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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.


      




Golden Girl


The Des Moines Post scooped the world on the greatest story in history, and Bill Baxter became a hero.


An hour after the edition hit the streets, every road leading to Kelly’s Hill was choked by caravans of the curious—the amateur public and the professionals: reporters, photographers and correspondents to the news-services, domestic and foreign. The FBI and Army Intelligence had arrived first. Road-blocks turned back a thousand cars, cordons through the fields intercepted walkers, fighter planes chased off the airplanes which wafted toward Kelly’s Hill like moths to a light.


The survivor of the crash lay through the night at Dr. Blackney’s small hospital where Bill Baxter had taken her. She awakened early in the morning, lay staring at Dr. Blackney, clenching the sheets with golden fingers. A pair of federal agents stood by the door to her room; two hundred others guarded the hospital and turned back the crowds of those who came to stare and marvel and murmur among themselves. An Army doctor and a spare aseptic individual reputedly connected with the Secret Service checked Blackney’s diagnosis of a cracked collarbone and attendant shock, approved his treatment. The woman submitted with an air of helpless distaste.


The secrecy stimulated rather than deterred the press. Imagination was encouraged to run wild. The crash was a wind from exotic islands, an intimation of tremendous new fields of truth. The rest of the world dwindled to a locality; the lustiest news seemed stale and trivial. Thousands of columns were filled with speculation, tons of newsprint lavished on rumor, acres of photographs, charts, star-maps, imaginative drawings were published. Someone had even located a picture of Bill Baxter—the reporter who thinking to investigate a spectacular meteorite had found a wrecked spaceship and pulled out the limp young woman with the golden skin. To add the final gloss to this magnificent bubble of sensation—the final compelling overtones—it was rumored that the golden woman was beautiful. Young and fantastically beautiful.


From the first, Bill Baxter refused to be separated from the woman. Every minute possible he spent in the armchair across the room, covertly studying her face. The golden woman was something intimate and intricate, a wonderful jewel he had found in the night. She fascinated him; she aroused his fiercest protective instincts, as if by lifting her from the burning hull he had taken her for his property.


His assumption of sponsorship met grudging acceptance, as if even the government recognized some primitive law of the treasure trove—or at least admitted that Baxter had as much right to act as her agent as anyone else. Dr. Blackney took his presence as natural and desirable; the federal agents watched him with quiet sarcastic remarks to each other, but made no attempts to limit his contact with the woman.


She ate little, mostly broth and fruit-juice, occasionally a piece of toast, rejecting eggs, milk, meat with faint repugnance. For the most part, during the first two days, she lay limp and passive, as if stunned by the catastrophe which had beset her.


The third day she raised to her elbow, stared around the room, looked through the window a minute or two, then slowly lay back. She gave no heed to Baxter and Dr. Blackney, who were watching her from across the room.


Blackney, a grizzled country doctor with no pretensions to omniscience, clicked his tongue thoughtfully. “It’s not right for her to be so limp… she’s perfectly healthy, perfectly sound. Her temperature’s a degree up, but that might be normal to her race. After all, we know little about her.”


“Normal.” Baxter seized on the word. “Is she a—normal human woman, Doctor?”


Blackney smiled faintly. “The X-rays show a—humanoid skeleton, and apparently human organs. Her features, conformation—well, you can see for yourself. The only distinguishing feature is her metallic skin.”


“She seems only half-conscious,” muttered Baxter. “She takes no interest in anything…”


“Shock,” said Blackney. “Her brain is letting itself go slow…That’s why she’s not being moved.”


“Moved?” cried Baxter. “Why moved? Where? By whose orders?”


“Orders from Washington,” said Blackney. “But there’s no hurry. She’s weak, confused. She should have time to pick up the pieces. She’s just as well off here as anywhere else.”


Baxter agreed emphatically. In Washington, among so many official people, he might be shouldered aside. He rubbed his chin, compressed his lips. “Doctor, what would you estimate her age to be?”


“Oh—if she’s aged according to our rates, perhaps nineteen or twenty.”


“If so, she’s a minor in the eyes of the law…Do you think I could get appointed her legal guardian?”


Blackney shook his head. “Not a chance in a thousand years, Bill. Don’t forget this girl is not an ordinary waif who needs a guardian.”


“Somebody’s got to look after her,” said Baxter stubbornly.


Blackney smiled faintly. “I imagine she’ll be made a ward of the government.”


Baxter frowned, clenched his hands in his pockets. “That remains to be seen.”


On the afternoon of the fourth day, Baxter was astonished to see her throw off the coverlets and leave the bed with no evidence of weakness. She went to the window, where she looked several minutes out across Blackney’s garden. Baxter fidgeted behind her like a nervous hen, worried lest she weaken herself, yet reluctant to thwart her in any way. At last she turned, and in the long white nightgown she seemed absurdly young and inoffensive. For the first time she appeared to notice Baxter—surveying him from shoes to hair with a scrutiny most casual and cool.


Baxter employed the technique recommended by a thousand precedents. He took a step forward, touched his chest, and said, “Bill.”


She raised her eyebrows as if surprised that he commanded an intelligible thought, and repeated “Bill” in a soft voice.


Baxter nodded eagerly, pointed to her. “You?”


She touched herself and spoke a word full of slurred consonants and throaty vowels. The closest Baxter could make was a sound like Lurr’lu, or Lurulu.


