

  

    
      
    

  




  

    

      VIAGENS STORIES


      By L. Sprague de Camp


       


       


       


      CALORIES


       


      SlNGER took a quick look up and down the street. Few were abroad in the long spring twilight, especially since a light snow had begun and the wind whipped a thin surface-drift over the cobbles. Nothing to hold a footprint yet, so he’d be sweet for a while before the Johns mooched along.


      Hoping the stories of Syechas’s hospitality to fugitives were true, he darted through the door with more agility than one would expect of a man of his bulk. Inside, the sweet smell of nyomnige met his nose. Luckily he didn’t have to worry about letting that drug get him. A difference between the superficially human-looking Krishnans and Earthmen was that instead of giving the latter visions of love, wealth, and other fine things, nyomnige simply made them sick.


      Syechas loomed in the gloom, his shaven skull reflecting feeble yellow lamplight. “Yes?”


      Singer swept off his heavy fur cap, baring his own polished pate. Since coming to Nichnyamadze he had taken up this local custom, because it saved an Earthman a picnic in the form of messing around with green hair-dye.


      “My name is Dinki,” said Singer in stumbling Nichnyami. “They say that you—that you shelter people who wish to be left—uh—severely alone.”


      “They say many things,” said Syechas, bulking immovably before him.


      “I can pay,” said Singer with a smile.


      Syechas raised his antennae. “How much?”


      Singer felt into his surcoat and brought out one of the two platinum candlesticks.


      “Hm,” said Syechas, narrowing heavy-lidded eyes as he held the bauble up to the lamp in the wall-bracket. “This is from the high priest’s palace.” He turned the object so that the jewels threw little sharp beams of light here and there.. “It would be risky to sell.”


      “Still,” said Singer, “it should be worth—let us say—sixty days’ lodging at—at a minimum? In strict—uh—privacy?”


      “Have you another?” said Syechas, looking at Singer’s big gold ring.


      “No,” replied Singer, feeling the other hard against his chest.


      “Then make it forty days’ minimum and I will take you.”


      “Done.”


      “Come then.” Syechas led down the dark corridor. From the rooms on either side came silence or various sounds: -song here, mutterings there. Singer would have liked to have dropped an eave, since Syechas was said to have a finger in every conspiratorial pie in the city of Vyutr. However, he dared not annoy his new landlord by lagging.


      Up a flight of dingy stairs they went; up another; into a room containing an unmade bed and a few crude movables. Syechas took a step-ladder out of the closet and set it up directly under a trapdoor in the ceiling, climbed, and rapped. Then he pushed up the trapdoor, came down, and said: “Up there.”


      Singer climbed. When he put his head through the opening he found it not quite so dark as an attic should be. He climbed the rest of the way and saw why: a table against a partition on which stood a lamp shaded by a piece of board.


      Somebody was breathing.


      Singer whirled, hand on his knife, and hit his head on a rafter. As the stars cleared he saw a man crouching in the gloom with a thing in his hand.


      “Who are you?” said Singer.


      “I might ask the same question.”


      “Stsa!” came Syechas’s heavy voice. “Carve each other not; you’re in like condition. Dinki, I’ll fetch you a pallet. Have you supped?”


      “No,” said Singer.


      “Very well.” Sounds indicated that Syechas was securing the ladder. “Close the trap, and open not save on my knock: two, and again three.”


      “All right now,” said Singer. “As I’m a—a fugitive like yourself, you can put up that thing. What is it, a pistol?” He picked the board off the table, so that the little oil-lamp shone unimpeded.


      He saw a short man with a flat oriental-looking face and shaven head—typical Nichnyami. The man looked younger than Singer. However, you couldn’t tell with Krishnans, who, lacking the benefits of Earthly science, seldom surpassed a century and a half, Earth time. The man held what he now saw to be a cocked crossbow-pistol. He shook out the bolt, let down the string, and said:


      “As you see, no. Where should I get the magic weapons of the Earthmen?” Then after a pause: “Syechas played me foul, putting another in my suite—” (he indicated the attic with a faint smile) “—when I’d paid him for exclusive use. But he has us by the antennae. Whence hail you, stranger? From your accent I’d say not from Nichnyamadze.”


      “You’re right. I—”


      Singer paused, watching the other twirl one finger round his right antenna, and then take that organ of smell between thumb and finger and tug it gently, thrice.


      Singer casually did likewise. This was a high-sign among Earthmen travelling in disguise on the planet Krishna, implying their feelers were false and glued on.


      “Do you speak Portuguese?” said the stranger in that tongue.


      “Sim, senhor” replied Singer in the language of the spaceways. “Enough to get by.”


      “Was your original language by any chance English?”


      Singer’s plump face took on a broad grin as he thrust out a beefy hand. “Good-o! Shike on it, cobber!”


      The other man shook with a steely grip, saying: “Are you English?”


      “D’you tike me for a bleeding Pommy? Hell no, I’m an Austrylian! But ain’t it a hang of a thing to yarn in the good old English language agine?”


      “Sure is,” said the man with a faintly ironical grin for which Singer could see no reason. “What’s your name?”


      “Born Cuthwih Singer, but me pals calls me ‘Dinky.’ Yours?”


      “I’m Earl Okagamut.”


      “The Earl of what?”


      “No; that’s my name. Okagamut. Earl Okagamut.”


      “Oh. How’d you land in this hell-hole?”


      “Studying for a Ph. D.,” said Okagamut.


      “That don’t sound reasonable, now. Explain.”


      “Sure. I’m studying for a degree in xenanthropology, and for my thesis I took Krishnan religious customs. By a little bribery and a lot of damn foolishness I got into the purity ceremony in the Fprochan Temple, disguised as a Kangandite priest.”


      “You are a doer! And they caught you digging the jewel out of the idol’s eye, I suppose?”


      “No; they only worship geometrical abstractions.”


      “I know; I was Yadjye’s butler. Maybe that’s what makes ‘em such wowsers. What happened?”


      “You were Yadjye’s butler? It was old Yadjye himself who caught me. I must have turned right when I should have turned left, or gotten up when I should have prostrated myself, for the first thing I knew the high priest was yelling ‘sacrilege!’ and a hundred minor Kangandites, not being supposed to shed blood, were trying to strangle me with the belt-cords of their robes.”


      “How d’you get out?” cried Singer excitedly.


      “This.” Okagamut whisked out his blade: slightly curved, too long for a knife though rather short for a sword, with a fancy knuckle-guard. “I had to prick a couple, for which my next incarnation will no doubt be in the body of an unha. Luckily I got out before the temple guards were alerted, and came here. How about you?”


      “Oh, nothing much about me,” said Singer with an air of false modesty. “But since you insist, I had a good pozzer at Novorecife and married a bonzer sheila, when who blows in from Earth but another wife I’d forgot about, complete with documents to prove it. Well, you know how it is there—for a Brazzy, Abreu’s the worst wowser I ever seen …”


      “I know,” said Okagamut. “Being scared of his own wife, he won’t stand for liberties on the part of anyone else.”


      “That’s the dinkum oil. I thought it wise to up stick before he put his Johns on me, and ever since then I’ve been a sundowner wandering the face of Krishna and living by what wits I’ve got. By devious methods I wormed my way into the household of His Sacredness High-Priest Yadjye, Archbishop or Chief Rabbi or whatever you call him of the Church of the Divine Space, otherwise the Kangandite Cult, for the Diocese of Nichnyamadze.”


      “As his butler?” asked Okagamut.


      “Well, yes and no. Having once been an undertaker I knew something of forms and ceremonies. Therefore he employed me as a master of protocol, to tell the temple virgins when to bring on the roast and such. Only poor Yadjye can’t eat roast, being head of a religion that disbelieves in meat-eating and any other kind of fun you might mention.”


      “How about the temple virgins? Are they?”


      “They are; or at least they were before I came along. They serve him at table in rotation, you see. Well, there was a tonky little sort starting her training, named Ludey, and we will not bandy a woman’s name except to say that everything was as jolly as could be until she got the idea that I should take her away from it all to see the world. Several worlds, in fact, for in the course of the proceedings she had naturally got on to the fact that I was an Earthman. I explained how I couldn’t get off Krishna unless they changed the law about bigamy, for Novorecife was the only spaceport and Abreu’s troopers would catch me dinkum die if I tried it.


      “But the situation deteriorated, as that bloke Shakespeare said, until she departed with a toss of her lovely head and a threat to tell Uncle Yadjye about the viper in his bosom. Not waiting to argue the toss I shook the dust of the Archepiscopal palace from my boots and—here I am! Now what’ll we do?”


      “Don’t know. How are you fixed for money?”


