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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.







Where Have You Been, Sandaliotis?




CHAPTER ONE


Highways are often a detraction from a landscape. They are scars upon it. They are cuts, sometimes bleeding cuts, in it. They are an unnaturalness intruded into a countryside.


There aren’t a hundred highways in the world of which this isn’t the case. There aren’t more than a dozen that actually add a new and striking beauty to a beautiful countryside. The Grande Corniche is one of the few that, running through really beautiful country, adds a new and extraordinary touch to that beauty.


Constantine Quiche drove a new Sassari Twelve, tooling along just east of Nice. He was on an assignment, and he might stop with friends if it seemed likely that it could further the carrying out of the assignment, or he might veer away if that visit seemed to call out “Danger!”


He had fair directions and a permanent invitation to a villa that the Marqabs had rented some months before. With a gala sundown at his back, Quiche believed that he could locate the Marqabs by dark. He could find anything that it was necessary for him to find. He was the best detective in the world.


He had a very recent memory of an encounter so violent and colorful that he had not yet assimilated it. There were unreal elements about it as of something that had happened underwater. And he was in a glorious purple daze from it. He had driven out of that unreality onto the Grande Corniche that was at least half real. Now he drove off into scenery so splendid that it almost had to be contrived. He began to find that central element of scenery that is often ignored by the eyeless. He knew that he was very near to the Marqabs and their sort. This was exquisite. The central element of scenery, the one feature of that whole region that can hardly be duplicated elsewhere, is “People as Scenery.” Here that central element was outstanding.


The French people at large have an angularity and awkwardness to go with their sincerity of body and their originality of movement. But the very best of them do not have this angularity and awkwardness. The Italians in ordinary have a sloppiness that is the “beyond” of carelessness and that almost gets in the way of their beauty, and they have a shoutingness that is the “beyond” of lyricism. All except the most excellent of them have these things. The Corsicans have the provincialism of all islanders, and the rocky faces of all peoples who come from rocky coasts. All except the most superb of the Corsicans have these things. But here, along the Grande Corniche and the sundown lanes that led off from it, here were the best, the most excellent, the most superb of all these peoples. They were on the blue coast, on the beaches, all through the beautiful hills, around the villas and cabanas. These were the beautiful people so necessary to a grand scenery.


There were other sorts of people there also, Britons and Americans and Norwegians, Germans and Poles and Turks, and the people of the parts of Libya around Cyrene. All these people were extraordinarily scenic.


Constantine Quiche, with the eye of the best detective in the world, picked out the two most scenic persons of all. They were his friends, Salaadin and Regina Marqab. They were standing by their own villa in the evening. It is true that there was something that called out “Danger!,” but it called in an ambivalent voice. Constantine did not veer away. He stopped. He was there.


This was delight, but the rituals were observed on the meeting.


“An evening full of linnets’ wings,” Constantine spoke and bowed.


“Oh lost sheep of the house of Marqab, alight!” Salaadin added his ritual.


“Bless by your visit our poor house,” Regina Marqab completed the ritual. They all hugged and kissed and were happy. (And yet something bothered Constantine a little. “Wherever did I learn this ritual that comes so naturally?” he asked himself. “And wherever did I know these Marqabs who are my best friends? The hound has eaten a piece of my memory.”)


“Where did you get it, Constantine?” Salaadin asked, referring to the second guest, the splendid automobile. “And where was it made?”


“The car? I got it in Marseilles today. There was no way I could refuse it. It is a Sassari Twelve, the first one I have ever seen. There was an old monitory voice that shrilled at me, Salaadin, “It is bait: it has a hook in it: do not take it or you are hooked.” But I took it, so I suppose that I am hooked. Yes, I am hooked on it as I am hooked on the two of you. Oh, it was made in Sassari.”


“Sassari, Sardinia?” Salaadin asked.


“That’s a funny thing about it,” Constantine said. “All the papers on it say that it was made in Sassari, Sandaliotis. Sandaliotis? I will have to look that up. I believe that it is a very old name for something either in legend or in geography. Are Sardinia and Sandaliotis the same place? Have they revived an ancient name for the island, and why? I hadn’t heard about such.”


The Marqabs brought Constantine in for a fine supper then. A place had already been set for him, or for some extra person. There were other guests, three of them. Julien Moravia was there, Amelia Lilac from England, and John Seferino from Istanbul. Oh, they were like three bolts of evening lightning named “Danger” and “Love” and “Death.” It was both a pleasure and shock to come on them there, an especial shock in one case since Constantine knew that one of these three persons was dead.


These were three more of the exceptionally scenic people who inhabited that region like gorgeous ghosts that night. Constantine knew who all of them were, though he could remember meeting or knowing only one of them. Towards Amelia Lilac, Constantine had the memories of the twin passions of love and death, one old, one new.


Julien Moravia had the air of a totally cultured and urbane person; and it was out of that air and impression that he often spoke crudely and cruelly. Amelia had the name of being very beautiful. That she was so almost had to be accepted: really, there was no way to get a good look at her. She seemed always to be wrapped in a lavender cloud or shadow. But she did give the impression of almost total beauty.


John Seferino was somehow different from other people, and it always took a while to decide in what that difference consisted. He was very much larger than other people, that was it: but why did one have to seek for that explanation?


Constantine joined them all at table. Mushroom quiche was the opener, already there.


“It is for you, Constantine Quiche,” Regina said, “after your name and flavor. Someday I will devise the excellent dish, the Constantine quiche, full of cucumbers and cheeses and sour fruits and pomegranate cider. But for now it is the mushroom quiche in your honor.”


“But you did not know that I was coming,” Constantine said, “and one does not make mushroom quiche in a moment.”


“But of course we knew that you were coming,” Regina Marqab said. “Would God send us such a special guest and not tell us that He was sending him?”


“Ah yes, I am sure that God told you that I was coming, told you through some strange instrument,” Constantine murmured, casting his eye over the other three guests. “And yet no one could have known, for I had not decided to come here for certain until I saw you two Marqabs standing against the green and gold sky. And the invitation to me was an open one given some months ago. But my place was set here, and this dish has a tie-in with my name. Which strange instrument might it have been?


“For here are Julien Moravia and Amelia Lilac and John Seferino, three famous “agents,” though nobody knows whom they are agents for. I know them by their fame and by their little pictures on their dossier clips. But I have met only one of you three before, and that one of you is not here now.”


“But, Constantine, our friend and our companion and our ghost, is it not a clever counterfeit of that person who is here?” Amelia Lilac spoke as if out of a lavender shadow. That girl carried mystery around with her.


“The surrogate, I believe, surpasses the original,” Julien Moravia spoke as if in admiration of someone present. “Then let us exalt the surrogate and demote the original.”


“Have you not heard, Constantine Quiche, the account of the person who went out dressed like a shoddy impersonation of himself?” John Seferino asked. “He easily convinced all the curious persons that he was a counterfeit and someone other than himself.”


“I have heard it, I have done it,” Constantine said, “but this here-present person is not a shoddy impersonation. Really, the impersonation is almost too perfect, almost too splendid.


“Three “agents” here. You are the three people in the world I would least want to run into in a nervous situation, though I admire you all and perhaps love one of you. All of you are here in the home of my very dear friends, and what are the odds against any of you three even knowing my very dear friends? They are very long odds for even one of you three. They are prohibitive odds for all of you together. And yet I am certain that there are sincere accounts of the connections to be had. Are there not, bright dove Regina?”


“Oh, I knew Amelia in England many years ago,” Regina said.


“You are not even many years old, Regina,” Constantine told her. “And who knows Julien Moravia?”


“Why, both Salaadin and myself have known him for a very long time,” Regina said. “Why are you mistrustful tonight, Constantine? Do you not recall the story of the man with his neck in the noose and his feet on the trap who still reassured himself ‘These are my good friends. They have got to be kidding.’”


“I recall the story, Regina. I am the one who told it to you once. You and Salaadin have known Julien for a very long time, you say?”


