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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





1 COLD AWAKENING


HENLEY BRIDGER WOKE UP.


Stone was crashing on a sheet-metal drum, six inches from his ear. After a while it subsided to a crackling rivulet of gravel, and finally to silence.


The lean chemist lay with his eyes closed. His brain felt muzzy and clogged, and there was a musty odor in his nostrils that shouldn’t be there. He was on his back, with his right arm buckled under him. Something soft and heavy was sprawled across his thighs. Bridger opened his eyes.


It was dark, but not so dark as he remembered. He was lying in the groove between a curving metal wall and a steel grating whose pattern was deeply imprinted in his back. He dragged at the arm under him, but it refused to move. Then he tried to sit up.


A stab of pain made him grunt, and a wave of dizziness dropped him back hard against the wall. As it died away he lifted himself carefully on his good elbow and pulled his right arm out. He bent it experimentally and tried to twiddle its numb fingers, but they were as unresponsive as so many blobs of clay. In a moment, however, he felt the fiery ache of returning circulation. Hitching himself higher against the steel wall, Bridger poked at the thing across his legs.


It squealed, and dropped with a thump into the darkness below. It lay there whimpering, its sniffles broken by the renewed rattle of gravel overhead. Bridger hauled his legs up and hugged his shins. His feet were asleep too. He felt light-headed as the devil, but little bits of memory were beginning to arrange themselves in some kind of order in his mind. He had been in a bus with a lot of other people, and the bus was in a tunnel. There had been an earthquake, or a landslide, or something. The bus had gone wild and climbed the tunnel wall. And then there had been a smell—a damned queer smell—like nothing he knew about. And he thought he knew smells.


One thing more: “it”—the thing that had squealed—must be the fat, pink blonde from the seat ahead.


By now Bridger’s body was feeling more or less normal, but his face itched abominably. He reached up to scratch, and involuntarily jerked his hand away. He had a beard—a vast, muzhik-style beard that rippled down his vest for a good six inches. He wagged his head, and his hair swung down over his eyes in a long, ragged fringe like the mane of some Magyar poet. He felt the back of his neck, and visions of Buffalo Bill popped into his mind. Whatever had happened hadn’t added to his social appeal. All that hair meant that a lot of time had passed. How fast does hair grow, he wondered? The rate of growth probably wouldn’t remain constant, of course. Maybe you could integrate… He gave it up and tried to peer through the surrounding darkness. Those grey patches should be the windows of the bus.


“Hey!” he called.


The blond’s voice quavered, “Wha—who’s there?”


“Are you all right?”


“I—guess so.” Then, “My hair’s long!”


“Um. Anybody with you?”


“Oh!” Silence again, then another squeal and a tragic stage-whisper: “There’s a leg! A m-man!”


Bridger grunted. “Look out, I’m coming down.” He swung his legs over the edge of the steeply-canted luggage rack, felt for a foothold on the back of a seat, and lowered himself stiffly to the floor. He came down on the blonde’s plump leg and she jerked it from under him. He grabbed at the darkness and brushed a soft, bare cheek. Another woman! He found her wrist and felt a feeble, fluttering pulse.


“Come here,” he commanded. “Look after this woman. Wait—where’s this leg you found?”


Bridger didn’t like the way the blonde giggled when they had to crawl over each other to exchange places. He turned his back on her and found the man, slumped down in his seat with a suitcase on top of him. Both hands were clasped over the valve of a small compressed-gas cylinder. The fingers were cold and rigid. The man was dead.


Something stirred toward the front of the bus. “Hello!” Bridger called. “Who’s there?”


A high-pitched man’s voice answered: Pilly—the ichthyologist. “Is that you, Bridger? What’s happened?”


“I don’t know; some kind of accident.” The chemist began to work his way forward along the slanting floor of the bus, hanging to the luggage rack. Twice he stumbled over bodies; one moved. Bridger didn’t stop. One thing at a time was all he could manage now.


Pilly was crouched in his seat, too terrified to move. Scherer, the big mammalogist, was huddled against him. Scherer was alive; at least, his heart was beating as strongly as it ever had. Bridger climbed around them and tried the front door of the bus.


“Jammed,” he said over his shoulder. “Here, help me get some of these windows open.”


The air in the bus had an unpleasant metallic tang that he couldn’t place and didn’t like. The first window opened with a protesting groan, but the rest wouldn’t budge. Bridger started back along the aisle. The man he had stumbled over was sitting up, holding his head in his hands. He had been sick. The two women were huddled together on the floor, holding each other’s hands and tittering hysterically. Bridger heaved hard and got up another window. “Pilly!” he called. “Slide outside and give me a hand with these people. We’ve got to get ’em out of here.”