      “Oh,” said Singer cautiously, “I copped one of Yadjye’s candlesticks and gave it Syechas for board and keep.”


      “Is that all?”


      “It’s all I’m telling about. I didn’t have time to pack me luggage. How about you?”


      “Somewhat the same, except that I had some cash on me. I can’t stay here much longer or I won’t have enough for the kind of escape I’m planning.”


      “What’s your idea?” said Singer eagerly.


      “Well, I don’t know. I’d planned it for one man, and it’ll cost more than I’ve got with two.”


      Singer looked hard at Okagamut. While this man seemed fair dinkum, Singer was not free from prejudices. Finally he made up his mind.


      “Look, cobber, let’s take a chance,” he said, bringing out the other candlestick and his small change and laying them on the floor. “We can trust each other farther than we can Syechas, anyhow. Part up your oscar and we shall see what we can do.”


      Okagamut brought out a money-belt. They counted coins and estimated the value of the candlestick, and were just securing their wealth when five raps on the trapdoor told them Syechas was bringing supper.


      After they had closed the trap again Singer beamed at the tray with honest pleasure. “Meat, by God! After a month of greens I thought I’d never see real tucker again. How does he do it?”


      Okagamut shrugged. “If he can get nyomnige I guess he can bootleg a little meat. Contraband is his business.”


      “Including us,” said Singer. “Look, what’s this escape plan?”


      “Had any polar experience?”


      “Having been a professional tourist guide, I’ve done a little mountaineering. Why?”


      “I thought we might buy a sled and cut across the Psheshuva. I know the President of Olnega.”


      “Hm,” said Singer, not sure he liked the plan. The Psheshuva was a spur to the South Polar Plateau, which extended north a thousand hoda or so, separating the Kingdom of Nichnyamadze from the Republic of Olnega. Singer had never driven a fsyok-sled, and his mountaineering was confined to a few slides down an easy slope on skis. “How will you make arrangements?”


      “Syechas can take care of most of it. Claims he can get us out of Vyutr—for a consideration, of course.”


      “What’s he going to use, a glider? With these winds a big kite could lift us over the wall.”


      “I suspect a tunnel. How much trail can you take?”


      Singer said: “I’ve had a bit of graft in my day, though I’ve lived an easy life lately.” He patted his paunch. “That’ll work off, I dare say.”


      “How about arms?”


      Singer shook his head. “Nothing but me eating-dirk. I never could get the knack of these silly swords. Why, one bomb or gun—”


      “I know, but we’re on Krishna, where they don’t have such things. Maybe it’s just as well, because we’ll have to watch our weight to the last gram.”


      -


      Syechas said: “Myosl will take you through the tunnel. Then you have a three-days’ walk into the mountains. When you reach Dyeniik’s house, you can get your needfuls from there on.”


      Myosl led them, muffled in furs, out Syechas’s back door into the cold night; along a winding path among rubbish-heaps and through fences, and down steps to another door. A lock squealed, and they were in complete darkness.


      Myosl snapped one of those flint-and-steel contraptions and lit a small candle-lamp. The reflector threw a weak beam into a tunnel walled with rough stone down which water dripped from whiskers of mould and moss. Singer had to bend, and the mud sucked at his boots. Every few paces their shabby-looking guide looked back at them.


      Okagamut said softly: “This must run for kilometres.”


      “Right-o. I should think we’d be outside the walls now. I don’t—” Singer paused as Myosl bent another of those looks on him.


      “Go on. I’m sure he can’t understand English.”


      “I was about to say, I don’t trust that joker. Wouldn’t it be a go, now, if after our host back there had got all the brass he could wring out of us, we was to be smeared by a push in these here catacombs and robbed of the rest?”


      They plodded on, their breaths making plumes of vapour in the cold air. The silence was broken only by the drip of water and the squelching of their boots in the mud. The place stank.


      “It’s rising,” said Okagamut.


      The tunnel not only rose, but also made a couple of right-angled turns and ended with a door. Myosl took another look behind him and opened the door.


      Beyond the room was a small space like a closet and another door. Through this door they found themselves in a kind of underground meeting-room, far gone in ruin. At the far end a broken door hung askew on one hinge. Through the triangular opening Singer could see steps going up and moonlight coming down.


      Okagamut said: “See that helmet in stone carved on the altar? This must be a secret chapel of Qondyorr, the old Gozashtando god of war. After the Kangandites got control of the kingdom, they drove the other cults underground, in both senses. Wish I could get access to the records of—”


      Myosl whistled sharply.


      “Watch it, bod!” cried Singer, reaching for the clasp of his cloak.


      Two men stepped out of the shadows. Each ran at one of the Earthmen with a sword. Myosl laid down his lantern, drew a dagger, and danced after them.


      Skipping back to stay out of reach of the point, Singer tripped and fell on his back. His assailant lunged. Singer knocked the blade aside with his forearm and shot his heel out against the man’s belly. The man reeled back and crashed into Myosl. By the time they had recovered, Singer was up again, the clasp finally undone.


      “Come on, ringtails!” said Singer, whipping the cloak into a roll and swinging it with both hands. The heavy fur-lined garment made a fine club. Whang! The nearest attacker’s sword went flying across the room. Whang! Myosl was knocked sideways.


      Somebody screamed. Beyond his assailants Singer saw Okagamut’s man thrashing on the floor. Okagamut turned towards them. Myosl lunged with his dagger; Singer caught his wrist and they grappled, Myosl trying to cut through Singer’s glove. The other attacker squared off with his fists at Okagamut, who led with his left. The Krishnan countered with a straight right which the Earthman dodged, and the latter came back with a right, almost at the same instant, to the side of the Krishnan’s jaw. Crack! The Krishnan sat down.


      Singer brought his leg into play and sent Myosl staggering back. Then he got out his own knife, a special number with a knobby guard that made a fine knuckleduster. As Myosl recovered from the kick, Singer punched his face with the guard and then let him have the point.


      “You’re late,” Singer told Okagamut as Myosl collapsed. “No, wait, the other’s getting up!”


      Both rushed at the remaining Krishnan, who, however, was now on his feet and using them. He leaped through the doorway and up the stairs. The Earthmen tripped and stumbled after him. The stairs, half buried in moss and stones, led up to what must have once been a hidden entrance on the surface, long since fallen to pieces. Though all three moons bathed the snow-spotted landscape, the Krishnan could not be seen. A half-hoda away rose the wall of Vyutr.


      Okagamut said: “Maybe he’s behind one of these boulders or bushes, but even if we flushed him the racket would bring the guard out.”


      “Good-o,” said Singer. “Let’s see what we’ve got below.”


      The two Krishnans in the chapel were dead, one with the hilt of Okagamut’s short sword sticking out of his ribs. The blade must have stuck in a bone, for Okagamut had to take the hilt in both hands and set his foot on the corpse to jerk the blade out.


      “That’s the trouble with Krishnans,” said Singer. “They looks human except for details like the ears and feelers, but you never can tell where their bones and vital organs are.” He picked up the sword of the man who had run away. “You know, Earl, maybe swords ain’t so silly here after all. I think I’ll keep this half-pie article. Of course if I had me lady from Bristol …” He examined the cheap sword, whose scabbard had fled with its owner. On the other hand the attacker whom Okagamut had killed had broken his sword.


      “His lunge went over my shoulder and hit the wall,” Okagamut explained. “What do you make of this attack?”


      Singer fitted the odd sword into the dead man’s scabbard. A little tight, but it would have to do.


      “Simple robbery, near as I can see;” he said. “I don’t know this smear here. Still, we’d best push off. I say, there ought to be a fortune in smuggling modern arms to these bushmen!”


      “Been tried. The Interplanetary Council goes to any length to stop it. There was the King of Zamba’s crate of machine-guns—but that’s a long story.”


      “What’s the idea of that crook I.C. regulation?”


      “To keep Krishnans from exterminating each other, I suppose. Still, a smart Earthman can use his brains without actually breaking the rule.”


      “Like the way you stoushed that skite? If I’m not mistaken, the pugilistic manoeuvre you employed was a right cross, which takes practice and is only for experts. How about it?”


      “I was in the ring once,” said Okagamut. “Before I went to college. When I was a freshman the coach found out and had me in the gym showing the boys how to do rights over lefts. Funny thing, nobody ever tried to haze me.”


      “I can see why,” said Singer.


      -


      Singer said: “We ought to come to this cocky’s hut sarvo.”


      They had stopped to rest where the road crossed a spur of the range leading up to the Psheshuva. The clear air allowed a view over many miles of hills covered with bushy growths, rolling away to the snowy plain beyond. Vyutr was a smudge on the horizon.


      “We’d better, before we run out of grub,” said Okagamut. “I’ll ask the next smitrot-herder.”