“They have known me for a very, very long time,” Julien Moravia gave it the escalating echo.


“And John Seferino?” Constantine asked as if he were a dog worrying an old rag.


“Oh, Constantine, Seferino and I have business together,” Salaadin said. “We have business in Levantine Lands and Waters. We are both members of a very secret and very rich-to-be corporation right now.”


“We could get you into it, Quiche, for some rather startling profits,” John Seferino said, “but discretion is required. Constantine Quiche, you, the best detective in the world, do you believe that you have enough discretion to enter into corporation with us?”


“No,” Constantine said. “Sometimes I haven’t any discretion at all. There are five of you here. Two of you, my hosts, are very dear to me, my very best friends. The other three of you are living legends. Ah, pardon there. Two of you three are living legends. The third one of you is a legend who has died very recently. But how, among the five of you, are there no tears? Have you no grief at all for someone who has been very close to you and now is dead? In five such sensitive and superior persons, there should be at least a trace of tears.”


“Why should we shed tears in your happy presence, Constantine our love?” Regina asked.


“Oh, for the one of you who has died today,” Constantine said. “I find it quite sad.”


“One of us has died today, my friend?” Salaadin asked.


“Yes. One of you five here present. Died about two hours ago, I guess it was.”


“Sad, yes,” Julien Moravia said. “Very sad. Where did it happen?”


“Marseilles.”


“How did he or she die, best detective in the world Constantine?” Amelia Lilac asked with easy merriment out of her self-contained shadow.


“I killed him or her,” Constantine said. “Really, I had to.”


“And you are not startled when you come here and see that person to be alive, yet or again?” John Seferino asked.


“Only half-startled,” Constantine said. “I half expected it.”


There was the beauty of old but bright art about this company at table. That painted beauty was here, and there was an unearthly thrill when such painted beauty moved and spoke. It gave one the feeling that the old legend was true, that there had once been a singular and extraordinary race of beautiful people whose homeland had been destroyed and who had scattered into small enclaves in many nations. The legend said that these people still maintained a small but tight nation even in their scattered exile, and that the people of that nation would always recognize each other.


Five of the six people at this supper table could well belong to that mysterious nation of the beautiful people. One of them, Constantine Quiche, could not. To some other nation, to many other nations he might belong, but not to the nation of the beautiful people.


“Is it not possible, Constantine, that not just one of us, but all three of us whom you call ‘agents’ have been killed?” Julien Moravia asked. It seems either comic or tainted to speak of beauty in a man, but how else could one speak of Julien? “Is it not possible, astute detective, that there are three rather than one interloper here with you at this table? Would it not balance it out right to have three dead persons and three live persons here? You said that you had met only one of us three agents before, the one who isn’t here. Yet I recall that we have all been in company together before. What if all of us here are false agents?”


“I don’t know,” Constantine said.


“And what if none of us is false?” John Seferino asked. “And what if you killed no one at Marseilles? What if you have only thrown that rock into the pond to see what sort of eddies it can stir up?” (If there had been a separate nation of elegant people, John Seferino would have belonged to it also.)


“For that small part, I know what I know,” Constantine said. “And you do not.”


Bec rouge onion soup had followed the mushroom quiche on the table.


“Ah, but what if you did not kill, but instead were killed, at Marseilles?” Amelia Lilac proposed. “And what if another person were substituted for you? Should we not be very alert against you then?”


“In that case, I would not be here at table with you,” Constantine said. “It would be another person here. But it isn’t. It is myself. I happen to be sure of this.”


(But he wasn’t quite sure. He lied a bit there. He had the unreal feeling on him and had had it for several hours.)


By and by, they had salmon in aspic. They all ate with a vigor that belonged to them by right. Superficial people are at their worst when eating. But these beautiful people ate beautifully. And boar was being roasted outside. Boar is the test.


“What case can the best detective in the world be working on now?” Amelia Lilac asked out of those pleasant shadows that always surrounded her. (It was as though the light that was bright on everyone else was dimmed on Amelia, and she was picked out instead by a muted, lavender spotlight.) “Not only is the best detective in the world here, but the three most mysterious agents in the world are here also, seemingly to thwart him. Is it High State Doings that you are on, Constantine?”


“Possibly, possibly,” said Constantine, “or it may be very low doings by very monstrous states or corporations.”


“Is it International Intrigue, worthy opponent?” Julien Moravia asked.


“Possibly, possibly, international or interworld,” Constantine Quiche told them.


“Is it genocide, or war or murder? Or is it perhaps a securities or a real estate manipulation?” the elegant John Seferino asked. “Oh, it must be a grand case!”


“The only thing grand is in the name,” Constantine said, “for I believe that it is more on the order of a grand larceny.”


“The best detective in the world on a case of larceny? It must be grand indeed,” Amelia remarked. “It must be a very special case of larceny to have such a cast of characters starring in it, you and ourselves.”


“And will you catch the thieves, Constantine?” Julien asked.


“Catch them easily. And prevent them, I hope.”


“And what is it that the thieves are trying to steal?” Seferino asked.


But Constantine Quiche seemed a little embarrassed by that question.


“It is an awkward thing,” he said, “and I am not at all certain that it will even be attempted. I work on a tip here, and the tip may be in code, to bring me to the area. I would rather not say what it is that the tip indicates may be stolen.”


“Oh come along, prediletto,” Regina said. “Salaadin and myself are among your best friends. You can distrust us or you can trust us, but we will still remain the best of friends. And these three that you believe to be agents, if indeed they are here to thwart you, they already know what is to be stolen. And if they are not here to thwart you, then they are as innocent as ourselves. What do you believe that someone will attempt to steal, my Constantine?”


“Monaco.”


“What? Do you believe that the casinos will be robbed? But that is done quite often, Constantine. And, just as often, the thieves are apprehended. This happens even without the services of the best detective in the world.”


“I mean that there may be an attempt to steal the principality of Monaco.”


“What? All of it?” Salaadin asked laughing.


“All of it, yes,” Constantine said glumly. He didn’t like this scatter shot.


“What, Constantine, will they line up every person in the little realm and rob them?” Julien asked.


“No. My information is that they may attempt to steal the entire principality. They may attempt to steal the two square kilometers of it, and the 50,000 inhabitants of it, and the 50,000 visitors also. They may attempt to steal the two cities of Monaco and Monte Carlo, and all the buildings and all the land, and all the water, too, I suppose. And, on another hand, nobody may attempt anything remotely like this.”


“What would they haul it off in?” Amelia Lilac asked.


“I don’t know,” Constantine said. “They have some pretty big equipment. They couldn’t take it all in one bite, but they could take it all in a dozen bites. Or maybe they won’t take Monaco or anything else away. Maybe they will bring something instead and leave it.”


Constantine Quiche felt rather out of it for the remainder of the evening. He couldn’t shine at all in this bright company. The best detective in the world had never been much of a shiner.


They all went out of doors to eat roast boar on wooden tables and benches. The really beautiful people do not use silver or plate to eat roast boar, and they do not eat it inside. The boar was unjointed by a servitor with a bone saw. It was hacked apart by a second servitor with a hacker. And it was cut up by a third servitor with a two-tined fork and a set of long knives. The weathered-wood tables had first been drenched with lime juice and then with sour yellow wine. They had been salted and peppered. And then the joints and cuts of boar had been flung directly onto them.


The boar was eaten bare handed and bare faced. You had to belong to the beautiful people to eat it this way. Nobody else could get away with it.


“I wonder how long it has been since boar was last eaten in this manner?” Constantine asked, feeling himself an outsider now.


“Oh, on Sandaliotis, they have never ceased to eat it this way,” John Seferino said. Seferino pronounced it ‘San-dal-EE-o-tis.’ Seferino was a completely elegant person, so his pronunciation had to be the correct one.


“This is the second time today that I have encountered the name Sandaliotis,” Constantine said.


There were crocks of quince vinegar there. When eating boar, one dipped the hands into this vinegar sometimes to cut the grease. There were pandanus leaves there on which one wiped the fingers if one wished, but one felt that they were an imperfect substitute for something.


