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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.


   




Chapter 1


The spider on the wall made a sharp turn to the left.


“No, you idiot!” said Tom Parent. “Right! Turn right! You’re going away from it, now!”


The spider stopped and made an abrupt turn. But it was not the complete about-face which would have headed it back toward the ventilator grille, on the wall of the waiting room of Albert Miles, Tom’s immediate superior. That was the only way out for it, to escape from this twenty-seventh story of the All-Earth Federation Building. The ventilation ductwork could provide a pathway down to ground level. There, presumably, it ought to be able to find its way outside, at last, to where a spider could make a living—off aphids, flies, or whatever a carnivorous insect this size would consider takeable prey.


What it had done instead had only given it a forty-five degree change of direction that sent it straight up the yellow-painted wall, past the wall clock there, and entirely past the ventilator grille to which Tom had been trying to direct it. It was now headed toward the ceiling; to which it had already been three times in the past hour and a half, since he had been sitting, coaching it, for want of anything better to do.


It had now reached the ceiling again, and stopped abruptly. Now it was standing there, motionless. It had done that before for minutes at a time.


Tom gave up. He sighed, and looked once more at the wall clock. It was just above a walnut colored door and behind a desk. The desk had an Alien-made Computer/Manager built into it. It was the personal instrument of Albert Miles, First Assistant (1S/SCAL) to Domango Aksisi, Secretary for Alien Affairs of Earth (S/SCAL).


The Computer/Manager noticed him looking at it now; and the red light in the front of the panel that was its single eye softened to a tender pink.


“I love you Tom,” it said softly.


“I know,” Tom said. “I love you too, Dory. But as you know, I’m already married.”


“Oh, that’s all right,” the C/M said.


It was the usual interchange between them, when Tom found himself in Miles’ waiting room.


Tom had a soft spot for Dory, and always thought of the C/M as “her” rather than “it.” The name actually was an acronym, short for “Desk-Oriented Route Yielder”—which was how its alien designation translated. Miles should actually never have been given such a sensitive piece of machinery. Dory could handle just about everything under the sun of Earth, and do so with all of them simultaneously; from taking care of employees of the Secretariat temporarily on the other side of the world to managing whatever should come up in this office. She was actually much smarter than Miles.


But there was one problem. It was that, in addition to the tremendous capacity for work that Alien science had built into her, Dory also had a component that made her capable of understanding and affection for whomever she belonged to.


Actually, she had been designed to manage Miles as well, in all but his professional decisions. Miles, however, was too self-centered and insensitive to recognize this; and treated her as nothing more than a machine. Meanwhile, Dory’s operating system required her to measure her success in being of service by the affection and dependence that her efforts should engender in a human breast.


It was Tom’s opinion that Miles had no breast. At least, not one that felt anything. The result was that Dory was totally unable to make any kind of emotional connection with him; and was therefore completely unable to satisfy the circuit that required her to measure how well she was helping him.


Tom, on the other hand, had treated her like another human being from the first; and Dory’s sensitive/affectionate component had responded by falling in love with him.


This was quite harmless, as Dory herself had pointed out. If Tom had not been there, she would have fallen in love with the next available human substitute. She was no competition in any real sense for Lucy, Tom’s actual wife and real love; but she did her work much more effectively with the response that Tom had quite naturally given her.


He was aware of this and usually made an effort to acknowledge it. Today, however, ne had been so full of his own thoughts he had hardly spoken to her.


“It’s a shame he makes you wait this long,” Dory said now, breaking in on Tom’s thoughts, “he—”


She hesitated for a nearly imperceptible moment, as her affection components came into conflict with her loyalty circuit; then went swiftly on, “I mean, he’s been busy of course, but it’s a shame he has to be busy like this while you sit outside for an hour and a half. You deserve better, Tom. You’re much better than anyone else here in the Secretariat; and he keeps you at that low AS/SCAL rank, as if you were no different than any other Assistant Third Secretary. You aren’t even treated like an ordinary Third Secretary should be. You’re treated more like an errand boy. But you won’t be always.”


“Oh, it’s not that bad,” said Tom, privately admitting to himself that Dory was absolutely right.


“Actually,” Tom said, truthfully, “I’m glad to be part of the Secretariat here on any terms.”


“Are you?” said Dory, filing this information on him in her private data bank.


“Yes,” said Tom. “You see, I’d always believed that there were plenty of intelligent Aliens out in our galaxy; and that it was just a matter of time until they’d get into open contact with us. Everybody used to laugh at me. But now that Aliens have shown up and actually made open contact with us, you can’t find anyone who doesn’t claim they always knew it, too. But I actually did—even before the first Oprinkian official showed up here to tell us we were finally going to be accepted—probationary status only, of course—into the civilization of this Galactic Sector.”


