengthened his stride.
Raymond ran forward, tackled the knobby knees. The chief fell like a loose sack of garden tools. Director Birch administered a shot of sedative, and presently the shambling, dull-eyed chief was secure inside the ambulance.
Brother Raymond and Sister Mary watched the ambulance trundle down the road. Thick dust roiled up, hung in the green sunlight. The shadows seemed tinged with bluish-purple.
Mary said in a trembling voice, “I do so hope we're doing the right thing.... The poor chief looked so—pathetic. Like one of his own goats trussed up for slaughter."
Raymond said, “We can only do what we think best, dear."
"But is it the best?"
The ambulance had disappeared; the dust had settled. Over the Grand Montagne lightning flickered from a black-and-green thunderhead. Faro shone like a cat's-eye at the zenith. The Clock—the staunch Clock, the good, sane Clock—said twelve noon.
"The best,” said Mary thoughtfully. “A relative word..."
Raymond said, “If we clear up the Flit psychoses—if we can teach them clean, orderly lives—surely it's for the best.” And he added after a moment, “Certainly it's best for the Colony."
Mary sighed. “I suppose so. But the chief looked so stricken."
"We'll go see him tomorrow,” said Raymond. “Right now, sleep!"
When Raymond and Mary awoke, a pink glow seeped through the drawn shades: Robundus, possibly with Maude. “Look at the clock,” yawned Mary. “Is it day or night?"
Raymond raised up on his elbow. Their clock was built into the wall, a replica of the Clock on Salvation Bluff, and guided by radio pulses from the central movement. “It's six in the afternoon—ten after."
They rose and dressed in their neat puttees and white shirts. They ate in the meticulous kitchenette, then Raymond telephoned the Rest Home.
Director Birch's voice came crisp from the sound box. “God help you, Brother Raymond."
"God help you, Director. How's the chief?"
Director Birch hesitated. “We've had to keep him under sedation. He's got pretty deep-seated troubles."
"Can you help him? It's important."
"All we can do is try. We'll have a go at him tonight."
"Perhaps we'd better be there,” said Mary.
"If you like.... Eight o'clock?"
"Good."
The Rest Home was a long, low building on the outskirts of Glory City. New wings had recently been added; a set of temporary barracks could also be seen to the rear. Director Birch greeted them with a harassed expression.
"We're so pressed for room and time; is this Flit so terribly important?"
Raymond gave him assurance that the chiefs sanity was a matter of grave concern for everyone.
Director Birch threw up his hands. “Colonists are clamoring for therapy. They'll have to wait, I suppose."
Mary asked soberly, “There's still—the trouble?"
"The Home was built with five hundred beds,” said
Director Birch. “We've got thirty-six hundred patients now; not to mention the eighteen hundred colonists we've evacuated back to Earth."
"Surely things are getting better?” asked Raymond. The Colony's over the hump; there's no need for anxiety."
"Anxiety doesn't seem to be the trouble."
"What is the trouble?"
"New environment, I suppose. We're Earth-type people; the surroundings are strange."
"But they're not really!” argued Mary. “We've made this place the exact replica of an Earth community. One of the nicer sort. There are Earth houses and Earth flowers and Earth trees."
"Where is the chief?” asked Brother Raymond.
"Well—right now, in the maximum-security ward."
"Is he violent?"
"Not unfriendly. He just wants to get out. Destructive! I've never seen anything like it!"
"Have you any ideas—even preliminary?"
Director Birch shook his head grimly. “We're still trying to classify him. Look.” He handed Raymond a report. “That's his zone survey."
"Intelligence zero.” Raymond looked up. “I know he's not that stupid."
"You'd hardly think so. It's a vague referent, actually. We can't use the usual tests on him—thematic perception and the like; they're weighted for our own cultural background. But these tests here—” he tapped the report they're basic; we use them on animals—fitting pegs into holes; matching up colors; detecting discordant patterns; threading mazes."
"And the chief?"
Director Birch sadly shook his head. “If it were possible to have a negative score, he'd have it."
"How so?"
"Well, for instance, instead of matching a small round peg into a small round hole, first he broke the star-shaped peg and forced it in sideways, and then he broke the board."
"But why?"
Mary said, “Let's go see him."
"He's safe, isn't he?” Raymond asked Birch.
"Oh, entirely."