“No cubs, wonderful hostess?” Amelia Lilac asked Regina.


“No cubs,” Regina said. “That is a disadvantage of living in the world. There are so many things that one assumes will be available, and at the last moment they aren’t.”


“What are the cubs?” Constantine asked.


“Oh, on Sandaliotis, bear cubs are always there to lick the diners’ hands when they eat boar,” Seferino explained it. “This is the old custom. I could never abide the vulgarism of having hounds instead of cubs to do it. No, the pandanus leaves are better than the hounds. Any thing is better than the hounds.”


Constantine ate it awkwardly. It was as if he were of a lineage that did not even extend back before utensils and plates.


“Who is going to steal Monaco, Constantine?” Amelia Lilac asked out of her own aura of lilac shadow.


“I don’t know,” he said weakly. “I suppose I will have All the beautiful people ate the boar beautifully. Only to find out if I am going to stop them.”


“I hear that there is a general breakdown in the art of gathering intelligence,” that elegant Seferino was saying. “And I hear that World Interpol is about to fall on its face again in one of these deals. And the bleakest and most lost department even of World Interpol, they say, is the Sortilège Department. It is pathetic the inept things that are going on in that organization. Quasi-law is simply not what it used to be, and larger things than Monaco are likely to be stolen unless competence is brought to it.


“Whom are you working for now, Constantine Quiche, best detective in the world?”


(How could this man Seferino remain so elegant when he was up to his big elbows and ears in roast boar?)


“For the Sortilege Department of World Interpol,” Constantine said, “as you know very well.”


“Oh, for World Interpol?” said Julien. “Have they real people working for World Interpol now? I had heard that it was otherwise.”


Of course none of them at the boar tables laughed. And certainly they did not titter. But there was a titter there. It was something like the sound of night insects, of cicadas or crickets. Who was the bug master or cricket master there? Constantine had the feeling that somebody at the table was bugging him with bugs.


“What wine is this?” Constantine asked. They had been drinking cup after cup of warm, sweet wine; not very good wine either.


“Falernum,” Regina Marqab said. “It’s very strong, but you can let yourself go on it; you’re with friends. It’s the only ancient wine that burns freely.”


“But Falernum hasn’t been made for sixteen hundred years,” Constantine objected.


“On Sandaliotis, they have never ceased to make it,” John Seferino said, just as if there were such a country as Sandaliotis, just as if this really was old Falernum.


The “agents” had begun, as agents often do, playfully to pretend that they were drunker than they were. But Constantine was much drunker than he pretended. Why were the others not so? There was a treachery about this false Falernum. It has been laced for Constantine, and not for the “agents,” and not for the Marqabs.


Constantine, by careful effort, began to unconfuse himself, but that forced him to recognize just how confused he had been. The confusion had begun back at Marseilles where someone had been killed. It was very unprofessional for the best detective in the world to be going around in such a confused state. But any other than the best detective in the world would not be going around confused: he would be dead.


Constantine had to admit now that he did not know where it was that he had known his two best friends the Marqabs. How odd that he could not recollect where he had been acquainted with his two best friends in the world, nor how it had become so securely set into his mind that they were his two best friends.


He did not recall where he had known the violet-clouded Amelia Lilac, though he was sure that he had once had some very spirited and ambivalent dealings with her. He did not know at all where he had met the other two agents, Julien Moravia and John Seferino, though he had recognized them both on coming to them, and one of them had said that they had all been in each others’ company before.


And he did not remember who had assigned him to this most important case in this area; he did not remember who his superior at World Interpol was; he did not remember anyone else at World Interpol; and he hadn’t any idea at all how that ridiculous story about thieves stealing the principality of Monaco had come into his mind and onto his tongue.


Constantine suddenly left the party when the Falernum was burning the brightest. But he did not go to his room in the house of his two best friends in the world, and he did not go to his car (“It’s death-trapped, it’s death-trapped,” he had sense enough to whisper to himself), which was in front of that house.


Instead, he scanned back over the winding landscape that he had come through on his arrival, and he remembered every detail of it. He recalled, from a second long flashback one of the false lanes that he had followed for a while on picking his way there, a rock heap in a crackling thicket. It was a rock heap that would be hidden from almost every view.


Constantine moved there very quickly, and not by roads. He had an animal way of moving; not a way of one of the beautiful animals, a way of one of the scurry animals. There was swearing after him in beautiful-people voices. There were rapid footsteps after him, and he gave the slip to those footsteps. The darting and scrambling people can sometimes move with more cunning and stealth than can the beautiful people themselves. And one does not get to be the best detective in the world without having certain talents of movement and escape.


Constantine slept in that concealed rock pile that night. There is something very safe about rock piles in the midst of crackling thickets when they are chosen on the impulse of the moment. The best detective in the world had slept on rocks often and he did now.


Through the night, he was interrupted only once, not into wakefulness, but into a dream. The rock pile seemed to have become an under-ocean rock pile, a grotto, a cave, a booming tidal cavern. A female dolphin visited him there with her springy fish-flesh and her cool ways. She smooched him in that slurpy way that female dolphins have, and there was an underwater echo to it. Then he felt the needle stabs that are so often a part of those strange-species kisses.


“They have needled me with more confusion before I was out of my old mix-up,” he said. “Well, I will have them yet, I will have all of them. They leave a trail whenever they meddle with me, and I can follow any trail.”


The rest of the night, until an hour or so before dawn, he slept as easily and restfully as anyone can sleep on a rock pile. And yet he recalled in that sleep a few of the words that the female dolphin had whispered to him before she gave him the needle:


“We live in caves under the ocean and we have a dog that lives in the sky. Sometimes we come up. We whistle to our dog and we both gambol.


“If you hear anything else of us, do not believe it. This is all that we do.


“Will you not come and see me in my cave sometime, after this little ritualistic action that we are engaged in now is finished with?”


But the best detective in the world is always receiving various sorts of communications.




CHAPTER TWO


But very early the next morning, Constantine Quiche was traveling with his hostess, Regina Marqab, by the sea shore.


“See, you have foiled them,” she said. “Monaco hasn’t been stolen. It is still there.”


“But what else is there?” Constantine asked. “What is that south of it, and going into the distance forever? A fog bank? But it is almost too thick for fog. And it looks as if it is bright green. When the morning sun hits it it will change, I suppose. But it seems to come right up to the principality. And what are the high bridges coming out of the heights of the principality itself? What sort of channeled waters are they crossing?”


“Why, it’s the great mirage,” Regina said. “It even has a name, I believe. It is not seen once in five years. But it is more like a cloud bank. It doesn’t come clear down to the ocean. You can see the dawn under it. It would be too spooky otherwise. I don’t know how the effect of the high bridges is obtained. Sometimes they do look like bridges, and sometimes they are only shimmers.”


“The ship whistles, the ship whistles, there are too many of them,” Constantine said. “They are too near off shore, but then there are more distant ones too, farther to the south. There is no way there should be so many ship whistles. It sounds as if all the flotillas in the world were assembling here.”


“There is only one sort of ship whistles like those,” Regina said. “They have been advertising the ships everywhere for three weeks, in every paper in the world I believe. It sounds as if there were thousands and thousands of them, like gulls barking before a storm.”


“Excursion-boat whistles!” Constantine said. “You are right. There are no other ship whistles like them. But where can they all be going? There aren’t any ports there to accommodate them.”


“I’ll bet that there are now,” Regina said.


Constantine had been up quite early this morning. Sleeping on rocks in a scenic wilderness is pleasant and it is stimulating, but it is also conducive to early rising. He had checked his new car, his Sassari Twelve. Why, it would hardly have been a death trap for him, even in his befuddled condition of the night before. The wiring and the bombs were absolutely amateurish. It gave him a small feeling to be treated to such an inept and small-time operation. Why, that had been no more than a bit of banter, such a childish placing of the explosives! They had been having fun with him, and only long-shotting on killing him if they had intended that at all. No, the explosives hadn’t been intended to kill the best detective in the world, not even if he had really been so bombed on the wine the night before. Such death threats could have been no more than good-natured warnings.


