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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.



      
      
      PREFATORY NOTE

      
      In this book I have made certain assumptions about the survival and demesne of some African creatures with which naturalists
         may well quarrel. I am prepared to defend my hypothesis.
      

      
      People with long experience of equatorial Africa have heard enough about mokele-mbemba, and with so much consistency of detail, to be convinced that such an animal must have existed in historical times—though
         not perhaps to the immediate present. Such a survival would not be as unusual as conservatives might think; witness the coelacanth
         fish Latimeria, brought up alive from the waters off Madagascar, unchanged after more than 70 million years; or the proto-snail Neopilina,
         found alive by Columbia University’s Lamont Geological Observatory’s oceanographic ship Vema, though it had been thought to have been extinct for 300 million years; or the finding in 1961 of a live snizard—that land-dwelling
         common ancestor of both snakes and lizards which succeeded the mososaurs of the late Jurassic Era.
      

      
      Evidently there are still a few kinks in the coils of time in which fragments of the remote past can remain alive; and mokele-mbemba and his ilk would be, after all, much more recent animals than two of the three named above which we now hold in our hands.
         Some day we may be glad to find such a kink for ourselves. I trust that our successors’ hands will be less shaky.
      

      
      JAMES BLISH

      
      Arrowhead,

      
      Milford, Pennsylvania

      
      1962

      




      
      
      I: The Residency

      
      The sun

      
      It is impossible to complete the sentence. Even the centipedes are stunned. But everyone understands.

      
      At Mushie, the Kwango and that branch of the Ikatta which drains Lake Leopold come together on their way to the Congo. It
         is not far to the equator, but it is impossible to imagine that the sun can become any worse.
      

      
      It was here that Kit Kennedy came out of the jungle. He was not in a balaniere, which is the usual boat of white men on shallow waters in this country. He came out in a Bulu dugout, poled by four silent
         African warriors. With him was Tombu, his capita, or headman, and about as much gear as the usual white man would carry for a trek of a mile or so.
      

      
      Kit had forty miles to go to make Berghe Ste. Marie, but he was not much of a man for gear—or for hurry. After twelve years
         in the Congo, his time had become jungle time, in which hours and months sometimes get mixed.
      

      
      At Mushie he bought shells for his antiquated Davidson 38 and pushed off again, this time with four fresh boys and a heavy
         war canoe. The canoe must have been brought down the Kassai to its junction with the Juma thirty miles east, for such craft
         were useless along the swampy Ikatta. Where the new boys had come from could not be conjectured; Kit had not hired them in
         Mushie; they just appeared.
      

      
      When the canoe swept around the bend into Berghe Ste. Marie, a crowd collected in a hurry, pointing and jabbering.

      
      
      “Je adjali.”*

      
      “Wapi ye?”

      
      “Awa.”

      
      “Je makasi.”

      
      “Je nina?”

      
      “Mondele Ktendi.” 
      

      
      It was a compliment to be named, though “Ktendi” did not come very close to recognizability; generally Africans simply tagged
         the white men—“the short fat white man,” “the white man with the whip.” It had been nearly a year since Kit had been this
         close to the Congo, and though he had been counting on the excitement, he had been none too sure that he would get it.
      

      
      But apparently they remembered him well enough. Shortly they would be lining up at the Residency, trying to find out if bwana Ktendi would be making a safari this year. If the drums had brought him on a fool’s errand, he would be able to slip away
         in the confusion.
      

      
      The four boys sprang out of the boat at the shore and beached the canoe. Tombu did not help, the labor would have been beneath
         his mpifo, his station in the fantastically elaborated code of dignity in which even the smallest kind of job had its place.
      

      
      “You will go directly to the Residency, Mondele?” he said.
      

      
      Kit shook his head and got out, shouldering the Davidson; Tombu followed.

      
      “There will be Europeans,” he said. “Better that I bathe, Tombu. The jungle reek sometimes offends delicate white noses.”
         
      

      
      The capita shrugged. His chest tattooing showed him to be a Bantu chieftain, a nibo or king of some small realm that the white men had not yet shattered. He knew well enough that everything has its smell.
         The fact that Kit Kennedy’s own nose was white under its deep bronze tan did not seem to occur to him.
      

      
      For that matter, it seldom occurred to Kit Kennedy. For him his own heart pumped black blood. For twelve years he had prayed at black altars, and had been given black women for matabische, and thought black thoughts. The mind is like the skin: under the sun, it blackens.
      

