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THE BEAR TRUTH

The Dilbian called The Hill Bluffer opened his |arge nouth again, and put a further aspect of the
matter out for John's consideration

"You know," said the Bluffer, "you can't get G easy Face back fromthe Terror without fighting

hi "

Greasy Face, John remenbered, was the Dil bian's nicknanme for the human woman the Streansi de Terror
had ki dnapped. "Fighting hi n??" he echoed.

"Yep," said the Bluffer. "Man-to-man. No weapons. No hol ds barred."

John blinked. He | ooked past the Dilbian postnan's head at the puffs of white clouds. They had not

noved. They were still there. So were the nountains. It nust be something wong with his ears.
"Fighting hinP" said John again, feeling like a man in a fast el evator which has just begun to
descend. "A man's got his pride,"” said the Bluffer. "If you take Greasy Face back, his nug' s spilt
all over again." He leaned a little toward John. "That is, unless you whip himin a fair fight.
Then there's no blood feud to it. You're just a better man than he is, that's all. But that's what

| haven't been able to figure in this. You aren't bad for a Shorty. You pulled a good trick with
that beer on those drunks last night. You got guts."”

He | ooked searchingly at John. "But | nean—Hell, you can't fight the Terror. Anybody'd know that.
I mean—Hell!" said the Bluffer

John was wi shing he could express to the postnan how nuch he agreed with him

"So what," inquired the bluffer, "are you going to do when | deliver you to Streansi de?"

John t hought about it.
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Spaci al Delivery

CHAPTER 1
The Ri ght Honorabl e Joshua Quy, Ambassador Plenipotentiary to Dilbia, was snoking tobacco in a

pi pe, an ol d-fashioned, villainous habit for such a conservative and respected gentl enan. The
fumes fromthe pipe nmade John Tardy cough and strangle. O perhaps it was the funes conbined with
what the Rt. Hon. Josh GQuy had just said.
"Sir?" wheezed John Tardy.
"Sorry," said the dapper little diplomat. "Thought you heard nme the first tine." He knocked his
devil of a pipe out in a hand-carved bow of some native Dilbian wood, where the coal continued to
snoul der and stink only slightly |less objectionably than it had before. "Wat | said was that,
naturally, as soon as we knew you were safely drafted for the job, we let out word to the Dl bians
that you were deeply attached to the girl. In love with her, in fact."
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John gul ped air. Both nmen were talking Dilbian to exercise the command of the | anguage John had
had hypnoed into himon his way here fromthe Belt stars, and the Dil bian nicknanme for the nissing
Earthian girl sociologist came fromhis |ips automatically,

"Wth this Geasy Face?"

"M ss Ty Lanorc," corrected Joshua, snoothly slipping into Basic and then out again. "G easy Face
to Dil bians, of course. But you nustn't pay too nuch attention to the apparent val ue of these

Di | bi an ni cknanes. The two old Dil bian gentlenmen you're about to neet —baddy Shaki ng Knees, Mayor
of Hunrog, here, by the way, and Two Answers—aren't at all the sort they m ght sound Iike from
name al one. Daddy Shaking Knees got his nanme from holding up one end of a tinber one day in an
energency. After about forty-five m nutes someone noticed his knees starting to trenble a bit. And
Two Answers is not a liar, as you m ght expect, but a wily sort who can cone up with nore than one
solution to a problem"”

"I see," said John

"M ss Lanorc is quite a fine young wonan. | would not at all be ashaned to have her for a
daughter, nyself. Lots of character."

"Ch, |I'msure she has," said John, hastily. "I"'mnot objecting to the situation here. | don't want
you to think that. After all, the draft is necessary in emergency situations, particularly in

areas where we're in close conpetition with the Hermoids. But | don't understand what this has to
do with nmy decathlon record? | thought I'd put all that sports business behind nme after the | ast

A ynpics. As you know, |I'mactually a fully qualified biochemst, and . . ."
"Nanes, " said Joshua, "have their chief value around here as an index to what the Dil bians think
of you. I, nyself, now, amreferred to as Little Bite; and you will undoubtedly be christened

yourself with a Dilbian nicknanme, shortly.”

"Me!" said John, startled. He thought of his own red hair which surnobunted an athletically stocky
body. He had al ways hated to be cal |l ed Red.

"I't should not be too humiliating, provided you are careful not to nmake yourself ridicul ous.
Hei ni e, now—

"l beg your pardon?"

"I beg yours," said Josh, starting to refill his pipe. "I should have used his full nane of Heiner
Schlaff."” He puffed fresh clouds of snoke into the air of the small, neat office with the |og
walls. "He lost his head first time he stepped out alone on the street. A Dilbian fromone of the
back- nobuntai n cl ans who'd never seen a human before, picked himup. Heinie lost his head
completely. After all, he was never able to poke his nose outdoors w thout sone Dil bian picking
himup to hear himyell for help. The Squeaking Squirt, they named hiny very bad public relations
for us humans. Particularly when CGul ark-ay, the Hemmoid in charge of their enbassy locally here,
gets an advant ageous handl e hung on himlike the Beer-Quts Bouncer. There he goes now, by the
way. "

Joshua pointed out the office windowthat fronted on the nmain street of Hunmrog. Coming down its
cobbl est ones, John saw, a sort of enornous robed, Buddha-like parody of a human bei ng. The Hemoi d
was a good eight feet in height, enornously boned, and while not as tall as the Dilbians

t hensel ves, fantastically padded with heavy-gravity nuscles. The Hemmoi ds, John remenbered, cane
froman original world with one-fourth again the gravity of Earth. Since Dilbia' s gravity was
about a sixth less than Earth's, that gave humanity's chief and cl osest conpetitors quite an
advantage in this particular instance.

"He may stop—no, he's going past," said Joshua. "Wat was | saying? Ch, yes. Keep your head in all

situations. | assunme soneone who's won the decathlon in the Al-Systens O ynpics can do that."
"Well, yes," said John. "OF course, in biochem stry, now=

"You will find the Dilbians primtive, touchy, and insular."

“Iowilre?"

"Ch, yes. Definitely. Primtive. Touchy. And very nuch indifferent to anything outside their own
mount ai ns and forests; although we've been in touch with themfor thirty years and the Hemoi ds
have for nearly twenty."

"I see. Well, I'Il watch out for that," said John. "It struck ne they wouldn't know nuch about
chenistry, to say nothing of biocheni stry—=

"On the other hand,"” Joshua brushed the neat ends of his snmall grey nustache with a thoughtfu
forefinger, "you nustn't fall into the error of thinking that just because they look |like a passe
of Kodi ak bears who've decided to stand on their hind legs at all times and Dilbian system as
I'"msure your hypno training didn't onmit to informyou, is absolutely necessary as a supply and
reequi pnent stage for further expansion on any |arge scale beyond the Belt Stars. If the Hemmoi ds
beat us out here, they've got the thin end of a wedge started that could eventually chop our heads
of f. Which they would be only too glad to do, you know. "
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John sighed. It was the sigh of a very human, young, recent graduate in biochenm stry who woul d
have |iked nothing better than to live and let I|ive.

"You'd think there'd be roomenough in the universe for both of us."

"Apparently not, in the Hemmoid | exicon. You nust read up on their psychol ogy sonetine.

Fasci nating. They're actually less like us than the Dilbians are, in spite of their greater

physi cal resenbl ance.”

"I understand they can be pretty dangerous."

"They've an instinctive streak of cruelty. Do you know what they used to do to the elderly anobng

their own people until just the last hundred years or so of their history—=

Beep, signal ed the annuci ator on Joshua's desk.

"Ah, that'll be Shaki ng Knees and Two Answers, in the outer office now, " said the diplomt. "W'I
go on in." He knocked out his pipe and laid it, regretfully, in the carved wooden bow anong the
ashes.

"But what's it all about?" said John desperately. "I just got off the spaceship four hours ago.

You' ve been feeding nme |lunch, and tal king about background; but you haven't told ne what it's all
about!"

"Why, what's what all about?" asked Joshua, pausing halfway to the door to the outer office.

"Wel | —everyt hing!" burst out John. "Why was | drafted? | was all set to trans-ship to MBanen's

Pl anet to join ny government exploration outfit, and this girl fromthe |ocal enbassy on Vega
Seven where | was, cane up and pulled ny passport and said | was drafted to here. Nobody expl ai ned

anyt hi ng. "

"Dear ne! They didn't? And you just came along to Dilbia here by courier ship, wthout asking—
"Well, 1"mas good a citizen as anyone el se," said John, defensively. "I nean | may not |like the
draft, but | realize the necessity for it. They said you needed nme. | canme. But |I'd just like to
know what it's all about before |I start getting into the job."

"Of course, of course!" said Joshua. "Well, it's really nothing. Mss Lanorc, this young
sociologist girl, the one | was tal king about, got kidnapped, that's all. By a Dl bian. W want

you to go bring her back. A d Shaking Knees in the next roomis the father of Boy Is She Built.
And it was the fact that the Streanside Terror wanted Boy |Is She Built that caused all this ruckus

whi ch ended up with the Terror kidnapping Mss Lanorc. You'll see," said Joshua, starting off
toward the door again, "it's all very sinple. It'Il all straighten out for you once you get into
it."

"But | don't see— insisted John, doggedly, following him

"What ?" Joshua hesitated with his hand on the door |atch

"What all this has to do with my work. Why do you want a biochenist to bring back sone woman who'd
been ki dnapped?”

"But we don't particularly want a biochenist," said Joshua. "What we want is a rough, tough | addie
with excell ent physical reflexes of the kind that would take top honors in a decathl on
conpetition. It isn't your brains we want, M. Tardy, it's your brawn." He opened the door

"You'll find it's all very sinple once you get the hang of it. Come al ong, ny dear boy. After
you. "

CHAPTER 2
Politely but firmy herded forward by the little diplomat, John found hinself pushed into the
| arge outer office of the Human Enbassy on Dil bia, at Hunrog, his head still spinning from

Joshua's | ast words and the odd Dil bi an nanes. Wo, he wondered confusedly and in particular, was
Boy Is She Built? The obvious conclusion, in terns of a seven foot-plus Dilbian femal e accoutered
inlittle nore than her natural furry pelt, was a little m nd-shaking to inagine.

The nonent, however, was not the proper one for inaginings, no matter how ni nd-shaking. Reality
was being too overpowering to |l eave roomfor anything else. The first thing to strike John as the
door cl osed behind him was the scale of the roomhe was entering. The inner office had been a
reassuringly human cell tucked away in a corner of gargantuan Dilbian architecture. Desk and
chairs had been to John's own fit.

This outer office, for reasons of diplomatic politeness, was furnished in the outsize Dilbian
scale. The heavy wall logs allowed for headroomup to fifteen feet below the log rafters. The
bottom of the crudely glazed wi ndows were on a level with John's chin. Several tables and straight-
backed chairs fitted the rest of the furnishings by being of the same unconfortable (by human
standards) |argeness. A quart-sized ink pot, and a hand-whittled pen hol der about sixteen inches
Il ong on one of the tables, conpleted the picture.

Not this, though, nor the hypno training, quite served to prepare John adequately for his first

cl ose-up encounter with a pair of the Dilbian natives. These two were standing not a dozen feet
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i nside the door as John canme through it; and their appearance assaulted his senses in all ways,

i medi ately, and w t hout warni ng.

To begin with, they snelled. Not overpoweringly, not even unbearably, in fact rather |ike dogs
that have been out in the rain for the first tine in several weeks during which they had not had a
bath. But, definitely, they snelled.

It did not help, either, for John to notice that the two were faintly winkling their |arge black
noses at him in turn

And on top of this odor, there was the fact of the bigness of the room which, after ten seconds,
pul l ed a double switch on the senses; so that, instead of John feeling that he was the sane size
he had al ways been and the roomwas unnaturally big, the first thing he knew he was feeling that
it was normal in dinensions and he had shrunk, all of a sudden, to the stature of a six-year old
boy.

But | ast and not |east was the center of all this, the two adult nale Dilbians thensel ves, |ooking
i ndeed like a pair of Kodiak bears who had stood up on their hind | egs and gone on a diet. True,
their brows were higher and nore intelligent than bears. Their noses were shorter, their |ower
jaws nore human-li ke than ursinoid. But their thick coats of brownish-black hair, their |unbering
stance, nmssive shoulders and forearns and the fact that they wore nothing to speak of beyond a
few | eather straps and netal ornanents, shouted bear at you, any way you |l ooked at it. If it was
up to me, thought John .

"Ah, there, Little Bite!" booned the |larger of the two furry nonsters in native Dilbian, before he
could finish the thought. "This is the new one? Two Answers and | shook a leg right over here to
give himthe eye. Kind of bright colored up top there, ain't he?"

"Hor, hor, hor!" bellowed the other, thunderously. "Belt ne, if I'd want one |i ke him around.
Liable to burn the house down! Hor, hor, hor!"

"Sone of we humans have hair that color," replied Joshua. "Gentlemen, this is John Tardy. John
this gentleman with the sense of hunor is Two Answers. And his quiet friend is Shaking Knees."
"Quiet!" roared the other Dilbian, exploding into gargantuan |aughter. "Me, quiet! That's good!"
He shook the heavy logs with his nmerrinent.

John blinked. He glanced incredul ously fromthe inperturbable Joshua to these oversize clowns in
fur. What kind of goof-up, he wondered, could have put Quy in an anbassadorial post like this. A
sharply tailored, fastidious little dandy of a man—and these lolling, shouting, belching, king-
sized, frontier-type aliens. It was past belief.

For the first tine there crept into John's mind the awful suspicion that the whol e thi ng—J3oshua
@Quy bei ng anbassador in a post like this, the kidnapping of the femal e sociol ogi st, and his being
drafted to do a job that he was in no way experienced or prepared for—all this just part of one
nmonstrous bl under that had its beginnings in the Alien Relations Ofice, back in Governnental
Headquarters on Earth. "Haven't laughed like that since old Souse Nose fell into the beer vat in
the Mud Hollow Innl" Two Answers was snorting, as he got hinself back under control. "Al right,
Bri ght Top, what've you got to say for yourself? Think you can take the Streanside Terror with one
paw ti ed behi nd your back?"

"I beg your pardon?" said John. "I understood | was here to bring back—er—& easy Face, but—
"Streansi de won't just hand her over. WIIl he, Knees?' Two Answers jogged his conpanion with a
massi ve el bow

"Not that boy!" Shaking Knees shook his head, slowy. "Little Bite, | ought never have let you
talk me out of a son-in-law like that. Tough. Rough. Tricky. My little girl'd do all right with a
buck l'ike that."

"I merely," said Joshua, "suggested you nake themwait a bit, if you remenber. Boy Is She Built is
still rather young."

"And, boy is she built!" said her father, fondly. "Yep, | know it nade sense the way you put it
then." He shook his head a little. "You sure got the knack for com ng up on the right side of the
argunent with a man. Still, now | |ook back on it, it's hard to see howthat little girl of mne
could do better." He peered suddenly at Joshua. "You sure you ain't got sonething hidden between
your claws on this?"

Joshua spread his hands expressively.

"Whuld | risk one of ny own people?" he said. "Maybe two, counting John, here? Al for nothing but
the fun of making the Terror mad at ne?"

"Don't nake sense, does it?" runbled Shaki ng Knees. "But you Shorties are tricky little
characters.” His words rang with an honest adniration

"Now, you people are pretty sly yourselves," said Joshua. They both turned and spat over their

| eft shoulders. "Well, now, " went on Joshua, "conplinents aside, anybody know where the Terror
is?"
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"He headed west through the Cold Muntains,"” put in Two Answers. "He was spotted yesterday a half
day's hike north, pointed toward Sour Ford and the Hollows. He probably nighted at Brittle Rock
Inn, there.™

"Good, " said Joshua. "We'll have to find a guide to there for ny friend here.”

"Quide? Ho!" chortled Shaking Knees. "Wait'll you see what we got for your friend." He shoul dered
past Two Answers, opened the door and bellowed. "Bluffer! In here!" There was a nonent's wait. And
then a Dil bian even | eaner and taller than Shaki ng Knees shoul dered his way through the outer
doorway into the office, which with this new addition, and in spite of its original size, began to
take on the air of being decidedly crowded.

"Here you are, Shorties!" said Shaking Knees, waving an expansive furry hand at the newconer.

"What nmore could you ask for? Walk all day, clinb all night, and start out fresh next norning
after breakfast. Right, H Il Bluffer?"

"Right as rooftops in raintine!" sonorously proclained the newconer, rattling the wi ndows about
the walls. "Hill Bluffer, that's nmy nane and trade! Anything on two feet wal k away from nme? Not
over solid ground or living rock! When | ook at a hill, it knows it's beat; and it lays out flat
for my tranpling feet!"

"Well, how do you like that, Little Bite? Eh? How?" booned Shaki ng Knees.

"M ghty inpressive, Knees," replied Joshua. "But | don't know about ny friend keeping up if the

H 1l Bluffer here noves like that."

"Keep up? Hah!" guffawed Shaking Knees. "No, no, Little Bite, don't you recognize the Hil

Bluffer? He's the government postman from Hunrog to WI dwood Peak. We're going to mail your Shorty
friend here to the Terror. Guaranteed delivery. Postage: five pounds of nails.”

"Nobody stops the nail." The H Il Bluffer swept the roomwith a glare that had a professiona
quality about it. "Nobody nonkeys with the nail in transit!"
"Well . . ." said Joshua, thoughtfully. "Five pounds, of course, is out of the question."

"Qut of the question?" roared Shaki ng Knees. "A guaranteed, absolutely safe governnent nail man—t"
"I can hire five strong porters off the street for that."

"Sure you can. Sure!" jeered Shaking Knees. "But can any of themcatch up with the Terror?"
"Can the Bluffer catch up?"

The Hi Il Bluffer bellowed Iike a struck bull.

"Well," said Joshua, "a pound and a half. That's fair."

The bargai ni ng conti nued. John began to get a headache. He wondered how Joshua had kept from going
deaf all these nonths in the enmbassy, or however |ong he had been billeted here. Then he noticed
the ol der man was wearing a sound danpeni ng coil behind each ear. It had not of course, thought
John a trifle bitterly, occurred to himto suggest the same protection for John

The price was finally settled at three and a quarter pounds of steel nails, size and type to be at
Shaki ng Knees' discretion, at sone future date.

"Well, now, " said Joshua, "the next thing is—how s the Bluffer going to carry hinP"

"Who? Hi n?" booned the Bluffer, focusing down on John. "Wy, ['Il handle himlike he was a week-
old pup. Wap himup real careful in sone soft straw, tuck himin the bottomof nmy mail pouch
and—

"Hey!" cried John

"I'"'mafraid," said Joshua, "ny friend's right. W're going to have to find some way he can ride
nore confortably."”

The neeting adjourned to the enmbassy warehouse adjoining, to see what could be rigged up in the
way of a saddl e.

"I won't wear it!" the HiIl Bluffer was trunpeting, two hours later. They were all standing in the
Hunrog main street by this time, in front of the warehouse; and the cause of the Bluffer's upset,
a system of straps and pads arranged into a sort of shoul der harness to carry John, lay on the
cobbl est ones before them A small nunber of |ocal Dilbian bystanders had gathered; and their
freely offered basso corments were not of a sort to bring the Hill Bluffer to a nore reasonable
frame of m nd.

"Now, that's a real good systemfor ny old lady to tote the youngest pup around," one Dilbian with
a grey scar jaggedly across his black nose, was saying.

"Cood training for the Bluffer, too," put in another blackfurred nonster. "Have pups of his own,
one of these days."

"Unl ess," said the scar-nosed one, judiciously, "this here little feller actually is a pup of the
H 1l Bluffer's, already."

"You don't nean to actually tell ne!" said the other. He squinted at John. "Yep, there's a

resenbl ance all right."
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"You want your ear tore off," roared the infuriated Bluffer, pausing in the nmidst of his hot
argunent with Shaking Knees and Two Answers. "This here piece of mail's a Shorty!"

John backed off a little fromthe bellowing group and tried to shut the voices out of his mnd
even if shutting themout of his ears was sonewhat inpractical . He was in that stage of

hel pl essly worn-out exasperation which often results when naturally independent and strong-will ed
peopl e are pushed around w t hout explanation and wi thout the chance for natural protest.

He turned his back on the shouting group and gazed off through the thin, clear air of the Dilbian
mount ai ns that made everything seemthree tinmes as close as they actually were, to a snow | aden
peak thrusting up above the pinelike trees surroundi ng Hunrog.

"At least try the unnentionable thing on!" Shaking Knees was roaring at the Hill Bluffer a dozen
feet away.

Here, thought John, he had been haul ed off the ship that was to take himout to his job with a
government exploration team it was work he had al ways wanted and just finished seven years of

col l ege-1evel study for. Instead he was on a citizen's draft which left himno chance to object.
Well, yes, John had to admit to hinself, the Draft Law provided he could refuse if he could charge
the Drafting Authority—n this case, Joshua—with inconpetence or msinformation. John snorted
under his breath. Fine chance he had of doing that when he couldn't even find out what was going
on. He had just stepped off his spaceship a few hours ago; and Joshua had yet to give himfive

nm nutes opportunity to fornul ate questions.

At the sane tine, thought John, there was sonmething awfully screwy about the way things were going
on. As soon as this business of the saddl e had been settled, he was going to haul Joshua aside, if
need be by main force, and insist on sone answers before he went any further. A citizen had sone
rights, too .

"Arright, arright, arright!" snarled the H Il Bluffer barely six inches behind John's ear. "Buckle
me up in the obscenity thing, then!"

John turned to see Joshua pushing the system of straps up on the back of the Hill Bluffer, who was
squatting down. Instinctively, he noved to give the little diplomt a hand.

"That's better!"™ grow ed Shaki ng Knees. "Don't blanme you too nuch. But, you listen to nme, pup!
happen to be your nother's uncle's first cousin, one generation up on you. And when | speak for a
relative of mine of the second generation, he stays spoken for!"

"I'mdoing it, ain't 1?" flared the Bluffer. He wiggled his shoul der experinentally. "Don't fee
too bad at that.”

“You'll find it," grunted Joshua, buckling a final strap, "easier to carry than your regul ar
pouch. ™

"Not the point!" growled the Bluffer. "A postman's got dignity. He just don't wear— a snicker
fromthe scar-nosed Dil bian cut through his speech. "Listen, you—Split Nose!"

"Il take care of him" Shaking Knees rolled forward a couple of paces. "Wiat's wong with you,
Split Nose?"

"Just passing by," runbled Split Nose, hastily backing into the crowd as the Hunrog village chief
took a hand in the conversation

"Wel |, then just pass on, friend. Pass on!" booned Shaki ng Knees; and Split Nose trundl ed hastily
of f down the street with every indication that his hairy ears were burning.

Wiile this was going on, John, at Joshua's urging had seated himself in the saddle to see how it
woul d bear his weight. The straps creaked, but held confortably. The Hill Bluffer |ooked back over
hi s shoul der.

"You're light enough,” he said. "Howis it? Al right up there?"

"Fine," said John

"Then, so long everybody!" booned the H Il Bluffer. He rose to his feet in one easy novenent. And
before John had time to do nore than grab at the straps of the harness to keep fromfalling off,
and catch his breath, they were barrelling off down the main street at the swift pace of the
Bluffer's ground-eating stride, on their way to the forest trail, the mountai ns beyond which rose
that distant peak John had just been watching, and the elusive and inimcal Streanside Terror

CHAPTER 3
If it had not been for the hypno training John had undergone, sitting with a |arge, bell-shaped
hel met conpletely covering his head in the cranped little governnment scoutship, while on overdrive
fromthe Belt Stars to Dilbia, he mght instinctively have protested the Hill Bluffer's sudden
departure. As it was, his pseudonenories of Dilbian |life stood himin unexpectedly good stead. As
it was, he had barely opened his mouth to yell, "Hey, wait a m nute" when he suddenly "renenbered
what consequences this night have and shut his lips firmy on the first syllable. As it was, the
startled sound in his throat was enough to nake the Hi Il Bluffer check his stride nonentarily.
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"Whazzat ?" growl ed the Dil bi an postman.

"Not hi ng," said John, hastily. "Clearing nmy throat."

"Thought you were going to say sonething,” grunted the Bluffer, and swung back into his regul ar
stride.

What John had suddenly "renmenbered’ was one of the little tricks possible under Dil bian custom
He, hinself, had not expected to start out after the Lanorc girl until the next norning at the
earliest; and then not without a full session with Joshua Guy in which he would pin that elusive
little man down about the whys and wherefores of the situation. As a citizen of the great human
race it was his right to be fully briefed before being sent out on such a job.

That is, as a human citizen it was his right. As a piece of Dilbian mail, his rights were sonewhat
di fferent—general ly consisting of the postman's responsibility to deliver himw thout undue damage
intransit to his destination

Therefore, the little trickiness of the H Il Bluffer. As John had noticed, the postman had | ost a
great deal of his enthusiasmfor the job on discovering the nature of the harness in which he
woul d be carrying John. The Bluffer could not, of course, refuse to carry John w thout |oss of
honor, the hypno training informed John. But if a piece of mail should try to dictate the nanner
in which it was being delivered, then possibly DI bian honor would stand excused, and the Bl uffer
could turn back, washing his hands of the whole natter.

So John sai d not hi ng.

Al'l the same, he added another black mark to the score he was building up in the back of his mnd
agai nst Joshua Guy. The Dil bi an anbassador shoul d have forseen this. John thought of the wi st
phone he was wearing and began to conpose a few of the statements he intended to nake to that
particul ar gentlenman, as soon as he had a nonent of privacy in which to nmake the call

Meanwhi | e, the Bluffer went away down the slope of the nain street of Hunrog, turned right and
began to clinb the trail to the first ridge above the town. He had not been altogether
exaggerating in his clainms for hinself as someone able to swing his feet. Alnost imrediately, it
seened to John, they were away fromthe great |og buildings of the approximtely five thousand
popul ati on town of Hunrog, and between the green thicknesses of the pinelike trees that covered

t he nount ai nous part of the rocky planet.

The Bluffer's long | egs pistoned and swing in a steady rhythm carrying hinmself and John up a good
eight to ten degree slope at not nmuch less than eight to ten miles an hour. John, swaying like a
rider on the back of an el ephant, concentrated on falling into the pattern of the Bluffer's
nmovenments and saving his own breath. The Bluffer, hinself, said nothing.

They reached the top of the ridge and di pped down the slope into the first valley crossed by the
trail. Long branches whi pped past John as he clung to the Bluffer's shoul der straps and they

pl unged down the switchback trail as if any nonent the Dilbian night mss his footing and go
tunbl i ng headl ong off the trail and down the sl ope al ongsi de.

Yet in spite of all this, John felt hinmself beginning to get used to the shifts of the big body
under him He was, in fact, responding with all the skill of an unusually talented athlete already
experienced in a nunber of physical skills. He was neeting in stride the problens posed by being a
Dilbian-rider. In fact, he was becoming good at it, as he had al ways becone good at such
things—fromjai alai to westling—ever since he was old enough to toddl e beyond the confines of
his crib.

Realizing this did not make himhappy. It is a sort of inverse but universal |aw of nature that
makes poets want to be soldiers of fortune, and soldiers of fortune secretly yearn to wite
poetry. John, a naturally born physical success, had always dreanmed of the day his |ife could be
excl usively devoted to peering through mcroscopes and witing scholarly reports. Fate, he
reflected not without bitterness, was operating against himas usual

"What ?" demanded the Hi Il Bluffer

"Did | say sonething?" asked John, starting guiltily back to the realities of his situation

"You said sonething," replied the Hill Bluffer darkly. "I don't know what, exactly. Sounded like
something in that Shorty talk of yours.™

"Ch," said John

"That's what | figured it was," said the Bluffer. "I nmean, if it had been sonething in real words,
I woul d have understood it. | figure any talking you' d be doing to me would be in regular speech
A man woul dn't want anyone meki ng cracks behind his back in sonme kind of talk he couldn't
under st and. "

"Ch, no. No," said John, hastily. "I was just sort of daydreani ng—about things back on the Shorty
world where | come from'
The Hi Il Bluffer absorbed this information in silence for a noment or two, during which he reached

the bottom of one small valley and started up its far side.
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"You nean," he said, after a noment, "you been asl eep back there?"

"Uh—wael | —sort of dozing . . ." The Bluffer snorted Iike a small |aboratory expl osion and put on
speed. He did not utter a word for the next two hours. Not, in fact, until soneone beside John
appeared on the verbal horizon to offer an excuse for conversation.

* * %

This new individual turned out to be another Dil bian, very nuch on the shaggy side, who appeared
suddenly out of the woods on to the path ahead of them as they were crossing the | owslung curve
of one of the interm nable valleys. The stranger was carrying over one shoul der one of the |oca
wi | d herbivores, a type of nmusk ox, |arge by human rather than Dilbian standards. In his other
hand swung an ax with a seven foot handle.

The head of the ax was a thick, grey triangle of native iron, one |eading side formng the edge of
the bl ade, and the point at the far end being drawn back into a hook. A wicked-I|ooking tool and
weapon whi ch John's hypno training now rem nded himwas carried and used on all occasions of civi
and police matters.

But never used in brawls or conbats. The Dil bi ans consi dered reliance on any weapon to be rather
unmanly. The Di | bi an who had just appeared, waited agreeably in the path for themto catch up
John's nose, which was getting rather used to the Hill Bluffer by this tine, discovered the
newconer's odor to be several notches nore powerful than that of the Dl bians he had net so far
This Dilbian also had a couple of teeth missing and was plentifully matted about the shoul der and
chest with blood fromthe dead animal he was carrying. He grinned in gap-toothed interest at John
but spoke to the Bluffer, as the Bluffer stopped before him

"Bluffer,"” he said.

"Hel | o, woodsnman," said the Bluffer.

"Hel | o, postman." The tap-toothed grin w dened. "Anything for ne in the nail ?"

"You!" The Bluffer's snort rang through the woods.

"Not so funny!" growl ed the other. "My second cousin got a piece of mail, once. H s clan was
gathering at Two Falls; he was a Two Faller through his nother's bl ood aunt " the woodsman
went on heatedly in an apparent attenpt to prove his cousin's geneal ogical claimto have received
the piece of nmail in question

Meanwhi | e, John's attention had been attracted by sonething else back in the trees fromwhich the
woodsman had just emerged. He was trying to get a clearer view of it wi thout betraying hinself by
turning to look directly at it. It was hard to make out there in the deep shadow behind the
branches of the trees, but there seemed to be two other individuals standing back out of sight and
| i stening.

Nei t her one was a human being. One seened to be a Dilbian, a snmall, rather fat-1ooking Dilbian
And the other, John was just about prepared to swear, was a Buddha-li ke Hemoid. It was
infuriating that just as he was about to get a clear glinpse of this second individual, a breeze
or novenent of the air would sway a branch in the way of his vision. If it were a Hermoid .
John's hypno training, possibly by reason of the general snafu that seemed to effect anything
having to do with John and Dilbia in general, had onitted to inform himabout the Hemoi ds.
Accordingly, all he knew about this race, which were neck-and-necking it with the humans in a
general race to the stars, was what he had picked up in the ordinary way through newspapers and
chance encounters.

The Hemmoi ds | ooked exactly like jolly fat men half again the size of a human. Only what | ooked
like fat was nostly nuscle resulting froma heavier-than-earth gravity on their hone world. And
they were not—+epeat, not—olly, in the human sense of the word. They had a sense of hunor, al
right; but it was of the variety that goes with pulling wings off flies. John's only persona
encounter with a Hemmoi d before this had been at the Interplanetary O ynpiad in Brisbane,
Australia, the year John had won the decathl on conpetition

The Hemmoi d anbassador, who had been in the stands that day to witness the conpetition, came down
afterwards to be introduced to some of the athletes; he anmused hinself by putting the shot two
hundred and twenty feet, making a standing broad junp of twenty-eight feet, and otherw se show ng
up the winners of the recent events. He had then | aughed uproariously and suggested a heavy-fat
di et such as he followed hinself, and al so hard physical |abor

If he had tinme, he said, he would be glad to train a school of athletes who woul d undoubtedly
sweep the next Aynpics. Alas, he had to get back to his enbassy in Geneva. But let themfollow
hi s advi ce, which woul d undoubtedly do wonders for them He had then departed, still chuckling.
Wil e over by the sawdust pit of the pole vault, half the Italian track team were engaged in
restraining one of their nunber, the mler Rudi Maltetti, who had gotten his hands on a javelin
and was threatening to cause an interstellar incident.

"So that's the Half-Pint Posted."
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John came back to the present with a start, suddenly realizing that the words the woodsman had
just spoken were in reference to hinself. He turned and stared over the Bluffer's shoul der at the
other Dilbian, who was grinning at himin al nost Hemmoid fashion. John had, it seemed, already
been ni cknamed as Joshua had predicted.

"What do you know about hin?" the Bl uffer was denandi ng.

"The Cobbly Queen told ne," said the other, curling up the right side of his upper lip in the

nati ve equival ent of a wink. John recalled that the Cobblies were the Dil bi an equival ent of elves,
br owni es, or what - have-you. He wondered if the woodsman coul d be serious. John decided the Dil bian
wasn't, which still left the problem of how he had recogni zed John

"Who' re you?" denmanded John, taking advantage of the best Dil bian nmanners, which allowed anybody
to horn in on any conversation

"So it talks does it?" said the woodsman. The Hi Il Bluffer snorted and threw a di spl eased gl ance
over his own shoulder. "They calls nme Tree Weeper, Half-Pint. Because | chops them down, you see.”
"Who told you about me?"

"Ah, that's telling too rmuch," grinned the Tree Weper. "Call it the Cobbly Queen and you've half
of it, anyway. You knows why they call himthe Streanside Terror, don't you, Half-Pint? It's
because he likes to do his fighting alongside a stream and pull the other nman in the water and
get hi m drowned. "

"Ch?" said John. "I nean-sure, | know that."

"Does you now?" said the other. "Well, it ought to be something to watch. Good luck, Half-Pint,
then; and you, too, road wal ker. Me for hone and sonething to eat."”

He turned away; and as he did so, John got a sudden glinpse past himin between the trees at the
two who waited back in the shadow. The Dil bian he did not identify; but the Hemmoid was a shorter
broader individual than Gul ark-ay, one who evidently had his nose broken at one tine or another
Then, the H Il Bluffer started up again with a jerk. John lost sight of the watchers.

The Tree Weeper had stepped in anmong the brush and trees on the far side of the road and was

i medi ately out of sight. A few final sounds marked his goi ng—+t was surprising how quietly a

Di | bian could nove if he wanted to—and then they were out of hearing. The Hill Bluffer swung anew
along his route w thout a word.

John was | eft sorting over what he had just discovered. He searched his Dilbian “nmenories' for the
proper remark to jolt the Hill Bluffer into conversation

"Friend of yours?" he inquired.

The Hill Bluffer snorted so hard it jolted John in his saddle.

"Friend!" he exploded. "A backwoods tree-chopper? I'ma public official, Half-Pint. You renmenber
that."

"I just thought— said John, peaceably. "He seened to know a | ot about me, and what was goi ng on

| mean, about the Streamnmside Terror and the fact we're after him But nobody's passed us up—
"Nobody passes ne up,"” said the Bluffer, bristling apparently automatically. "Then, how—=
"Sonmebody | eaving just ahead of us nmust've told him" growl ed the Bluffer.

But he fell unaccountably silent after that, so that John could get nothing further out of him
And the silence lasted until, finally, they pulled up in the late afternoon sunlight before the
roadside inn at Brittle Rock, where they would stay the night.

CHAPTER 4
The first thing John did on being free once nore of his saddle was to take a stroll about the area
of the inn to stretch the cranps out of his legs. He was nore than a little bit unsteady on his
feet. Five hours on top of a hitherto unknown mount is not to be recommended even for a natura
athlete. John's thighs ached, and his knees had a tendency to give unexpectedly, as if he had
spent the afternoon clinbing | adders. However, as he wal ked, nore and nore of his natura
resilience seemed to flow back into him

Brittle Rock Inn and grounds constituted, literally, a wide spot in the nountain road which John
and the H Il Bluffer had been traveling. On one side of the road was a rocky cliff face going back
and up at sonething like an eighty degree angle. On the other side was a sort of flat, gravelly
bul ge of the kind that woul d make a sceni c hi ghway parking spot in the nountain hi ghways back on
Earth. On this bulge was situated the long, |ow shape of the inn, built of untrinmred | ogs. Behind
the inn was a sort of trash and outhouse area stretching about twenty yards or so to the edge of a
rat her breathtaking dropoff into a canyon where a nountain river stanmpeded along, pell-nell, sone
five hundred feet below A picturesque spot, for those in the nood for such
John was not in the npbod. As soon as his legs began to feel less |ike sections of rubber tire
casings and nore |ike honest flesh and bone, he wal ked up along the bulge toward the spot where it
narrowed into a road, again. Here, in relative isolation, he called Joshua on his wist phone.
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The anbassador responded at once. He nust, thought John, have been wearing a wist phone hinself.
"Hell 0? Hello!" said Joshua's voice tinnily fromthe tiny speaker on John's wist phone. "John?"
"Yes, sir," said John.

"Well, well! How are you?"

"Fine, thanks," said John. "How are you?"

"Excel l ent. Excellent. But | suppose you had sonme reason for calling?"

“I"'mat Brittle Rock," said John. "W just got here. W're going to stay the night. Can you talk

freely?"

"Talk freely? OF course | can talk freely, why shouldn't 1?" The wist phone broke off suddenly on
a short barking |laugh. "Ch, | see what you nean. No, | was just having a drink before dinner

here. Quite alone. Wat did you want to say?"

"Way, | thought you m ght have sone instructions for me," said John. "The Hill Bluffer ran off
with me back at Hunrog before you really had a chance to brief me. | thought you could tell ne
now. "

"Tell you?" said the phone. "But ny dear boy! There's nothing to tell. You' re to run down the

Streansi de Terror and bring back Mss Ty Lanorc. Wat el se do you need to know?"

"But — began John, and stopped. He did not know what he needed to know, he nerely felt the need of
a |l arge area of necessary know edge |like a general ache or pain. At a loss to put this effectively
into words, he was reduced to staring at his wist phone.

"No sight of the Terror, yet?" inquired the phone, politely filling in the gap in the

conver sati on.

"No. "

"Well, it'll probably take several days to catch up with him Just feel your way as you go. Things

wi Il undoubtedly work out. Follow your nose. Play it by ear. OQtherwi se, just relax and enjoy
yoursel f. Beautiful scenery up there around Brittle Rock, isn't it?"

"Yes," said John nunbly.

"Yes, | always thought so, myself. Well I'Il ring off, then. Call me any time you think you m ght
need ny hel p. Good-bye."

The voice in the phone broke the connection with a click. John shut off the power source at his
end. Alittle sourly, he headed back toward the inn. It was against all known rul es of biol ogy,
but he wondered if Joshua mi ght not be part Hemmoid, fromone of the sides of his famly.

The mountain twilight had been dwi ndling as he tal ked; but his eyes had automatically adjusted to
the failing light so that it was not until he stepped in through the hide curtain that protected
the front entrance to the inn, that he realized how dark outside it had becone. The thick, flaring
candl es around the room the snells and the noise struck himas he entered, leaving himfor a
nmoment hal f - stunned and bl i nded.

The ordinary Dilbian inn, his hypno "nenories" told him was divided into a cormopn room a
dormitory, and a kitchen. He had just stepped into the common room of this one; and he found it a
square crowded space, jamred wi th wooden benches and tables like picnic tables at which three or
four Dilbians could sit at once. There were about twenty or so Dilbians seated around it, all of
them drinking and nost of themarguing. The Hill Bluffer, he discovered, was off to one side
arguing with a female Dil bian wearing an apron.

"But can't you tell nme what to feed it?" the innkeeperess or whatever she was, was demandi ng,
wringi ng her oversized, paw i ke hands.

"Food!" roared the H Il Bluffer.

"But what kind of food? You haven't had the children dragging in one pet after another, like
have. | know. You feed it the wong thing, and it dies. You're going to have to tell ne exactly
what —

"How t he unnentionable should |I know exactly what?" bellowed the Bluffer, waving his armns
furiously in the air and vastly entertaining those other guests of the inn who were nearby. "G ve
hi m somet hi ng. Anything. See if he eats it. Sone neat, sone beer. Anything!"

"Tal ki ng about ne?" inquired John

They all | ooked down, discovering his presence for the first tinme. "Wiere' d he cone fron?" severa
of themcould be heard inquiring audi bly; although John had practically stepped on their toes on
the way in.

"It tal ks!" gasped the inkeeperess.

"Didn't | say he did?" demanded the Bluffer. "Half-Pint, tell her what you want to eat."

John fingered the four-inch tubes of food concentrate clipped to his belt. Joshua had handed them
to himin a rather off-hand fashion that very norning; but with no suggestion that he m ght be
shortly using them Apparently there had been sonething nore than coincidence at work, however
John's hypno training reninded himnow that while Dilbian food would nourish him it night also
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very well trigger off some galloping allergy. He was not, at the present nonent, in the nood for

hi ves, or a case of eczema. The tubes would have to do. Wth sonething for bul k.

"Just a little beer,"” he said.

He coul d sense the roonful of Dilbians around himwarmng to him inmediately. Beer-drinking was a

man' s occupation. This snmall, alien critter could not be, they seened to feel, too alien if he
enj oyed a good drink
The i nnkeeperess went off to fill John's order and John clinbed up on one of the benches, put his

el bows on the table and found hinself nore or less in the position of a five-year-old on Earth
whose chin barely clears the parental tabletop. The beer arrived in a wooden, foot and a half high
mug that snelled as sour as the nost decayed of back-1ot breweries. There was no handl e. John

| ooked about him

The others were all sitting, Dilbian polite fashion, with one furry | eg tucked underneath them

wat ching him and waiting. John pulled his right leg up under his left, seized the nug in both
hands, tilted its top-heavy weight, and gul ped. A bitter, sour, flat-tasting liquid flowed down
his throat. He swall owed, hastily, suppressing an urge to sputter, and set the nug back down,
wiping his lips appreciatively with the back of his hand.

The room buzzed approval. And returned to its regul ar busi ness.