“What was in my wine last night, Regina?” Constantine asked as they rolled along in the Sassari, that purring luxury cat of a car.


“Galveston Gimlet,” she said. “It’s just one of the older and more basic knockout drops from the States. I didn’t do it, of course, but it was fun to be in on it. Oh you do go goofy in the face when you find out that you’re being taken! They play rough in the set lately. They have deals going on for a while. And then the rough play is partly from being so jaded and surfeited and all. We were betting when and where you would fall, but you gave us the slip (and you couldn’t have, to turn one of your own phrases). Where did you fall?”


“In a rock pile, in a preselected rock pile. And there I was visited by an intoxicating creature, as if I needed any more intoxication. It was not you was it, Regina? Are you of dolphinish flesh?”


“It was not I, Constantine. I must have a rival in your affections. Who do you know who is a dolphin? And you didn’t have any trouble with your car this morning? I worried about that a little bit. But they all said that, if it killed you, it would prove that you weren’t the best detective in the world after all.”


“No trouble with it, Regina. But, in a way, it proves that they are not the best ‘agents’ in the world. Agents should not be jaded or surfeited. They should be avid and hungry.


“Is it not almost lustful the way this car rolls along, Regina? That little arrangement at the car, it was only to amuse me, I am sure; but I haven’t the same humor as they have in the ‘set.’ I am not too sure that Monaco is still safe, though she is still there. There seem to be strange flags flying over her this morning. Can she have been ‘stolen’ by a coup? And physically there are too many lines and attachments to her. And that mirage, that cloud, I just don’t trust it at all. There are really two of them. There is a low cloud on the surface of the sea that is green, and there’s a high cloud bulking downward in the air and it’s a sort of lavender color; it’s much thinner than the green cloud. It’s moving down entirely too low now. It will touch the surface cloud.”


“Can we drive under it, Constantine? Let’s try it. I never rode under a mirage before. If you would just veer a little bit more to the right, Constantine, we could do it. We’re not on the old road anyhow. You’ve jumped it. We’re just on the rocky shore, but they’re using a lot smoother rocks this morning.”


“Regina, for the last half mile we’ve been riding over land that was always ocean before.”


“You are sure?”


“I’m sure. But is it not a well-paved road that we come onto now? It is so light and springy, as if it were built out of air. Springy? But it does not have the look of extreme newness. It has the look of being under water for a long time and until very recently. Yeah, until as recently as about an hour ago. What kind of road is this? Light and springy? Built out of air? Not new at all? Been under water so recently?


“And look at those bridges above us. They are bridges, inasmuch as they are anything. Whoever saw such light and airy engineering? Airy again. What is this all? They can’t hold up anything if they are as light as all that, but they are holding up something. There are cars moving over them now, rather airish-looking cars too. We may as well resign ourselves to the whole world being light and airy today and not built out of very much of anything. Shimmering bridges, dawn-beam bridges, but they must be a little bit more substantial than shimmers. Look at the cars. Most of them look like Sassaris, as mine is, and I never heard of the make till yesterday. And no two of them are very much alike. They must make an incredible number of models.


“And look, Regina, your mirage is a little more detailed as the day gets brighter. Now there are rocks, cliffs, headlands, promontories, bays, capes, timber, towns, harbors, and ports, ships (well, what is wrong with ships, though I never before saw the flags that some of them are flying under), excursion boats (Regina, they must be hauling a million people here! Yes, and there is this here that wasn’t here before), canal boats, tug boats. I don’t remember either canal boats or tug boats off the coast of Monaco before. We won’t be able to drive under the mirage, Regina.”


“No. Let’s drive over it then. We’re on a road that was always ocean before, but we are shoreward (to the Monaco shore I mean, there’s another one now) from the canal.”


“A canal has no more business here than has a caravan of camels,” Constantine said.


“This road looks as if it continues along the shore just a little bit back from the docks and slips and basins,” Regina said, “and we’ll go under the high bridges. Or we can take a turn off on one of these ramps and go …”


“Yes, we can go around and up and around again, and go over one of those high bridges, and drive out onto the mirage itself. It looks much more substantial than it did, and the lavender cloud is coming down lower and lower on it; they will merge. I do believe that the high bridges and high roads are elastic and that they are contracting to take up the slack when everything comes into place. Do you know, Regina, that a single string of molecules is unbreakable if properly shaped and linked? I read that in the ‘Science and Stuff’ column this week. Some of those bridge cables look almost as thin as a single string of molecules. But they are holding it all up.


“Do you see what the bottom hundred meters of the violet mirage really are, Regina? It’s underwater sorts of rocks and shelvings, and whatever is it doing up in the air and in that transparent form? It’s as though it were the ghost of certain underwater strata. It is the roots of a land hanging in the sky, and now those roots have touched down to the blue water and the new green land. Easy, easy does it. Does it not come down gently? It’s almost like a blessing. There will be some turmoil, but, at its present rate of descent, in 10 minutes’ time, the water line of that purple fog will be down to the real water line. So that is the way that the demiurges and titans build land, is it? Oh yes, let us drive upon it.”


“Constantine, where did you get the weird idea that Monaco might be stolen? Not that there aren’t other weird things going on, but how did you ever get the idea that Monaco might be stolen?”


“Oh, that’s what an ‘agent,’ of a sort, said under his death torture. We play rough in our set too. He had broken before his death, of course, and his words were not rational. But some of our experts can put things together out of images dredged out of torture deaths, and what they put together was a great change in the neighborhood of Monaco. And there was the idea of something being stolen from the world. I was sent here then, as the best detective in the world, to find out the meanings behind those things. I believe that Monaco has been stolen, but not taken away: she has been adjoined to something that has arrived. There has been some special meaning all along to Monaco holding onto a technical independence. She was part of, she was a token of, something that had gone away for a while and left her as titular head of it.”


“Would World Interpol be that worried if someone did steal Monaco? What are they really worried about? Monaco doesn’t even subscribe to the services of World Interpol, as I understand, and whenever did World Interpol have any concern for a nonclient?”


“What we are really worrying about, Regina, is a bomb, a big one, more than 300 miles long, that is coming towards earth and is to be intruded inside our defenses. A ticking bomb that big is dangerous. It may be a world bomb, and it may be intended to destroy the world, so at least is some of the coded advice.”


“Did World Interpol get that coded advice about the possible world bomb from another ‘agent’ under his death torture?”


“Yes, I believe so, Regina. But how did you know that?”


They missed one turn-up ramp but they took the next one. They went up on a spiraled trestle. Spiders spun more substantial-looking things than that trestle was. Whoever had ever seen such light and clean engineering? This was like ‘exchanges and bridges’ in free flight.


There was a toll booth where they straightened out on the high road coming onto the bridge, and a good-natured man in it was jingling coins and singing a little tune.




“Un franc, un florn,


Un lir, un corn


Un cal-ke-vil


Por pont d’Eghil.”





So Constantine paid the good-natured man a franc and they drove over Eagle Bridge.


“They must go alphabetically,” Regina said. “This is E, Eagle Bridge, but why is it Eghil instead of Aghil? And it is the fifth bridge from the west.”


Constantine almost forgot to wonder how he had understood the man, but it would have been impossible not to understand his little jingle:




A franc, a florin,


A lira, a crown,


A what-you-will


For Eagle Bridge.





“It’s like one of those little languages that people invent out of romance roots to be International Tongues,” Constantine said.


“Constantine, all that fish dip you were telling me, about the 300-mile-long bomb and all, maybe it’s just what you’d like me to tell the ‘agents’ you’re working on. Maybe it’s not really what you’re working on at all.”


“Maybe not,” Constantine said. “Maybe it’s just what my superiors are telling me I’m supposed to be working on,” Constantine said. “What I am really working on at the moment is dolphin flesh. I’m not even sure that I am Constantine Quiche. Maybe Constantine Quiche is just a code way of referring to me and I’m a different sort of person altogether.”