“I know,” said Dory. “I’ve got your complete history on file, just like I’ve got everybody else’s as well. Once you’ve been given the chance, you’ll show your ability so clearly no one can help knowing how capable you are. And you’ll be given that chance. You’ll see. I’m helping.”


“I know you are, Dory,” said Tom. “And I appreciate it.”


Dory went back to handling affairs for Miles, and Tom returned to his thinking.


Not that there was anything she could do, he told himself. She had been designed to advise, but only if asked—and Miles would never ask.


Still, what she said was true about Miles. But then, he treated everybody but his superiors like errand boys. He had been put in his present position back when this Secretariat was not a Secretariat at all, but only a minor Department, hastily thrown together after the first Oprinkian landed.


It had only been after a number of visits by the Oprinkians, and a growing realization that other intelligent Races like them were far, far advanced over humans, that the All-Earth Federation of Earth woke up. The realization dawned on them, finally, that dealing diplomatically with such Aliens called for an organization comparable in dignity to those they would be dealing with—and the Department became a Secretariat.


The only unfortunate part had been that Miles had made the change along with it. He was still in charge of everything; and ranked just under the Secretary for Alien Affairs, Domango Aksisi, himself.


The truth was, Tom told himself, Miles was sick with a desire for power. He was thoroughly convinced he should have been in Domango’s place. But the Secretary had necessarily needed to be chosen by the All-Earth Federation in open Convocation. So Miles had stayed on as merely chief bureaucrat, just what he had been to begin with.


Tom looked back at the spider.


The situation had changed. It was now on the move again, slanting toward the ventilator grille from only a couple of feet above it. It was clipping right along. Finally, it seemed to have noticed the grille, and made it the goal to be reached.


Tom felt a slight warmth of self-congratulation. That was the answer to dealing with different species and Alien Races, he thought. Patience—and confidence. Undoubtedly these would be some of the important criteria in dealing with intelligent Aliens too. Always be patient, and never allow yourself to be baffled or surprised by anything they—


The spider stopped short about an inch and a half from the edge of the ventilator; as if the thought had suddenly occurred to it that the ventilator might be some sort of trap.


Calm down, Tom told it mentally. Don’t get excited or angry. Remain patient, confident and optimistic at all times, the way I always do—


The spider suddenly zipped to the ventilator and through the nearest hole, out of sight into the blackness of the duct work beyond.


“Tom,” said Dory, “you can go in. He says he’s ready for you, now.”


Tom got up from his chair and headed toward the maple-colored door. Ordinarily that “ready for you now” would have rasped annoyingly on his nerves after being kept waiting so long; but right at the moment he was too full of a feeling of triumph over the spider’s escape. He came very close to whistling happily, as he touched the latch button of the door below the clock. The door itself slid back and he entered the inner sanctum of Albert Miles (1S/SCAL).


“Well, here you are!” said Miles, looking up from his desk.


He would not have been an unpleasant looking man, if it had not been for the now-permanent expression of ill-humor etched on his features by constant practice, the tight lips and the accusatory frown line between his slightly graying eyebrows. The bright noon sunlight of spring, coming through the nearest of the cathedral-shaped windows—not as tall and narrow as Miles would have liked (he had indented for recutting them, but Buildings and Grounds had so far refused permission)—at the moment unfortunately cast a halo around Miles’ receding gray-black hairline.


What hair he had otherwise, plainly needed a haircut. It was standing up untidily. Curiously, he had unusually broad shoulders, which should have redeemed his appearance from being that of a small, vinegarish man; but instead gave the impression that he was hunched uncomfortably behind his desk. After a short pause, he added, “Well, I suppose you better sit down.”


He nodded to a chair—a reasonably padded chair, but nothing to compare with the high-backed, cushioned throne he himself sat in. The facing chair was a little to one side of the center of his desk; and he turned slightly to frown at Tom like a judge who is already making up his mind about the prisoner in the witness box.


Tom waited. When dealing with Alien species, he reminded himself again, patience. Be calm. Remain optimistic.


“I suppose you want to know why you’re here,” said Miles, disagreeably.


As a matter of fact, Tom already knew. The news had been passed generally, from one person to another through the Secretariat for the last three days, that there was an important Alien visitor due on Earth. Another Oprinkian, an official representative of one of the forty-three ruling Races in this sector of the galaxy—in fact the very one that had watched over the growth of the human race into civilization. He was due here on a special mission to get to know the human race better, individual-to-individual. Undoubtedly, Miles had called Tom in because there was some errand or duty concerned with seeing that the visitor had a good time; and Tom was picked for it.