      
      The woman on the veranda of the resthouse, however, worked a minor miracle; she reminded him of his Kansas upbringing. She
         was perched on the rickety ironwood railing, talking to a fat man Kit did not recognize, and negligently switching the tsetse
         flies away from firm naked legs with a palmetto fan. Kit’s first reaction was African: obviously she was a newcomer; she
         would learn to respect the flies after a while, and change to jodhpurs. His second reaction was Western: bare legs were unheard
         of for a decent white woman in any part of the globe. He realized simultaneously that everything else about her was unusual
         also. She had close-cropped copper hair, and high, full breasts for which the thin silk of her tropical shirt did remarkable
         services. Kit stopped and stared.
      

      
      “I don’t believe a word of it,” she was saying in English. Her voice was husky and provocative, but with a certain cold petulance
         which Kit found unpleasant. “He sounds like one of young Haggard’s characters. Allan Quartermain, perhaps. I’ll wager he’s
         a little scrawny poacher afraid of his own—” 
      

      
      “Seeing is believing,” someone said from the doorway. The voice was familiar; it belonged to Justin LeClerc, the Demeurant. “Would that you look behind yourself, Madame Lee.” 
      

      
      The girl said “What?” and jumped down off the railing to the ground, turning in mid-air like a cat. Her green, startled gaze
         struck Kit like a thunderstone.
      

      
      He continued to assay her, paying particular and obvious attention to her flat belly. She was unable to bear it for more than
         a moment; obviously she had expected to be ogled, but not with such undisguised particularity. She turned her back on him
         and went stiffly up the two steps, keeping her buttocks very taut.
      

      
      Kit smiled and shifted the smoothbore off his shoulder, passing it to Tombu. He followed the girl up the steps and leaned against the worm-eaten post.
      

      
      “I got your message,” he said to the Demeurant. “I hope it’s as urgent as you made it sound.” 
      

      
      “You took your time about it,” the girl said.

      
      Kit looked at her again. No, he had not been misled by twelve years of black wives. She was indeed very beautiful; no longer
         a young girl, but still perfectly free of the saggings and indentations of too much experience, and full to the fingertips
         of that urgency which perfects women only a split second before it spoils them.
      

      
      Under this sun, it would happen very rapidly if it were to happen at all. Kit did not think it would. She was very beautiful,
         but she was also very, very British. She wouldn’t last long here.
      

      
      “Mr. Kennedy has made remarkable time,” LeClerc interposed smoothly. “His lodge is in Gundu country.” 

      
      “I didn’t hurry,” Kit said in a flat voice. “As it happens, I wasn’t far off when the drums brought the word. Right now I
         need a wash. I don’t relish business hot off a trek.” 
      

      
      “Certainly,” LeClerc said. “But if you will allow me—” 

      
      “Later, please. I can see that the lady is an amateur. I’m not a guide, LeClerc.” He fell back into Swahili, though Tombu’s
         French was excellent. The girl’s electric presence goaded him to be even more rude than usual. “Tell the boys we’ll be leaving
         day after tomorrow.” 
      

      
      “Yes, Mondele.” 
      

      
      The African nodded and turned away, six feet three of quiet dignity. Something in his posture, however, made Kit think that
         he was enjoying himself. Evidently the woman had not impressed him, either; but then, nobody in the Negro or Arab worlds had
         any use for European ideas of beauty. Up north, where the faithful of Allah were promised houri with faces “as round as the
         moon, and hips like cushions,” Kit had once heard a desert chieftain describe the wife of a Danish archeologist, a girl as
         amply beautiful as a Valkyrie, as “the thin sitt.” 
      

      
      “It is you that makes the mistake, Kit,” LeClerc said. “M. Stahl—” (he indicated the fat, barrel-chested stranger)—“is no hunter or concessionaire. It is he with whom you have your business. He is here on behalf of Belgium.” 
      

      
      Kit scanned Stahl carefully. He had found long ago that it is simple caution to look at the human animal first as an animal;
         that impression, at least, will never be disappointed.
      

      
      Stahl looked back, waiting, without the least apparent embarrassment. He was certainly stout, but Kit was in some doubt as
         to whether it was meat or fat. He was taller than he had appeared from below the veranda, and had wiry, close-cropped hair;
         his face was that of an abnormally intelligent butcher.
      