John, left alone, swallowed a couple of tines, finding the aftertaste not so bad as he had feared.
Beer, in the sense of a mldly alcoholic beverage brewed froma fernmented cereal, is after all,
beer. No matter where you find it; and now that the first shock was over, John's taste buds were
di scovering simlarities between this and other liquids of a like nature that they had encountered
aforeti ne.

John surreptitiously uncrooked his |eg, which was beginning to cranp, and turned to the Hil

Bluffer to ask whether there had been any word of the Streanside Terror having passed, or news of
his captive. But the Dil bian postman had di sappear ed.

Thoughtful Iy, John took another, and smaller, drink fromhis nug absentmi ndedly noting that this
one was not so bad. It occurred to himthat the H Il Bluffer mght just have stepped out sonmewhere
for a nonent. In any case, John hinself would be safer to stick where he was than go incautiously
runni ng around anong the guests, npbst of whom had already finished eating and settled down to a
serious evening of drinking.

But the H Il Bluffer did not return. John found his nug was enpty. A few nminutes later the

i nkeeperess replaced it with a full one, whether on the Bluffer's orders or her own initiative,
John did not know. John was rather surprised to find he had drunk so much. He was not ordinarily a
heavy drinker. But it was hard not to take large gulps fromthe clunsy and heavy nug; and it was
hard to take human-sized swall ows when all around himDi |l bians were taking a half-pint at a sip

so to speak. The common room John decided, was after all, a rough, but friendly place. The

Di | bi ans were good sorts. Wat had ever given himthe idea that wandering around anmong them ni ght
not be safe? It occurred to himabruptly that it nmight be a clever nove to go find the Bluffer
Bring the postman back to the table here. Buy hima beer and under the guise of casua

conversation find out how the Dilbians really felt on the human-versus-Hemmoi d question. John

sl i pped down fromthe bench and headed off toward the inner door through which the inkeeperess had
j ust di sappear ed.

The door, like the one outside, had a hide curtain. Pushing the heavy nass of this aside, John
found hinself in a long room halfway down the side of which ran an open stone trough in which
charcoal was burning. A rude hood above this ran to a chimey that sucked out nmost of the snoke
and fumes to the quick overhead whip of the constant nountain w nds.

Various Dilbians of all ages, nostly female or young, he noted, were noving around the fires in
the trough and a long table that paralleled it, running down the room s center. Produce and
carcasses hung fromthe wooden ceiling rafters and kegs were racked up near the back entrance of
the kitchen. He recogni zed the innkeeperess through the steam and snoke, busy filling a double
handf ul of mugs from one of the kegs; but the Bluffer was nowhere in the room Those who were,
ignored himas conpletely as had the spectators in the conmon roomearlier, before he had spoken
up. He waited until the inkeeperess was done and headed toward her. Then he stepped directly into
her path.

"Eeeek!" she said, or the Dl bian equivalent, as she recognized him She stopped dead, spilling
sone of the beer. "What are you doing in here? Get out!" She |ooked at him wuncertainly. "That's a
good little Shorty," she said, changing the tone of her voice. "Go back to your nice table, now"
"l was looking for the H Il Bluffer— began John

"Bluffer's not here. Now, you go back to your table. Is your nug all enpty? I'll bring you sone
nmore in just a mnute."

"Just a second. As long as |'ve got you," said John, "can you tell ne if the Streanside Terror
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cane through here yesterday? He'd have had a Shorty like nyself along. Did they stay here for the

ni ght ?"
"He just stopped in for some neat and beer. | didn't see any Shorty," said the inkeeperess, a hint
of inpatience creeping into her tone. "In fact, | didn't see him Wuldn't have cared if | did.

I've no tinme for hill-and-alley brawers. Fight, fight, that's all they think of! Wen's the work
to get done? Now, shoo! Shoo!"

John shooed, back toward his table. The Hi Il Bluffer was still anong the nissing in the comon
room but as John was clinmbing with a certain amount of effort back up onto his bench, he felt

hi msel f seized frombehind and lifted into the air. Craning his head back to | ook over his

shoul der, he saw he was being carried by a large male Dilbian with a pronounced body odor
rem ni scent of the woodchopper's, and a | arge pouch slung fromone shoulder. This Dl bian seened
rather nore than a little drunk.

Whoopi ng cheerfully, the Dilbian staggered across the room carrying John and cane bang up agai nst
anot her table where two nore villainous-looking characters |ike hinmself were waiting.

CHAPTER 5
John found hinsel f dropped on top of the table between them as the Dilbian who had brought him
over thunmped down heavily on a bench behind John. Instinctively, John scranbled to his feet. He
found himsel f surrounded by three large, furry faces in a circle about three feet in dianeter. One
of the faces had halitosis.
"There he be," said the one who had brought John over. "A genuine Shorty."
"Ful | -growed, do you think?" inquired one of the others, a Dilbian with a broken nose and a scar
creasing the fur of his face. It was the third one at the table, evidently, who needed to brush
his teeth.
"Sure, he is," said the drunken one, indignantly. "You don't think they'd let himrun around here
unl ess he was all the way grown up?”
"G ve himsone beer," interjected the halitosis one, hoarsely.
A mug was thrust at John, who in prudence took it and tilted it to his nouth. "Don't drink much,"
said Halitosis, after John had set the nmug down, his already sonmewhat al coholized head sw mm ng
after what had actually been a heal thy hunan-sized draft of the liquid. "Like a bird. Like a
little bird."
"Built man-shape, though," conmented the one with the broken nose. "I wonder if he . . ." The
questi on was of purely physiological significance.
"Not likely, at that size," said the drunken one. "Here he's chasing this here Shorty fenale the

Terror's got, though. You reckon . . . ?"

One of the others—t was Halitosis agai n—hoarsely regretted the fact that they did not have the
Shorty female there as well. It would, in his opinion, provide an opportunity for interesting and
educati ve experinmentation

"Go to hell!" said John, instinctively in Basic Hunan.

"What ?" asked the one with the pouch, drunkenly, behind him

John nade the nost forceful translation into Dilbian that he coul d nanage. The three Dil bi ans

expl oded into |aughter.

"Have anot her drink," said Broken Nose; and a further pint or so of the beer was forced down
John's throat. Broken Nose turned to his friends. "He better not get too tough with ne, though!"”
He nade a few hunorous swi pes with one huge hand in the air over John's head. John felt his hair
fanned by the bl ows, which would have had little trouble splitting his skull wi de open if they had
connect ed.

Everybody | aughed.

"I wonder, can he do tricks?" asked Halitosis.

"How about it, Shorty?" demanded the drunken Dilbian with the pouch, who seened to have adopted an
air of ownership toward John

"Sure," said John

"Show ~em one!"

"Gve me a full mug of beer, then," said John. The three contributed fromother nmugs until one was
brimming full —anongst guesses, polite and inpolite—as to what the trick mght require the beer

for. Wien the nug was full, John reached down and hefted the gallon and a half container in his
arnms, taking a good grip on it.
"Now, watch closely," he said. "I take a firmhold here, rock back on ny heels like this, and—=

He spun suddenly on one heel, swi nging the mug around and sl oshing a wave of beer into all three
faces. As they ducked and pawed at their eyes, he | eaped off the table, dodged under the nearest
bench, and continued in a sort of broken-field run for the door. At any minute, he expected a
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| arge hand to reach down and capture hinm but although he found hinself forced to give
opportunities for this, no one else seened inclined to halt him The rest of the comon room of
the inn was roaring with laughter at the three belonging to the table he had just left. And these
were cursing, rooting around and overturni ng nearby benches under the evident inpression that John
was still in their imrediate area. The door to the outside | ooned before John. He ducked
gratefully under its hide curtain and into the safety of the outer darkness.

He did not imediately halt on gaining the security of the night, but continued around the side of
the inn toward the bare patch of trashyard behind it that stood between the inn and the dropoff
into the gorge, down in which he could hear the unseen nountain river even now, brawling on its
nightti ne way.

He wanted room Once behind the inn, he dropped into a sitting position in the shelter of sone
enpty kegs that, with other junk, filled the area. Of to his right, a rectangle of |ight framed
the hide curtain covering a door to the inn. Fromthat door cane the odors of cooking and the
sound of quarreling voices. A back kitchen entrance, apparently.

John sat, breathing heavily and trying to pull hinself together. To his annoyance, he was nore
than a little drunk. The quart or so that the three at the table had forced himto drink on top of
what he had already had, was now piling up inside himto give hima noticeable fuzziness. It would
not last too long since it was the result of fast, rather than heavy, drinking. But for the nonent
it put himat a definite disadvantage in any contest where his only defense agai nst overwhel m ng

size and strength would be his natural speed and al ertness. He decided to sit still where he was
until his head was clear again, even if that took a couple of hours or so. Then carefully
reconnoiter the place for the H Il Bluffer, in whose shadow he coul d enjoy sone security.

He had just nmade up his mind to this, and was beginning to get his breath back, when there was a
sudden flash of Iight fromthe hide curtain. Looking up, he caught sight for a nonent of a fenumle
Dilbian figure, a snall one, framed in silhouette for a second against the glare within. Then
swiftly, the curtain fell back into place, leaving only its pencil outline of yellow illumnation.
But John had a sudden, unconfortable feeling that the femal e he had seen had remai ned outside,
rather than within. Quickly and quietly, he got to his feet in the darkness.

No sound fromthe direction of the door reached his ears; but he remenbered how quietly the Tree
Weeper had gone of f through the woods as he | eft John and the Bluffer. And there had been no
reason for the woodsman to hide the noise of his passage. If that was any index, and the Dl bian
he had seen in the doorway was actually out there hunting himfor any reason, John would have to
rely on nore than his ears for warning of any approach

He lifted his nose and sniffed, cautiously. The kitchen odors had pretty nuch taken charge of the
night air, but . . . yes, he was sure he caught a whiff of the peculiar D |bian body odor

And just at that nmonent, not ten feet fromhim he heard clearly the sound of a double sniff.
Mental Iy kicking himself for his stupidity in forgetting that where human and Dil bi an were
concerned, two could play at this nose gane, John noved speedily and silently away fromthe spot
where he had been resting. The thing to do now, he thought, was to get upwind of his hunter, or
huntress—f indeed it was the snall fenmal e he had seen sil houetted, and then try to dodge past and
get around once nore to the front of the inn. Even Halitosis and his friends would be safer
conpany than he was enjoying out here.

John began to nove cautiously around to his right, toward the unseen and sounding river bel ow the
edge of the dropoff. No noise followed him and this silence by itself was disturbing. John

breat hed shallowy and quietly, straining his eyes agai nst the obsidian dark. He thought he saw
somet hi ng novi ng—bl ack agai nst bl ack—but he was not sure. Wth the utnobst possible silence, he
began to back away, crouching. If he could find the edge of the cliff without falling over it, and
work back along to a point level with the end of the inn, perhaps a quick dash fromthat spot for
the inn's front door—

The odds were against him Just at that noment, he tripped and fell over a broken hoop from a keg.
The thud and clatter of his fall cried out in the tense silence. There was a sudden, tearing rush
at himby sonmething large and invisible; he rolled frantically free, stood up and ran

There was no noon showi ng over this part of Dilbia in this season of the year, and the starlight
gave little illumnation. Still, what there was was enough to show himthe ragged edge of the
dropoff. He skidded to a halt, just short of tunbling headl ong into the canyon. He stopped and
turned, half-crouched, holding his breath and Ii stening.

H s heart hammrered. There was no ot her sound.

End of round one, his brain suggested idiotically. And beginning of round two. Seconds out of the
corners.

He held his breath and went on listening. For a long nmnute or two he heard nothing. Then, at sone
short distance behind him he heard again the faint but unm stakable sound of sniffing. He froze
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He was between the wi nd blowi ng up over the edge of the dropoff, and whoever hunted him That

sni ffing nose would | ead the pursuer straight to him

Step by step, like a cat cautiously crossing a basket of eggs, he began to back up along the lip
of the cliff. He had been bl ocked off from escape around the near end of the inn. Possibly he
could retreat and nake another try, this tine around the far end. That is, if the hunter didn't
catch up with him before he got that far, as was nore than |ikely.

John took a nonent now to wi sh that he had picked up a piece of barrel hoop, or some sort of a
weapon fromthe trash |lying about the yard. The fenale he had seen framed in the doorway was not
so nmuch bigger than he that something in the way of a club nmight not give hima fighting chance.
He stretched out his hands as he went, sweeping the ground, in hopes of encountering sonething
that could be put to use defensively.

H's fingers trailed over the stones of the ground; then touched sonething hard, but a nonent's
feeling about showed it to be the end of a conplete keg, and useless for his purposes. Alittle
farther, he encountered a barrel hoop, but it was conplete and roundly harmess. It was not until
the third try, that he found somethi ng usef ul

It was a chunk of what was probably kindling wood to one Dilbian size, a length of split, dried

| og about four inches thick and about two and a half feet long. It was better than nothing and
John's hand closed gratefully about it, taking it with him

He was three-quarters of the way to the far end of the inn, now A little farther, and perhaps he
woul d not need the chunk of kindling after all. Alittle farther

He had backed clear to a point level with the end of the inn, and its front side was |ess than
thirty yards away. One qui ck dash and he woul d be safe. John froze and sniffed silently. He
I'istened.

Sil ence held the night.

John turned his head slowy fromright to |left, scanning the darkness behind himand the darkness
between himand the inn. Over the rushing of the waters far bel ow he coul d hear, through the bones
of his inner ear, the creak of his tense neck nmuscles noving in the ringing silence of the waiting
hush.

Not hi ng coul d be seen. Not hing noved. End of round three, whispered his brain. Beginning of round
four. Seconds out of their corners. Still holding the club, he got up on his toes and knuckl es
like a sprinter about to start.

There was a sudden nmovenent. A rearing up in the darkness before him He tried to dodge, felt his
feet slipping in the | oose gravel and rock, struck out with the club and felt it connect

And sonet hing i ndescri bably hard smashed down onto his head, sending himswrling down and away,
into starshot bl ackness.

CHAPTER 6
John opened his eyes to bright sunlight.
Dilbia s sun, just above the snowgilt peaks of the nountain horizon, was shining its first clear
rays of the day directly into his eyes. He blinked sleepily, and started to roll over onto his
side, turning his back to the penetrating dazzle of the |ight—
—and grabbed with every ounce of strength he could summon at the rough trunk of a stubby tree
growi ng sideways out of the granite rock beside him
For a | ong second, he hung there sweating. Then he wiggled back a ways, but w thout releasing his
griponthe little tree, until he felt hinself firmy wedged in anong the rocks around him
Then—but still not letting go of the tree—he risked anot her | ook
He lay on a narrow ridge several hundred feet above a mountain river and eternity. The water was
far below. How far, he did not take the time or trouble to estimate. It was far enough
He turned over and | ooked up. Just above him a slight overhang cane to an end, than there was
about fifteen feet of jagged rock cliffside, then a steep slope, and sone snmall sweaty di stance
beyond that, the haven that was the edge of the inn's backyard. A bit of rusty hoop overhangi ng
the edge identified it as such
Swal lowing a little convul sively, John relaxed his grip on the tree.
He was w de awake now, and in condition to notice a nunber of scrapes and gouges. There was one
pl owed groove that started up fromhis wist and alnost made it to his el bow. For a second John
al nrost regretted not being back confortably asl eep again. Then he renmenbered the gorge bel ow and
was gl ad he was not. He | ooked up at the cliff face above himonce nore, and began to pick out a
route by which he could ascend it.
He found it easily enough. The clinmb was not one which called for nountaineering experience,
t hough John had that, along with other sports qualifications. But, thought John as he clinbed, it
was not exactly what everybody woul d pick for exercise before breakfast.
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He made it up over the lip of the yard and lay there for a second, panting. In the daylight, the
yard | ooked very small and ordinary. It was hard to believe that it had been the I engthy and
danger ous arena where he skul ked and fought for his life the night before. John got to his feet,
brushed hinself off, and |inped around to the front of the inn, where sone commpti on seened to be
in process, and stunbl ed upon a scene that made hi m blink

The entire popul ace of the inn, guests and help alike, were drawn up in the road before it. They
stood in fairly orderly ranks before an open space in which a grizzled and |l ean old Dilbian sat on
a bench placed on top of a table. Between this individual and the crowd—anong whi ch John

recogni zed the inkeeperess in a clean apron—were John's three tornentors of the night before,

| ooki ng hangdog between two |arge Dil bians carryi ng axes over their shoul ders. Wat, fromits
stai ned and gouged appearance | ooked om nously like a chopping block, was in position a little in
front of the prisoners.

Across fromthe prisoners, the Hill Bluffer was windnmilling his arms and orating in tones of
outrage.

"The nmail!" he was roaring, as John tottered around the corner of the inn into the full sight of
everybody. "The nmmil is sacred. Anyone |aying hands upon the mail in transit— At that nonent, he

caught sight of John; and broke off. The total assenbl age, including the judge, turned and stared
at John as he linped forward into their mdst.

"There!" burst out the inkeeperess. "Didn't | say it? The poor little fell ow—probably frightened
out of his wits. Been up a tree all this tine, no doubt. No reason at all for chopping three poor
men who're just having a friendly drink. But, that's it for you, a man can't get beyond his mddle
years but he has to be playing judge at every opportunity. And every man who ever wore a mai

pouch ranting and raving as if there wasn't anything in the world but letters—uch good letters do
anyone, anyway. And those who can't wait to waste their good tine standing around at a trial and
an execution not much better. Poor little Shorty." She swooped down on John, fluttering her apron
at him "Now you just get right inside there and have your norning beer. Men!"

John let hinself be herded inside. In addition to all his other aches and pains, he had just

di scovered hinself to be the possessor of a wal king hangover. And the Dil bian beer was at present
t he qui ckest—and onl y—ure for that. Later, after John had drunk his breakfast and washed off a
certain anobunt of dried blood, he and the Hi Il Bluffer got under way again. The |ong-I|egged

Di | bi an had fizzed and popped with the effervescence of throttled outrage for the first fifteen

m nutes or so follow ng John's return. But on being shut up by the inkeeperess, he had | apsed into
a thoughtful silence, and he continued to be silent during the first few hours of their trip.
Meanwhi | e, thanks to a generally good physical condition and possibly in some neasure to the beer
and the food concentrates, John was recovering rapidly. Their way fromBrittle Rock |ed through

t he hi ghl ands toward Knobby Gorge, the Bluffer had informed John, earlier. After that they would
begi n the gradual descent down the far, forested side of the Cold Mountains to Sour Ford and the
Hol  ows. The Hol |l ows was clan-country for the Streanside Terror, and their hope was to catch up
with him before he reached it.

The first part of the day's trailing after they left Brittle Rock | ed by narrow nount ai nsi de paths
and across swi ngi ng suspensi on bridges over deep cuts in the rock that ended, far below, in
rushing currents of white water. The Hill Bluffer trod this way for the first couple of hours, not
nmerely with the casual ness of sonmeone well-used to it, but with the actual absent-m ndedness of a
person in deep thought.

"Hey!" said John, finally, when for the fifth tine that norning the H |l Bluffer had shown signs
of intending to walk off the path on to several hundred feet of thin air.

"Huh? What?" grunted the Hill Bluffer, saving themboth with a practiced tw st of an ankle.
"What's that? Somet hing on your mnd, Half-Pint?"

As a matter of fact, thought John, there was. The notion born out of the funes of the beer the
previous eveni ng when he had sat in what he thought was nonmentary safety in the inn's

backyar d—bef ore whoever it was had conme out the kitchen door to hunt him-had returned to nmind this
nmorning as not a bad idea after all. Wiy not, he thought again, find out an honest Dil bi an point
of view about the human-Hemmoid struggle to nmake friends with the natives of this world? It was
sonmet hing that might not only rate hima conmmendation after all this was over; but mght furnish
hi m some val uabl e pointers on his present situation. These first two hours of no conversation had
given hima chance to turn the matter over in his mnd and try to think of howto frane the

questi on.

He had finally come to the conclusion that, considering the Dilbian character, a direct approach
was probably the best.

"Yes," he said to the H Il Bluffer now "I've been trying to figure out why you Dilbians |ike the
Hemmoi ds better than us Shorties."
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The Bluffer did not rise to the bait, as John had hal f-hoped by i medi ately denying that the

Di | bi ans pl ayed favorites.

"Ch, that," said the H Il Bluffer, as calny as if they were tal king about a | aw of nature. "Wy,
it stands to reason, Half-Pint. Take the Beer-Cuts Bouncer, now, or that newlittle one—=

"What new little one?" asked John, sharply, remenbering the Hemmoi d back in the woods when they
had stopped to talk to Tree Weper

"What's his name—Fark-ay, | guess they call him The one who's supposed to have been quite a
scrapper back on his own home territory. You take someone like him for exanple."

"What about hi n?" asked John

"Well, now," said the Bluffer, judiciously, "he's nowhere near the proper size of a nan, of
course. But he's not ridiculous, |like you Shorties. Wy, two of you wouldn't nmake a hal f-grown
pup. And if people don't lie, he's strong enough to stand up to a man and holler for his

ri ght s—yes and back themup, too, if he had to, win or |ose."

"That's inportant?" said John. "To you Dil bians?"

"Why, of course it's inportant to any man!" said the Bluffer. "A nman nmight |ose. Bound to | ose
sonetime, to soneone, of course. But if he stands up for his rights, then there can't be anything

wor se happen to himbut get killed. | nean, he's got standing in the community."

"W Shorties stand up for our rights, too," said John

"Sure. But—hell!" said the Bluffer. "Besides, what do you nmean, you all stand up for your rights?
What about the Squeaki ng Squirt?"

"Well . . ." said John, unconfortably.

He had, for the nonent, forgotten Heiner Schlaff, that blot on the human escutcheon where Dil bia
was concerned. Now, here Schlaff was being thrown in his face, as he nust have been to Joshua on a
nunmber of occasions. For the first time, John felt a twinge of synpathy with the dapper little
anbassador. How do you go about explaining that one man's reactions are not typical of a race's?
At tack, thought John

"Ch, you never knew a man from Di |l bia, here, who I ost his head or got scared?" he said.

"1 never knew one who yelled just because he was picked up!" snorted the Bl uffer

"Who' d pi ck one up? Who's big enough to?" said John

That apparently stopped the Bluffer for a nonent. He did not inmmediately answer.

"You just inmagi ne sonething big enough to pick you up and tell me if there aren't sone nen just as
big as you who'd lose their head if sonething |ike that picked them up?"

"They'd be pretty poor if they did," growled the Bluffer. He nuttered to hinself for a mnute.
"Anyway," he said, "that's not the point. The point is, it doesn't matter. It's just plain
ridiculous, even if a Shorty like you'd try to stand up for his rights. Any idiot could see you
woul dn't have a chance against a real nman."

"Ch, you think so," said John; wondering what in the gal axy was making himpretend that the

Bl uffer was not a hundred per cent correct. After a second' s thought, he concluded it was probably
much the same human-type reaction that had sent Rudi Maltetti diving for the javelin in Brisbane,
on the occasion with the Hermoi d anbassador

The Bluffer snorted with | aughter

"Now, " he said, when he had got his hunor off his chest, "one of those Fatties, there's be sone
point to an argunent. But soneone |ike you, why | couldn't take a shove at soneone like you. It'd
be like swatting a bird."

He brooded for a second.

"Besides," he said. "Sone of you Shorties may not be too bad; but a real man doesn't take kindly
to critters that got to go around using all kinds of tools for things. Fighting with tools, taking
advantage with tools, getting ahead of sonebody el se by using tools. But particularly fighting
with themthat's just plain, dowright yellow, the way we see it!"

"I's that so?" said John. "Well, listen to me for a m nute—=
"Hold on. Hold on." The Bluffer held up a pacific lunp of a hand. "I can't go fighting with ny own
mai | ; besides, didn't | say some of you Shorties weren't too bad? Wiy, you know how Little Bite

got his name, and—

"Who?" said John. And then his hypno training inforned himthat Little Bite was the Dl bian

ni ckname for Joshua CGuy. But the hypno training was silent on how the nane had been selected. "Oh,
no, | don't."

"You don't?" ejaculated the Bluffer.

"No," said John, suddenly cautious and wonderi ng what he had bl undered into.

"Everybody knows that," said the Bluffer

There was no help for it.

"I don't," said John.
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Slowy, the Bluffer turned his head to | ook back over his shoulder. The eye that met John's was
alight with sudden puzzl ement and suspi cion

"You're pretty strange, even for a Shorty," said the postnman slowy. "What're you trying to pull?
Everybody knows how Little Bite got his name. And you're a Shorty yourself and you don't?"

He stopped dead in the trail and stood, still staring back at John

"What're you trying to pull?" he said again.

CHAPTER 7
"Let me down," said John.
"What ?" said the Bluffer. "Wat's that you say?"
"I said," repeated John evenly through his teeth, even though his heart was rising into his
throat, "let me down. |I've had it."
"Had what?" said the Bluffer; and this time there was nore puzzl enent than suspicion in his voice.
"1"ve sat up here," said John, letting his voice clinb on a note of anger—ot nuch, but
noticeably. "I've sat up here, hung up in this harness and had you insult us Shorties by saying
we're all like the Squeaking Squirt. 1've had you call me yellow But I'Il be roasted over a sl ow
fireif | have to sit up here and have you inply |I'mpulling sonething just because Little Bite
didn't have time to tell me how he got his nane. Just let me down on solid ground and by ny
pat er nal grandf at her—=
"Hey- hey- hey—hey!" cried the Bluffer. "I told you |l couldn't go fighting with ny mail. Wat're you
getting so hot about?”
“l don't have to take this!" shouted John

"Well, don't!" shouted the Bluffer. "I didn't nmean anythi ng agai nst you, personally. You asked ne,
didn't you? The smaller they are, the touchier they are! | was surprised you didn't know how
Little Bite got his nane, was all. | was just going to tell you."

"Well, then, why didn't you tell ne?" said John in a cal mer tone.

"I will—+ will!" said the Bluffer, grunpily, taking up the trail again. John relaxed in his saddle

and surreptitiously wi ped his brow. H's hypno training and the Bluffer together had | et himknow
that the Dil bian mail was sacrosanct, but whether that nmeant from assault by the postman hinself,
he had not been conpletely sure, even then. But evidently, even that was true.

"Actually," the Bluffer was saying in a calner tone, "nearly everybody down at Hunrog and t hrough
the nountains thinks all right of Little Bite. He's a guest at Hunrog, now, and nobody'd dare
touch him But this was back in the first days after he canme here—

A chuckl e erupted nmonentarily into the Bluffer's story.

"—a d Hammertoes, down at Humrog. That old coot's always getting hot about sonmething. Wll, he was
tal ki ng about the good old days, one day. He was drinking sonme, too . "

John, after the night before at the inn, found hinself with a rather graphic nmental image of what
"drinking a little" mght anbunt to in the case nentioned.

"He was about half | oaded, and got hinself all riled up over the thought that we had foreigners
like Shorties and Fatties all over the place, nowadays. The old world was going to pot, he said;
there ought to be a |aw He was about hal f-drunk and he headed uptown."

John's graphic nental inage staggered out into the cobbl estone street of Hunrtog as he renenbered
it.

"He was all set to put Little Bite—enly everybody called himjust the Shorty, in those days—back
in his shell and kick himclear back into the sky where he came from Wll, he went up and knocked
on Little Bite's door. Little Bite opens it; and Hammertoes | eans down and shouts in his face:

" “All right, Shorty! |'m packing you off to your own hole, now'

"And he made a grab at Little Bite through the door. But Little Bite had this sort of chain on the
door so it wouldn't open up all the way; and Hamertoes coul dn't get much nore than one arm
inside. So there he is, half-drunk, hollering ~Cone here, you Shorty! You can't get away. |'Ill get
you; and when | get hold of you— "

John winced. His nental inmage was beconing so graphic as to be al nost pai nful

"Then Little Bite, who's picked up sonething sharp, takes good aimat that big hand of Hamert oes,
and cuts Hammertoes a couple tinmes across the knuckles, practically to the bone. O d Hanmertoes
yell s bl oody nmurder and yanks his hand back." The Bluffer began to laugh. "Little Bite slams the
door. "

The Bluffer was | aughing so hard he could not go on. He sl owed down and stopped, |eaning agai nst
the cliff side with one hand whil e he whooped at the nenory. H s whol e body shook. John held on to
his saddle with both hands. It was very disconcerting to be bucked around by the equivalent of a
horse that was telling hima funny story at the same tine.

"Any—anyway, " gasped the Bluffer, getting hinself partially back under control, "O d Hanmert oes
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cones back up to the bar, there, dripping blood and sucking on his knuckles. " "Wy, what
happened?' says everybody el se at the bar

" “Nothing,' says Hamert oes.

" " Sonet hi ng nust' ve happened. Look at your hand,' says everybody.

" 71 tell you, nothing happened!' yells Hamertoes. "He wouldn't let nme in there where |I could
grab a hold on him So | come away. And as for ny hand—that's got nothing to do with it. He didn't
hurt nmy hand, hardly at all. All he done was to give it alittle bite!" "

The Bluffer went off into another fit of laughter that necessitated stopping and | eani ng agai nst
the cliff. But this tinme, John found hinself |aughing too. The story was funny—er it seened funny
to John, at least. They | aughed together; and when they had both run down, rested a nonent in a
silence that was al nost conpani onabl e.

"You know," said the Bluffer, after a nonent's silence. "You aren't too bad, for a Shorty."
"You're all right, yourself—for a nman," said John

The Bluffer fell silent again. But he did not nove on. After a noment, he sat down on a near by
boul der.

"dinb down," he said, over his shoulder. "I got sonething to talk to you about; and | can do it
better if I'"'mlooking at you while I'mat it."

John frowned, hesitated; but clinbed down. He wal ked around in front of the Dilbian and found
that, with the Bluffer seated, and hinself standing, they were as close to eye to eye as they
woul d normal |y ever expect to be.

"What is it?" asked John

"You know," said the Bluffer with an effort, "you' re not bad for a Shorty as |I say and—

However, having got this far, he was stuck. It was rather hard for a human |ike John to read
enmbarrassnment on a Dil bian face; but if such a thing was possible, John thought he spotted that
enotion on the H Il Bluffer now He avoided the postman's eyes and sinply waited. Looking off past
the big head, he saw, far beyond the sharp mountain peaks, a few white puffs of clouds, | ooking
peaceful and innocent.

"What | nmean is," said the Bluffer finally, after an apparent inner struggle. "The Streanside
Terror's had his drinking nug spilt."”

For a nonent, John did not understand. And then he did, his hypno training comng once nore to the
rescue. To have one's drinking rmug silt, in Dilbian ternms, was to endure a deadly affront to
personal honor. In short, someone had given the Streanside Terror reason for starting a bl ood
feud. John had a sinking feeling as to whomit m ght be.

"By ne?" said John. "But he's never seen ne."

"No. By Little Bite," said the Bluffer. "But you're sort of hauled into it. It's real peculiar."
“I'"ll bet," said John, thinking about the snall anmbassador back at Hunrog.

"You see," said the Bluffer, "Little Bite's a guest at Hunrog nowadays."

"I know. You told ne," said John.

"Let ne finish. Now, since he's a guest, his fights are Humrog's fights. But Little Bite shanmed
the Terror, when he told old Shaki ng Knees the Terror shouldn't have Boy |Is She Built. Because
that neant the Terror was being called not worthy. Well, now what's the Terror going to do? He
can't get mad at Shaking Knees for not letting himhave Boy Is She Built. A nman's got a right to
| ook out for his daughter. He could get nmad at Little Bite; but nobody in his right mi nd—even
sonmebody |i ke Streamnsi de—s going to start a blood feud with a town of five thousand.

"l nmean, Clan Hollows could back himup, and that's nore of a match; but C an Holl ows woul d be
crazy if they did—when nost of the stuff they sell gets sold in and to Hunrog. No, what'd happen
is that the grandfathers of Can Hollows'd declare it a personal matter and Streanside' d have a
choice of hiding out in Clan Hollows territory for the rest of his life, or being up by the heels
before the year was out."

"I see," said John. And he did. He was thinking deeply. Up until this point he had sinmply refused
to accept the notion that Joshua could be deliberately at fault in sending himout on this

m ssion. M stakenly so, that was imaginable. But to plan to draft a nman and send himout to cover
up what had evidently been a diplomatic error on the little nan's part—+t was staggering. Men of
sufficient stature to be appointed anbassadors, particularly to posts like this, did just not
descend to such unethical tactics to hide their dirty linen. The job Joshua had given John to do
was absolutely illegal; and John was under absolutely no conpulsion to go through with it.

He opened his nouth to say so, to tell the Bluffer that they should return imediately to

Hunr og—and closed it again, slowy, without having uttered a word. He had suddenly renenbered how
cleverly Joshua had himtrapped. The Bluffer would certainly not just turn around on John's say-so
and head back for the town. He had contracted to deliver a piece of nail to the Streanside Terror
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and his Dl bian honor was at stake.

The Hi Il Bluffer had been waiting the several seconds it took John to think this out. Now, he
opened his large nouth again, and put a further aspect of the matter out for John's consideration
"You know," said the Bluffer. "You can't get Geasy Face back fromthe Terror without fighting
hi mP"

The words went in John's ears and knocked the probl em of Joshua cl ear back out of sight.

"Fi ghting hin??" he echoed.

"Yes," said the Bluffer. "Man-to-man. No weapons. No holds barred."

John blinked. He | ooked past the postman's head at the puffs of white clouds. They had not noved
They were still there. So were the nountains. It nust be something wong with his ears.

"Fi ghting hinP" said John again, feeling like a man in a fast el evator which has just begun to
descend.

"A man's got his pride," said the Bluffer. "If you take G easy Face back, his nug's spilt all over
again." He leaned a little toward John. "That is, unless you whip himin a fair fight. Then
there's no blood feud to it. You're just a better nan than he is, that's all. But that's why |

haven't been able to figure this. You aren't bad for a Shorty. You pulled a good trick with that
beer on those drunks |ast night. You got guts."

He | ooked searchingly at John

"But | nean—Hell, you can't fight the Terror. Anybody'd know that. | mean—Hell!" said the Bluffer
expl osively finding his vocabulary insufficient to describe his overcharged feelings.

John was wi shing he could express to the postnman how nuch he agreed with him

"So what," inquired the Bluffer, "are you going to do when | deliver you to Streansi de?"

John thought about it. He took a deep breath and blew it out again.

"I don't know," he said, at |ast.

"Well, not nmy problem" said the Bluffer, getting to his feet. "Go on around and clinb on by the
rock, there. Ch, by the way," he added as John followed this instruction. "Know who it was pitched
you over the cliff last night?"

"Who?" asked John. He had expl ai ned the evening adventures and his waking up to the Hill Bluffer
over the norning beer; but the Bluffer had nade no coment, then

"The Cobbly Queen. You on, back there?"

"Yes. Who?" said John, renenbering how the woodsman had wi nked at them while nentioning the sane
myt hi cal character yesterday.

"Boy," said the Bluffer, alittle grimy, "Is She Built. The same little wagtail that sends

postmen messages to make a five mle sidetrip to pick up special mail, while she's back at the inn
nmonkeying with the mail he was carrying to start off with. I'd sure like," said the Bluffer, "to
figure out how she could | eave with enough head start to be there ahead of us, and still know that

was where we were going."

So, thought John, pricking up his ears at this information, did he.

"Well, let's go."

And the H Il Bluffer swing off again once nore down the trail. Swi nging and bouncing in the saddle
on the Dilbian's broad back, John nulled over this new information that had just been supplied
him It occurred to himthat it mght be a wise idea, on all accounts to phone Joshua Guy back at
Humrog, and |l et the anmbassador know John had just uncovered the whole of his seany little schene.
There was no doubt now that Joshua Quy, inadvertently or not, had got hinself into a bad
diplomatic situation with the Streanside Terror with his advice to the father of Boy Is She Built.
It had been none of the hunman's business to begin with whom Boy Is She Built got paired off wth.
In fact, it was just this sort of nonkeying in private alien affairs that had gotten hunmanity into
hot water before. A human representative who goofed like that stood in a fair way of being
chopped, hinsel f, back hone once the news got out, and provided it could be proved agai nst him

Bl unders |i ke that had cost hunman |ives before and might well again.

It cane home to John, suddenly, with a repetition of the elevator feeling he had experienced a
little before, that one of the lives it mght cost in this instance mght well be his own.

For if John net the Terror and got mashed, it mght solve several things at once for Joshua Guy.
In the first place, it would probably save Greasy Face, since the Terror would have no further
reason for holding on to her after his shane had been washed out in John's bl ood; and Shaking
Knees had given the successful warrior Boy Is She Built, after all, as he would be practically
obligated to do so under Dilbian nores. That woul d get Joshua off the hot spot where the life of
the femal e human soci ol ogi st was concerned. Al so, it would dispose of the only one, John again
who knew what Joshua had been up to and coul d bring human charges agai nst him Moreover, it would
allow himto sidetrack any blane in the affair by pinning it on John's m snmanagenent of natters
after John had | eft Hunrog
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And the Hi Il Bluffer was carrying John inexorably to the destination Joshua had planned for him
There was no hope of turning the Dilbian postnan

There was, however, one thing John could do. He could call Joshua on the wist phone and neke it
clear that unl ess Joshua sonehow pulled himand G easy Face out of this, John would spread word
anong the Dil bi ans about what was going on. After that, it would be nerely a matter of tine before
the news | eaked past Joshua and back to authorities on Earth. A good bluff m ght get Joshua out
here to nend things on the double. After all, if he could stop things now, there would be no
capital crime such as would be involved if the Terror killed John or Greasy Face. Joshua woul d be
a fool not to stop things.

Cool ed by a sudden rush of relief, John lifted his wist to his lips. It was then that he noticed
sonet hi ng.

The long gouge in his left forearmran right down under where the strap to his wist phone had
gone around his wist. And, wherever the wist phone was now, John, at |east, no longer had it.

CHAPTER 8
There are tinmes when the imagi nation sinply gives up. It happened that way with John about this
time. It was, he knew, a tenporary thing—er he hoped it was—which possibly a good night's sleep or
a bit of unexpected |uck, or sonme such thing, could snap himout of. But for the noment, the
intellectual, hard-working part of his brain had hung up a notice "Qut-Back |ater" and gone off
for a nap.
He sinply could not think constructively. Wenever he tried to figure out a way out of his present

situation, he cane back around to the fact that the H |l Bluffer, whether John liked it or not,
was taki ng hi mand nothing could stop the process—directly to the Streansi de Terror, who—and
not hi ng could stop that, either—aould pick John up and effectively kill him It was witten.

Kisnet. Gve up

John did. In the end, he slunped in the saddl e and dozed.

A sudden stopping on the part of the Hill Bluffer woke John with a start. He sat up and | ooked
around him

At first he saw nothing but a gorge with vertical sides of |ight, salnon-colored granite and a
thread of a river away down at its base. Then he realized that he was | ooking over the edge of a

| edge that the Bluffer was standing on and he readjusted the angle of his view

Havi ng done this, he saw that the | edge was actually alnost as |large as the w dening of the road
had been at Brittle Rock Inn, only they were standing at the very edge of it. At this edge was one
end of a suspension bridge that swooped breathtakingly across the open space of the gorge to a

I anding on a smaller [edge on the far side. Its further end was anchored high on the face of the
rock wall behind the further |edge, where the trail took up again.

At this end there was a small |og hut, outside which the H Il Bluffer was now in conversation with
a hefty-1ooking, mddle-aged Dil bian.

"Saw himturn off at the fork nmyself!" this Dilbian was bellow ng. "You questioning the word of a
public official? Want me to swear on ny w nch-cable? Eh?" He laid a heavy, paw ike hand on the
great drum on which the cables of the bridge were wound, crank-driven through a series of carved
wooden gears by a polished wooden handl e.

"l was just asking!" roared the Bluffer. "A man can ask, can't he?"

"If he asks politely, all right," said the evident bridgekeeper, stubbornly. "I said | seen him
turn off at the fork on this side and go over the bridge there." He pointed along this side of the
gorge and John saw where, on this side the trail did split, one way follow ng along the near cliff
face, and the other crossing the bridge disappearing through a cleft in the rock. "He headed
toward the high country and Ice Dog d acier."”

"All right. Al right, | believe you!" said the Bluffer. He turned toward the bridge.

"Hey," said the bridgekeeper. "Your toll."

"Tol I 1"

The Bl uffer spun about in outrage.

"Me? A government postman? Tol | ?"

"Well," grunbled the other, "after doubting my word like that, 1'd think you'd want—=

"Toll!" snorted the Bluffer, in contenpt, and turning about, marched off over the bridge wthout
waiting for the bridgekeeper to finish. "Are we goi ng sonepl ace different?" asked John, as they
left the far end of the bridge, and headed into the cleft in the rock

"Streansi de's headed for glacier country," muttered the Bluffer. "Or maybe he plans to doubl e over
the mountai ns the other way at Hal fway House, and end up in the Free Forest. Anyway we got to
shake a leg to catch him if that's it. Toll!"
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He snorted again and put on speed.

Their new road took them steeply up and away fromthe territory of rivers and deep gorges. After
hal f an hour's clinb they began to enmerge into an area of w de, stony slopes across which a high-
altitude wind blew with the sort of coolness that did not pernit sleeping in the saddle.

It was past noon when they cane around a bend in the slope three hours |ater and approached

anot her inn. This one, situated to take advantage of what little natural shelter there was in this
exposed area, was built al nost exclusively of stone and earth. They stopped for a midday break
and John got down to stretch his legs gratefully. His brain was still refusing to make itself
useful by coming up with any plan to frustrate the anbassador; but the cool, keen w nds had bl own
John into physical wakeful ness, so nuch so that he realized he was tired of the saddle. If it had
not been clearly an inpractical notion, John would have liked to forego riding and wal k for a
whi | e.

But there was no hope of that. If John should try to nake it on foot, the Bluffer would be over
the horizon and out of sight inside of half an hour. That is, unless he held his pace down to that
of his human conpani on. And, nunb-m nded as he was at the nonent, John had to snmile at the thought
of the explosive and inpatient Bluffer's reaction, if he was asked to do that.

So, John nmade the best of it by taking a stroll around the stone inn of Hal fway House to take the
ki nks out of his |leg nuscles. Wen he approached the front door of it again, he found the Bl uffer
on the point of explosion. The cause of this was not John, or anything he had done, but the other
visitors at the Hal fway House.