“It’s a very important Oprinkian that’s coming,” Miles was going on. “An Oprinkian of the ninth level.”


Tom blinked


An Oprinkian even of the fifth level would have startled him. Nothing higher than one of fourth level had visited Earth so far. The idea of nine levels was mind-boggling. He might be only an Assistant Third Secretary, but theoretically he was supposed to know Alien ranks as well as anyone else in the Secretariat.


“Knocks you speechless, doesn’t it?” said Miles. “And you may well wonder why someone like you should even be told about it. But for you it’s only a matter of running an errand for me. I tell you this much only so you’ll understand how important it is you do at least that right. There mustn’t be any slipups. This ninth level Oprinkian is far beyond our dictating to him what he wants to do.”


Tom could believe this. The first Oprinkian to visit Earth and acquaint it with the fact that it was being finally accepted—on probation only—into the Confederacy of Alien Worlds, had encountered some human who mentioned to him the problem Earth currently had with nuclear weapons and the storage of nuclear waste.


The Oprinkian had only tut-tutted on hearing this and gone on to other matters. But in succeeding weeks, all around the globe, those concerned with nuclear weapons and nuclear waste had suddenly discovered that the dangerous element in these artifacts of human technology had been neutralized. All such material had become inert.


Since that time, people had developed a certain wariness about all Oprinkians. Certainly the Oprinkians were a kindly race and well intentioned. They were the ones who had Earth within their own sphere of influence. They had directly studied the Human Race, evidently hoping that it would graduate to their own present, educated level; and recommended humans for probationary civilized status—though how Oprinkians defined the word “civilized”—except that it had nothing to do with technological achievements—was unclear.


Still, few humans nowadays would want to tell an Oprinkian he or she couldn’t do something.


“All right, now!” Miles was going on, “this particular Oprinkian wants us to call trim Mr. Rejilla. What Mr. Rejilla’s come here to find, he says, is the experience of everyday life in the case of a mated couple of humans. Particularly, a couple with a pet. It seems Oprinkians have been particularly taken with the fact that some of us—I don’t, myself—keep specimens of a lesser species in their homes on a family basis. They seem to think that’s advanced behavior for people like us.”


Miles paused.


“Naturally,” he went on, “all those things narrow our freedom to deal with him the way I’d like to. To begin with, we don’t want to risk exposing him to anyone who isn’t in the Secretariat—someone who, naturally, might make mistakes.”


“Right,” said Tom.


“Right!” said Miles. “Now, we don’t want to expose him to anyone outside the Secretariat. Now, for who should host this Rejilla—the Secretary himself, of course, is out of the question; so am I—though the Secretary and I did talk briefly about me and my wife being the ones to entertain Mr. Rejilla.”


He stopped and glared at Tom for a moment as if daring Tom to suggest any other couple could possibly be considered first.


“Of course,” said Tom.


Miles went on.


“Anyway, we haven’t got a pet. My wife would like a cat, but—” said Miles, once more sneering a little, for he considered any such disabilities a personal indulgence and evidence of weakness of character, “—she’s supposed to be allergic to cats, or we’d simply have borrowed one for the occasion. In any case, Mr. Rejilla ruled it out. He’d asked which were the two most popular lesser species kept as pets by humans; and after doing a quick world survey, we came up with dogs and cats. He chose dogs—but my wife’s also allergic to them—because, he says, they’re socialized wolves. He thinks it’s fascinating a socialized variety should be part of the lives of so many ordinary humans; when the wild variety’s regarded as a dangerous predator. He’s got some other, Oprinkian types of reasons, too, that he didn’t explain clearly. There’d be no point in my telling you about them.”


Miles paused; more to get his breath, Tom thought, than anything else.


“That’s very understandable, sir,” said Tom, to fill the gap.


“Of course it is,” said Miles. “Well the upshot was that I dug into our list of Secretariat employees who fit the bill, and came up with the five best candidates for the Secretary to choose from—don’t worry,” said Miles, looking at Tom, “you and your wife and dog aren’t on the list.”


“I hadn’t been expecting—” Tom was beginning, when Miles cut him short.


“Well, you aren’t, anyway,” he said. “You and your wife, Judy—”


“Lucy,” said Tom, coldly.


