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OLORES had dim-
ples on her knees.

As he shaved, Ken
Albrecht observed her in the
mirror. She sat on the small
table and swung her legs,
smiling all the while at his
reflection in the mirror.
Once her glance traveled
down to his bare upper torso.
“You're a handsome brute,”

she said.
Albrecht ignored the re-
mark. “What’s your last

name?”

“Pollnow.”

She continued to swing her
legs, and Albrecht watched
the dimples wink on and off
in the mirror as he went on
shaving. “Just what does this
hostess service of yours  in-
clude?”

“The Port of St. Paul does
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DELAY -
TEMPORARY

by Charles V. DeVet

illustrated by ORBAN

Albrecht would be stranded on overcrowded

Earth if he didn’t recover his passport. And

his finding it largely depended on learning
why it had been stolen.

its best to see that visitors to
Earth are properly enter-
tained. I hope my assistance
this far has been of some
help.” ’

Albrecht grunted.

With her head Dolores in-
dicated a bundle at her side.
“I bought you a suit of
clothes, and a cloak for eve-
ning wear.” She glanced at
the trousers Albrecht wore,
and at his shirt hanging on
the back of a chair at his
side. “These are a bit more.
colorful than what you're
wearing, but they’re the
height of Earth fashion at
the moment. How do you like
your room?”’ she asked with
another of her quick changes
of conversational topic.

Albrecht paused in his
shaving and glanced around



The girl was the

only one who
could have stolen
Albrecht’s passport.
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at the room’s cramped fur-
nishings. A bed, wide enough
to sleep two, but narrower
than he was accustomed to;
two straight chairs and an
adjustable-back armchair; a
wash basin, with a small med-
icine cabinet above, the table
on which Dolores sat; and a
curtained shower in one cor-
ner, were economically
spaced in a room no larger
than twelve by fifteen feet.
There was no closet. Clothes
had to be hung on hooks on
one wall.

“It would seem you could
have found something a little
less crowded,” he observed
without complaint.

OLORES’ eyes widened

in mild reproof. “Have
you forgotten that this is
Earth, the most densely-pop-
ulated planet in the Federa-
tion of Human Worlds? A
room like this is considered
generously large.” She con-
tinued swinging her legs.

Albrecht pulled the abras-
brush sharply away from his
cheek and muttered under his
breath. The dimples had tak-
en his mind from the job at
hand and the brush had worn
a pink, smarting, spot on his
right cheek.

Dolores laughed and Al-
brecht felt a slow flow of
blood rising to his face. He
tried to cover his embarrass-
ment with a show of grufi-
ness. “Any particular reason
why you’re still here? Didn’t
I pay as much as you ex-
pected?”

Dolores chose to ignore
his lack of courtesy. “No pay
was necessary. This is part
of my job. Your tip was gen-
erous.” -

“Then why are you hang-
ing around?” Albrecht quick-
ly decided that the best way
to get rid of her was to be
unpleasant. He was tired and
irritable from his space
flight, and right now he
wanted to relax more than he
wanted feminine company,

Dolores looked hurt.
“Don’t you like me?”

“You’re very charming.
Perhaps tomorrow...or the
day after...” Albrecht let
the sentence hang with its
unvoiced suggestion. Dolor-
es continued to smile, seem~
ingly unaware of the hint be-
hind the words.

Albrecht tried again. “I’ll
have to change clothes. And
as I see no way that I can do
it in privacy, with you
here...”

Dolorés nodded agreeably.
“Don’t mind me.”

Albrecht walked to where
she sat and put his hands un-
der her shoulders. Lifting
her from the table he carried
her to the room’s entrance-
way. He set her down beside
the door, opened it, and gent-
ly but firmly propelled her
out into the hall. “It’s been
nice,” he said.

Dolores wrinkled her nose
spitefully at him as he
closed the door.

EN MINUTES later, Ken
4 Albrecht discovereds that
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his wallet was missing. He
hadn't been carrying much
money; he had taken the pre-
caution of depositing most ef
it in the inter-world bank at
the airport. But the wallet
had contained his passport.

He finished dressing,
tucked a small flat pistol in
his armpit, and hurried out-
side the huge apartment
building. In a street flanked
by double rows of almost
identical buildings he hailed
a cab and was driven back to
the spaceport. At the infor-
mation desk, he was informed
that the director of space-
port personnel was a Mr.
John Wrestler.