They were | aughing at the Bluffer.

There were half a dozen of themjust outside the door of the House, headed by a relatively short
and chunky Dil bian carrying a sort of al penstock

"Hor! Hor!" the short Dilbian was bell ow ng.

"You want to make sonething out of it?" the Bluffer was roaring. "Wat is it?" asked John. Nobody
even heard him of course

"Fi xed you right!" chortled the short Dl bian

"Fixed me . . . ! I'lIl show who fixed ne!" The Bl uffer shook both fists high over his head. It was
an awesone sight. "Swore to me as a public official, he did. Said he'd seen the Terror take the
fork this way with his own two eyes!"

"He did! Sure he did!" put in sonebody else. "Tell him Snowshoe!"

"Why, " said the chunky Dilbian, "he saw the Terror take the right fork, all right. But after that
he closed his eyes for a bit there, just Iike she'd arranged."”

"She?" bellowed the Bluffer. "Boy Is She Built?"

"Way, who el se, postman? The Terror was waiting for her to catch up with himthere.

" “That |ong-legged postman's right behind me,' she says.

" “Don't, now,' she says. “You can't fight the government nail,' she says. | got a better idea.'
And she fixed it up with old Wnchrope to close his eyes while they conme back out of one fork and
took the other to the Hollows with the femal e Shorty they had along."” The chunky Dil bi an named
Snowshoes stopped to | augh again. "Passing by nmyself at the tinme. Saw the whol e thing. Laugh
Thought I'd split a gut!"”

The Bluffer bellowed to the nountain sky. H's eyes fell on John and he snatched John up like the
package John was officially supposed to be.

The next thing they knew, they were fifteen yards back along the trail they had just cone, and
gai ni ng speed.

"Hey!" said John. "At least let me get in the saddle.™

"What ? Ch!" snarled the Bluffer. He checked and waited a few inpati ent seconds, while John craw ed
over his shoulder into the saddl e. Then he took off again.

Two hours later they were back at the wong end of the bridge. The word wong was, thought John
used advi sedly. For the bridge was now out of their reach

VWhat had been done was sinple enough. Their end of the bridge had its cables fastened to the sheer
cliff face sonme twenty feet back and another twenty feet above their heads. Wat had been done was
to tighten these cables by neans of the winch to which they were attached at their other end. The
sag of the span had straightened out, lifting the bridge up and out of their reach

The Hi Il Bluffer bell owed across the gap. His first forty words were a description of Wnchrope's
person and norals, his last four an order to put the bridge back down where he and John could
reach it, and cross.

There was no answer at the far end. The windlass to which the cables were attached showed no
inclination to conply with the order by itself and no one energed fromthe bridgekeeper's hut.
"What' s happened?" asked John
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"He's in there!" raged the Bluffer. "That bridge isn't supposed to be cranked up until night—and

then only to keep people from sneaki ng across and not paying their toll. He's in there, all right.
He just won't cone out and let it down, because he knows what 1'Il do to himthe mnute |I get over
there." He thundered across the gorge again. "Get out here and |l et down this unnentionabl e,

i ndescri babl e bridge, so | can get over it at you and tear your head off!"

The bridgekeeper still showed no eagerness to take the Bluffer up on this invitation. Small
wonder, thought John privately, standing prudently back out of arms reach of the w ought-up

post nan.

The Bl uffer stopped shouting and | ooked up at the bridge overhead. He nmade a hal f-hearted notion
as if to try reaching for it; but it was obviously nany feet beyond even the stretch of his |ong
arns. He dropped them defeatedly.

"Al'l right!" he roared once nore, shaking his fist across the gorge. "I'Il clinmb up the gorge.

I"lIl go along the cliff. | don't need a trail. I'll get to the Holl ows before Streansi de does! And
then I'm com ng back for you!"

John stirred suddenly, pricked for the first time out of his nmental | ethargy.

"Go up the gorge?" he said.

"You heard ne!" grow ed the Bluffer. "Who needs a trail? It's the shortest route. We'll get there
in half the tine."

John gl anced over the Bluffer's shoulder at the sheer walls of the gorge on the edge of which they
were standing. There were footholds along it, all right, but even for sonmeone of the Bluffer's

skill. And then there was that business of catching up with Streansi de faster than expected. John
came fully awake
"Lift me up," he said to the postman. "If | can reach, and clinb across and | et the wi nch out—=

The Bluffer's eyes lit up

"Sure," he said, enthusiastically. He picked up John and they tried it. John, upheld by the ankles
and hol ding his body stiff, stretched upward toward the bare cable near the end of the bridge's
flooring slats, but was rewarded only by a throat-squeezing view of the Knobby R ver, nine hundred
feet bel ow

"Put me down," he said at last. The Hi Il Bluffer put him down.

John, not in the nost cheerful nood in the universe after his scenic view of the gorge, went over
and exanmined the cliff face leading up to the anchor points of the bridge cables. He possessed a
fair anount of rock clinbing experience and the granite face before himwas not too bad, although
no one of the bul k and necessary clumnsiness of a Dilbian could have nade it. It was not that, so
much, that was giving himcold shivers, as the fact that once he had reached an anchor point, he
woul d have to work out along the bare cable sone twenty-odd feet before he cane to the bridge
proper.

Ch, well, he thought.

"Hey! Where're you goi ng?" shouted the Bluffer. John did not answer. He needed his breath and
anyway his destination was obvious. After a little time, he reached the near anchor point, and got
his arnms over the rough, three-inch cable. He rested for a nonent and surveyed the situation. The
Bl uffer was just below him staring up and | ooking foreshortened by the angle of John's vision. So
was the | edge. John did not | ook down into the gorge.

After a while, he got his breath back and he clinbed up with both arns and | egs w apped around the
cable, hinself on top, and began to inch his way toward the bridge end, floating in an absurdly

| arge anpbunt of space at a remarkable distance fromhim It occurred to him after he had covered
about six or eight feet in this fashion, that a real hero in this situation would undoubtedly have
got to his feet and tightrope-wal ked the really rather broad cable to the end of the bridge
proper. This, in addition to inpressing the watching H Il Bluffer, would have shortened the tine
of personal suspense considerably.

John concl uded that evidently he was just not the stuff out of which real heroes are made, and
continued to inch al ong.

Eventual |y, he reached the bridge, crawed out on it and lay panting for a while, then got up and
crossed to the far side of the gorge. The far | edge of the gorge was still the hone of sonebody
dodgi ng a process server. John wal ked over to the winch, and utilizing a handy rock, nanaged to
knock | oose the | ock-ratchet.

The wi nch roared | oose, the cables booned |ike gigantic bowstrings; and the far end of the bridge
sl atmmed down, raising a tenporary cloud of dust through which the H Il Bluffer was shortly to be
seen advancing with a | ook of grimpurpose. He stal ked past John and entered the bridgekeeper's
abode. Wt hout knocking.

There was a nonent of silence; and then sound erupted |ike a bonb expl oding inside the hut.

John | ooked hastily around for sonmething to clinb up on or inside of, where he would be out of
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harm s way. He had never seen a pair of Dilbians fight; but it was renarkable how accurately his
ears interpreted what was going on inside the hut right now.

After alittle while, abruptly, there was peace. The Hi Il Bluffer emerged, dabbing with one big
hand at a torn ear, but otherw se | ooking not unsatisfied.

"What happened?" asked John

The Bl uffer went over and washed off his ear in a |arge stone trough that ran al ong side the
shack.

"Said it was his bridge. Hah!" replied the Bluffer. "Nobody stops the mail. | fixed him" He
paused, water dripping fromone side of his big head and | ooked at John. "You did all right, too,
Hal f-Pint."

"Me?" said John

"dinbing up and out across that cable to the bridge. Never thought |1'd see a Shorty, even a good
one, doing sonmething like that. Actually took a little guts, 1'd say. Al right. dinmb up and
let's get going."

John conpli ed.

"You didn't kill hinP" he asked as they headed off up their original fork of the trail toward the
Hol | ows.

"Who? O d Wnchrope? Just knocked a little sense into him Hell, there's got to be sonmebody around
here keep the bridge up and in repair. Hang on. It's all downhill fromhere, and we're late. But
it'll be twilight in two hours and | think we can just make Sour Ford by then."

And the Hill Bluffer, swinging once again into his six-foot, ground-devouring stride, was once
more hot on the trail of the Terror.

CHAPTER 9
They made good tine.
As the Bluffer had said, fromthere on it was all downhill. They descended al nost i mediately into
the treed sections of the nountains, the forest part. The trees anong which they now travel ed were
| ofty and thick-topped. Al underbrush between them had been killed off by the |ack of sunlight
and they travel ed, through what seened to be an endlessly, sloping, pillared land, dimy lit by no
particul ar source of illumination.
Sound was | ess where they were, too. There were no insects to feed on the nonexi stent snal
vegetation; and no birds to live off the insects. Cccasionally, from high overhead, eighty to a
hundred and twenty feet up in the loftily rembte crowns of the trees, there would fl oat down a
di stant chitter or chirp of sonme unseen aninal or w nged creature. Ot herw se, there was only the

trail, an occasional boulder, |ooking lost here in the wooded di mess, and the unendi ng carpet of
dead leaf forms fromthe trees. The Bluffer said nothing; and the steady rocking of his body as he
swung al ong over the trail, now soft with earth, swayed John into a dream ness in which nothing

about him seened real. Not the present scene, and not the whol e business in which he had becone
engaged, seened to have anything to do with reality. What was he doing here, strapped up on the
back of an alien individual as |large as a horse and headed for a duel to the death w th anot her
hor se-si zed individual of the same race? Such things did not happen to ordinary people.

But, conme to think of it, were there any ordinary people? Wen you got right down to it, thought
John sl eepily, nobody was ordinary.

John dozed. An indeterm nate, grey tinme went past; and then he was awakened by the jerk of the
Hi Il Bluffer stopping. He straightened up, blinking, and | ooked about him

He saw that it was already dusk. In the fading light, they stood in a |arge grassy clearing seni-
encircled by the forest trees. Directly before himwas a long, |ow log building at |east double
the size of anything he had seen yet, outside of Hunrog. At sone short distance behind it, a
broad, smooth-surfaced river gurgled, swiftly flowing around a chin of stones that |led across it
to be lost inthe twilight and the tree shadow on the far side of the stream

"Light down, Half-Pint," said the Bluffer

Stiffly, John clinbed down fromthe harness. H s scrapes and brui ses of the night before, had
found time to set during his long hours in the saddle. The soft turf felt odd under his bootsoles
and his calves were wooden with a mld cranp. He stanmped about, restoring his circulation; and
then followed the Hi Il Bluffer's great back as, for an instant, it bl ocked out the yellow |ight of
an open doorway, in passing into the building's interior.

I nside he found hinself in a comon room both nmuch |arger and nmuch cl eaner than he had been in
before. The custoners here at Sour Ford Inn also seened to be quieter and | ess drunk than those he
had encountered in other Dilbian inns, Brittle Rock for exanple. Gazing around for sone

expl anati on of the reason behind this difference, John caught sight of a raised dais at the far
end of the room where in a huge chair was seated a truly enornous Dil bian, grizzled with age and
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heavy with fat.

Staring at this Dilbian as he wal ked behind the Bluffer, John ran into a table, recovered hinself,
and was adnoni shed by the Hill Bluffer.

"Don't go starting any trouble now, Half-Pint."

"Me?" said John, so overwhel med at the suggestion that someone his size could start trouble with
| umbering Dil bians—even if he was crazy enough to want to—that he found hinself at a |l oss for
words to protest properly that he had no such intention

"That's right," said the Bluffer, some nonments later, after they had been seated and ordered beer
and food (beer only, still, for John). "This here's treaty ground, belonging to a clanl ess nan.
Nobody starts trouble here."

"Treaty ground?"

"Yep," said the H Il Bluffer. "One Man, he— the food, arriving just then, put a cork in the
postman's flow of words. He devoted hinself to bread, cheese and beer, nerely grunting when John
tried to continue the conversation.

John sat back, and sipped on his beer. He was cautious with it, this evening. He tried to catch a
glinpse of the big Dilbian at the roomis end, through the shifting bodies passing in and about the
tables in the room but the way was never clear |ong enough for himto get a good | ook

Suddenly, however, John dropped his mug with a bang on the table and sat bolt upright.

"Hey!" he said, punching the Bluffer

The Bl uffer took another |large bite of neat.

"Hey!" said John, punching harder

The Bluffer grow ed sonething unintelligible with his nouth full

"Look up!" said John. "Look over there! Quick!"

The Hi Il Bluffer |ooked up, in the direction John was pointing. He did not seemdisturbed to see a
Hemoi d acconpani ed by a relatively short, plunp Dilbian female, threading their way between the
tables toward the enornous patriarch in the chair on the dais.

The Bl uffer swal |l owed.

"Sure," he said casually. "That's that Fatty, Tark-ay. The one | was telling you about clains to
be quite a scrapper back on his horme worl d?" The Bluffer discovered he needed to di spose of one
more swal low, and did so. He pointed with a large finger, while picking up a | arge chunk of bread
with his other hand. "That's Boy |Is She Built with him”

“Boy I's She Built?" John stared.

"That's what they all say," nuttered the Bluffer through a nouthful of bread. "Like "ema little
ski nnier, nyself."

"I mean— said John. "What's she doing here? Let's go get her and nake her tell us about G easy
Face, and if Greasy Face is all right—

"Now, there you go," said the Bluffer

"Go?" John turned to blink at him

"Starting trouble.”

"Starting trouble?"

"Didn't," said the Bluffer, "I just finish telling you this here's treaty ground? Man's got to be
polite on treaty ground. Everybody, even Shorties got to respect the rules.”

John fell silent. The Bluffer went back to his eating. John watched the Hemoi d, Tark-ay, and Boy
Is She Built who proceeded up to the dais, sat down; and evidently fell into a friendly
conversation with the oversize patriarch seated there.

John wi shed he coul d hear what they were saying.

He | ooked over at the Bluffer, eating away; and began to try to evolve sone kind of schene which
woul d inveigle the Bluffer into taking himover to neet the giant Dilbian, in turn. And as soon as
the Bluffer was finished, John took a cautious sip of beer and went to work.

"Who did you say is that man down in the chair at the end?" he asked.

"Why, don't you know? No, | guess you don't," said the Bluffer. "Wy, that's One Man, Half-Pint.
This here's all his, at Sour Ford."

"Quite a man," said John

"You can say that," replied the Bluffer judiciously, draining the |ast drops fromhis beer nug.
"I'd like to neet a nan like that," said John. "Now, back home—

"That's good," said the Bluffer, standing up. "Because the waitress passed word | was to bring you
over, soon as we were through eating. Cone on, Half-Pint."

He headed off between the tables. John shook his head ruefully and foll owed. The next tine, he
though, I'Il ask first and schene afterwards.

When they got close to the individual in the chair, John discovered that sonetine during their
passage across the room the Hemoid and Boy |Is She Built had di sappeared. He did not have much
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opportunity to wonder about this, however; because his attention was inmrediately conpletely taken
up by the Di |l bian he was about to neet. One Man was that sort of a being.

It was definitely disconcerting, after John had spent a couple of days adjusting to the idea of

Di | bi an size, to have that adjustnent knocked for a fresh row of pins. He was rather |ike a man
who havi ng gotten used to neasuring with a yardstick instead of a foot-rule, suddenly finds the
yardstick replaced by a fathomline. And he, hinself as a fraction of that neasurenment getting
smal l er and small er.

John had accustoned hinmself to standing about arnpit high on the ordinary nmale Dil bian. Now, here
al ong canme a speci men on which John could hardly hope to stand nore than mdrib height. John's
reaction was rather like @Gulliver's with the Brobdi ngnagians. He felt |ike standing on tiptoe and
shouting to nake hinsel f heard.

One Man overfl owed the nmassive chair in which he sat; and the greying hair on the top of his head
al nost brushed agai nst a polished, six-foot staff of hardwood |aid crosswi se on pegs driven into
the wall six feet above the floor, behind him H s massive forearnms and great paw i ke hands were
laid out on the small table in front of him like swollen clubs of bone and nuscle. Attendant

Di | bi ans stood respectfully about him He | ooked |ike some overstuffed, barbaric potentate. Yet
his large, grey eyes, neeting John's suddenly and sharply as John and the Bluffer cane to stand
before him were alight with an unusual quality of penetrating intelligence.

It was the | ook John had noticed back horme on earth, in the eyes of human politicians of statesman
| evel

"This here's the Hal f-Pint Posted, One Man," said the Hill Bluffer, as the Dilbians around passed
forth a bench for himand John to sit on. The Bluffer sat down. John clinbed up to sit beside him
"Wel come, Hal f-Pint," runbled One Man. His voice was so deep with its chest tones that it sounded
like a great drum soundi ng sonmewhere off in the forest. "This is the nonent we've all been waiting
for."

CHAPTER 10
"You' ve been waiting for me?" John stared at the big Dl bian.
"To be sure," said One Man. "No Shorty has ever been a guest under this roof before." He bent his
head with solemn dignity in John's direction. It was all very ponmpous and enpty-soundi ng; but John
got the sudden clear conviction that One Man's first words had been plainly intended to give a
doubl e neani ng. What was it? A warning? John flicked his eyes about as nmuch as he could without
actually turning his head away to | ook; but he saw nothi ng but unusually well-mannered Dil bi an
faces. Tark-ay and Boy Is She Built were still not in evidence.
"I't's a pleasure to be here," John was saying, nmeanwhile, autonatically.
"You're ny guest under this roof," said One Man. "For now and at any tine in the future, if you
come back."
Again, there was that inpression of a double meani ng. John was conpletely baffled as to what there
was in what One Man said, or possibly in the way he said it, that was giving himthe hint of sone
under cover nmessage. Al so, why would the giant Dil bian be doing such a thing? He undoubtedly did
not know John from Adam or any other Shorty.
"Has the Bluffer told you about ne?" One Man was asking.
"Well, not nmuch—=
It's probably just as well.’
old man dreaming in ny chair, here
John just bet he was. From what he had seen of Dilbians, they did not accord the sort of respect
he was witnessing to any ancient hulk, no matter how venerabl e.
"They call him One Man, Half-Pint," put in the Bluffer, "because he once held bl ood feud al
al one—bei ng an orphan—with a whole clan. And won!"
"Ah, yes. The old days," runbled One Man, with a faraway | ook in his eyes.
"One tine," said the Bluffer, "five of themcaught himon a trail where there wasn't any chance to
get away. He killed themall."
"Luck was with ne, of course," said One Man nodestly . "Well, well, | don't want to bring up past
exploits. It'll be nore polite to talk about ny guest. Tell me, Half-Pint," the grey eyes suddenly
became penetrating, zeroing in on John, "what are you Shorties doing here, anyway?"
John bl i nked.
"Well," he said, "I'mhere | ooking for—er—&easy Face, nyself."
"OfF course." One Man nodded benignly. "But what brought her, and the others?" Hi s eyes went
dreami |y away from John out over the room "There nmust be some plan, you'd think." He | ooked
qui zzi cal |y back at John. "Nobody asked you all to come here, you know. "
"Wll, no," said John. He felt definitely at a loss. The Diplomatic Service had people |ike Joshua

The enornous head nodded mildly. "The past is the past; and I'm an
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Quy trained to explain the reasons for human expansion into space. He summoned up what he could
renenmber of his high school civics; and tried to present this to One Man in Dilbian terms. One Man
nodded agreeably; but John had a hunch he was not maki ng nmany points. Wat, for exanple, could
popul ation pressure nean to a Dilbian to whoma comunity of five thousand was a big city? And
what could "the autonmatic spread of civilization" convey, other than the sound of sone |arge and
conpli cated words?

"That's very interesting now, Half-Pint," said One Man, when John had finally run down. "But you
know what ki nd of puzzles me about you Shorties," he |leaned forward confidentially, "is why you
figure people ought to like you."

"Way, we don't— began John, and then suddenly realized that humans did. It was one of the

out st andi ng—f not the nost outstandi ng—human characteristics. "I guess we do. All right, what's
wong with that? We're prepared to |ike other people.”

One Man nodded sagely.

"I hadn't thought of that, Half-Pint," he said solemmly. "Of course, that explains it." He | ooked
around at the other Dilbians. "Naturally, they expect people to like them if they |like people.
Maybe we shoul d have realized that."

The other Dil bians | ooked back at himin apparent puzzlenent. But evidently they were used to
bei ng puzzled by this oversize patriarch because nobody objected. John, on his part, frowned; not
sure whether he was being nade fun of or not.

"I just can't make up ny nmind about you Shorties,"” said One Man, with a sigh. It was like a
mountain sighing . "Well, well, I'"'mnot being nuch of a host, making my guest here dig around for
the reasons behind things; when | ought to be thinking only of entertaining him Let's see now,
what woul d be instructive and pl easant " He lifted a big finger suddenly. "l've got it. Its
been a long tinme since | broke nmy stick for anyone. WII| one of you, there, hand it down to ne?"
A young Dil bian at one side got up, lifted down the staff fromthe pegs above One Man's head; and
gave it to One Man, who took the six-foot, three-inch-thick young post in both hands. He held it
crosswi se before himwith his hands about three feet apart and his wists flat on the table before
hi m

"Alittle trick of mine," he said confidentially to John. "You might get a kick out of it." He
closed his fists firmy about the pole. Then, without noving his arns in any way or lifting his
wists fromthe table, he twisted both fists to the outside.

The thick hardwood curved up in the center like a strung bow-and snapped.

One Man | eaned forward and handed the pieces to John. They were heavy and awkward enough so that
John preferred to tuck them under one arm

"Souvenir for you," said One Man, quietly. John nodded his thanks, a little nunbly. Wat he had
just witnessed was inpossible. Even for a Dilbian. Even for a Dilbian |like One Man. The | ack of

| everage forced by the requirenent of keeping wists flat with the table, nade it inpossible.

"No man except ne ever was able to do that," said One Man, closing his eyes dream ly. "CGood | uck
with the Terror, Half-Pint."

John still sat where he was, staring at the broken ends of the wood pieces under his arm unti
the Bluffer tapped himon the shoulder and I ed himoff through the room through another hide
curtain and into a Il ong roomfurnished with two rows of springy branches fromthe conifer-type
trees of the forest outside the inn. The nmounds nade effective natural springs and mattresses for
sl eepers. A nunmber of nmale Dil bians were already slunbering along the room The Bluffer |ed John
to a mound of branches in the far corner.

"You can turn in here, Half-Pint," he said. "Nobody'll bother you here." He pointed toward the
entrance. "I'Il be out there, if you want to find ne."

The nmound of branches suddenly | ooked very good to John. He was bone-weary. He laid the pieces of
broken staff that One Man had given him down beside the nound and sat down on it to take off his
shoes.

Five minutes later, he was asleep

* * %

At sonme indetermnate tine after that, he awoke suddenly and with all senses alert. For a |ong
nmonent he nerely lay tense and waiting, ears straining, as if for the warning of an instant

att ack.

But no attack came. After a nmonent, he sat up cautiously and | ooked around him

In the light of the single thick candle burning by the entrance he saw that the dornitory was now
full of sleepers. The Dilbians all slunbered with a silence that was amazi ng, considering their
size and their boisterousness during waking hours. Beside John the Hi Il Bluffer was now asl eep on
a nei ghboring nmound, lying on his side with one great hairy armoutflung, palmup. But it was
hardly possible to tell that the postman was breat hing.
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John sat | ooking around the dormitory, trying to imagi ne what had wakened him But there was
nothing to see. He was isolated and undi sturbed. Even his shoes, and One Man's broken staff |ay
just where John had laid them beside the nmound of branches. Yet, John's tenseness conti nued.

The nore he thought of it now, the nore convinced he was that One Man had been trying to convey
sonme nessage or other to himunder the mask of casual conversation. The giant Dil bian was w thout
a doubt vastly nore intelligent than those around him Al so he seenmed to occupy a uni que position
John swore softly to hinself.

He had just renenbered sonething that had been niggling at the back of his nmind ever since he had
wal ked into the Sour Ford Inn and seen the seated shape of its proprietor. One of the reasons One
Man had attracted John's attention was that he had | ooked famliar. And he had | ooked fanmiliar
because John had seen him before—er at |east his inage.

One Man had been the oversize Dilbian in the cube of the three-di mensional on Joshua Guy's desk in
Hunr og.

That did it.

Now what was he supposed to think, wondered John bleakly. One Man—friend or foe? If the giant

Di | bian was a close friend of Joshua's—and if he was not a close friend of Joshua's, what was the
t hr ee-di mensi onal of hi mdoing on Joshua's desk? John shoved a hand di stractedly through his
ruffled mass of red hair. As a boy he had eagerly read not only The Three Miusketeers, and Twenty
Years After, but everything dealing with Dumas' fanmous nusketeers. Then he had envied D Artagnan
and his three sworded friends for dashing about risking their lives by engaging in high intrigue
Now, fifteen years later and spang in the mddle of a simlar adventure, he realized they all nust
have been nuts, to say the least. Like the hired hand in the joke who could plow four hundred
acres with ease but had a hard tinme sorting potatoes, it wasn't the risks in adventure that got
you down. It was the deci sions.

And this business about the broken staff. Wy give the pieces to John? A souvenir, One Man had
said; and possibly this was true fromthe Dilbian point of view, but it was hardly the kind of
present for a Shorty headed for a battle a |'outrance with a Terror

John reached down and hefted up the two pieces for another look. It was still inpossible, he

t hought once nore, as he exam ned the broken ends. Physical strength along just wasn't enough

He checked suddenly and bent to examine the break nore closely. There seened to be a faint stain
covering nost of the interior area of each broken end. It radiated out around a faint l|ine that
went fromthe edge into the center. In the dimlight he bent close over the Iine, but could nake
not hi ng out. He rubbed the tip of his finger over it; it was a faint groove. He put the two ends
back together and the grooves matched.

It occurred to John that it would not be too inpossible to drill a tiny hole in the center of even
a fairly large staff. Then if sone corrosive |liquid was poured down this hole at intervals over a
period of tine, it could well result in a definite weakness in the wood at that point. In fact,
with experimentation, it night be possible to control the degree of weakness, so that only soneone
wi th unusual strength to begin with . .

Hmm t hought John. He began to consider One Man in a new |ight.

Now, if | had brains as well as brawn, thought John, in a physically oriented society—and if | was
alone in the world, so that these two things were all that | had to go on, what would | do?

Play down the brains and play up the brawn, of course, he answered hinself. | mnight even build
myself into a living |l egend with supernornal attributes , if | was clever; and so give nyself
protection in my old age when ny strength would begin to dw ndl e.

Query: If | was this sort of individual, would | enter into any associations or alliances with any
other individuals or groups?

Answer: No, | wouldn't dare. Too close an association with anyone el se would destroy the illusion
of supernornality which was my best protection

Er go, thought John, One Man could not be on Joshua's side. O on the Terror's. In which case, it
was just barely possible to persuade himto be on John's.

John put on his shoes and got quietly to his feet. It would not be a bad idea, he thought, to hunt
up One Man right now and see if they could not have a further, and nore private, chat about

t hi ngs.

He went softly down the long length of the dormitory and out through the hide curtain into the
conmon room

There were few Dil bians left at the tables; and One Man's chair was enpty. He had not taken one of
the branch-nmounds in the dornmitory; so either he had separate quarters el sewhere, or perhaps he
did not sleep here at the inn. John stood a nonent, irresolutely. The few Dilbians in the room
were ignoring him by reason of that particular blindness to soneone his size that he had
encountered before. They sinply were not expecting to see anyone built that close to the ground.
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In a literal sense, they were all |ooking over his head.

It occurred to John that One Man m ght still be around, but have stepped outside, or retired to
one of the smaller houses or whatever they were behind the inn. Quietly—after his experience at
Brittle Rock Inn he had no wish to call attention to hinsel f-he crossed the room pushed the heavy
hi de curtain aside and slipped out.

Qut si de, he paused to accustomhis eyes to the night, noving a little way off fromthe inn to get
away fromthe door and window light. Slowy, the starlit scene took shape around him solidifying
out of obscurity. The wide face of the river ran silver-dark in the faint light, and the distant
woods | oomed like the tidal wave of sone black sea. The clearing where the Inn and the

out bui I di ngs behind it stood, |ay pooled in silence.

He turned and found his way cautiously around the main building to its back. Unlike the Brittle
Rock establishnent, the backyard area here, sloping gradually to the river, was clear of rubbish;
and the outbuildings thensel ves were neatly in good repair. Between them when the way was cl ose,
t he shadows were deeper and John had al nost to feel his way.

It occurred to himthen—and he wondered why he had not thought of it before—that a good share of
these were probably private living quarters, not only for One Man, but for the rest of his staff,
as well as any female visitors. Fenales seened to have little to do with Dilbian inns, except in a
service capacity. Now, as he groped anbng the close dark shapes of these buildings he found

hi nsel f wonderi ng how he coul d check on whoever might be in them w thout raising sone kind of

al arm

Just then he caught sight of a thin blade of yellow light between two hide curtains of a building
around the corner fromone he had just passed. He turned and went toward the light; but as he
passed by a little patch of deeper shadow a hand reached out and took him by the arns.

"Do you want to get killed?" hissed a voice.

And of course, it spoke Basic. For both the hand and voi ce were human

CHAPTER 11
The grip on John's armdrew hi maway, deeper into the shadow and around behind a buil ding that
bl ocked himoff fromthe window |light. They cane on a door of this building and John felt hinself
led through its hide curtain. In the utter blackness of the interior, the hand left his arm John
stopped, instinctively; conpletely lost in the |leather-snelling obscurity. Then there was a
scratch, a sputter, and a candle burst into light only a few feet fromhim blinding him
John blinked hel plessly for several seconds agai nst the sudden illum nation. Gadually he becane
able to see again, and when he did, he found hinsel f | ooking down—for the first time in two
days—+nto the face of one of the prettiest young wonen he had seen in a long tine.
She was perhaps a foot shorter than he was, but at first glance |ooked taller by reason of her
slimess and the tailored coveralls she wore. To John's Dil bi an-accustomed eyes, she | ooked tiny,
not to say fragile. Her chestnut hair swept in two wi de wings back on each side of her head. Her
eyes were green-blue above nmarked cheekbones that gave her a scul ptured | ook. Her nose was thin
her Iips firmrather than full, and her small chin had a deternmn ned shape.
John bl i nked agai n.
"Who—2" he managed, after a mnute.
"I'"'mTy Lanorc," she said. "Keep your voice down!"
"Ty Lanorc?"

"Yes "
"Are you sure?" stammered John. "I nmean, you—
"Who were you expecting to run into away out here in the center of—eh, | know" she glared at him

"It's that Greasy Face nane the Dil bians gave ne. You were expecting sone sort of witch."

"Certainly not," said John.

"Well, for your information, they just happened to see ne putting on nmakeup one day."
n G,]. n

"That's where the nane came from"

"Ch, of course. | never thought—

“I'"ll bet you didn't."

"Real ly," said John

"Anyway, never mnd that now The point is, what on Earth are you doing out here? Do you want to
get knocked on the head?”

"I was trying to find One Man— John suddenly stiffened and | owered his voice. "lIs the Terror back
her e?"

"No, but Boy Is She Built is. She's been guarding me. And she'll kill you if she gets her hands on
you. She hasn't even told the Terror you're after him™"
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John st ared.

"I don't understand," he said.

"The Terror wouldn't run froma fight. He'd run toward it. He thinks it's just the H Il Bluffer
after himwith a demand fromthe Hunrog nayor that he bring me back. Boy Is She Built doesn't want
the Terror to get into trouble by killing you."

"But she's willing to do it, herself."

"She's in love with the Terror. That's the way she thinks. And she doesn't know-well, how
essentially harm ess your mission is. Now, what we've got to do is snuggle you back into the
dornmitory before she catches you. She won't go in there after you. It's treaty ground inside,
anyway. "

"Hold on a minute," said John, as Ty took hold of his armagain. He did not nove. "Aren't we
getting this a little mixed up? I nean—who's rescuing who? | canme along here to find you and bring

you back to Hunrog. Well, 1've found you. Come along back to the main inn building with me and
I"1'l wake up the Hill Bluffer and expl ain things—
"You don't," interrupted Ty with feeling, "understand a bl asted thing about these Dil bians, Half-

Pint—+ mean, M. Tardy."

"Call nme John," said John

"John, you don't understand the situation. The Terror |eft ne here because he knew Boy |s She
Built would stay on watch. And she will. She'll be back |ooking for me in ten nore mnutes; and if
I'"mnot where she left me, she'll be right after us. So even if we did try to get away, she'd
catch us. Al'so, the Bluffer's honor bound to deliver you to the Terror. The Terror's honor bound
to fight you when that happens, or any tinme he finds out you're after himto take ne away. So he'd
be after us, too. And if she couldn't catch us, he certainly could."

" But —

"WIIl you listen to ne?" hissed Ty. "I'ma sociologist. I've put in six nonths studying these
peopl e. What we've got to do is keep you out of danger until the Terror takes nme into the Holl ows,
his own clan territory. Once he does that, it'll be up to the grandfathers of his clan to decide
what happens to ne, and you and the Terror, and all. | can demand a hearing and explain that |'ve
got no connection by blood or anything like that with Joshua, and then they'll rule that the
Terror wasn't within his rights to steal ne in retaliation for Joshua's insult; |I'msure they
will. Then, there'll be no reason for the Terror to fight you and we can both go back, safely."

"If you're so sure of that," said John, "how come | was sent out here in the first place?"

"Ch, Joshua doesn't understand these people nmuch better than you do."

"I can believe that,"” said John

"So, you go back to the main inn building now And be careful!"

"Well . . ." John hesitated. "I still think | ought to play safe and try to take you away,
tonight. Wth a good start and by wrecking the Knobby Gorge bridge— He paused and consi dered her
She was remarkably small and fragil e-1ooking. The thought of the Terror grabbing her up and

running off with her nade himgrow a little bit inside, at that. "I just don't think we should
take any chances with your safety,” he wound up

Ty Lanorc stood perfectly still for a long second, |ooking at him The expression on her face was
one he could not fathom

"Well, John!" she said, finally, and suddenly her eyes were quite soft. She reached out and

touched his arm "That was very nice of you," she said, in a |low voice. "Thank you, John."

Then, suddenly, before he could nmove, she blew out the candle. In the sudden darkness he heard the
hide curtain flap and sway.

"Ty?" he said.

But there was no answer. She had gone.

He felt his way out of the hut, and enmerged into the dimess of the starlit night outside. He
squi nted around hinself, |located the nain building and headed through the darkness toward it.
Sonet hing | arge and | eathery descended out of nowhere, wapping around him A couple of powerful
arnms |ifted himoff the ground. He fought, but it was useless. He felt hinself being carried off.
Inside the tight folds of the | eather enfolding himhe began to suffocate. Very shortly, he | ost
consci ousness. Things becane soft and pillowy about him He seemed to swimoff into bl ackness.
Then, there was not hing.

CHAPTER 12
John awoke with the vague inpression that he had overslept on a work day and was due on the job.
Opening his eyes, he was puzzled and surprised to see the intricate branches of treetops bl ack
agai nst the paling grey of a predawn sky.
How di d he get here? he wonder ed.
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Hi s next vague inpression was that he had been someplace and drunk too much the night before. He
had the ugly taste in his mouth and dull skullcap of a headache that goes with a hangover. Then
everything to do with Dilbia cane back to his mind with a rush, up to and including the nenory of
being carried off after leaving his talk with Ty Lanorc.

He sat up to look around him achieving this with a difficulty that led himto discover that his
forearns and ankl es were bound and tied with thick rope.

He found he was seated on danp | eaves over danp forest earth, in alittle clearing. A small fire
was burning about fifteen feet fromhim At the fire sat Boy Is She Built and the short, broad
Hemmoi d, Tark-ay. Boy |Is She Built jerked up her head to |l ook as John raised hinself into a
sitting position, and Tark-ay's glance followed in a nore leisurely nanner. In the wild woods,
sitting over the pale fire just as dawn was breaking in the sky, they |ooked |like a scene out of
sone oriental books of |egends, the wise nan and the beast. Just then Boy |s She Built opened her
mouth and bl ew the illusion to smthereens.

"He's conscious!" she said. The tone of her voice was accusing.

"To be sure, little lady," responded Tark-ay. Hi s voice, like the voice of all Hemmoids, had a
heavy, liquid quality. It was sonewhat higher in tone than that of a male Di | bian woul d have been
In fact, he and Boy Is She Built operated in about the same vocal range. "He's been nerely asleep
for several hours now. | was very careful."”

"In the old days," said Boy Is She Built, hopefully, "they used to break the |legs of prisoners to
keep them from getting away."

"We aren't barbarians, after all though, little lady," protested Tark-ay mldly.

"Ch, you're all so stubborn!" said Boy Is She Built, huffily. "It isn't good enough just to hit
hi m over the head. Ch, no! W have to carry himhere, and carry himthere. My Terror's not |ike
that."

"That," pointed out Tark-ay, "is exactly why we don't want your Terror to knowthis little fell ow
is after him If | mght renmind you—=

"Well, I"mgetting tired of waiting, that's all!" said Boy Is She Built. "If the Beer-CGuts Bouncer
isn't here by an hour after sunrise, I'"'mgoing to hit himon the head, and that's that."

"I would have to stop you fromdoing anything like that, little lady."

"You woul dn't dare!" She glared at him "l'd tell the Terror!"

"That would be too bad, little lady. But," said Tark-ay al nost apol ogetically, "you ought to
understand that | would still have to stop you. It would be ny duty. And you should al so
understand that in the regrettable instance of the Terror and | comng to blows, | would have no
doubt of energing the wi nner."

"You! | can just see you beating up the Terror!" said Boy |Is She Built and | aughed nastily. "He's

twice as big as you are."

"Not twice. Somewhat taller, it's true. But our weights aren't so far apart as nost of your people
nm ght think. And besides, it would make no real difference—even if Streanside was, in truth, twce
my size."

"Why not, snmarty?" said Boy |Is She Built.

"Because of the high skills and arts of unarnmed conbat, devel oped on nmy world, in which | am an
expert. Now, suppose Streanside should rush at me with intent to do ne harm"

"He'd swarmall over you."

"Not at all." Tark-ay got to his feet in one quick notion. "He cones rushing at nme. | meet him
so—t" Suddenly the short Hemmoid twi sted, half bent over, and |ashed out with a foot. "Then
before he can recover, | amall over him" Tark-ay strai ghtened up and bounded forward. H s open

hands namde sl ashing cutting notions in the air

"You aren't going to stop the Terror by slapping him" said Boy Is She Built. "Ch yes, | can just
see you slapping nmy Terror!"

" Sl appi ng?" said Tark-ay. There was a fair-sized length of log near the fire. Tark-ay picked it up
and | eaned it against a close tree. H s open hand cut at it, and the log broke loudly into two
sections. "You will be happier, little lady," said Tark-ay sitting down once nore by the fire, "if
your Terror never has anything to do with ne in an unfriendly way."

He bent to put one of the broken | og-pieces on the fire. And John, watching, saw a peculiar
glitter in the eyes of Boy Is She Built, as she gazed at the Hemmoid. One furry hand of the young
Dl bian fermal e reached for a large rock nearby, hesitated, and then returned to her lap. It
occurred to John that Tark-ay might be an expert in the high skills and arts of unarned conbat
devel oped on his world; but he was pretty rmuch of a nunmbskull when it canme to femal e psychol ogy.
Boy Is She Built had been going to a good deal of trouble to dispose of John because she thought
of himas a threat to Streanside. And now Tark-ay had just incautiously revealed that he was al so
a threat, not only to the Terror's honor, but to his very life and |inb.
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O course, a loyal femal e should perhaps have | aughed the matter off, scorning to doubt her
husband-to-be. But Boy Is She Built, while |oyal enough to suit al nost anybody, appeared to have a
strong practical streak in her nature as well.

John licked his lips, which were very dry.

"I could use a drink of water," he said out | oud.

Boy |Is She Built | ooked up the slope at him

"Hrph!" said Boy Is She Built. She did not stir. "Are we barbarians?" cried Tark-ay, bouncing to
his feet. He went to a canteen hanging froma nearby tree, brought it to John, unscrewed the top,
peel ed off a sterile cup, filled it and held it to John's lips while he drank

"How about | oosening these ropes?" asked John, after he had gul ped a couple of cups of the water.
"I"'msorry. Very sorry," said Tark-ay and returned to the fireside.

They all sat in silence, for sone little while during which the sky turned pink and the |ocal sun
shoved his upper riminto sight behind the surrounding trees. Tark-ay got to his feet and began to
bounce up and down, cl apping his hands over his head. John stared. So did Boy |Is She Built.
"What's wong?" cried Boy |Is She Built.

"Nothing, little lady," replied Tark-ay, "merely ny exercises which | do periodically during the
nmor ni ng hours. "

"Well, | thought you'd eaten sonething!" said Boy |Is She Built. She relaxed again. "Or sat on a
splinter. O sonething."

Tar k-ay abandoned his initial exercise. He began one in which he | eaped up fromthe ground,
clicked his heels, clasped his hands, and wi nked. As soon as he hit the ground, he bounced up and
went through the whol e process all over again.

"That's the nost ridiculous thing | ever saw," said Boy Is She Built. "Wat do you do sonething
like that for?"

"It is part of ny training, little lady," gasped Tark-ay. "A true master of the skills and arts
does it once each tine before he says anything. It builds character."

"Well, | think it's utterly ridiculous,"” said Boy Is She Built. She lay down and curled up on her
side. "Call nme when the Beer-Guts Bouncer gets here. I'mgoing to take a little nap."”

She cl osed her eyes. Tark-ay continued bouncing. He ran through several nore exercises before he
ran down. Then, wi ping his forehead, he waddl ed over and sat down by John.

"She is a trial, that little lady," he said, nodding at Boy |Is She Built.

"Ch?" said John, wondering if this was |eading up to sonething.

"Yes. Irrepressible youth. The eternal juvenile young fenmal e whose world is conpletely oriented to
her own parochial ego. Anything that does not fit her own i mage of the universe is dismnssed as
unwort hy of consideration.”

"I's that so?" said John.

"Only too truly so. You cone froma civilized race the way | do. You understand ne. She is driving
me crazy."