      
      “Belgium means nothing to me,” Kit said, addressing himself directly to this man. “Until Belgium begins to treat Africans
         as if they were human beings, I consider all Belgians a revolting crew of gigas—possibly excluding LeClerc, it all depends on the day. Do I make myself clear?” 
      

      
      “Moderately so,” Stahl said in a surprisingly high voice; and Kit had an instant vision of the man getting off a boat and
         being swarmed over by porters and peddlers of filthy pictures; porters and peddlers both were shouting in German. Ah! Kit thought—indeed, he almost nodded.
      

      
      “You may change your mind,” Stahl was saying. “I am told that you are indispensable for my purposes, M. Kennedy, but I am prepared to doubt it.” 
      

      
      “I doubt it myself, thank God.” 

      
      “To be sure,” Stahl said, as if automatically. “I know also that you are an American, here on a visitor’s visa which is long
         expired. Indeed, it might be described as extinct, isn’t that so?” 
      

      
      “Quite so,” Kit said. “But not at all pertinent. If that kind of threat is all you have to offer, you’re wasting your breath.”
         
      

      
      There was a stir in the shadows inside the Residency, and the girl turned.

      
      “Ah, Howard,” she said. “Come on out, and take a look at the famous Mr. Kennedy. It may be your last, it seems.” 

      
      A blond man of about thirty, tall but thin, emerged onto the porch, blinking in the sudden furious light. He was extremely
         pale, and there was something about him that suggested the scholar. He said nothing, simply looking at Kit solemnly but in a friendly way, like Agassiz examining the fish.
      

      
      “I’m well aware,” Stahl was saying, “that we couldn’t flush you from your jungle warrens, sir.” He snuffled in the hot wet
         air with a sudden sharp sucking sound, like a cow pulling its foot out of thick mud, and spat over the railing. “But you would
         find it awkward to be reported under arrest in the settlements.” 
      

      
      “Or shipped home,” the girl added, turning her back toward Stahl.

      
      LeClerc smiled wryly, blinking his quinine-glazed eyes.

      
      “That,” he said, “might require an army, Paula. Still, Kit, consider: you need shells then and now, and also other times.
         Why be forced to raid for them? M. Stahl’s project will not last forever—and he has offered excellent wages for a good guide into your part of the country.
         I have told him that no other white man knows it half so well. That, in fact, hardly anybody else knows it at all.” 
      

      
      Kit looked from Stahl to the Resident to the silent Howard, and then, finally, at the girl. He was uncertain for a moment;
         but he had mpifo of his own to maintain. What you did then, the sorcerers said, was to lay everything on the air.
      

      
      “I leave day after tomorrow,” he said.

      
      The air, which was quite thick enough to float a flatiron, took the burden without noticing.

      
      The next morning, like the previous morning, and all previous mornings since the world was born, was bloody and stifling;
         world without end. By the time Stahl and the Resident had appeared, chattering with businesslike affability about administrative
         matters and procedures about as applicable to the back side of the Moon as to the Congo, Kit was too busy battling off would-be
         askaris to bother asking Stahl where he was going and what he wanted there. Tombu, having gotten a good look at the girl—nothing
         to him, African and a king, but he knew his boss very well—had not bothered to countermand the orders he had given out yesterday.
         Consequently, when Kit went out to announce that there would be a safari after all, he found the compound already filled with eager, gesticulating Bulus from half a
         dozen nearby villages.
      

      
      “You’re to blame for this, Tombu,” he told the grinning warrior. “For matabische, you may pick them over yourself. Make sure you get nothing but the best. I don’t want ivory-hunters’ boys.” 
      

      
      “Mpo-kuseya,” Tombu said ritually. “I cannot fail.” Since he also could not quite stop grinning, he turned away.
      

      
      “Tika,” Kit said. “I haven’t finished. Tell them we will be going toward Balalondzy. That will thin them out in a hurry.” 
      

      
      Tombu’s grin faded a little.

      
      “This is not true, Mondele?” 
      

      
      “And suppose it is?” 

      
      “Then we go,” Tombu said evenly. “It will be a quiet safari—you, and I, and the whites—and mokele-mbemba.” 
      

      
      Kit smiled. Tombu had seen his point well enough.