RESTLER was a stout

man in his late fifties,
with a pinkly bald head and
pink hair, and an incongru-
ously black, pointed mus-
tache. Beneath the mustache
his lips formed two raised
ridges—as though padded un-
derneath—and dipped into
the hollows of hairless
cheeks. It was a totally hum-
orless face.

“And you feel certain that
it was the girl who took your
wallet?” he asked Albrecht.

“I had it when we went
into my room— I took a bill
from it to deposit in the rent
stot before I entered—and I

didn’t have it after she’d
left.”
“What did you say her

name was?” Wrestler took a

paper from the upper left

hand drawer of his desk.
“Dolores Pollnow.”

Wrestler went quickly
down a list of names on the
paper in his hand, “We don’t
have anyone by that name
employed here; I'm afraid
there’'s nothing I can do for
you,”

“Just a minute!” Al
brecht’s veoice was angry. He
had half risen frem his chair.
Now he checked himself and
resumed his seat. “Do you
realize how important this is
to me? I intended to stay for
only the three days between
flights. But unless I get that
passport back I'm stuck
here—for good.”

“I realize that.” Wrestler's
expression could mnot have
shown less interest. “There
has been such an illicit traf-
fic in visas, and subsequent
opportunity for criminals to
escape punishment by flesing
to other worlds, that it be-
came necessary to make the
traveler solely responsible
for the safekeeping of his
passport. But of course that
is something outside my
province., Now if there is
nothing more I can do for
you...”

RESTLER’S speech was
YV cut off abruptly as Al-
brecht reached across the
desk and dug the fingers of-
both hands into the neck
front of his blouse. Albrecht
set himself and jerked the
ineffectually struggling offi-
cial across the glass top of
the desk.
His face was white with
anger as he twisted Wrest-
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ler around and shoved him
backward into a chair at the
side of the desk. “Perhaps
this will help you be a little
less casual about it,” Al-
brecht gritted. He loosened
his grip on Wrestler’s
blouse front.

“This is an outrage,”
Wrestler blurted. “The
law...”

Albrecht cut off his pro-
testations with another twist
of the cloth in his hands. “I
don’t give a damn about the
law. What worse trouble can
I get into than I'm in right
now? Come up with some-
thing that will help me get
that passport back, or the
next time I shut your wind
off you won’t breathe again.”

He held his grip until
Wrestler’s eyes began to roll
slowly back. Albrecht re-
leased him and waited.

Wrestler breathed deeply,
the wind making a harsh
noise in his windpipe as he
sucked it in, “I’ll do what I
can,” he said as soon as he
was able to speak. “Tell me
what you want,”

Albrecht sat down on the
desk above him. “I’ll admit
that the gir! probably didn’t
give her right name,” he
said, “but she did have ‘Dol-
ores’ stamped on her cap
front. Do you have any girls
working for you with that
first name?”

“TI'1l  see,” Wrestler an-
swered. He pulled himself to
his feet and walked hesitant-
ly around the desk. He made

an cffort to straighten his
rumpled clothing as we. went.

Albrecht remained where
he was sitting. “Don’t try to
press any buttons,” he said,
his voice flat and expres-
sionless. “Anyone you call
would get here too late to
save you.”

“I had no such intention.”
Wrestler was making an ef-
fort to regain his lost dig-
nity., He picked the typed
list from the floor where it
had fallen. “I have a Dolores
Gabriel, and a Dolores Lut-
scher,” he said, going down
the list. “What did the girl
who took your passport look
like?”

(14 TALL BRUNET,

with her hair cut short.
She smiled a lot, and had
very nice teeth. And dimples,
Exceptionally beautiful.” He
paused. “That’s about all, I
guess.”

“The description could fit
about every tenth girl on
Earth,” Wrestler said sar-
donically.

“What do the two Dolores-
es you have look like?”

“I have their pictures here
somewhere,” Wrestler said.
He dug in the drawer at his
left again and brought up a
large envelope and took out
a handful of pictures. He
glanced back at the list, mur-
mured ‘24 and 857, and
picked two pictures from the
pile and handsd them to Al-
brecht.

Dolores Gabriel was .a red-
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head. Dolores Lutscher was
a short-haired brunet. But
there all similarity to the
girl in Albrecht’s room end-
ed “Give me the rest of
those pictures,” he said.

He went carefully through
the pile Wrestler handed
him. The girl he sought was
not there.

