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“Look at them!” Ambassador Gropedark ordered, stepping back from the wide double windows which commanded, through broken panes, a view of the Embassy compound, now densely packed with a yelling, jostling mob of enraged locals—tall, chitinous, green-hued fellows shaking agricultural implements and other sharp-edged tools at the Terran arms adorning the ancient facade before them. Gropedark shied as another missile came sailing through to impact on the deep-pile Azusian carpet among its fellows, scattering the huddle of Terran diplomats who had edged forward in response to the Chief of Mission’s exhortation.


“They’ve already ruined the tourist trade,” Gropedark grumped, “the mainstay of the Popurean economy.” He broke off and ducked as yet another missile shattered the remaining glass.


“Geeze, another priceless relic rudely throwed at us like it was just another pebble!” Percy Ebbtide, the Cultural Attaché, mourned aloud as he retrieved the object, a fragment of deeply-carved purple stone.


“‘Thrown,’ Percy,” the Ambassador corrected his subordinate’s grammar.


“I don’t see what the throne has got to do with this here rock,” Percy returned defensively. “What I bet it is, it’s a hunk of the cornice of the Embassy here, which I bet any muzeem in the Arm would give a purty to have it in a glass case setting on a doily.”


“‘Sitting,’ Percy,” Gropedark said wearily.


“I can’t help it if I only got my Ph of D from a small cow-college on Moosejaw,” Percy pointed out. “Name like Percy, I never had no time to study, fellers playing jokes on me and all. Oughta get special consideration, jest for sticking out grad school.”


“I’m aware, Percy,” the Ambassador Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary conceded grandly, “that your expertise lies in the area of archeology and art history rather than in the realm of grammar and syntax.”


“Sin tax?” Percy queried. “Never hearn tell they got a tax on that. Wonder how they keep track.”


“Syntax, Percy, is a term employed in reference to the manner of arranging one’s phonemes so as to form intelligible utterances.”


“I flunked that part,” Percy acknowledged. “All about diagramming sentences and such as that. But I was saying about this year art treasure and all—”


“It is precisely the art treasures of ancient Popu-Ri to the protection of which this Mission was dispatched here to see!” Gropedark snapped. “Meanwhile the place is disintegrating about our very ears!”


“You lost me on that one, Mr. Ambassador,” Percy mourned.


“As for disintegration,” Smedly Shortfall, of the Econ Section, spoke up, “my researches indicate that the town was built in what was once an area of peripheral tectonic activity, related to the underthrusting coastline some fifty miles to the east. In ancient times, spouts of sand issued from surface faults at various nodal points, building up circular mounds of debris, while at the same time an extensive system of subterranean caverns was formed as magma drained away in certain of the crustal readjustments. Doubtless the primitive forbears of the present population employed these handy caverns as shelter against the elements, in time elaborating their early village into a great city, seat of an interplanetary empire. Then their civilization collapsed, and now the decadent remnant of this once-great race lives on the falling ruins of its past glories.”


“Sure, Smed,” someone jeered. “Everybody knows that. It was a big Special on Art Fingerfink’s show last year. And I heard that when the natives found this big mess—holes with sand and rock laying around ’em—they started to police the area and throw all the ejecta back in and pretty soon that turned into a like religious rite where they were ‘sacrificing’ stones and such to some earthquake god, and now they call it the Sacred Well—just an old volcanic vent, you understand?—and charge tourists to let ’em drop stuff down the hole for good luck, same time they dig down and excavate stuff thrown in there hundreds ’o years ago, and they sell that to the tourists. Get ’em coming and going. Only now, like Mr. Ambassador said, these riots has the place all stirred up, and the cruise ships don’t come anymore. Tough E-pores.”


“And another thing!” Gropedark barked. “It is what I was saying about that that is of importance, specifically the curious activity here on this out-of-the-trade-lanes world of an inordinate number of our Groacian colleagues, for whose presence there appears to be no readily apparent rationale.”


“Art treasures,” Percy supplied. “The sneaky little five-eyed sticky-fingers are tryna swipe the antiquities and all.”


“Swipe, Percy?” his chief challenged. “On what basis do you make this seemingly baseless charge? Only this morning I was having a friendly chat via tight screen with my esteemed colleague Ambassador Smoosh, and he assured me—”


“That knob-kneed little sapsucker will assure you of anything he thinks will get you off his back, Mr. Ambassador,” the hard-pressed Cultural Officer interrupted.