      
      “Let mokele-mbemba sleep on the bottom of the Ssombo with the white hippo,” he said. He slapped the big Bantu’s shoulder. “It is a fiction,
         Tombu. Go spread it.” 
      

      
      Tombu strode away. Kit gazed after him thoughtfully. Another man might have pulled at an ear lobe or rubbed his chin, but
         Kit had no nervous mannerisms; they had been sweated out of him, or left behind. Now when there was something on his mind,
         he stood still and thought about it; he had learned from the cats that tail-switching is a hunting lure, not an aid to thought.
      

      
      Mokele-mbemba. It was an old Congo legend, but it cropped up as far away as the Cameroons and the Blue Nile. Even there, one heard reports
         of a great, gray-brown beast, with green and yellow mottlings. It had the head of a lizard, the neck of a giraffe, the body
         of a hippo, the tail of a snake … a proper chimera, lacking only breasts and wings; but the tallies were remarkably consistent.
         If one imagined it into being, the image was worthy to be matched against the prehistoric reptiles in Lyly’s newly-published
         Elements of Geology. An old monster, an instance of special creation perhaps, or perhaps only a myth, as fully half the animals in Lyly had to be.
      

      
      But the reports seldom varied. Europeans scoffed at them; Kit did not. Nor, for that matter, did any experienced hunter or
         guide. The swamps of Africa concealed stranger things; so did the seas; off Madagascar one could catch fishes, now and then,
         which would have been incredible even to Lyly, had he ever seen one. In the Comores, the natives called them Kombessa, and ate them, though not with relish. The cane-brakes and reeds could hide anything, no matter what its size, within fifteen
         feet, were it hippogriff, phoenix, chimera, sphinx, roc, dragon, sea serpent, or the web-footed Apocalypse itself. In such
         cases, it was better to put one’s credit in the legends; common sense was no man’s guide here. One lived longer that way.
      

      
      As Kit stood quietly looking away from the compound, the door to the rest-house banged to, and Stahl came back out into the
         sunlight, blinking rapidly. After a surprisingly short moment he spotted Kit and came stumping toward him, like a wine keg
         on stilts. It was still early in the morning, no more than reasonably muggy, but Stahl’s shirt was already patched with sweat.
         Just to look at the man made Kit itch.
      

      
      Of this Stahl was quite oblivious.

      
      “When shall you be ready, Mr. Kennedy?” he said at once. “I am quite informed that my detachment of marines arrived by last
         night’s packet. The sooner we are able to start—” 
      

      
      “Marines?” Kit said. “What do you need marines for? Nobody mentioned marines to me. What do you plan, anyhow—a punitive expedition?”
         
      

      
      “Perhaps,” Stahl said. “That remains to be seen. The Colonial Office has received some odd reports from up north—tales of
         illegal mining, and other things.” 
      

      
      Kit’s lips thinned.

      
      “Up-country is full of tales,” he said. “It’s very difficult to get bearers to go in there. Furthermore, the tribes there
         have no reason to love whites. If you go in there with a company of marines, you’ll very like not come out again. The tribes want guns.” 
      

      
      “That’s quite enough,” Stahl said sharply. “I’m in charge of this expedition, Mr. Kennedy. I assure you I have reasons for
         what I do—” 
      

      
      He broke off. A tall, slender young man in marine uniform was striding toward them from the docks.

      
      “There’s Captain van Bleyswijck,” he said. “See me later, please.” 

      
      Kit shrugged and moved off, out of what a European would have considered earshot. Behind him, however, he heard nothing informative.
         The marine and Stahl were muttering to each other in Walloon, a language of which he had almost no experience.
      

      
      His nostrils flared; this whole business almost literally smelled. Yet he could not put his finger on what was wrong.

      
      Up-country? Then his mock threat of Balalondzy had in fact come close to the mark. And whether mokele-mbemba was real or not, there was almost certainly some kind of epidemic savaging that swamp-ridden area. Kit had seen some of the
         leprous refugees, big-bellied and thin-blooded as though with the kwashiorkor, tortured with oozing, unhealing lesions not at all like those of tropical ulcer, shunned by the Gundu tribes, driven from
         barred bomas to die in the jungle, or sometimes to be brought down by emboldened hyenas even before they were properly dead.
      

      
      What could Stahl want up there? What could be up there that needed a marine squad to take it, and to take it out? Certainly
         not ivory—it couldn’t be transported.
      