While Albrecht looked at
the pictures, Wrestler
walked to a cabinet on the
wall at his back and took out
a bottle of bourbon and a
small waterglass. He poured
the glass half full and drank
it, his face twisting into the
look of agonized distress of
a heavy drinker. He made no
offer of any to Albrecht.
“Find anything?” he asked
as he put the bottle and glass
back into the cabinet and re-
turned to his desk.

Albrecht shook his head
and slumped back where he
sat. “I'm sorry about rough-
ing you up,” he said after a
moment, “That temper is a
very nasty fault of mine.”

Wrestler dismissed the in-
cident with a brushing mo-
tion of his hand. His earlier
disinterest had returned. “If
there’s nothing else I can do
for you...”

Albrecht rose. “I won’t dis-
tress you with my troubles
any longer,” he said dryly.

“I'll try to bear your mis-
fortune with equanimity,”
Wrestler answered in the
same tone of voice. The bour-
bon had given him renewed
sourage,

Albrecht bowed with spuri-
ous courtesy and let himself
out.

N THE WAY back to his
room, Ken Albrecht
found himself walking be-
hind a tall man with broad

shoulders. He observed the
man, and two pedestrians
who walked toward him,

without conscious attention.
In the same way, he noted
also that just ahead a gray-
haired man poked with a
stick at a pile of refuse in an
alley entrance. And when it
happened, Albrecht was too
stunned to move until it was
over.

The tall stranger ahead of
him twisted suddenly side-
ward and clutched the old
man about the shoulders.
With his right arm he cir-
cled the scrawny, whiskered
neck and forced the man’s
head back.

The oldster yelled once
and kicked out frantically,
spinning his attacker half
around. As they faced him
Albrecht saw the gray haired
one’s mouth open wide in the
extremity of his pain, but no
sound came from his strain-
ing lips. The tall man jerked _
back his right arm with sud-
den ruthless force, and Al-
brecht heard a dull snap.

He watched in shocked fas-
cination as the old man’s body
went limp and slid slowly
down the front of his slayer.

The tall man’s face had
held its same expression dur-
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ing the entire brief encoun-
ter. There was no hate or an-
ger there; nothing except a
cetermined efficiency. Now
he looked down for a minute
at Qs victim beiore he
waiked on,

Albrecht came out of his
swupor and looked about
quicikliy ior someone rspre-
semting the law ot tiie city.
I'iie ¢niy other persons in
s1g..t were thne two men he
hau seen approaching cariier,
‘Ihcy had watcihed uie kill-
ing wia little more than cur-
soiy 1nterest, and soon they
moved on down the street.

OGIC CAUTIONED Al-

precht to mind his own
business—he couldnt risk
any more trouble on this
strange world than he aiready
had—out  his  indignation
pusied him forward. He drew
the tlat gun from his armpit
and strode after the killer.
Pushing the nose of his gun
against the broad back ahead

oi’ him he gritted, “Keep
walking!”’
The other hesitated for

only an instant before obey-
ing. He turned his head and
loeked at Albrecht over his
shouider. “Do I know you,

oA

sit

“You don’t,” Albrecht an-
swered curtly.

“May I ask where you are
taking me?”

“Toe the nearest policeman,”
Albrecht replied.

The tall man hesitated

again, then shrugged and
went on.

They found a green-clad
policeman around the next
corner, “This man has just
committed a rmmurder,” Al-
brechit told him.

The green-clad raised his
eycbrows slightiy. He regard-
ed the tall man and seemed to
observe something about his
dress. “A commissionaire?” he
asked.

The man nodded. He drew
a paper from his breast pock-
et and handed it to the offi-
cer. “My warrant. You will
find a committment attached
to it, signed by Peerre Del-
fac, the dead man’s second
son.”

The officer handed back
the paper. “I will have the
body collected. You may go.”
He turned to Ken Albrecht.
“I judge by your accent, sir,
that you are a stranger to our
world?” -

“That’s right.”

“Allow me to assure you
that this man’s actions, which
you have just witnessed, were
perfectly legal,” the officer
said. While his words were
polite, his attitude was one of
impatient tolerance. And in
his eyes was a look only par-
tially concealed, a look of dis-
like for a foreigner.

“Is it legal to kill a de-
fenseless old man?” Albrecht
asked sarcastically.

The policeman shrugged
with cynical indifference and
moved on.
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HE TALL man had not

left as the policeman
walked away. Now he said to
Albrecht, “Our police are not
sympathetic with what they
regard as interference by out-
siders. but I do not wish to ap-
pear as a monster to you. Will
you grant me the pleasure of
buying you a voyae?” He
spoke with an odd formality
that Albrecht recognized as
his normal manner.