“Let’s not forget, Mr. Ambassador,” Colonel Trenchfoot spoke up. “I am in possession of a firm rumor to the effect that the Groaci are amassing an attack force in this very subsector. Be quite a coop if we spotted it right here on Popu-Ri, eh, sir?”


“‘Coo’, Jim,” the Ambassador corrected automatically. “And one can hardly evoke a hostile war fleet simply by wishing for it, Colonel,” His Excellency reminded his Military Attaché wearily. “I remarked only that I have the impression of seeing more Groaci personnel in the bazaar and on the streets than can be readily explained by their modest cultural team which was authorized on-planet solely to carry out an inventory of recoverable antiquities. I imputed no fell motives to the Groaci.”


“I ain’t going to tell, even if you said them mothers was robbing the place blind,” Percy reassured his chief.


“‘Those mothers,’” Gropedark corrected automatically.


“How’s come we’re worrying about somebody swiping a bunch of junk?” young Marvin Lacklustre queried, “With an armed mob out there yelling for our heads?”


“The delegation of the local citizenry is hardly ‘yelling for our heads’, as you so inelegantly put it, Marvin,” the Chief of Mission set the record straight. “I should imagine that they are in fact calling on me for a statement. Don’t understand their barbarous dialect, of course: only caught something about ‘the ruins’, doubtless an appeal to me to confirm that their precious ancient capital will be protected against any attempted vandalism, and in due course restored to its original splendor.”


“Percy,” Colonel Trenchfoot addressed the Attaché in a crafty tone, “if the Groaci are looting the place, where’s all the loot going? My watchdogs at the port haven’t cleared any tramp freighters off-planet, Groaci or otherwise.”


“Beats the metabolic residues outa me,” Percy acknowledged. At the window, the colonel was peering out, ready to dodge the next accurately thrown missile.


“Hey!” he blurted. “If it ain’t Captain Kith of Groaci Central Intelligence, you can put me on pots and pans for the next month! And it’s an open secret that ‘Assistant Military Attaché’ business is a double cover. He’s the GIA’s top dirty-work boy.”


“Absurd, Jimmy,” and “Impossible!” burst from the staff.


“Kith is a mere gofer,” Gropedark declared with finality. “What possible reason would the Groaci High Command have for sending their number one sneak-killer to this peace-torn planet?”


“I guess I recognize Kith when I see him,” Trenchfoot declared stubbornly. “He was on the Groaci delegation to the last Arms Summit, which I had the honor to head up internal security. Spent two weeks in the same room with the villain!”


“Very well, Jimmy, since you’re so concerned, I’ll send Ben along just to check on his movements—casually, of course, Ben.”


“Why me?” Magnan yelped. “It’s Jimmy’s idea, I mean I wouldn’t want to rob him of the glory—”


“Scant glory is to accrue from shadowing a code clerk on his daily trip to the bazaar for produce,” Gropedark rebuked his Budget and Fiscal man. “Still, you may as well just keep an eye on the scamp. Better use the back way to avoid the crowd. Be back in an hour.”


Magnan departed, muttering, “What for? It’s just your fans, remember?” It was a remark His Excellency decided not to hear.
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“You see,” Ambassador Gropedark said contentedly an hour later, waving a plump hand to indicate the now-deserted courtyard, littered with dope-stick butts, empty gribble-grub bags and the usual assortment of priceless fragments of the lofty facades which looked down on it. “They’ve dispersed peacefully, just as I expected. Pity I didn’t step out to say a few soothing words as they desired.”


“If as you suggested,” a timid Admin type spoke up, “the beggars were here to demand a full-scale restoration program to return this dump to its former glories and all, I don’t see how jawing at ’em from a balcony is going to make ’em any happier.”


“It is precisely that element of short-sightedness in your makeup, Ted, which has delayed your advancement in the Corps,” Gropedark dismissed the cavil. “By the way, I distinctly told Ben Magnan to report back in an hour …” He paused to inspect his issue watch. “And it has been precisely one hour now.” He barked the last word as if ordering the troops over the top. “Ben’s inclined to be careless, of course—may have wandered into the tabu Inner City.” He pointed. “You, fellow—you’re Mr. Magnan’s assistant, as I recall—perhaps you’d best run along and remind him he’s keeping his Chief waiting.”
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The last of the crowd had dispersed when Retief reached the broad processional way, once paved with intricately carved and colored tiles but now showing large bare patches where the latter-day locals had removed them to sell to tourists, and littered with cut-stone fragments fallen from the formerly imposing facades which lined the street—some, such as the tomb of the legendary King Foop-Galoon, dating back across the full five millennia of the city’s continuous occupation. Wedged between the great structures, or sometimes built within the capacious entryways, were shoddy boutiques, dubious pawn shops, and gaudy stalls, each with its shrill huckster who often ventured out into the street to hail passersby or even attempt bodily to haul them inside.