" How?"

"She's just so—+npossible. She knows nothing. And she thinks she knows everything. | was trying to
explain a chance remark | nade the other day about psychol ogi cal pressure. Now, you know as wel |
as | do she knows not hing about psychol ogy."

"I wouldn't think so," said John

"How coul d she? On this barbaric world? | started to explain what psychol ogy was, to explain ny
remark. Well, first she got angry and said she knew as much about it as | did."

John was getting interested in spite of the ropes and the situation

"What did you say to that?" he asked.

"l pointed out that this couldn't be true, since there were no coll eges upon her world where she
could have learned it."

"That stopped her?”

“No," said Tark-ay sadly. "She said, there was, too. She had studied all about psychol ogy at the
col l ege at Bl under Bush."

"Bl under Bush?"

"There's no such place," said Tark-ay, "of course. | told her this, and she clainmed that | just
didn't know about it. That it was highly secret. It must have been plain to her that | was seeing
through all this, so she went on, piling her fictions higher. Her whole famly were college
graduates, she told ne. She had been offered a teaching position herself. She wound up telling ne
that the Streanside Terror was actually an instructor at his college; and all his running around
and fighting was just so people wouldn't suspect his true abilities. Well, well—=

Tark-ay sighed heavily, got up, and went back to the fire.

John frowned. He had been expecting the Hemmoid to get even nore confidential, and had even hoped
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he could find sone lever in the conversation which he might turn to his own advantage in getting
out of this fix. But Tark-ay had broken things off too abruptly.

John coul d have sworn Tark-ay had settled down beside himwith intentions for an extended
conversation . Wat had nade the short Hemmoi d change his m nd?

Then John heard the distant crackling of footfalls anong the dry | eaves under the trees a little
di stance off. They were approachi ng behind John, and he found he was too tightly trussed to turn
around. At the fire, Tark-ay busied hinmself breaking up small pieces of wood and adding themto
the blaze. He did not |ook up

The footfalls approached. They came right up behind John and stopped. John heard the slow, even
sound of deep breathing, above and behi nd his head.

Then the feet noved whoever it was around in front of John and he saw a great yell ow noon-face
beanmi ng down at himfrom ei ght feet above the ground.

"Well, well," said a heavy, liquid voice, "so, here's our quarry, trussed and ready for roasting.
How shoul d we season him Tark-ay?"

It was the Hemoi d anbassador to Dil bia, Gulark-ay. CHAPTER 13

"You'll think of sonething, M. Anbassador, |I'msure," replied Tark-ay and the two Hemmoi ds
chuckl ed together |ike a couple of gallon jugs of machine oil poured out on the ground.

The sound woke up Boy |Is She Built. She sat up

"Here you are!" she said to CGul ark-ay.

"Absolutely right, Boy Is She Built," replied the Hemmoi d anbassador. "Here, indeed, I am You
don't | ook pleased?"

"l don't know why we had to wait for you," she said.

"Because," said Gulark-ay, "there's nore to this than sinply throwi ng soneone you don't |ike over
a cliff. Renmenber? You were only supposed to take his wist radio there at Brittle Rock, not drop
himinto a five hundred foot canyon."

"I't would have saved a lot of trouble,"” said Boy Is She Built. She | ooked rebellious.

"So you think. But, as you would have found out, if you' d been successful, what it actually would
have done woul d have been to cause a |lot of trouble. Do you think the Shorty authorities are going
to |l et one of their people get killed here on your world and not want to know what happened?"
"They woul dn't dare make a fuss," said Boy Is She Built. "They need to nmake friends with us rea
people. Just like you Fatties do. If they attacked us, you'd just |like the excuse to back us up."
She snorted. A curiously feminine version of the Hill Bluffer's favorite enotional outlet. "They
woul dn't dare nake trouble over one little Shorty."

"Never mnd," said Gulark-ay. "Life's a little nore conplicated than you think, Boy |Is She Built.
You don't get things w thout paying for them And, believe ne, you can't just kill a Shorty on a
whi m wi t hout paying for that, either."

"Ch, you sound just like nmy father!" said Boy Is She Built, furiously.

"Thank you," said Gul ark-ay, dryly. He turned away from her and sat down by John on the ground,
spreadi ng his robes over his enornous knees.

"And how is our cat's-paw doi ng?" he asked.

"You're talking to nme?" said John.

"Of course," said Gulark-ay. "Didn't you realize that's what you've been all al ong?”

“To tell you the truth," said John, "and now that you ask nme, no, | didn't."

"Such trust," said Cul ark-ay.

"And faith," said John. "To say nothing of experience." He pointed out sonething. "I'ma little
bit older and nore widely traveled than Boy Is She Built, for exanple."”

"What's he saying about nme?" said Boy Is She Built, lifting her head up. "Wat's travel got to do
with it?"

"But I'monly telling you what's true," said CGul ark-ay, bassly and liquidly. "How do you think
Tark-ay here, and Boy Is She Built happened to be waiting for you on the trail your first day out?
How do you think Boy |Is She Built happened to know enough to deprive you of your wist phone?"
"Now, that's an interesting point," said John. "You say she took ny wist phone off. Wy? Wen she
was going to throw me over the cliff, anyway?"

"She wasn't supposed to do anything but get the wist phone," said Qulark-ay. "As to why she stil
bothered to do that after deciding to kill you, is something you' d have to ask her."

"They told ne to," said Boy Is She Built sulKkily.

"But you miss the point," said Gulark-ay to John, "which is how we knew where you were going to be
and when. Aren't you going to ask me who tipped off Boy Is She Built?"

"You did."

“"Not at all. Your ambassador, Joshua."

John | ooked at him sourly.

file:/l/F|/rah/Gordon%20Dickson/Dickson,%20G...20R%20-%20The%20Right%20T0%20Arm%20Bears.txt (32 of 150) [7/1/03 1:05:01 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Gordon%20Di ckson/Dickson,%20Gordon%20R%20-%20The%20Ri ght%20T 0%20A rm%20Bears.txt

"You expect ne to believe that, don't you?"

"Why not ?" @ul ark-ay spread his enornous hands.

"For one reason, because you wouldn't have any reason for telling it to me unless to convince ne
of sonmething that wasn't true.”

"Not at all," said Gulark-ay. "Don't you know about us Hemmoi ds? We're a cruel people. W enjoy
seeing others suffer. | enjoy dashing your faith in Joshua GQuy—particul arly because |'ve no doubt
in the back of your mind, you' ve been planning on using action by him in the event of your death,
as a threat to nake ne let you go."

John had. But he kept his face bl and.

"Seens to ne," he said, "you protest your cruelty too nuch.”

Gul ark-ay shook his head. He seened to be quite earnest and enjoying the conversation

"That's because," he said, "according to your nores it is immral to nmake soneone el se suffer. But
according to nmy nores it is not only noral, but eminently respectable. It is a skill, a high art.”
"Do you junp up in the air and click your heels before begi nning?" asked John, sourly.

For the first tinme, Qulark-ay | ooked slightly baffled. Tark-ay, busily poking the fire with his
head down, did not offer to interpret the remark for his anbassador

"W seemto be drifting off the subject," said Qulark-ay. "The point | amlaboring to get across
to you is that your Joshua Guy is to be no help to you. He had you witten off fromthe
begi nni ng. "

"Are you sure you aren't judging according to Hemmoid nores?" said John. "Hunan anbassadors

usual ly operate a little differently.”

"No doubt, no doubt,"” said Gulark-ay chuckling richly. "But there are special reasons in the case
of M. Quy. You're a draftee, aren't you, ny friend?"

"That's right," said John. "Awlling draftee, | night point out."

"No doubt, no doubt," said Gulark-ay chuckling richly, and chuckled again. "Wll, so is your
anbassador to Dilbia."

"CQuy? Drafted?" John blinked in spite of hinself. There was, of course, no technical reason why
you couldn't draft a man with the proper talents into a diplomatic post. It was just kind of
farfetched, that was all.

"Quite right," said Qulark-ay. "Joshua Quy, three years ago, had retired after a full lifetine in
the diplomatic service. He was planning to spend the rest of his life cultivating certain species
of your native flora—+ don't renmenber just what. Roses, or sonme such name. However, his government
t hought they needed himon Dilbia, and so they sent himhere.”

John accepted this in silence, without arguing or accepting. But he was busy thinking.

"OfF course," went on Qul ark-ay,—-and he did, indeed, seemto be enjoying hinsel f—Joshua has been
very eager all this time to get relieved of his duties and be allowed to return to his roses, or
his turnips, or whatever. And of course you realize, the only way for anyone like himto get
relieved woul d be to—how do you put it?—goof up so badly that he would have to be replaced. He
fomented this whole fuss with Boy Is She Built just to create the proper kind of trouble."

"In that case he didn't need ne," said John. "Ty Lanorc being kidnapped by the Terror was trouble
enough. "

"Ah, yes, but you see, he found he had m splayed his hand in the case of Ty. That young fenal e was
sent out here by a different branch of your governnent. One which would be only too glad to pin
sonething on the Diplomatic Service. If anything happened to Ty, it began to ook as if Joshua

m ght face not merely retirement, but trial for manslaughter, or worse. On the other, by throw ng
you to the Terror, he could nore or |ess ransom Ty. And an obscure young bi ochem st with no
connections could be spared with only the routine anbunt of reprinand and investigation."”

"Very interesting," said John. "And you undertook to mess up Quy's plans just out of your natural
healthy instinct for cruelty? Tell ne another fairy tale."

"You m sjudge ne!" said @il ark-ay sharply. "I have ny personal pride and pl easures; but first and
forempst, | ama servant and representative of ny people. It's as inportant to our plans as to the
pl ans of you humans, to get the inside track on friendship with the Dilbians. A bad and an
unwi | I i ng human anbassador such as GQuy is just what we're pleased to see on Dilbia. It was ny duty
to back up Quy's superiors in this matter and see that he failed in trying to arrange for his own
retirement.”

"Well, then," said John. "Since we're all working together in this, why don't you just cut these
ropes off; and we can all go back to Sour Ford Inn for breakfast."

@l ark-ay qui vered and shook wi th sudden | aughter. Hi s | aughing was so infectious that shortly
Tark-ay and Boy |Is She Built had joined in the hunor. And John, to his own surprise, had to fight
back the beginnings of a smile.

"Well, now" chortled Gul ark-ay, running down at last. "If that doesn't— Let you go! We couldn't
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do that, M. Tardy. You see, you're the price of Boy Is She Built's assistance. She wants you out
of the way, pernmanently. W promised this; and she pronised to talk the Terror into giving Mss
Lanorc up without argunent, when his clan grandfathers order himto do so." He | ooked at John
"Which," he said, delicately, "they will undoubtedly do when you are found dead within their clan
territory of the Hollows, just over the river."

John | ooked at @ul ark-ay, gave a short incredul ous | augh and | ooked away.

"Cood! Very good, M. Tardy!" cried CQulark-ay bursting into a fresh gallon-jug's worth of

| aughter. "Oh, it's going to be a pleasure to work on you, M. Tardy, when we get down to actua

busi ness. Wl |l —= he heaved hinself erect and went over to sit down by Tark-ay and Boy |s She Built
at the fire.
"WelI!'" he said again, clapping his big hands together, briskly. "I don't believe in being a hog

about these things. Al good suggestions are welcone. How Il we do it?"

"“I'f you don't mind, M. Anbassador," said Tark-ay, with polite eagerness. "There's a new techni que
my cousin was readi ng about recently. He wote me about it in his last letter. A sort of peeling-
back of the fingernails."

"Well now, that sounds interesting," said GQulark-ay. "I'mno expert, nore's the pity on hunan
nerve-endi ngs, particularly in the fingertip areas; but we can assune a basic simlarity. W'l
put that on the list. Now, | nyself, have a small specialty involving the inside of the nouth, if

no one objects?" He | ooked at the other two.

"Way don't we just hit himover the head?" said Boy Is She Built.
Tark-ay gave her a | ook or scorn

"We aren't barbarians!" he said.

CHAPTER 14
The di scussion went on in lively fashion for sonme tinme. And an anazing thing happened to John. He
dozed off. The subject matter m ght have been enough to keep hi m awake; but the two Hemoi ds had
beconme unintelligibly technical; and the tone had becone the tone of in-group discussions the
uni verse over. Half the wangling was over authorities and precedents, rather than about the
actual performance contenpl ated. Mreover, John had had two rough nights and days in a row. Hs
body nade up his mind for him It went to sleep
When he reawakened, the sun was well up over the trees, and he found that he was not the only one
who had becone tired of the discussion. Boy Is She Built was reading the two Hemoi ds the ri ot
act .
"—and | think you're disgusting, both of you!" she was inform ng them in anything but well-
nodul ated tones. "And crazy! And stupid! | keep telling you why don't you just hit himover the
head? But, oh no! Not you! It's got to be first we'll do this. And then we'll do that. And
then—eh, no, we can't do that, because it'd finish himoff too qui ck—er sonebody else tried it and
it didn't work out too well."
"Little lady," began Tark-ay.
"You give me a pain!" cried Boy Is She Built. "And you aren't even nmad at him that's what gets
me! If it wasn't for Streanside, | don't think I'd even let you have hinml You're just—ust—you're
di sgusting, both of you!"
"You don't understand," said Gul ark-ay. "The point is—
"Well, I'mglad | don't. If this is the way you Hermmoids are, |'mnot sure | don't |like Shorties
better, after all. I'll bet if it was himhelping ne and you two tied up over there, he'd tell ne
to go right ahead and hit you over the head. He woul dn't go on arguing about doing this first, and
doing that second." Boy |Is She Built nade an unsuccessful effort to imtate the deep liquidity of
the Hemmoi d voices gloating over a particularly attractive idea. " “and we noost try thees. Oh,
wee surl eee noost!' You both give nme a pain!"
Tark-ay, glancing hel plessly away from her, found his glance neeting that of John's; and shrugged

hel pl essly at the human. "Well," said Qul ark-ay, shaking his head and getting to his feet,
"there's no help for it. W'd just be wasting himto go to work now. | have to get on to see the
grandfat hers of the Hollows clan; and | can't get back until late afternoon, now Let's put it al
off until this evening. I'll bring sone supplies fromny stuff, when | get back, sonething good in

the way of food and drink, and we can nmake a bang-up night of it. How does that strike you, Tark-
ay?"
"M . Anmbassador," said Tark-ay, his voice full of deep enotion, "you are a gentlenan!"

"Thank you, thank you indeed," said Qulark-ay. "Well, I'"mon ny way, then. Traveling in ny
direction, Boy Is She Built?"
"I should think so!" Boy |Is She Built junped to her feet. "I was supposed to neet Streanside just

two hours after the sun was up, and | forgot all about it. He gets awfully inpatient. Maybe he
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went off and left that Shorty fenale alone."

And without even waiting for Gulark-ay, Boy Is She Built hurried off.

"M . Anmbassador,"” said Tark-ay, |ooking after her. "You don't know. You just don't know. "

"Cheer up," said Qulark-ay. "It'Il be all renmenbered to your advantage in ny reports."” He
rearranged his robes. "I'll be back this evening, then."

"May the hours fly until then, M. Anbassador."

"Indeed," said Gulark-ay; and departed in his turn

* * %

Tark-ay left alone with John, sighed heavily. He produced a curved knife fromhis robe, wi th which
he proceeded to clean his fingernails, neanwhile heaving anot her occasi onal heavy sigh. Finished,
he stuck the knife into a piece of firewood beside himand tapped its hilt with his finger to nmake
it vibrate back and forth. After a while he gave even this up. His eyes closed. He dozed.

John, lying still, watched the Hemmoid carefully fromfifteen feet of distance. It had not
occurred to John before, but Tark-ay had probably not had a good night's sleep either for sone
time. He waited.

Tark-ay slid down the tree agai nst which he was | eaning. He began to breathe heavily with a

whi stling overtone which John took to be the Hemoi d equival ent of a snore. He |lay sprawl ed out.
John's eyes went to the knife, still stuck in the chunk of firewood.

As quietly as he could, John slid down flat on the ground hinmself. Luckily, it was downhill. He
rolled over once. Twigs crackled and pebbles rattled away fromhim But Tark-ay did not wake up
John rolled over a second tine.

Three m nutes | ater he was rubbing his bound wists agai nst the blade of the upright knife bl ade
It was not as easy as it looked in the pictures John had seen. He did a pretty good job of slicing
up his wists in the process, and the rope was thick. Al so, he discovered, it is not easy to get
pressure agai nst the bl ade of a knife stuck upright in a piece of wood. The angle is all wong.
Nevert hel ess, sone ten mnutes after he had first started his roll downhill, he was cutting his
feet |1 oose fromtheir bindings, knife in hand. He got the foot-tyings parted, stuck the knife in
his belt and took off, as quietly as he could up the slope into the trees.

Tark-ay had not stirred.

John was just about to congratul ate hinself on having gained his freedom w thout m shap, when an
infuriated roar behind himstopped himin his tracks. Instinctively, he dodged behind a nearby
tree, turned and | ooked back.

A Dilbian with coal -black fur was just charging into the clearing John had just left, forty feet
bel ow. Tark-ay was scranbling to his feet.

"Where is he?" roared this Dilbian. "Point himout!"

"What are you doi ng here?" said Tark-ay.

"Don't try to pretend you don't know. | found out! Wen Boy Is She Built didn't come back in tine,
I went |ooking for her. When | found her conming out of these woods she had sonme explaining to do

I know it all now Where's this Shorty who's been acting as if | was running away from hi n?"
"You're too late," said Tark-ay, not without a certain tone of satisfaction in his voice, it
seenmed to John. "He's escaped."” And he pointed to the cut sections of the rope that had bound
John.

"Escaped?" The Di |l bi an, who could be no other than the Streanside Terror, had gone om nously

qui et. John, peering at the two of themfromaround the tree, was trying to nake up his nind
whether to make a run for it, or lie quiet and hope they woul d not cone searching this way.

He decided to lie quiet. It would give hima chance to case the Streanside Terror and see, if
possi bl e, what gave that Dilbian his reputation as a battler. So far, there had been no

i ndi cations. The Terror was by no neans the biggest Dil bian John had seen; he was considerably
shorter, for exanple, than the Hill Bluffer. Perhaps his unusual ness was a matter of refl exes.
"You | et himescape?" said the Terror, mldly.

"Alas," said Tark-ay, a trifle snugly.

"WHY?" roared the Terror

Hemoi ds were no nore wi thout nerves than hunmans, apparently. Tark-ay junped involuntarily, as the
Terror erupted with full lung power two feet from his nose.

"That's not for you to question!" snapped Tark-ay. "And furthernore—

There was no furthermore. For just then, the Terror lit into him

Not e: noted John. Terror gives no warning. Does not telegraph punches.

The fight becane active in the clearing below John. Tark-ay was valiantly attenpting to enploy his
high skills and arts; but seened sonewhat hanpered by the factor that the Terror had closed with
himinmedi ately and they were both now rolling around on the ground together

Not e: noted John. Wien no stream available, Terror attenpts to batter opponent agai nst handy rocks
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and trees.

No matter how you sliced it, the battle proceeding bel ow was an awe-inspiring bit of action. The
conmbi ned wei ght of the two opponents nust have run close to fifteen hundred pounds; both were
skilled fighters, and both in top condition

Not e: noted John. Liberal use of nails and teeth gives Terror considerabl e advantage over opponent
not trained to this sort of fighting and not expecting sane.

The Terror was definitely gaining the upper hand. Tark-ay seened to be weakeni ng.

Not e: noted John. Terror particularly quick for soneone so |large. Wuld snall ness of human and
consequent greater naneuverability of human give human slight advantage in this departnent
however ? Possi bly. But what good would it do just to keep dodgi ng?

The fight bel ow seenmed drawing to its close with the Terror energing as a clear w nner. John
suddenly realized that with all this noise going on, now was the ideal tine for himto get away
fromthe vicinity and travel

He travel ed.

* x x At first, he merely headed of f through the woods in a plain and sinple attenpt to put as
much di stance between hinself and the place of his recent captivity, as possible.

As soon as he had covered about a quarter mle or so, his first urgency dwindled a bit. He took
time out to get a handkerchief out of his pocket, tear it in half and bind up the cuts on his
wrists, which had been bl eeding sonewhat nmessily, all down his hands. There was no water nearby in
whi ch he could wash his hands, but he rubbed themin dry |eaves, and got them | ooking better than
they had before.

Then he sat down on a fallen tree to catch his breath and began to thi nk about getting his

beari ngs.

He had no idea in what direction he had been carried the night before after being wapped up in
the | eather blanket, or whatever it was that had been used to bundl e himup. However, he
renenmbered Qul ark-ay's reference to Clan Hollows territory, "just over the river"; and he recalled
that Sour Ford Inn had been right at a river. Consequently, the river in question could not be far
fromhim and once he found it, he could go up or down it until he found Sour Ford Inn and the
Bluffer. John utilized sone el ementary woodcraft. He hunted for the tallest tree he could find
close at hand and clinbed it.

Fromits top he spotted the river, about half a nmle away and al nost due west according to the
sun. And on this side of the river, a mle or two upstream was sone cluster of buildings which was
probably Sour Ford Inn

John clinbed down agai n and headed west, not forgetting to keep his eyes peeled for the Terror or
even for Tark-ay, assuming the Hemmoid had been left in condition to travel

However, he nmet no one. \When he reached the river, he found there was a trail running al ongside
it; and he had hardly proceeded half a nmile up the trail before he ran into a group of five

Di | bi ans.

"Hey! Whoop!" hollered the first of these, the mnute he got around a bend in the trail and
spotted John. "There he is! Wiere' d you run off to, Shorty? The Bluffer's got half the people

bet ween here and Twi n Peaks out |ooking for you!"

CHAPTER 15
"Never," said the Bluffer, as he swung through the forest with John on his back, "again. Nothing
with legs. If it's got legs it can deliver itself. The mail's for things that can't get around on
its own. That's what the mail's for."
John felt too confortable to be disturbed by the postnman's grousing. He had put his foot down for
the first time, when the group he had run into had brought himback to the inn, and insisted on a
coupl e of hours sleep in ordinary fashion. He had gotten them in the peace of the inn dornitory.
When he had woken up, he had decided as well to quit worrying about possible allergies and have
sonmet hing nore than paste and pill concentrates to eat.
He had stuffed hinself, accordingly. Dilbian bread, he di scovered was coarse and full of
unconpletely nilled kernels, the cheese was sour and the meat tough, with a sour taste to it. It
tasted delicious, and he just w shed he had been able to hold a bit nmore. No allergic reactions
had showed up so far; and now, with a full stonmach, he drowsed on the back of the Dilbian postman,
all but falling asleep in the saddle. As he drowsed, he wondered dream |y about his escape from
Tark-ay. It all seemed al nost too good to be true.
They were descending now into a country of |ower altitudes, although they were still far above the
central plains of this particular Dilbian continent. The central plains, being warnmer in the
sumrer than the Dilbians liked, were only sparsely settled. They regarded them as |ush, unhealthy
pl aces where a man fromthe uplands I ost his noral fiber quickly and fell into unnamed vices.
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Bl ack sheep fromthe respectable conmunities of the clans often ended up down there, where the
living was easy and no questions asked about a man's past.

So, the higher Hollows area was regarded as | ow ands, in the ordinary sense by the nountain-living
Dl bians. And in fact, John noticed that the countryside here did look a lot different. A new type
of tree, sonething like a birch, was now to be seen anong the hitherto unbroken ranks of
sprucel i ke coniferoids of the uplands. And fern and brush began to put in an appearance.

Al this could have been quite interesting to John if he had not been half-asleep; and if he had
not had other things swi nmng about in the back of his mind, specifically, that apparently

unavoi dabl e neeting with the Streanside Terror, to which events and the Hill Bluffer seened to be
rushing himin spite of hinself.

He felt |ike soneone who has been caught in an aval anche, and now was riding it down the
nmount ai nsi de—for the nonent on top of the noving nmass, but with an inevitable cliff edge | oom ng
ahead. What the blazes was he to do, he wondered dully out of his half-awake state, when he found
hi nsel f suddenly shoved, barehanded agai nst the Terror? Doubtless with an inpenetrable ring of

Di | bi an spectators hemming themboth in, as well.

And for what? Way? Everybody from Joshua on through Gul ark-ay seenmed to have a different

expl anati on of the reasons for the conbat taking place. Everybody's patsy, that's what | am

t hought John gloonily and dozed of f again. Tinme went by.

He awoke suddenly. The Hi Il Bluffer had stopped unexpectedly, with a startled grunt. John sat up
and | ooked around with the uncertainty of a man still fogged by sl eep

They were out of the woods. They had energed into a snmall valley in which a cluster of buildings
stood in the brown color of their peeled, and naturally weathered | ogs, haphazardly about a stream
that ran the valley's length. Beyond the village, or whatever it was, there was a sort of natura
anphi t heater made by a curved indentation in the far rock wall of the valley. Past this, the path
curved on through an opening in the valley wall and into the further forest.

However, it was not this pleasant little village scene that caught John's attention as he cane
fully awake.

It was a group of five brawny Dil bians who stood squarely athwart the path before hinself and the
Bl uf fer.

Armed with axes.

The Hi Il Bluffer had not said a word fromthe nonent of John's awakeni ng. Now he expl oded. In his
outrage he was al nost incoherent.

"You—you— he stuttered, roaringly. "You got the alm ghty nerve—you got the guts— You dare stop
the mail ? Who do you think—ust who is it thinks he's got the right—=

"Clan Hollows in full neeting, that's who," said the mddle axnan, a Dilbian alnpost as tall as the
Bluffer, hinself. "Come on with us." The Bluffer took two steps backwards and hunched his

shoul ders. John felt hinself |ifted on the swell of the postman's big back nuscles.

"Let's just see you take us!" snarled the postman. He sounded slightly berserk. Up on his back
John swal | owed automatically | ooking at the Dil bian axes. John was in rather the sane position as
sonmeone with a drunken or excitable friend who is in the process of getting themboth into a
fight. Harnessed to the Bluffer the way he was, there was no way he could quickly get down and

| oose in the case of trouble; and just at the nonent the Bluffer did not seemto be thinking of
taking tine out to put his mail in a safe place before committing suicide.

"Hey!" said John, tapping the Bluffer on the shoulder. He might as well have tapped one of the

Di | bian nountains in a like manner, for all the attention he attracted.

"Spread out, boys," said the head axman, hefting his forty-pound tool -weapon. The |line began to
extend at either end and curve in to flank the Bluffer. "Postman, officially in the nane of C an
Hol  ows, |'m bidding you to i medi ate neeting. The grandfathers are waiting for you there,
postman. And that Shorty you got with you."

The Hi Il Bluffer ground his teeth together. Seated just back of the Dil bian's mandi bl e hinges the
way John was, it nade an awesome sound.

"He's mine." The postnman sounded |ike he was tal king through clenched jaws. "Until delivered! Comne
try to take him you hollowscuttling, thieving | owland | oopers, you C an Holl ows sons of =

The axnen were beginning to snarl and | ook red-eyed in turn. Desperate tines, thought John, cal
for desperate neasures.

He | eaned forward, got the Bluffer's right ear firmly in his teeth. And bit.

"Yiil" roared the Bluffer—and spun about, al nost snappi ng John's head off at the neck. "Wo did
that—=2 On! What're you trying to pull, Half-Pint." He tried to twist his neck around and | ook John
in the face.

"That's right," said John. "Get in a fight! Get the governnent mail damaged! Back on ny Shorty
worl d they've got better postnen than that."
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"They can't do this to nme," runbled the Bluffer, but his voice had noticeably dropped in vol une.
"Sure," said John. "Your honor. But duty cones before honor. How about me? It's as nmuch agai nst mny
honor to let these axnen take nme in. There's nothing I'd |ike better,"” said John, snmling falsely,
"than to get down from your back here and hel p you take these Hol |l ows unnentionabl es to pieces.
But do | think of nyself? No. |—=

"Listen at him" said one of the axmen. "Help take us to pieces! Hor, hor."

"You think that's funny, do you!" flared the Bluffer afresh, spinning to face the tickled axman.
"You just renenber this is the Shorty chasing down the Terror. How d you like to tangle with the
Terror, yourself, hairy-1legs?"

"Huh!" said the other, losing his good hunor suddenly, and hefting his ax. However, he did throw a
second | ook over the Bluffer's shoul der at John and stood where he was.

"Al'l right, nen," said the | eader of the axnen. "Enough of this chit-chat! When | give the word—=
"CQut it! Cut it!" booned the Bluffer. "W'll go with you. Half-Pint's right. Lucky for you."
"Huh!" said the axman who had | aughed before. But as they all fell into a sort of hollow square
with the Bluffer and John in the mddle, he stayed well to the rear. Together they marched down
into the valley and toward the anphitheater at the far end.

They went through the village, which under the bright early afternoon sun seemed to have a fiesta
air about it, and to the anphitheater. The main road up which they traveled was alive with

Di | bians of all ages nmoving in the sanme direction and many questions were thrown at the guard
around John and the Bluffer. The guard, marching stiffly, with axes over their shoul ders, | ooked
straight ahead to a Dilbian and refused to answer.

They canme at last to a long, neter-high | edge of rock on which five very ancient-|ooking nale

Di | bi ans sat on one | ow bench. The one on the far right was a skinny ol dster who seened slightly
deaf, since as they came up he was cuppi ng one ear with a shaky hand and shouting at the Dil bian
next to himto speak up. As the Bluffer and John were brought to a halt before them John was
ast oni shed to notice the nunber of other fanmiliar faces in the forefront of the gathering. One Man
was there, seated on a sort of camp stool. Ty Lanorc and Boy |Is She Built stood not far fromthe
giant Dilbian. And Gul ark-ay and Joshua Guy were flanking old Shaki ng Knees, who—whether in his
capacity as mayor of Hunrog, or father to Boy |Is She Built—was | ooking inportant.

"Hey!" cried John, trying to attract the attention of the little human anbassador

Joshua Guy | ooked up, spotted John, and gave hima large snmle and a cheery wave of one hand.
"Beautiful day, isn't it?" called the anbassador; he went back to chatting in a friendly manner

wi th @l ark-ay and Shaki ng Knees.

"I can't see him Were is he? Get himout in the open!" the deaf grandfather on the end of the
bench was snapping fretfully.

"Sit here," said an axman. The Bl uffer sat down on a bench. John clinbed down fromthe saddl e and
sat beside him

"There he is!" said the deaf grandfather. "Wy didn't someone point himout to ne before. \Wat?
Hey? Speak up!"

He was nudged by the grandfather adjoining. The grandfathers conferred, for the nost part in | ow
voi ces. Then they all sat back on their bench, and the central one waggled a finger at the head
axman, who stepped out into the open space before the | edge and turned to the crowd.

"Clan Hollows is now nmeeting in open session!" he shouted. "No fighting! Everybody listen!"

The crowd nmuttered, grunbled, and took about forty seconds to subside to a passably | ow | evel of
noi se.

"Aheml" The central grandfather, a heavy Dl bian whose hair was showi ng the rusty col or of age,
cleared his throat. "The grandfathers have called this neeting to discuss a natter of C an honor.
In short: is the honor of Cdan Hollows involved in the ruckus that one of the Can Menbers, the
Streansi de Terror, has got hinself into?"

"Yes!" spoke up Boy Is She Built.

"Who said that?" said the central grandfather

"She did," said an axman, pointing at Boy Is She Built.

"Keep her quiet," said the grandfather

"Shut up!" said the axman to Boy |Is She Built.

"I apol ogi ze for nmy daughter to Can Hollows," said Shaki ng Knees.

"You ought to," said the center Can Holl ows grandfather. "What'd she say? Hey?" said the
grandfat her on the end. And they started all over again.

Three mnutes |later, approxinmately, things were fairly well straightened out and the neeting
under way.
"It seens,

said the center grandfather, "that the Terror, wanting this fenmal e that just
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i nterrupted your grandfather, here, got hinself involved with a couple of different types of
characters, who may or may not be real people, ended up coming back here with one of the types of
characters, known as a Shorty, hot after him and killing one of the other types of characters,
known as a Fatty. Everybody agree to this?"

There was a stir in the forefront of the crowd and Gul ark-ay spoke up

"I'f the grandfathers will allow a stranger to speak—

"Go ahead," said the center grandfather. "You're the Fatty top man from Hunrog, aren't you?"

"I am"

"You don't agree?" said the center grandfather

"I just," said Gulark-ay in a voice that renm nded John of heavy maple syrup being poured froma
five-gallon can, "wi shed to point out to the grandfathers of Can Hollows that the Fatty in
question is not quite killed. The Terror apparently left himfor dead; but it seens now he wll
recover."

"Well, then, there's no blood feud involved there!" said the grandfather, sharply. "Wy aren't we
i nformed properly about these things?"

"I don't know," said the chief axman.

"Speak when you're spoken to," said the center grandfather. He | ooked out over the crowd. "Wuere's
the Terror? | don't see the Terror."

"He's waiting at Gen Hollow " said Boy Is She built.

"Shut up," said the axman who had spoken to her before.

"Let her speak now," said the center grandfather. "Unless somebody else can tell us why the
Terror's at Gen Hollow instead of here? | didn't think so. Go on, girl!"”

"The Terror says the Clan can't force a nan to dishonor hinself. If he'd known the Half-Pint
Posted, this Shorty here, had been after him he wouldn't have noved a step after taking G easy
Face to avenge his honor against Little Bite—=

"Hold on!" said the center grandfather. "Hold on. Let's get things straightened out here. Wo's
G easy Face?" Boy Is She Built pointed down at Ty Lanorc, beside her

"This Shorty fenale, here.”

The crowd nuttered anong itself and craned its necks, |ooking over the shoulders of those in front
of it to get a |ook at Ty.

"Fermal e! " the grandfather next to himwas shouting in the ear of the deaf grandfather on the end.
"Shorty FE-nmale!"

"They come in pairs?" the deaf grandfather said, interestedly.

Boy Is She Built went on to explain. It was approximtely the sane story Joshua had gi ven John
originally, except that in Boy Is She Built's version she and the Terror were reported as

i nvari ably speaking in tones of great cal mand reasonabl eness; whil e Shaking Knees, Joshua, and
all others sneered, whined, bellowed, and generally used the nastiest voices they were capabl e of
usi ng, when they were quoted.

"That still doesn't explain," said the center grandfather when she was through, "why the Terror
isn't here to speak for hinself."

"He says it already |ooks as if he had been dodging a fight with Half-Pint. He's not going to have
it look as if he was hiding behind the grandfathers. He's there waiting for the Shorty now, in
den Hollow for all the world to see. And if the Shorty doesn't reach him it isn't his fault!"
"Hnph!" said the center grandfather, thoughtfully. He conferred with the other grandfathers. "Hey?
What say?" the deaf grandfather could be heard demanding at intervals. Finally, they all sat back
on their bench and the center grandfather spoke out again.

"As far as the grandfathers of the Clan can see," he said, "there's no reason this shouldn't be a
personal matter between The Terror and the Hal f-Pint, here—except for one thing."

He paused and cleared his throat. It was |ike banging a gavel for order. The crowd becane the
quietest it had so far becone.

"The facts are these," he said. "The Terror has had his nug spilt by a Shorty who is a guest in
Hunrog." He gl anced at Shaki ng Knees. "Ri ght?"

"Right," replied Shaki ng Knees, inclining his head as one gentleman of substance to anot her

"To hit back, the Terror has tried to spill the nug of the guest Shorty by stealing away a nenber
of the guest's household. That little Shorty fenmale, there, Geasy Face."

Everybody | ooked at Ty.

"Al'l right. Now, along conmes a male Shorty—Hal f-Pint Posted here—having a claimon Geasy Face,
and chases after the Terror to get his fenale back. And the grandfathers of your clan aren't such
unfeeling old geezers— he paused to glare at the audi ence "—even though you all seemto think so
nost of the tinme, that they'd require himto give her back. So why not |let the Terror and the Half-
Pint neet? Well, there's only one hitch."
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The center grandfather |eaned back, readjusting the creases in his large belly and | ooked ri ght
and left for approval. Wth nods and grunts, his fellow grandfathers gave it to him Even the deaf
grandf at her seened to be fully briefed and in favor as he nodded with one hand cupped about his
ear.

"The hitch is this," said the center grandfather. "Now the rules and custons of real nmen are not
set up at random There is always a purpose behind them And the purpose behind affairs of honor
is to enable real nmen to live honorably and safely, one with another.”

“I think it's absolutely ridiculous!" muttered Boy Is She Built. "Wat | think, is—=

"Shut up!" said the axman.

"Therefore, it is not just the honors of two individuals at stake in such instances, but the whole
structure of customby which we live. In this instance, now, it may well be honorable for nan to
fight with man; but is it honorable for man to fight a Shorty—eonsidering all that a Shorty is, in
the way of size and differentness? In short, if we let this Shorty fight the Terror it's the sane
thing as admtting he's as much a man as any real nan anong us. And is he? Wat kind of proof have
we got that he deserves to be treated |ike one of us, like a real nan?" The center grandfather
paused and | ooked out over the crowd. "Anybody who has anything they want to say on this question
can now speak up."

"Ahem " said Shaki ng Knees.

"Mayor ?" said the center grandfather. Shaking Knees rolled forward a coupl e of ponderous paces.
"Just thought 1'd clear the record,"” he said. "I don't claimto be any expert on the Hal f-Pint
here, or Greasy Face, or any other Shorty. But | just thought I'd nmention," he rubbed his nose

wi th one | arge-knuckl ed hand, "that Little Bite here is a guest in Hunrog. And speaking as the
Mayor of Hunrog, | don't exactly guess that Humrog woul d be maki ng a guest out of anyone who
wasn't entitled to be treated as a real nman." He sniled widely around the crowd. "Just thought |'d
mention it to you dan Hollows fol k."

The grandfathers consulted.

"Well, now," said the center grandfather, after the huddl e was over. "The way the grandfathers of
Clan Hollows think is this. Everybody here knows the folks in Hunrog, after all we do nost of our
trading there. And we know that Hunrog fol ks generally know what they're tal king about. So if the
folks in Hunrog are pretty generally sure that Little Bite, there, is the sane thing as a rea

man, the grandfathers of dan Hollows and the fol ks of Clan Hollows are willing to go along with
the way they think, as far as Little Bite is concerned."

"Thanks. Hunrog thanks you," said Shaki ng Knees.

"Not at all. However," went on the center grandfather, "deciding Little Bite can be taken for a
real nan, is one thing. Deciding Half-Pint, just because he's a Shorty, too, is a real nman as well
is sonething el se again. After all, Little Bite didn't cone hunting the Terror for an affair of

honor— he broke of f suddenly, and his voice took on the first tinge of politeness it had yet
shown. "One Man?"

“I'f I mght—= the great basso of One Man runbled politely off to John's left; and John, turning
hi s head and peering around the bulk of the H Il Bluffer, saw the giant Dilbian rising. "If |

m ght just say a few words to the em nent grandfathers of this ancient clan."

"The honor's ours, One Man," the center grandfather assured him

"Very good of you," said One Man. The whol e assenbl age had gone dead silent and One Man's scarcel y-
rai sed voice carried easily to all of them "An old man Iike nyself, now, who has lived |ong
enough to be a grandfather in my own clan, if | had one, and was worthy, sees things perhaps a
little differently fromyou younger people. It's enough for me nowadays to sit feebly in ny
corner, letting the fire warmny old bones, and ponder on the world as it goes by ne."

"Now, One Man," said the center grandfather, "we all know you're nowhere near's feeble as al
that."

"Well, thank you, thank you," said One Man, lifting an armlike a water nmain in acknow edgenent
and then letting it drop, as if its weight was too nuch for him "I've got a few years left,
perhaps. But it wasn't nyself | was going to talk about. | was just going to nention sonething of

how things | ook to nme fromny chimey corner. You know, as | watch the passing parade | can't help
t hi nki ng how nuch things have changed fromthe old days. The old custons are falling into disuse."
"Never said a truer word!" muttered the deaf grandfather on the end of the bench. He now had both
hands cupped behind both ears.

"Children no | onger have the old respect for their parents.”

"You can bet on that!" grow ed Shaki ng Knees, scowing at his daughter

"Everywhere, the old way of doing things is being replaced by the new. Were this will |ead us
nobody knows. It nmay be that the new ways are better ways."

"So there!" said Boy Is She built, tossing her nose up at her father
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"W cannot, at this noment, say. But certainly we seemstuck with a world now in which we are not
al one, in which we nmust deal with Shorties and Fatties, and maybe other creatures, too. This |eads
me to a suggestion which in my owmn limted judgnent | consider rather sound; but | hesitate to
push it on the venerabl e grandfathers of this Can, being only an outsider."

"W'd be glad to hear what One Man has to suggest," grow ed the center grandfather. "Wuldn't we?"
He | ooked around and found the other grandfathers noddi ng approval

"Well," said One Man, nildly, "why not let themfight and nake up your ninds afterwards whether
Hal f - Pint deserves to be regarded as a nman—dependi ng on how he shows up in the fight? That way you
don't risk anything; and whichever way you deci de, you' ve got evidence to back you up. For after

all, it isn't size, or hair, or where he was born that nakes a nman anpong us. It's how he behaves,
isn't that correct?"
He paused. The grandfathers and the crowd as well, including such diverse el enents as Shaki ng

Knees and Boy |Is She Built, mnuttered their approval

"A lot of people have thought that it might nmake sonebody like the Terror |ook foolish, facing up
to sonmeone as snmall as a Shorty. Something or soneone that snmall, they thought, couldn't possibly
have a hope of standing up to a toothless old grandnother with a broken | eg. But the Terror seens
willing. And if the Hal f-Pint seens willing, too, who knows? The Hal f-Pint m ght even surprise us
all and actually take the Terror."

There was a roll of laughter fromthe crowd and One Man sat down. The center grandfather shouted
at the chief axman; and the axman shouted for order. \When comparative silence was re-established,
it was found that Culark-ay had taken several ponderous steps toward the bench of the

gr andf at hers.

"What's this?" said the center grandfather, as the chief axman whispered in his ear. He consulted
with his fellow grandfathers.

"Very well," he said at last; and raised his voice to the cromd. "Quiet out there! The Beer-Cuts
Bouncer's got sonething to say and your grandfathers can't hear anything short of a thunderstorm
with you yelling around like that!"