      The herder gripped his club suspiciously, while his fsyok rose to its six legs and yowled threateningly. When assured that they had no designs on his herd he told them: “A little farther, my masters; see yon hill? Just out of sight over it, take a trail to the right …”


      They took up the weary walk again. At last they found the hut. Their knock was answered by a short gnome of a Krishnan with frayed antennae and white hair. “Who be ye?”


      “Are you Dyenuk?” said Okagamut.


      “Answer not one question with another, if ye’d do business with me.”


      “We are the men from Syechas.”


      “Prove it,” said the gnome.


      “Here’s a letter from him. Uh, you’re holding it upside down.”


      “So I be, heh heh. Come in, come in. Mayey!” he shouted.


      He led them into the house, rudely furnished but comfortable, solidly built, and too big to be called a hut. A flat-faced Nichnyamadze girl, clad only in the smitrot-skin pants worn by the country folk of both sexes in this cold region, looked up from her housecleaning to giggle. A second one appeared. “My daughters, Mayey and Pyesatul. Good girls ever since they were hatched. Ye’d like rest and food ere we take up the business?”


      “You are right, sir,” said Okagamut, sinking into a chair and tugging at a boot.


      “So your name’s Mayey?” said Singer to the first girl, grinning. “Now that is a nice name. I. think not that I ever heard it before.”


      “Oh, great lord, you mock a poor mountain maid. ‘Tis common.”


      “Well, that could be, as I have never—uh—been hereabouts before. A pretty name goes with a pretty face and other things …”


      Okagamut said: “Drink your kvad, Dinky, and leave Mayey alone. Have you got all the stuff for us, Dyenuk?”


      The gnome counted on fingers. “The overboots, mittens, and other items of clothing, aye. The sled, skis and poles, tent, stove, and such-like items of gear, aye. The horasheve, not yet ready, but with your help, good sirs—”


      “What is horasheve?” said Singer.


      “What we’d call pemmican on Earth,” said Okagamut.


      “Well, what’s that?”


      “It’s what we’ll be eating. Go on, Dyenuk.”


      “But now, sirs, I come to the sad part of the tale, as it says in the story of the princess with two heads. For a disease has afflicted the fsyok-kennels of this-land within the last two ten-nights, so that I can spare you but five fsyokn to pull your sled.”


      “Five!” said Okagamut.


      “Aye, but big and strong. They’ll manage everywhere save on steep slopes, and as for that, such lusty youths as yourselves should make no obstacle thereof.”


      “We’re in a fix,” said Okagamut to Singer. “I was counting on nine. We’ll have to push the damned sled halfway to Olnega.”


      “Slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, as that chap Napoleon said,” replied Singer cheerfully. “Oh well, they says exercise is good for one.” And he left the technicalities to his companion while he turned his charm on Mayey.


      Pyesatul announced dinner, during which Okagamut and the oldster chattered about weather, weight of equipment, food required per man per day, and other factors in polar travel. As they talked in local units of measurement, Singer could make nothing of it. Dyenuk also inveighed against the tyranny of the Kangandite cult, who by their tabus on meat had impoverished honest herders:


      “The revenue from the hides, sirs, barely pays my taxes; wherefore for tobacco and such simples I must sell through folk like Syechas—I, always hitherto a veritable pillar of legality …”


      Afterwards Okagamut said: “With your kind permission we’ll retire, omitting supper to be up early on the morrow.”


      Singer murmured to Mayey: “See you later, little one,” before his companion hauled him away to their room.


      When Okagamut seemed to be breathing regularly, Singer got up, slipped on his shirt and pants, and tiptoed to the door.


      “What are you up to, Dinky?” came a sharp whisper.


      “Nothing to fret about. Just a date with the dinkum sheila.”


      “Damn you! Move and I’ll put a bolt through you!”


      The lamp came on, and Singer saw that his friend did indeed have his crossbow-pistol in hand, loaded and cocked.


      “What the flopping hell’s bothering you, pal?” said Singer. “Don’t get off your bike over this!”


      “You leave those girls alone, see?”


      “And what business is it of yours, may I inquah?”


      “Anything you do while you’re with me’s my business. If you make a pass at those girls, I’ll kill you. We’ve got enough troubles without leaving some broken-hearted Jane to put Yadjye’s cops on your track.”


      “But I was only going to give her a bit of a smoodge—good clean fun.”


      “You heard me. If you don’t like it you can stay here while I take the team. I can get across the Psheshuva alone, and you can’t. Get me?”


      “Oh, hell!” Singer pulled off his shirt, wadded it up, and threw, it in a corner.


      Next morning, his feelings still hurt, Singer ate in glowering silence, speaking to Okagamut only when he had to and then in curt monosyllables. He cast furtive glances at the girls and thought of what might have been. He did not, however, plan to circumvent Okagamut’s tabu; the damned little Chow might smear him, and in any case, he’d never get to Olnega.


      When Singer would have relaxed over his pipe after breakfast, Okagamut said briskly: “Turn to, chum; we’ve got work.”


      Dyenuk led them outside to a shed wherein a mess of gear was piled on and around a big sled. The herder proffered mittens and overboots until he had fitted both of them. Then he brought forth two pairs of short skis shod on the bottom with tvortseve-hide, the bristles pointing aft.


      “Be sure your bindings are tight, my lords,” he said. “I once rented skis to a man of Vyutr who insisted on going out on the glacier with loose bindings. Naturally he floundered in the snow, without control, and when a pudamef crept out of a crevasse the poor lad could do nought.”


      “What’s a pudamef?” said Singer.


      “A kind of snow-dragon they have around the edges of the plateau,” said Okagamut. “Dyenuk, how about poles?”


      “We use these,” said their host, getting down a spear with a ski-pole disc near its butt-end.


      Okagamut swung the object. “Too heavy for one hand, but if we’re likely to meet pudamefn it will be useful. W’ll just have to learn to ski with one pole.”


      Dyenuk explained the operation of the tent and other pieces of equipment, then took them out to a lean-to built against the side of the shed. “The horasheve for the fsyokn is finished,” he said, “but not yours. ‘Twould have been, save that one of the beasts slipped his tether two nights gone and feasted on the man-food. You, Dinky, shall dice this haunch of unha while your friend stirs the fat-cauldron and I weigh out ingredients. Girls! Girls! How are your biscuits coming?”


      Singer looked in dismay at the pile of bricks of composition food already stacked against the shed. “Good gods, have we got to haul all that?”


      “Absolutely,” said Okagamut. “For the work that’s ahead of us, you need at least 5,000 calories a day.”


      Singer chopped at slabs of meat and heaps of dried vegetables with a knife until his fingers ached, then stirred the fat in the rendering-pot until his arm ached and the stench nearly suffocated him, then mixed ingredients until he could hardly stand for weariness. They took but a few minutes out for lunch. Dyeniik’s daughters brought out a huge pile of biscuits and smaller amounts of other Krishnan foods, which they began packing into leather bags, together with the bricks of frozen horasheve. Then they packed the smaller bags into two large canvas containers.


      Okagamut indicated one of these, saying.: “Okay, Dinky, that’s your grub for the trip.”


      “Mine?” said Singer, hefting the container. “Gad, she must weigh five stone. That’s a year’s tucker!”


      “Remember that when you’re tempted to eat over your daily ration … What is it, Pyesatul?”


      “Lord,” said the younger girl, “I know not if I should disturb you, but yonder come a party of men towards our steading.”


      Sure enough, far off, where the plain first began to break up into the rolling foothills that led up to their present height, a little group of black specks was creeping over the landscape.


      “Have you got a telescope?” Okagamut asked Dyenuk.


      “Aye. I’ll fetch it.”


      They took turns looking through the glass. The black specks were undoubtedly men on ayas.


      “What’ll we do?” said Singer. “Run for it?”


      “We’ve got to pack the sled first,” said Okagamut. “It’ll take them some hours to reach here, won’t it, Dyenuk?”


      “Aye.” They hauled the sled out of the shed and began stowing and lashing their gear to it.


      “What can I do?” said Singer, feeling useless.


      “Keep out of our way,” snapped Okagamut. Singer’s anger at his companion, which had died down during the day’s work, flared up again. He stamped off.


      It seemed to Singer that they took an interminable time checking and re-arranging their gear. Finally they lashed a tarpaulin over the whole, and manhandled the sled around to the front of the house.


      “Bear a hand!” barked Okagamut. Although offended, Singer complied. The weight of the loaded sled amazed him.


      “It’ll lighten as we go,” said Okagamut.


      “Huh,” said Singer. “It’s fair cow that it should be heaviest at the start, when we’re going uphill.”