Today the street was silent except for the steady car-rack!ing sounds from the crumbling palaces and the steady pattering of debris falling there-from. Retief noticed a scaly foot-long landfish as it wriggled sinuously away to disappear into what appeared to be a newly-opened crack in the ancient masonry of the looming structure before him, its broad stone stairway and cavernous, colonnaded entryway clogged with rude constructions of carved stone in incongruous juxtaposition with rough-hewn slabs of local oom-wood from the interstices in which curious eyes peered out, in silence for once.


“Hey, stranger,” one bold fellow called. “You wantum one piecee fly-fly, him gottum feather, talkee talkee real good, same likee greenfella.”


“No, thanks all samee,” Retief replied absently. “No wantum parrot, wantum one piecee Terry diplomat, him get loose in street.”


“Him big monster? Same like you?” the local demanded.


“No, him small monster, no gettum plenty too many eats when pickaninny.”


“No seeum,” the native merchant stated flatly, and slapped down the hinged board serving as a security shutter over the entry to his modest enterprise.


“Greenfella findum all same Terry, him gettum plenty too many green stamp,” Retief pointed out.


“Long sundown, Terry come back one timee, maybe memory good one place, gettum one piecee hot dopee.”


“When big kerosene blong Spood him finish, I come back bright day,” Retief promised.


As he resumed his stroll along the chipped tiles, a wave of furtive movement ran ahead of him. He caught glimpses of green faces which appeared briefly at chinks and peepholes, then ducked back. Something caught his eye, lying on the sun-baked clay strip which had once been a floral border to the avenue. He paused to pick it up: half a crumpled Imperial-size tissue bearing the embossed arms of the Terran Embassy, carrying a faint aroma of bluemint. He scanned the adjacent cliff-face of eroded masonry, noted faint light gleaming from the dark opening just above ground level where the landfish had disappeared. Closer, he saw that it was a cramped passage leading some fifty feet through the ancient masonry to a dimly-sunlit patch beyond. Behind him, horny feet were approaching with no effort at stealth.


“Hey!” a coarse voice barked. Retief turned to confront a large Greenfella—an elongated, streamlined torso, scaly on the back and white beneath, standing on two thin legs, propped up by a large third leg, and a triangular-bladed knife in the knuckly hand of its single arm.


“Terry gettum lost! Go quick!” the fella snarled, jabbing tentatively with the knife. “Run, or me killum!”


“With an invitation like that, who could resist?” Retief queried, and at the same moment took the knife away from the hostile fellow, thrust the blade into a crevice in the weathered stone, and snapped it off short, then offered it, hilt-first, to its owner, who leaned forward to take it but encountered Retief’s knee, which knocked him onto his back.


“Terry sockum Greenfellow,” the fallen alien said without emphasis. “Plenty too rough party.”


Retief stooped down to look down the tunnel, saw a patch of white lodged halfway along the rough-hewn way. He thrust his head and shoulders inside. It was a tight fit, and the chipped stones which made up the floor of the tunnel dug painfully into his knees. He reached the white object: as he had expected, it was the other half of the tissue, with a large piece missing. He resumed the arduous crawl. As he neared the end of the tunnel, something—or someone—moved into position to block the egress, plunging the passage into darkness. He covered the last few feet, and at close range, saw that it was the posterior of a larger-than-average Greenfella which had plugged the way. Retief reached out and poked the alien sharply. It leapt up with a yell, restoring illumination to the cramped space and revealing a trash-lined nest containing half a dozen infant reptiles like the one which had fled at his approach. The little creatures crouched back with bared fangs, eyes riveted on the Terran. He picked one up carefully, not without receiving a painful nip on the thumb, and tossed it toward the opening. It righted itself and darted into the daylight.