It was all very awkward and not at all chivalrous. The damned women were all legs and arms and loose garments, that slipped and ripped when he tried to get hold of them. The blonde stuck fast in the window, and Bridger had to haul her back and peel off her fur coat before he could squeeze her through. Aroused by her indignant yells, the second man came stumbling through the darkness, and with Bridger’s aid began to explore the bus.


There were people everywhere, mostly women of all conceivable shapes and sizes. They had to be untangled from themselves and from each other, rubbed, slapped, and shaken into some semblance of consciousness, and shoved outside. At last they were done: Bridger dragged the last limp form down the aisle and hoisted it through the nearest open window. He followed, head first, his helper behind him.


Light filtered through a ragged hole in the roof of the tunnel, ten feet above. Bridger counted noses. Twenty-four—twenty-five with himself. Pilly he knew, and Scherer, and one or two of the others. Like him, they had been bound for the AAAS meeting in Columbus. All the men were bearded like Biblical patriarchs, and the women had tangled hair down to their waists. What a sweet-looking crew, he thought. Dirty faces—fingernails like claws—


The scrawny Ichabod with the orange halo was Abner Barnes, the Smithsonian archeologist. He had been sitting with the corpse. Bridger beckoned.


“Barnes,” he said, “who was the man with you? He’s dead. Do you know what was in that cylinder he had?”


The archeologist shook his head. His voice had a sharp Yankee twang. “That’s Blodgett—the British biologist, you know. Came over to Johns Hopkins this fall. I met him last summer at Ann Arbor—he was up there consulting Bloomquist—but he was close-mouthed as sin—wouldn’t say yes or no to anything—and he hung on to that cylinder like the Nobel Prize. Something he was going to spring on us at Columbus.” He stared reflectively through the bus window at the body, scratching his hairy cheeks. “He had a brief-case with him. Did you get it? Well—time enough for that later.”


“What do you remember?” asked Bridger. “About what happened, I mean.”


“Nothing at all. I was asleep. The bus jumped like a skittish mare and there was that deuced queer smell. D’you suppose that was Blodgett’s gas? Some kind of anesthetic?”


“I don’t know. Professor McCandless was on the committee that scheduled the papers, and he showed me an advance program. Blodgett was down for something like ’A Revised Theory of the Vital Processes’, but that’s all I know.” He turned back to the crowd. “Our first job is to get out of this hole. Who drove the bus?”


“I’m him.” A bulky man in uniform edged forward. “Toomey’s the name.”


The chemist put out his hand. “I’m Henley Bridger.


This is Professor Barnes. What can you tell us about what happened?”


The driver scratched his head. “We’el—it’s pretty hard to say. This tunnel we’re in is on the new road between Pittsburgh and Wheeling. There’s never been no one could figure why it was dug except to keep the WPA off people’s lawns. Anyway, all I remember is a kind of swingin’ feeling, like rockin’ in a hammock. It yanked the wheel out of my hands, and we sideswiped that old Chevy and smacked into the wall. Then there was a funny smell, and that’s about all I can remember.”


“What Chevy?” demanded Bridger.


“I dunno,” growled Toomey. “He was way over on my side. We socked his rear end.”


Followed by the others, Bridger strode to the rear of the bus. The Chevrolet was half buried in the rubble that closed the end of the tunnel, its top crushed under a huge arched slab of concrete shaken from the roof. Bridger squeezed into the space between the car and the wall and tugged at the door handle. It stuck. “You try,” he said to Toomey.


The driver grunted and heaved, and the door scraped open with a tinkle of broken glass. Bridger reached in and pulled out a small, fat man who was slumped down behind the wheel. The man stirred and groaned.


“Ai!” he moaned. “Ai! Mama!”


There was an answering wail from the back seat Bridger swore under his breath. He crawled out of the hole, pulling the man after him. The crowd gave way a little and stood gaping at them. Bridger spotted a brawny youth with a scallop of yellow fuzz under his chin. “You!” he barked. “Get this man out of here and see if he’s hurt.”


The youngster picked up the fat man as if he were a bag of meal and shambled off toward the light. Bridger beckoned to Barnes and Scherer. “There’s a woman in there,” he explained. “Barnes, you’re long and thin—see if you can get at her.”