      They went around to the kennels, where Dyenuk handed Singer the leash of one of the fsyokn and told him to lead the animal back to the sled. Singer did not like the wide mouth and fangs of the creature, a big long-haired cousin of the eshun, which in more equatorial nations performed the office of tame dog. The beast, however, seemed eager to be hitched up and with its six powerful legs almost pulled Singer off his feet. It scudded through the thin slushy snow, Singer bouncing behind.


      Dyenuk said: “Keep those two apart, lest they fight!”


      While the animals yowled, Okagamut paid off Dyenuk, practically exhausting his and Singer’s resources. Singer impulsively tossed his ring to Dyenuk. “Give it to whichever girl marries first,” he said. “Cheerio!”


      They looked towards the plains. The black specks were nearer.


      Okagamut cracked his whip and shouted: “Kshay!” The five fsyokn dug in their paws and pulled.


      “Dzat!” They did a column-right at the road. Lumps of slush flew back over the sled; the Earthmen had to run. Singer found he could climb hills faster with his fur-shod skis than with the ordinary kind, since one could advance by simply sliding them parallel without herring-boning.


      He was beginning to puff when the fsyokn settled down to a more normal pace. It was late in the long Krishnan day. In these latitudes it never got really dark, save for a short time around midnight in winter; the rest of the time there was either a low sun or twilight. The seasons differed but little because of the slight inclination of the planet’s axis.


      The layer of pearly cloud that covered the sky made it hard to tell direction, and soon the light became too dim to see those black specks far behind.


      “By the gods,” said Singer after a couple of hours, “I’m softer than I thought.”


      “Getting tired?”


      “I can go as far as you, Mr. Okagamut.”


      “Okay. We want to do all we can before stopping.” They did halt for an evening meal. Okagamut said: “Watch it, there. One biscuit’s all you get.”


      “But I’m jolly starved!”


      “I know, but you’ll be hungrier yet if you don’t stick to your ration. I warned you.”


      “Wowser!” muttered Singer. While he thought he was coming to dislike this reserved and competent young man, he didn’t want to provoke him into leaving him flat in this white wilderness.


      They went on again and reached the foot of Shtoje Glacier. Okagamut said: “We can wait here till morning, or start up the glacier and put a little more distance between us and Yadjye’s boys before it gets dark. It’ll be hard going, with crevasses, but if you’ll take a chance I will.”


      “I’m with you,” said Singer, and they started up.


      On the steeper slopes both had to push on the rear of the sled while the animals heaved and panted in front. At times they even slid backwards. They passed crevasses: great ice-chasms dropping off into blue darkness. Singer shuddered as they threaded their way around them.


      When Singer thought he would drop from exhaustion, Okagamut said: “We’ll camp here; it’s beginning to blow.”


      A breeze was raising an ankle-high drift. They found a level spot, staked out the animals, and set up the tent slowly and with much fumbling, for they were unused to their gear. The wind rose, making it hard to stake the tent and filling the air with a whirling, blinding, stinging cloud of snowflakes. They hastily fed the animals, pushed the sled so that one of its runners rested on the windward flap of the tent, and crawled through the tent-sleeve just as the wind began to blow in earnest. The tent-walls flapped with a deafening drum-like sound. Okagamut pulled off his footgear and pants and slid into his sleeping-bag. Singer did likewise, looking apprehensively at the snapping cloth over his head.


      “I wonder,” he said, “when this thing’s going to take off.”


      A snore answered him.


      For hours, it seemed, the racket kept him awake despite his fatigue. Then he slept, woke, and slept again. He woke again to find Okagamut preparing a meal. The wind still shrieked and shook the tent.


      “How long does a blow like this keep up?” asked Singer.


      “A ten-night, maybe.”


      “Don’t poke borax at me!”


      “No, I mean it.”


      “Won’t that give the Johns a chance to catch us?” Okagamut shook his head. “They can’t travel in it either.”


      -


      They dozed the day away, except to crawl out into the drift to feed the fsyokn. The next night was the same; then the wind dropped.


      Okagamut crept out through the sleeve and whistled. The fsyokn, looking unhappy with their fur full of icicles, howled a greeting. Singer came out too. The cloud-curtain was rolling back. The wind had in some places scoured off the snow, leaving glare ice, while in others it had packed the snow into wave-like ridges. “Sastrugi,” said Okagamut. “Hard going.”


      “Look!” cried Singer, pointing.


      Far down the slope they saw two brown oblongs against the white tents. There were many fsyokn pegged out, though at the distance they couldn’t count them.


      “Let’s go,” said Okagamut.


      “How do you know they’re after us? Might be a skiing party.”


      “I’m not taking a chance.”


      Although they worked fast, the cold numbed their fingers and the unfamiliar gear resisted their efforts to pack it back into the sled. A couple of specks had detached themselves from the other encampment and moved closer, growing to men. A faint hail came up the glacier: “You there! Stay where you are!”


      “It’s them,” said Singer, collapsing the tent.


      Something whistled and struck the ice with a sharp sound.


      “They’ve got a crossbow,” said Okagamut. “Why not fort up and shoot back with your little bow?”


      “Nuts. They’d have us hopelessly out-ranged. Once we get going they’ll never catch us. Here, catch this line and tie it to your belt.”


      Another missile whistled overhead. Okagamut cracked his whip, and off they went. The sastrugi made their sled pitch like a tugboat in a gale. Singer fell over the ridges and picked himself up until he was sure he was black and blue all over. He looked back and said:


      “Those blokes with the bow have stopped, anyhow. The others seem to be breaking camp.”


      They struggled on. The party behind drew closer, until through his goggles Singer made out two nine-fsyok teams, each pulling a heavily-loaded sled, and five men. Sometimes the two Earthmen hit a patch of smooth, hard snow and drew ahead; then they’d meet a steep slope or a stretch of sastrugi or a crevassed area and the pursuers would gain.


      “Hi!” said Singer. “They’ve stopped and are running about like a pack of flopping ants!”


      Okagamut paused for a look. “Ha! One of their sleds has fallen down a crevasse, and they’re trying to haul it out.”


      “There wasn’t no crevasse there when we went over it—or was there?”


      “Sure; we’ve been crossing snow-bridges all morning. With this warmer weather they’re melting thin, and they’re apt to drop out from under you. That’s why we wear skis and go roped together. I suppose we’d weakened one, so that when their heavier teams crossed, it went.”


      “Ugh,” said Singer with a shiver that was not entirely due to the cold.


      The pursuers receded to a stippling on the landscape, and then were hidden by the contour of the glacier. The Earthmen slogged away until the low sun slanted towards the horizon again. Singer asked: “How d’you know your way?”


      “Sun partly; I hope we don’t have another overcast until we reach the plateau. Once we’re there, there are mountains we can sight on.”


      They camped that evening when exhausted, and spent the night taking turns sleeping and watching. Next morning the snow turned slushy and stuck to skis and sled-runners. They had to push the sled, grunting. Singer once thought he saw moving specks on the horizon. The next day was much the same, though the slope became easier. Then another blizzard pinned them for a night, a day, and another night.


      Singer stuck his head out the following morning and said: “Looks like clearing.” He dressed, remarking: “At this rate I shan’t have any potbelly left when we get to Olnega. Look at these trousers!”


      His pants were indeed inches too large around the waist. He looked at himself in his little hand-mirror: his thin hair and abundant beard, once auburn but now’ greying, were sprouting fast. Okagamut’s hair was coming out glossy black, and the man seemed to have no beard to speak of.


      “See what they’re yelling about, will you, Dinky?” said Okagamut, pottering with the stove. The animals’ morning howls had risen to a hysterical pitch.


      Singer crawled out to look. He stopped and drew in his breath.


      Crawling over the snow came a snaky creature fifteen or twenty metres long, belonging to the six-legged division of Krishnan land vertebrates. Each leg ended in a large webbed foot with long curved talons. Its reptilian appearance was confused by the fact that it was covered with dense white fur.


      Singer yelled: “Earl!” snatched his ski-spear from where it stuck upright in the snow, and ran towards the pudamef, which was nearing the sledge-beasts.


      The snow-dragon arched its neck and hissed.


      Singer threw the spear. It missed and sailed over the creature’s back.


      He tugged at his sword-hilt. The sword stuck fast. Singer remembered that the scabbard didn’t fit. Another tug, harder, did no good.


      The snaky white head shot out. Singer leaped back, tripped over a sastruga, and fell, hitting his head on a patch of bare ice. Stars danced in front of his eyes.


      The jaws gaped nearer.


      A yell, and Okagamut leaped past and lunged with the other spear. Singer saw blood on the white-furred muzzle. Another thrust, into the gaping maw. More blood, and then the creature was backing, hissing like a boiler safety-valve. It turned and crawled off with a clockworky motion. Okagamut chased it with shouts and menaces until it disappeared among the pressure-ridges.