“Hey! False alarm!” a hoarse voice shouted. “Only landfish takum one piece bitee on rump!” Then a broad green face came into view, peering into the tunnel. Retief flattened himself against the floor and the Greenfella’s gaze swept over him, unseeing. The local thrust a claw-like four-fingered hand inside and was rewarded with a bite from one of the infant landfish which Retief had placed before him. The hand jerked back, and the hoarse voice muttered aggrievedly, “Gottum bite on favorite finger, needum one piece fire-shooter, clean out vermin!”


Through the bright opening, Retief could see a cramped, weed-grown courtyard, trash-littered, where four of the perpetually tired-looking Greenfellas, all clad in grimy loinclothes, stood watching with morose expressions something going on out of Retief’s view. He heard a metallic click!, then a squeal of rusty hinges. The nearest Greenfellas stirred restlessly.


Retief waited. Half a minute passed.


With a furious bang!, the unseen door was thrown open violently, and a harsh yell brought every Greenfella in sight to a position of rigid attention. Then a taller-than-average representative of the three-legged native species strode into view, wrapped in a cloak of vivid chartreuse trimmed with colored beads at wrist and collar. The nearest Greenfella cringed as the newcomer approached, then, at a sharp glance, straightened again into rigidity. The cloaked VIP barked at him, and was rewarded with a glum sound reminiscent of a boot being pulled from the mud, which Retief recognized as the local term for “nossir.” The imperious local turned and Retief saw the three-eyed wedge-shaped face set in an expression which, to Terran eyes at least, reflected barely suppressed homicidal fury. As the grasshopper-like alien began to rub its legs together, Retief switched on the field-model translator woven into the fabric of the stand-up collar of his mid-late afternoon hemi-semi-formal cloak, short, middle three graders, for the use of.


“… tole you bums a hunnert times!” the alien’s thin voice shrilled. “Any o’ them foreigners comes pokin around the Old Town, you lay low and inform me, pronto! Now Lee, here, tells me he started a like conversation with wonna ’em! He gets three in Level Six; as for the resta youse, I got to give it some thought. Wesley, you scoot down the tunnel where old Lee goofed up and take a look-see!”


One of the smaller Greenfellas scuttled toward Retief’s place of concealment. He flattened himself against the rough-hewn wall of the passage, but Wesley halted six feet from him.


“Tunnel’s clear, Sarge,” the Greenfella fiddled awkwardly to his superior. “Seen a landfish come out, and she wouldn’ta left her nest if there was any monkey business goin’ on.”


“You got yer orders, Wesley!” the sergeant snapped. “Get in there! And don’t be ascairt of a few landfish, all they can do is take jest a small bite outa ya!”


Reluctantly, Wesley came toward the tunnel-mouth. Reaching it, he stooped to peer inside and was looking directly into Retief’s face. There he paused, his triangular facial plates set in an inscrutable expression, unmoving.


Then, behind him, Retief heard a scuttling sound, and three immature landfish raced past him and out into the watery sunshine, followed by the scaly foot-long mother. Retief heard pebbles falling somewhere behind him, then a deep-seated craackk! followed by the thump! of something heavy falling. At the sounds, Wesley recoiled, then dashed away, motioning excitedly to his fellows. Retief twisted to look back down the tunnel, saw that it was now half-blocked by debris apparently newly fallen from the roof, almost blotting out the ragged patch of daylight at the far end. As he watched, a major slab shifted, dropped down at one end as if hinged, then fell with a resounding thud! Sand and pebbles were dribbling down on his back. He looked out, saw that the courtyard was now cleared with the exception of one bedraggled Greenfella chained by both outer legs to the far wall. The prisoner jerked violently at the restraining shackles as Retief emerged fully from the crawlspace and rose to his feet; the Greenfella began to jabber excitedly in the shrill native dialect, producing the sound by rubbing his middle leg against the adjacent shin.


Retief went slowly across to the shackled Greenfella, which was clad only in a dirty rag and adorned with a Mexican-pink plastic disc on a string about his short neck; his vestigial wingcases bedraggled and askew, he crouched now against the stuccoed wall, straining the rusty leg-irons to their limit.


“You must be important Greenfella,” Retief said quietly through his translator. “Got important job hold wall in place.”


“You bettum plenty too much guck, palefella,” the prisoner responded heartily. “Me Leroy; me plenty too big shot.”


Retief nodded, coming close to examine the well-corroded chains. “That tallfella with the soothing voice,” he commented, “must be plenty too swellfella.”