“Oh yes, Lucy,” said Miles. “Met her at one of our annual New Year’s parties, I think. Young woman, reddish brown hair—there’s a name for that kind of hair, but I can’t think of it … well, it doesn’t matter. The point is, Mr. Rejilla will be spending a day or two overnight with whichever one of the five is chosen, to see what Humans and pets are like, together. The Secretary’s about to decide who. He was going to talk it over once more with me this afternoon so I could fill him in on any information that isn’t in the dossiers, from my personal experience; but I’ve been subpoenaed to appear at a hearing in the Committee Conferences Building, now, so you’re going to have to talk to him instead.”


“I am?” said Tom, surprised.


“That’s what I said—he asked for you when I couldn’t make it. I’ve got the dossiers on the chosen hosts here. They’re Jennings, Ninowsky, Ormand, Jondu and Wilts. You know them all and you can tell him whatever he wants to know. Dory’s made up extra copies of their dossiers for you to have with you when you talk. If he wants more info about some of the points in the dossiers, you can fill him in. Dory’s got the copies outside now. Go get them and come back here—don’t waste time.”


Tom didn’t.


He came back into Miles’ office, juggling the rather heavy pile of thick dossiers in their slippery brown covers, to find Miles impatiently waiting by a small brown door in the far wall of his office. As Tom passed the desk on his way to join him, he saw what seemed to be another, similar dossier in Miles’ wastebasket. He went on to Miles, who punched a button; and the brown door slid back to reveal the inside of a small private elevator. They stepped in and were carried up one floor, from which they emerged into the inner reception room of the office of Secretary Domango Aksisi.




Chapter 2


“Is the Secretary expecting—” a thin, young man behind the desk in the reception room began as, in the lead and without a word in answer, Miles marched past with Tom following. Miles led the way through the self-opening door behind the receptionist and into the Secretary’s office.


The door shut behind them.


“Ah, here you are,” said Domango Aksisi, looking up from some papers spread on his large desk.


He had a soft voice, husky with age. His dark face was surprisingly unlined, though his hair was gray and thinning. He had obviously been a big man once, but age had pared him down, making him look frail and thin.


“Sit down, sit down Tom,” he said. “I needn’t keep you, Albert.”


“I was just going to mention,” said Miles, “that Parent here can answer any questions you have about the candidates. He’s been around here longer than any of them.”


“Yes, yes, I know about Tom,” said Domango, smiling at Tom as he came forward to the desk and sat down in the chair the Secretary had indicated. Tom balanced the pile of dossiers precariously on his knees. “As I say, Albert, you needn’t wait. I know how the pressures are on you. You’ll want to get going to that hearing.”


“Well, I—” said Miles, and checked himself. “Yes, Mr. Secretary.”


He stepped back into the reception room, which got its automatic door open just in time to let him pass, and then closed upon him. Tom and the Secretary were alone.


“Ah, Tom,” said Domango, “we’ve seen each other more than a few times, but we’ve never really had a chance to talk, have we?”


“No, Mr. Secretary,” said Tom.


They had indeed had a few words on a number of occasions, but these were always official occasions where there was never the opportunity for the Secretary to say more than a few words or Tom to answer, other than briefly.


Domango was in many ways the exact opposite of Miles. He was the Secretary for Alien Affairs mainly because he was the one person for the post upon whom all the delegates to the All-Earth Federation could agree. He had not really wanted the job; but had thought it his duty to take it because he had such general backing, which might be of benefit to Earth in his discussions with off-Earth Alien races.


Actually, as Tom knew, what Domango really wanted to do was to retire. He was well past the age of retirement; and he had had a life that certainly entitled him to it. Of his fifty adult years, a total of thirty of them had been spent at one time in jails, or under detention. He had been tortured, mishandled and exiled for years; also separated from his family, of which his first wife and most of his family had been killed or died, so that only one daughter was left out of an original nine children.


Yet as Tom looked at him now, it did not seem to have soured him either on life or on humanity. His large, calm face was peaceful. Tom found himself warming to the man even more than he had previously.


“I understand you’ve had no extended contact at all with any of the other Aliens who’ve visited Earth?” asked Domango.


“None, Mr. Secretary,” said Tom. “Just brief meetings at official affairs.”


“Well,” went on Domango, “I think you’ll find the Oprinkians are among the best you’ll ever encounter—possibly the best there are, at least in our Sector of the galaxy. Mr. Rejilla, now, is of a very ancient Alien Race. His people have not only been civilized, but in space, for tens of thousands of years.”


Domango broke off.


“But I imagine you know that,” he said.


“I knew they’d been in space for some time,” said Tom, “but I’d no idea it’d been that long.”