The chief was confined in a pleasant room exactly ten feet on a side. He had a white bed, white sheets, gray coverlet. The ceiling was restful green, the floor was quiet gray.
"My!” said Mary brightly, “you've been busy!"
"Yes,” said Director Birch between clenched teeth. “He's been busy."
The bedclothes were shredded, the bed lay on its side in the middle of the room, the walls were befouled. The chief sat on the doubled mattress.
Director Birch said sternly, “Why do you make this mess? It's really not clever, you know!"
"You keep me here,” spat the chief. “I fix the way I like it. In your house you fix the way you like.” He looked at Raymond and Mary. “How much longer?"
"In just a little while,” said Mary. “We're trying to help you."
"Crazy talk, everybody crazy.” The chief was losing his good accent; his words rasped with fricatives and glottals. “Why you bring me here?"
"It'll be just for a day or two,” said Mary soothingly, “then you get salt—lots of it."
"Day—that's while the sun is up."
"No,” said Brother Raymond. “See this thing?” He pointed to the clock in the wall. “When this hand goes around twice—that's a day."
The chief smiled cynically.
"We guide our lives by this,” said Raymond. “It helps us."
"Just like the big Clock on Salvation Bluff,” said Mary.
"Big devil,” the chief said earnestly. “You good people; you all crazy. Come to Fleetville. I help you; lots of good goat. We throw rocks down at Big Devil."
"No,” said Mary quietly, “that would never do. Now you try your best to do what the doctor says. This mess for instance—it's very bad."
The chief took his head in his hands. “You let me go. You keep salt; I go home."
"Come,” said Director Birch kindly, “We won't hurt you.” He looked at the clock. “It's time for your first therapy."
Two orderlies were required to conduct the chief to the laboratory. He was placed in a padded chair, and his arms and legs were constricted so that he might not harm himself. He set up a terrible, hoarse cry. “The Devil, the Big Devil—it comes down to look at my life...."
Director Birch said to the orderly, “Cover over the wall clock; it disturbs the patient."
"Just lie still,” said Mary. “We're trying to help you—you and your whole tribe."
The orderly administered a shot of D-beta hypnidine. The chief relaxed, his eyes open, vacant, his skinny chest heaving.
Director Birch said in a low tone to Mary and Raymond, “He's now entirely suggestible—so be very quiet; don't make a sound."
Mary and Raymond eased themselves into chairs at the side of the room.
"Hello, Chief,” said Director Birch.
"Hello."
"Are you comfortable?"
"Too much shine—too much white."
The orderly dimmed the lights.
"Better?"
"That's better."
"Do you have any troubles?"
"Goats hurt their feet, stay up in the hills. Crazy people down the valley; they won't go away."
"How do you mean ‘crazy?’”
The chief was silent. Director Birch said in a whisper to Mary and Raymond, “By analyzing his concept of sanity we get a clue to his own derangement."
The chief lay quiet. Director Birch said in his soothing voice, “Suppose you tell us about your own life."
The chief spoke readily. “Ah, that's good. I'm chief. I understand all talks; nobody else knows about things."
"A good life, eh?"
"Sure, everything good.” He spoke on, in disjointed phrases, in words sometimes unintelligible, but the picture of his life came clear. “Everything go easy—no bother, no trouble—everything good. When it rain, fire feels good. When suns shine hot, then wind blow, feels good. Lots of goats, everybody eat."
"Don't you have troubles, worries?"
"Sure. Crazy people live in valley. They make town: New Town. No good. Straight—straight—straight. No good. Crazy. That's bad. We get lots of salt, but we leave New Town, run up hill to old place."
"You don't like the people in the valley?"
"They good people, they all crazy. Big Devil bring them to valley. Big Devil watch all time. Pretty soon all go tick-tick-tick—like Big Devil."
Director Birch turned to Raymond and Mary, his face in a puzzled frown. “This isn't going so good. He's too assured, too forthright."
Raymond said guardedly, “Can you cure him?"
"Before I can cure a psychosis,” said Director Birch, “I have to locate it. So far I don't seem to be even warm."
"It's not sane to die off like flies,” whispered Mary. “And that's what the Flits are doing."
The Director returned to the chief. “Why do your people die, Chief? Why do they die in New Town?"