      “Are you all right, Dinky?” said Okagamut.


      Singer felt the back of his head and winced. “Outside of a cracked skull or two I’m fine. Threw my spear and missed—”


      “I’ll get your spear …” Okagamut walked towards where the ski-spear stood with its head buried in the snow.


      Then, quick as a flash, he vanished.


      “Hey, Earl!” cried Singer, getting up. “Don’t do that! I say, where the flopping hell are you?”


      He started towards the site of the disappearance, then, remembering Okagamut’s cautions about crevasses, went back to the tent, put on his skis, and set out again.


      He found a hole in the snow going down to darkness, just big enough for Okagamut’s body. He began enlarging the hole with his hands, calling: “Earl!”


      “Pass down a knife!” came a voice from the depths.


      Singer went back and got the climbing-rope, tied his knife to the end, and lowered it down the hole. After he had dangled it at various depths, the call came up: “Can’t get hold of it. My arms are pinned.”


      Singer hauled back the knife and stood up, nonplussed. As his eyes swept the horizon they stopped at a group of black specks. He peered for several seconds. No doubt this time.


      He fought down the urge to hitch up the team, which he could now drive after a fashion, and race off by himself. Why should he get caught …?


      He shook his head to clear away such thoughts and shouted down: “What’ll I do now, come down and get you?”


      The faint voice came back: “Can you climb a rope?”


      “Yes, I’ve been a ship’s painter.”


      “Okay. First, take off your skis and put on your crampons. Then tie all the skis and poles together to make a deadman, and dig a trench at least a metre deep. Tie the line around the middle of your bundle and bury it …”


      Singer raced to carry out instructions. He got the shovel, tied up the bundle, and in less than half an hour was lowering himself down the crevasse by the climbing-rope, whose other end was belayed by the deadman.


      As the crevasse averaged only a metre wide, he found that by bracing his back against one side and digging the spikes of the crampons on his feet into the other, he hardly needed the rope. The inside of a glacier was the strangest place he had ever been in.


      Sunlight came through the ice as a diffused blue glow.


      Water dripped somewhere, plink-plink, and from deep-in the ice same cracking and groaning sounds.


      Fifteen metres from the surface he found Okagamut, wedged head downward where the walls shelved together. Bracing his feet, Singer began chipping away with his knife.


      “Watch out,” said Okagamut. “You don’t want to drop me down the rest of the way.”


      Singer kept on, expecting any minute to hear the whoops of the pursuers. Finally he worked the end of the rope around his companion’s torso, tied it securely, and inched his way back up to the surface. Despite the cold, he was soaked with sweat.


      The specks on the horizon were bigger.


      He heaved on the rope. No good. Heave. No good.


      He looked around frantically. The fsyokn! While they obeyed him none too well, beggars couldn’t be choosers, as that bloke Cicero said. He tied the end of the rope to the sledge-trace and, with difficulty, hitched up the team.


      “Kshay!” The animals strained at their traces, with no result.


      Again, with a crack of the whip. No good. The specks were visibly growing, weren’t they?


      Again. And again. He used the whip, and with his other hand hauled on the rope himself.


      The tension suddenly lessened. Up came Okagamut, until he flopped over the lip of the hole and scrambled to his feet. The fsyokn, not having been told to stop pulling, jerked him flat on his face and began dragging him at a run until Singer’s shrieks stopped them.


      Okagamut felt his right arm, saying: “No bones broken, I think, but my arm’s asleep from having the circulation cut off. Serves me right for running around a glacier without skis—hey, aren’t those our friends from Vyutr?”


      “Right-o.”


      “Why didn’t you tell me? Get the gear stowed, quick!”


      “I thought you had enough to worry about, battler,” said Singer, pulling up tent-stakes.


      The approaching party could now be made out. The howls of their fsyokn came across the snow. The two men, the smaller hampered by his paralysed arm, rushed about stowing their gear.


      “They’ve got us this time, that’s no furphy,” said Singer.


      “Not necessarily. Here, catch this. Put that there. Tie down this corner. Get your skis back on.”


      “Still think we can escape?”


      “Once we get going, I know it. Got everything? Kshay?”


      Off they went. Okagamut’s arm had come to life again. They jogged beside the sled at a dog-trot. Yells, whip-cracks, and howls came from the pursuers.


      On the Earthmen went, neither gaining nor losing, all morning and part of the afternoon. When they got too exhausted with trotting, they hopped on the sled long enough to catch their breath.


      “What’s happened back there?” said Singer.


      “One of their fsyokn has dropped dead, and they’re cutting him loose.”


      “We’d better slow up a bit, lest ours do the same.”


      After a few minutes at an easier pace, Singer’s head stopped spinning and the pounding of his heart abated. Then he said: “Oh!”


      “What?”


      “Look at that slope!”


      “That leads to the plateau. If we can make it we’ll have fairly easy going the rest of the way.”


      As the exhausted animals could not drag the sled up the grade, the men put their shoulders to the rear of the load. Up they went, a step at a time.


      The noise neared. Something went fwht! “Shooting at us again,” panted Okagamut.


      The next, thought Singer, would hit right between his shoulder-blades.


      Fwh-tunk! The arrow struck the load on the sled. Singer hoped it hadn’t punctured their kettle.


      Fwht!


      “One more heave,” gritted Okagamut, “and we’ll be out of—uh! They got me!”


      Singer, heedless of the archers, seized his companion. “Where?”


      “Here!” Okagamut showed the feathered tail of the bolt sticking out of his coat. “Hey, wait!” He pulled the missile out. No blood. “They didn’t get me after all; that fur-lined vest Dyenuk sold me must have stopped it!”


      They struggled to the top of the slope, missiles scattering more and more widely as the bowmen, in a last effort, shot at higher and higher angles.


      At the top they paused for breath, out of range. Singer cried: “They’re turning back!”


      “I thought they would,” said Okagamut.


      After a moment of silence, Singer said: “Let’s take a spell for a pot of billy and a smoke-o.”


      “Okay.”


      “You know, cobber, I had a deny on you back there at the hut on account of what happened. But now “I sees it was my fault. You’re a dinkum bloke and a credit to your jolly species, and I’m sorry for the way I acted. Will you shike on it?”


      “I’ll shike,” said Okagamut with a grin.


      “By the way, how’d you know they’d turn back if you kept ahead of ‘em long enough?”


      “Hadn’t you guessed? It’s a matter of logic. For one thing I’m an Eskimo, brought up on conditions like this. I was born in Kotzebue Sound, and I teach at the University of Alaska.


      “I knew that to keep up your strength on the trail you need a high-calorie diet which means a high meat-content. Being vegetarians the Kangandites couldn’t do that. They either had to pack such a load of plant foods to get the necessary calories and oil to cook it that their beasts couldn’t haul it, or else they’d find themselves running out of grub before they even reached the plateau. Which—” (he jerked his thumb towards the Kangandites, now small specks again) “is just what happened!”


       


       


       


      THE COLOURFUL CHARACTER


       


      GREGORY LAWRENCE put away his notes about food-chains among the freshwater organisms of the Pichide River on the planet Krishna. He yawned, stretched, lit a cigarette, and said: “I hear we’re supposed to be swept off our feet, beginning to-night.”


      Reginald Schmidt, at the next desk, raised his eyebrows, though the pale eyes remained as non-committal as ever behind their glasses. “Uh—what’s that?”


      “The celebrity arrives to take the Institute by storm.”


      “What celebrity?”


      “Hadn’t you heard? Jeepers, you must lead a sheltered life, boss. I refer to the great explorer of the far planets, Sir Erik Koskelainen.”


      “Erik Kos—here on Earth?” Schmidt, caught in the act of lighting his pipe, stared open-mouthed at his assistant until the match burned his fingers. He dropped it, swore mildly, and lit another.


      Lawrence, watching the big, light-haired man, tried to make out the expression on the flat face. It was certainly more animated than he had ever seen Reggie look before, but he couldn’t be sure of the meaning of the expression. It might betoken a mixture of astonishment, curiosity, indignation, and amusement, all struggling for supremacy.


      “You know him?” said Lawrence.


      “I know of him,” mumbled Schmidt through the bush of his moustache and around the stem of his pipe. He drew heavily on the pipe between words. “Uh—what’s this visit all about?”


      Lawrence shrugged. “He’ll be after a grant from the Institute, I suppose. He’s a guest of the Ferreiras, who are throwing a big party for him at the Princeton Saturday. Going?”


      Schmidt frowned at his pipe-bowl, looking a little cross-eyed as he did so. “Dunno. I usually duck those things.”