It was beautiful to wheel along on the high road above the canal, for a canal is what it was below them, a boat-filled and ship-filled canal that cut through two isthmuses of land that connected a huge new peninsula to the underside of a continent. One could see for endless golden and blue miles from the high-flying Eagle Bridge, and the best detective in the world allowed himself to be overwhelmed by the wonder of it.


“Oh pull off here!” Regina cried. “We cannot go on till we have seen all of this.”


They pulled off into a little green observatory park. To the north was the principality of Monaco as they had known it, well mostly as they had known it. Monaco seemed to have a case of morning nervousness over the great thing dangling off south of it for so many miles into the sea. Two isthmuses, each about two miles wide and 10 or 12 miles long, and perhaps 15 miles apart, connected the huge appendage to the main land. The isthmuses were deep cut by the canal, as was the intervening water and the shallows outside them: and the whole of the isthmuses and the water between them was high spanned by the shimmering bridges.


But this new land was nothing like Monaco. It was like nothing that had ever been seen before. This was a great land extending south eternally, a color-drenched land with rocky shores and green-and-blue valleys inside, and with white- and pastel-colored cities. And Constantine and Regina were, in the parkwayed order of the interchanges, right at the entrance throat of a fine city.


“What country is this?” Regina asked a handsome lady with mahogany-colored hair.


“Sicoro, L’es Sandaliotis,” the lady said. “No conostu?”


“Where have you been, Sandaliotis?” Regina cried in rapture. “Oh how could this be? It is the paradise on earth, and how have we forgotten it?”


“Have a small care for the snakes, Regina,” Constantine said, “that you do not tread on them or they on you. Snakes are always a danger in paradise. And have a small care also that you do not overplay it. You know much more about things than you pretend.”


“It is the story of my life,” she said. “It has got me where I am today, on a piece of land that wasn’t here yesterday with a fellow whose tag says that he’s the best in the world.”


Oh the scenery of town and country and coast that could be seen from there, or waterways and beaches and cliffs, and commerce! And oh the scenic people who were going by! Constantine had come through the drenchingly beautiful scenery of the Grand Corniche the day before and this morning, and he had never seen such scenery as this.


There was a public phone there on a little kiosk. Constantine shoved francs into it and found that it accepted them. Possibly, like the toll booth, it would accept any sort of money. Was it possible that phones in this country that hadn’t been here before were connected in to the phones of the world? Constantine punched a number, and pretty soon he had someone on the line.


“Quiche,” he said. “Monaco is physically all right, though possibly in morning shock. Monaco has not gone, but something else has arrived or is happening. There is a complete new country here now. It is a peninsula and it attaches to Europe at Monaco. It extends south as far as the eye can see.”


“About a thousand miles in the air is it, would you say?” the voice asked. Constantine was a little bit relieved at hearing the voice, for it was familiar and it brought pieces of memory flooding back into Constantine. But he was also furiously exasperated by the foolishness of it.


“No, no, Grishwell,” he said. “It sure is not a thousand miles up in the air. It is right here in the Mediterranean Sea and I am right here on it. I know it is hard to believe, but there is a whole new country here that wasn’t here before.”


“Instrumentation shows that there is an object about 300 miles long that is hovering about a thousand miles high,” the man on the phone said. “Likely there is something wrong about your data or about you. How high did you say that it was?”


“I am on the high point of it, for the region close around here. I am about a hundred meters high. There are some spiraled highways going up here and some spanning bridges. The roots of the thing are deep under the sea now. It is integrated now, though earlier this morning it seemed to be made out of a green fog down on the sea and a lavender fog up in the air. They combined. It is big and it is not hovering up in the air. It is a peninsula in the middle of the sea. It is here.”


“Oh my God!” came the voice on the phone. “We are too late then. How have they done it? Has it landed for sure?”


“Landed and rooted, yes. But we don’t seem to be talking about the same thing. This is a peninsula with people living on it. And thousands of people arriving to it by—get this, Grishwell—by excursion boats. There are a thousand excursion boats coming into dozens of ports. I never saw a peninsula with so many ports.”


“Is it—oh my God, Quiche, what can we do?—is it armed?”


“I suppose that it is, Grishwell,” Constantine said. “If it is intended to be armed, then it is. This looks like a complete country with roads and cities. The only armed person I see is a policeman of sorts. He has a happy look about him, but I wouldn’t want to tangle with him. He is armed with a service revolver and a snapdragon.”


“A snapdragon? I never heard of that.”


“Nor I either, Grishwell. The name of it just popped into my mind, but I’m sure that it’s the correct name. It’s a neat little contrivance. Why didn’t I think of that? With a snapdragon in one hand, you could, well you could easily snap a man’s neck and kill him.”


“Where are you calling from, Quiche?”


“From one of their own public phones. The name of the town on whose edge I am is Civita do Nord or North Town. The name of the country is Sandaliotis. Both, as far as I can find out, were born new this morning after a gestation period that seems to have been no more than three to six weeks and was mostly talk.”


“They have phones there, on a country that wasn’t there yesterday, by which you were able to dial my secret number here?”


“Yes, I tried it, Grishwell, and it worked.”


“Have they clocks there, Quiche?”


“I suppose so. This is a complete city, apparently, and it would have everything. Yes, I see a clock in the tower of an insurance company building.”


“Call me every 30 minutes then, Quiche.”


“Should the best detective in the world be tied to the end of a telephone? I’ll call you from time to time if I think it necessary.”


“Is it ticking, Quiche, is it ticking?”


“Is what ticking, Grishwell?”


“The thing you are on, the bomb which the instruments say is a thousand miles in the sky and you say is on the surface of the Mediterranean Sea, the bomb which seems to be camouflaged to resemble a country. Is it ticking?”


“I will let you know if I find out.”


“There’s only two explanations. Our altimeters are a thousand miles off or—Quiche, when you move about on whatever it is that you’re on—”


“Yes?”


“Wear a parachute.”


Constantine Quiche hung up the phone. He needed a moment to adjust to his different sorts of data. It was as if he were seeing one world with one eye, and Grishwell were describing a completely different world to his other eye, and he had a split head from trying to focus the two together. The parting suggestion seemed to make no sense, but what could it hurt?


Constantine went into a mod parachute shop that happened to be the nearest building. He went in and bought a parachute. He fitted it about his waist and turned himself into a little pudgy man. A parachute! What nonsense! If it hadn’t been for the possible saving of his life he wouldn’t have bought it at all.


But was there ever a discovery like this one? Columbus had never come onto anything as new-made as this, and John Chancel had not. Here was a brilliant new world planted down into the middle of the oldest and most storied sea, and it wasn’t apparent yet how much the sea was perturbed over the thing. It was the morning of the third day and the Creator had just said “Let the dry land appear,” and so it was. It was the morning of the third day in an African cosmology also when the turtle had just swallowed all the seas and made the dry land appear and had decided that it was too much land. And he had spit part of the water over his shoulder then to cover a part of the land and to create again some of the sea. But who since that morning turtle had seen such new land?


Here was a brilliant new world planted down in the middle of a variety of different old worlds and lands. It had its alien elements, but they were not too confoundedly alien. One could understand the talk of the people pretty well. One could read the newspapers, even if you didn’t know what language they were written in. It was a little bit like the languages that rich and multilingual children at school in Switzerland put together for fun. It was a little bit like the languages that philologists put together seriously to serve as common tongues. It was gibberish, but it could be understood and read.


But this new-discovery world was an unprecedented situation. At the Sortilège Department of World Interpol, they believed that this was a 300-mile-long world-bomb that had been set down through Earth’s defenses during the night, and that it might be ticking off the moments until “Moment Destruction.” And who was to say that it wasn’t such a world-bomb?