Earnestly he began to teach her the language, and though unenthusiastic, she grasped ideas instantly and never forgot a word once it passed her lips.


Her story, as Baxter gathered it bit by bit, was simple enough. Her home was a world “very far past the stream of blue stars”—so she expressed it, and she called it Ghh’lekthwa. Baxter, unable to master the beginning guttural, pronounced it merely Lekthwa, which appeared to amuse the girl.


The spaceship was a pleasure-craft, she told him, on the order of an Earthly yacht; they had chanced on Earth with no particular end in view. A careless repair had weakened one of the control motors, which—failing at a critical time—had plunged the ship to destruction against Kelly’s Hill.


On the seventh day Blackney pronounced the girl in good health, and Baxter sent a nurse out for clothes. When he returned to the room—although she exhibited no trace of personal modesty—he found her examining herself in a mirror, with an expression of satisfaction.


“Were any of my personal garments found in the wreck? These—” she pulled at the cashmere skirt “—they are picturesque, but they chafe, they feel strange against my skin.”


Baxter, who thought her magnificent, stammered a reply. “Everything was destroyed in the heat…But if you’d tell me what you want, I could have something made for you. Of course, you’d be rather conspicuous.”


She shrugged. “I will wear these.”


Baxter asked a question which had long been burning inside him. “Do you—expect to return to your home? Can you communicate with your people? Do you know how to build a space-ship?”


She stared off across the garden. “No, just the barest principles…Lekthwa is many stars distant. I would hardly know how to go.”


Baxter looked at her sharply. Her voice had been cool, very soft, like a dark pool in the forest. With an anxious tightness in his throat, and watching her sidelong, he reached for one of the books he had brought. Joining her at the window, he showed her a map.


“This is where we are,” and he indicated. She bent her head, and Baxter studied her profile. This was the closest he had been to her since the night he had carried her from the wreck, and a strange fluttering pulse awoke in his neck.


She glanced up, and Baxter stared deep into the amber eyes. He saw the pupils change, and she moved slightly away. She turned her eyes back to the map. “Tell me more about your world.”


Baxter gave her a thumbnail history of civilization, indicating the Nile, Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley. He showed her Greece, described Hellenic thought and its effect upon European culture, sketched the Industrial Revolution and brought her to date.


“So today there are still sections of the world independent and hostile to each other?”


“That is unfortunately true,” Baxter admitted.


“Several hundred thousand years ago,” mused Lurulu, “we had a period called ‘The Era of Insanity’; this was when the white-haired people of the south and the golden-haired people of the north purposely killed each other.” She paused, then said vaguely, “They had a culture roughly equivalent to yours.”


Baxter examined her. “Your hair is a very light golden.”


“The white-haired and the golden-haired peoples are well-mingled now. In the barbarous ages, there was great prejudice against the golden-haired people, who were somehow considered less admirable. It seems so peculiar and cruel now.”


She put down the book, went to the window. “I would like to be in the sunlight. Yours is a sun much like ours.” An airplane passed across the sky. “And there is air flight on Earth?” she asked in mild surprise.


Baxter assured her that air travel was commonplace, and had been so for the last twenty years. She nodded abstractedly.


“I see. Well—let us go for a walk then.”


“As you wish,” said Baxter.


The federal agents in the hall followed slightly to the rear.


Lurulu motioned to the guards. “What is their function, and what is yours? Am I a prisoner?”


Baxter hurriedly assured her that she was as free as the air. “They are merely to guard you from annoyance by eccentrics. As for me—I am your friend.” And he added stiffly, “I will not intrude upon you, should you so desire!”


Lurulu did not answer, but walked out on the sidewalk, looked up and down the street. The police had thrown up barriers across the ends of the block, and at either end stood a small crowd, hoping for a glimpse of the out-world woman. The guards ran out ahead, waved them back.


Lurulu ignored the onlookers, completely indifferent to the staring eyes and excited babble. Baxter, uncomfortable and somehow resentful, followed at her elbow as she turned up the street. She seemed to enjoy the sunlight, and held her hand outstretched, as if feeling the texture of the light. Her skin glowed like rich satin. She breathed deeply, glanced in at the houses which lined the street. Blackney’s little hospital was in a pleasant suburb, shaded with great elms, and the houses sat well back among gardens.


Suddenly she turned to Baxter. “Your people all live on the ground, then?”


“Well—we have apartment houses,” replied Baxter. “They go hundreds of feet up into the air…How do you live on Lekthwa?”


“We have pleasant places floating in the sky—sometimes out in the clear sunny air, sometimes among the clouds. There is no sound but the wind. We enjoy the aloneness and the splendid vistas.”


Baxter stared, half in disbelief. “No one lives on the ground? Are there no houses?”


“Oh—” she made a vague gesture “—occasionally by some beautiful lake or forest there is a cottage or a camp. The face of Lekthwa is for the most part wild—except for the Industrial Segment and the photo-synthetic basins.”


“And who works in the industries?”


“Young people mostly—children. The work is part of their education. Sometimes they improve the machinery or develop new biologotypes—is that a word? No?—No matter. After a period of machine tending, those who wish become designers or engineers or advanced technicians.”


“And those who prefer not?”


“Oh—some are idle, some become explorers, some artists, musicians, some do a little of everything.”


For a few seconds Baxter marched in glum silence. “Sounds stagnant to me… Sounds as if you’d be bored.”