“Mind-bending, isn’t it?” said Domango, smiling. “We were still hiding in caves when they were out among the stars. If all the forty-three Races who have seats as Representatives on the Council for our Galactic Sector, on Cayahno, were as mature, as helpful, and as—according to the Sector Charter, at least—as civilized as the Oprinkians are, our being in the same Sector wouldn’t be as worrisome as it could be, now. The fact of the matter is the Council contains a few of what the Oprinkians would politely consider barely civilized Races. That description applies to us, too, of course; and these others have been admitted to knowledge of galactic civilization simply because once in a millennium inevitably some problem occurs where all the Races in that Sector have to work together.”


“Yes,” said Tom. But he was becoming more and more bewildered. Why was Domango telling him all this—unless he was just lonely for someone to tell it to?


“But I’m afraid it’s a fact.” Domango sighed—a little wearily, Tom thought.


“You may well eventually run into what you’d consider some very savage types of Aliens, if you ever end up having to do with some from many other worlds,” Domango went on. “Indeed some seem very savage, even by our standards; and, like us, they’re just recently into space. But some have already conquered and dominated other worlds with intelligent but even more primitive races on them. However, that doesn’t concern you at the moment; I only mention all this to make sure you understand ahead of time that you’ll find Mr. Rejilla a remarkable Being to know—and his people do want to help us as much as they can.”


“Pardon me, sir,” said Tom, feeling a mild sort of desperation, “I’m afraid I haven’t completely understood. Am I to meet Mr. Rejilla?”


“Be rather difficult otherwise, don’t you think?” said Domango, with a chuckle. “Yes, of course, you must meet him as soon as he arrives. You’ll have some security people with you; but that’s beside the point. Now, let me just check a few things on your dossier.”


He reached out and unearthed from among the other papers on his desk what seemed to be an exact duplicate of one of the bound personal histories Tom was balancing on his knees.


“It says here that Albert Miles’ Computer/Manager loves you,” said Domango, staring at a page. “Can that be correct?”


“Well …” Tom struggled for a way of answering that would save him both embarrassment and any possible reflection on Dory, “she said so. I think it’s something about her circuits, or her programming, or something like that.”


“Possibly,” Domango frowned at the page he was looking at. “It also says everybody else, with a few rare exceptions, loves you.” He lifted his eyes to meet those of Tom. “That’s rather a strong statement, don’t you think?”


“Yes sir,” said Tom, “it is. I don’t quite know how I happen to be described that way.”


“Further,” went on Domango, looking at the page again, “am I to understand that, just in the last couple of hours, you made a strong effort to direct a lesser species of this world to escape from this building into the open air, where it would be happy and safe? Can this be correct?”


Once more he looked at Tom. Tom was beginning to sweat slightly.


“I was sort of talking out loud to a spider in Miles’ reception room,” he said. “You know how you can do something like that?”


“Not all of us do it,” said Domango. “But I’m interested to hear that it’s a fact. The spider, then, did escape?”


“Yes, as far as I know, anyway,” said Tom. “It disappeared into a ventilator grille connected with the duct work of the building. It should be able to find its way to the ground floor and out the fresh air intake into the grass and the sunshine. I don’t really believe it understood the directions I gave it to find the ventilator grille. It was probably just coincidence.”


“Still,” said Domango, “surprisingly few people take that kind of interest in a spider. However, leaving that aside—you are married, of course. In fact I think I met your wife—a charming young woman. Her name is Lucy, isn’t it?”


“Yes,” said Tom. “She was in the Linguistic section of our Secretariat here. But she’d climbed the promotion ladder very quickly; and Miles persuaded her to—er, take a temporary leave of absence of about six months. She’s been writing a book on linguistics with her time off. It’s almost done.”


“Indeed!” said Domango. “Not one to let grass grow under her feet, I take it? Come to think of it, didn’t she have a second name as well?”


“Yes sir. Thorsdatter—her maiden name. It’s Scandinavian in origin. Thor was the Norse God of War; and ‘datter’ would mean she’s his daughter.”


“Is that so?” said Domango. “You mean her own family gave her that name originally? A rather powerful name, isn’t it?”


“Yes. But it fits her. Small, but unstoppable.”


“Well, well,” said Domango, looking back at the pages in front of him, “also, you have a dog, a Great Dane named Rex, it says here.”


“Yes indeed,” said Tom, brightening. “He’s the great grandson of Rex—the Great Dane with the English-accented bark, who used to help Sherlock Holmes in so many films, some years back. But, come to think of it, sir, you might never have heard of Rex Regis.”