Who knows what a highly sophisticated, highly camouflaged, 300-mile-long bomb might look like when it was trying to put on its most deceptive appearance? But how to find out whether it was such a mechanism—what else could it be, if such a thing was known to have been hovering over the Earth?—how to find out whether it was really that dread, ticking bomb?


No, no, they hadn’t gone to any extraordinary trouble over it, not if they were already going to the trouble of blowing up Earth. A few hundred or a few thousand technicians along its 300-mile length could as well play the roles of an innocent populace of a newly appeared country as any other roles. But what was the delay now? Did it have to activate itself? Could it have gotten through Earth’s defenses and sensors if it had already been activated then?


“Is it ticking, Regina?” Constantine asked Regina, his hostess of the evening before as he found her again after he had phoned to his superior.


“Sandaliotis, you mean?” she asked. “You’d better believe that it’s ticking. This is one ticking country! I talk to the people who go by, and they sure do have things moving here. They have a common law here that is so old and full of holes that you can do almost everything with it. I can get a Unilateral Divorce from Salaadin in one minute. Then, after a three-minute interval for ‘seemliness,’ I can marry you. And they’re having a honeymoon special at the hotel across the street. They’re doing a raging business with the real estate people: there are more than a million of them arriving on the excursion boats and they are all looking for a change. This is the other side of the fence, the advertisements say. The grass is greener here. This is really bargain day.


“Then I can have both the divorce and the marriage set up on a one-hour or two-hour or three-hour rotation, or whatever basis I want, so they will revert and put me back into the status quid quo, as they say it here. Salaadin certainly couldn’t object to that, especially if he doesn’t know about it, and if I’m married back to him automatically before he knows I was divorced from him. Well, come on.”


“Regina, just where and when was it that you and Salaadin became my best friends in the world?”


“I’m puzzled about that too. I know it’s true, of course, but I don’t remember about it, not how it happened at all. Well come on!”


“Aw, Regina, I’d like to, but there are responsibilities that go with being the best detective in the world. I’m in the middle of a case, you see, a big one, and—”


“All right, all right, all right, you best detective in the world you! I’m not sure you’re as sharp as you’re supposed to be. I say maybe that’s why the robbers beat the cops 19 rubbers out of 20. I’ll just go across the street and say yes to that young man there who asked me. He’s waiting for an answer.”


But Constantine, after spending ten minutes over a local newspaper to perfect himself in the language, went into the big library. It was five minutes till seven in the morning. The sun was up. It lighted everything and dispelled all possible unreality. As he went in, there were patriots in the street, high on morning wine, singing with ringing melody and with tears:




“Oh nine times risen from the Sea,


      With Meadows green,


Oh SandalEEotis our land,


     Where have you been?


 


Oh land where every day is Yule!


     Thou Saint Sardine!


Oh gracious land, Oh beautiful!


     Where have you been?”





“I have never seen such patriotism anywhere in the world,” a real estate man off one of the excursion boats said to Constantine. “Are you a native?”


“No, this is my first visit here,” Constantine said.


“I have never seen such burning patriotism in my life,” the real estate man said.


“Nor I,” Constantine agreed. He went on into the library and he knew what to do there. One does not become the best detective in the world by not knowing how to operate in a data center. The indexing system was not quite the same as in other libraries of the world. It was slightly different and slightly better. And the service was fast. Constantine ordered six different histories of Sandaliotis at random, and he was ear-deep in them when a young lady came and tied a napkin around his neck.


“What is this?” he asked.


“A napkin,” she said. “Do they not use them in your country? One is not allowed to eat breakfast in the library without one. One gets butter and marmalade on the books. You know how it is. Will you order in particular, or would you rather receive the breakfast of the day?”


“The breakfast of the day will be fine, young lady,” Constantine said.


“All right, I dial it in,” she said. “Is that not easy? Shall I rub your neck while your breakfast is coming? Many gentlemen like their necks to be rubbed in the mornings. They find it relaxing. Do you not? You are not a native of Sandaliotis? You are one of the outer barbarians then? I understand that many of the outer barbarians are greatly puzzled this morning by the very fact that there is a Sandaliotis, but all of them are wanting to buy land here. Their eyes had been darkened before and they had not been able to see our country.”


“Do the people of Sandaliotis have dolphin flesh?” Constantine asked.


“Oh, what a way to put it! Dolphin flesh! Many of the people of Sandaliotis are of the dolphin clan, but I’m not. I’m a sardine. As you may not know, Sardinia was an ancient name for one of the provinces of Sandaliotis. There are quite a few different clans in our country.”


“And what a country!” Constantine cried. “If this is fakery, then some faker has gone to a lot of trouble.”


“A lot of trouble, yes, but not quite as much as it might seem at first eye. This is North Town. We make it look good here. And then there is Ichnusa, the capital. They really faked it there. But most of the rest of it is still blank. Nothing looks so blank though when you color it green.


“But on the larger scale there is no faking. Only an outer barbarian would speak of God as a faker. How gross of you! But I overlook it because you are ignorant and I am magnanimous. You are something big, you believe, like a real estate man maybe, so you cannot see with common eyes. But the common people of the barbarians, the fishermen, the mule-drivers, the octopus-trappers, the grape-treaders, the bee-herders, olive-pickers, slate-miners, fig-breeders, cheese-makers, card sharks, sponge-divers, they have always known about Sandaliotis. They have visited us here freely, and they have worked here as itinerant workers. There have been no problems with people on the common level.


“And there have been no problems with the exquisite people (for many of you outer barbarians are exquisite). They have always known about Sandaliotis. I mean the kinetic philosophers and the goat-hair prophets, the attenuated artists and the music makers, the high comedians and the soul people, the best of the detectives and of the corporation chairmen, they have always understood about us. It is the great middle class of the outer barbarians who never could see us, for reasons not easy to explain. Today they can see us and our land, and it will confuse them for a little while. We must unconfuse them as much as we can. I will unconfuse you, and then you can unconfuse some of your countrymen.”


“Is Sandaliotis nine times risen from the sea, young lady?”


“Yes, but these times are not in sequence. It is as though one should say ‘nine times strong’ or ‘nine times glorious.’ Sandaliotis is always nine times risen, but she does not rise and sink again. It is more like the eyes of dim persons blinking open and shut and open again, so they do not see her all the time.”


“Young lady, is all that rigmarole you are giving me true?” Constantine asked.


“Well no, not all of it. But some of it may be true in a special sense. And there are several clearly true items imbedded in the matrix of parable. It is really just a little entertainment that I devise to tell you while your breakfast is coming. And here it is.”


One does not get to be the best detective in the world by doing just one thing at a time. Constantine Quiche ate his excellent library breakfast, matched chatter with chatter with the gracious young lady employee of the library, squeezed the juice out of six different histories of Sandaliotis, dialed for other books, and spun contingent theories in his neat and foxy set of brains.


The six different histories of Sandaliotis gave a consistent (though, to the great middle class of the outer barbarians, seemingly impossible) account of the peninsula of Sandaliotis. It had always been there, right where it was now, in the middle of the eastern Mediterranean Sea. The reason that it had not always been seen was that a sea-mist (the velo, called anciently the peplos, the veil) often surrounded the land and made it invisible. Sandaliotis had always been the great and beautiful peninsula between Italy and Spain, somewhat kindred (though several degrees superior) to them in culture and inclination. It had been visited by all the same early visitors, by the people of Phoenicia, of Tyre and Tharsis, of Crete and Egypt and Greece and Asiatic Greece. It had always been peopled by the same Mediterranean stock (always beautiful people, but most beautiful in the case of Sandaliotis). It had been an inner ally and affiliate of the Roman Republic and Empire, though not an intrinsic part of Rome. It had known, it had seduced, it had civilized all the same conquering barbarians. It had been redeemed by the same Christ and churched by the same Church (that patriarchate of Ichnusa of Sandaliotis was the most ancient of them all except that of Antioch, and one history said that it was more anciently established even than Antioch, by one year). Sandaliotis had been sickened by the same heresies, and its reigning heresy was “elitism.” It had stood slightly outside of the Industrial Revolution, or perhaps it had had its own slightly superior industrial revolution. The industrialization of Sandaliotis was based on the mining of white coal or leukophanoko, that superior fuel that is mined nowhere else in the world.