Lurulu laughed aloud, but made no answer or argument which, perversely, annoyed Baxter even further.


“And are there any criminals?” he asked presently.


She glanced at him, still smiling slightly. “On Lekthwa everyone likes living, likes his own personality. Only rarely do offenses exist, and these are treated by a form of brain-arrangement.”


Baxter grunted.


“Crime occurs when the society is unpopular,” she added offhandedly, “when the culture provides no out-alleys for human drive.”


Baxter asked with a slight edge of sarcasm in his voice: “How can you discuss social problems so authoritatively when you don’t have any on Lekthwa?”


She shrugged. “We know of several worlds where social problems exist. We have installed missions on these worlds, and are gradually bringing about reform.”


Baxter asked in perplexity, “Do men—human beings—live on these other worlds too? I consider it very strange that even our two worlds have produced identical species…”


She smiled wryly at the word. “I suppose our physical structure is more or less the same. But we are hardly ‘identical’.”


She stopped to examine a bed of flowering red geraniums. Baxter wondered what her reaction would be if he put his arm around her waist. His arm twitched—but the guards sauntered close behind and eyes stared from all sides.


They reached the corner and halted. Lurulu looked into the corner grocery store, observed the meat market. She turned to Baxter wide-eyed. “Are those carcasses?”


“Well—yes,” admitted Baxter.


“You eat dead animals?”


It began to irritate Baxter to be constantly on the defensive. “They’re not poison,” he growled, “and they’re a healthful source of proteins.”


“You haven’t fed me any of that—that animal flesh?”


“So far, very little. You seem to prefer fruits or greens.”


Lurulu turned, walked quickly past the store.


“After all,” said Baxter, “it’s only carbon, oxygen, hydrogen… You show a rather peculiar obsession, rather narrow-minded prejudice.”


Her voice had become cool and vague once more. “There are psychological reasons for not putting death in our mouths…”


The next morning a black car of unmistakably official nature pulled up in front of the hospital; a man in an Army uniform and two others in civilian clothing alighted. The FBI guards stiffened slightly. There was a muttered interchange and the three swung up the steps. In the front office they were met by Dr. Blackney.


“I am Major-General Devering,” said he who wore the uniform. “From the OSS. This is Dr. Rheim, of the Institute of Advanced Research, and this is Professor Anderson of Ledyard University.”


Dr. Blackney shook hands with all three—Major-General Devering, a thick-set man with a pink lumpy nose and shining, slightly protruding eyes; Dr. Rheim, long, thin, solemn; Professor Anderson, short, fat, equally solemn.


“I suppose,” suggested Dr. Blackney, “that you’ve come in connection with my guest?”


“That’s right,” said Devering. “I suppose she’s well enough to be questioned? My men tell me she took a walk yesterday and appeared to be conversing with Mr. Baxter.”


Blackney squinted thoughtfully, pursed his lips. “Yes, she’s sound enough physically. Perfectly well, as far as I can see.”


“Perhaps then,” suggested Dr. Rheim, “it would be possible to move her to a place more readily accessible to us?” He raised his eyebrows questioningly.


Blackney frowningly rubbed his chin. “Accessible for what purpose?”


“Why—for study, various types of examination…”


“She’s physically able to go anywhere,” said Blackney. “But so far her legal position has not been established. I really see no need to move her—unless she herself wants to go.”


Major-General Devering narrowed his eyes. “Aside from that aspect, Doctor, this young woman may have information of great value to the country. Don’t you think it’s important that we check into it? In any event, you have no authority in the matter.”


Blackney drew his chin back, twice opened his mouth to speak, twice snapped it shut. Then he said: “I have authority over who enters this office. However, you may speak to the young woman.”


Devering stepped forward. “Please show us to her room.”


“Down this hall, please.”


Bill Baxter sat beside Lurulu at a card table, teaching her to read. He looked up, in surprise and annoyance.


Blackney introduced the visitors. “These men,” he said to Lurulu, “wish to ask you about your life on Lekthwa. Do you object?”


She glanced at the three with little interest. “No.”


Major-General Devering moved forward a trifle. “We have a rather extensive program, and would like you to accompany us to new quarters—which will be more convenient for everyone concerned.”


Baxter jumped up. “No such thing!” he shouted. “God, you’ve got your nerve! One thing that’s not going to happen is an ‘extensive program’, third degree, whatever you want to call it!”


Devering eyed him stonily. “I’d like to remind you, Mr. Baxter, that you have no official standing in regard to the young lady; and that she is the ward of the government, and subject to security laws.”


“Have you got a warrant?” inquired Baxter. “If not, you’re in a worse position officially than I am. As far as questioning goes, I appreciate that there’s much that you want to know, and I’d like to help you—but you can do your questioning here, an hour or so a day. You can fit your questioning to the young lady’s convenience, rather than she to yours.”


Devering’s mouth opened slightly, showing white teeth, and his chin protruded. “We’ll damn well do what we see fit, with no interference from some whippersnapper of a reporter.”


Dr. Blackney interposed. “May I suggest, gentlemen, that you leave the decision to the lady? After all, she is the one person most directly involved.”


Lurulu had been watching with a slightly wrinkled forehead. “I do not care to go with these men. But I will answer their questions.”


A nurse entered, whispered into Blackney’s ear. Blackney raised his eyebrows, quickly arose. “Excuse me, it’s the President calling.”