“Him Boss Twill; him gottum plenty too many friend,” Leroy remarked noncommittally, watching Retief warily as he took a firm grip on the left ankle-chain and jerked it sharply. The crumbling eye-bolt securing it to the wall snapped off short. Leroy tentatively moved his suddenly freed leg. “Boss Twill ream out zlotz orifice two fob oversize, him catchum palefella bugger up property b’long Morris,” he predicted. “Morris him high priest chief god in Greenfella pantheon, Spood the Obtuse. Callum Obtuse because even though poor Greenfella tell plenty prayer, burn joss stick, Sacrifice old junk, tellum Spood wantum plenty guck, cozy den, snazzy Greengal, old Spood no gettum idea.”


“So we’d better not linger here,” Retief pointed out, shifting dialects to the Middle Obfuscese. Leroy seemed to understand, as he jumped to his feet and began yanking, not very effectively, at his other gyve. Retief lent a hand, and in a moment Leroy was free, hobbling painfully, dragging his chains.


“Maybe we’d better leave your chains-of-office here,” Retief suggested. Leroy sat down on the hard clay and offered his right chain trustfully. Retief took the pitted chain, doubled it back on itself, and squeezed. A link snapped; he dropped the broken eighteen-inch length and attacked the other; it, too, yielded easily. Leroy hopped up and capered joyfully. In his enthusiasm, he came too near a beaten-brass gong suspended by the door. His flailing hand struck it, eliciting a penetrating boinng!


“Oh-oh, plenty too bad!” Leroy exclaimed. “Old pal Boss Twill him come plenty too quick, him listen Doom Gong!”


“Let’s play a little trick on good old Twill,” Retief suggested. “You wait beside the door, and stick out a foot and pretend to trip Boss. When he’s down, I’ll pretend to wrap up his ankles in his own chains. Better get in position.”


They had but a moment to wait: the door bang!ed wide and the tall, ornamented Greenfella boss loomed, then dove face-first to the hard clay, his wing cases twitching in reflexive response. Retief stepped in, put a foot on the back of Twill’s middle knee, and chained all three legs together at the knobbly ankles. Twill hunched and flopped impotently, screeching all the while. Retief slammed the door shut just in time to intercept the first of the closely following personal guards, who impacted the heavy panel with a force which drove dust from the crevices.


“Oh, boy,” Leroy said glumly, to Retief, “Old Boss gonna be plenty too mad when him gettum act together.”


“He’s already mad,” Retief pointed out. “He won’t be any madder if we just frisk him for his keys and drag him back into some quiet spot where he won’t be observed in such an undignified position.”


“All right, Lee,” the fallen boss chirped feebly in the Lesser Obfuscese, his diction somewhat marred by the chain around his hard green shins. “You better clobber this here palefella plenty too quick.”


“Palefella plenty too right,” Leroy concurred, and delivered a sharp kick to Twill’s lower abdomen.


“Better let well enough alone,” Retief suggested. Noticing yet another small scrap of white protruding from beneath an adjacent, closed door, he went over to it, put his shoulder to the age-worn spangwood panel, and heaved it open, eliciting a despairing shriek from the ancient hinges. Leroy dashed forward to interpose his person between Retief and the dark doorway. “Old Boss him send Greenfella kitchen do KP for year, then grate me up for put in soup, me lettum palefella desecrate Top Private area,” he explained as Retief picked him up and tossed him aside.


“Groan,” Retief directed. “Make it look good: you puttum up good fight, but overwhelm by palefella.”


“Palefella plenty too big,” Leroy commented as if to his biographer. Then, with a sudden leap, he hurled himself at Retief, delivering a ferocious snap-kick with his major leg to the space the Terran’s head had occupied an instant before.


Retief caught the powerful member by the ankle, and Leroy lunged and surged like a carp hooked in the eye until Retief doubled the long limb at the knee and folded it behind its owner’s back, at which point the lightweight, hard-shelled arthropod ceased struggling. “Boss see me give it old grade-school try,” he announced. “OK, Terry palefella, you can lettum down nice and easy, and be careful no breakum knee-joint.”


“No more showum boss zealous defense,” Retief admonished. Leroy struggled briefly to rub his left leg against the trapped one, then subsided. Retief put him down and after a brief inspection of his middle knee, Lee got to his feet jauntily.


“Terry no stickum olfactory sensor in pot, no gettum blistered,” he stated. “Nothing in there interest high-class Terry palefella, anyway.”