      “Better come. This guy is said to be a very colourful character. By the way, since you know about him, do you know if he’s married?”


      Up went the eyebrows again. “Not that I know of. Afraid he’ll—uh—make time with Licia?”


      “He might. You know how women are. He worries me. You see, I’m no colourful character.”


      Schmidt nodded. “You’re right there, Greg. You may make a good ecologist some day, but nobody would call you picturesque. How’s the affaire Licia Ferreira coming?”


      “So-so. I’m going over to spend the evening sitting in the Ferreiras’ parlour again.”


      “‘Smatter, can’t you afford to take the doe out?”


      “You don’t date Brazzy girls that way. It would be what they call an intrigue, and—well, anyway, they have their own code in those matters.”


      “Don’t think that even if you marry the dame, as you seem determined to do, it’ll get you any professional advancement or special grants. Ferreira’s incorruptible, and even if he weren’t, the other members of the Finance Committee—”


      “I never had anything of the sort in mind!” cried Lawrence loudly. “She’s just a swell wren!”


      He dropped his voice as their colleague Louis Prevost stuck his long, sad face around the door-jamb and said: “You geniuses through for the day?” Prevost was an old-timer at the Institute by comparison with both Schmidt and Lawrence.


      “Yep,” said Lawrence. “How’s the study of that misbegotten centaur of yours coming?”


      Prevost sighed. “Magramen’s losing friends and alienating people as usual. I think he ought to be called half man and half mule instead of half man and half horse.”


      “Mind if I look in on him again?” asked Lawrence.


      “Not at all,” said Prevost. “Maybe you can figure out a way to sweeten his disposition.”


      Lawrence asked Schmidt: “Want to see him, too?”


      Schmidt shook his head. “For some reason I’ve never had much interest in the Dzlieri. If I ever get around to working on the xenology of Vishnu, then maybe I’ll take a squint.”


      Lawrence followed Prevost down to the ground floor of the laboratory building, saying: “Maybe you could feed him an undergraduate every week. The way the guy in the myth did to his pet critter—you know, the half-bull, half-man.”


      Prevost shook his head. “I’ve been tempted, but Magramen’s a pure vegetarian.”


      Lawrence’s nose told him they were approaching Magramen’s stall. The Dzlieri was not really half man and half horse. The front or upright part of him was not entirely human, with its long, pointed ears, prognathous face, four-fingered hands, and solid coat of short, glossy reddisjh hair. Nor was the rest of the extraterrestrial strictly horse, with its three-toed feet and tufted tail. Still, the resemblance to a centaur was close enough to warrant the use of the term by those who found the native Vishnuvan name hard.


      Magramen paused in his eternal munching long enough to say: “What you two want, huh?”


      “Just thought I’d say hello,” said Lawrence. “How’s the Earth treating you?”


      “Your Earth treat me rotten,” roared Magramen, waving his salad fork. “This morning I read newspaper about horse-race. I ask Dr. Prevost simple thing—to go to race, enter myself, win a lot of money. No harm, huh? No, stupid Mushmouth Prevost say no. Horserace people no let me in, he say.”


      “Well?” said Lawrence.


      “What he know? Never attended race in him life. Talk about science, how we must not never jump to conclusions. But won’t let me go to race, see if os fiscais won’t let me in. This estupido think I can shoris agheara gakhda all day telling legends of Dzlieri; what think idzelubuli do?”


      “Hey!” cried Lawrence. “I can’t follow you when you talk three languages at once. I’m afraid Louie’s right about the race, though. They’d disqualify you. But if you want some exercise, when are you going to let me ride you again?”


      “Never! All those saddles and things, they itch. Tell you what you do, Gregoryen. Get real horse and we have race, you on horse, me all by self, huh?”


      “Jeepers, that would be a sight! I’ll think about it. Have a cigarette?”


      “Obrigado. Too much red tape on Earth. I think I go back to Vishnu.”


      “When your contract is up,” reminded Prevost.


      Magramen told Prevost what to do with his contract, and they left him glowering and puffing furiously.


      -


      Gregory Lawrence showed up on the Ferreira doorstep at the usual time, shook hands with the lovely brunette, and settled down to an evening of chaff under the watchful eye of Senhora Ferreira. His willingness to put up with this treatment had so far given him an edge over the undergraduates from the University who would otherwise have swarmed about Licia Ferreira.


      This time Lawrence had not gotten very far in his campaign, however, when the doorbell rang again. Licia bounced out of her chair to answer it. Lawrence heard:


      “But surely, come in, Mr. Koskelainen; we’ve been expecting you. Oh, Pai!”


      Ferreira’s goatee swam into view to meet the new arrival, and the voice of the chairman of the Finance Committee said: “A great pleasure, Sir Erik. This is my wife, and my youngest daughter Licia. And this is Dr. Lawrence, who works with Dr. Schmidt on his ecological survey project at the Institute.”


      The conquerer of far planets shot out a hand of long fingers taut with latent strength to seize Lawrence’s hand and wring it—not quite hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to suggest that they could crush if they wanted to.


      He was really a most impressive figure, Lawrence admitted to himself with a pang of envy; tall, broad-shouldered and slim-waisted, with light hair combined with wide cheek-bones and flattish features that gave him a slightly Mongoloid look, but still handsome by conventional standards. The man seemed to be at that delightfully indeterminate age when one is old enough to have had a past and still young enough to have a future. His clothes were the height of something or other, beginning with a red-lined Hollywood cape thrown back over one shoulder.


      Jeepers, thought Lawrence, my worst fears are realised.


      Here. Lawrence was, a perfectly ordinary-looking young man, forced to compete with this exhibitionistic hero. Maybe he ought to cultivate some deliberate eccentricity of appearance or behaviour, such as growing a beard or keeping a pet ostrich, to lift the curse of his commonplaceness.


      Piercing eyes bored into his, and Koskelainen boomed: “Why, I know you by reputation, Dr. Lawrence!”


      “Me?” Greg Lawrence had hardly thought of himself as yet having a reputation he could be known by.


      “Certainly. Didn’t you do that excellent report on the balance between earthworms and soil bacteria in the Philippine Islands?”


      “Y-yes, I suppose so.”


      “Well, then?” Koskelainen clapped Lawrence lightly on the shoulder. “Of course I know all you fellows are geniuses or you couldn’t get in here in the first place. Don’t look cross; I’m not being sarcastic. I know a sound grasp of a subject when I see it, and why shouldn’t you recognise your own worth? I envy you, you know; I’m no genius. I’ve just had a run of luck and the knack of handling men in tight places. How’d you like to go with me some time?” The visitor emphasised his points with graceful movements of his finger-tips.


      A little overwhelmed by this flow of talk, Lawrence could only say: “Huh?”


      “Sure. You know that project of mine? The thing I’m really here about? It’s to persuade Dr. Ferreira and his colleagues to set up a complete biological survey of Ganesha. Never been done. We’d go in three or four teams, each of which would need at least one good ecologist. Sounds’ to me as if you’d be the kind I’d want; young, healthy, good reflexes, devoted to the job, and with a solid grasp of his speciality. The pay would be right, too. Of course, there’d be some risk in a wild world like Ganesha, but I know a man of your type wouldn’t let that deter him.”


      “Well—uh—I—“Lawrence felt himself torn several ways. Prepared to loathe this overpowering stranger, he felt himself succumbing to the man’s extraordinary charm. The offer was most flattering, and just what he’d long dreamed of—though on the other hand it would take him away from Licia for several years at a stretch.


      Koskelainen, as if reading his thoughts, said: “You can’t answer now, of course, since nothing’s settled yet. But bear it in mind; we’ll talk about it some more.” He turned to his host. “You know, Dr. Ferreira, you really have no business introducing me to such ravishingly beautiful daughters. First thing you know I’ll be chucking the project in order to gaggle after them. Don’t mind me, Senhorita; I just rattle on this way to hide my inferiority complex. Now, tell me about yourselves. Must get oriented, you know What does Miss Ferreira do? College?”


      “What’s—uh—what hit you?” asked Schmidt when Lawrence showed up at the laboratory next morning.


      “You mean this vacant, lost look on my face?” said that young man. “I’ve just been given the double-whammy by Sir Erik Koskelainen, and the effect hasn’t yet worn off.”


      “How d’you mean?”


      Lawrence told of the explorer’s arrival. “When I shoved off at twenty-two he was still at it. Boy, if I had that personality and those looks I wouldn’t need any brains. He did most of the talking, but he was so danged amusing and flattering about it that nobody minded. When I got home I wrote down some of the funny stories he told so I can use ‘em myself some time.”


      “A formidable type, huh?”