“Let me talk to him,” said Baxter wildly. “I’ll tell him a thing or two.”


Blackney ignored him, left the room. A sullen silence fell, Devering and Baxter glowering at each other, the scientists eyeing the Lekthwan woman, and she, oblivious, watching a hummingbird outside the window.


Blackney returned, breathing rather hard. “The President,” he told Lurulu, “has invited you to spend a week at the White House.”


Lurulu looked involuntarily at Bill Baxter. Grudgingly he said, “I suppose it would be the best thing for her, in the circumstances. When does the visit start?”


Blackney reflected. “I suppose right away. I didn’t think to ask.”


Baxter turned. “We might as well leave at once.”


Devering wheeled toward the door, departed without a word, and the two scientists, after bows to the Lekthwan woman, followed.


Washington reacted to the Lekthwan woman with unprecedented fervor. In the first place, she was no celebrity of the usual sort. She had built no empires, destroyed none, had been elected to no office, performed no antics on stage or screen, was not associated with any vice or depravity. She was a visitor from another star. Further it was reported that she possessed a wonderful beauty. The total effect was dramatic.


Lurulu seemed indifferent to the tumult. She went to several parties, attended the opera, and received numerous gifts from publicity-hungry manufacturers—four new automobiles, clothes of every description, perfumes, baskets of fruit. One contractor offered to build her a house to any specifications she cared to submit. She was taken on a lavish sight-seeing tour to New York. Mrs. Bliss, hostess of the expedition, inquired if such monumental edifices existed on her own planet. No, replied Lurulu, she doubted if on all Lekthwa there was a structure even three stories in height, or a bridge longer than a few feet of tree trunk spanning a brook.


“We have no need for these great masses,” she told Mrs. Bliss. “People are never assembled in groups large enough to need large buildings, and as for rivers and seas, they are merely part of the planet’s surface above which we spend much of our lives.”


Baxter was her constant companion, an association which she now encouraged. Baxter was aware of her likes and dislikes, and protected her from most of the hostesses and agents. And as she came to find him useful, so did he come to feel necessary to her, and nothing in his life had meaning other than Lurulu.


A lewd rumor reached his ear, and in a troubled spirit he confided it to Lurulu. She looked up in surprise. “Really?” Then she took no further interest in the subject. Baxter departed in anger.


He arranged two hours daily interviews with scientists—biologists, physicists, linguists, historians, anthropologists, astronomers, engineers, military tacticians, chemists, bacteriologists, psychologists and others. These found her general knowledge vast and exciting, but vague in detail—helpful mainly in that she was able to indicate boundaries of regions yet to be explored. After one of these sessions, Baxter found her in the apartment he had rented for her, alone on a settee. The time was about twilight and she sat looking across the park, into the luminous blue-gray sky.


He sat down beside her. “Are you tired?”


“Yes—very tired. Of curious people…Ponderous questions…Talk…Nonsense…”


He said nothing, sat staring out into the twilight. She sensed the quality of his silence.


“Excuse me, Bill. I never mind talking to you.”


His mood instantly changed; he felt closer, more intimate with her than at any time of their association.


“You’ve never mentioned your personal life,” he began diffidently. “Were you… married?”


She answered quietly. “No.”


Baxter waited.


“I was an artist—of a sort unknown to you here on Earth.” She spoke softly, her eyes still out on the darkening sky. “We conceive in the brain—color, motion, sound, space, sensation, mood, all moving, shifting, evolving. When the conceiver is prepared, he imagines the whole sequence of his creation, as vividly as possible—and this is picked up by a psychic recorder and preserved. To enjoy or experience the creation, a person inserts a record into an apparatus, and this plants the same images into his mind. Thus he sees the motion, the color pattern, the flows and fluxes of space, the fantasies in the artist’s mind, together with the sights, the sounds, and most important, the varying moods of the piece…It is a difficult medium to master, for it requires tremendous concentration. I am merely a novice, but certain of my imageries have won praise.”


“That’s very interesting,” said Baxter heavily. Then after an interval: “Lurulu.”


“Yes?”


“Do you have any plans for the future?”


She sighed. “No. Nothing. My life is blank.” She stared into the sky where now the stars were showing. “Up there is my home and everything I love.”


Baxter leaned forward. “Lurulu—will you marry me?”


She turned, looked at him. “Marry you? No, Bill.”


“I love you very much,” he said, looking out into the sky. “You’ve become everything in the world to me. I worship you—anything you do—or say—or touch…I don’t know whether you care ten cents for me—I suspect not—but you need me, and I’d do anything in the world to make you happy.”


She smiled faintly, abstractedly. “On Lekthwa we mate when we find someone in rapport with us psychically. To you we may seem cold-blooded.”


“Perhaps you and I are psychically right,” suggested Bill Baxter.


She shuddered almost imperceptibly. “No, Bill. It’s—unthinkable.”


He arose. “Good-night.” At the door he paused, looked back to where she sat in the dark, still staring up at the night sky, the far white stars.


Returning to his own apartment, he found Dr. Blackney awaiting him, sitting comfortably in an armchair with a newspaper. Bill greeted him with subdued warmth. Blackney watched intently while Bill mixed a couple of stiff highballs.


“I thought I’d see how my ex-patient was adjusting herself to life on Earth.”