      
      Abruptly he turned and went into the Residency. LeClerc, as usual, was sitting at his desk over a tumbler of whiskey, a potion
         which looked like water, and tasted to Kit as though it had been drained out of a latrine. He was stirring some papers in
         his hands, but not looking at them; instead, he was watching the progress of a lizard down the wall next to him. The reptile
         was stalking a beetle almost half its size.
      

      
      His gaze snapped to Kit quickly enough, however, and he smiled.

      
      
      “Ah, he said, and tossed down the rest of the Dutch gin expertly. “I was hoping you’d come back.” 

      
      “I can’t see why,” Kit said. “The way you people have been breaking your necks giving me information, I’d assumed you’d prefer
         I stayed out of sight and kept my mouth shut.” 
      

      
      The Resident sighed and spread his hands. “Kit, I agree with you, this odd project began badly. Newcomers are slow to understand
         this country, not so? But I assure you, it is all perfectly legitimate. I have had letters, I can show them to you—some of
         them.” 
      

      
      “But what’s it all about, LeClerc? Wouldn’t it be more sensible to tell me?” 

      
      “There are several purposes, naturally,” the Resident said, pawing among his papers. Perhaps he was looking for the letters
         he had mentioned, but if so, he did not seem to be having much luck. “One doesn’t send an expedition upriver for only one
         reason, it is hardly economical. This one is mainly medical, I gather.” 
      

      
      “Medical? Stahl’s a medico? Well, that makes a little sense.” 

      
      “No, not Stahl, Dr. Lee. Young as he is, he is an authority on tropical diseases. I have checked his bona fides.”

      
      Kit thought about it. They needed a doctor up-country, of that he was already more than aware. If the silent young Englishman
         was a real expert, so much the better.
      

      
      “And Stahl?” 

      
      “That,” the Resident said with seemingly genuine regret, “I cannot divulge, Kit. His mission too is legitimate, I give you
         my most fervent assurances, but I have been asked officially not to say more. I will tell you this: Doctor Lee has not been
         told this matter, either. There are good reasons. How can I say more?” 
      

      
      Abruptly, Kit stopped worrying about it. He had no choice about going, in any event, and the pay was good enough. As for the
         girl.…
      

      
      There was trouble in even thinking about that, but he was determined to discover what the hell she was doing in this peculiar
         expedition.
      

      
      
      It was a silent and a tense trek, that first afternoon. The sun disappeared immediately they were out of sight of Berghe Ste.
         Marie, but you knew it was there above the trees and the coiled vines; the air, motionless, was like live steam. Within the
         hour the boys had discarded their breechclouts, but beyond that nothing was normal; there was none of the usual chanting,
         nor even any small talk among the whites.
      

      
      The boys Tombu had hired had all seemed eager enough to travel with Ktendi—at first. It was not hard to guess where their
         enthusiasm had gone.
      

      
      The presence of the marines made it worse, as Kit had known it would. The bearers were not surly yet, but they were suspicious.
         Kit caught several questioning glances thrown his way and was thoroughly aware that Tombu was sensitive to the undercurrent
         of dissatisfaction also.
      

      
      Stahl had wanted to stomp along at the head of the party. Kit had had some difficulty in persuading him that the scouts should
         go first. Every step brought them closer to hippo and swamp-boar territory, and an inexperienced man could run squarely onto
         death without knowing it was there.
      

      
      Stahl’s experience was dubious, to say the least. As for Dr. Lee, he seemed simply inefficient; if he had ever had any field
         experience with tropical diseases, it must have been acquired in Egypt or Asia Minor, not in a jungle. He was clearly trying
         not to be any trouble, but the boys were constantly bailing him out of the most obvious minor pitfalls. In between mishaps,
         he asked Kit medical questions which Kit was unable to answer, not, usually for want of the answers, but because the questions
         were couched in a clinical jargon so ferocious that Kit couldn’t be sure what the owl-eyed young man was getting at. His anxiety
         about his gear would have been pathetic had Kit not himself been urgently aware of how valuable it was. Indeed, it was thus
         far the only reason for the whole hegira that Kit had been allowed to know.
      

      
      The girl swung along easily. She wore featherweight breeches and a twill shirt, a good compromise between the heat and the insects. Kit was surprised to see how well she took to trekking. Even the boys’ nakedness had not taken her
         aback, apparently. She was not behaving at all like a protected British maiden, though there were signs that she had never
         been on a protracted safari before, either.
      