“Why should I drink with
you?”

“For no reason,” the tall
man answered, . without re-
sentment, “excepi, perhaps, to
have your curiosity satisfied.”

For some reason Albrecht
found himself almost liking
the man. And by now he re-
alized that he had somehow
made a fool of himself. The
other was probably evidenc-
1ng great tolerance in treat-
ing him so civilly; further,
this man might be able to help
him with his own problem.
“All right,” he agreed short-
ly, not quite able to match
the other’s courtesy.

“My name is Barry Ef-
fress,” the tall man intro-
duced himself, and bowed
briefly as Albrecht gave his
own name,

HEY WALKED until

they came to a drinking
place and entered. Against
one wall they found an emp-
ty table and sat down. Al-
brecht said he’d have a brandy
and Effress punched the
brandy button in the automat-

ic dispenser twice. “What is
your home world?”

“Mogden IV, It's in the
Orion’s Belt sector,” Albrecht
added as Effress’ face showed
no sign of recognition. “I+ was
colonized by Earth about two
thousand years ago.”

“My geography is not toa
good,” Effress apologised in
his formal manner. “May I
be allowed to explain now
what happened out there?”

“I wish you would.”

“On Earth, it is the duty of
a son to kill his parents after
they reach the age of sixty,”
Effress explained. “Most of
the sons do not desire to per-
form the disagreeable task
themselves. I am what Iis
known as a commissionaire,
we perform such unpleasant
duties for others. I was com-
mitted by a man named Del-
fac—the old one’s second
son—to kill him.”

“But what is the purpose
of such senseless slaughter?”

“Purpose?” Effress re-
peated. “I suppose it is pop-
ulation control. But it is not
murder—as you seem to re-
gard it. For there is recarn.”

“Recarn?”

“The old person will live
again in the son’s next born.”

“Is that belief universal
with you?”

“It is the world religion.”
Effress was thoughtful for a
moment, “Recently a semi-
religious group headed by a
man named Richard Vingers
had been denying the truth
of that belief. They have been
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successful in convincing a
large number of people that
the killing of old persons is
a cruel and ungodly practice:
Whether they are right I can-
not say, but most regard them
as irresponsible fanatics. Last
week, the government de-
clared Vingers an enemy of
‘the state, he will be put to
death if he is found.”

“I FIND I agree whole-
heartedly with Vingers,”
Albrecht commented. “Such
killing is bloodthirsty and
barbarous.”

“I might regard many of
your customs in the same
light, if I knew more about
them,” Effress replied with-
out heat.

“That’s true, of course,” Al-
brecht agreed. He hesitated.
“May I ask you a personal
question—perhaps at the risk
of offending you?”

“I will not be offended.”

“Is your profession looked
upon as...decent...by the
others of Earth?”

Effress drew a thin cigar
cube from a breast pocket and
appeared thoroughly preoccu-
pied with rolling it between
his palms, and lighting it.
Nothing in the steel-like cour-
tesy of his manner seemed
changed as he spoke, yet his
tone was gentle and dead as
he said, “My profession is re-
garded with envy by those
without the eoyrage to pursue
it”

Albrecht realized instantly
that he had made another mis-

take. “I'm sorry. I meant no
offense.”

Effress smiled wearily and
relaxed in his chair. “I have
never explained this to any-
one before,” he said. “Simply
because I never found anyone
who would listen, and under-
stand. I think you might. Any-
way, here .it is—for what-
ever you make of it.

“Every man,” Effress went
on, “has within him that
which he is. The coward bur-
ies it, that he might not have
to face its obligations. Or he
he expresses it only by sur-
render to the invigorating
lunacy of herd action. The
brave man follows this thing
—though he may know he will
die sooner for it. My work is
dangerous: Few commission-
aires ever reach the age
where their sons must send
them to recarn. Yet I do not
claim to be brave; rather I
have the desire—the inner
need—to do those things
which most other men would
be afraid to do. I might state
it otherwise by saying that I
desire to live as if I were to
die the next moment. That
alone will satisfy me. By liv-
ing my life so there is always
danger I find alcoves now and
then that give me flashes of
the stimulation I must have.
And I must admit I have the
vanity to be pleased with the
admiration I know I receive
from those about me.” He
paused and laughed in semi-
embarrassment. “Am I a
fool?”
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“You certainly are not,” Al-
brecht stated emphatically.
“While I may not agree with
the way you follow your star,
I can only admire your cour-
age in doing it.”