“I certainly have,” said Domango. “I think I’ve seen every one of his films, most of them as recordings. I particularly liked the one where he saved the people who were trapped in the trans-atlantic tunnel, when it was thought there was no hope of rescuing them. And then there was that other great one in which he solved the mysterious case of the missing Empire State Building; and the one in which he sought out and brought back in handcuffs the world’s master criminal, Wallaby Xanzadau.”


“Yes,” said Tom, carried away by his own enthusiasm for the films made by Rex’s great-grandfather. “The people who handled him said that he could do everything but talk, but didn’t need to do that because he could read people’s minds.”


“I didn’t know that,” said Domango. “But I can believe it. Yes, it’s thoroughly believable. So you’ve got a dog like the original Rex, have you?”


Tom’s enthusiasm evaporated suddenly, leaving a cold, uncomfortable feeling in his stomach.


“Well, not exactly,” he said. “In fact—our Rex isn’t really anything like his great-grandfather, as far as being that remarkable. But he’s an awfully good dog. He has a good heart.”


„ “That,” said Domango, “is an important thing in any Being, human, animal or Alien. Well, in any case, that’s all I was going to ask you. It really was a matter of satisfying my own curiosity about these little things mentioned in your dossier. If you’re that lovable it could be an asset for someone dealing with Aliens of all types and varieties, but especially the Oprinkians. And your attitude toward the spider trapped in a building like this, also shows compassion for a different life form. Not that any of this was absolutely necessary. I think I would have chosen you anyway, out of the six candidates I had Albert submit to me, to play host for Mr. Rejilla. Lucy and Rex were the only necessary qualifications.”


He closed the folder before him. Tom was staring at him, and reaching for words.


“Sir?” he said. “You mean me? You mean you chose me to be the host for Mr. Rejilla, in his experience with a human family and pet?”


“Of course,” said Domango, looking at him. “Nothing against the other five who had dossiers submitted, but you and your family will be just ideal.”


“But—” Tom hesitated. “There weren’t six candidates, sir. Miles said there were only five. I’ve only got five folders here with me, so I could refer to them if you had specific questions about things in them that I could enlarge upon for you. They were all dossiers on five other people.”


“Your own dossier must have fallen out then, somehow,” said Domango. “I certainly asked Miles to give me half a dozen to choose from and he sent up a stack for me to look at—”


He frowned slightly and turned back to the front page of the dossier in front of him.


“Though it’s true,” he went on in a thoughtful voice, looking at it, “one of them must have been missing from those he sent me, because it was sent up separately directly from his C/M machine—the one you call Dory—a few moments later. One of the original stack must have dropped out. How many do you have there on your knees?”


Tom had never actually counted them. He did so now.


“There’s six!” he said.


“I thought so,” said Domango. “See if your own dossier isn’t one of them.”


Tom hastily flipped through the first pages of each one and, sure enough, the third one down was his.


“You’re right, sir,” he said, holding it up.


“I thought so,” said Domango. “Evidently there must have been some small mix-up somewhere. Strange, when Albert’s usually so efficient and correct.”


Dory was the one who was efficient and correct, thought Tom, but he did not say the words aloud.


“On the other hand,” said Domango, looking again at the first page of his copy of Tom’s dossier, “have you looked at this first page of yours closely?”


“No sir,” said Tom. He did so now.


At the top of the first page in block letters was the legend (REPLACEMENT COPY—DIRECT FROM D.O.R.Y.)


“Oh,” he said.


A memory of the folder in Miles’ wastebasket flashed in his mind. He could imagine Miles barking at Dory.


“Here! Find me six candidates to meet this Oprinkian, for Domango to look at!”


—Then forgetting all about it until Tom’s dossier turned up as one of the six.


“Well, in any case,” Domango was going on now, “if you hadn’t realized that you were the one chosen to play host to Mr. Rejilla, I suggest you take the rest of the afternoon off and get in touch with Lucy Thorsdatter right away. Mr. Rejilla will be coming to your particular suburban area on this evening’s helicopter; and I imagine Lucy will like some time to get things ready, if she’s anything like my wife. By the way, here’s my private phone number at where my wife and I’ll be staying over the weekend. Call me if you run into a real emergency.”




Chapter 3


Tom was not allowed to move. He sat in the large, red overstuffed chair in the living room, with his feet drawn up out of the way. From the back of the house came the plaintive single bark of a Great Dane who is tired of being shut in the bedroom, out of the way.


“Rex wants out,” said Tom.


“Well, he can wait a little longer,” said Lucy, rapidly running her Single-Swipe cleaning wand over the living room walls.


“It’s time for his food, too,” said Tom.