      
      For that matter, Stahl did not act much like a Belgian field official, let alone anyone who knew more about the Congo than
         could be gotten out of some book (very probably that same piece of trash full of elephants’ graveyards and other fictions
         that all tourists seemed to have memorized). And young van Bleyswijck, the marine captain, was a curiously stiff type, almost
         professorial for a soldier. He was completely unwilling to speak to anyone but Stahl, Paula, and his sergeant; Tombu and the
         boys visibly made him nervous. Yet he moved with the automatic caution of an experienced guide or hunter, and had an almost
         reflex knowledge of which jungle sounds to ignore.
      

      
      Enigmas, all of them; of the group, Captain van Bleyswijck puzzled Kit most. After a while, obscurely bored with watching
         and listening to him murmuring in Paula’s ear, Kit slowed down his pace slightly to let them catch up to him.
      

      
      Van Bleyswijck froze up at once and moved off. Kit held his ground, however. Talking with a white woman, especially a beautiful
         one, was an almost unknown experience on safari; and besides, Kit could not wait much longer to find out why this particular
         safari was so off-odor.
      

      
      If he had other reasons, he kept them from himself. He had had practice.

      
      “You’re Herr Stahl’s secretary, I gather,” he said.

      
      She looked at him obliquely, fending off a palmetto frond which came switching stiffly back from van Bleyswijck’s warding
         hand into her face.
      

      
      “Herr Stahl?” she said. “Why the German title?” 
      

      
      Kit felt a vague annoyance at being put on the defensive with such prompt deftness.

      
      “Why not?” he said. “It’s an intuition. He doesn’t seem like the Belgian type to me. Have you known him long?” 

      
      “About a year,” she said. “He’s Belgian. Officially, anyhow. The Colonial Office acknowledges him; that’s good enough.” 
      

      
      “Oh? Then you weren’t sure yourself at first?” 

      
      She smiled.

      
      “I had no interest in the matter one way or the other,” she said. “I’m an attaché of the British Admiralty, Mr. Kennedy, loaned
         out to Sir Edward Grey’s office—over the very stiffnecked protests of my family. They thought it was dreadfully unfeminine
         of me to obtain work in the Admiralty in the first place; now they believe that Her Majesty’s Government is as mad as I am.
         But under the circumstances, of course, there was nothing they could do.” 
      

      
      It took Kit a moment to realize that this was no answer at all, but only a smooth evasion; she had answered his first question
         instead of his second. It was an interesting performance; his respect for her rose, unwillingly.
      

      
      “I’d rather you lied to me directly,” Kit said. “What circumstances?” 

      
      The girl flushed slightly.

      
      “I’m not Stahl’s secretary,” she said stiffly. “I’m Howard Lee’s wife. Which is neither here nor there, Mr. Kennedy. I am also a graduate pathologist—one of the six or eight in the world. I studied under Virchow. That’s why I’m here—and it’s
         entirely sufficient.” 
      

      
      “Perhaps it is,” Kennedy said gravely. “Thank you.” 

      
      She sniffed and stopped walking, waiting for van Bleyswijck to catch up with her. Kit let her fall back; he had a lot to think
         over. He shot a quick look at Dr. Lee.
      

      
      The man should not have caught it, but somehow he did, and smiled back, hesitantly. The response was shy but direct, without
         any trace of jealousy that Kit could detect. In fact, there had been no sign thus far that Lee and Paula were married—they barely spoke to one another, and certainly showed no concern over each
         other’s welfare. Was she lying? She was good at that, as Kit had just discovered; but why tell a lie so easy to check? There
         was no artistry in that.
      

      
      However, it was probably true that she was a pathologist; it fitted, and helped the expedition to make a little more sense. For the rest, there was nothing more to be learned from her at the moment, that was clear enough. He was content to
         wait until later, to hear what more she would say under stress.
      

      
      It was bound to be interesting. Nothing about Paula Lee was ordinary; the truth, when it came out, ought to be worth hearing.

      
      The safari debouched into a small clearing, tufted underfoot with mosses, but not insecure to the feet. Blades of sunlight
         as sharp as spears of stained glass pierced to the turf, and clouds of gnats danced in them, gnats so tiny as to make distinct
         segments of rainbows with their wings in the farthest beams.
      