The archeologist disappeared feet first into the blackness. They heard him moving about; then there was a sudden scramble of feet, a thud, and Barnes yelled in fury. Something small and savage burst screaming from the hole and rammed Bridger amidships. Scherer grabbed it and hung on with both hands, despite an onslaught of fists and teeth. Its cries became intelliigible.


“Mama! Pappa! Mam-ma!”


Barnes’ muffled voice sounded out of the darkness. “Strangle that kid and give me a hand with this woman. She weighs enough to sink a battleship. Consarn the consarned…”


Bridger crawled into the hole. Getting the blonde through the window had been a picnic compared with this. Hauling at a fat ankle, Bridger wondered if Toomey hadn’t a jack in the bus that they could use.


When at last they got the woman out of the car and had stretched her out on a pile of coats, Scherer took charge. “I know the rudiments,” he said. “You have to on collecting trips. Damn the light—stand back, everybody—please!” His big fingers explored her body skillfully. “She’s got a bad bruise on her head, but she seems all right otherwise. If that slab from the roof hadn’t been curved the way it is, they’d all have been mashed flat. She’ll come around before long; it’s the shock, and that same sleep we all had. Where’s the husband?”


The little fat man came forward, leaning on the blond youth’s arm. The child stalked truculently behind them. The man peered eagerly into their faces.


“Which is the doctor? You? You are sure she isn’t hurt bad? She is so delicate, my Rachael! Ai—what have I done that this should happen to me?” He began to rock from side to side. Bridger took his arm. “Listen,” he said gently, “your wife isn’t badly hurt. Dr. Scherer is only a Doctor of Science, but he can tell that much. We must get her out of this tunnel, so we can get a real doctor for her. Now then, what’s your name?”


The little man looked up at him pleadingly. “You are sure it isn’t bad? You will get a real doctor soon?” He fumbled in his vest pocket, bringing out a crumpled card. “Take it, please. Julius Aaronson, ladies’ and gents’ fine clothing. The address is on the card.” His arm went lovingly around the child’s shoulders. “This is my son, Irving. He will be like his papa, a couturier of distinction!”


Bridger looked doubtfully at the boy, who seemed to have inherited his parents’ imposing girth as well as their cast of features. Irving glared back with pop-eyed insolence and, as Bridger turned away, thrust out his tongue and gave the chemist a well-basted bird.


Bridger ignored him and spoke to the crowd. “We’ll have to concentrate on getting out of here and locating the nearest town. Where were we when we cracked up?”


“We oughta be a couple miles from West Alexander,” Toomey volunteered. “There’s a gas station down the road a ways where you can phone.”


“Good. If you ladies will collect whatever you want to take with you, the men will try to find a way of getting out. Toomey, will you get whatever ropes or chains you have?” He clambered to the roof of the bus. There was still a good six feet between him and the edge of the hole. He beckoned to the blond youth. “You look husky. Can you give me a leg up?”


“Maybe we oughta make a pyramid.” The young man pointed to Pilly, whose white hair showed up in the gloom like a patch of fox-fire. “He’s not very big—he could be on top.”


“This is no gym show!” Bridger snapped. He was growing impatient with the trivial delays. “If you won’t do it, let someone else get up here.”


He came, grumbling, but the rest was not as easy as Bridger had expected. The youngster was strong enough, with shoulders like a bull, but the chemist’s athletic days were long past. Twice he lost his footing and came down with a crash. On the third try he went up with a rush and caught a gnarled root that stretched across the hole. Sand and gravel showered in his face. When the landslide stopped, he opened his eyes and chinned himself on the root, wriggled slowly up until he could heave his body across, got one knee up, and shoved hard. He felt his coat tear, and then he was lying half in and half out of the pit, in the open air.


Someone shouted at him from below, but Bridger wasn’t bothering himself with people at the moment. Clean, fresh air was tingling in his nostrils and golden sunshine slanted down through the branches of a great tree. Lush green grass waved above him. He rolled over and lay for a time staring at the long streamers of cirrus which stretched across the sky before he got wearily to his knees and peered down into the hole. Hiis eyes had become adapted to the dayligh, and he could see only a vague blur of upturned faces.


“Throw me a rope!” he shouted. “And send up something to dig with. That hole is too damn narrow for comfort!”


He caught the rope on the twentieth try, and hauled up thirty feet of oily hemp. A short-handled shovel and a Boy-Scout hatchet were tied to the other end: somebody was using his head down there. Bridger set to work to enlarge the hole to dimensions which might conceivably accomodate the blonde or Mama and Pappa Aaranson. Finally the way seemed reasonably clear. “Toomey!” he yelled.