“How is it that suddenly you know I’m a Terran?” Retief asked.


“Oh, just remember Special Order Number Six and a Half Billion and One,” Leroy explained glibly, his injured member now as agile as ever. “Pain in crouch-pads not be able talk and walk at same time,” he commented. “Old Spood make mistake not give Greenfella talk-box in eating department like palefella and five-eye fella, too.”


“Where did you meet this five-eye fella?” Retief asked sternly. “And where’s the other Terry who was here this morning?”


“What other Terry?” Leroy demanded. “Leroy never see other Terry, small like me, havum puce and magenta coat, stripe pants.”


“Then where did you get that Order of the Perished Bladder you’re wearing?” Retief challenged. “I’ll bet you my second-best mess jacket against a plate of garg it’s got ‘First Secretary B.W. Magnan, III’ engraved on the back.”


“Terry too sharp for simple dweller in ruins of vanished glory,” Leroy conceded. “Tell, me, pal, how did I give it away?”


“That fairly detailed description of him helped,” Retief admitted.


“Drat!” Leroy rasped. “Should of thought of that. But to heck with it, we got plenty guck to earn before get too dark see way. Come on.” He started through the open entry. Retief stopped him with a grip on a rudimentary wing-case.


“Not so fast, Lee,” he counseled. “We still have things to talk over. And there’s Twill to dispose of.”


“You killum big-shot boss?” Leroy exclaimed with a rapid jittering of legs. “You force poor Greenfella serf manage without guidance of kindly counsellor and protector?”


“Could be,” Retief allowed. “If you don’t take me to Mr. Magnan double-quick and avoid troubling the Groaci Peacekeepers in the process.”


“Last time see foreign five-eye fella, him kickum loyal Leroy; not want get kick plenty more; stay way five-eye fella. Him badfella.”


“Whereas,” Retief contributed, “Mr. Magnan is a goodfella; so let’s find him and get him out of place him not gottum business be in first place.”


“Too right!” Leroy agreed emphatically. “Loyal Leroy have job keep nosy goodfella out Headquarters; not my fault take little nap just when nosyfella poke aforesaid organ in Taboo Street. Wake up in time help Boss and boys draggum inside, then boss chain faithful Leroy to wall. Lousy treatment, got good mind form Local #728365 Brotherhood Dozing Doorkeeper, closed shop, gettum big pay, easy hour, plenty too much pension and other goodie.”


“And supply luxury goods to your BDD boss in prison,” Retief reminded the union organizer.


“Plenty too right!” Leroy agreed. “Otherwise greenfella gettum visit plenty too late in sacktime, collect few bruise.”


“With such a realistic attitude,” Retief commented, “I predict a great future for you as a social reformer.”


“Not interest reform,” Leroy corrected. “Interest in gettum high class consumer goodie.”


“As I said, ‘realistic,’” Retief repeated. “After you, Leroy.” He indicated the closed door. Leroy used a key on it and it swung inward on darkness and silence.


“Oh, boy,” the Unionfella said without eagerness. “Plenty too big penalty lowly Greenfella invade Inner Sanctum. Bring palefella, extra hundred lashes. But what the hell, me always curious about what go on in there.” He advanced cautiously into the interior, waving his antennae dubiously, and paused just inside to listen to a profound silence. Retief went around him. Ahead, barely visible in the unlit passage, he saw yet another patch of white, this one lodged in a niche in the cut-stone wall. Leroy came up, muttering:


“Not good: smellum rare and valuable sacred foom-weed smoke, mean top-holy ceremony someplace close-by. Chamber of Doom, good place stay out of.”


“What sort of ceremony?” Retief asked, keeping his voice low.


“Swell rite of Givvum More Goodie: make old gods do what we want—or what Top Medicine fella want. Not what sacrifice want. Him hard-luck case. Get to die painfully for good of tribe. Big honor.”


“Where does this passage lead?” Retief inquired.


“Lead to john, broom closet,” Leroy said in the tone of One Who Has the Answers.


In the darkness Retief studied the wall beside the scrap of paper, saw in the gloomy recess a wide crack from which a faint glow and a pungent odor emanated. He pushed; it yielded and a panel pivoted inward, admitting feeble light. Leroy grabbed at Retief’s arm.