“He won’t starve,” said Lucy. She put down the wand and went back into the little annex they called the library, to bring out the dust collector and set it in the middle of the living room. She turned it on. It hummed comfortably; and everything from dust motes down to large molecules that were floating around in the air or clinging to any surfaces in the living room, rushed to it; as if it offered their only hope of survival. Tom felt the device’s attraction plucking at microscopic foreign bodies in his clothing.


“I would have said,” Tom said, “that it’d be completely impossible for anyone to do a complete equivalent of a spring house cleaning of a house this size in two hours. I think you decided to do the whole thing just because any ordinary person would know doing it was impossible. That’s also why you don’t let me help. You’re always starting things like that; and the irritating thing is you end up managing to get them done. It’s not normal.”


“Of course not,” said Lucy from the dining room, having picked up her cleaning wand and gone on, “it could be, but most people won’t make the effort; and as for helping, you just get in my way. That’s the difference between us, you and I.”


“Only because you always decide to work where I’m working,” said Tom.


“No, it’s because I catch up to you. You day-dream until you have to do something. I block everything else out. I make a sort of tunnel vision for myself, in which there’s only this one thing to be done; and then I have all my forces to devote to it. When I concentrate like that, there’s nothing to distract me.”


“I know,” said Tom, sadly, “least of all, me and Rex.”


“Oh, stop it,” said Lucy from the dining room. “This house is going to be in shape for Mr. Rejilla, whatever you say. If you have to do something, you can go take Rex into the kitchen and feed him. It’s time for him to be fed, anyway.”


Released, Tom unfolded from the chair, went carefully to the bedroom and likewise released a happy Rex. He led the dog to the kitchen. Lucy had started up the dust collector in the dining room now; and Tom, suddenly realizing this offered a handy excuse to break the usual rules, closed the door between the kitchen and the dining room.


He tip-toed to the Serve-all. Rex followed with ears pricked up, eyes bright and nose twitching. Quietly Tom eased open the door; and there was the hamburger—two pounds of it—he had picked up on the way home. He took it to the sink, still followed by Rex; put it on the drain board, unwrapped it, and—picking up Rex’s food bowl from the end of the kitchen counter—began to slice off some of the ground meat for him.


“Oh, no you don’t!” said Lucy’s voice behind him. “You aren’t feeding Rex raw hamburger!”


“But it’s an important occasion!” said Tom. “He deserves a treat, anyway, with Mr. Rejilla coming—”


“Well, his treat isn’t going to be raw hamburger!” said Lucy, diving behind him, capturing the hamburger, rewrapping it and putting back in the refrigerated compartment of the kitchen Serve-all. “It’s got to be cooked if he’s going to eat it at all; and we don’t have time to do that. Besides as far as he’s concerned this is no different from any other day. He can eat his dog food, like any ordinary canine.”


“But he isn’t any ordinary canine, honey. Remember his famous ancestor. Rex Regis was a genius among dogs; everybody said so. And he lived on steak tartare—which is really nothing but high-class hamburger. What if it’s Rex’s diet on that dry dog food that’s been holding him back? Maybe with a hamburger-tartare diet he’d begin to show some of the brilliance of his grandfather. Wouldn’t that be something, with Mr. Rejilla coming?”


“It would certainly be something,” said Lucy. “But what makes you imagine changing his diet would make that much of a difference in him?”


“Well—” Tom reached for a reason.


“Don’t stretch yourself,” repeated Lucy. “You know as well as I do what our Rex does best. This steak-fancying, vase-smashing, over-grown lump off the old block. Nothing! That’s what our Rex does best!”


“Owooo,” said Rex, mournfully to the floor between his paws.


“There you go,” said Tom, “now he thinks you’re mad at him.”


“Well I’m not!” snapped Lucy at the huge canine.


“And you aren’t going to get anywhere trying to play on my sympathies this time, Rex. Tom, you’d better be getting your best jacket on, because we’re going to have to leave for the copter port in ten minutes.”


Tom went sadly out the door, and Lucy resolutely poured dry dog food into Rex’s bowl, added some water to it and put the bowl down on the floor for him.


Rex abandoned his expressions of despair and waded into its contents.


Daneraux, the Security Chief of Operation Oprinkian Visit, and a hard-faced man named White, from the Internal Security Branch, were waiting at the copter port when Tom and Lucy got there. The copter was not in yet, but expected any minute. The sun was already down, and a light, misty rain was falling. The lights on the landing pad were glowing through it.


“All right now,” said Daneraux. He was a small man who had a habit of going up on his toes when he got excited. He was very much up on his toes now. “Now listen, both of you. You’ll be completely covered at all times—”


“Right,” said White.


“Right. And what we want is that you two just act normal. Just normal, you understand?”