      “I should say so. In theory I hate his viscera, but if he walked in here now, he could talk me into anything. I’d be putty in his hands.”


      Schmidt was digging at the bowl of his pipe. “Did he say what brought him to the Institute of Advanced Study?”


      “Yeah, I was going to tell you.” Lawrence described the explorer’s project for a complete biological survey of the planet Ganesha.


      “Hm,” said Schmidt. “That would cost a bit. Let me think …! Off-hand, I should say that it would absorb every nickel of the appropriation for new projects, and probably soak up some of the funds for old ones as well.”


      “You mean it might cut into ours, too?”


      “Don’t know yet, but it might. Think I’ll look in on this shindy Saturday after all. Meanwhile, keep your eye on Sir Erik.”


      Next day, Lawrence told his superior: “Something’s up all right. When I called up to arrange my usual session at the Ferreiras’ last night, it turned out Koskelainen was taking the whole lot out to dinner; some fancy place in the city. And then when I asked about to-night, Licia told me she had a date with him. A date, mind you! This guy must have hypnotised Papa Ferreira or something, because he wouldn’t violate his old Brazilian customs for anything less. Where does that leave me?”


      “Uh—up a well-known tributary without adequate means of propulsion,” said Schmidt. “It won’t comfort you any, but you ought to know that nobody can get near this Sir Erik during the day, either. He’s closeted with the Finance Committee from morning to night. It’s what, in the military schools on Krishna, they call a lightning offensive.”


      “You been there?” Lawrence asked, for Schmidt, during the few months they had worked together, had been close-mouthed about his background.


      Schmidt nodded briefly. “Once. A war-like lot, and crazy to get modern Earthly weapons. Good thing the Interplanetary Council made the Viagens Interplanetarias exclude all gadgets from the planet. By the way, where can I borrow a dinner-jacket with the fixings?”


      “I’ve got an old one I outgrew some years ago.”


      “Not big enough for my purposes.”


      “Why, haven’t you one of your own?”


      “Yes, but this is for another guest.”


      “Who?”


      “You’ll see.”


      -


      Schmidt had promised to drive Lawrence to the Princeton for the Institute dinner in honour of Sir Erik. Lawrence, however, was not prepared for having his boss drive up in a truck.


      “What the devil, Reggie?” he cried. “That tux sure looks out of place in that van.”


      Schmidt puffed unperturbed on his pipe and jerked a thumb towards the rear. Got another guest with us.”


      “Who?”


      “Uh—Magramen.”


      “What?”


      “Yeah. He’s eligible, since he’s doing professional work on a project. And his table-manners can really be quite good when he takes the trouble.”


      “My gosh! You don’t know what you’re getting us into! If he thinks somebody’s crossing him, he’s apt to get mad and start slinging soup-bowls around the room, with the soup in them. Why did you ever ask him? I thought you had no particular use for Dzlieri.”


      “I had a particular use for him this time. And he’ll behave.”


      At the hotel they got out and let down the tailgate. There was a scrambling sound from within, and the Dzlieri leaped lightly to the ground and brushed the sleeves of his dinner-jacket with his hands. Lawrence jerked in his breath when he saw the extra-terrestrial, who had his face shaved and the quasi-human part of his body clad in a dress shirt and a dinner-coat.


      Schmidt said: “I thought of trying to get some sort of special pants with four legs to go over his horse part, but there wasn’t time. I guess they’ll consider him—ah—decent.”


      “Jeepers,” said Lawrence, “I think he’ll be spectacular enough as he is.”


      “Got plenty salad?” Plenty cocktail?” said Magramen. “I are hungry.”


      “You’re always hungry, old horse,” said Schmidt.


      “Gotta have plenty cocktail to stand a sight of Earth-men eating meat,” continued the Vishnuvan. “Disgusting species.”


      “That’ll be taken care of,” said Schmidt. “I’ll even treat you, since I know you’re the Galaxy’s leading tightwad. Come on.”


      The big xenologist led the way into the hotel. He and Lawrence had to hold the folding front doors open to let Magramen pass through, since the extraterrestrial could not manage them himself because of his length of body. He went, grumbling about the stupidity of Earthly architects.


      The people in the lobby showed only a mild interest in Magramen. After all, they knew about Dzlieri and other extraterrestrial species. Many of them had seen Magramen himself cantering about the town with Lawrence on his back, and finally they were hardened to the outlandish creatures that sometimes frequented the Institute of Advanced Study.


      The three marched into the cocktail lounge, which was swarming with savants, who made respectful way for the Dzlieri, as though impressed by his size if not by his intellect. Schmidt ordered four double martinis, one each for Lawrence and himself and two for Magramen, whose capacity was in proportion to his bulk.


      The talk and smoke were thick, and the three stood quietly drinking and batting back the greetings tossed at them while the press of great minds eddied around them.


      Lawrence jerked a discreet thumb towards the densest knot at the end of the bar, from the midst of which boomed the ringing voice of Sir Erik Koskelainen.


      Schmidt exchanged glances with the Vishnuvan.


      Magramen said: “Now?”


      “No. Wait till after dinner.”


      “They’re going to dance, you know,” said Lawrence.


      Schmidt nodded. “Finish up, eyerybody. They’re beginning to go in.”


      Under Schmidt’s leadership they took places fairly well down towards the end of one leg of the horseshoe into which the tables had been arranged. One of the Institute’s other two extraterrestrials, the reptilian fellow with the unpronounceable name, from Osiris, took a place next to them. The e.t.‘s always had a tendency to huddle together from lonesomeness at these functions. The other one, the tailed man from Koloft on Krishna, sat across the way.


      Magramen pulled out two chairs to make room to curl his equine bulk against the table. Koskelainen, resplendent in the red-and-blue full-dress of a major in the World Federation armed force, sat at the head of the horseshoe, at the right of the director. (He must have a reserve commission, thought Lawrence; was this the proper occasion to wear it? He thought not.)


      Lawrence reflected that on the whole the greatest minds in the Galaxy, as the Institute was intended to comprise, were not much to look at. They ran to baldness, thick glasses, and a doddery manner which made Koskelainen stand out amongst them like a sunflower in a coal-scuttle. As for their women, with a few exceptions, the less said the better. He gulped when he saw that Licia sat on the other side of Koskelainen and was looking at him with every appearance of devotion. Beyond her sat Papa Ferreira and his Senhora.


      As Institute dinners went, it wasn’t so bad, especially when you considered that most of the members were notoriously indifferent to fine food, and therefore the management had no motive for laying itself out to provide a feast for gourmets. Lawrence hardly tasted his, however, what with the distractions of looking towards Licia and wondering what Schmidt was going to do.


      When it was over, the director made a little speech introducing “the man who needs no introduction, our own Dr. Joao Ferreira, who will tell you about certain matters.”


      And Ferreira did: “—the Finance Committee has been so impressed by the proposal put forward by Sir Erik Koskelainen that we have accepted it in principle, leaving only details to be worked out. I now introduce our guest of the evening, Sir Erik Koskelainen!”


      Lawrence exchanged glances with Schmidt, meaning: “So it’s all decided already!” As he did so he observed that among his colleagues others likewise seemed astonished, even while they applauded politely. Lawrence thought: Like us, they’re wondering if their own appropriations will be cut into. Of course, if this gloop hires a lot of the Institute personnel to run his survey, it won’t make so much difference.


      Koskelainen himself was speaking, forcefully, eloquently, with flashes of humour and sly self-deprecation. And he made it plain at the start that his project would make the maximum use of scholars and scientists already affiliated with the Institute. You couldn’t help warming to the bird, thought Lawrence. He even had the grace to end his speech before anybody became bored.


      Schmidt said: “Come on, Greg, follow him into the ballroom. Maybe we’d better let him have one dance, so there won’t be such a crowd around him.”


      “Yeah, but he’ll dance with my girl!”


      “Well, whom d’you expect him to dance with? Ah—Magramen? Come along, old horse! You’ve eaten enough salads for one evening.”


      “Ain’t that many salads,” growled the Dzlieri, scooping up another fistful.


      They straggled into the ballroom. Sure enough, Koskelainen was spinning away down the floor with Licia Ferreira, dodging through the Institute couples like a speedboat cutting through a lot of barge tows. The tailed man was trying awkwardly to dance with the director’s wife, and Louis Prevost, dancing with Professor Saito’s wife, was looking over her shoulder apprehensively at Magramen, as if wondering how long the Dzlieri would continue to behave himself.


      Lawrence saw Schmidt timing the revolutions of the dancers about the floor. As the number ended, the xenologist said: “Come on!” and pushed towards Koskelainen, conspicuous in his finery. Schmidt said to Lawrence: “Introduce us.”