“Chamber of Doom,” he reported. “Plenty too dangerous stick antennae in here,” he whispered hoarsely, sticking his antennae through the opening. “Oh, boy,” he chirred awkwardly. “Dread chamber worse than rumor tell.”


Retief moved him aside and took a look for himself. He saw a low-ceilinged chamber with a layer of yellowish smoke just below head-height. Half a dozen Greenfella heads projected above it, and one half-bald Terran cranium. A wisp of smoke was curling out through the open port. It had an odor like smoked sausage, which Leroy was sucking in eagerly through his central respirator-orifice. Apparently unconsciously, he began rasping his vestigial wing-cases together rhythmically, and swaying like a strand of kelp in turbulent waters. Retief pushed him away from the spicy aroma.


“This isn’t the time or place to get spaced out, Lee,” he reprimanded the ecstatic Greenfella. He took another look through the haze below the dense smoke-layer, then turned to Leroy.


“I’m going in,” he told the astonished Greenfella. “Stand by here, and if any of Boss Twill’s friends come along, pitch them in behind me.”


Leroy agreed, though puzzled. “Palefella him volunteer for Death of Ten Terrible Anecdote?” he asked, sounding skeptical.


“Not until Staff Meeting, Tuesday at ten AM,” Retief corrected, and eased through the narrow opening, keeping below the opaque deck of aromatic smoke. At this level he could see that Magnan was shackled to a three-legged stool and surrounded by armed Greenfellas. Keeping well below the smoke layer, he went quickly to Magnan. A glance showed him that the shackles holding the slightly-built diplomat to the stool were a common Groaci VIP model. He tapped Magnan’s thin ankle in Under-the-Table code: “Play it cool. Get ready to drop to the floor.” It was the work of a moment to pick the simple lock and remove the lightweight eka-bronze gyve. Then he grasped one of the stool’s three legs and jerked sharply. Magnan uttered a yelp and collapsed on his back, staring up at Retief. A shrill buzz of startled conversation broke out above.


“Heavens!” Magnan gasped. “You could have been a bit more explicit; I was expecting something a trifle more dignified!”


Retief ignored his supervisor’s plaint and moved on to the spindle-shanks of a lone Groaci wearing plain greaves with the dun-colored jellybeans of a reserve paper-pusher, medium grade, standing firm among the agitated rod-like shins of the chattering Greenfellas, and used the ankle-cuffs to clamp them carefully together. Just as he finished, the Groaci attempted to take a step, but instead fell full-length. Retief grasped his ankle and dragged him along to the opening. When the Groaci began to expostulate in his feeble voice, Retief shushed him with a vigorous prod in his sensitive zatz-patch, then passed him out through the narrow orifice to the waiting Leroy, whose voice was at once raised in shrill Popurese. Ignoring the noisy fellow, Retief assisted Magnan through, heard him utter a sharp shriek followed by excited jabber in three dialects. Retief followed, saw Magnan backed against the wall, while before him an excited Leroy fiddled a shin in frantic expostulation. The Groaci was standing by, all five eyes adroop, his skinny ankles firmly linked by the shackles. One eye twitched at Retief’s arrival, then snapped erect.


“To recognize the infamous Retief, bane of saintly Groacian bureaucrats!” he hissed. Retief ignored him, stepped between Leroy and Magnan.


“Take it easy, Leroy,” Retief advised the Greenfella. “It’s only Mr. Magnan, my esteemed associate: I think you startled him. This other one is Captain Kith; he doesn’t appear to have experienced much in the way of intellectual development since he was pulling four on and eight off as an Embassy guard back on Fust.”


“To err, vile Soft One!” Kith snapped as harshly as his feeble voice would allow. “I now handle the rank of First Secretary of Embassy of Groac and Vice Consul of Career, assigned as liaison to the underdeveloped Guiding Council of unfortunate Popu-Ri! You may escort me at once to the Chief of Council, my conference with whom you so rudely terminated but now!”


“Me plenty scare,” Leroy complained. “Strange palefella jump out, utter savage war-cry—look mad, too; and five-eye fella, him say plenty too many bad thing me, me no lettum loose. But I foolum: I pretend no kapoosh bad-accent Obfuscese.”


“Ingenious, Leroy,” Retief acknowledged. “Now he’s demanding an audience with the Chief of Council. But I think he’s bluffing: he’s only a reservist, probably an Assistant Military Attache; he doesn’t rate a tete-a-tete with a Chief of State.”