“Huh? Me?” answered the darkness.


“Yes. Got any chains? If you can fasten the ends together, we can use ’em for a ladder.”


Silence. Then: “Nope, we ain’t got no chains.”


“Okay, then—they’ll have to shinny. I’ll tie this end of the rope around the tree, here. How many of you can climb?”


Silence again, then the voice of the young Atlas: “Got her tied.? I’m coming up.” And up he came, hand over hand, the rope creaking alarmingly under his weight. Bridger grabbed his hand as it came poking out of the hole, and heaved him out.


“Good stuff!” he approved. “I’m putting you in charge of getting the others out. What’s your name?”


“Zbradovski—Mike Zbradovski. Senior at Chicago U. Look—aren’t you the Stanford Bridger, the enzyme guy?”


“Yep. D’you play football?”


“Sure, but you don’t read about me in the papers. Us poor linemen don’t get the publicity like we should. Hey, look—here comes another one!”


A ham-like hand appeared at the edge of the hole, followed by the head and shoulders of a man. They dragged him out, no easy task, for his body was as big as Zbradovski’s. He sat down with his back against the tree, puffing and red-faced.


“Name’s Macdonald,” he panted. “Pittsburgh cop. Next guy coming up is Ronnie Franchot. He’s a hoofer —night-club stuff—seen him just last week. Half them dames down there is his—girls in his act, I mean. He stinks. He—say, where the hell are we, anyway?”


“I don’t know,” Bridger told him. “I’m going up on the hill to see what I can see. Suppose you help Zbradovski here get the others out.”


The rope creaked again, and a slightly built man of medium height swarmed out without assistance. Lank, dark hair grew thinly around a bald-spot. He might have been handsome without his sparse beard.


Bridger bent over the hole again, Scherer’s face stared up at him. “Everything all right down there?” The face bobbed affirmation. “Get the women out first, and then see if anyone knows this country we’re supposed to be in. From here it looks like a howling wilderness.”




2 WILDERNESS


NOR DID IT LOOK ANY BETTER FROM THE HILLTOP ABOVE the tunnel. Rolling, wooded hills stretched as far as Bridger could see. Evergreens predominated, mostly pine with here and there a dark patch of spruce or hemlock. There was no sign of the road they had been on—nowhere the open farmland along the highway, with its gas stations and hot-dog stands—nowhere the smoke of a train or the smudge of a city. As far as he could tell, they might have been scooped up by some djinn out of the Arabian Nights and dropped in the middle of a virgin forest like that which the first settlers of Pennsylvania had found—“Perm’s Woods”, and with a vengence!”


He turned back. A dozen or more women were standing around the role or sitting in the long grass. Tomey was hauling up bundles from below. Apparently most of the men were still in the tunnel.


“Where do you think we are?” asked Zbradovski.


“I don’t know. Do any of you know this country at all?”


Toomey straightened up, “I ought to,” he complained. “I been on this run for three years. But I don’t. Never seen it and never heard of it. Ask Mac there—” He jerked his thumb toward the policeman. “Ask Morelli. Ask any of ’em. We’re nowhere—that’s where we are—and damned if I know how we got there!”


Bridger surveyed the circle of drawn, dirty faces. He wondered if he looked like that. “Is that right?” he demanded.


The man called Morelli answered. He was dark, with a business man’s paunch. The pouches under his eyes gave him a slightly sinister look. Bridger wondered how he happened to be wearing o.d. breeches and high laced boots. “I sold insurance through these parts ten, twelve years ago,” he said. “This isn’t Washington County or anything within fifty miles of it. You gotta be a damn sight smarter’n I think you are if you’re gonna get these dames to town for dinner.”


Bridger’s spinning brain quit trying to make sense out of this nightmare. He looked around him. There were women everywhere. A tall, prim-looking woman with hair just beginning to turn gray was holding smelling-salts under the fat blonde’s nose with one hand and slapping her plump red face with the other. Three younger women stood by—none over thirty. From the way they talked, Bridger decided that they belonged together.


The three Aaronsons were sitting by themselves, rummaging through a pile of clothing and miscellaneous hardware that overflowed from two bursting suitcases and a dufflebag. Watching them, Bridger felt a bit envious. Say what you would, they were a family and from all appearances a happy one.