      “Hello, Sir Erik,” said Lawrence. “I’d like you to meet a couple of friends of mine: Dr. Schmidt and Mr. Magramen.


      Schmidt, shaking hands, said: “I don’t think you remember me, do you?”


      Koskelainen, all smiles, said: “Not off-hand, unless I ran into you at some meeting. I—” His voice trailed off as Schmidt removed his glasses.


      Schmidt said: “I don’t think you ever met Magramen, though you knew a lot of the Dzlieri on Vishnu, and he’s known about you for a long time. Haven’t you, Magramen?”


      “Is sure thing,” said Magramen, extending a hairy-backed hand. “Chrdul karu uqe dres, tsameskhmilma usuni otsnet djor?”


      “I beg your pardon?” beamed Koskelainen. “I’m afraid you’ve got me on that dialect, old man.”


      “Funny how soon you’ve forgotten it, isn’t it?” said Schmidt. “Listen again.”


      Magramen repeated his sentence. An interested circle of spectators had formed. Koskelainen frowned. “What sort of gag is this?”


      “No gag at all. A few years ago you were fluent in Magramen’s dialect, as you call it.”


      “Oh, well, a man can forget!”


      “That is, Koskelainen was fluent in it when he was on Vishnu. Suppose you tell us about your work on that stay? Especially since Magramen was there at the time, when the real Koskelainen visited the planet, so he can—uh—corroborate–-”


      “Say, are you calling me a fake?”


      “Precisely.”


      “Why you—you Venerian mud-worm! I thought the members of the Institute were gentlemen as well as scholars. It seems I was mistaken. Good-night, everybody.” Koskelainen shouldered through the circle of spectators.


      Ferreira appeared with a stricken expression. “My heavens, Reggie, what have you done? Sir Erik, wait, wait! There must be some mistake!”


      “Stop that guy,” said Schmidt. “He’s no more Erik Koskelainen than I’m Napoleon.”


      Lawrence pushed after the departing guest of honour. Magramen, clenching and unclenching fists with a gleeful expression, clattered behind him. By the time they reached the front door, pursued and pursuers were both running.


      Magramen said in a disappointed tone: “If he get outside, I no can catch. Can’t see in dark.”


      “I’ll fix that,” said Lawrence. “Hold still a sec.” The young ecologist vaulted onto the Dzlieri’s back. “Now, giddap, and I’ll guide you. Hey, you!” This was to a startled bellboy. “Hold that front door open for us, will you?” He ducked through the door, thinking how lucky it was not of the revolving kind.


      “Hang it!” said Lawrence. “The. guy’s got away—no, there he is! On your right!” He had glimpsed the gaudy uniform trying to slip out of sight behind some of the ornamental shrubbery ranged along the front of the Princeton.


      As they neared the shrub, Koskelainen broke into a run and Magramen into a gallop. The savants were streaming out of the hotel now, and they gave chase, too. However, their age soon left them far in the rear, though the tailed man from Koloft did not do too badly.


      Koskelainen ran like the wind, but the Dzlieri like the hurricane.


      As Magramen overtook him, Koskelainen dodged. Lawrence, gripping the slack of Magramen’s coat to steady himself with left hand, leaned far to the right and caught Koskelainen’s hair.


      Koskelainen jerked frantically and the hair came off with a ripping sound. Lawrence found himself holding a well-made wig, and Koskelainen’s natural hair was seen in the light of the street-lamp to be the bright green of a Krishnan. Furthermore, it transpired that the wig had included a peak of artificial skin coming down low over the forehead to hide the feathery antennas that sprang from between the Krishnan’s eyebrows.


      Magramen had skidded to a stop and whirled. Before the Krishnan could dodge again, the Dzlieri seized him and hoisted him high in the air.


      “What you want me do with he?” said Magramen. “Can have much fun busting skull against an lamppost, I think, yeah, huh?”


      “No, just carry him back. Oh, here’s a cop. Officer, will you pinch this guy?”


      “Which one? The inhuman monster or the felly he’s holding?”


      “The felly he’s holding.”


      “What for?”


      “Well, for impersonating a military officer will do to begin with. Here’s Dr. Schmidt, from the Institute, who’ll tell you all you need to know about it.”


      Schmidt said, after getting his breath: “Guess I’ll have to—uh—go to the station-house to comply with formalities. Where’s the nearest one?”


      The policeman gave the address of the Third Precinct headquarters. Schmidt said: “Greg, get the truck and drive Magramen down there to pick me up. See you in a few minutes.”


      On his way back to the hotel, Lawrence encountered Licia Ferreira, streaming along with the general rout of members and guests of the Institute. Expecting appreciation for the athletic part he had played in unmasking the impostor, he said: “Licia, I—”


      “I don’t care to talk to you, Mr. Lawrence!” And off she went, leaving Lawrence standing on the sidewalk with his mouth open.


      He pulled himself together and led Magramen to the truck. Half an hour later they picked up Schmidt. The xenologist exuded self-satisfaction, but Lawrence had his own troubles. “She wouldn’t speak to me!” he moaned. “Wouldn’t even let me explain!”


      “Well, what d’you expect?” said Schmidt, lighting his pipe. “I suppose she’d fallen for this bleep, and you busted her illusion. You don’t—uh—expect people to thank you for that, do you?”


      Lawrence sighed. “I suppose not.”


      “Cheer up. Either she’ll get over it, in which case everything’ll be okay, or she won’t, in which case you’re lucky to escape such a dumb jane.”


      “Who was Koskelainen really?”


      “Oh, that. Just a Krishnan named Chabarian bad-Seraz, a suitor for the hand of the only daughter of the King of Balhib. All very romantic. The king wants to industrialise and arm his country and make a great power of it, regardless of Interplanetary Council policies. So he told this bird he could have his daughter and be his successor to the throne if he’d go to Earth and bring back certain things, like that fellow in the myths who had to get the golden apples and things. Herakles, wasn’t it?”


      “Yes, but what were the things?”


      “Oh, first, a fund of technical information adequate to effect an industrial revolution. Second, a group of technicians to teach the Balhibuma what they needed to know about science and engineering. Third, enough money to bribe any I.C. or Viagens people who might try to stop them.


      “I think Ghabarian under-estimated the honesty of the I.C.. and the Viagens, but you’ll admit he was ingenious in carrying out the plan. For one thing he looked like Koskelainen, and for another he mastered the part of an Earthman almost perfectly. The real Koskelainen was never such a flamboyant character, though. If we take the heels of his shoes apart we’ll probably find a whole technical encyclopaedia on microfilm stuffed into them. And by getting this grant from the Institute and enlisting a flock of scientists for service on a far planet he hoped to accomplish his other tasks.”


      Lawrence said: “How did he expect to get past the physical examinations for Viagens passengers without being found out?”


      “The same way he did on the trip in, I suppose. Money.”


      “You seem to know an awful lot about this, Reggie. How did you find it out?”


      Schmidt grinned. “You seem discreet enough. Can you keep something under your hat?”


      “I guess so.”


      “Well, I’m really Erik Koskelainen.”


      “What?”


      “Sure. Chabarian didn’t know me at first with my glasses and whiskers.”


      “Tell me about it?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing much. When I visited Balhib the king first tried to get me to help him with his scheme. When I wouldn’t he threw me in the jug. Then when I pretended to fall in with it in order to get out, he wouldn’t trust me. Instead, he sent Chabarian to socialise with me. It wasn’t for some time that I got wise to the fact that he was studying me in order to take my place. Don’t know how he got to Earth—he must have taken a job at Novorecife in order to study human beings some more.


      “Anyway, I escaped from the king’s cooler and came back myself. The king had treated me pretty rough so my nerves were shot, and I thought I needed a few months of some quiet job incog, and got this one. I’d told Chabarian about the Institute in the course of a conversation in my cell, so I thought he might show up here sooner or later. Then, when he did, I couldn’t denounce him directly without exposing myself, but Magramen took care of that.”


      They drew up to the laboratory building and got out and let Magramen out of the truck body. Schmidt opened the door with his pass-key, and led the way down the corridor towards the Dzlieri’s stall. Magramen clattered behind, peering into the empty offices.


      Lawrence glanced back at their companion and lowered his voice to ask a final question: “How did you get our equine friend to co-operate so nicely? Poor Prevost has been trying to for months without getting anywhere.”


      “Simple again. I knew what was making Magramen wild, so I promised him a beautiful blonde.”


      “What?” cried Lawrence with something like horror. “Jeepers, you can’t! I mean it’s physically impossible!”


      “Can’t I?” As they approached the stall a whinny came from within, and there stood a bay mare. Schmidt nudged his subordinate. “Uh—see what I mean?”
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