“Here, Retief!” Magnan barked. “Do you intend to natter of trivialities while this horrid local menaces me?” As he spoke, he continued to shred bits from the crumpled paper napkin clutched in his hand.


“That’s just Leroy,” Retief soothed the excited Second Secretary. “He’s helping me find you. That was very clever, Mr. Magnan, to leave a trail for me to follow. But you can stop now. We’re here.”


Magnan blinked at the shredded paper in his hand, quickly stuffed it into a pocket. “Didn’t mean to be littering,” he said apologetically. “Nervous habit. ‘We’re here,’ you say, but where is ‘here’? Insofar as I can judge, we’re lost in the bowels of a collapsing ruin, surrounded by hostile aliens and vicious landfish, to say nothing of Kith! Retief, I feel there’s something irregular going on here!”


“Actually,” Retief said soothingly, “we’re not lost. We’re only trapped. The route to the street is near at hand, but it collapsed. In any case, I think we’d better snoop around a little so as to be able to report more than that something’s irregular.”


“To be sure,” Magnan agreed. “But do tell this noisyfella to go away. I find I’m allergic to him.” As if to prove it, he sneezed into the tattered remnant of his paper hanky.


“To escort me at once to the street,” Kith demanded. “To overlook the irregularities of which Ben Magnan speaks, if you make amends promptly.”


“Suppose I just chuck you back through the hole in the wall,” Retief suggested, taking a grip on the Groaci’s thin neck. “Or perhaps I’ll shackle you to one of those.” He indicated one of a number of well-rusted staples set in the wall, from which the wooden slats they had once supported had long since rotted away.


“To dare not so to handle a diplomatic member of the staff of the Embassy of great Groac!” Kith challenged in his faint voice.


In reply, Retief lifted him and thrust him feet-first toward the open fissure.


“Stay, Terry miscreant!” the Groaci rasped. “Chair-being Morris would order me dismembered!”


“Before I say goodbye,” Retief said to the struggling fellow, “You’d better tell me a few things, such as why you’re here, the details of the plot, what Groac gets out of it, and so on.”


“Never, vile Terry!” Kith hissed. “To suffer living dismemberment gladly ere I disclose state secrets.”


“Better hold him and grill him thoroughly,” Magnan suggested. “It seems we’ve stumbled upon something Big.”


“By the way, Mr. Magnan,” Retief said. “What brought you here? I understand you were simply out for an innocent stroll to spy out the activities of our friend Kith, here.”


“To be sure,” Magnan acknowledged. “I was but meandering along the avenue when of a sudden, a brace of fierce Greenfellas leapt from concealment and raped me away through a dark tunnel; then, in a gloomy cell full of nauseous fumes, chained me to a hard stool. They crowded about me, demanding that I disclose unspecified secrets, when abruptly you arrived; the rest you know.”


Retief turned to Leroy, still holding the now quiescent Kith by the neck. “Do you have any idea why they grabbed Mr. Magnan?” he asked the Greenfella.


“Me plenty dumb,” Leroy confessed. “Not know Boss Twill and five-eyes fella cookum big scheme make all big shot happy, get plenty too many green stamp, gold, guck, all good stuff like VIP-model Chevy ragtop go undersea, on surface, over land, fly in air, go in space, whole nine yard! Also catchum condo on beach at Fatworld, snazzy greengal, plenty other loot, too. Me chain up when me sneakum round try get in on goodies. Wantum Ben for sacrifice to gods.”


“A gross injustice, Mr. Leroy,” Magnan put in. “But just like the Groaci: to despoil a virgin world and deny the autocthones any share in the loot!”


“Ben,” Kith cut in coldly, “I deeply resent, on behalf of His Excellency, this ‘apporth o’ cor’elpme’s excessively crass assessment of enlightened Groacian policy on this pest-world.”


“Five-eye fella bad-leg home slum,” Leroy fiddled indignantly. “Me know ‘pest,’ plenty too bad word. Him pest, come excite Boss Twill, start diggum hole, makeum whole town fall down.”


“Ben!” Kith protested. “Are you going to stand by without protest while this sweeper-caste local abuses a fellow diplomatic officer?”


“While Mr. Leroy’s remarks did rather emphasize the material aspects of Groacian aspirations,” Magnan responded sternly, “his allegation of the disruption of the even tenor of the ancient Popu-Ri lifestyle by Groaci underlings has undeniable merit.”
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