Why then had so much of the rest of the world been in ignorance of the very existence of Sandaliotis? It must have been a sort of eye-disease suffered by the rest of the world, the histories said, something even beyond the obscuring effect of the veil or sea-mist.


The ancient references in these histories gave one a sort of lilt of impossible recognition, for they referred, by number and description, to certain lost books of Pliny and Strabo and Tacitus and so many others. These books, lost to the rest of the world, were not lost to the people of Sandaliotis.


When Constantine had finished his breakfast, the lady attendant washed his face and hands and kissed him. Then she went off to attend to other clients. But she showed him how to dial for her, or for another assistant, if he needed aid in anything.


Constantine had recalled that Sandaliotis was the ancient name for Sardinia. In fact, his remembered data now told him that the Greeks had given the name of Sandaliotis to the Island of Sardinia because it was shaped like a sandal. Yes, that was a good enough explanation, except that Sardinia wasn’t shaped like a sandal.


The Sandaliotis histories that he was perusing said that the Greeks had given the name of Sandaliotis to their peninsula because it was shaped like a peninsula. Yes, that was well enough. The maps in the histories revealed that Sandaliotis was shaped like a sandal, much more so than Italy was shaped like a boot. But it was only full Sandaliotis that was so shaped, and not Sardinia. The maps of Sandaliotis were fascinating.


The ends of the drawstrings of the sandal were the two narrow isthmuses that attached Sandaliotis to the continent of Europe at Monaco. The full shape of the peninsula, which included Corsica and Sardinia swallowed in it, was a sandal exact. It was not the low sandal with the strap passing between the toes. It was the real sandalion, the solea, the crepida, the high sandal, the coturnus with its red straps or strings. Constantine knew that the two straps or strings, the two isthmuses that connected the peninsula to the mainland, would appear as red strings from the air, for he had already seen their incredible red flowers and their russet countrysides and the red-tiled roofs of the isthmus towns. This was the classical sandal, and if one wanted to know what it looked like, it was the sandal that the people of Sandaliotis still wore.


Constantine dipped into the accounts of the literature of Sandaliotis, of the drama, the art, the music, and the politics-as-art of the Sandaliotistics. There were many of the named names that had a familiar ring. There was the painter Theotocopuli who had gone to Spain to live with the people there. He had been in trouble before he had left home, and he did not tell the people of Spain for sure where he had come from. And neither did he correct them when they guessed wrong on him. Besides, El Greco makes a better nickname than El Sandaliotistico.


There was a little corporal from northern Sandaliotis who had become a big man among the French. But that raised again the question in the mind of the best detective in the world. Where did Corsica and Sardinia fit into the conception of Sandaliotis? Both of them were included in the outline of the peninsula as shown on the maps. And the names of Corsican and Sardinian mountains were found in their right latitudes and longitudes as mountains of Sandaliotis. Someone was playing free and loose with these things.


Constantine dialed for an aide girl, and one of them came. It was not the girl who had given him his breakfast, but another one. It would not matter greatly. There was not that much difference between the girls. All of them were beautiful and all of them were charming. And if it did not matter which one of them was which, that also fit in with a theory that Constantine was about to devise about Sandaliotis. It should make a difference which girl was which, in any other place and condition.


Constantine explained his difficulty to the girl, that there seemed to be a contradiction here; that there seemed to be, in these particular cases, two sorts of lands occupying one and the same area.


“How can there be a Sandaliotis, and at the same time be a Corsica and a Sardinia in parts of the same places?” he asked fairly enough. But the girl nearly became exasperated, except that such a thing would not be possible to one of the pleasant inhabitants of Sandaliotis.


“Have you no black cattle in your own country?” she asked defensively. “Have you no sheep in the closets of your own houses? Have you no unburied bones in your own attics, and no striped snakes in your own cellars? Oh, these are not things that we are ashamed of, but they are things that we would wish were better. There are ways of seeing parts of us, but there are better and more accurate ways of seeing those same parts. So we are double dealers sometimes? Will we never live that down? There are the beasts inside of us, but there are more pleasant and higher creatures inside of us also. The Corsica and Sardinia are sometimes seen by the outer barbarians (and it is an embarrassment that such people should be able to look into our most dismal nightmares), and the waters that are seen about those ‘islands’ even when those waters are not physically there, these are concretions of our psychotic unconsciousnesses and they are not meant to be seen by daylight. They are our shaggy manifestations; they are our wooly anxieties and our unsettling agitations. It is good to be able to send them off to high and waste places. But they are not the real essence of those places, no more than the morning dew is the real essence of a meadow that it covers briefly. When there is dew on the meadow, it is technically under water. When there is a peculiar dew on parts of Sandaliotis, they are technically under water, and the other parts, the parts not affected by the dew, seem to be islands. But if people would look at things our way and not their own way, they would know that Sandaliotis has always been here, complete and unchanged.”


“You must have very deep dew here,” Constantine said.


“Oh yes we do,” she agreed happily. “In certain areas, we have the deepest dew in the world.”


“Is this map of Civita do Nord, of North Town, accurate?” Constantine asked, and he showed her the map he was studying in one of the histories. “I have been studying this map and I now have it engraved on my eyeballs.”


“I have an uncle who engraves maps on walnuts,” the girl said, “but how do you engrave them on your eyeballs? Yes, the map is correct in every detail, but the city itself might not be correct all the time. They had workers making those streets and alleys all night until daylight this morning, but they got only about a third of them finished. Then they had to stop. They weren’t supposed to be making any of the things after the real estate people and other visitors got here.”


“Is all this that you have been telling me really not a long jabberoo that says hardly anything, young lady?” Constantine asked.


“Yes it is,” she said. “I will have to shorten it and sharpen it up. But some things are not so easy to explain. They instruct us ‘Make up something to tell them if they question you on that aspect.’ Or they instruct us ‘Tell them something without telling them anything if they question you in that area.’ A person would have to be a barbarian to know what sort of questions you barbarians were going to ask and to have answers ready. It isn’t easy to make up things for every occasion.”


“What about the waters around and between these islands,” Constantine asked, “the waters which this map here says do not exist. Isn’t there a place where very deep fog becomes tolerably deep ocean? Ships and boats have sailed for ages in these waters where this map shows land, where in fact I would probably find land if I went out looking on this unnatural morning. Fish have swum for ages in these waters where this map and yourself say that there are no waters, where you say that there is never more than deep dew.”


“That is false,” the girl said. “How have ships and boats sailed right through the place where Sandaliotis is? How have fish swum through here? Give me the name of one ship, of one boat, of one fish that has done this. Go ahead. Give me the name of the leastest fish that has done it. I do not ask for the name of any big thing. Only of a fish no longer than your finger. You cannot document what you say. If it had happened, it would not be so hard for you to come up with the name of just one little fish.”


“Ah, young girl, I will inquire the names of the ships and boats and fish later,” Constantine said. “Now I am going to visit a hotel that I used to know in the mountains of Sardinia. The mountains still have the same name on the map of Sandaliotis that they used to have in Sardinia. That one hotel in the mountains, I will not forget it. I will see if it is still there.”


“With all burning hope for your success,” the young library girl said, and she kissed Constantine affectionately. There has always been a legend of a very affectionate people in a Mediterranean land, but is it possible that the Sandaliotists are the people of that legend?


Constantine, on his way to the airport and a plane to take him to a certain mountain, stopped at a phone and punched a number.


“The library here is better than those in many places,” Constantine said to himself. “I will give it a citation for excellence if it ever falls in my way to do so.”


And then the person came onto the line.


“Quiche here,” Constantine said. “Grishwell, I have known bombs and I have known realms, but I am not sure that I have ever known a real combination of the two. But from where I stand, on the surface of our item of discussion, I believe that this is a realm, impure and not simple. I do not believe that it is a world-bomb.”