The crowd noi se dwi ndl ed to near silence.

"Speak up!" said the center grandfather to Gul ark-ay.

"Well, now, | kind of hate to shove in like this," said Gulark-ay in robust tones very different
fromthe voice he had used to John, that norning before in the forest. He hunched his fat

shoul ders and was suddenly and amazingly transformed froma sl eek Buddha to an overwei ght, but
clumsily forthright and honest-1|ooking, |out; sonewhat enbarrassed by being the center of al
attention. "I wouldn't want to ness in the business of Can Hollows, here. And | sure woul dn't
want to say anything against that fine suggestion One Man made just now. But fair's fair, | say.
guess | ought to tell you."

"Tell us what, Beer-CGuts?" inquired the center grandfather

"Well, now," said Gulark-ay, scuffing the earth with one sandal toe, and turning red in the face
"Nobody likes Little Bite better than | do, but it's a fact, he's getting old."

"Sonet hing wong with that?" inquired the center grandfather, sharply.

"No—no0," said Qulark-ay. "Nothing wong with it at all. But you know, Little Bite doesn't say
much; but | happen to know he's been wanting to |l eave his job here and get back to his honme on
that other world, for a long tine."

"What," said the center grandfather, "has all that got to do with us?"

"Well, Little Bite, he wanted to go home. But his people back there, they wanted himto stay here.

Well, sone little tinme ago he figured nmaybe he better just mess things up here a little; and then
hi s peopl e back hone woul d send soneone else out to do the job right and he could quit. Well now, "
said Gulark-ay, "I don't blane him A Shorty his age, with nothing but real people tw ce his size

around himall the tine, it's not the sort of thing that would bother ne, nyself. But | can see
how sonet hing |i ke that would be for sonmeone his size—tike asking a kid to go out and do a ful
day's work in the fields, same as a man. And, of course, around here he doesn't have his machines
and gadgets to nake life easier for him So, as | say, | don't blame him all the same | wouldn't
have done what he did. Didn't seemright."

Gul ark-ay stopped to nop his face with a corner of his robe.

"Sure is thirsty, standing out here talking like this," he said. "I could go for a drink."

He got a good laugh fromthe crowmd. But the grandfathers did not join in.

"What do you nean—done what he did?" Wat did Little Bite do?" demanded the center grandfather
"Well, he just thought he'd kick up a little ruckus by nmixing into the Terror's business. Then
Terror—any real person would have figured on it, of course—took off with Geasy Face and it got a
whol e | ot nore serious than Little Bite had bargained for. So he had to call in the Hal f-Pint
there. Well, now, the truth is, the Half-Pint never saw Greasy Face before in his little life.
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It's all a story about himwanting her back fromthe Terror, like a real man mght."

The center grandfather turned. H's eyes focused on Joshua Cuy.

"Little Bite?" he said.

"I"'mright here," said Joshua, standing up

"I's what the Beer-Guts Bouncer's telling us, the truth?"

Joshua brushed some pine needles froma fold in his jacket with a casual flick of his hand.
"Wth all due respect to the grandfathers of Can Hollows, and the people of Can Hollows," he

said, "I ama guest in Hunrog, and a representative of the Shorty people. Accordingly, to dignify
the Beer-CGuts Bouncer's accusation by taking any notice of it would be beneath nmy official
dignity."

Joshua smiled winningly at the Can Holl ows grandfathers. "Accordingly," he said, "I nust refuse
to discuss it."

And sat down.

CHAPTER 16
There was a nonent's dead silence and then the closest thing to a collective gasp that John had
ever heard uttered by Dil bians. Being the type of people they were, it was nore grunt than
gasp—rat her the sort of sound that cones froma punch in the stomach
Then, a knowi ng babbl e arose.
The grandfathers sat back on their bench, looking grim The center grandfather consulted to his
left and to his right. Then he addressed t he assenbl age.
"Qui et down!"
They qui eted, eagerly listening.
"Beer-Cuts," said the center grandfather, to Gulark-ay. "You said Half-Pint here never even knew
about Greasy Face until Little Bite got in touch with him Then maybe you can tell us just why
he'd cone chasing after her, wanting to fight the Terror."
"He didn't," said Gulark-ay.
"He what ?"
"Hal f-Pint," said Gul ark-ay, "never even knew he'd have to fight the Terror, nmaybe, to get G easy
back. Little Bite never let on that night happen. If he had, he'd never have got Half-Pint to go
after her. You don't think any Shorty woul d seriously consider tangling bare-handed w t h—what was
it One Man sai d?—even a toothless old grandnother. Half-Pint wouldn't have been willing at all."”
He threw a grin at John. "He's not willing now. Find out for yourself. Ask him"
"Hey— said the Hi Il Bluffer, shooting suddenly to his feet.
"Sit down!" said the center grandfather
"Are you giving the government nail orders?" roared the Bluffer.
"Yes, I'mgiving the government mail orders!" snapped the center grandfather. "On C an Hol |l ows
ground, in full Clan Hollows neeting, |'mgiving the governnent mail order. Sit down!"
The Bluffer, growing, sat down.
The grandfathers went into session together. They talked for a minute or two, then sat back. The
center grandfather spoke out.
"Here's the decision of the grandfathers,"” he said. "Wth all respect to One Man and others, this
whol e business snells a little too fishy to your grandfathers. Accordingly, it's our ruling that
Greasy Face be sent back with Little Bite, and Half-Pint along with them No affair of honor to be
al | oned between the Terror and the Hal f—
"NOW YQU LI STEN TO ME!'" thundered the Hi Il Bluffer, rising like a stone froma catapult. "C an
Hol lows or no Clan Holl ows. Grandfather or no grandfathers. And if the Beer-Quts Bouncer doesn't

like it, he knows where to find the governnment mail, any time. You think this Shorty here isn't
willing to tangle with the Terror?"

"Sit down!" yelled the center grandfather

"I won't sit down!" the Bluffer yelled back. "None of you know the Half-Pint. |I do. Not wlling!

Li sten, when a bunch of drunks at Brittle Rock tried to make himdo tricks like a performng
animal, he fooled themall and got away. Then Boy Is She Built tried to drop himover a cliff.
Does he | ook dropped? On our way here the bridge at Knobby Gorge was rucked up out of our reach

He clinmbed up a straight cliff with nothing to hang on to, to get it down and |let us over after
the Terror."

The Bluffer swung around and flung out a pointing armat the chief axman.

"And what happened when you and four of the boys tried to take us in just outside the valley here?
Who wanted to help me clean up on the five of you? And who didn't have any doubts about the two of
us being able to do it, either?" He glared at the chief axman. "Huh?"

He swung around back to John

file:/l/F|/rah/Gordon%20Dickson/Dickson,%20G...20R%20-%20The%20Right%20T0%20Arm%20Bears.txt (42 of 150) [7/1/03 1:05:01 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Gordon%20Di ckson/Dickson,%20Gordon%20R%20-%20The%20Ri ght%20T 0%20A rm%20Bears.txt

"How about it, Half-Pint?" he roared. "The hell with the Can Hollows and their grandfathers! The
hell wi th anybody but you and ne and the Terror? You want to be delivered or not? Say the word!"
John heard the Bluffer, and the swelling roar of the crowd rising behind him Al this time he had
been sitting with one thunb rubbing pensively back and forth along the top edge of his belt

buckl e, listening to what was being said, and thinking deeply. He had tinme to figure out what was
behi nd nost of what was happeni ng; and when the Bluffer had | eaped up just now and gone into his

i mpassi oned speech, it had rung a bell clear and strong inside John Tardy.

So when the Bluffer bawl ed his question, John had his answer ready. The words were still in the
air when John was on his feet hinmself, and shouting.

"Show me this skulking Terror!" he shouted. "Lead me to him Wio hi des behind his grandfathers and
his clan and won't stand and fight |ike a man!"

CHAPTER 17
The words barely had time to pass John's |ips before things began happening. He felt hinself
snatched fromthe ground and the whol e scene whirled wildly about himas he found hinsel f being
carried like a sack of grain away fromthe anphitheater and the neeting, and toward the forest
beyond the valley.
The Hi Il Bluffer had grabbed himin two | arge hands and was running with himtoward the forest the
way a football player runs with a football. A roar of voices surged up and beat behind them
Looki ng back over the Bluffer's boul der-Iike shoul der, John saw that the whole mass of people
involved in the neeting of Can Hollows was now at their heels.
The free air whistled past John's face. He was being jolted about with every jarring footfall of
the Bluffer; but the | andscape was reeling past themboth at a rate that nust be close to thirty
mles an hour; and the crowd behind was not gaining on them In fact, John hesitated to believe
it, considering that the Bluffer was carrying John's extra one hundred and ei ghty-five pounds in
such an awkward fashion, but as the forest wall drew near he was forced to, they were actually
running away fromtheir pursuers. Their |ead got bigger with each stride of the Bluffer. John felt
the gl ow of conpetition as he had felt it on the sports field many tinmes before. For the first
time, a spark of kinship glowed to life inside himfor the Bluffer.
They m ght be worlds apart, biologically, thought John, but by heaven they both had what it took
to outdo the next man when the chi ps were stacked and wager ed.
Abruptly, the shadow of the forest closed about them The Bluffer ran on a carpet of tree needl es,
easi ng back his pace to a steady lope. He lifted John, pushing hi mback around to the saddle. John
clinmbed into the saddl e and hung on. Wth John's weight properly distributed, the Bluffer ran nore
easily.
The surf-sound of pursuit behind them began to be nuffled by the forest. Mreover it was dropping
further behind yet, and fading. The Bluffer ran down the side of one small hollow, and com ng up
the other, dropped for the first time back into his usual stalking stride of a wal ki ng pace. Wen
he reached the crest of the further side, he ran again down the slope to the next hollow And so
he continued, alternately running and wal king as the slope permtted.
"How far to the Terror?" asked John, during one of these spells of walking.
"Gen Hollow " said the Bluffer, econonmically. "Half a— he gave the answer in ternms of Dilbian
units. John worked it out in his head to cone to just about three miles nore.
Alittle nore than ten mnutes later, they broke through a snall fringe of the birchlike trees to
energe over the lip of a small, cuplike valley containing a nearly treel ess, grassy neadow split
by a stream which in the valley's center spread out into a pool sonme forty feet across at its
wi dest and showi ng enough dark blueness to its waters to indicate something nore than ordinary
dept h.
By the side of those waters, waited the Streanside Terror
John | eaned forward and spoke quietly into that sane ear of the Bluffer's that he had bitten an
hour or so earlier, as the Bluffer started down the slope toward the neadow.
"Put nme down," said John, "beside the deepest part of that pond." The Bluffer grunted agreeably
and continued his descent. He cane down to a point by the wider part of the pool and stopped while
he was still about thirty feet fromthe waiting Dilbian
"Hell o, postman," said the Terror
"Hello, Streanside," grunted the Bluffer. "Mail for you here."

The Streansi de Terror | ooked curiously past the Hll Bluffer's shoul ders and net John's eye.
"That's the Hal f-Pint Posted, is it?" he said. "I thought he'd be bigger. So the old ones let you
come?"

"Nope," said the Bluffer. "W just cane on our own."
Wil e the Terror had been peering at John, John had been cl osely exam ning the Terror. John had
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gotten a fair look at the Dil bian scrapper back while he was escaping from Tark-ay, but from some
little distance. And for npbst of that time, the Terror had been in pretty constant notion. Now
John had a chance to make sure of the picture he had carried away fromthe Hemoi d canp before.
Once nore, John was struck by the fact that the Terror did not seemparticularly large, for a

Di| bian. The Bluffer was nearly a good head taller. And the inpressive mass of One Man woul d have
made two of the younger battler. Streansi de was good sized for a male, but nothing nore than that.
John noted, however, the unusually thick and bul ky forearns, the short neck and—nore revealing
per haps than anything el se—the particularly poised stance and bal ance of the Dil bi an.

It was as if the whole weight of the Terror's body was so easily and lightly carried that the
whol e effort of noving it into action could be ignored.

John threw one quick glance at the water alongside. The bank seened to drop directly off into deep
water. He slid down fromthe saddl e and stepped around the Dil bi an postrman, kicking off his boots
and shrugging out of his jacket as he did so. H s hands went to his belt buckle; and in the sane
monent, with no further pause for anenities, the Streansi de Terror charged.

John turned and dived deep into the pool

He had expected the Terror to attack i mmediately. He had even counted on it, reasoning that the
Di | bian was too nuch the professional fighter to take chances with any opponent—even one as

i nsignificant as a red-headed Shorty. John had planned that the Terror should follow himinto the
water. But not that the Terror should follow so quickly.

Even as John shot for the dark depths of the pool, he heard and felt the water-shock of the big
body plunging in after him so close that it felt as if the Terror's great nail ed hands were
clawi ng at John's heels.

John stroked desperately for depth and di stance. He had a strategy of battle; but it all depended
on a certain amount of time and el bow room He changed direction underwater, shot off at an angle
up to the surface; and, flinging water fromhis eyes with a backward jerk of his head, |ooked
around him

The Terror, looking in the other direction, broke the surface fifteen feet away.

Rapi dly, John dived again. Wll underwater, he reached for his belt buckle, unsnapped it and
pulled the belt fromthe | cops of his trousers. In the process, he had cone to the surface again.
He broke water al npbst under the nose of the Terror; and was forced to dive again imediately with
hal f a lungful of air and his bul ky eneny close behind him

Once nore, in the space and di mess of underwater, he evaded the Dilbian; and this time he came up
cleanly, a good ten feet fromwhere the back of the Terror's big head broke the water. Turning,
John stroked for distance and breathing room the length of his belt still trailing fromone fist
like a dark stem of water-weed

Confi dence was beginning to warmin John as he dove again. He had had time, now, to prove an
earlier guess that, effective as the Terror might be against other Dilbians in the water, his very
size made himmore slow and clunmsy than a human in possibly anything but straight-away sw nming.
John had ganbled on this being true—fust as he had ganbled on the fact that, true to his
reputation, the Terror would pick a battleground al ongsi de sone stream or other. Now, John told
hinself, it was tine to switch to the attack, choose the proper opening and nake his nove.
Turni ng about, John saw the Terror had spotted himand was churning the water in his direction
John filled his lungs and dived, as if to hide again. But underneath the surface he changed
direction and swamdirectly toward his opponent. He saw the heavy | egs and arnms churning toward
hi m over head; and, as they passed in the water, he reached up, grabbed one flailing foot and
pul | ed.

The Terror reacted with powerful suddenness. He checked; and dived. John, flung surfacewards by
the heel he had caught, released it and dived al so, so that he shot downwards, behind and above
the back of the Dilbian. He saw the wi de shoul ders, the churning arns; and then, as the
Terror—indi ng no quarry—turned upwards again toward the surface, John closed in.

He passed the thin length of his belt around the Terror's thick neck, wapped it also around his
own wists and twisted the large | oop tight.

At this the Terror, choking, should have headed toward the surface, giving John a chance to
breathe. The Dil bian did. But there and then the conbat departed from John's plan, entirely. John
got the breath of air he had been expecting at this nonent—the one breath he had counted on to
gi ve himan advantage over the strangling Terror. But then Streanside plunged down again, turning
and twisting to get at the human who was riding his back and choking him And finally, and after
all, John cane at last to understand what sort of an opponent he had volunteered to deal with.

It is always easy to be optinistic; and even easier to underrate an eneny. John, in spite of al
the evidence, in spite of all his experiences of the last three days, had sinply failed to realize
how much greater the Terror's strength could be than his own. Physically, the Terror in sheer
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wei ght and nmuscle was a match for any two full-grown nale Earthly gorillas. And, in addition to
this, he had human intelligence and courage.

John clung like a fresh-water | eech, stream ng out in the wake of the Terror, as the Terror
thrashed and twisted, trying to get a grip with his big fingers on the thin belt, sunk in the fur
of his neck. Wiile with the other nineteen-inch hand he beat backwards through the water, trying
to knock John from his hol d.

John was all but out of reach, stretched at arms-length by his grip on the belt. But now and
again, the blind blows of the Terror's flailing hand brushed him Only brushed hi mawkwardly, and
slowy, slowed by the water—but each inpact tossed John about like a chip in a river current. He
felt like a man rolling down a cliff side and being beaten all over by baseball bats at the sane
tinme.

H s head rang. The water roared in his ear. He gulped for air and got half a nouthful of foam and
water. Hi s shoul der nunbed to one blow and his ribs gave to another. Hi s senses began to | eave
hi m he t hought —+hrough what |ast bit of sem consciousness that remained as the fog cl osed about
his mind—that it was no longer a matter of proving his courage in facing the Terror. Hys very life
now lay in the grip of his hands on the twisted belt. It was, in the end, kill or be killed. For
it was very clear that if he did not manage to strangle the Terror before he, hinself, was drowned
or killed, the Terror would nost surely do for him

Choki ng and gaspi ng, he swam back to blurred consci ousness. Hi s nouth and nose were bitter with
the taste of water and he was no | onger holding the belt. The edge of the bank |oomed |ike a raft
to the survivor of a sunken ship, before him Instinctively, no |onger thinking of the Terror, or
anything but light and air, he scrabbled Iike a half-drowned ani mal at the nmuddy edge of earth.
H's arns were | eaden and weak, too weak to lift himashore. He felt hands hel ping him He hel ped
to pull hinself onto slippery grass. The hands urged hima little farther. H's knees felt ground
beneath him

He coughed water. He retched. The hands urged hima little farther; and finally, at |ast
completely out on solid | and, he coll apsed.

* * %

He cane around after a mnute or two to find his head in sonmeone's | ap. He blinked upwards and a
watery blur of color slowy resolved itself into the face of Ty Lanobrc, taut and white above him
Tears were rolling down her cheeks.

"What =" he croaked. He tried again. "Wat're you doi ng here?"

"Ch, shut up!" she said, crying harder than ever

She began wiping his face with a piece of cloth nearly as wet as he was.

"No," he said. "I nean—what're you doing here?" He tried to sit up
"Lie down," she said.
"No. I'mall right." He struggled up into a sitting position. He was still in den Hollow, he saw,

groggily. And the place was aswarmw th Dil bians. A short way down the bank a knot of them were

cl ustered around sonet hi ng.

"What =" he said, looking in that direction

"Yep, it's the Terror, Half-Pint," said a famliar voice above him He | ooked up to see the
enornmously looming figure of the H Il Bluffer. "He's still out and here you're kicking your heels
and sitting up already. That nakes it your fight. I'lIl go tell them" And he strode off toward the
ot her group, where John could hear himannouncing the winner in a loud and self-justified voice.
John blinked and | ooked over at Ty.

"What happened?" he asked her

"They had to pull himout. You made it to shore on your own." She produced a di sposable tissue
from somewher e—John had al nost forgotten such things existed during the |ast three days—w ped her
eyes and bl ew her nose vigorously. "You were wonderful ."

"Wonderful!'" said John, still too groggy for subtlety. "I was out of my head to even think of it.
Next time I'll try tangling with a commuter rocket, instead!" He felt his ribs, gently. "I better
get back to the enbassy in Huntrog and have a picture taken of this side.”

"Ch! Are your ribs—

"Maybe just bruised. Ww " said John, conming on an especially tender spot.

"Ch!" Ty choked up again. "You might have been killed. And it's all ny fault!"

"Al'l your fault— began John. The dapper, snall figure of Joshua Guy | oomed suddenly over him
"How are you, my boy?" inquired Joshua. "Congratul ation, by the way. Oh, you nust let me expl ai n—=
“Not now," said John. He clutched at the small nan's wist. "Help me up. Now," he said, turning to
face Ty, who had also risen. "What do you nean, it was all your fault?"

"Well, it was!" she wailed, miserably, twisting the tissue to shreds. "It was ny off-official
recomendati on. The Contacts Departnent sent me out here to survey the situation and recomend
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means for beating the Hermoids to the establishnent of primary relations with the Dil bians."
"What's that got to do with ne?"

"Well, I—+ reconmended they send out a man who conforned as nearly as possible to the Dil bian
psychol ogi cal profile and we worked out a Dil bian enotional situation so as to convince them we
weren't the absolute little toylike creatures they thought we were—but people just |ike

t hensel ves. W& needed to prove to themwe're as good nen as they are, aside from our technol ogy,
whi ch they thought was sissy."

"Me?" said John. "Dil bian enotional profile?"

"But you are, you know. Extroverted, |-lusty— They've got a very unusual culture here, they
really have. They're really nuch nore simlar to us humans when we were in the pioneering stages
of culture than they are to the Hermoids. W had to prove it to themthat we could be the kind of
people they could treat with on a level. The truth is, they' ve got chips on their shoul ders
because we and the Hemmoi ds are nore advanced. But they can't adnit to thenselves they're nore
primtive than we are because their culture—anyway," wound up Ty, seeing John was getting red in
the face, "it would have been fine except for Boy Is She Built trying to throw you over that
cliff. She was only supposed to take your wist phone. And that altered the enotional constants of
t he soci ol ogi cal equations involved. And Gulark-ay alnpst got it all twisted to go his own way,
and—

"I see," interrupted John. "And why," he asked, very slowy and patiently, "wasn't | briefed on
the fact that this was all a sort of sociological power politics bit?"

"Because," wept Ty, "we wanted you to react like the Dilbians in a natural, extroverted,
un—dnt hi nki ng way!"

"I see," said John, again. They were still standing beside the pool. He picked her up—she was
really quite Iight and sl ender—and threw her in. There was a shriek and a satisfying splash. The
Di | bi ans nearby | ooked around interestedly. John turned and wal ked of f.

"OfF course, she didn't know you then," said Joshua, thoughtfully.

John snorted, Dilbian fashion. He wal ked on. But after half a dozen steps nore he sl owed down,
turned, and went back.

"Here," he said, gruffly, extending his hand as she clung to the bank

"Thag you," Ty said hunbly, with her nose full of water. He haul ed her out.

CHAPTER 18
"I hope," said Joshua GQuy, "you still don't consider that |—=
"Not at all," said John. He, Ty Lamorc, and the little anmbassador, once nore freshly cl eaned and

dressed, were waiting at the small spaceport near Hunrog for the shuttle ship to descend fromthe
regul ar courier spacer and take John and Ty back to Earth to be debriefed by the Contacts
Departnment, there. It was early norning of a sunny nountain day and a |ight cool breeze was
slipping across the concrete apron of the spaceport and plucking at the cuffs of John's trousers.
A few curious Dilbian faces could be seen | ooking out the wi de observation wi ndow of the spaceport
term nal building, whose white roof glittered in the early sunlight about forty yards off.

"l got suspicious," said John, "when CGul ark-ay gave nme that |ong story about you when he, and Tark-
ay and Boy |Is She Built had me prisoner there in the woods. It was a little too good to be
true—+too good for Gulark-ay, that is.”

“Ch, by the way, | ran into himas | was conm ng out fromHunrog, this norning," said Joshua. "He
told me he was due shortly for rotation to a post back on Chakaa—the second of the Hemmoi d hone
worlds. If you and Ty dropped by, be sure to ook himup and he'd show you around."

"No thanks," said John, grimy

"My dear boy!" said Joshua, in tones of mld shock. "You nustn't confuse what a person does in his
official capacity with his character as a private citizen. Drop in on Chakaa as a tourist or on
official business, and |'msure you'd find Gulark-ay a superb host. In fact, take ny advice and
take himup on the invitation. | assure you, you'll enjoy yourselves inmmensely." He interrupted
hinself to glance over at the building. "That Dl bian who's going with you two shoul d be here by
now. But pardon ne for interrupting you. You say you only suspected—=2"

"The story was too good to be true," said John, again. "Wat cooked it, to my mind however, was
Tark-ay conveniently setting out his knife and going to sleep so | could escape. He and CGul ar k- ay
wanted me to get away. | was no use to himin pieces. He wanted ne to stand up in front of the
Can Holl ows neeting and admt to everybody | was scared spitless of fighting the Terror."

"Lucky for us you weren't," said Joshua. "Actually, Ty and | never intended natters to go so far."
"W estimated that the enotional value of your sinply coming after ne would have a good effect on
the Dil bi an group opi ni on where humans were concerned,” put in Ty. "W wouldn't have blaned you a
bit if you had let Joshua take the blane of Gulark-ay's story and | et the grandfathers send us
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back without a fight. We didn't expect that kind of courage."

"What do you nmean—eourage?" said John. "If | hadn't thought of the belt trick, and at that, it was
a crazy fool stunt because |1'd gotten so used to the Dilbians |I'd forgotten how strong they coul d
be. Don't ask nme to try it again." He thought of sonething, suddenly. "The Terror never said
anyt hi ng about being beaten by a weapon, like nmy belt?" Joshua shook his head.

"He's got his own reason, perhaps,” said Ty. "The Dilbian personality—eh, |ook!"

John and Joshua | ooked and saw One Man approachi ng, enormous in the nmorning |ight.

"I's he the one going with us?" said John. But One Man joi ned them before Joshua coul d answer.
"Greetings to you all,"” runbled One Mn.

"Greetings to you as well," replied Joshua. They snmiled at each other, it was rather |ike a nouse
and an orangutan exchangi ng the tine of day.

"Uh— said John to Ty, "how d you get that snudge on your nose?"

"Smudge?" said Ty. "Nose?" She effected some femninine sleight of hand which caused a | arge conpact
to appear and open in her fingers. She peered into the mrror inside its lid. "Wiere? | don't see
it."

"On the side of your nose there," said John. "It |ooks," he added, "sort of greasy .
"Greasy!" Ty Lanorc snapped the conpact shut indignantly and headed toward the term nal building
"Just a minute—tell the shuttle to wait," she called over her shoulder. The two human nen and the
singl e Dl bian one watched her go.

"Attractive girl," murmured Joshua.

"I's she?" inquired One Man.

"By our Shorty standards, very," replied Joshua. "Qur young friend here, the Half-Pint—=

"Ch, well," said John, and cleared his throat nmeaningfully. He | ooked at Gne Man. "If | could have
a word with you—=

“Excuse me," said Joshua; and discreetly wandered off toward the far fence of the port.

"I wanted to thank you," said John.

"Thank ne?" runbled One Man, in nmld basso astoni shnent.

"For your help."

"Hel p? Why, Half-Pint," said One Man. "I can't take any credit for helping you. I'mtoo old to go
engaging in help to anyone, and if | did, of course it would be one of ny own people. | can't
guess what you coul d be tal king about."

"I think you know," said John

"Not at all. O course, now that you' ve given ny people a clearer picture of what Shorties are

|i ke—Nothing wins |ike a winner, you know," said One Man, pontifically. "In fact, |I'msurprised
it took you Shorties so long to realize that. As | said to you once before, who asked you all to
come barging into our world, anyway?"

"Wl | = said John, unconfortably.

"And what made you think we all had to like you, and wel come you, and want to be |ike you? Wy, if
when you were a pup, sone new kid had noved into your village; and he was half your size but had a
| ot of playthings you didn't have, but cane up and tapped you on the shoul der and said from now on
I'"mgoing to be your |eader, and we'll play ny ganes, how would you have felt?"

He eyed John shrewdly out of his huge, hairy face.

"I see," said John, after a nmonment. "Then why did you help ne?"

"I tell you I don't know what you're tal king about," said One Man. "How could | help a Shorty,
even if | wanted to?"

"Well, 1'l'l tell you how," said John. "Back home where | cone from we' ve got a trick with
sonmething called a city directory. It's about this thick," John neasured several inches between
finger and thunb, "and it's about as nmuch a job for one of us Shorties to tear it in half as it is
for one of you Dilbians to break that stick of yours. So—

"Well, now, | can believe it," broke in One Man in a judicious tone. "Directories, sticks of wood,
or first class hill-and-alley scrappers; there's a trick, | imagine, to handle al nost any one of
them O course,” said One Man, gazing off at the pure snow of the far nmountai n peaks, "nobody
like you or | would stoop to using such tricks, even in a good cause." There was a nonent's dead
silence between them

"I guess," said John at last, "I'Il never make a dipl onat."
"No," said One Man, still gazing at the nountain peaks. "I don't believe you ever will, Half-
Pint." He returned his gaze to John's face. "If you take ny advice, you'll stick to your own line

of Shorty work."

"I just thought," said John awkwardly, "since you were com ng back to earth with us—

"I?" said One Man. "What an idea, Half-Pint! An old nman |ike nme, exposed to all those new fangled
contrivances and being taught to act |like a Shorty so | could cone back and tell people about it?
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Wiy, I'd be just no good at all at sonething like this."

"Not you?" John stared. "Then who—=2"

"1 thought you knew," said One Man; and | ooked past John toward the terminal building. "Look; here
he conmes now. "

John turned and blinked. Conming toward themfromthe term nal and hol ding his pace down to
acconmodate his stride to that of Ty, who was wal ki ng al ongsi de him was none ot her than the
Streansi de Terror

"But— said John. "I thought he—=

" Appear ances," said One Man, "are often deceiving. If you were sonebody with brains, anong us rea
people on this world here, and nothing nuch el se but a good set of reflexes, what would you do?
Particularly if you were anbitious? Unfortunately, our society is a physically-oriented one, where
nmuscles win nore attention than wi sdom Streanside is the very boy to visit your Shorty worlds and
begin to set up connections. Tenperamentally, | can admt to you now, | suppose, you Shorties are
a lot more akin to us than those Fatties. But you know how it is," One Man paused and sighed,
"close relatives squabble nore often than strangers do."

The Terror and Ty were alnost to them There was only tine for a private word or two nore.

"I hope he isn't feeling a little touchy," said John. "Wth me, | nean. After our fight, and so
forth."

"You nmean they didn't tell you?" said One Man. "Wy that was one of the Terror's conditions before
he agreed to go. You see, evidently you Shorties have hi gh hopes of setting up DI bi an- Humans
teans— John | ooked at One Man in surprise. He had never heard a Dilbian refer to either his own
peopl e, or any others by the human nanes for them"—and after initial contact work has been done,
the Terror wants to pioneer that field, as well."

John frowned

"l don't understand," he said.

"Why, the Terror's condition was that he be trained in your field and you be drafted to work with
him of course,” said One Man. Staring up at the big face in astoni shment, John was overwhel ned to
see it contort suddenly in what, he realized after a second, was a pretty fair Dilbian imtation
of the human expressi on known as a w nk.

"You see," said One Man. "After the little episode in the water at den Hollow, he thinks you're
pretty well capable. Wth you he feels safe."
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Spacepaw

Chapter 1

Spiraling down toward the large, blue world below, in the shuttle boat fromthe spaceship which
had delivered himhere to Dilbia. Bill Walthamreflected disnmally upon his situation. Mst of the

five-day trip he had spent wearing a hypno-helnmet. But in spite of the fact that his head was now
a-throb with a small encycl opedia of information about the world bel ow and its oversize

i nhabi tant s—their |anguage, custons, and psychol ogy—he felt that he knew | ess than not hi ng about
this job into which he had been drafted

The shuttle boat would | and himnear the Low and village of Muddy Nose. There, presunmably, he
woul d be met on di senmbarking by Lafe G eentree, the human Agricultural Resident here, and by

G eentree's other trainee-assistant—an Earth girl nanmed Anita Lyne who had, incredible as it
seenmed, volunteered for her pre-college field training here, just as Bill had originally

vol unteered hinself for the Deneb-Seventeen terraform ng project. These two would introduce Bil
to his native associate—an Upland Di |l bian named the Hill Bluffer. The H Il Bluffer would in turn
introduce himto the local Lowl and farners who had their hormes in Muddy Nose, and Bill could get
down to the apparently vital job for which he had been drafted here. He could hear hinself now
"o This is a spade. You hold it by this end. You stick the other end in the earth. Yes, deep
in the earth. Then you tilt it, like this. Then you lift it up with the dirt still on it and put
the dirt aside. Fine. You are now digging a hole in the ground . "

He checked the current of his thoughts sharply. There was no point, he told hinself grimy, in
being bitter about it. He was here now, and he would have to make the best of it. But in spite of
hinmself, his nind s eye persisted in dwelling on the succession of days stretching ahead through
two years of unutterable dullness and boredom He thought again of the great synmphony of

engi neering and devel opnent that was a terrafornm ng project—hangi ng the surface and weat her of a
whole world to make it humanly habitable; and he conpared that with this small, drab job to which
he was now headed. There seened no conparison between the two occupati ons—ho conpari son at all

But once nore he took a close rein on his thoughts and enptions. Sonme day he would be a part of a
terraforming project. Meanwhile, it would be well to remenber that he woul d be given an efficiency
rating for his work on Dilbia, just as if it was the job he had originally intended to do. That
efficiency rating could not be high if he started out hating everything about the huge, bearlike
natives and everything connected with them At |east, he thought, the Dilbians had a sense of
hunor —udgi ng by the nanes t hey gave each other.

This last thought was not as cheering as it mght have been, however. It rem nded Bill of
sonet hi ng the reassignment officer had said at the space term nal on Arcturus Three, where his
original travel orders had been lifted and new ones issued. The officer had been a tall, |ath-
thin, long-nosed man, who had taken Bill's being drafted away from the Deneb- Seventeen Project
much nore calmy than had Bill. " . . . Ch, and of course," the reassignnment office had said
cheerfully, "you'll find you' ve been given a Dilbian nane yourself, by the tinme you get there.

Bill scow ed, renenbering. Hi s only experience previously with a nicknanme had not been a happy
one. On the swinming team at pre-engineering school, he had failed to rejoice in the given nane of
" Ape"—ot so much because of anything apeli ke about either his open and rather ordinary face under
its cap of black hair, or his flat-nuscled, square-boned body. The nane had ari sen because he was
the only nenber of the teamw th anything resenbling hair on his chest. Bill nade a nental note to
keep his shirt on when Dil bians were about, during the next two years—ust in case. OF course he
reflected now, they had hair all over their own bodies .

The chime of the | anding signal rang through the shuttle boat. Bill | ooked out the w ndow beside
his seat behind the pilot and saw they were drifting down into a fair-sized neadow, perhaps half a
mle away across plowed fields alternating with stands of trees froma cluster of buildings that
woul d probably be the village of Muddy Nose. He | ooked down bel ow him searching for a glinpse of
G eenl eaf or his assistant but he saw no human figures waiting there. In fact, he saw no figures
there at all. Were was his wel conming conmittee?

He was still wondering that, five minutes later, as he stood in the clearing alone, with his

| uggage case at his feet and the shuttle boat falling rapidly skyward above his head. The shuttle-
boat pilot had not been hel pful. He knew not hi ng about who was to neet Bill, he had said.

Furt hernmore, he was due back at the ship as soon as possible. He had handed Bill's |uggage case
out the hatch to him closed the hatch, and taken off.
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Bill [ooked up at the rich yellow of the |ocal sun, standing in the nidafternoon quarter of the
sky. It was a beautiful, near-cloudless day. The air was warm and fromthe stand of trees
surrounding hima little distance, sone species of local bird or animal was singing in high liquid
chirpings. Well, thought Bill, at |east one good thing was the fact that Dilbia s gravity was a
little lighter than Earth's. That woul d nake carrying his |uggage case up to the Residency a
little easier. He mght as well get started. He picked up the |uggage case and headed off in the
general direction of the village as he renmenbered seeing it fromthe air.

He trudged out of the clearing, through the trees, and had just enmerged into a second clearing
when he heard a shouting directly ahead of himthrough the farther stand of trees. He stopped

abruptly.
The shouting canme again, in a chorus of incredibly deep bass voices, deeper than any human voi ce
Bill had ever heard, and, it seemed to himin that first nonment, nore threatening.

He was about to change course so as to detour prudently around the noisy area, when his hypnoed
informati on of the Dil bian | anguage sonewhat bel atedly rendered the shouts into recogni zabl e words
and the words into parts of a song. Only "song" was not exactly the word for it, Dilbian singing
being a sort of atonal chanting. Very crudely translated into English, the so-called singing he
heard was going sonething like this:

Drink it down, old friend Tin Ear, Drink it down! Drink it down, old friend Tin Ear, Drink it
down! Here's to you and your sweet wi fe, May you have her all your life! Better you than one of

us. Drink it down! Drink it down . . . etc. Here's to you and your new plow Does it nake your
back to bow? Wl |, better you than one of us. Drink etc
Bill abruptly changed his nmind. If the song was any indication, a happy gathering of sone sort

was in progress on the other side of the trees. Al the hypnoed information he had absorbed on the
way to Dilbia had indicated that the Dil bians were normal |y good-hunored and generally friendly
enough—+f sonmewhat boisterous and inclined to take pride in observing the letter of the law, while
carefully avoiding the spirit of it. Besides, Miuddy Nose Village had a treaty agreenent with the
human menbers of the Agricultural Assistance Program and that officially put himunder the
protection of any nenber of that |ocal conmunity.

So there should be no reason not to join the gathering and at |east get directions to the

Resi dency, if not some help as well in carrying his luggage to the village. The situation would
al so give hima chance to size up the natives before G eenleaf gathered himin and gave him
Greenleaf's own, possibly biased, point of view about them Bill was still not clear why a pre-

engi neering student with a prospective major in nechanical engineering should be needed to explain
sinmple things like hoes and rakes to the Dl bi ans.

Accordingly, he picked up his traveling case fromwhere he had put it down, and tranped ahead in
under the trees before him The grove was not nore than fifty to seventy-five feet thick, and he
reached the other side shortly, stepping out into what appeared to be the front yard of a | og

far mhouse.

In the yard a plank table had been set up on trestles, and at that table were half a dozen
towering, bearlike individuals, nearly nine feet tall, and covered with brown-black hair plus a
few straps, fromwhich each had hung a nonstrous sword, as well as various pouches or satchels.
The crowd at the table was eating and drinking out of |arge wooden nugs refilled constantly froma
nearby barrel with its top broken in. A dozen feet or so fromthe table was a pile of what
appeared to be sacks of root vegetables, half a carcass resenbling a side of beef, and an unopened
barrel like the one fromwhich they were drinki ng—together with sone odds and ends, including a
three-| egged wooden stool. A small piglike animal was tied by a cord to one of the heavy vegetable
sacks, and it was grunting and chewing on the cord. It was plain the creature would soon be | oose.
But no one in the farnmyard was paying any attention to the aninmal as Bill joined them They had

st opped singing and their attention was all directed to a snmaller, nore rounded—you m ght actually
say fat—native, a good head shorter than the nine-footers at the table, and with a voice a good
octave or two higher than the rest. Fromwhich, in addition to the fact that this one wore no
sword, Bill concluded that she was a fermal e. She was standing back a dozen feet fromthe table and
shouting at the others—at one in particular who Bill now noticed was al so not wearing a sword, but
who sat rather nore drunkenly than the others, at the head of the table facing down at her

" Look at him" she was shouting, as Bill stepped into the yard and approached the table

wi thout any of them apparently noticing him "He likes it! Isn't it bad enough that we have to
live here outside the village because he won't speak up for our right to live at the Inn, when he
knows |'m More Jamis dead wife's own bl ood cousin. No, he's got to sit down and get drunk with
rascal s and no-goods |ike the rest of you. Wiy do you put up with it, Tin Ear? Well, answer ne!"
"They're making me," nuttered the individual at the top of the table who was evidently called Tin
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Ear. Hs tongue was a little thick, but his expression, as far as Bill could read it on his furry
face, was far fromunhappy. "Well, why do you let then? Wiy don't you fight themlike a man? If |
was a man—

"Inpolite not drink guests,"” protested Tin Ear thickly.

"Inmpolite! CGuests!" shouted the female. "Ex-Upland runagates, reivers, thieves . . ."

"Hold on, there, Thing-or-Two! No need to get nasty!" runbled one of the sworded drinkers
warningly. "Fair's fair. If there's sonmething in that stack there"—-he pointed to the pile to which
the animal was tied—you really can't spare, you're free to trot yourself over and talk to Bone
Br eaker =

"Ch yes!" cried Thing-or-Two. "Talk to Bone Breaker, is it? He's no better than the rest of
you—+tetting Sweet Thing stick her nose in the air and treat himthe way she does! |If there were
any real nmen around here, they'd have settled the hash of nen |like himand you, |ong ago! Wen |
was a girl, if agirl didn't want to | eave hone just yet, much she had to say about it. The nan
who wanted her just came in one day and swept her off her feet and carried her off—=

"Like Tin Ear, here, did to you? Is that it?" interrupted the male with the sword—and the whol e

tabl e expl oded i nto gargantuan | aughter that nade Bill's ears ring. Even Tin Ear choked
appreciatively on the contents of the wooden nug from which he was swall owing, in spite of being,
as far as Bill could see, in sone neasure the butt of the joke.

Thi ng- or - Two shouted back at them but her words were lost in the laughter, which took a few
mnutes to die down.

"Why, | heard it was you, Thing-or-Two, who broke into Tin Ear's daddy's house one dark night and
carried himoff!" bell owed the speaker at the table, as soon as he could be heard, and the

| aught er nmount ed skyward agai n.

This last sally apparently had the unusual effect of rendering Thing-or-Two nonentarily

speechl ess. Taki ng advantage of this, and the gradual dimnishing of the |aughter, Bill decided it
was tine to call the attention of the gathering to hinself. He had been standing in plain daylight
right beside the table all this time, but for some strange reason no one seened to have noticed
him Now he stepped up to the side of the Dilbian who had been trading insults with Thing-or-Two
and poked himin the ribs.

"Hey!" said Bill

The head of the Dil bian jerked around. Seated, his hairy face was on a level with Bill's and he
stared at Bill now froma distance of less than three feet. H's jaw dropped. Behind him the

| aught er and ot her sounds died out, giving way to a stony silence as everyone at the table goggled
incredulously at Bill.

"Sorry to bother you," said Bill, stiffly, in his best Dilbian, "but I've just got here, and |I'm
on my way to the Shorty Residency building, in Muddy Nose Village. Maybe one of you would be kind
enough to point ne in the right direction for the village, and nmaybe even one of you wouldn't m nd
coming along and giving ne a hand with ny | uggage case?"

He waited, but they only continued to stare at himin fascinated silence. So he added, cautiously,
knowi ng that bargai ning was as nmuch a part of Dilbian culture as breathing:

"I could probably scrape up a half-pint of nails for anyone who'd like to help ne."