“Sure,” Tom replied.


“Remember, Rejilla’s the representative of a greater race than any we’ve encountered to date. They may have all sorts of abilities. We absolutely can’t afford to take a definite line with them until we find out just what their potentialities are.”


“Right,” said White.


“Right. In Security, we understand these things better than you desk-jockeys. We have a feeling, now—in fact, it’s practically a certainty—”


“Check,” said White.


“—that all these Aliens are as much in the dark about us as we are about them. That’s why Rejilla’s asked for this chance to spend twenty-four hours with a typical human couple in a typical human household. Theoretically, it’s just academic interest. Actually, he probably wants to learn things about us the Oprinkians can turn to their own advantage. But we’re ready for him. Now, you remember the taboos?”


“No television while he’s visiting,” said Tom. “No drinking. No fresh plants in the house. He’s not to be disturbed once he’s shut himself in our spare bedroom, until he comes out again. Keep the dog out of his room—” Tom sighed. “That’s wrong. Rejilla particularly wants to meet Rex.”


“That may be,” said Daneraux, “but Rejilla is Security’s responsibility. Scrub sending the dog away, then. Keep it. Act with perfect normalcy.”


“Perfect,” said White.


“All we ask is that you spend an ordinary twenty-four hours. Just remember we suspect that the Oprinkians outnumber us and that—this is restricted information, now—they may be only pretending to be more advanced than we are, technically—and furthermore—”


“Damn it!” said Tom, beginning to lose his temper. “I know a lot more about Oprinkians than you ever will. And furthermore—”


The announcer’s voice broke in on him, overhead, from the metallic throat of the loudspeaker there.


“Please clear the stage. Please clear the stage. East-bound copter landing now. Eastbound copter now descending for a landing.”‘


“How come they didn’t send him out in a private ship?” Tom just had time to ask as they all moved off to the stage entrance.


“He didn’t want us to,” replied Daneraux. “He wanted to ride out to your community here just like any ordinary citizen. Ha! Every seat on the copter except his is taken by Security agents.”


They brought up short against the chest-high wire fence that enclosed the stage. A gate had swung open and a flood of passengers from the copter was streaming out. Rather curiously, in their exact midst, emerged the tall, thin, black, furry-looking form of the Oprinkian Alien.


He was swept forward like a chip in the midst of a mass of river foam and deposited before the four of them.


“Ah, Daneraux,” he said. “It is very good of you to meet me.”


He had a slight, lisping accent. Aside from this, he spoke English very well.


“Mr. Rejilla!” exclaimed Daneraux, exuberantly. “How nice to see you again! This is the young couple that will be your host and hostess for the next forty-eight hours.”


He stood aside; and Tom and Lucy got their first good look at the Oprinkian.


He was indeed tall—in the neighborhood of six feet five—but very thin, almost emaciated. Tom guessed him at less than a hundred and thirty pounds. He wore no real clothing in the human sense, only an odd arrangement of leather-looking straps and bands that covered him in what appeared to be arbitrary rather than a practical fashion. Evidently his curly thick black body fur, or hair, gave him some protection from the changing temperatures, since the early April night was in the low forties and the damp, chilly air seemed to leave him unaffected.


“May I present,” Daneraux was saying, “Tom and Lucy Parent. Tom is a staff member of Alien Affairs Secretary Domango Aksisi, whom you know.”


“I am fully acquainted with Domango Aksisi,” said Mr. Rejilla. “He is a large Human Being—great Human Being, I mean.”


“He is indeed,” said Daneraux. “You’re very perceptive, Mr. Rejilla—but then we expect that from one of your race. Lucy Parent, Tom’s wife here, is also one of our people. She was in our Linguistics Department, but is currently on leave.”


“Hay-lo,” said Rejilla to Tom and Lucy. “To you both, hay-lo. Do we shake right hands now?”


They shook right hands. Rejilla’s furry grip was fragile but firm.


“I am so most indubitably honored to be a guest within your walls,” commented Rejilla. “The weather, it is fine?”


He looked up into the misty darkness of the night.


“Very fine,” Daneraux agreed, before Tom or Lucy could say anything.


“Good. Though perhaps it will rain harder. That would be good for the crops. Shall we go?”


“Right this way,” said White.


The Security men led Tom, Lucy and Mr. Rejilla to the Parents’ car. White slid behind the wheel in the front seat, Daneraux beside him. Rejilla insisted on sitting between Tom and Lucy in the back.


“I understand,” he said to Lucy, as Daneraux pulled the car away from the parking area, “that you have two lovely grandparents.”
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