The remaining nine womem were more flashily dressed than their sisters in misery, and their charms were by no means inevident despite the dirt. Bridger felt a blush creeping through his beard as he looked up from an expanse of naked thigh to meet the eye of a Junoesque blonde. It had a predatory gleam that warned him, but before he could drop his glance she had taken his intentions at her own valuation.


“Oh, Mr. Bridger—you are Mr. Bridger, aren’t you?—the girls do so want to thank you for everything you’ve done for us all! I’m sure I can’t imagine what would have become of us without you! I was just saying to Sneeze—that’s Mr. Zbradovski, you know; don’t you think he has the craziest name; we decided to call him Sneeze—that it doesn’t matter how big and strong a man is unless he has real initiative, and leadership, and the way you simply dominated the whole situation from the very beginning was simply thrilling to a girl like me who has seen so many men who were just stuffed shirts…”


Bridger detached her hands from his lapels. He didn’t enjoy looking up at a woman, ever, and he certainly didn’t feel dominant in the clutches of this blonde man-eater. Just then a stately brunette stepped past the other girl and held out her hand.


“I’m Mildred Henry, Dr. Bridger,” she murmured huskily. “I’m sure you’ll forgive Miss Tremblay for being so impulsive, won’t you? She and the other girls have been with Ronnie and me for almost a year now, and we’ve grown to be just like one big family. We all appreciate everything you and the other men have done for us, and we’ll do anything we can to help if you’ll only ask us. Won’t we, girls?”


The shrill response made Bridger wince. “Thank you all!” he blurted. He turned desperately to the hole, where little Pilly was hauling manfully on the rope. A suitcase rose spinning out of the depths. “Who’s down there now?” he asked.


The ichthyologist blinked up at him. “Barnes and Scherer; and another man, a Mr. Packard. I believe he is a friend of Mr. Morelli.”


“Hey!” came Barnes’ voice from the tunnel. “Lower away! We’re coming up. Oh, consarn it, I forgot Blodgett’s briefcase. You two go ahead; I’ll be right with you.”


One by one the men were hauled out of the hole. First came Scherer’s big frame, then a greying fellow with even more paunch than Morelli. Like the insurance peddler he was wearing outdoor clothes. He wrung Bridger’s hand. “I’m Packard—Nelson Packard, the attorney,” he announced in a sonorous courtroom voice. “Morelli and I were bound for the Ozarks. We know a place down there where the season’s alway’s open. Finest trout you ever saw.” (Fishing in December? thought Bridger. They must love the rough life, for all their stomachs. Still, the Ozarks might not be so bad.) “You certainly know how to get things done, Dr. Bridger,” Packard boomed on. “Count on me for any help you need—any time at all. Say—where are we?”


“That’s the first question everybody’s asked,” Bridger told him, “but no one’s answered it yet. What do you think?”


Barnes, brushing dirt off his clothes, broke in. “Better move this stuff away from the hole, hadn’t we? Another cave-in and we’d be right back where we started. You need a rest, Bridger. You look all in.”


“Oh, I’m all right,” the harassed chemist assured him. “No, Miss—what’s your name? Smythe? There isn’t any water around here. I’m thirsty too—I guess we all are. Try chewing on a blade of grass. Hey, Scherer, what’s wrong with that fellow under the tree?”


“He’s drunk!” the zoologist grunted. “Boiled as an owl—more power to him, with this hullaballoo going on!”


“Pipe down a minute!” Bridger shouted. Then as the babble of voices quieted: “Everybody lend a hand with this baggage, and then we’ll decide what to do. Some of you men give Professor Scherer a hand with that drunk, will you?”


Within a few minutes the baggage dump had been moved what Bridger considered a safe distance away from the hole. As the crowd gathered round him again, he faced them thoughtfully. “There’s no point in trying to fool anybody,” he began. “You can all feel and see the same things I can. We’ve been asleep a long time—a very long time. Probably we have Professor Blodgett’s gas to thank that we’re alive at all. Things have changed, or we’ve been moved somehow, and it may take some time to find a settlement. If we stick together and use our heads, we can manage it, but if we don’t we’ll be in one hell of a mess in no time.


“Now, first of all, there’s Professor Blodgett. He’s dead; his body is down there in the bus. We can get it out and lug it along on a stretcher until we find an undertaker, or we can dig a grave out here, but you can guess what a job that will be. So, unless someone objects pretty strongly. I’m for leaving it where it is.