“Quiche,” Grishwell said, “there is something wrong. Instrumentation (which of course can be fooled when the stakes are as high as they are now: our survival or extinction) shows that the world-bomb is still in hover a thousand miles above Earth. We cannot get a visual on it; it’s too sophisticated for that. We cannot get a radar or a magnetic on it; it is certainly too sophisticated for that. But we do know that it is there, or that there is a meteorological disturbance in the shape of a 300-mile-long bomb still hovering there. It could, of course, have left the disturbance in a high hover and itself come down through our defenses. We cannot say.”


“Are you sure that there is a world-bomb?”


“Of course not, but we must act on the possibility.”


“If there isn’t, then what am I on?”


“I don’t know, Quiche, but stay on it. And keep it there.”


“How does one keep a 300-mile-long peninsula here if it decides to move?”




CHAPTER THREE


It was just eight o’clock in the morning. Lesser detectives might just be getting up then, but the best detective in the world had been up and doing for hours. Out of the library and into the streets of Civita do Nord (North Town, this was the name of that northernmost City of Sandaliotis) Constantine Quiche began to run into people he knew in too high a proportion. This, he discovered, would always be a characteristic of Sandaliotis, just as it was the characteristic of dreams and of intensity states, to encounter an inordinate number of persons with whom one was already acquainted.


First there was Regina Marqab, his host of the night before and his companion of that early morning. She introduced Constantine to a new husband.


“But this is not the same young man that you joined earlier,” Constantine said.


“Oh him. No. That didn’t work out at all,” Regina said. “But I’m on an hourly rotation now. Maybe I will settle down a little bit later in the morning. They will set it up for you that way here, and their rates are very reasonable. This is Conrad Squarehauser. He is in real estate and is authorized to buy land on Sandaliotis for more than eight thousand persons. There is a great hunger for land, he says, and all the land on Sandaliotis is so green and new looking! There are a million and a half real estate people who have landed on Sandaliotis already this morning, he says, and there are more coming yet this morning. They are landing at more than a hundred ports.


“I have phoned Salaadin to join me here and have told him how much fun it is. I believe we should buy land here and settle. Both of us are of Sandaliotis ancestry. He is furious though, about my divorcing him mostly. But he’ll come around to my style of life when he sees how much fun it is. And we can always marry again any hour we wish to. By the way, I have an eleven o’clock open if you’re interested. I was always very fond of you, as you know. I am one of your best friends in the world.”


There were many tourist-strangers about who clearly did not come from Sandaliotis, but who just as clearly liked it. They had pleasant but odd appearances. They were either Scandinavian or off-world. These were in addition to the thousands of real estate people. They spoke of having old ties with the place. “Your grandmother came from here,” a lady was telling her little girl. “Is it not lovely here?”


“No, Regina, I’m not sure where I will be at eleven o’clock,” Constantine said. “Right now I am going to travel quite a distance south to a place where I have visited before. There I will try to find the answer to one aspect of the situation. Do you have any answer to the Sandaliotis phenomenon?”


“What is to answer? It is the life-style. You like it or you do not. I like it.”


“Regina, you weren’t like this before, were you?” Constantine asked. “Or were you? Though you and Salaadin are my two best friends in the world, I just don’t remember you before.”


“No I wasn’t, except sometimes on perverse streaks. Sandaliotis does this to some people, they say, if they already have leanings to openness. I’m not sure that this is entirely good for me. When I was talking to Salaadin on the phone, I reminded him of the old proverb ‘When in Sandaliotis, do as the Sandaliotistics do’. He says that there is no such proverb, and he says that he doesn’t believe that most of the Sandaliotistics are like that at all. What I have run into here, he says, is a bit of border-town morality. He says that I’m acting like a typical border-town girl. I suppose that I am.”


Regina went away with her latest husband, Conrad Squarehauser.


The streets were now completely overflowing with real estate people wanting to buy the bright buildings and the bright building lots of the city (“Yes, we can have the building by noon,” a Sandaliotis huckster was heard to say; “we are the fastest and best builders in the world, and you can see that there is beauty and utility in every line of every one of our buildings”), and green acres in the countryside. There were hundreds of guides and Department of Federal Real Estate Transactions people (with their lavender armbands) herding the many thousands of real estate people and speaking to them from observation platforms and from Living Master-Map areas. One of the DFRET persons was the first young lady who had assisted Constantine Quiche in the library.


“This show has a chance to make it,” Constantine told himself. “Everybody is willing to double in brass.” But he didn’t at all understand the intense activity. It was as if all the shimmering green land of Sandaliotis had to be sold that very day.


Then Constantine saw Julien Moravia, one of the “agents” who had been in the Marqab’s house the night before, Julien the beautiful man. Julien was dressed in magistrate’s robes now and he was followed by a retinue of bravos.


He saw Constantine, and his face brightened in the most ambivalent look ever, sheer delight at seeing him and sheer evil for some opportunity here, the impulsive waywardness of the rich and mighty, and the glittering cruelty that is to be found near the surface of all beautiful men.


“Arrest that man there!” Julien ordered and he pointed at Constantine. “It will be necessary to take him into custody and possibly to hold him for a very long time. Or it may be that he will break under the torture very quickly. So many of them do nowadays. He is an enemy of the realm and an obstruction to our civil policies.”


“Julien, this is me myself,” Constantine Quiche called out. “You know me. We have shared the same hospitality. Oh, this is a grand joke!”


“Arrest that man at once,” Julien cried again. Though he was choking with laughter, he seemed to mean it, and the bravos moved to arrest Constantine. “He is wanted for murder on the mainland,” Julien was saying, “and we have to throw a few bones to the mainlanders as evidence of our good faith. They will have so many evidences of our bad faith this morning that we must do something to counteract. He is a murderer and he is a conspirator.”


No, no, they were not about to arrest the best detective in the world so easily as that! In the library, Constantine had memorized the map of Civita do Nord and held it firmly in his mind, every street and alley of it, every jurisdiction marker and boundary. The girl in the library had said that the map was accurate but that the city might not be because, for some reason, it had not been finished in all details.


But Constantine knew where the airport was, and he had noticed that it was in a different district from Civita do Nord; it was under the police of the Air Ministry. It would require authority from a different set of magistrates to effect an arrest there. Constantine knew just about what streets and alleys would lead to the airport while seeming to lead away from it. It was a complex of streets and byways which by their very shape had to be designated as “quaint.”


Constantine broke into a run, bowling over two bully boys as he made his break for it. With the parachute turning him into a pudgy little man with a bulge around the waist, he could not run as well as he had counted on. Maybe that didn’t matter. But he was still the best detective in the world, and he was in the best shape of the world.


For, oh, oh, oh, this was a patterned chase that quickly developed. Constantine could win this. There wasn’t even a cut-off man sent out. There wasn’t any flanking or herding. The pursuers let Constantine set the directions and conditions of the chase. The strong and chesty and bronzed Sandaliotis runners simply ran after Constantine, and they didn’t run quite as hard as they might. It really seemed as if they had compassion on him, and in a perverse corner of his mind he complained about it, that they weren’t making a good enough show. And Julien Moravia was left far behind, and Julien had the look of a conditioned and fleetfooted man. He was left behind, all except his voice. His voice belled grandly as if he were coursing and urging hounds on a country chase.


Oh, this had excess of pattern! It was the jumbly-alley run, over-the-fence, down-a-dark-passage, through-an-abandoned-warehouse, over-another-fence, and down-another-alley pattern. There were all those alleys and no streets. There were all those backs of houses and buildings and no fronts. There were all those meetings of three or five alleys, but no straight crossings. Yes, this was a quaint part of town. On his cutbacks, Constantine never had to bowl over more than two pursuers on one foray, and the pursuers were eminently bowl-overable. These chesty bravos were not patsies. Well then, they were secretly on his side. Why were they? Or were they really?

OEBPS/images/9781473213647.jpg
Apocalypses






OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