THE DRINKING place had
become more crowded as
they sat talking. Albrecht was
surprised to notice that worm-
en mingled frcely with the
men. On Mogden, womnien
would never think of entering
such a place.

He was a bit disconcerted
when two women came up to
their table and stood waiting
silently.

He glanced across at Ef-
fress. The tall man was watch-
ing him, smiling at his ob-
vious uncertainty.

Albrecht looked back at the
two women. One was small
and blonde, with meager
beauty. The other was built in
heroic proportions, with a
skin fair and untinted, and
hair combed in black waves
to the back of her head. Her
breasts were only partly con-
cealed by a stiff cloth cowl
that hung over them. “Are
you gentlemen expecting?”

.Here, as on Mogden, Al-
brecht reflected musingly,
young maidens hunted in
pairs, “Thanks for asking,”
he said to the dark girl. “Per-
haps later.”

She lifted her shoulders in
the universal Earth gesture,
and the two girls walked
away, swaying their hips as
they went.

“Would you not enjoy be-
ing in jostling harness with
the bounteous one?” Effress
asked, only the slight quirk at
the corner of his mouth be-
traying the amusement he felt.

“I hadn’t considered it,” Al-
brecht answered uncomforia-
bly. He sought to change the
topic of conversation. “Would
you care for another drink?”
Without waiting for an an-
swer he punched the brandy
button twice.

EFFRESS was enjoying Al-
brecht’s loss of poise. “On
Earth many believe that
chastity is a dangerous ab-
stinence. It makes a man
vulnerable to certain illness-
es.” His smile returned. “For-
tunately our women do their
best to keep us in pgood
health.”

“How would your wife re-
gard any philandering?” Al-
brecht asked, trying to shift
his discomfort to Effress.

“My wife? If she objected,
she would be wise to keep
silent. A hushand has the
right of life or death over his
wife.”

Albrecht shook his head,
but did not argue. “I need the
help of a man like yourself,”
he said without preliminaries.
“Are you available to work
for me?”

After only a brief hesita-
tion, Effress nodded.

Albrecht told him all that
had happened since he landed
on Earth.

“What do you wish me to
do?” Effress asked.
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“My best chance to get my
passport back, as I see it, is to
find the girl. Do you think
you can do that?”

“T could try.”

“I'd appreciate it.” Ken Al-
brecht wrote his address on a
slip of paper and received in
return a card from Effress
with his name, telephone num-
‘ber, and address printed on it.
“Ring me as soon as you find
anything. I don’t have much
time.”

Effress nodded and they
rose to leave.

EARLY IN the evening Al-
brecht received a tele-
phone call. “I'm at the space-
port,” Effress said. “Using
the description you gave me,
I questioned some of the oth-
er hostesses, and two of them
remember your girl. But it
seems she just came on the
job this morning, and they
haven’t seen her since. I tried
to speak with Wrestler, but
couldn’t get into his office.
Do you have any other sug-
gestions?”

“Only that you continue to
make inquiries. You probably
know how to handle the job
better than any way I could
suggest,”

“I’ll do what I can.” Effress
hung up.

Albrecht had a2 meal sent
up to his room, ate, and lay
down to rest. He fell asleep
within a few minutes,

He awoke some time after
midnight, At first he wasn't

certain what it was that had
disturbed him. Just that one
part of his mind, perhaps the
portion that ‘activated his in-
tuition, was sounding an ur-
gent warning of danger.

He sat up straight in bed.
The light in the room went
on. “It is now twenty-three
minutes after twelve,” the
bedpost said. “You left a call
for eight o’clock. Do you
wish to cancel that call?”

Albrecht ignored the auto-
maton, A small noise drew
his attention to the doorknob.
It was slowly moving, as
though someone had turned it
to see if it was locked, and
was now cautiously letting it
return to its resting position.

“Do you wish to cancel,
your call?” the bedpost asked
as Albrecht stepped quietly
out of bed.

“Let it stand,” Albrecht
murmured impatiently. He’
stood in the middle of the
room, thinking. Was this just
a simple attempt at burglary?
Or was there more to it?

He ran his fingers through
his tousled hair and tried to
think what he should do.
First, he decided, he’d better
be ready if they should suc-
ceed in getting in. He took
the flat pistol from its place
on the table and held it in his
hand. Another thought came
to him and he turned off the
room’s light and walked
quietly to the window at the
side of his bed and looked
out. Across the street a man,
faceless in the dark, stood
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with his head turned toward
Albrecht’s window.