Bill said nothing.


“What’s your opinion?” Blackney asked.


Bill shrugged. “She’s getting along all right. Pretty tired of so many people…I just now asked her to marry me.”


Blackney leaned back with his highball. “And she said no—”


“That’s about it.”


Blackney put down his glass, picked up a book beside him on the couch. “I just happened to chance on this, rummaging through some old stuff…It’s rather a long chapter. I won’t read it. But the gist of it—” he opened the book to a page covered with fine print, looked quickly up at Bill. “The title, incidentally, is Strange Tales of the Seven Seas. Published in 1839, and this chapter is called ‘Shipwrecked Off Guinea, a Personal Diary’.


“It’s about a wreck—in 1835, when a British ship went down in a gale off Equatorial Africa. In the confusion Miss Nancy Marron, a girl of gentle upbringing, found herself alone in one of the ship’s boats. The boat weathered the storm, presently drifted near a small island, then uncharted, but now known as Matemba. The continent of Africa lay about thirty miles past the horizon, but this naturally was unknown to Nancy Marron. In any event, she was able to drag herself ashore and up on the beach, where a native found her and took her to his village.” He turned the page. “She was received with great reverence. The natives had never seen a white man or woman, and thought her a divinity. They built her a grand new thatched hut; they brought her food, much of which, so she noted in her diary, she found inedible—slugs, entrails, and the like. In addition, they were cannibals, eating the bodies of any of their tribe who died.”


Blackney looked up. “Her diary tells all this rather objectively. She was a good reporter and, in the main, keeps her homesickness out of the text. She learned the native tongue, found that she was the first white person ever seen on Matemba, and that vessels never approached the island. This discovery ended her last trace of hope. The last entry reads: ‘I can stand it no longer here among these savages, friendly as they may be. I am sick at heart, I long for England, the faces of my family, the sound of my own blessed tongue, the smells and sounds of the pleasant old countryside. I know I shall never see or hear them again in this world. I cannot bear this hideous loneliness any longer. I have a knife, and it will be very easy for me to use it. May God understand and forgive.’”


Blackney looked up. “There the diary ends.”


Baxter sat like a statue.


“Odd, isn’t it?” said Blackney.


“Very,” said Baxter.


After a moment he jumped to his feet. “Just a minute, Blackney…” He ran up the stairs, two at a time, turned down the hall, stopped by a white door. He rang the bell, waited… waited.


He threw himself against the panel; the lock splintered and Baxter staggered into the dark room. He switched on the lights, stood staring at the figure on the floor, the golden figure with the chest welling red blood…




Masquerade on Dicantropus


Two puzzles dominated the life of Jim Root. The first, the pyramid out in the desert, tickled and prodded his curiosity, while the second, the problem of getting along with his wife, kept him keyed to a high pitch of anxiety and apprehension. At the moment the problem had crowded the mystery of the pyramid into a lost alley of his brain.


Eyeing his wife uneasily, Root decided that she was in for another of her fits. The symptoms were familiar—a jerking over of the pages of an old magazine, her tense back and bolt-upright posture, her pointed silence, the compression at the corners of her mouth.


With no preliminary motion she threw the magazine across the room, jumped to her feet. She walked to the doorway, stood looking out across the plain, fingers tapping on the sill. Root heard her voice, low, as if not meant for him to hear.


“Another day of this and I’ll lose what little’s left of my mind.”


Root approached warily. If he could be compared to a Labrador retriever, then his wife was a black panther—a woman tall and well-covered with sumptuous flesh. She had black flowing hair and black flashing eyes. She lacquered her fingernails and wore black lounge pajamas even on desiccated deserted inhospitable Dicantropus.


“Now, dear,” said Root, “take it easy. Certainly it’s not as bad as all that.”


She whirled and Root was surprised by the intensity in her eyes. “It’s not bad, you say? Very well for you to talk—you don’t care for anything human to begin with. I’m sick of it. Do you hear? I want to go back to Earth! I never want to see another planet in my whole life. I never want to hear the word archaeology, I never want to see a rock or a bone or a microscope—”


She flung a wild gesture around the room that included a number of rocks, bones, microscopes, as well as books, specimens in bottles, photographic equipment, a number of native artifacts.


Root tried to soothe her with logic. “Very few people are privileged to live on an outside planet, dear.”


“They’re not in their right minds. If I’d known what it was like, I’d never have come out here.” Her voice dropped once more. “Same old dirt every day, same stinking natives, same vile canned food, nobody to talk to—”


Root uncertainly picked up and laid down his pipe. “Lie down, dear,” he said with unconvincing confidence. “Take a nap! Things will look different when you wake up.”


Stabbing him with a look, she turned and strode out into the blue-white glare of the sun. Root followed more slowly, bringing Barbara’s sun-helmet and adjusting his own. Automatically he cocked an eye up the antenna, the reason for the station and his own presence, Dicantropus being a relay point for ULR messages between Clave II and Polaris. The antenna stood as usual, polished metal tubing four hundred feet high.


Barbara halted by the shore of the lake, a brackish pond in the neck of an old volcano, one of the few natural bodies of water on the planet. Root silently joined her, handed her her sun-helmet. She jammed it on her head, walked away.


Root shrugged, watched her as she circled the pond to a clump of feather-fronded cycads. She flung herself down, relaxed into a sulky lassitude, her back to a big gray- green trunk, and seemed intent on the antics of the natives—owlish leather-gray little creatures popping back and forth into holes in their mound.