“We seem to have several hours before dark, but before we start off blindly I’d suggest that we let one or two of the men scout around for a road or trail of some kind. There’ll be plenty for the rest of us to do while they’re gone. For one thing, you women in high heels will have to have some other kind of footwear. You won’t get a quarter of a mile in those things without spraining an ankle or rubbing blisters the size of quarters on your feet. See if you can borrow a pair of lowheeled shoes from someone who has extras, and if no one has, get one of the men to cut your heels down until you can at least stand up in what you have. Another thing, has anyone anything to eat?”


“Please?” It was Aaronson. “Mamma and me and Irving was on a picnic when the bus hit us. We got sandwiches in the box, and some coffee, and maybe some other things. Mamma can tell. Only,” —he hesitated— “It ain’t so much for such a lot of people like we got here.”


Bridger slapped the little man on the shoulder. “Mr. Aaronson, we all appreciate your generosity. It may be quite a long time before we get another meal, so well divide it up as best we can. Anything else, now? Chocolate bars? Fine! Who’ll volunteer to find us a road? Zbradovski? Good; hunt for streams that may run into the Ohio. If you don’t find anything in say half an hour, come on back—and for God’s sake don’t get lost!”


The blond youth bristled at the suggestion. Lost? Bridger thought his chest would burst through his shirt as he stalked off into the woods.


The statuesque Henry girl was talking to him again. “Maybe you’ll think it’s a funny request, Dr. Bridger, but we girls were wondering if maybe we couldn’t borrow some extra pants from some of the men.” She stretched out a shapely nylon-covered leg. “This isn’t such a good costume for hiking through the woods, you know.”


“Good idea,” Bridger agreed. “Pilly—you’re in charge of baggage—see if you can fix them up, will you?” He left the suitcases to the tender mercies of the little ichthyologist, who was beaming at the attention he was getting, and the women. His eyes widened when he saw what the Aaronsons were setting out. A picnic! There was enough food for six picnics! Damn lucky for us they’re not light eaters, he thought. That camp gear that Packard and Morelli have is going to come in handy, too.


The professors were seated on a boulder, staring gloomily at the heap of luggage. “How far do you think this gang can carry that stuff?” Scherer demanded. “It’s heavy, and this isn’t going to be any fifteen-minute jaunt to the bus stop.”


“Tell you what,” Barnes offered, “I’ll cut the rope up into short lengths and make some slings. But that can wait until we know what we have to do. Here come the women back, and I’m starved.”


“Soup’s on!” shouted Franchot. Watching the women straggle back in twos and threes, Bridger thought you can’t beat the female of the species—set ’em down in a primeval forest and they can still fix up their hair and clothes and get their lipstick on straight. Only I still can’t get used to pants on some of ’em. As the mob descended on the Aaronsons’ picnic he hurried to get his share. “Hey?” he cried. “Save some for Zbradovski!”


Fifteen minutes later Bridger swallowed the last mouthful of lettuce and tomato and gazed vacantly around the munching crowd. He had the men pretty well straightened out by now, but he couldn’t remember the women. The five who looked like schoolteachers were in the Pittsburgh public schools. The graying one was a Miss Hansen, a principal. The blonde who had landed in his lap was Elizabeth Friedman. The other three were named Pierne, Kelleigh, and Slemp, in which order he didn’t know. Mrs. Aaronson was easy enough to remember, and the remaining nine were Franchot’s chorines. The tall, well-made brunette was Ruby Stern. That’s easy. The one with the pneumatic contours, who said “Pahss the peppah”, was Marie Smythe. They might have a problem on their hands with her….


His glance strayed to where Mildred Henry, the boss of the outfit, had set up an impromptu barber-shop and was operating on Scherer with a pair of nail-scissors. He’s going to be a big help, Bridger decided; strong as an ox, with no nerves, and he knows what it’s all about. Bridger had met the mammalogist at previous scientific conventions, but had never had a chance to know him well. He recalled the famous story of Scherer’s last expedition to Malaya with the unfortunate Professor Burdett, who had gone mad in the jungle. The first that the outside world knew of the trouble was when Scherer showed up at a back-woods rubber plantation with the raving Burdett slung like a prize pig from a pole carried by two of the six scared and indignant Malays who were marching in front of him at the point of a pistol.


The drunk was still asleep. The man wasn’t more than twenty-three or four, and nothing to look at twice. Speaking of faces, Bridger thought, maybe I’d better get my own zareba trimmed. He took Scherer’s place; the Henry woman looked about as safe as any. The Tremblay girl was working on Packard nearby.
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