This was more than bur-
glary; the net was already
tight around him. He needed
help. Another minute, and he
had the obvious answer. Ef-
fress.

FFRESS answered Al-

brecht’s first call. Evident-
ly the man was a light sleeper.
Albrecht explained the situ-
ation quickly.

“I'll be over immediately.
Do you have any plan in
mind?”

“My first problem is to get
out of here. Do you have an
automobile?”

((Yes.,’

“Good. How long will it
take you to get here?”

“I can make it in fifteen
minutes.”

“I'll allow- twenty minutes.
I'll come out of my room
then. You wait for me at the
front door. If you're able, cov-
er anyone waiting in the lob-
by. You’'ll also have to keep
in mind the man out in the
street. You have that clear?”

“Right. I'll look for you in
twenty minutes—exactly.”

Abrecht hung wup and
dressed quietly. He found the
padded chair against a far-
ther wall and let himself ease
into it. After a minute he
noted the rigidity of his
stomach muscles, and forced
himself to relax. He realized
that he was afraid, but was
glad to note that it was not

the fear of panic. He took the
safety catch off his pistol and
laid i1t on his lap, and waited.
Patiently.

TWICE DURING the next
twenty minutes Albrecht
heard movement in the hall
outside his door, and once
someone tried the doorknob
again. But they made no at-
tempt to force their way in,

When his time was up, Al-
brecht rose and unlocked the
door. He put his pistol in his
pocket, but kept his hand
around it. As he stepped out
into the hall a man slid
around a corner at the ifar
end. So far so good.

Albrecht reached the head
of the stair without being
stopped; however, two men
stood close together at the
foot. He glanced across the
lobby and breathed a sigh of
relief as he saw Effress lean-
ing negligently against a
doorframe. Both his hands
were in his pockets.

Deliberately Albrecht
paused and raised his free
hand in greeting to Effress.
The heads of both men at the
foot of the stairs swiveled
around—in time to see Effress
nod casually back.

Albrecht started down the
steps. When he reached a
point one step from the wait-
ing men he stopped. “Get the
hell out of my way,” he said
very gently.

Involuntarily the two men
moved apart. Albrecht strode
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between them. As he walked
toward the door he glanced
at Effress and saw that he
was facing them now. He
walked past Effress and they
went out through the door
back to back.

LBRECHT allowed him-

self to Dbreathe freely
‘again when they were in Ef-
fress’ car, “Thanks. I saw the
way those men looked at you.
Apparently you have some
reputation in affairs of this
kind.”

Effress shrugged the com-
pliment aside. ““They were
merely hirelings, they will
have to get further instruc-
tions before they know how
to cope with the change in af-
fairs. We should have you
well hidden by then.”

“Im very grateful to you.
Where do we go now?”

“I have a place where you'll
be safe for a few days at
least.”

After a half-hour’s drive,
Effress parked his car in a
public lot and they went
ahead on foot. Albrecht
noted that they were in the
waterfront section of the city.
Soon they reached a small
wharf and walked across a
plank to the roof of a run-
down houseboat.

Effress led the way down
a dark stairway and into a
‘room without lights that
smelled faintly of oil. He led
Albrecht to a bunk. “Try to
get some sleep. We'll talk
again in the morning.”

EN ALBRECHT must

have been more tired than
he had known, for he was
awakened by the noise of
someone walking in the room,
and saw by the watch on his
wrist that it was after nine
o’clock. He had- to presume
that it was morning, for no
light came in from outside.

Concealed fluorescent tubes
in the walls revealed that he
was in the former engine
room of the old houseboat.
The engine had been removed
from the center of the floor
and the hole covered with a .
large patch of composition
board. Plastic cloth was past-
ed over the portholes in the
sides of the wvessel. Two
double-bunk cots were at-
tached to each wall,

Effress had just let him
sprawl back in a cot directly
opposite Albrecht. In a make-
shift chair that was actually
a fishbox a third man sat re-
garding Albrecht from be-
neath bushy eyebrows that
met above a red, thick, nose.
The man had the face and fig-
ure of a bull, with large ears
and great bony cheeks.

“Mr. Albrecht. .Mr. Vin-
gers.” Effress nodded negli-
gently at each man as he gave
his name.

“How do you do?” This was
the man Albrecht remems-
bered, who had gotten into
trouble with the Earth au-
thorities by his opposition to
their bloodletting practices.
Apparently Effress was com-
bining two jobs.
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JINGERS made a reluctant
rumble in his throat but
gave no other reply.