This was a hillock a quarter-mile long, covered with spine-scrub and a rusty black creeper. With one exception it was the only eminence as far as the eye could reach, horizon to horizon, across the baked helpless expanse of the desert.


The exception was the stepped pyramid, the mystery of which irked Root. It was built of massive granite blocks, set without mortar but cut so carefully that hardly a crack could be seen. Early on his arrival Root had climbed all over the pyramid, unsuccessfully seeking entrance.


When finally he brought out his atomite torch to melt a hole in the granite a sudden swarm of natives pushed him back and in the pidgin of Dicantropus gave him to understand that entrance was forbidden. Root desisted with reluctance, and had been consumed by curiosity ever since…


Who had built the pyramid? In style it resembled the ziggurats of ancient Assyria. The granite had been set with a skill unknown, so far as Root could see, to the natives. But if not the natives—who? A thousand times Root had chased the question through his brain. Were the natives debased relics of a once-civilized race? If so, why were there no other ruins? And what was the purpose of the pyramid? A temple? A mausoleum? A treasure-house? Perhaps it was entered from below by a tunnel.


As Root stood on the shore of the lake, looking across the desert, the questions flicked automatically through his mind though without their usual pungency. At the moment the problem of soothing his wife lay heavy on his mind. He debated a few moments whether or not to join her; perhaps she had cooled off and might like some company. He circled the pond and stood looking down at her glossy black hair.


“I came over here to be alone,” she said without accent and the indifference chilled him more than an insult.


“I thought—that maybe you might like to talk,” said Root. “I’m very sorry, Barbara, that you’re unhappy.”


Still she said nothing, sitting with her head pressed back against the tree trunk.


“We’ll go home on the next supply ship,” Root said. “Let’s see, there should be one—”


“Three months and three days,” said Barbara flatly.


Root shifted his weight, watched her from the corner of his eye. This was a new manifestation. Tears, recriminations, anger—there had been plenty of these before.


“We’ll try to keep amused till then,” he said desperately. “Let’s think up some games to play. Maybe badminton—or we could do more swimming.”


Barbara snorted in sharp sarcastic laughter. “With things like that popping up around you?” She gestured to one of the Dicantrops who had lazily paddled close. She narrowed her eyes, leaned forward. “What’s that he’s got around his neck?”


Root peered. “Looks like a diamond necklace more than anything else.”


“My Lord!” whispered Barbara.


Root walked down to the water’s edge. “Hey, boy!” The Dicantrop turned his great velvety eyes in their sockets. “Come here!”


Barbara joined him as the native paddled close.


“Let’s see what you’ve got there,” said Root, leaning close to the necklace.


“Why, those are beautiful!” breathed his wife.


Root chewed his lip thoughtfully. “They certainly look like diamonds. The setting might be platinum or iridium. Hey, boy, where did you get these?”


The Dicantrop paddled backward. “We find.”


“Where?”


The Dicantrop blew froth from his breath-holes but it seemed to Root as if his eyes had glanced momentarily toward the pyramid.


“You find in big pile of rock?”


“No,” said the native and sank below the surface.


Barbara returned to her seat by the tree, frowned at the water. Root joined her. For a moment there was silence. Then Barbara said, “That pyramid must be full of things like that!”


Root made a deprecatory noise in his throat. “Oh—I suppose it’s possible.”


“Why don’t you go out and see?”


“I’d like to—but you know it would make trouble.”


“You could go out at night.”


“No,” said Root uncomfortably. “It’s really not right. If they want to keep the thing closed up and secret it’s their business. After all it belongs to them.”


“How do you know it does?” his wife insisted, with a hard and sharp directness. “They didn’t build it and probably never put those diamonds there.” Scorn crept into her voice. “Are you afraid?”


“Yes,” said Root. “I’m afraid. There’s an awful lot of them and only two of us. That’s one objection. But the other, most important—”


Barbara let herself slump back against the trunk. “I don’t want to hear it.”


Root, now angry himself, said nothing for a minute. Then, thinking of the three months and three days till the arrival of the supply ship, he said, “It’s no use our being disagreeable. It just makes it harder on both of us. I made a mistake bringing you out here and I’m sorry. I thought you’d enjoy the experience, just the two of us alone on a strange planet—”


Barbara was not listening to him. Her mind was elsewhere.


“Barbara!”


“Shh!” she snapped. “Be still! Listen!”


He jerked his head up. The air vibrated with a far thrum-m-m-m. Root sprang out into the sunlight, scanned the sky. The sound grew louder. There was no question about it, a ship was dropping down from space.


Root ran into the station, flipped open the communicator—but there were no signals coming in. He returned to the door and watched as the ship sank down to a bumpy rough landing two hundred yards from the station.


It was a small ship, the type rich men sometimes used as private yachts, but old and battered. It sat in a quiver of hot air, its tubes creaking and hissing as they cooled. Root approached.


The dogs on the port began to turn, the port swung open. A man stood in the opening. For a moment he teetered on loose legs, then fell headlong.


Root, springing forward, caught him before he struck ground. “Barbara!” Root called. His wife approached. “Take his feet. We’ll carry him inside. He’s sick.”


They laid him on the couch and his eyes opened halfway.


“What’s the trouble?” asked Root. “Where do you feel sick?”