The chief said in a hoarse voice, “They look down. No pretty scenery. Crazy cut-up. No river. Straight water. It hurts the eyes; we open canal, make good river.... Huts all same. Go crazy looking at all same. People go crazy; we kill ‘em."
Director Birch said, “I think that's all we'd better do just now till we study the case a little more closely."
"Yes,” said Brother Raymond in a troubled voice. “We've got to think this over."
They left the Rest Home through the main reception hall. The benches bulged with applicants for admission and their relatives, with custodian officers and persons in their care. Outside the sky was wadded with overcast. Sallow light indicated Urban somewhere in the sky. Rain spattered in the dust, big, syrupy drops.
Brother Raymond and Sister Mary waited for the bus at the curve of the traffic circle.
"There's something wrong,” said Brother Raymond in a bleak voice. “Something very very wrong."
"And I'm not so sure it isn't in us.” Sister Mary looked around the landscape, across the young orchards, up Sarah Gulvin Avenue into the center of Glory City.
"A strange planet is always a battle,” said Brother Raymond. “We've got to bear faith, trust in God—and fight!"
Mary clutched his arm. He turned. “What's the trouble?"
"I saw—or I thought I saw—someone running through the bushes."
Raymond craned his neck. “I don't see anybody."
"I thought it looked like the chief."
"Your imagination, dear."
They boarded the bus, and presently were secure in their white-walled, flower-gardened home.
The communicator sounded. It was Director Birch. His voice was troubled. “I don't want to worry you, but the chief got loose. He's off the premises—where we don't know."
Mary said under her breath, “I knew, I knew!"
Raymond said soberly, “You don't think there's any danger?"
"No. His pattern isn't violent. But I'd lock my door anyway."
"Thanks for calling, Director."
"Not at all, Brother Raymond."
There was a moment's silence. “What now?” asked Mary.
"I'll lock the doors, and then we'll get a good night's sleep."
Sometime in the night Mary woke up with a start. Brother Raymond rolled over on his side. “What's the trouble?"
"I don't know,” said Mary. “What time is it?"
Raymond consulted the wall clock. “Five minutes to one."
Sister Mary lay still.
"Did you hear something?” Raymond asked.
"No. I just had a—twinge. Something's wrong, Raymond!"
He pulled her close, cradled her fair head in the hollow of his neck. “All we can do is our best, dear, and pray that it's God's will."
They fell into a fitful doze, tossing and turning. Raymond got up to go to the bathroom. Outside was night—a dark sky except for a rosy glow at the north horizon. Red Robundus wandered somewhere below.
Raymond shuffled sleepily back to bed.
"What's the time, dear?” came Mary's voice.
Raymond peered at the clock. “Five minutes to one."
He got into bed. Mary's body was rigid. “Did you say —five minutes to one?"
"Why yes,” said Raymond. few seconds later he climbed out of bed, went into the kitchen. “It says five minutes to one in here too. I'll call the Clock and have them send out a pulse."
He went to the communicator, pressed buttons. No response.
"They don't answer."
Mary was at his elbow. “Try again."
Raymond pressed out the number. “That's strange."
"Call Information,” said Mary.
Raymond pressed for Information. Before he could frame a question, a crisp voice said, “The Great Clock is momentarily out of order. Please have patience. The Great Clock is out of order."
Raymond thought he recognized the voice. He punched the visual button. The voice said, “God keep you, Brother Raymond."
"God keep you, Brother Ramsdell ... What in the world has gone wrong?"
"It's one of your proteges, Raymond. One of the Flits—raving mad. He rolled boulders down on the Clock."
"Did he—did he—"
"He started a landslide. We don't have any more Clock."
* * * *
Inspector Coble found no one to meet him at the Glory City space-port. He peered up and down the tarmac; he was alone. A scrap of paper blew across the far end of the field; nothing else moved.
Odd, thought Inspector Coble. A committee had always been on hand to welcome him, with a program that was flattering but rather wearing. First to the Arch-Deacon's bungalow for a banquet, cheerful speeches and progress reports, then services in the central chapel, and finally a punctilious escort to the foot of the Grand Montagne.
Excellent people, by Inspector Coble's lights, but too painfully honest and fanatical to be interesting.
He left instructions with the two men who crewed the official ship, and set off on foot toward Glory City. Red Robundus was high, but sinking toward the east; he looked toward Salvation Bluff to check local time. A clump of smoky lace-veils blocked his view.