“Mr. Vingers will be with
us until the day after tomor-
row,” Effress explained. “He
has a rendezvous with a plane
that will fiy him to our south-
ern continent.”

“That's a coincidence,” Al-
brecht said. “I'll be leaving
the same day, if I'm able to
get my passport back.” The
third man did not sesem to be
in the mood to talk. “Are you
still going to try to find that
girl for me?” he asked KEi-
fress.

Efiress nodded. “I intend
to visit information central
today. If I can give an accur-
ate enough description of the
girl I should be able to find
out just who she is, and where
she lives. Tell me every detail
about her that might help.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if I
went with you? You wouldn’t
recognize her even if you saw
her.”

“Later of course, I'll have
to have you along,” Effress
answered. “But I'd bztter do
the preliminary work alone.
Also T thought I'd try to find
the person cr persons who
threaten you. If I find them,
we can decide what is best to
do next: whether we should
attempt negotations, or move
against them.”

“The man who is trying to
kill me is the same ons who
engineered the stealing of my
passport. He probably learnsd
that you were investigating

for me, and decided that he
would be safar if he removed
me.”

“Very probably. But we
have to find him first.” Ef-
fress rolled up his sleeves,
splashed water on his face
from a sink set in the end
wall and went out,

OR SEVERAL hours af-

ter Effress had gone, Vin-
gers did not speak, and Al-
brecht felt no inclination to
begin a conversation, He tried
to nap but Vingers’ heavy-
footed pacing of the room

ept him from ever actually
sleeping.

Finally Vingers stopped at
his side and stood over him.
“How can you lie there when
we have to skulk down here
like rats in a filthy hole?”

“What do you suggest we
do?” Without defining the
reason, Albrecht found him-
self disliking the man quite
intensely.

Vingers lifted his shoul-
ders irritably and continued
his pacing. After another ten
minutes passed he said, “Did
it ever occur to you that
we’'re both dus to leave the
same day; that I've got to
get away from here or lose
my life; that I could be a
very logical ‘“suspect—the
person who has your. pass-
port?” -

“I'll keep it in mind.” Al-
brecht had given the possibil-
ity some thought when he'd
first found out who Vingers
was. Only the fact that he’d
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trusted Effress
him decide against the peossi-
bility.

“Perhaps Effress actually
works only for me.” Vingers
seemed to anticipate the trend
of Albrecht’s reasoning.

“That could be, bkut FIl
Lave to take my chances that
it isn’t.”” Albrecht turned on
his side, with his back to Vin-
gers, He felt his temper ris-
ing, and knew that a few mare
words with Vingers would
lead to a fight that would be
foothardy.

Vingers laughed.

FFRESS returned during

the early evening. “I
couldn’t find anyone fitting
the description,- exactly,” he
said. “See if you can remem-
ber more details tonight, and
T'll try again tomorrow.”

His total lack of success
made IKen Albrecht suspect
that perhaps Vingers had
spoken the truth. But why
should Vingers have men-
tioned it at all. Unless it was
because cof the very cantanlker-
ousness of his nature.

Yet it was evident by the
surreptitious way Effiress
goaded the other man that he
liked Vingers no more than
did Albrecht.

Vingers became talkative as
the night hours dragged on
with their galling inactivity.
“This is a sick world,” he
said, to neither of them in
particular, “Suffering from a
neurosis that compels it ‘to
draw the blood of innocent

had made

victims. Men and women are
killed while barely past their
prime of life; husbands mur-
der their wives, on the slight-
est pretext, or no pretext at
all.”

He turned his attention te
Albrecht. “Did you know that
every third child is automati-
cally put to death at birth?
That every ehild born en
Wednesday suffers the same
fate? Could anything be meore
absurd—mere brutally, sav-
agely, absurd?” He raised his
hand in a clenched fist.
“Those acts are violations ef
basic mortality, If there is a
God, I say he must hate us for
what we do.”

HE WAS ABOUT to go on
when Effress spoke.
“We can barely feed the near-
ly thirty-five billion people
we have on Earth now. If
these were not killed, at least
an equal number would starve,
Do you have a better solu-
tion?”

“We could limit the popu-
lation.”

“That was tried, two hun-
dred years ago.” Reading be-
tween the words, Albrecht
recognized that Effress was
doing more than baiting the
contenticus Vingers: He was
apologizing to Albrecht for
Earth’s savagery. “They were
unable to control the growth
of population. They squan-
dered their natural resources
to keep men fed and clothed,
but nevertheless there was
soon hunger, revolution, and
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war. For a time there was no
government, and men died in
a wholesale, self-inflicted, ex-
termination. If you want the
present blood-letting stopped,
you must give us a better al-
ternative.”