“My legs are like ice,” husked the man. “My shoulders ache. I can’t breathe.”


“Wait till I look in the book,” muttered Root. He pulled out the Official Spaceman’s Self-Help Guide, traced down the symptoms. He looked across to the sick man. “You been anywhere near Alphard?”


“Just came from there,” panted the man.


“Looks like you got a dose of Lyma’s Virus. A shot of mycosetin should fix you up, according to the book.”


He inserted an ampoule into the hypospray, pressed the tip to his patient’s arm, pushed the plunger home. “That should do it—according to the Guide.”


“Thanks,” said his patient. “I feel better already.” He closed his eyes. Root stood up, glanced at Barbara. She was scrutinizing the man with a peculiar calculation. Root looked down again, seeing the man for the first time. He was young, perhaps thirty, thin but strong with a tight nervous muscularity. His face was lean, almost gaunt, his skin very bronzed. He had short black hair, heavy black eyebrows, a long jaw, a thin high nose.


Root turned away. Glancing at his wife he foresaw the future with a sick certainty.


He washed out the hypospray, returned the Guide to the rack, all with a sudden self-conscious awkwardness. When he turned around, Barbara was staring at him with wide thoughtful eyes. Root slowly left the room.


A day later Marville Landry was on his feet and when he had shaved and changed his clothes there was no sign of the illness. He was by profession a mining engineer, so he revealed to Root, en route to a contract on Thuban XIV.


The virus had struck swiftly and only by luck had he noticed the proximity of Dicantropus on his charts. Rapidly weakening, he had been forced to decelerate so swiftly and land so uncertainly that he feared his fuel was low. And indeed, when they went out to check, they found only enough fuel to throw the ship a hundred feet into the air.


Landry shook his head ruefully. “And there’s a ten-million-munit contract waiting for me on Thuban Fourteen.”


Said Root dismally, “The supply packet’s due in three months.”


Landry winced. “Three months—in this hell-hole? That’s murder.” They returned to the station. “How do you stand it here?”


Barbara heard him. “We don’t. I’ve been on the verge of hysterics every minute the last six months. Jim—” she made a wry grimace toward her husband “—he’s got his bones and rocks and the antenna. He’s not too much company.”


“Maybe I can help out,” Landry offered airily.


“Maybe,” she said with a cool blank glance at Root. Presently she left the room, walking more gracefully now, with an air of mysterious gaiety.


Dinner that evening was a gala event. As soon as the sun took its blue glare past the horizon Barbara and Landry carried a table down to the lake and there they set it with all the splendor the station could afford. With no word to Root she pulled the cork on the gallon of brandy he had been nursing for a year and served generous highballs with canned lime-juice, Maraschino cherries and ice.


For a space, with the candles glowing and evoking lambent ghosts in the highballs, even Root was gay. The air was wonderfully cool and the sands of the desert spread white and clean as damask out into the dimness. So they feasted on canned fowl and mushrooms and frozen fruit and drank deep of Root’s brandy, and across the pond the natives watched from the dark.


And presently, while Root grew sleepy and dull, Landry became gay, and Barbara sparkled—the complete hostess, charming, witty and the Dicantropus night tinkled and throbbed with her laughter. She and Landry toasted each other and exchanged laughing comments at Root’s expense—who now sat slumping, stupid, half-asleep. Finally he lurched to his feet and stumbled off to the station.


On the table by the lake the candles burnt low. Barbara poured more brandy. Their voices became murmurs and at last the candles guttered.


In spite of any human will to hold time in blessed darkness, morning came and brought a day of silence and averted eyes. Then other days and nights succeeded each other and time proceeded as usual. And there was now little pretense at the station.


Barbara frankly avoided Root and when she had occasion to speak her voice was one of covert amusement. Landry, secure, confident, aquiline, had a trick of sitting back and looking from one to the other as if inwardly chuckling over the whole episode. Root preserved a studied calm and spoke in a subdued tone which conveyed no meaning other than the sense of his words.


There were a few minor clashes. Entering the bathroom one morning Root found Landry shaving with his razor. Without heat Root took the shaver out of Landry’s hand.


For an instant Landry stared blankly, then wrenched his mouth into the beginnings of a snarl.


Root smiled almost sadly. “Don’t get me wrong, Landry. There’s a difference between a razor and a woman. The razor is mine. A human being can’t be owned. Leave my personal property alone.”


Landry’s eyebrows rose. “Man, you’re crazy.” He turned away. “Heat’s got you.”


The days went past and now they were unchanging as before but unchanging with a new leaden tension. Words became even fewer and dislike hung like tattered tinsel. Every motion, every line of the body, became a detestable sight, an evil which the other flaunted deliberately.


Root burrowed almost desperately into his rocks and bones, peered through his microscope, made a thousand measurements, a thousand notes. Landry and Barbara fell into the habit of taking long walks in the evening, usually out to the pyramid, then slowly back across the quiet cool sand.


The mystery of the pyramid suddenly fascinated Landry and he even questioned Root.


“I’ve no idea,” said Root. “Your guess is as good as mine. All I know is that the natives don’t want anyone trying to get into it.”


“Mph,” said Landry, gazing across the desert. “No telling what’s inside. Barbara said one of the natives was wearing a diamond necklace worth thousands.”