Again he waited. But there was no answer. Amazingly, the silence of the Dilbians persisted. They
were still staring at Bill as if he were sonme strange creature, naterialized out of thin air. Bil
felt a slight uneasiness stir inside him It seemed to himthey were gaping at himas if they had
never seen a human before, which was strange. H s hypnoed information plainly informed himthat
Shorti es—as humans were called by the Dil bians—were well known to the Miuddy Nosers. Perhaps he had
made a mistake in stopping here, after all

"A Shorty!" gasped the Dilbian he had spoken to, finally breaking the silence. "As | |ive and
breathe! A real, walking, talking, little Shorty! CQut here, all by hinself!"
He turned about in his seat and slowy reached out a long arm which Bill avoided by backi ng away

out of reach.

"Cone here, Shorty!" said the Dilbian

"No thanks," said Bill, nowfully alerted to the fact that there was sonething very wong in the
situation. He kept backing away. "Forget | asked." It was high tine to renmind themof his
protected status, he decided. The sworded individual he had been speaking to was al ready begi nning
to rise fromthe table with every obvious intention of |aying hands upon him

"It was just a thought—that | might get one of you to help ne," Bill said rapidly. "I'm a nenber
of the Residency, nyself, you know. "
The Di |l bian was now on his feet and others were rising. Alarmrang as clearly in Bill as the

clanging of a fire bell.
"What's the matter with you?" he shouted at the onconing Dilbian. "Don't you know we Shorties have
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a treaty with the Muddy Nosers? According to that treaty, you all owe me protection and
assi stance! "

The male Dilbians, still rising fromthe table, froze and stared once again for a | ong second
bef ore suddenly bursting out into wild whoops of laughter, wilder and | ouder than Bill had yet
heard from them

Bill stared at them anazed.

"Wy, you crazy little Shorty!" cried the voice of Thing-or-Two furiously behind him "Can't you
tell the differences between people, when you see then? These aren't honest folk Iike us here
around the village! They' re those thieves and plunderers and no-goods fromthe Qutlaw Vall ey!
They' re outl aws—and t hey never signed any kind of treaty w th anybody!"

Chapter 2
Thi ng-or-Two' s shouted warni ng explained matters, but it cane, if anything, a little late. By the
time she had finished speaking, the | eading outlaw was al most upon Bill, and Bill was already in
not i on.

He dropped his |luggage case and ducked desperately as the big Dilbian hands made a grab for him
They mi ssed, and he spun about only to find himself running in the wong direction. Wth whoops
and yells the whole crew of outlaws was after him Every way he turned, he found a towering, nine-
foot figure barring his escape.

Not that an imedi ate attenpt to escape would do himany good at the nonment, he realized al nost at
once. Bill's first reaction had been that of any small aninmal being chased by | arger ones—+o duck
and dodge and take advantage of his reflexes, which were faster sinply because he was smaller. The
Di | bi an outlaws, being all nearly twice Bill's size and several tines his weight, were by that
very fact slower and clunsier than he was. In fact, after the first leap to escape, he found

hi nsel f evading their clutches with relative ease.

But even as he realized he could do this, he saw the spot he was in. At first he had been dodgi ng
about only in order to find a clear space in which he could make a run for the forest. Now he
realized that sinply running away was no solution. The reflexes of the Dilbians m ght be sl ower
than his, but their huge strides could cover the sanme anmong of ground at double his speed. They
could catch himin no tine if he sinply tried to outrun themin a straight-away chase.

H s only hope, he realized now, still dodging desperately about the farnyard, was to keep evadi ng
themin this small area until they began to grow wi nded, and then take his chances on outrunni ng
them If he could only keep this up, he thought—ducki ng under a flailing dark-furred arm as thick
as a man's thigh—for just a few nminutes nore .

"Hold it!" the outlaw | eader was shouting. "Don't let himrun you ragged. Circle him Circle him
Herd himinto a corner!"

Bill's hopes took a nose dive. He dodged and spun about, but w thout finding an opening. Already
the outlaws were formng a semcircle, long arns extended sideways, that was herdi ng hi mback
against the front wall of the house. They were closing in, now .

Bill made a feint toward the right end of the semicircle, and then nmade a dash toward the |eft
end, with the wild thought of diving between the | egs of the outlaw | eader, standing at the corner
of the house. But at the last second the outlaw stepped forward and whooped in a powerful voice

Bill had cone to recognize.
"Got you, Shorty!"
Bill braked to a frantic halt. d ancing over his shoulder, he saw the rest of the semcircle

closing rapidly on him He | ooked back at the outlaw | eader, standing crouched now and ready by
the interlaced butt ends of the logs at the corner of the house. The | eader spread his arms and
reached forward—

—And went suddenly flat on his face with a furry figure atop him as a wild war cry split the air.

"I"'ma Muddy Noser and proud of it!" roared the still-drunken voice of Tin Ear, in triunph. "Run,
Shorty!"

But there was no place to which Bill could run. O her outlaws had rushed over to bar the escape
route opened up by the fallen I eader. dancing wildly about, Bill |ooked up and saw that where the

roof of the house joined the wall there was an opening | eading to sone dark interior, probably a
loft or attic. The alternating ends of the logs in the front and side walls of the house were

not ched and interl ocked together so that they stuck out like the tips of the fingers of two hands,
interlaced at right angles to each other. They were as good as a | adder to soneone Bill's size. He
had not won a clinbing nmedal in Survival School, back on Earth, for nothing. He went up the |og
ends like a squirrel

A second | ater he had dived into the dark, loftlike area to which the opening he had seen gave
entrance. For a monent he sinply lay there, panting, on what seemed to be a rough bed of poles,
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whi ch was probably a roof to the roomor roons below. Then, as he began to breathe easily once
nmore, he squirmed about, craw ed back to the entrance, and | ooked down and out.

Tin Ear was sl unbering or unconsci ous on the ground at the spot where he had junped the outl aw

| eader. The | eader hinself was on his feet with the other outlaws clustered around the corner of
the house, and one of their number was trying to clinb the sixteen or eighteen feet up the sane

| adder of log ends Bill had used.

However, the log ends were too small for the big feet and hands of the Dil bians. The clinber was
finding fairly good support for his toes, but he was able to hang on to the | og ends higher up
only by his fingertips. His attention was all on those fingertips, and Bill had a sudden

i nspiration. Leaning out and reaching down the short couple of feet that separated the clinber's
head fromthe entrance, he put his hand on the top of the hard, furry skull and shoved outward
with all his strength.

The head went back, and the clinber's fingertips lost their precarious grip. There was a yell and
a thud, and the clinber | anded on his back in the farnyard dirt. Roaring with rage, he scranbl ed
to his feet as if he would clinb again, but checked hinself at the foot of the | og corner, and
dropped hi s upreachi ng arns.

"I't's no use!" he grow ed, turning away toward the outlaw | eader. "There's nothing you can really
get a grip on. You see what he did to nme?"

"Co get sone fire fromthe stove inside," said the outlaw | eader, struck by a happy thought.
"We' |l burn himout of there!”

“No, you don't!" trunpeted the voice of Thing-or-Two in the background. "Paying outlawtax is one
thing, but you re not burning down our house! You try it and you'll see how fast | get to Qutlaw
Vall ey and tell Bone Breaker on you! You just try!"

Her words stopped a concerted nove toward the front door of the house. The outlaws nuttered anong

t hemsel ves, occasionally glancing up to the opening fromwhich Bill was |ooking dow. Finally, the
| eader | ooked up at Bill's observing face.

"Al'l right, Shorty!" he said, sternly. "You come down out of there!"

Bill laughed griny

"What's so funny?" gl owered the outlaw | eader

Bill had a sudden, desperate inspiration. Hs hypnoed information had just rem nded himof a

doubl e fact. One, that preserving face—+n the human, Oriental sense—nAeant a great deal to the

Di | bi ans, since an individual Dilbian had no nore status in the community than his wit or his
muscl es could earn for him Two, that in Dilbian conversation the nore outrageous statenent you
could get away with, the nore face-destroying points you were able to score on an opponent. Mybe
he could bluff his way out of this situation by making it so huniliating for the outlaws that they
woul d go off and | eave hi m al one.

"You are!" he retorted. "Wiy'd you think | stuck around here instead of running of f? Laugh? Wy, I
could hardly keep fromsplitting ny sides, watching all of you falling all over yourselves trying
to catch ne. Wiy should |I cone down and stop the fun?"

The outlaws stared at him The | eader scow ed.

"Fun?" grow ed the |leader. "Are you trying to tell us you did all that running around for fun?"
"Why, sure," said Bill, laughing again, just to drive the fact hone, "you didn't think I was
scared of you, did you?"

They blinked at him

"What do you nean?" growl ed the | eader. "You weren't scared?"

"Scared? Who? Me?" said Bill heartily, leaning a little farther out of his hole to talk. "W
Shorties aren't scared of anything on two legs or four. O anything el se!"

"Ch? Then how conme you don't conme down fromthat hol e now?" denmanded one of the other outlaws.
"Way, naturally," said Bill, "there's six or seven of you and only one of nme. If it wasn't for

t hat —=

“Hey, what's up?" booned a new voice, interrupting him Bill raised his eyes to | ook beyond the
outlaw group and the outlaws thenmselves turned to stare. Strolling out of the woods was the
tallest, leanest Dilbian Bill had seen so far. He was unarned, but he was as nuch taller than the
general height of the sword-bearing outlaws as they were taller than Thing-or-Two, and his fur was
a light, rusty-brown in color.

"Some of your business, Uplander?" growl ed the outlaw | eader

"Way, not if you say it's not," responded the newconer genially, strolling up to the group. "But
you | ook like you got sonething cornered up in Tin Ear's roof, there, and—=

"I't's a Shorty," growl ed the outlaw |l eader, turning to | ook once nore at Bill, and apparently
accepting the newconer without further protest. "He's got up in there and if you try clinbing up,
hol ding on with your finger and toenails, he shoves you off. And he just sits up there |aughing at
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us."

"That a fact?" said the tall Dilbian. "Wll, | know how I'd get himout of there."

"You?" snorted the | eader. "Who says you could get himdown if we can't?”

“Way, because | wouldn't have to clinb," said the tall Dilbian, easily. "You see, I"'mjust a hair
or two bigger than the rest of you. Want ne to try?"

"You can try for all | care," grunbled the | eader, and the rest of the outlaws nuttered agreenent.

On the ground, Tin Ear was beginning to sit up and | ook about hinself, sonewhat dazedly. "But it
won't do any good."
"Think so?" said the tall Dilbian, unruffled. "Let ne just take a little look, first.'

He noved to

directly belowBill's bolthole. "Look out up there, Shorty—here | cone!"
Wth these | ast words he crouched suddenly, then sprang, flinging up his unbelievably |ong arns at
the sane instant. Bill ducked back fromthe entrance, instinctively, as with a thud, ten powerful,

furry fingers appeared, hooked over the bottomlog of his entrance. A second |later and the face of
the newconer rose to stare in interestedly at him

Still holding hinself by his grip on the entrance, the tall Dilbian perfornmed the further mnuscul ar
feat of sticking his head partway into the hole. Bill braced hinself to resist capture. But,

astoni shingly, what cane fromthe intruder was nothing nore than a hoarse whisper. "Listen! You're
t he Pi ck-and- Shovel Shorty?"

"Wl | —»h," Bill whispered back, confused. "My Shorty nanme's actually Bill Waltham but they warned
me |1'd be given—=

"Sure!" whispered the Dilbian imediately. "That's what | said. You' re Pick-and-Shovel. Now,

listen. 1'"'mgoing to get themto back off. Wen they do, you take a |l eap out of there, and I'|

get you away fromthem Understand?"

"Yes, but—

Bill found hinself talking to enpty air. A thud fromthe ground outside signaled that his

i nterviewer had dropped to earth. Bill crept forward and | ooked out. Below him the tall Dilbian
was muttering to a close huddle of the outlaws, all of themwth their heads down. Apparently the
mutteri ng was supposed to be confidential, but the words of it cane clearly to Bill's ears.

" . . . You got to be tricky with these Shorties,” the tall D lbian was saying. "Now, | told him
I'd talk you all into going away and | eaving himalone. So the rest of you go hide around the
corners of the building, and when he clinmbs down, I'Il get between him and the corner of the house

here, and the rest of you can run out and catch him Cot it?"

The outl aws nuttered gl eeful agreenent. Heads were lifted.

"Well," yawned the outlaw |l eader, in a |oud voice, pointedly not looking up in Bill's direction
"guess we better be npbseying along back to the valley. Let's go, nen."

Al'l pretendi ng el aborate unconcern, the outlaws wandered off around the other front corner of the
house |l eaving their pile of loot behind them and a nonent later Bill could plainly hear the heavy
thud of a nunber of Dilbian feet, running around the back of the building to just out of his sight
behi nd the corner bel ow him and stopping there.

"Well, Shorty,"” said the tall Dilbian in | oud tones looking up at Bill. "Like |I told you, they've
all gone back to the valley"—his voice suddenly dropped to an undertone, and the held out his two
enor mous paws—al |l right, Pick-and-Shovel, conme on! Junp!"

Bill, who had been crouching poised in the entrance of his hiding place, hesitated, torn over the
deci sion of whether to believe what the tall Dilbian had said to himor believe what the sane

i ndi vidual had just told the outlaws bel ow. He renenbered however, the hypnoed fact that Dl bians
would go to alnbst any lengths to avoid the lie direct, although perfectly willing to twist the
truth through any contortions necessary to produce the sanme effect.

The tall Dilbian had said he would get Bill away fromthe outlaws. Having said it, he was al npost
duty-bound to performat least the letter of his pronise. Besides, Bill remenbered in the nick of
time, the outlaws had first addressed the newconer as "Uplander"—and Bill's information had it

that there was little |love | ost between Upl anders, or mountain-dwelling Dilbians, and the
Low anders.

Bill junped.

The big hands of the Uplander fielded himwth the skill of an offensive end in professiona
football. And a second later they were running.

O rather, the Dilbian was running, and Bill was joggling up and down in his grasp.

Behind them Bill could hear the sudden, furious shouts of the outlaws. Craning his head around a
punpi ng hairy elbow, Bill saw the outlaws swarm ng out from behind the farmhouse in pursuit. At

the sane tine he felt hinself lifted up over the shoulder of the tall Dilbian.
"dinb—en to ny back— grunted that individual, between strides. "Sit on the dingus, there! It's
the sane one | used for the Half-Pint-Posted. Then | can get down to sone serious noving!"
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Staring down over the furry shoulder, Bill saw sonmething |like a crude saddl e anchored between the
straps crossing the Dil bian's back. Hanging on tight to the thick neck beside him he clinbed on
over the shoulder and, turning around, got hinself seated down on the saddl e. He grabbed the
shoul der straps for added support and anchored his legs in the back straps bel ow

"All set," he said, finally, the words jolted out of his nouth into the other's ear

"Al right," grunted the other. "Now we | eave them eating dust. Watch a real nan travel, Pick-and-
Shovel !'"

The rhythm of the tall native's stride changed—+t was a difference |ike that between the trot and
the gallop of a horse. Bill, clinging to the straps, |ooked back and saw they were drawi ng away
al nrost nagically fromtheir pursuers. In fact, even as he watched, sone of the outlaws began to
sl ow down to a wal k and drop out of the chase. "They're giving up!" he said in the ear of his
nount .

"Sure, they would," answered that individual. "I knew they'd see it right off—they couldn't catch
me. No one can catch ne, Pick-and-Shovel. Never could, never will—ow ander, Upl ander, nobody!"
He slowed to a steady, swinging wal k. Bill |ooked shrewdly at the back of the furry head ei ght
inches in front of his own nose.

"You're the Hill Bluffer, aren't you?" he inquired.

"Who el se?" snorted the other. Bill got the idea that the Hill Bluffer would have been i npressed
only if Bill had failed to recognize him The Dilbian went into a half-chant. "Hill Bluffer
that's my nane and fame! Anything on two feet wal k away fromnme? Not over solid ground or living
rock! When | look at a hill, it knows it's beat, and it lays out flat for ny trampling feet!"
"Er—yes," said Bill.

"You're lucky to get ne," stated the HilIl Bluffer in a nore conversational tone, but with no show

of false nodesty. "Just luck you did. When the other Shorties decided to bring you in here, they
| ooked me up right away. Could | take a | eave of absence fromcarrying the mail between Hunrog
Village and W dwood Peak, and cone down to the Lowl ands here to take care of another Shorty?
Well, it wasn't an easy thing to do, but | just happened to have an experienced substitute handy
to take over the mail route. So I cane on down. The ten pounds of nails was all right, but it
didn't have nuch to do with it."

"It didn't?" asked Bill.

The Hi Il Bluffer snorted. It sounded like a small factory explosion and shook Bill upon his saddle
perch like a small earthquake.

"Of course not!" said the H Il Bluffer. "That's good pay, but a man wants nore than that. This was
a matter of reputation. After having taken care of a Shorty once before, could |I | et another one
get himself into all kinds of trouble down here without ne? O course not!"

"Well . . . thanks," said Bill. "I appreciate it."

"You'll appreciate it nore by the time you' re done," said the Hill Bluffer cheerfully. "Not that

you' d have needed me just for protection against these fat-nuscled, weak-livered Low and folk with
their sticks and their knives and their swords and their shields and such-1like. Can you beat it?
No, it wasn't protection you needed down here, Pick-and-Shovel. It was experience , and a good

cl ean-thi nking tough cat of a nountain man like nyself to back it up. Well, here we are at Middy
Nose Vill age."

Here, in fact, they were.

Now he | ooked up and saw, indeed, that they were beginning to travel down the miry nmain street of
sonme kind of native settlenent village. Bill could see how the village had gotten its nane.

At first, as they noved between the two rows of log buildings that lined the street, they
attracted little attention. But soon they were spotted by the various other Dilbians Bill saw

| oungi ng around the fronts of the buildings, and deep bass shouts began to summon other |oca

i nhabitants fromthe interior of the structures. Bill found hinmself and the H Il Bluffer being
bonbar ded by questions, nost of them hunorous, and few of thempolite, as to his identity and his
i medi ate intentions now that he had arrived at his destination

He had, however, no chance to answer, for the HilIl Bluffer strode swiftly on, grandly ignoring the
tumult around them |ike an aristocrat taking a stroll anbng peasants whomit would be beneath his
dignity to notice. Bill tried to imtate the postnman's indifference. The Bluffer cane at last to
the far end of the village street, and to a rather w der, nore nodern-looking |og structure there,
whi ch sat back a little ways fromthe other buildings of the village. Bill, finding his wits

shar pened by events since he had | anded on this world, noticed that the door to this fina

bui l ding was cut in the generous proportions necessary to admit a Dilbian, even a Dilbian as tal
as the H Il Bluffer. But, by contrast, the windows in the building were cut down | ow enough so
that a hunan being would be able to | ook out of them

"Al'l right. Here we are," he said, halting. "Light down, Pick-and-Shovel, and get whatever Shorty-
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type gear you'll need. Then you can get the story straight from Sweet Thing herself, and we'll be
off to Qutlaw Valley to see about getting Bone Breaker to turn |l oose Dirty Teeth."
Bill slid down the broad, furry back, relieved to have his feet on a solid surface once nore. He

found hinmself standing in a pleasantly sunlit sort of reception roomw th sone Dil bian-sized
benches around the walls and a good deal of enpty space between them He |ooked toward a hal f-open

door, which evidently |led deeper into the building. "What?" he answered, as the Hill Bluffer's

| ast words registered on him "Wiit a minute. | don't think | better go anyplace right away. |'II
be expected to stay here until | talk to the Resident and hi s—+ mean—the other Shorty who's
stayi ng here."

"Are you deaf, Pick-and-Shovel ?" booned the H Il Bluffer, exasperated.

Surprised, Bill turned to face him

"Didn't you hear what | was just saying to you?" denanded the Bluffer. "You can't just sit down
here and wait for either Dirty Teeth or the Tricky Teacher. Don't you Shorties ever know anyt hing
about each other? You can sit here all you want, but neither one of them s going to show up."

Bill stared at the tall Dilbian. His scranmbling nmind finally evoked the hypnoed information that
Tricky Teacher was the Dil bian name of the Resident, Lafe Greentree, and that Dirty Teeth was the
nane the natives had pinned on Greentree's femal e trai nee-assi stant—apparently because she had
been observed brushing her teeth one day and the Dil bians had junped to the obvious concl usion
that anyone who cleaned their teeth like that as a regular practice nmust have strong need to do
so. But even with this additional know edge, the Bluffer's |ast words made no sense.

"Why not?" Bill was reduced to asking, finally.

"Why, because the Tricky Teacher broke his I eg a couple of days ago, and a box |like the one that
al ways drops out of the sky to bring you Shorties and haul you away took himoff to get it fixed!"
said the Bluffer, exasperatedly. "That left Dirty Teeth in charge, and of course she had to go out
to Qutlaw Valley and get mixed up in this hassle between Sweet Thing and Bone Breaker—ust |ike a
fermal e. And of course, once he got her in the valley, Bone Breaker just kept her there to make
Sweet Thing come to her senses. Well, you Shorties can't let an outlaw |i ke Bone Breaker hang on
to one of your females like that and think the farners around here are going to pay any attention
to you when you try to teach themtricks with those picks and shovels and plows and things you
brought them"

He broke off and stared down at Bill fromhis lean ten feet of height.

"—So, what you've got to do is get going right now out to CQutlaw Valley and get Dirty Teeth back.
Wth the Tricky Teacher gone, there's no one else to do it," the Bluffer said. "And we better get
movi ng soon as you've talked to Sweet Thing if we want to get in today. Those outlaws bar the
gates to their valley at sundown, and anyone trying to get in or out gets hinself chopped. Well
what's hol di ng you?" roared the Bluffer as Bill still stood there. "You're not going to let a
Low ander outlaw hang on to one of your ferales |ike that and do nothing about it? You' re going
after her, aren't you?"

Chapter 3
"No," said Bill automatically.
It was an instinctive reply. Qut of the welter of odd names and odder statenments that the Hil
Bl uffer had just been throwing at him the only thing that stood out clearly was that Bill was

bei ng asked to do something besides instruct Dilbians in how to use agricultural inplenents.
Apparently Lafe Greentree had broken his |l eg and had been taken off-planet for medical treatnent,
| eaving Anita Lyne in charge. And evidently she had interfered, where she should not, in native
affairs, and been made a prisoner.

The Hill Bluffer roared, jerking Bill's attention back to the tall Dilbian.

"No!" exploded the H Il Bluffer incredulously. Bill with sone relief-he had been ready to start
runni ng agai n—+ealized that the other was not expressing fury so nuch as he was expressing
outrage. "No, he says! Here, a female Shorty's got herself captured, and you say you won't go
after her! Wiy, if |I'd known you weren't anything like the Hal f-Pint-Posted, |'d never had |et
myself in for this job! I'd never even have considered it!"

"Hal f - Pi nt - Post ed?" echoed Bill, as the Dilbian paused for breath.

"OfF course!" snorted the Bluffer. "He was just a Shorty too, but did he hesitate to take on the
Streanside Terror? | ask you?"

"l don't know," answered Bill, half-deafened by the other's voice in this encl osed space. "Wo's
the Streanside Terror?"

"Way, just the toughest Upland hill-and-alley braw er between Humrog Village and WI dwood Peak!"
said the Bluffer. "Just the roughest—why, the Terror'd chew this Bone Breaker outlaw up for

breakfast— The Bluffer's voice abruptly [ owered, and became judicious, "not that Bone Breaker's

file:/l/F|/rah/Gordon%20Dickson/Dickson,%20G...20R%20-%20The%20Right%20T0%20Arm%20Bears.txt (56 of 150) [7/1/03 1:05:02 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Gordon%20Di ckson/Dickson,%20Gordon%20R%20-%20The%20Ri ght%20T 0%20A rm%20Bears.txt

an easy match, of course. It's just that he's used to fighting with that blade and shield of his

in the sissy Low and fashion. Barehanded, |1'Il bet the Terror could take himany day. And the Half-
Pi nt - Posted took the Terror."

Bill's mnd staggered under the inpact of this additional, inprobable information

"You nean this Shorty—a hunman like nme," said Bill, "fought this Streanside Terror you tal k about,

wi t hout weapons?"

"Didn't | say so?" demanded the Bluffer. "Bare-handed and nan-to-man. Not only that, but beside a
mount ai n creek—the Terror's favorite spot. And Half-Pint |licked him"

"How do you know— Bill was begi nning, when the Bluffer interrupted him

"How do | know?" shouted the Bluffer in fresh outrage. "Didn't | carry Half-Pint on ny back until
we caught up with the Terror? Didn't | stand by himand watch while they tangl ed? Are you
guestioning ny word, Pick-and-Shovel the word of the official postman between Hunrog Vill age and
W | dwood Peak?"

"No—no, of course not," said Bill, still bewildered. "It's just that | hadn't heard—about it
before now. " As he spoke, his mind was racing. There nust be nore to it than the Bl uffer was
telling. Probably there was sonme kind of ginmck that had kept the natch from being the sinple
massacre of a hunan being that by rights it woul d have had to have been

Al so—a new t hought struck him+f G eenleaf was actually gone and his assistant was honestly in
trouble, then he did indeed have a responsibility to do whatever was necessary to get her out of
it. At least, to begin with, he could go and talk to this Dilbian who had taken her, and who
evidently was an individual of inportance anpbng the outlaws—f not their chief. If nothing else,
he could stall until the Resident returned. An ordinary broken | eg should not keep the man away
fromhis job nuch nore than the three or four days of the round trip required to take himto a
hospital ship and bring hi mback here.

Bill scrambled about in his nind for words to explain his first refusal to go to Qutlaw Valley to
help Dirty Teeth. He was neither a quick nor easy liar and excuses did not cone readily to him
Luckily, at that nonent he renmenbered that underneath the wild inprobabilities of the situation
here on Dilbia, there still existed the prosaic organi zation of any off-world project. Project
Spacepaw m ght be the nobst foul ed-up human endeavor ever to take place beyond Earth's orbit around
the Sun, but behind it there had to exist the ordinary official machinery of equiprment and
regul ati on.

"Now, listen to me!" he said to the Hill Bluffer. "I'"mas good a Shorty as this Hal f-Pint-Posted
or any other one of us you've nmet; and I'mnot going to |l et one of ny own people be held against
her will if | can help it. But you' ve got to renenber |I'mnot the head Shorty here. Before I go
dashing off to Qutlaw Valley, |'ve got to see if the Tricky Teacher left ne any nessage telling ne
what to do. If he did, |'ve got to do what he said. If he didn't, then | can do things nmny own way.
You're just going to have to wait until | see if he left that nessage.”

"Well, why didn't you say so?" demanded the Hi Il Bluffer, obviously relieved. "You don't have to

explain things twice to an official postnman, where sonmething |like a nessage is concerned. If the
Tricky Teacher left you a piece of nmail to read before you started out, that comes before
anyt hi ng. Though what he shoul d've done was give it to ne to deliver to you. It wouldn't have cost
hi m anything extra, and that way he'd be sure you got it right off. OF course," said the Hil

Bl uffer, suddenly interrupting hinself, "come to think of it, he couldn't. Because | just got here
yesterday and he was al ready gone; and probably he didn't want to trust it to any of these

Low anders. Wiy, one of thems just as liable to lose it down a well, or go off and leave it lying
somepl ace—=

He checked hinsel f again. "Anyway, you go read your nessage, Pick-and-Shovel," he said, "and |I'1|

go dig up Sweet Thing and bring her back here."
He headed toward the door

"Just a minute," Bill called after him "Wo's Swmeet Thing, anyway?"

"Thought you knew," replied the Bluffer, surprised, opening the door. "Mre Jam s daughter, of
course—More Jam s the innkeeper here in town. Passable enough female, | suppose, but |ike any
Lowl and worran, tal k your head off, even if she hadn't been listening to those crazy notions of
Dirty Teeth. Wll, see you in a few m nutes—

Qut he went. Bill spun around and headed back through the hal fway open door into the living

quarters of the Residency.

He knew what he was | ooking for first, whether Greenleaf or Anita Lyme had actually left hima
message or not. Somewhere in this building there would be the official daily log of the

proj ect—and the odds were strongest he would find it in the room hol ding the off-plant

communi cati ons equi pnent and project records.

It took himfour or five nminutes of opening doors before he discovered the roomfor which he
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searched. It was a square, white-walled roomwi th office equi pment and the two banks of consol es
whi ch severally operated the Residency conputing equi prent and the off-planet comunications
equi pnent. On one of the rooms two desks, he saw the heavy, bl ack-bound book which would be the
project log. He sat down hastily at the desk and flipped it open, searching for the | atest
entries.
He found them wi thin seconds, but they proved to be unusually uninformative, merely listing
equi prent | oaned to the farmers and the times and subjects of conferences between either G eenl eaf
or Anita Lynme and the local natives. There was none of the diary-like chattiness that isolated
proj ect menbers usually added to the log entries in situations like this on Dilbia, and which
m ght have told Bill a great deal nore than he now knew about G eenleaf and the girl. Three days
ago, there was a brief entry in Greenleaf's upright, hard-stroked hand:

fell fromladder clinbing to replace bl own-away roofing shakes on Residency roof above north
wal | . Broke I eg. Have called for nedical assistance. The next entry, the follow ng day, was in a
sl opi ng, nore fem ni ne hand.
0800 hours, local time. Resident G eenleaf evacuated by shuttle from nearby courier ship, for
transportation to closest avail able hospital ship, for treatnment of broken |eg.
1030 hours. Leaving for conference with Bone Breaker at Qutlaw Vall ey.
Anita Lyme, Trainee Assistant
That was the last entry in the log, two days ago. There was no nessage for Bill fromeither
G eenleaf or Anita, though it was highly irregular of the girl to go off without |eaving one
Unl ess, that is, she had honestly expected to be back the sanme day.
Bill closed the log, got to his feet, and stepped over to the conmunications equipnent. It was a
standard consol e, arranged to put whoever used the equipnent in touch with a relay station
orbiting the planet, which would in turn re-broadcast the nmessage at multilight velocity to its
interstellar destination. Bill had been checked out on its use, as he had been checked out on nost
general equipnment in use on off-world projects. He flipped the power switch and pressed the
m cr ophone button. Nothi ng happened. The power |ight on the console did not go on. The m crophone
did not give out the signal humthat announced it as being in operating condition
The set was dead.
For a second, Bill stared at it. Then, quickly, he ran over the console, flipping check swtches
and trying to locate the mal function. But nothing responded. His hands flew to the toggle-nuts
hol di ng the face of the panel in place. Sonmewhere in the building there would be test equi pnent
and with it, given tine, even he ought to be able to trace down what was keeping the set from

oper ating.

" Pl CK- AND- SHOVEL! "

It was the voice of the Hi Il Bluffer, roaring for himfromthe reception room A second later, it
was reinforced by a lighter toned, fenale Dl bian voice, also calling him Gimy, Bill dropped

hi s hands and turned away fromthe console. Fixing the communications equi prment woul d have to
wait .

He went rapidly out of the roomand down the hall toward the front of the building. A nonent

| ater, he stepped into the reception roomand found the Bluffer there with his femal e conpani on
who was the first to break off shouting for Bill as he cane through the door

"Well, there you are, Pick-and-Shovel!" said Sweet Thing—for this short, conpact newconer could
only be that Dilbian femal e whomthe Bluffer had gone to get, thought Bill. "It's high tine you
got here to Muddy Nose!"

"You knew | was com ng?" asked Bill, in the sudden silence as the Bluffer stopped his shouting in
turn and nodded genially at Bill.

"Wiy, of course we knew you were coning!" said Sweet Thing sharply. "Didn't She say She was
sending for you? O course She did. She knew how to handle the situation even if no one el se did.
As She said, the time had cone to strike a blow for our rights. Wat She said was—

"Let himget a word in edgewi se, will you?" roared the Bluffer, for Bill had valiantly been trying
to speak in the face of this torrent of talk.
"Who's She?" asked Bill hurriedly into the nonent of silence that foll owed Sweet Thing's snort.

"She?" answered Sweet Thing, on a rising note. "Wy Dirty Teeth, of course! She who has roused us
at last to strike for our rights agai nst nmen who have been telling us what to do all the tinme!"
The Hi Il Bluffer snorted.

Sweet Thing snorted.

"Wait— said Bill hastily, before the situation could degenerate into a private argunent between
the two Dilbians. "What | want to knowis, why is Dirty Teeth being held by Bone Breaker, in the
first place?"

"Wy, because She's the chanpion of us wonen!" said Sweet Thing swiftly. "It comes fromlistening
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to Fatties, that's what it does! Bone Breaker wants to force ne to go live in that robber's roost
of his. Well | won't do it! You can tell himso. Not if he should chop Dirty Teeth up for fish
bait. 1've got ny principles!”

Once nore, Sweet Thing's nose elevated itself toward the ceiling.

Bill had felt his heart lurch a little bit at the nention of Dirty Teeth being chopped up for fish
bait. The nmatter seenmed to be nore serious than he had thought at first. Wat listening to
"Fatties"—the Dil bian name for Hemmoi ds—had to do with it, was another nystery. lgnoring that for
the nmonent, however, Bill decided to stick to his main |line of questioning.

"You nean the only thing that will save Dirty Teeth is if you go live in Qutlaw Valley?" Bill
denmanded.

"OfF course not!" retorted Sweet Thing. "All you have to do is go and take Dirty Teeth back from
him Wy do you think She sent for you?"

"Well, as a matter of fact " Bill's voice trailed off. He had been about to protest that it
had not been Dirty Teeth at all who was responsible for his being here. Just in tine, it had
occurred to himthat the situation was conplicated enough already. There was no telling what harm
he might do if he revealed that he was not specially appointed by this girl, who appeared to have
beconme sonething of a local heroine to Sweet Thing, if not to the other fenal es of Muddy Nose.

"You say | just go in and get her?"

"Well, 1'd certainly teach hima |l esson while you're about it-Bone Breaker, | nean," said Sweet
Thing. "Inmagine the idea of holding prisoner soneone like Dirty Teeth! It's just what you'd expect
of sone scruffy outlaw. Tell himyou' Il hit himone for me, too!"

"Hit himone—+ don't understand— Bill was begi nning, when Sweet Thi ng expl oded.

"Well, | don't see what there is not to understand!" she cried angrily. "I've been expl ai ning and
explaining until even a Shorty like you ought to be able to followit. |I won't marry that Bone

Br eaker unl ess he gives up his outlaw ways and settles down to being a farner here in Muddy Nose,
i ke you Shorties say everybody in the Lowl ands should do. It's all nonsense about a girl having
to go where her husband says. It's only wonen |ike Thing-or-Two that pretend to believe the
world's comng to an end if any of the old custons get changed. Hah! Wiy she's really all for the
old custons is that if she can get me out of the Inn, she'd have a right as female relative next-
of-kin to nove into it as inn-keepress in ny place. She'd drive ny poor old daddy crazy in a week!
No, no-bBirty Teeth explained it all to us! W've just as much right to say where we're going to
settle down as the men have! Bone Breaker's as bad as the rest, but he really nmade a mni stake when

he decided to make Dirty Teeth a prisoner out in the valley. I wish I could see his face when you
do it!"
"Do what ?" demanded Bill, baffled.

"Chal | enge him of course!" snapped Sweet Thing, turning on her heel and opening the street door.
"Naturally, he's not going to give Dirty Teeth back to you unless you fight himfor her and wi n,
like the Half-Pint-Posted did with that mountain nan who ran off with a Shorty fermale. So you
better get out there to the valley and do it. I've waited | ong enough for Bone Breaker as it is,
and it's a cinch there's no one el se around Muddy Nose with nerve enough to take himon!"

She went out, slanmm ng the door behind her

A second later, it opened again, and she stuck her nose back in.

"Don't worry about having to get himall riled up before you challenge him" Sweet Thing added.

"He knows what you're conming out there for. | sent word to himto expect you a couple of days
ago."

Chapter 4
Sweet Thing's nose di sappeared. The door slanmed shut again. Bill stared at it, with his head

swiming. If there was one thing he had absolutely no intention of doing, it was challenging the
head man, or whatever, of outlaws |ike those fromwhom he had run and hidden in Tin Ear's farnyard
earlier in the day.

"Well, so you see," said the H Il Bluffer behind himheavily. Bill turned to | ook at the postnan
and the Bluffer nodded at the closed door. "Crazy as a spring storm And with a father who thinks
more of his belly than he does of his daughter, or she wouldn't be able to get away with these
wild, Shorty ideas—

He broke off, glancing at Bill apol ogetically.

"—No offense to you, of course, Pick-and-Shovel,"” he runbled. "As for Sweet Thing's ideas—=

"WAit a minute," interrupted Bill hastily. "Can't the village get together and hel p soneone |ike
Tin Ear—

"Well, now, that's an idea for you!" said the H Il Bluffer indignantly. "Sure, if a neighbor yells
for help, you mght run over and give hima hand—when you hear himyell. But put yourself and all
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of your fanmily into blood-feud for soneone who's no kin at all? Wll, a man'd be crazy to do that.
After all, these are pretty honorable outlaws. Bone Breaker sees to that. They take their outl aw
tax out of what the Muddy Nosers can spare—they don't go taking what the | ocal people have to have
to stay alive. If they did that, then | suppose the Middy Nosers woul d get together in blood-feud,
if they had to declare thenselves a clan, tenmporarily to do that. W' ve got to get going to make

that valley before the gates are closed." He turned his nassive, furry shoulders to Bill and
squatted down. "dinmb on, Pick-and-Shovel."
Bill hesitated only a second, and then clinbed into the saddl e on the postman's back. Listening to

Sweet Thing, he had come to the conclusion that whatever he did, he could not avoid at |east going
to the valley and talking to the outlaw chief. But he certainly had no intention of challenging
Bone Breaker, no matter what Sweet Thing thought. Wat he could and would do, would be to spin out
negoti ations until G eenleaf got back, which would certainly be within four or five days at nost.
"—&f course," said the Bluffer, unexpectedly breaking the silence as the trees cl osed about them
"naturally, that's why the Tricky Teacher hasn't been having much success getting these Low anders
to use all these tools and things you Shorties have brought in."

Bill, by this tine, was beginning to get used to the unexpectedness of Dilbian conversation. It
required only a little thought on his part to realize that the Bluffer was continuing the
conversation begun inside the Residency after Sweet Thing's departure.

"What's why?" Bill asked, therefore, interested.

"Why, the fact there's no point in these farmers learning all sorts of new tricks so they can grow
nmore food," answered the Bluffer. "The outlaws just take anything extra, anyway. The nore extra
food they raised, the nore extra outlaws they'd just be supporting.”

"How far is it to the valley?" Bill asked

"Just a step or two," answered the Bl uffer econonically.

However, a step or two by the Bluffer's standards seened to be sonmewhat nore of a distance than
the terminplied to human ears. For better than half an hour, the Bluffer strode rapidly into
rougher and rougher country. The Dil bian sun was close to the tops of the hills and peaks ahead of
them when the Bluffer at |ast made an abrupt turn and plunged downward into what | ooked |like an
ordi nary ravine, but which suddenly opened up around a corner to reveal, ahead and bel ow t hem down
a narrow ravine, a parklike, green valley, walled in all other directions by near-vertical cliffs
of bare stone fromfifty to a hundred feet in height. Softly green-carpeted with the |ocal grass,
the valley glowed in the late afternoon sun, the black log walls of a cluster of buildings at its
far end soaking up the late |ight.

That light fell also on a literal wall nmade of |ogs about thirty feet high, sone fifty yards ahead
down the path. This wall was pierced by a heavy wooden door, now ajar but flanked by two Dil bians

wearing not only the straplike harness and swords Bill had seen on those at Tin Ear's farm but
wit h heavy, square, wooden shields hanging fromtheir left shoulders, as well. Sweet Thing's words
about chal | engi ng Bone Breaker came unconfortably back into Bill's m nd

The Hi Il Bluffer, however, had evidently come here with no sense of caution. As he approached the

two at the gate, he bellowed at the two outlaws on watch. "All right, out of the way! W've got
busi ness with Bone Breaker!"

The guards, however, nmde no nove to step aside. Their nine-foot heights and a conbi ned wei ght of
probably over three-quarters of a ton, continued to bar the entrance. The Bluffer necessarily came
to a halt before them

"Step aside, | say!" he shouted.

"Says who?" demanded the taller of the guards.

"Says me!" roared the Bluffer. "Don't pretend you don't know who I am The official postnan's got
right of entry to any town, village or canp! So clear out of my way and | et us through!"

"You aren't being a postman now," retorted the Dilbian who had spoken before. "Ri ght now you're
not hi ng but a plain, ordinary nountain man, wanting into private property. Did anybody send for
you?"

"Send for us?" the Bluffer's voice rose to a roar of rage, and Bill could feel the big back and
shoul der nuscl e of the Dil bian bunching om nously under him "This is the Pick-and-Shovel Shorty
who's here to tangle with Bone Breaker if necessary!"

"Hi n? Tangl e wi th Bone Breaker?" the guard who had been tal king burst into guffaws. "Hor, hor
hor!"™ Hi s conpanion joined in.

"So you think that's funny!" snarled the Bluffer. "There were a few of you valley reivers at Tin
Ear's farmearlier today who got made to |l ook pretty silly. And lucky for them that was all that
happened— The Bluffer's voice took on an om nous tone. "Renenber it was a Shorty just like him
that took the Streanside Terror!"

Startlingly enough to Bill, this reninder seemed to take the wind out of the sails of the two
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guards' rmerrinment. Apparently, if Bill found it inpossible to believe that a Shorty could outfight
a Dilbian, these two did not think so. Their laughter died and they cast uneasy gl ances over the
Bluffer's shoulder at Bill

"Huh!" said the talkative one, with a feeble effort at a sneer. "The Streanside Terror. An

Upl ander!"

Bill felt the saddl e heave beneath himas the Bluffer took a deep breath. But before that breath
could energe in words, the tal kative guard abruptly stood aside.

"Well, who cares?" he growed. "Let's let "emgo in, Three Fingers. Bone Breaker will take care of

them all right!”