      
      Kit shaded his eyes and scanned the patches of sky visible through the convolvuli, his back to the sun. A faint mistiness
         in the light told him that Lake Wassabi was not far off, at least by his own standards of march. Ordinarily, one of the Wassabi
         tribes would have met him here to swap gifts and information. This time, is was as though they were being shunned. The jungle
         was very quiet.
      

      
      It would continue to be quiet, Kit knew. There were still no drums. The progress of the safari was being told in some other
         way—a way not open to eavesdropping by Ktendi and Tombu. It was, in its way, a grim compliment: there was not another white
         man in Africa who would be suspected of the ability to hear words in the drum music—which, in point of fact, Kit could do
         only imperfectly in most dialects.
      

      
      The girl stopped at his side and looked up as well, but it only made her squint.

      
      “Where are we?” 

      
      “We’re about a day along. I make it about another three days of clear going. After that we’ll have to slow down.” 

      
      “That doesn’t tell me anything.” 

      
      “Very well,” Kit said. “What’s this about Sir Edward Grey? The last time I saw a newspaper he’d just been appointed. The Congo
         Reform Commission—little enough will come of that, with Belgium represented! What did they send you here for? To make a gesture?” 
      

      
      
      The girl said nothing. Kit watched her intently. Her reserve was cold enough by European standards, but Kit was used to assessing
         the expressions of the most impassive faces in the world. The minute flickers of facial muscles beneath her smooth skin were
         enough for him; she might as well have had her thoughts tattooed on her forehead.
      

      
      It is none of his business. Still, he has a right to ask. He might even have guessed more than I have.

      
      “You don’t know what you’re here for, yourself,” he said disgustedly. “At least you’re none too sure.” 

      
      She stared at him, startled.

      
      “What are you talking about?” she said. “Of course I’m sure. I have full instructions.” 

      
      “To do what? To cooperate with, to lend the fullest assistance to, to watch for the best interests of, to make a detailed
         report to—? That’s not a set of instructions, it’s a recipe.” 
      

      
      A hit. The girl’s lower lip tensed slightly.

      
      “I am not anybody’s equerry, Mr. Kennedy,” she said. “I have instructions.” 

      
      “To watch Stahl, and find out what he’s up to.” 

      
      Her lips thinned again, and her nostrils flared slightly. No, Kit thought, that’s not it—but it’s uncomfortably close.

      
      “Nonsense,” she said briskly. “As far as I’m concerned, Stahl is all right. A bit choleric, that’s all. I’m here to help Howard,
         and to check on the enforcement of the Reform Edicts. So is he, I presume. There have been reports of illegal mining up north
         and of slavery; that’s why van Bleyswijck is here.” 
      

      
      “It all sounds stupid to me,” Kit said.

      
      “Oh, indeed?” 

      
      “Indeed. Remember, I live here. Of course there’s slavery up north; slavery and slaughter are the rule here. But it’s tribal,
         nobody’s exporting it—it would be impossible to get white slavers up that far. And if van Bleyswijck thinks he can extirpate
         slavery between the tribes with a squad of marines, he knows less about the Congo than I think he does.” 
      

      
      
      “I see. You know everything. The illegal mining is also nonsense, of course.” 

      
      Kit shrugged.

      
      “Nobody in his right mind tries to do any mining in swampland,” he said. “The natives up there dig peat, but that’s all. There’s
         gold in the interior, certainly, and plenty of it—a big deposit lies right at my back door. But that’s in the Basin. Around
         Balalondzy there’s nothing but stink.” 
      

      
      “You still have something to learn,” Paula said enigmatically. “Why are you living here, anyhow, if there’s so much gold for
         the taking where you are?” 
      

      
      “It’s very simple. I like it here. There’s nothing outside Africa that I could buy with gold.” For an instant, he saw again
         the yellow-framed face above the long waves of Kansas wheat, a vision numinous and terrifying. In his mind, a door fell to
         over it with a soundless, shocking concussion. “I use a little ore to swap for shells now and then. But what I really want,
         I have to work for, because it can’t be bought.” 
      

      
      “And what’s that?” she said, regarding him with puzzled interest.

      
      For once Kit was off guard; the vision was gone, but the shock it left behind filled him too full of alarm to leave room for
         caution; he spoke without thinking.
      

      
      “To be left alone, mostly,” he said.

      
      Even then, although he knew that he had spoken, he did not properly hear what he had said until minutes later.
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