“I suppose anything’s possible,” said Root. He had noticed the acquisitive twitch to Landry’s mouth, the hook of the fingers. “You’d better not get any ideas. I don’t want any trouble with the natives. Remember that, Landry.”


Landry asked with seeming mildness, “Do you have any authority over that pyramid?”


“No,” said Root shortly. “None whatever.”


“It’s not—yours?” Landry sardonically accented the word and Root remembered the incident of the shaver.


“No.”


“Then,” said Landry, rising, “mind your own business.”


He left the room.


During the day Root noticed Landry and Barbara deep in conversation and he saw Landry rummaging through his ship. At dinner no single word was spoken.


As usual, when the afterglow had died to a cool blue glimmer, Barbara and Landry strolled off into the desert. But tonight Root watched after them and he noticed a pack on Landry’s shoulders and Barbara seemed to be carrying a handbag.


He paced back and forth, puffing furiously at his pipe. Landry was right—it was none of his business. If there were profit, he wanted none of it. And if there were danger, it would strike only those who provoked it. Or would it? Would he, Root, be automatically involved because of his association with Landry and Barbara? To the Dicantrops, a man was a man, and if one man needed punishment, all men did likewise.


Would there be—killing? Root puffed at his pipe, chewed the stem, blew smoke out in gusts between his teeth. In a way he was responsible for Barbara’s safety. He had taken her from a sheltered life on Earth. He shook his head, put down his pipe, went to the drawer where he kept his gun. It was gone.


Root looked vacantly across the room. Landry had it. No telling how long since he’d taken it. Root went to the kitchen, found a meat-axe, tucked it inside his jumper, set out across the desert.


He made a wide circle in order to approach the pyramid from behind. The air was quiet and dark and cool as water in an old well. The crisp sand sounded faintly under his feet. Above him spread the sky and the sprinkle of the thousand stars. Somewhere up there was the Sun and old Earth.


The pyramid loomed suddenly large and now he saw a glow, heard the muffled clinking of tools. He approached quietly, halted several hundred feet out in the darkness, stood watching, alert to all sounds.


Landry’s atomite torch ate at the granite. As he cut, Barbara hooked the detached chunks out into the sand. From time to time Landry stood back, sweating and gasping from radiated heat.


A foot he cut into the granite, two feet, three feet, and Root heard the excited murmur of voices. They were through, into empty space. Careless of watching behind them they sidled through the hole they had cut. Root, more wary, listened, strove to pierce the darkness…Nothing.


He sprang forward, hastened to the hole, peered within. The yellow gleam of Landry’s torch swept past his eyes. He crept into the hole, pushed his head out into emptiness. The air was cold, smelled of dust and damp rock.


Landry and Barbara stood fifty feet away. In the desultory flash of the lamp Root saw stone walls and a stone floor. The pyramid appeared to be an empty shell. Why then were the natives so particular? He heard Landry’s voice, edged with bitterness.


“Not a damn thing, not even a mummy for your husband to gloat over.”


Root could sense Barbara shuddering. “Let’s go. It gives me the shivers. It’s like a dungeon.”


“Just a minute, we might as well make sure…Hm.” He was playing the light on the walls. “That’s peculiar.”


“What’s peculiar?”


“It looks like the stone was sliced with a torch. Notice how it’s fused here on the inside…”


Root squinted, trying to see. “Strange,” he heard Landry mutter. “Outside it’s chipped, inside it’s cut by a torch. It doesn’t look so very old here inside, either.”


“The air would preserve it,” suggested Barbara dubiously.


“I suppose so—still, old places look old. There’s dust and a kind of dullness. This looks raw.”


“I don’t understand how that could be.”


“I don’t either. There’s something funny somewhere.”


Root stiffened. Sound from without? Shuffle of splay feet in the sand—he started to back out. Something pushed him, he sprawled forward, fell. The bright eye of Landry’s torch stared in his direction. “What’s that?” came a hard voice. “Who’s there?”


Root looked over his shoulder. The light passed over him, struck a dozen gray bony forms. They stood quietly just inside the hole, their eyes like balls of black plush.


Root gained his feet. “Hah!” cried Landry. “So you’re here too.”


“Not because I want to be,” returned Root grimly.


Landry edged slowly forward, keeping his light on the Dicantrops. He asked Root sharply, “Are these lads dangerous?”


Root appraised the natives. “I don’t know.”


“Stay still,” said one of these in the front rank. “Stay still.” His voice was a deep croak.


“Stay still, hell!” exclaimed Landry. “We’re leaving. There’s nothing here I want. Get out of the way.” He stepped forward.


“Stay still…We kill…”


Landry paused.


“What’s the trouble now?” interposed Root anxiously. “Surely there’s no harm in looking. There’s nothing here.”


“That is why we kill. Nothing here, now you know. Now you look other place. When you think this place important, then you not look other place. We kill, new man come, he think this place important.”


Landry muttered, “Do you get what he’s driving at?”


Root said slowly, “I don’t know for sure.” He addressed the Dicantrop. “We don’t care about your secrets. You’ve no reason to hide things from us.”


The native jerked his head. “Then why do you come here? You look for secrets.”


Barbara’s voice came from behind. “What is your secret? Diamonds?”


The native jerked his head again. Amusement? Anger? His emotions, unearthly, could be matched by no earthly words. “Diamonds are nothing—rocks.”


“I’d like a carload,” Landry muttered under his breath.
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