“Hgh tinme!" snarled the Bluffer. But without staying to argue anynore, he set hinself in notion
through the gate, and a second |ater was striding forward over the |ush slope of grass toward the
log buildings in the distance, all these things now reddened by the setting sun

As they drew closer, Bill saw that there was considerable difference in the size of some of the
buil dings. In fact, the whole congloneration | ooked rather like a skiing chalet, with a nunber of
guest cottages scattered around behind it. The nmain building, a long one-story structure, stood
squarely athwart their path, the big double doors of its principal entrance thrown w de open to
reveal a perfectly black, unlighted interior. As the Bluffer approached the building Bill could
smel | the odor of roasting neat, as well as several other unidentifiable vegetable odors.
Evidently it was the hour of the evening nmeal, which Bill's hypnoed information told himwas
served about this time of day anmong the Dil bians. Once inside, the Bluffer stepped out of Iine
with the open doorway, and stopped abruptly; evidently to let his eyes adjust to the inner dark.
Bill's eyes were also adjusting. Gradually, out of the gloom there took shape a | ong narrow
chanmber with bare rafters overhead, and a |large stone fireplace filled with crackling logs in
spite of the warnth of the closing day, set in the end wall to their right. There was a small,
square table with four stools set before the fireplace, just as there were other |ong tables

fl anked by benches stretching away fromit down the length of the hall. But what drew Bill's eyes
like a magnet to the table with four stools in front of the fireplace was not the tall Dilbian
with coal -black fur sitting on one of the stools, talking, but his partner in conversation,
sitting across fromhim

This other was not a Dilbian. Swathed in dark, shimrering cloth, his rotund body was scarcely half
a head shorter than that of the Dilbian. Standing, Bill guessed that he could be scarcely |ess
than eight feet tall, a foot or so below the average height of a male Dilbian. H s face, like his
body, bulged in creases of what appeared to be fat. But Bill knew that they were nothing of the
kind. Seated, talking to the black-furred Dilbian was a nmenber of that alien race which was nost
strongly in conpetition with the humans for influence with the natives on worlds |ike Dilbia, and
for living space in general between the stars.

The being to whomthe black-furred Dil bian was speaki ng was a Henmoi d, and his apparent fat was
the result of the powerful nuscles required by a race which had evolved on a world with half again
the gravity of Earth.

Abruptly and bel atedly, the neaning of Sweet Thing's obscure reference to taking the advice of

Fatties becane clear to Bill. A cold feeling like a cranp nade itself felt at the pit of his

st omach.

It was Bone Breaker, apparently, who had been taking the advice of Fatties—er of this one Fatty in
particul ar. Unexpectedly, Bill found hinmself facing a Hermoid in exactly the sort of ticklish

interracial situation that the Human-Hemoid treaty of noninterference in native Dilbian affairs
had been signed to prevent. Too |late now, he realized that he had intruded on the type of incident
that should be dealt with by no hunan bel ow the rank of a Resident in the Diplomat Service. Let

al one a trainee-assistant in nechanical engineering who was Iike a fish out of water in being
assigned to an agricultural project. And |let alone a trai nee-assi stant who had been unable to
contact his superiors by off-planet conmuni cations, and who was operating totally w thout
authority and on his own initiative. "Turn around!" Bill hissed frantically in the H Il Bluffer's
ear. "l've got to get out of here!”

"Qut? What for?" said the Bluffer, surprised. "Anyway, it's too |ate now. "

"Too | at e—=2"

Bill never finished echoing the Bluffer's words.

From just outside the door behind himthere came a sound like that of a large, untuned, metal gong
bei ng struck. A voice shouted:

"Sun's down! Close the gates.™

There was only a second or two of pause, and then floating back fromthe far distance of the

vall ey entrance with a clarity that only the | ung-power of a Dilbian could provide with such
pressure, canme the answering cry:
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"The gates are closed!"

Chapter 5
The I ong drawn-out cry fromthe valley gate had barely died away, before the H Il Bluffer was in
nmoti on, heading toward the short table in front of the fireplace. Bill opened his nouth to

protest, then quickly shut it again. Now he saw that the roomwas crowded with Dil bians of al

si zes, and probably of both sexes, both standing about and seated at the various benches. At first
this crowd had not noticed the Bluffer and Bill, standing just inside the doorway. But as they
began to nove toward the small, square table at the head of the room before the fireplace, they
drew all eyes upon them and silence spread out through the roomlike ripples froma stone flung
into a pond. By the time the Bluffer reached the table where the Hemoi d and the bl ack-furred

Di | bian sat, that silence was absol ute.

The Bl uffer stopped. He | ooked down at the seated Hemoi d and the seated Dil bi an

"Eveni ng, Bone Breaker," he said to the Dilbian, and transferred his gaze to the Hemmoi d.
"Evening, Barrel Belly."

"Evening to you, Postnan," replied Bone Breaker. Hi s unbelievably deep, bass voice had an echoi ng,
resonant quality that made it seemto ring all around them The outlaw chief was, Bill saw, al nost
as outsize for a Dilbian as was the Hill Bluffer. Probably not quite as tall as the Bluffer

judged Bill, as he tried to estimate fromthe seated figure of the outlaw, but heavier in the
body, and certainly wider in the shoulders. A shiver trickled coldly down Bill's back. There was
an air of conpetence and authority about this one Dilbian that was strangely at odds with the
appear ance of other nenbers of that same race that Bill had met so far. The eyes looking at him
now out of the midnight black of the furry face had a brilliant, penetrating quality. Could
sonmeone |like this be holding prisoner a human being for such enotional and obvi ous reasons as
Sweet Thing had attributed to hinf

But he had no chance to ponder the question. Because the Hemmoi d was, he found, already talking to
him gazing up at himover the Bluffer's furry shoul der, and speaking in a voice which, while not
so deep as those of the Dil bians, had the ponderous, liquid quality of sone heavy oil, pouring out
of an enornous j ug.

"Mul a-ay, at your service," gurgled the Hermoid with a darkly sinister sort of cheerful ness. He
was speaking Dil bian, and the fact he did so, alerted Bill to answer in the sane | anguage—and not
fall into the social mstake of speaking out in either human or Hemmoi d, of which latter alien
tongue he al so owned a hypnoed know edge.

"Or, "Barrel Belly,' as our friends here call me," went on Mila-ay. "I'ma journalist, here to do
a series of articles on these delightful people. What brings you anong them ny young, hunman
friend?"

"Bill Waltham" answered Bill cautiously. "lI'mhere as part of our agricultural project at Middy
Nose." Mul a-ay might indeed be a journalist, but it was alnpbst certain he was al so a Hemoi d
secret agent—that was the Hemoi d way.

"Just part of it?" Miula-ay gave a syrupy chuckle as he answered, |ike a hogshead of nol asses being
enptied into a deep tank. There was a note of derision in his chuckling. A note that seened to
invite everyone else to join himin |laughing over some joke at Bill's expense. This in itself

m ght mean sonething—er it nmight not. A love of cruelty was part of the Hemmoid character, as Bil
knew. It was a racial characteristic which the Hetmmoid culture praised, rather than condemed.
Nonet hel ess, it was not pleasant to be the butt of Mila-ay's joke, whatever it was. Feeling

suddenly ridiculous, Bill took his feet out of the back straps of the Bluffer's harness and slid
down to stand on the fl oor.
Now on his feet and facing both the seated Mil a-ay and Bone Breaker, Bill found he could | ook

slightly dowmn into the face of the Hemmoid, although his eyes glanced |evel with the eyes of Bone
Br eaker.

"Have a place at ny table, Pick-and-Shovel," runbled the outlaw chief. His tone was fornmal, so
that the words cane out very like a command. "You too, Postman."
W thout hesitation, the Bluffer dropped down on one of the unoccupied stools. Bill wal ked around

and hoi sted hinmself up on the other enpty seat. He found hinself w th Bone Breaker close at his
right elbow, while at his left elbow, with only a few feet between them sat the gross form of

Mul a-ay, his Buddha-like face still creased in a derisive smle. Qpposite, Bill's single ally, the
Hi Il Bluffer, seemed far away and renoved fromthe action. Wth the fire lashing its red flanes
into the air at one side of them throwi ng ruddy gl eans anbng the sooty shadows of the bare
rafters above them and the outsize figures surrounding him there cane on Bill suddenly a feeling

of havi ng sonehow stunbled into a nether world, peopled by dark giants and strange nonsters. A
monentary feeling of hel pl essness washed through him Al around him the situation seemed too big
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for hi mphysically, enotionally, and even professionally. He broke out rashly and directly to Bone
Br eaker, speaking across a corner of the table.

"1 understand you've got a Shorty here—a Shorty nanmed Dirty Teeth!"

For a |l ong second, the outlaw nerely | ooked at him

"Wiy, yes," answered Bone Breaker. Then, with strange nildness, "She did wander in here the other
day and | believe she's still around. Seens | renenber she told me yesterday she didn't plan to

| eave for a while—whether | liked it or not."

He continued to gaze at Bill, as Bill sat, nomentarily shaken both by his own [ ack of caution and
by Bone Breaker's astonishing answer. Now, while Bill was still trying to collect his scattered
wits, Bone Breaker spoke again. "But let's not get into that now, Pick-and-Shovel," said the
outlaw chief, still in that tone of surprising mldness. "It's just tine for the food and drink
Sit back and nake yourself confortable. W'IlIl have dinner first. Then we can talk."

Mul a-ay, Bill saw, was still grinning at him evidently hugely enjoying Bill's confusion and

di sconfiture.

"Well . . . thanks,"” said Bill to Bone Breaker

A couple of Dilbian females were just at this nonment coming to the table with huge platters of
what appeared to be either boiled or roasted neat, enormous irregular chunks of brown materia
that seenmed to be some kind of bread, and | arge wooden drinking containers.

"What's the matter, Pick-and-Shovel ?" Bone Breaker inquired nmildly, as the wooden vessels were
bei ng poured full of a dark brown liquid, which Bill's nose told himwas probably sone form of
native beer. "Nothing wong with the food and drink, is there? Dig in."

"Quite right," Mil a-ay echoed the Dilbian with an oily chuckle, cramm ng his own | arge nouth ful
of bread and neat and lifting the wooden tankard to wash the nmout hful down. "Best food for mles
around.”

“Not quite, Barrel Belly," replied Bone Breaker, turning his deceptive nmildness this tinme upon the
Hemoid. "I thought | told you. Sweet Thing is the best cook in these parts.”

"Ch yes—yes," agreed the Hemmoid hastily, swallowing with a gulp, and beanmi ng hugely at the
outlaw, "of course. How could it have slipped ny mnd? Good as this is, it isn't a patch on what
Sweet Thing could cook. Wy, sure!"

Bone Breaker, Bill thought, nust possess an iron fist within the velvet glove of this apparent

nm | dness of his, judging by the reaction of the Hemmoi d. Now the black-furred outlaw s eyes were
com ng back to Bill. Bill hastily picked up a chunk of meat and began gnawing on it. Ch well, he

t hought, not hing ventured, nothing gai ned.

Conversation in general had ceased, not nerely at their own head table, but about the hall, as the
Di | bi ans present settled down to the serious business of eating. Their industry in performng that
task was awesone enough froma human's point of view Bill had never thought of hinself as a

particularly light eater—n fact, at Survival School, he had been accused of just the opposite.
But compared to these Dilbians, and to the Hermoid at his left elbow, his performance as a
trencherman was so insignificant as to seemridicul ous.

To begin with, somewhere between six and ei ght pounds of boiled neat had been dunped upon his
wooden plate, along with what | ooked |ike about the equivalent of two | oaves of bread. The wooden
flagon alongside his plate looked as if it could hold at |east a quart or two of liquid, and it
had been generously filled.

After a first attenpt at trying to keep up with the oversized appetites and capacities of those
around him Bill gave up. He scattered the food around on his plate as nmuch as possible to make it
|l ook as if he had eaten, and resigned hinself to pretending to be busy with the drinking flagon
which, as it becane nore and nore enpty, got easier to handle.

He had just, sonmewhat to his own surprise, managed at last to drain the final nmouthful of liquid
fromthis oversized utensil and set it back down on the table, when to his disnay he saw Bone
Breaker turn and lift a pawl i ke hand. One of the serving Dl bians came over and refilled the

fl agon.

Bi Il gul ped.

"Very good. Very good," gurgled Mil a-ay, tossing off at a gulp his own refilled flagon, which if
anything was a little bit bigger than Bill's. "Qur Shorty is quite an eater and drinker"—he added
in a deprecating tone—for a Shorty."

"Man don't lick the world by filling his belly," growmed the H Il Bluffer

An instinct warned Bill against glancing appreciatively in the Bluffer's direction. Nonethel ess,
he warmed inside, at this evidence of support by the | anky Dil bian

"But a nan's got to lick the world sonetine," said the Hemoi d, chuckling richly as if this was
sonme rare kind of joke. "lIsn't that so, Pick-and-Shovel ?"

Bill checked hinself on the verge of answering, and picked up his heavy drinking utensil in order
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to gain tine.

"Well . . ." he said, and put the vessel to his lips.

As he pretended to swall ow, over the circular wooden rimof the container, he unexpectedly caught
sight of a small slim non-Dilbian figure nmoving along next to a far wall, until it reached the
bi g doubl e doors which still stood open to the twilight without. It passed through those doors and
was gone. But not before Bill, staring after it over the rimof his drinking vessel, had

identified the figure as human—and fenal e, at that.
Hastily, he replaced the drinking container on the table, turning to Bone Breaker

"Wasn't that— he had to think a nonent to renmenber the Dil bian name for her, "Dirty Teeth, | just
saw goi ng out the door?"

The huge Dil bi an outl aw chi ef stared back down at Bill with dark, unreadable eyes.

"Way, | don't know, Pick-and-Shovel," answered Bone Breaker. "Did you say you saw her?"

"That's right," replied Bill, alittle grimy, "she just went out the doors there. You didn't see
her? You're facing that way."

"Why, " said Bone Breaker mildly, "I don't remenber seeing her. But as | said, she's around here
sone place. It could have been her. Wiy don't you take a | ook for yourself, if you want?"

"I think "Il do just that," replied Bill. He swung around on the stool and dropped to the floor.

To his disconfort and dismay, he discovered that the dangling of his legs in mdair over the sharp
edge of the stool had put the right leg to sleep. A sensation of pins and needl es was shooting
through it now, and it felt numb and unreliable. Trying not to hobble, he turned and headed toward
the big, open, double door

Finally he reached the wi de-open doors and stepped thankfully into the twilight outside. Looking
first right and then Il eft he saw that even the guards who had been | ounging there were gone now.
For a nonent, as his gaze swept the gloaning that was settling down over the barricaded valley, a
feeling of annoyance began to kindle in him He could not discover anywhere that slim girlish
figure he had seen passing within the hall. Then abruptly his eyes |ocated her—hardly nore than a
dar k shadow agai nst the darkening | oomof the wall of an outbuilding some fifty feet away.

He went down the steps at a bound and headed toward her at a run, just as she turned the corner of
t he out buil di ng and di sappear ed.

The soft turf all but absorbed the sound of his thudding boots as he ran. He reached the corner of
the building and cane swiftly around it. Suddenly, he was alnost on top of her, for she had been
merely idling on her way, it appeared, her head down as if she was deep in thought.

What do you say in a situation like this, wondered Bill, as he hastily put on the brakes; and she,
still deep in thought, continued to wander on, evidently w thout having heard him He searched his
m nd for her real nane, but all that would conme up fromhis nenory in this wi nded nonent was the
ni cknanme of Dirty Teeth that the Dl bians had given her. Finally, in desperation, he conprom sed
"Hey!" he said, noving up behind her

She junped, and turned. From a distance of only a few feet away, in the grow ng di mess of the
twilight, he was able to nake out that her face was oval and fine-boned, her hair was brown and
snooth, fitting her head alnost |like a helnmet, and her eyes were startling green and wi de. They

wi dened still further at the sight of him

"Ch, here you are!" she cried in English. "For heaven's sake, what do you nmean by coming here, of
all places? Didn't you know any better than to charge into a delicate situation like this, the

nmonment you | anded, like a bull into a china shop?"
Chapter 6
Bill stared at Anita Lyme, wordl essly.

He was not wordl ess because she had left himwith nothing to say. He was wordl ess because he had
too many things to say at once, and they were all fighting each other in his mnd for first use of
his tongue. If he had been the stuttering kind, he would have stuttered—wi th incredulity and

pl ain, downright fury.

"Now, wait!" he nmanaged to say at |ast, "you got yourself into this place, here—=

"—And | knew what | was doing! You don't!" she snapped back, neatly stealing the conversationa
ball fromhis grip. "You' re just lucky |I was here to get you out of it. If | hadn't heard fromthe
outl aw femal es about Sweet Thing's nmessage to Bone Breaker that you were com ng, you'd have been
comritted to a duel with Bone Breaker right now Do you know why you aren't? Because the nonent
heard, | went to Bone Breaker and told himthat I was enjoying ny visit here with the femal es and
| wasn't going to |leave for anybody ! You couldn't very well fight over ny being here after that!"
"No," said Bill grimy. "But as it happens, | wasn't planning to. Meanwhile, you're still stuck
here, Greenleaf is off-planet, and I'mleft with a Residency and a project |'ve been drafted to
and don't know anything about. |'m not one of your agricultural or sociological trainee-
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assistants. My field' s nechanical engineering. Wat do | do—=

"Well, you find that out for yourself," she said. "Just call Lafe and ask him=

"The conmuni cations equi pnent's dead. It won't work."

She stared at him

"I't can't be," she said at last. "You just didn't get it turned on right."

"OfF course | got it turned on right!" said Bill stiffly. "lIt's not working, |I tell you!"

"Of course it's working. It has to work! Go back and try it again. And that's the point— she
sai d, checking herself suddenly. "The point is, you shouldn't ever have conme here in the first
pl ace. Common sense shoul d have told you—=>

“Sweet Thing said you needed rescuing from Bone Breaker."

"Did you have to believe her, just like that? Honestly!" said Anita, on an exasperated note. "You
shoul d have i nmredi ately called Lafe—~

"I tried to. | tell you— said Bill, alnost between his teeth, "the comruni cati ons equi prment
doesn't work!"
"l tell you it does! It worked when | left the valley here, two days ago—and what coul d have

happened to it since? Wait— Anita held out her hand in the gathering dusk to stop himas he was
about to explode into speech. She | owered her own voice to a nore reasonable tone. "Look, let's
not fight about it. The situation here is too inportant. The point is, |'ve saved you from
fighting Bone Breaker. Now, the thing for you to do is get back to the village as fast as you can
and stay there. Get busy at your real job."

"What real job?" ejaculated Bill, staring at her

"Organizing the villagers to stand up all together to the outlaws, of course!"”

"What ! "

"That's right." She | owered her voice still further, until it barely carried to his ear. "Listen
to ne—ah—M. Waltham=>
“Call me Pick-and-Shov—+ nean, Bill," answered Bill, lowering his own voice in turn. "Wat are we

whi spering for?"

She gl anced around them at the gathering dusk.

"That Hemmoi d understands English as well as you or | understand Hemoi d," she nurnured. "Let ne
explain a few thing to you about Project SpacepawBill."

"I wish you would," said Bill, with deep enotion

"Ch, stop it! There's no need to keep getting a chip on your shoulder!" said Anita. "Listen to ne
now. This started out here as a perfectly ordinary agricultural project, taking advantage of the
fact that when the origi nal Human-Hemmoi d Non-Interference Treaty on Dl bia was signed, neither
the Hemmoi ds nor we knew that there were any sizable Dilbian communities that weren't organized
and disciplined by the clan structure you find anong the Dil bians in the nountai ns—where ninety
percent of the native population lives."

"I know that,"” interrupted Bill. "I spent five days on the way here wearing a hypno-helnmet. | can
even quote the part about the project aims. The project nanme " Spacepaw,' refers to the hope of

gi ving technology a foothold anmong the Dil bians—titerally translated into Dilbian, it conmes out
meani ng " hel ping hand fromthe stars' —except that since the D | bians consider thenselves to be the
ones who have hands—Shorties and Fatties are referred to as having “paws.' | already know al

about that. But | was sent here to teach the natives howto use farmtools, not to organize a— he
funbled for a word

"CGivil defense force!" supplied Anita.

"Civil defense . " he goggled at her through the increasing darkness.

"Way not? That's as good a nane for it as any!" she whispered, briskly. "Now, will you listen and
learn a few things you don't know? | said this started out like an ordinary project. The Low and
Di | bi ans here at Muddy Nose cone fromfifty or sixty different Upland clans. They don't have the
clan organization, therefore, and they don't have any Gandfathers of the Clan, to exert a
conservative control over the way they think and act. Also, they don't have the Upland Dil bian's
idea that it's sissy to use tools or weapons. So it |l ooked |like they were just the community to

| et us denonstrate to the mountain Dilbians that tools and technology in general could raise nore
crops, build better buildings, and everything el se—start themon the road to nodern civilization."

"And, incidentally, make them closer friends of ours than they are of the Hemmoids," put in Bil
skeptically.

"That, too, of course,"” said Anita. "At least, if the Dl bians have sone know edge of nodern
technol ogy, they'll be better able to understand the psychol ogical difference between us and the
Hemoi ds. We're betting that if we can raise their nean technol ogical level, they'll want to be
partners with us. The Hemmoids don't want themto becone technol ogically sophisticated. They'd
rather take the Dilbians into the Hermoi d sphere of influence, now while they're still safely
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primitive and they'd have to be technol ogi cally dependent."

"You were going," pointed out Bill, "to tell me sonmething | didn't know. "

"I am if you'll listen!" whispered Anita fiercely. "Wien we started to make a success of this
proj ect, the Hemoi ds noved to counter it. They sent in Mil a-ay, one of their best agents—
"Agents?" echoed Bill. He had suspected it, of course, but finding hinself undeniably up against a

highly trained alien agent sent an abruptly cold shiver snaking its way between his shoul der

bl ades.

"That's what | said. Agent. And Mula-ay didn't |lose any tinme in taking advantage of the one |oca
condition which could frustrate the project. He noved in with the outlaws, here, and pointed out
to themthat the nore the villagers could produce fromtheir farns, the nore surplus the outlaws
woul d be able to take fromthem The outlaws only take what the farners can spare, you know.

Di | bian customis very strict on that, even w thout G andfathers—

"I know," muttered Bill inpatiently. "Why wasn't | told about the Hemmoid bei ng here and being an
agent, though? None of the hypnoed information nmentioned it."

"Lafe was supposed to brief you after you got here—+that's what he told nme, anyway," she said, in
so low a voice that he could hardly hear her. "The Hemoi ds are too good at intercepting and
decoding interstellar transm ssions for the information |I'mgiving you now to be sent out for
inclusion in ordinary hypno tapes. The point is that word of what Miula-ay told the outlaws got
back fromthe outlaws to the villagers, and the villagers began to ask thensel ves what was the
poi nt of using tools, if making a better living sinply neant making a better living for the
outlaws. You see, the outlaws go around collecting their so-called tax and the Muddy Nosers can't
stop them"”

"Way not?" asked Bill. "There nust be nore of themthan there are of outlaws—

"That's what |'ve been trying to tell you," whispered Anita. "There are nore of themthan there
are of outlaws. But without a clan structure they won't conbine, and the outlaws raid one farm at
a tine and take whatever the farner has to spare. The farner doesn't even fight for his
property—for one thing he's always outnunbered. For another, nmost of themrather admire the

outl aws. "

"Adnmire them "

"That's right," said Anita. "They conplain about how the outlaws take things fromthem but when
they're telling you about it, you can see they're hal fway proud of having been robbed. It's been a
sort of romantic interlude, a holiday in their lives—=

"Yes," said Bill, suddenly thoughtful. He remenbered Tin Ear's drunken but happy grin as he had
sat at the table, being forced to swallow his own beer

"The point is," wound up Anita, "agriculture isn't going to be inproved around Muddy Nose as | ong
as this nest of outlaws continues to exist. W' ve got a stal emate here—eutl aws bal anced of f

agai nst the villagers, the Hemmoid influence bal anced off against ours. Wll, |I've had sone
success with bringing the | ocal fenmales around to a human point of view Lafe told nme our
superiors think maybe someone—er, nechanically oriented—ike you, could have sone success with the
village males. So—as | say, you go back and try to organize theminto a civil defense force—=

"I see," said Bill. "Just like that, | suppose?"

"You don't have to sneer at the very notion," she retorted. In fact, a note of enthusiasm was
beginning to kindle in her own voice as she tal ked—alnost as if, Bill thought, she was falling in
love with her own idea. "All the village nales really need is a | eader. You can be that—enly, of
course, you'll need to operate from behind the scenes. But why don't you talk to the village

bl acksmith to begin with? His name's Flat Fingers. He's big enough and strong enough to be a match
for Bone Breaker himself, if they went at it w thout weapons. You get himon your side—=

"All right. Hold on a minutel" interrupted Bill. "I don't know what this business of raising a
civil defense force has to do with the situation, but it's not the reason | canme here. For your
information, | was drafted while | was en route to a terraform ng project on Deneb Seventeen, and

what | was drafted for was to instruct the Muddy Nose villagers in the use of farmng tools. In
short, those were ny orders and no one in authority has changed them Until soneone does—

" So! "

It was the first tine Bill had ever actually heard the word hissed. He stopped his own flow of
words out of sheer surprise.

"So—you' re one of those, are you!" Anita's voice was bitterly accusing. "You don't really care a
thi ng about your work out between the stars! Al you want to do is put in your two years and get
your credit so that you can enter a university back hone and get a general instead of a restricted
prof essional |icense when you graduate! You don't care what happens to the project you work on, or
the job it's trying to do—

"Now hold on— began Bill.
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"—You don't care about anything but putting in your tine the easiest way possible—=

"I'f you want to know," began Bill, "the way | feel about the terraformng of a whole world, wth—=
"—and to blazes with anyone el se concerned, human or native! Well, it happens | do care about the
Di | bians—+ care too much to et the Hermoids stand in the way of their developing into an
expandi ng, technol ogi cal society and joining us and the Hemoi ds not just as poor country cousins,
but as an independent, self-sufficient, space-going race—~

"I'f you'll listen a mnute, | didn't nean to say—
"So nobody's given you any orders, have they" furiously whispered a spot in the by-now pitch-
darkness, twelve inches in front of and eight inches belowBill's nose. "Well, we'll just fix

that! You're a trainee-assistant, aren't you?"

"OfF course," he said, when he was able to get the words out.

"And |'ma trainee-assistant. Right? But which one of us was here first?"

"You, of course," said Bill. "But—=

"Then who's senior at this post? Me. You go back to the village tonight—=

"You know | can't get back tonight!" said Bill desperately. "The gates were cl osed at sundown!"

"Well, they' |l be opened up again, if Bone Breaker says so—ask hinl" snapped Anita. "Then go back
to the village tonight and stay there and start organizing the villagers to defend thensel ves
agai nst the outlaws! That's not a suggestion |I'mgiving you, it's an order—from ne as your
superior! Now go do it and good night, M. Pickham+ mean, M. Bill ham+4+ nean—eh, good night!"

There was a fem nine snort or rage alnost Dilbian in its intensity, and Bill heard the sound of
shod human feet stanmping off across the turf away fromhimin the bl ackness.
Bill stood where he was, stunned. It was part and parcel of the ridiculously unorthodox way in

whi ch things had been going ever since he had | anded on Dilbia that he should find hinself at the
orders of a fenml e trai nee-assi stant who apparently was stark, raving unreasonable on the subject
of the local natives. Now what? Should he follow Anita's orders, organize the Dilbians of Middy
Nose—even if he was able to acconplish that—nto a fighting force, and end up being tried under
out -space law for unwarranted interference with natives' affairs on Dilbia? O should he go back
to the village, instruct the locals in the uses of picks and shovels, and end up being tried under
out -space law for refusing to obey an order of his inmedi ate superior?

Chapter 7
It was too nmuch to figure out now. Bill gave up. Tonorrow, he would think the whole natter
t hrough. Meanwhile, there was the business of getting back to the village tonight—and into a human-
style bed at the Residency, which he was far fromunwilling to do. Maybe Anita was right about his
only having to ask Bone Breaker to let hinself and the Bluffer out after hours.
He turned about uncertainly, peering through the night, and to his relief, discovered the lights
shining out of the wi ndows of the outlaw buildings |ike beacons, a little way off. He went toward
them and as he got close, he discovered that he was coming up on the rear of the main building.
He swung out around the closer end of it and headed toward the front entrance.
As Bill approached, he saw a nunber of Dilbian figures standing in front of the entrance
steps—anong them standing a little apart, was the obese-looking figure of one who could only be
the Hemmoid, Mula-ay, and with himtwo unusually tall Dilbians, one taller and thinner than the
ot her, who should be Bone Breaker and the Hill Bluffer. Bill went up to them As he got close, the
| arge nmoon poked itself farther and farther above the nmountain peak, and the silvery illum nation
inthe fortified valley increased—so that by the tinme he stopped before all three of them he was
able to see their expressions clearly.

"Well, well, here he is," chuckled Mula-ay richly. "Did you find your little female, Pick-and-
Shovel ?"

"I spoke to her," replied Bill shortly. He turned toward the outlaw chief. "She suggested | could
ask you whether you wouldn't let the H Il Bluffer and nyself out of the gate, even if it has been
closed for the night. 1'd like to get back to the village before norning."

"She di d?" answered Bone Breaker, with that same deceptive mldness of tone. It was inpossible for
Bill to tell whether the Dilbian was intending to agree or refuse to let Bill and the Bluffer

| eave. The Hill Bluffer chuckl ed—for no reason apparent to Bill. Ml a-ay chuckl ed again, also.
"You mean," Mil a-ay said, "you're going to go off and |l eave the little creature here, after all?"
Bill felt his ears beginning to grow hot. "For the nonment," he said, "yes. But |I'l|l be back, if
necessary."

"There you are!" said the H Il Bluffer happily. "Didn't | say it? He'll be back. And I'Il bring
him*"

"Anytime, Pick-and-Shovel," runbled Bone Breaker mildly. "Just so it's in the daytine."

"Of course I'Il cone in the daytime," he said. "I wouldn't be |eaving now, but after talking
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to—ah-bBirty Teeth, we decided—that is, | decided—+o get back to the village tonight."
"And why not?" trunpeted the Bluffer, in sonething very like a challenging tone of voice.
"No reason at all," said Bone Breaker mildly. "Take all the tinme you want. Cone on, the two of

you, and 1'll see the gate opened and both of you let out."
The outl aw chi ef headed off toward the end of the valley where the wall and the gates were. The
Hill Bluffer absently started after him and Bill was forced to run in an undignified fashion

after the Dil bian postman and jerked at the belt of his harness in order to alert the Bluffer to
the fact that Bill could not keep up with his strides.

"Oh?—sorry, Pick-and-Shovel," chuckled the Bluffer, as if his attention had wandered. He paused to
scoop up Bill in his two big paws and plunp himdown in the saddle on his back. "You kind of
slipped nmy nmind for the nonent . . . are you all set, up there?"

Bill replied in the affirmative and the Hill Bluffer once nore started off after the Bone Breaker
For the first time, Bill began to realize what kind of favor the Bone Breaker was doing by letting
hi mout after hours. Opening the gate was far froma sinple procedure. First the guards had to
find torches of resinous wood and |light them Then with the hel p of Bone Breaker and the Hill

Bl uffer they renoved two heavy cross-beans fromthe inner side of the gates. Finally, with a great
deal of heaving, puffing, and shoving, the gates were forced to runble open, squeaking and roaring
as they each traversed on a sort of mllstone arrangenent, wi th one round wooden wheel rotating
upon the flat surface of another. At |last, however, the gates stood open

"Well, good night and good traveling, Bluffer. You too, Pick-and-Shovel," said Bone Breaker

Bill and the Bluffer returned the good night, and the Bluffer headed out into the patch of outer
dar kness beyond the gates and the reach of the flickering torches. As that darkness swall owed them
up, Bill could hear the gates once nore runbling shut on the nillwheel-Iike arrangenent behind
them and over this rode a powerful shout, which could only have cone fromthe |ungs of Bone

Br eaker .

"Remenber, Pick-and-Shovel!" he heard. "In the daylight!"

"What's the matter, Pick-and-Shovel,"” growl ed the Bluffer underneath Bill. "Aren't you going to
prom se hi "

"Ch— said Bill, startled. He raised up in his stirrups, turned his head, and shouted back as

Il oudly as he could. "I prom se—by daylight, Bone Breaker!"

The Bl uffer chuckled. Behind them Bill could see the outlaw chief nodding in satisfaction. Bil

turned his head back toward the front, and sank down into his saddl e, adjusting hinmself to the
sway and plunge of the big body of the Hill Bluffer, striding beneath him The [ anky Dl bi an
postman sai d not hing except to chuckle once or twice to hinmself. Since Bill was too tired to

i nquire what the joke was, neither one of themsaid anything further, until they were once nore
treading the nmain street of Miuddy Nose Village and the Residency | ooned before themin the

noonl i ght .

"Al right, Iight down here," said the Bluffer, stopping abruptly before the Residency's front
door. Bill conplied.

"Are you staying here—= Bill began, but the Bluffer was ahead of him

"I"'moff down to the Village Inn, nyself,” the Dilbian replied. "If you want ne, that's where
you'll find me—fromnow until dawn, that is," grunbled the H Il Bluffer

"Wl | —-ah—+' 11 probably have lots of things to keep ne busy early in the norning here—=

"You can say that, all right!" interrupted the Bluffer. "They say this blacksnith called Flat
Fingers, here in the village, is a pretty good workman, but it's my guess you're going to have to
stand over himall the tine he's at it. Well, I'lIl stand there right beside you. W'll nbsey up to
his forge tonmorrow norning and see what kind of prom ses we can get out of him"

"Fl at Fingers?" echoed Bill, puzzled. "Blacksm th? What would | be wanting a blacksmth for?"

The Bl uffer chuckled slyly.

"Way, to nmake you one of those sissy Low ander fighting tools they call a sword—and a shield, of
course! You didn't think they had things like that just |lying around so you could go pick one up
when you needed it? You Shorties take too nuch for granted."”

"Sword?" echoed Bill, by this tine thoroughly confused. "Shield?"

"I don't blane you," said the H Il Bluffer, but chuckling again. "lIt'd gall nme to the very bone,
too, to have to fight with gadgets like that. But there's no choice." He paused, peering down at
Bill in a way that was alnost sly. "After all, you were the one who chal | enged Bone Breaker, so

he's got choice of place and style—and you can bet he isn't going to tangle w thout his blade and
buckler. Trust a Low ander for that."

Bill stood, frozen, staring upward at the big furry shape of the Dilbian, |oomng over him
"I chal l enged the Bone Breaker to a fight with swords?" he nanaged to get out, finally.
The Hill Bluffer released his inner glee in a sudden roar of |aughter that shattered the sl eeping
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silence of the darkened vill age.

"Thought you'd m ssed out on the chance, didn't you?" he sputtered, finally calning down. "I could
have told you different as soon as we left the valley, but I thought I'd | et you chew on your hard
luck for a while first. Didn't | tell you you were |lucky to have ne? The minute | heard Bone

Breaker say Dirty Teeth was staying there because she wanted to, | saw what was up. She'd got sone
femal e notion about not wanting you to tangle with Bone Breaker. That was it, right? So |ater on
after you' d gone out to talk to her, | got Bone Breaker alone in a corner and put in a few good
wor ds. "

"Good words . . . ?" echoed Bill, an uneasy suspicion beginning to formin his mnd

"You can bet | did," said the Bluffer. "I said it was a real shane you and he weren't going to be
able to tangle after all—especially as you'd said you'd find it interesting, and | was sure he
felt the same way. | pointed out that after all we didn't have to have a real spelled-out
chal | enge, just as long as fol ks thought there'd been one. | said he could tell his fol ks you'd

said to me that it was a lucky thing Dirty Teeth didn't need rescui ng, because you could have
taken himwi th one paw tied behi nd your back."

Bi || gul ped.

"And he could say," went on the Bluffer gleefully, "that the mnute he'd heard this fromne he
told me that he'd never believed the story about the Hal f-Pint-Posted and the Streansi de
Terror—that he didn't believe any Shorty could |ast two seconds with a man |ike hi mand he didn't
mind if | passed the word along to you. And | did, and you challenged him naturally, right away,
swords or anything he wanted."

"Swords . . ." said Bill dazedly.

"I know how you feel," said the Bluffer with sudden synpathy. "Kind of sickening, isn't it, when a
man's still got the teeth and nails he was born with? Anyway, we can get you one nade, and the
duel 's on. Everybody knows about it by now. That's why Bone Breaker and | arranged for himto
holler after you through the gate to come back in the daylight, and | nudged you to holler back
you woul d, nmeani ng you'd be around to tangle as soon as it was convenient, in daylight and in
front of witnesses. But | agree with you about those swords. It's sure a neasly way to fight."
The Hi Il Bluffer sighed heavily.

"Of course, maybe | shouldn't worry about it," he said brightening. "Mybe you Shorties |ike

fighting with tools. You seemto use them for just about everything else. Wll, grab yourself a
good night's sleep—and I'lIl see you at dawn!"

Chapter 8
Bill awoke froma confused dream of rolling thunder, as in a heavy thunderstorm in which Kodi ak

bears had risen up on their hind | egs, put on arnor, and begun a sort of medi eval tournanent which
he was being conpelled to join. Then he becane nore fully awake and realized that the thunder was

the roaring of a Dilbian voice, shouting Bill's own Dil bian nane of Pick-and-Shovel, and that the

nightnare was no dream but nerely the dreamtw sted facts of his previous day on Dil bia.

He opened his eyes to the sight of one of the Residency's spare bedroons. Scranbling out of bed,

he pulled on his pants and stunbled down the hall in his bare feet to open a door and step into
the reception roomat the front of the Residency. Standing in the middle of the roomand stil
shouting for himwas a Dilbian. But it was not the H Il Bluffer, as Bill had automatically assuned
it would be. Instead, it was the strangest-|ooking nenber of Dilbia' s native race that Bill had so
far encountered. He was the wi dest being on two legs that Bill had ever seen, in the flesh or in
any reproduction of any alien race humans had di scovered. Bill had so far adjusted to the size of

the Dilbians in his one day anmong themthat he had felt prepared for anything the race m ght
present himwi th. But the individual he | ooked at now was beyond belief.

He was a Dil bi an who made Mil a-ay | ook skinny. This, in spite of the fact that he nust have been a
good head taller than the Hemoi d. Wat he nmust wei gh was beyond the power of Bill's inmagination
to guess. Certainly, at |east double the poundage of the ordinary Dilbian male. So furry and round
was he, that he had a jovial, if nonstrous teddy-bear |ook to hin but this inpression was

i Mmediately diluted by the fact that, hearing Bill conme through the door, the fat Dilbian whirled
to face him literally on tiptoe, like a ballet dancer, as if his enornous wei ght was nothing at
all.

"Well, well, there you are, Pick-and-Shovel!" he beanmed, chortling in a voice like the boom ng of
sonme enornous kettledrum "1 had a hunch if | just stood still and yelled about for you, a bit,
you' d come runni ng sooner or later."

"Gnpf!" growed Bill, deep in his throat. He was only half awake, and he had never been one to
wake up in an i nmedi ate good hunor. On top of this, having been sumoned from sl eep, and down the
long cold floor of a hallway in his bare feet, by soneone who seemed to be using the sane
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techni que a human nmight use to call a dog or cat to him did not inprove his norning tenper. "I

t hought you were the Bluffer!™

"The postnman?" the |aughter of the roly-poly Dilbian shook the rafters. "Do | look |ike that
skinny nountain cat? No, no— H's |aughter subsided, his hunor fled, and his voice took on a
wistful note. "No bluffing of hills for nme, Pick-and-Shovel. Not these many years. It's all | can
do to waddl e fromplace to place, nowadays. You see why?"

He gazed down at his vast stomach and patted it tenderly, heaving a heavy sigh

"l suppose you'd guess fromthe [ ooks of me that | enjoyed ny food, woul dn't you, Pick-and-
Shovel ?" he said sadly.

Bill scowled at him Then, renenbering the duty he owed as a trainee-assistant assigned to this
area, he managed to check the instinctive agreenent that was about to burst fromhis |ips.
"Well, I—ah— he began unconfortably. "No, no," sighed the Dilbian. "I know what you think. And
don't bl anme you. People herebouts have probably told you about poor old Mre Jam"

"Mre Jan?" echoed Bill frowning. He had heard that nanme sonewhere before

"That's right. 1'"mthe innkeeper here," said More Jam "You' ve already talked to ny little girl.

Yes, that's exactly who | am Sweet Thing's poor old father; a w dower these |last ten years—would
you believe it?"

"Sorry to hear it," nuttered Bill, caught between confusion and enbarrassnent.

"An ol d, worn-out w dower," mourned More Jam sitting down di sconsolately on one of the rooms
benches that were designed for Dilbians—which, however, in spite of its design, creaked alarmingly
underneath himas his weight settled upon it. He sighed heavily. "You wouldn't think it to | ook at
me now, would you, Pick-and-Shovel? But | wasn't always the decrepit shell of a man you see bhefore
you. Once—years ago—+ was the chanpion Low and westler."

"Long ago?" echoed Bill, somewhat suspiciously. He was waking up, automatically, renmenbering

Di | bi an verbal ploys. The unkind suspicion began to kindle in his nind that More Jam was
protesting his weakness and age a bit too nmuch to be truthful. He renenbered the |ightness and

qui ckness with which the rotund Di | bian had spun about on his toes as Bill entered the room If
More Jam could still nove that mass of flesh he called a body with that nuch speed and agility, he
could hardly be quite as decrepit and ancient as he clai ned.

Not only that, thought Bill, watching the native now through narrowed eyes, but Bill's experience
on Dilbia so far had begun to breed in hima healthy tendency to take a large grain of salt with
anyt hi ng one of them clai med about hinself.

"Tell me,"” Bill said now, becom ng once nore unconfortably conscious of the iciness of the boards
under his bare feet, "what did you want to see ne about?"

More Jam si ghed agai n—+f possible, even nore sadly than he had managed to sigh before.

"I't's about that daughter of nine, Sweet Thing," he answered heavily. "The apple of ny eye, and
the burden of ny declining years. But why don't you pull up a bench, Pick-and-Shovel, and we can
go into this matter in detail ?"

"Well—all right,"” said Bill. "But if you'll wait a nonent or two, I'd |like to get sone clothes
on."