Inspector Coble, striding briskly along the road, suddenly jerked to a halt. He raised his head as if testing the air, looked about him in a complete circle. He frowned, moved slowly on.
The colonists had been making changes, he thought. Exactly what and how, he could not instantly determine: The fence there—a section had been torn out. Weeds were prospering in the ditch beside the road. Examining the ditch, he sensed movement in the harp-grass behind, the sound of young voices. Curiosity aroused, Coble jumped the ditch, parted the harp-grass.
A boy and girl of sixteen or so were wading in a shallow pond; the girl held three limp water-flowers, the boy was kissing her. They turned up startled faces; Inspector Coble withdrew.
Back on the road he looked up and down. Where in thunder was everybody? The fields—empty. Nobody working. Inspector Coble shrugged, continued.
He passed the Rest Home, and looked at it curiously. It seemed considerably larger than he remembered it: a pair of wings, some temporary barracks had been added. He noticed that the gravel of the driveway was hardly as neat as it might be. The ambulance drawn up to the side was dusty. The place looked vaguely run down. The inspector for the second time stopped dead in his tracks. Music? From the Rest Home?
He turned down the driveway, approached. The music grew louder. Inspector Coble slowly pushed through the front door. In the reception hall were eight or ten people—they wore bizarre costumes: feathers, fronds of dyed grass, fantastic necklaces of glass and metal. The music sounded loud from the auditorium, a kind of wild jig.
"Inspector!” cried a pretty woman with fair hair. “Inspector Coble! You've arrived!"
Inspector Coble peered into her face. She wore a kind of patchwork jacket sewn with small iron bells. “It's—it's Sister Mary Dunton, isn't it?"
"Of course! You've arrived at a wonderful time! We're having a carnival ball—costumes and everything!"
Brother Raymond clapped the inspector heartily on the back. “Glad to see you, old man! Have some cider—it's the early press."
Inspector Coble backed away. “No, no thanks.” He cleared his throat. “I'll be off on my rounds ... and perhaps drop in on you later."
Inspector Coble proceeded to the Grand Montagne. He noted that a number of the bungalows had been painted bright shades of green, blue, yellow; that fences in many cases had been pulled down, that gardens looked rather rank and wild.
He climbed the road to Old Fleetville, where he interviewed the chief. The Flits apparently were not being exploited, suborned, cheated, sickened, enslaved, forcibly proselyted or systematically irritated. The chief seemed in a good humor.
"I kill the Big Devil,” he told Inspector Coble. “Things go better now."
Inspector Coble planned to slip quietly to the spaceport and depart, but Brother Raymond Dunton hailed him as he passed their bungalow.
"Had your breakfast, Inspector?"
"Dinner, darling!” came Sister Mary's voice from within. “Urban just went down."
"But Maude just came up."
"Bacon and eggs anyway, Inspector!"
The inspector was tired; he smelled hot coffee. “Thanks,” he said, “don't mind if I do."
After the bacon and eggs, over the second cup of coffee, the inspector said cautiously, “You're looking well, you two."
Sister Mary looked especially pretty with her fair hair loose.
"Never felt better,” said Brother Raymond. “It's a matter of rhythm, Inspector."
The inspector blinked. “Rhythm, eh?"
"More precisely,” said Sister Mary, “a lack of rhythm."
"It all started,” said Brother Raymond, “when we lost our Clock."
Inspector Coble gradually pieced out the story. Three weeks later, back at Surge City he put it in his own words to Inspector Keefer.
"They'd been wasting half their energies holding onto—well, call it a false reality. They were all afraid of the new planet. They pretended it was Earth—tried to whip it, beat it, and just plain hypnotize it into being Earth. Naturally they were licked before they started. Glory is about as completely random a world as you could find. The poor devils were trying to impose Earth rhythm and Earth routine upon this magnificent disorder; this monumental chaos!"
"No wonder they all went nuts."
Inspector Coble nodded. “At first, after the Clock went out, they thought they were goners. Committed their souls to God and just about gave up. A couple of days passed, I guess—and to their surprise they found they were still alive. In fact, even enjoying life. Sleeping when it got dark, working when the sun shone."
"Sounds like a good place to retire,” said Inspector Keefer. “How's fishing out there on Glory?"
"Not so good. But the goat-herding is great!"
THE END
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