“You missed my point,”
Vingers continued his same
argument, and Albrecht real-
ized then that the man was
not exceptionally intelligent.
He was merely a fanatic who
had learned to use the speech
and ideas of a pedagog. “I am
not advocating that we go
back to old methods. I said
we must use intelligent con-
trol. Then we will succeed.”

“There is a beautiful and
enlightening world of talk,”
Effress said, “in which every-
thing makes sense. And there
is another world—a more
practical world—that is gov-
erned by the unintelligibility
of necessity.” His eyes closed
and, as Vingers reiterated and
expounded his argument, Ef-
fress’ chest began a regular
rise and fall, He had gone to
sleep. Albrecht allowed him-
self to do the same,

THE NEXT day he had a
brief talk with Effress.
Their time was short, and
they decided to concentrate
on finding the girl, Dolores.
They took the chance of vis-
iting information center to-
gether.

They had no success. The
description they gave was in-
adequate. Effress went on to

“the spaceport, and Albrecht

returned to the houseboat.

That night Effress was
very discouraged. “I was still
unable to get in to see Wrest-
ler, and I turned up nothing
new asking around.”

Before he went to sleep,
Albrecht momentarily had
the feeling that he should
know the answer to his prob-
lem, He felt that he had all
the clues, but that he was not
putting them together cor-
rectly.

In the morning he had the
solution.

HE AROSE quietly, before
the others awoke, and
let himself out of the house-
boat. A few blocks away he
hailed a cab and had himself
driven out to the spaceport.

He went on foot to the in-
ter-world bank and withdrew
all his money. Dividing it ex-
actly in half he put one bun-
dle into his pocket, and the
other into an envelope he had
gotten at the bank. He ad-
dressed the envelope to EI-
fress and dropped it into a
mail chute.

At a newsstand, he bought
a morning paper and a maga--
zine and brought them into a
lunchroom and found a table
in one corner. For over an
hour he ate slowly and read
as he killed time. When he
consulted his watch and saw
that his flight would begin
loading in a half-hour, he
rose and walked without
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haste to the Personnel Bur-
eau,

“I have an urgent appoint-
ment with Mr, Wrestler,” he
informed the girl in the outer
office. “He’s expecting me.”
As she opened her mcuth to
question him, Albrecht went
on past her and into Wrest-
ler’s office.

Wrestler was standing at
the front of his desk. A large
handbag rested on the floor a
few feet away.

Ken Albrecht pulled his
gun from his armpit and
showed it to Wrestler, “Were
you going somewhere?”

Wrestler’'s eyes opened in
shocked surprise. “What do
you want here?” he asked in-
dignantly.

“Put my passport on your
desk, and step back.”

“I don’t have your pass-
port.,” Wrestler’s voice was a
whine.

“It would almost give me
pleasure to shoot you,” Al-
brecht said in a conversation-
al tone of voice,

RESTLER’S shoulders

slumped. The starch
weemed to go out of his body.
He drew a wallet from his
breast pocket and pulled out
a card—which Albrecht rec-
ognized as his passport—and
laid it on the desk. “What
mistake did I make?” he
asked listlessly.

“None. But I nearly made
the mistake of waiting too
long to see the obvious.”

“Tell me, how did you

know? I thought I'd covered
perfectly.”

Albrecht picked up the
passport and put it into his
pocket. “It was very simple—
after I'd figured it out. First,
your age. You must be near
to sixty. We both know what
happens to you when you
reach it, You would probably
give your fortune to get away
from here. Then your lack of
cooperation in helping me
find the girl—for no apparent
reason. And who would be in
the best position to put her
on the job, and assign her to
someone from whom she
could steal a passport?

“And finally, why wouldn’t
you let Effress in to see you?
When he came here investi-
gating, you decided it would
be best to put me out of the
way. It all adds up.”

Wrestler tried to smile.
“Better luck next time.”

“Perhaps” Albrecht
brought his pistol down hard
against the side of Wrestler’s
head. “Sorry to do that,” he
apologized to the uncon-
scious man at his feet. “But
I've got to be certain that you
don’t try any more tricks un-
til I'm safely away from
here.”

He went out of the build-
ing and across a grassy court
and into the waiting space-
ship.

Twenty minutes later he
was on his way home,

*
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