"C othes?" said More Jam | ooking genuinely surprised. "Ch, those contraptions you Shorties cover
yourselves up with. You and the Fatties. Never could understand that—but go ahead, don't nind ne.
I"I'l just wait here until you're ready."

"Thanks. Wn't be a mnute," said Bill gratefully.

He ducked back through the door and down the hall back into his bedroom where he proceeded to get
the rest of his clothing on. Now at | east dressed and shod-he returned to the reception room where
More Jam was waiting.

Before he had fully traversed the hall, and | ong before he had opened the door to the reception
room a booming of Dilbian voices informed himthat Mdre Jamwas no | onger alone. Even with this
war ni ng, however, he was not prepared for the sight that greeted his eyes as he stepped back into
that room Two nore Dil bians had appeared. One of themwas the Hill Bluffer. Another was a Dil bian
wi th grayi sh-bl ack, rather singed-looking hair on his forearns, who was fully as | arge as Bone
Breaker. It was not, thought Bill as he stepped into the roomw thout being noticed at all by the
three natives, that any of themwere |arger than he m ght have expected. It was just that al

three of themtogether seemed to fill the reception roomwel| past the overcrowdi ng point. Not
only this, but the sound of their three voices, all talking at once, was deafening.

"There he is!" said the Hill Bluffer proudly, being the first to notice him "Pick-and-Shovel,

meet Flat Fingers—the blacksnmith in the village here. The one | was telling you about."

"That him hey?" booned the blacksmth in a decidedly hoarse voice. He squinted down at Bill. "Wy
if I was to nmake hima regular blade, it'd be bigger than he was! And a shield—why if | was to
make hima shield and it fell over on top of him he'd plunb di sappear!"
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"You too, huh?" roared the Bluffer, making Bill's ears ring. "Didn't you ever hear about the
Shorty that took the Streanside Terror? Didn't | tell you about hin®"

"l heard. And you told ne several tinmes." Flat Fingers rubbed his bearlike nose thoughtfully.
"Still and all, it stands to reason. | say a regulation sword and shield's too big for him Wo's
the expert here, you or ne? |'ve been shoeing horses and arning nen and nendi ng kettles for
fifteen years, and what | say is, a regular blade and buckler's too big for him And that's that!”

“All right!" shouted Bill quickly, before the H Il Bluffer could renew the argument. "I don't care
what size my sword and shield are. It doesn't make any difference!"
"There!" boormed the Bluffer turning on the blacksnmth. "I guess that shows you what these sissy

fighting weapons of you Lowl anders are worth! Even a Shorty doesn't care what they're |ike, when
he has to use theml |1'd |ike to see sone of you iron-carriers wander up into the nmountains bare-
handed sonme of these days and try your luck man-to-man in my district. Wiy, if | wasn't on

of ficial duty, nore or less, wth Pick-and-Shovel here—=

"Aheml" More Jaminterrupted at this point by clearing his throat delicately—delicately, that is,
for a Dl bian. However, the sound effectively stopped the Bluffer and brought his eyes around
toward the w de-bodi ed individual

"Far be it fromnme to go sticking ny oar into another fellow s argunent," said More Jam sadly.
"Particularly seeing as how I'mold and decrepit and fat, and have a weak stomach and |'ve | ong
forgotten what it was like back in my westling days—

"Come on now, More Jam" protested Flat Fingers. "W all know you aren't all that old and sickly."
"Nice of you to say so, Flat Fingers," quavered Mdre Jam "but the truth is with this weak stomach
of mne, that can't hardly eat anything but a little jamand bread or sonething |ike that—+though
do try to force down sone regular neat and other things just to keep nyself alive—+'mlucky if |

can | eave the house. But it's true— He | ooked sidelong at the H Il Bluffer, "that once |I'd have
taken on any nountain man, bare-handed."
"No one's putting you down, Mdre Jam" runbled the H Il Bluffer. "You never used to tangle with a

| ot of sharpened iron about you!"

"True, true," sighed More Jam "And true it is, that our younger generation has kind of gotten
away fromthe old way of doing things. Just like it's true that |I never had anything in the way of
a weapon about ne—that tinme | happened to be up in the nountains and ran into One Man."

He pronounced this name with a peculiar enphasis, and Bill saw both the blacksnmth and the Hil
Bluffer stiffen to attention. The Hill Bluffer stared at him

"You tangled with One Man?" the Bluffer said, alnost in a tone of awe. "Wy, nobody ever went up
agai nst One Man al one. Nobody!" He glanced aside at Bill. "There never has been anybody |ike One
Man, Pick-and-Shovel," he explained. "He's a nmountain man |ike nyself, and he's called One Man

because in spite of being an orphan, with no kin to help, he once held feud with a whole clan
just by hinsel f-and won!"

The Hi Il Bluffer turned back to More Jam al nost accusingly.

"You never tangled with One Man!" he repeated.

More Jam sighed regretfully.

"No, as a matter of fact, | never did, the way things worked out," he runbled thoughtfully. "I'd
heard of him up there in the nountains, of course. Just as he'd heard of nme, down here in the
Lowl ands. Then one tinme we just happened to run into each other in the foothills back a ways from
here, and we got a | ook at each other for the first tine."

More Jam paused, to sigh again. Flat Fingers and the Hill Bluffer were staring at him

"Well, go on, More Janml" booned Flat Fingers, after a nmonment of stillness. "You nmet himyou
say—and you didn't tangle?"

"Well, no, as it happened. W didn't," said More Janm and his eyes swng about to catch and hold
the eyes of Bill with a particular intensity. "It's quite a little story—and as a matter of fact,
that's what brought me up here this norning to talk to Pick-and-Shovel. | got to renmenbering that
story, and it began preying on nmy m nd—the strange things that coul d happen to keep a coupl e of
bucks fromtangling, in spite of all their being prinmed and hardly able to wait to do it!"

Chapter 9
"You nmean—=2" the Bluffer stared down at More Jam "In spite of both of you being in the sane pl ace
and eager to go, sonething happened to keep the fight from coming of f?"
"Well, yes. In fact a couple of things happened . " said More Jam rubbing his nose

thoughtfully. "The place One Man and | happened to run into each other was a place called Shale
Ri ver Ford—=

"I know it. Good day's walk fromhere," said the Bluffer pronptly.

"Yes, | guess you would know it, Postman," said More Jam "Well, there was a sort of celebration
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of some ki nd going on when we both |anded there at the sane tine—+ forget what it was. But the
mnute the folk there saw One Man and | had run into each other, at l|ast, they asked us to put off
our little bout until the next day. So they could get word out to all their friends and kin to
come watch. Well, now, we couldn't be so inpolite as to say no—but what am | thinking about?" More
Jam broke of f suddenly in nmid-sentence, his gaze returning to Flat Fingers and the Bl uffer

"Here | amyarning away |like the old dodder-head | am" said More Jam "never thinking you two nen
nmust have cone over here to talk some kind of inportant business with Pick-and-Shovel. Well, |
won't hold you up a nonment longer. You go right ahead with your business and I'Il hold ny story
for another day."

"No business. That is, nothing that can't wait," broke in the blacksmth hastily. "Go on with the

story. | never heard it before."

"Well, naybe |I've got a duty to | et everyone know about what happened, at that," said Mre Jam
t houghtful ly. "Though, as | say, | just wandered down here to tell it to Pick-and-Shovel, and
actually it's nore for himthan for telling back up in the nountains anyway. | was just saying

where was | ?"
"The Shal e River Forders had asked you and One Man to hold off the fight until the next day,"
pronpted the H Il Bluffer.
"Ch, yes . . . well, as | said earlier, it was really a couple of things that happened to keep us
fromtangling." Mre Janmis eyes drifted around to hold Bill's strangely once nore. "One to each of
us, you nmight say. You see, as long as we had to wait until the next day, there was no reason we
shoul dn't have a party the night before. So the Shale River Ford people got a rousing tinme going
Well, after a bit, One Man and | went for a wal k outside, so we could have a chance to hear each
other tal k. You know how it is when you neet sonebody in the sane |line of business, so to speak .
More Jam gl anced at Flat Fingers and the Hill Bluffer. The blacksmith and postman nodded with the
seriousness of dedicated professionals, each in their own |ines of business.
"Happened, we had quite a talk," continued More Jam "I might say we even got to know each ot her
pretty well. W finally split up and headed for a good night's rest, each of us |ooking forward to
the fight the next norning, of course.”
"OfF course," runbled Flat Fingers.
"But then it happened," said More Jam He gazed sadly at the Bluffer and at Flat Fingers, and
t hen, unaccountably, his eyes wandered slowy back again to neet the eyes of Bill.
"I't?" demanded the Bluffer
"Wul d you believe it," demanded More Jam staring at Bill, "after 1'd left One Man—t was a pitch-
bl ack ni ght out, of course—en the way back to the Inn, | bunped into soneone who told ne that ny
mat er nal grandnot her had just di ed back down here at Muddy Nose?"
"You grandnot her?" began Flat Fingers, winkling his nose in puzzlenent. "But | thought—=

"Well, of course," went on Mre Jam snoothly, ignoring the blacksmth and keeping his gaze on
Bill, "no ordinary person would ever have thought of trying to get fromwhere | was all the way
back to Muddy Nose to pay ny |ast respects to nmy grandnother, and still make the trip back again

intine for the fight the next day. No ordinary person, as | say. But in those days | was in
pretty good shape, what with one thing and another. And | didn't hesitate for a mnute. | just
took off."

"But your grandnother— Flat Fingers was attenpting again, when Mdre Jam snoothly interrupted him
once nore.

"—WAsn't dead at all as it turned out, of course,” said More Jam his eyes still fixed on Bill's.
"As fol ks around here know, she lived to be a hundred and ten. It was just sone kind of a runor
that this stranger had picked up and passed on. And of course, it was so dark out when he told ne
that | didn't know what he | ooked like. So | was never able to find himagain."

"CGood thing for himl bet!" nuttered Flat Fingers. "So you went all the way home and didn't get
back in tine for the fight? Was that it, Mre Jan?"

"Not exactly," said More Jam "As | say, | was in pretty good shape in those days. | turned right
around when | found out the truth, and headed back toward the foothills. And | nmade it back, too

| got back to Shale River Ford just as dawn was breaking. But you know, when | hit the door of the

Inn, | sort of collapsed. |I just fell down and passed out. It was plain for one and all to see
that after a round trip like that, | was in no condition to fight."

"True enough," said the H Il Bluffer, with an expert traveler's judiciousness.

"So that's why you didn't fight One Man?" interposed Flat Fingers.

"Well . . . yes, and no," said More Jamnildly. "You see a funny thing had happened to him too—+

found out after | woke up. Just as One Man was headi ng back to the Inn, hinmself, the night before,
after talking to me—+ told you how dark it was out—=
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“You told us," put in Flat Fingers.

"Well, dark out as it was," said More Jam "One Man didn't see this hole in the ground. And he
stepped right into it and twisted his ankle. Broke it, | think, although it was kind of hard to
tell; his legs were so nuscley. O course," added More Jam deprecatingly, with a glance at Flat
Fingers and the Bluffer, "nobody was about to call One Man a liar if he said he thought his ankle
was broken. "

"Ha!" snorted the Bluffer. "That's right enough!"

"And, of course,"” added More Jammildly, "nobody would think of doubting ny word that |I'd actually
had sonmebody cone up to nme in the dark who I couldn't see, and tell me a fal se runor about ny

gr andnot her bei ng dead."

"I'd like to see themtry it!" growed Flat Fingers. "That'd be sonething to see!"

"So, one way and another," wound up Morre Jam his gaze returning to Bill, "neither One Man nor
was fit to have that fight after all. And the way it worked out, we never did neet again. Though
hear he's still alive, up there in the nmountains."

"He sure is,"” said the H Il Bluffer. "Says he's all worn out now and decrepit! H m-decrepit!" The

Bl uffer snorted again, disbelievingly.

"You shouldn't junmp to conclusions though, Postman," put in More Jam alnost primy. "You young
men in the prime of life, you don't know what it's |ike when your bones start creaking and
groani ng. Wy, some people might even ook at ne and think |I mght have as nuch as a shadow of ny
own old strength left. But | tell you, if it wasn't for ny daughter's cooki ng—and my stomach's so
delicate nowadays | can't handl e anything el se—+'d have been dead | ong ago. You may not believe
One Man's being cut down by age, but an old hulk Iike nme knows better.”

The Bluffer nuttered sonething, but not |oudly enough, or in a tone disbelieving enough, to emnerge
as obvious chall enge to the innkeeper's statenent.

"But there you have it, Pick-and-Shovel," said More Jamsadly, turning back to Bill. "That story
of mine, of how!l had nmy chance at One Man and then missed out on it—through no fault of ny
own—has been preying on ny mnd for a couple of days, now | just figured | had to step up here
and tell you about it, so it could be a caution to you. | know you can't hardly wait to get at
Bone Breaker, just like | couldn't hard wait to get at One Man, and vice-versa. But things you
woul dn't believe can crop up to interfere with the nost pronmising tangle in the world."

He sighed heavily, apparently renmenbering Shal e Ri ver Ford.

"So | just wanted to put you on your guard," he went on. "Sonething just nmight cone up that'd
threaten to keep you from neeti ng Bone Breaker for that duel. But if it does, let nme tell you, you
only have to turn and call for Mdre Jamfor anything his old carcass can nmanage by way of help.
Because it neans a lot to ne, your taking Bone Breaker, it really does."

"It does?" said Bill puzzled. "Wy to you, in particular?"

"Why, because of this delicate stomach of mine," said More Jam patting the stomach in question
tenderly. "Ch, | know sonme folks in Miuddy Nose think |I'm going against tradition, when | back up
my little daughter in refusing to let herself be taken off to Qutlaw Valley to live. But if Bone
Breaker takes her away, who's going to cook for poor old Mire Jan? | can't nove out there with her
and turn outlaw at nmy time of |life—even if ny old bones would stand the hardshi ps. On the other
hand, if he'd do |like she wants and settle down here in Muddy Nose, | know |I'd always have a bench
at their table. O nmaybe he'd even want to go into the inn business with ne. So, as | say, if you
ever find yourself in a position where you have to think about not tangling with Bone Breaker—for
hi s sake, of course—ust stop and think instead about Mbre Jam and see if it doesn't help!"

He closed his eyes, patted his nmountai nous stonmach again, very tenderly, and fell silent. Bil
stared at him baffled.

"Al'l right, Pick-and-Shovel!" said the blacksmith's voice.

Bill turned to find Flat Fingers stooping over himwith a |leather cord in his two, huge furry
hands.

"Hold your armout, there,” runbled the big Dilbian, "and I'Il get you neasured for your little
bl ade and buckl er—+hough nuch good they're likely to be to you—=

Bill's mind had been whirling ever since More Jam had finished talking. Wat it was spinning

about, nostly, was the strange glances the rotund Dil bian had kept shooting at himwhile telling
the story about his own near-fight with the nountain chanpion, One Man. Cearly, Mre Jam had been
trying to convey sone sort of nmessage. But what was it? Bill tried to nake some kind of connection
between the story of the near-duel and what Anita Lyne had said to himthe evening before. Maybe
there was nore to this business of organizing the villagers to defy the outlaws than he had
thought. On the other hand, clearly More Jamwas offering to be an ally of sonme sort. But just how
was he supposed to do that? Flat Fingers obviously had a pretty | ow opinion of Shorties,

physically at least. The blacksmth was not likely to accept as a | eader sonmeone with whom he was
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not inpressed, and how could Bill inmpress himparticularly, physically? Ofhand, he could think of
not hing in which he could even begin to put up a showi ng agai nst one of the huge, nale Dilbians.
He certainly could not outrun them nor outjunp them nor—

Bill's mind broke off in nmd-thought. A bit of information about the |evel of Dilbian science and
technol ogy fromthe hypnoed information had just sat up and clanored for attention in the back of
his head. Dilbians, he renmenbered suddenly, had never heard of a bl ock-and-tackle. He turned to
the blacksmith, and taking advantage of a split-second pause in the argunent between that

i ndi vidual and the Bluffer, he threwin a few words of his own.

"So you don't think rmuch of nme?" he said.

The attention of both Dilbians returned to him The blacksmth burst into sudden, thunderous

| aught er .

"No offense to you either, Pick-and-Shovel," he said, still laughing. "But you really don't expect
me to take you for being the equal of a real full-grown man. Now, do you?"

"Well, no," retorted Bill, drawing the words out. "I kind of hoped you'd take nme for sonething
better than a real man—ene |ike you, for instance!”

The bl acksmth stared at him For a nonent, Bill thought that he had overdone the brashness and
insult, which, the hypnoed information in his head had i nforned him passed for everyday nanners
of conversation anmong the Dil bians. Then the Hi Il Bluffer broke the silence in his turn with a

booni ng and triunphant | augh.
"Hor, hor, hor!" bellowed the Hi Il Bluffer, giving the blacksmith a mighty slap between the

shoul der bl ades. "How do you like that? |I told you! | told you!—and here you were thinking he was
just as nmeek and mld as sone little kid's pet!" The swat on the back, which would probably have
broken Bill in two, plus the Hill Bluffer's words, apparently woke the bl acksnmth out of the
stunned condition into which Bill's words had thrown him

"You?" he said incredul ously. "Better than ne?"

"Well, we don't have to fight about it to find out,” said Bill, with the best show of indifference
he coul d manage. "I suppose you think you can |lift something pretty heavy?"

"Me? Lift?" Flat Fingers' hoarse voice alnpbst stuck in his throat under the conbination of his
astoni shnent and outrage. "Way | could lift twenty tines what you could lift, Shorty!"

"I don't think so," said Bill calmy

"Why, you— stuttered the blacksnmith, balling a huge furry fist ominously. The Hill Bluffer

shoul dered between himand Bill. "You actually want to try— words failed Flat Fingers. He tried
again. "You want to try to outlift me?"

Bill had a sudden inspiration—born of the fact of the Dl bians being strict about the letter of
the law, while playing free and | cose with the spirit of it.

"Well, of course," said Bill in a deprecating voice, and borrowi ng a page from Mre Jani s
technique, "I'"mjust a Shorty, and |I'd never have the nerve to suggest that | night be able to

outlift you ordinarily. But | just nmight be able to outdo you at it if | had to, and I'mready to
prove it by noving sonething you can't nove!"
Fl at Fingers stared at him again.

"Why, he's sick!" said the blacksmth in a hushed voice, at last turning to the Hill Bluffer. "The
poor little feller's gone conpletely out of his head!"

"Think so, do you?" said the H Il Bluffer snugly. "Suppose we all just go up to that forge of
yours, get sonething heavy, and find out!"

"Uh—not right away," said Bill hastily. "lI've got a fewthings to do around here, first. How about
just after |unch?”

"Suits ne . . ." said the blacksmth, shaking his head and still looking at Bill peculiarly, as if
Bill had conme down with sone strange disease. "After lunch will do fine, Pick-and-Shovel. Just
wander up to the forge, and you'll find nme there. Now, hold out your arm"

Shaki ng his head, he proceeded to neasure Bill, making knots in the cord to mark the various

| engt hs he took. Then, without a further word, he turned toward the door and went out. "Don't
worry about a thing, Pick-and-Shovel!"” said the H Il Bluffer reassuringly, as he turned to foll ow
the blacksmith. "I'"'mout to spread the word, nyself. I'l|l see that the whole village is there to
wat ch; as well as everybody el se who's cl ose enough to get here by nidday."

He, in his turn, went out. The door crashed shut behind himand Bill found hinmself left alone with

More Jam who seened to have fallen asleep on his bench. He turned swiftly and went back through
the inner door to the rear roonms of the Residency.

He wasted no time—for the nonent, even on the matter of his upconing weight-lifting contest with
the blacksmth. Instead, he went directly to the conmuni cati ons roomand bent to work renoving the
consol e panel. Once it was off, he started the process of checking the conponents of the

equi pnent, one by one.
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Di smantling and checking took time. Bill began to perspire gently as that tinme craw ed by, and
unit after unit that he exanmined had its small quartz wi ndow intact. The perspiration did not
cease when he finally reached the end of his checking without finding any unit out of order. It
was i nmpossi bl e—but there was only one other place to | ook

As rapidly as possible, he reassenbled the equi pnment units and replaced the consol e panel. Then he
started to trace the power cable leading fromthe wall beside the console.

H s search | ed himout and down the corridor until at last he stepped into a large roomin the
rear of the Residency, packed with storage cases. The cables there led to a so-called lifetine
battery set. It was sinply not possible that one such battery set could fail, or have its stored
power exhausted in the ordinary lifetine of a project like this one at Muddy Nose—and Bill's
hypnoed i nformation told himthat this project was |less than three years old. But when he cane
close to the battery set, he saw why the communi cati ons equi pnment was not worKki ng.

The power cable |l eading to the communi cati ons equi prent had been di sengaged fromits battery set
term nal s.

It had not been wrenched or broken off. Soneone had used a power wench to unscrew the heavy
connection cl anps.

—And no Di |l bi an woul d know how to operate a power wench, even if he or she recogni zed the purpose
for which the tool had been desi gned.

Hastily, Bill found a power wench anbng a rack of tools in one corner of the storage room which
seenmed to have been fitted up as a workshop area. There were not only hand tools there, but a hand-
| aser welding torch and a progranmed, all-purpose lathe. Wth the wench, he reconnected the power
cable and ran back to the Comunications Room This tine, when he sat down before the contro
consol e and keyed it into action, the ready light glowed anber on the panel in front of him A
second | ater, a conputer's mechani cal voice, sonewhat blurred by static, spoke to himfromthe

overhead grill of the speaker

"Station MRK-3, Station MRK-3 . . ." said the voice. "This is Overseer Unit Station 49. Repeat,
this is Overseer Unit Station 49. | amreceiving your signal, Station MRK-3. | amreceiving your
signal. Is this the Resident at Muddy Nose Village, Dilbia?"

"Overseer Unit Station 49, this is Station MRK-3," replied Bill, speaking into the mcrophone
grill of the console before him "This is the Residency at Miuddy Nose Village, Dilbia. But | am
not the Resident. Repeat, not the Resident. | amtrainee-assistant WIIliamWltham just arrived

at this Residency yesterday. The only other Trainee-Assistant here is unavail able, and

understand the Resident has been taken of f-planet for nedical attention for a broken | eg. Can you
locate him please? | would like to talk to himover this relay. If he cannot be located will you
connect nme with nmy next avail able superior? WIIl you connect ne with the Resident or ny next
avai | abl e superior officer? Over to you, Overseer Unit Station 49."

"This is Overseer Unit Station 49. This is Overseer Unit Station 49. Your nessage received,
Station MRK-3, Trainee-Assistant WIlliam Waltham W can relay your communication only to Hospita
Spaceshi p Paar. Repeat, comunication fromyour transmtting point can be relayed only to
Spaceshi p Paar. Pl ease hold. Repeat, please hold. W are relaying your call to Hospital Spaceship
Paar . "

Over head, the voice ceased. Bill settled back to wait.

"Station MRK-3, Muddy Nose Village, Dilbia, Trainee-Assistant WIlliam Wl tham this is Hospita
Spaceshi p Paar, Information Center, accepting your call on behalf of Patient Lafe G eentree. This

is Hospital Spaceship Paar— It repeated the statement several nore tinmes. Then it continued. "Are
you there, WIliam Wl thamat Station MRK-3?"
"This is Trainee-Assistant WIlliamWlthamat Station MRK-3," replied Bill. "Receiving you

clearly, Hospital Spaceship Paar, Information Center. Please go on."

"This is Hospital Spaceship Paar Information Center Conputer Unit, answering for Patient Lafe
Geentree."

"May | speak to M. Geentree, please?" asked Bill.

There was a slightly longer than usual tinme |lag, before the Conputer Unit answered again. "Patient

Greentree," it announced, "is not able to comrunicate at the nonent. Repeat, the patient is not
abl e to communicate. You nmay speak with the Conputer Unit which now addresses you."

"But | have to speak with him" protested Bill. "If | can't speak with him wll you relay ny cal
to my next nearest superior?"

"Patient Greentree is unable to speak," replied the voice after the usual pause. "I have no
authority to relay your call to anyone el se. You nmay speak with the Conputer Unit now addressing
you. "

"Conmputer Unit! Listen!" said Bill desperately. "Listen to ne. This is an energency. Energency!

Mayday! Emergency! Pl ease bypass nornal programing, and connect nme at once with nmy nearest
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superior. If you cannot connect me with nmy nearest superior, please connect ne with any other
human aboard the Hospital Spaceship! | repeat, this is an enmergency. Bypass your usua

programm ng!"

Again, there was a |onger than usual pause. Then the Conputer Unit's voice replied once nore.
"Negative. | regret, but the response nmust be negative. This is a mlitary ship. | cannot bypass
progranmmi ng wi thout instructions fromproper authority. You show no such authority. | cannot,
therefore, bypass programming. | cannot |et you speak to Patient Greentree. If you wish, | can
give you the latest bulletin on Patient Geentree's condition. That is all."

Bill stared, tight-jawed, at the comuni cations equi prent. Like any other trainee-assistant he had
been taught to operate such sub-tinme conmuni cators. But of course he had not yet been infornmed on
| ocal code calls and bypass authorization procedures. That infornmation would have to cone to him
in the normal course fromthe Resident hinself. He was exactly in the position of a man who picks
up a phone and finds hinself connected with an automati c answering service , stubbornly repeating
its recorded nessage over and over again.

"All right," he said, finally, defeated. "Tell ne how Resident Greentree is, and how soon he'll be
com ng back to his duty post, here."

He waited.

"Patient Greentree's condition is stated as good," said the machine. "The period of his
hospitalization remains indefinite. | have no information on when he will be returning to his

post. This is the extent of the information | can give you about this patient."

"Acknow edged, " said Bill grimy. "Ceasing comrunication."

"Ceasi ng conmuni cation with you, Station MK-3," said the speaker

It fell silent.

Nunmbly and automatically, Bill reached out to shut off the power to the equipnent. After it was
shut off, he sat where he was, staring at the unlighted console. The suspicion which had first
stirred in himyesterday when he had arrived to find a deserted Residency was now confirmed and
grown into a practical certainty.

Sonet hi ng was crooked in the state of affairs on Dilbia, particularly within the general vicinity
of Muddy Nose Village; and no nore evidence was needed to nmake it clear that he was the nman on the
spot, in nore ways than one. If he had only had tinme to check the comruni cati ons equi pnent out

t horoughly on his arrival, he would never have |left the Residency without discovering that
crookedness before he got himself irretrievably involved in |ocal affairs.

The power cable, detached by either Hemrmoid or human hands, had kept himin ignorance of his
actual isolation here just Iong enough for himto get hinmself into trouble. As it stood now, he
was cut off from outside human aid, cut off even fromhis i medi ate superior, Geentree, and faced
not only with a captive co-worker, plus a highly trained and experienced eneny agent, but the
prospect of a duel which nmeant death as certainly as stepping off the top of one of the vertica
cliffs walling in CQutlaw Vall ey.

One thing was certain. Whatever other ains there might be in the mind or nminds of those who had

pl anned this situation for him one thing was certain. Hs own death or destruction was part of
the general plan. It would ruin any schene if he was left alive to testify to what had happened to
him Possibly Anita's death was schedul ed, too, for the same reason. He was faced with essentially
certain death, in a situation involving aliens with which he was unfamliar, on a world for which
he had not been trained; and he was left to his own devices. Fromhere on out, he nust save

hi nsel f as best he could, and with no help from off-planet.

—hich just about threw out all the rules.

Chapter 10
Bill did not sit for long, thinking in front of the console. A glance at his watch woke himto the
fact that he had | ess than four hours until the noon neal, and it was right after that neal that
he had prom sed to outdo the village blacksmth. It was high tinme he was getting busy. He got up
fromhis chair before the power consol e panel of the comuni cations equi pnment, and went out of the
room He headed toward the storeroom containing the battery set at the back of the Residency,
where he hoped he would find what he needed.
Bill had very little trouble finding what he | ooked for first. He discovered a coil of quarter-
inch rope anong the farmng tools, and nmeasured out and cut off forty feet of it. Then he started
to look for a second iteman itemhe was pretty sure he would not find.
I ndeed, he did not. What he was | ooking for was nothing | ess than a ready-nade bl ock-and-tackl e.
But after some forty minutes had gone by without his finding one, he realized he could spend no
more tinme looking for it. He would have to nmake his own bl ock-and-tackl e.
This was not as difficult as it mght have seemed to someone with both a theoretical and practica
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know edge of such a sinmple machine. Earlier, as he had stepped into the dimstoreroomwth its

war ehousel i ke snells of plastic wappings and paper boxes, he had identified a self-programm ng

| athe over against the wall in the one corner that seened to be a general work area, fitted out
with several nachines and a nultitude of tools racked and hung about the walls.

Now he hunted for some metal stock, but was not able to find what he wanted. He woul d have to use
sonmet hing el se. The outer walls of the Residency, like the walls of nobst Dilbian buildings, were
made of heavy | ogs. Detaching a power saw fromthe tool rack on the work-area wall, Bill took it
over to a doorway in the back wall of the building. Opening the door, he used the power saw to cut
off a four-foot section of one of the logs that ended agai nst the frane of the doorway.

Bill took the log back to the lathe and cut it up into four sections, approximtely one foot in
length and a foot in dianeter. Then he put the sections aside, and turned on the programing
screen of the lathe. Picking up the stylus he began to sketch on the screen the pulley-whee
sections that he wanted to construct.

The parts took shape with approxi mate accuracy in three di nensions, and the programm ng section of
the lathe took it fromthere. Eventually a red light lit up below the screen, revealing the black
letters of the word "ready." Bill pressed the replay button, and before himon the screen there
appear ed conpl eted and corrected, three-di nensional blueprints of the conponents for a bl ock-and-
tackl e.

The | athe was now prepared to go to work. Bill fed his |log sections to it, one by one, and ended
up fifteen mnutes later with twelve | athe-turned, wooden parts which he proceeded to join into
two separate units by wood-wel d processing. The first unit consisted of two double pulleys wel ded
together, or four novable pulleys. This was the fixed block and had a brake and |l ock as well as a
heavy wooden hook welded to the top of it. The other unit was the novabl e bl ock which contained
three pulleys. The two units, conbined with the rope, together should give Bill a block-and-tackle
with a lifting power seven tinmes whatever pull he could put upon the fall rope. Flat Fingers,
being a little bigger than nost Dilbians, outweighed Bill by-Bill cal cul ated—about five to one. In
other words, the village blacksmth could probably lift about his own body wei ght of nine hundred
pounds. However, the bl ock-and-tackle Bill had constructed gave hima seven-ti nmes advant age.
Therefore, if he could put upon the rope he would be holding a pull equal to his own human body
wei ght of a hundred and sixty-five pounds, he should be able to lift well over a half-ton. Bil

| ooked at what he had constructed, feeling satisfied.

He | ooked at his wistwatch. The hands, recalibrated to Dilbian tine, stood at about half an hour
short of noon. He was reninded, suddenly, that he had had no breakfast, and no evening neal the
day before except for the Dilbian fare he had choked down in Qutlaw Valley. He renenbered seeing a
wel | -stocked kitchen in his earlier exploration of the Residency. He turned away fromthe bl ock-
and-tackle, leaving it where it was on the workbench, and opened the doorway to the hallway

| eadi ng back to the living quarters of the building. The hallway was dim but as he stepped into
it he thought he saw a flicker of novenent from behind the door as it opened before him

But that was all he saw. For a second later a snmashing bl ow on the back of his head sent him
tunbl i ng down and away i nto spark-shot darkness.

When he opened his eyes again, it was at first with the confused inpression that he was stil
asleep in his bed at the Residency. Then he becane consci ous of a headache that gradually
increased in intensity until it seened to fit his head |ike a skullcap, and, following this, he
was made aware of a sickly taste in his nose and nouth, as if he had been inhaling some sort of
anest heti c gas.

Cautiously he opened his eyes. He found hinself seated in a snall woodl and clearing, by the banks
of a stream about fifteen or twenty feet wide. The dell was conpletely wall ed about by underbrush
beyond whi ch could be seen the trunks and the trees of the forest.

He blinked. For before him seated crosslegged |ike an enornmous Buddha on the ground with his robe
spread about him was Mil a-ay. Seeing hinself recognized, the Hemoi d produced one of his rich
gurgling chuckl es.

"Wel come back to the land of the living, ah—Pi ck-and-Shovel," said Miul a-ay cheerfully. "I was
begi nning to wonder if you were ever going to conme to.”
“What do you nean, knocking me on the head and bringing ne here— Bill was begi nning, when the

t hunder of his own voice and the working of his own jaw nuscles so jarred his skullcap of headache
pain that he was forced to stop

"I?" replied Mula-ay, in a tone of mild, if unctuous surprise, folding his hands confortably upon
his cloth-swathed belly. "How can you suspect me of such a thing? | give you ny word | was sinply
out for a stroll through these woods, and noticed you tied up here."

"Tied up—=" began Bill, too jolted by the words to pay attention to the stab of pain that the
effort of speaking sent through his skull, fromback to front. He became aware that his hands were
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pul | ed around behind him and a nonent's experinentation revealed that his wists were tied

toget her on the opposite side of the narrow tree trunk that was serving himfor a backrest.

"You can't get away with this sort of thing!" he storned at Miul a-ay. "You know no Dil bian woul d do
sonething like this. You' re breaking the Hunan-Hemmoid treaty on Dil bia. Your own superiors wll
have your hide for this!"

"Come now, mny young friend," chuckled Miul a-ay. "As | say—-Ay superiors are reasonabl e individuals.
And where are the witnesses who can call nme a liar? | was nmerely wandering through the woods and
happened to see you here, and sat down to wait for you to wake up."

"If that's true,"” said Bill, his headache by this time conpletely disregarded, "how about untying
my hands and turning ne | oose?"

"Well, now, | don't know if | could do anything like that!" said Mil a-ay thoughtfully. "That m ght
be interference in native affairs—expressly forbidden, as you yourself point out, by the Hemoi d-

Human agreenents. For all | know you've been caught in the act of committing some crine, and the
| ocal inhabitants have tied you up here, until you can be taken back to face their native
justice." He shook his head. "No, no, ny dear Pick-and-Shovel. | couldn't take it on nyself to
unti e you—uch, of course, as I'd like to."

"You can't get away with clainmng sonething like that!" exploded Bill. "You— He becanme aware

abruptly of a sheer | ook of enjoynent on the round face opposite him and checked hinself with
sudden under standi ng. He was rewarded by seeing a slight shade of di sappoi ntnent overshadow t he
smle with which Mil a-ay had been regarding himup until now.

"All right," said Bill, as coolly as he could. "You've had your fun. Now suppose you tell ne what
this is all about. | suppose you want to make sone kind of deal with me, and your idea in

ki dnapping me and tying ne up here is to start me out at a disadvantage. |s that right?"

Mul a- ay chuckl ed agai n and rubbed his | arge hands together

"Very good," he said. "Ch, very, very good, young Pick-and-Shovel! If you'd only had a little nore
training and experience, you mght have made quite a decent undercover agent—for a human, that is.
O course, that was the last thing your superiors wanted, in this case—soneone with training and
experience. Ch, the last thing!"

He chuckl ed once nore.

"Cut it out!" said Bill in a level voice. "I told you, you' ve had all the enjoynent out of ne you
are going to have. Qit hinting and come right out with whatever it is you've got to say. |'m not
going to squirmjust to please you."

Mul a-ay shook his head, and his smle evaporated.

"You really are uninfornmed, aren't you, Pick-and Shovel ?" he said seriously. "Your know edge of ny
race is only that kind of half-runor that circul ates anong humans who have never done anythi ng but
listen to tall tales about Hemoids. Do you seriously think that ny business here on Dl bia would
allow me to engage in that special and demanding art form anong ny peopl e which you humans
consider to be nerely the exercise of a taste for deliberate cruelty? To be sure, I'mnildly

pl eased by your responses when they verge on sana, as our great art is known anong us. But any
serious consideration of such is inpossible in this time and place.™

"Ch, is that a fact?" said Bill ironically.

"Indeed," said Mila-ay steadily, "it is so. Let ne try to draw you a parallel out of your own
human experience. You hunmans have a response call ed enpathy—the enotional ability to put yourself
in another's skin and echo in your own feelings what that other is feeling. As you know enpat hy,
we Hemoi ds do not have it. But our sana is a conparable response, anong us, even though you
humans woul d consider it quite the opposite. Sana, |ike enpathy, is a response that puts two
individuals into a special relationship with one another. Like your enpathy, it requires a
powerful involvenent on the part of the individual engaging init."

"Only you don't happen to feel like engaging in it right now, | suppose?"
"Your skepticism" said Miul a-ay steadily, "shows a closed mnd. You hunans do not enpathize
lightly, and neither do we engage in sana easily or casually. | would no nore consider you a

subj ect of sana on the basis of our casual acquaintance here, than you would be likely to
enpat hi ze wi t h—say-—Bone Breaker, or any of the Dilbians, on the slight basis of the
acquai nt anceshi p you have with themso far."

Bill stared at the Hermoi d. Mul a-ay was apparently being as frank and honest as it was possible
for himto be, in his own terms. And the Hemmoi d's argument was convincing. Only, just at that
monent, sonething inside Bill suddenly clanored like an alarmbell in denial of sonething Mil a-ay

had just said.

"So—you understand,"” Mil a-ay was going on, "and you can put your own interior human fears to rest
on that subject. Just as," Mila-ay chuckled again briefly, "you can abandon the idea that |

brought you here to nmake sone kind of deal with you. My dear young human, you are not one of those
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with whom deals are nade. You are only a pawn in the gane here on Dil bi a—an unconsci ous pawn, at
that."
He st opped speaking and sat beaming at Bill

"I see," said Bill, while the back of his mnd was still busily digging, trying to identify the
note of msstatenent he had sensed in Mila-ay's earlier explanation. Suddenly he wanted very nuch
to hear nmore fromthe Hermoid. "1'm supposed to ask you why |'m here, then? Well, consider |'ve
asked it."

"Ch, but you haven't, you know," chuckl ed Mil a-ay, gazing upward at the fleecy clouds spotting the
bl ue sky above the treetops surrounding their clearing.

"AIl right!" said Bill. "Wy did nmy superiors send ne here—according to you?"

"Way, " Ml a-ay brought his gaze back fromthe clouds to Bill's face, "to get you killed by Bone
Breaker in a duel, of course!"

Bill stared at him But Mila-ay did not seemready to offer any nore conversati on without
pronpt i ng.

"Ch, sure!" said Bill at last. "Do you think I'Il believe that?"

"Eventual ly. Eventually, you will " murmured Mul a-ay, still watching Bill's face. "Once you
let the idea sink in and consider the fact that you are alone here, with no comunication off-

pl anet to your superiors. Yes, | know about that. And conmitted to the duel | nentioned. Don't you

think it strangely coincidental that the Resident should be off-planet with a broken leg just when
you get here, and that your young fenmal e associ ate should be an involuntary house-guest, so to
speak, in Qutlaw Valley? Don't you think it strange that you should be placed in the al npst
identical position of that earlier young human whomthe Dil bians call the Half-Pint-Posted, who
had a hand-to-hand battle with a native chanpion in another locality? Cone, come now, Pick-and-
Shovel ; surely your intelligence is too adequate to blink those facts away!"

In fact . . . in spite of hinmself a distinctly cold feeling was form ng sonewhere under Bill's
breast bone. The facts were overwhel m ng—and they were the very facts he had been facing as he had
sat in front of the comunications console earlier this day. It was unbelievable that there could

exi st an official human conspiracy to get Bill hinself killed. But nonetheless the facts were
there and .

"Why?" said Bill, as if to hinself. "Wat reason could they have? It doesn't nmake sense!"

"Ch, but it does, Pick-and-Shovel," said Mila-ay. "The situation here between Resident G eentree
and nyself has become—how shall | put it-stalemated." Mil a-ay chuckl ed again, softly, as he used
the very word Anita had used to Bill the night before. "There's no further gain to be gotten from

this Muddy Nose Project for you humans. The local farmers won't accept your help, and the outl aws
under Bone Breaker are only enjoying the situati on—wi th nmy nodest help."

He beanmed at Bill

"The best thing for your superiors, in fact," he went on, "is to close this ill-planned project
before it turns even nore sour. But how to do that without |osing face, both with the Dilbians and
on an interstellar level? It would be Iike acknow edgi ng we Hemmoi ds have won a round here at
Muddy Nose. The answer, of course is to close the project—but first to find a suitable excuse for
doi ng so. And what woul d nmake the nobst suitable excuse?"

He stopped and beaned once nore at Bill

"Al right,"” said Bill grimy. "I'"ll ask. Wat woul d?"

"Why, for sone untrained, unfortunate youngster to join the project, and—through no fault of his
own, but through a series of unlucky accidents—ake an irretrievable mess of the situation with
the local Dilbians. To the extent, in fact, of getting hinmself involved in a duel and killed by
the | ocal chanpi on, Bone Breaker."

Mul a-ay stopped and chuckl ed so heartily that his whol e heavy shape shook

"What a perfect situation that would be!" he said. "For one thing, it would require the humans to
cl ose down the project and withdraw its personnel, tenporarily—ef course, it would never be
started up again, nor would they return. For another, there would be no |l oss of face with the

Di | bians; for, even though their foolish young man got hinmself killed, still he did show the
conbati veness necessary to tangle with Bone Breaker, and therefore the Shorties' record for
personal courage on this world would not be inpaired."

Bill stared at him

"You seempretty sure |'mbound to |lose," he said although the cold feeling was back under his

br east bone again. "The Hal f-Pint-Posted didn't."

Mul a- ay chuckl ed, undi st urbed.

"To be perfectly frank, Pick-and-Shovel," he said, "that is one snall caper pulled off by you
humans that we haven't been able to figure out, yet. But we have no doubt—-and you need have no
doubt either—that there was something nmore at work in that victory than sinply one of you snal
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creatures outgrappling a Dilbian. In fact, you hardly need the assurance of our belief. | ask
you—an you picture a human who could win such a victory, w thout some unseen, unethica
advant age?”

It was true, Bill could not. The cold feeling under his breastbone increased.

"No, no . . ." Mila-ay shook his head. "The very thought of a human w nning any physical fair
fight between hinmself and a Dilbian is unthinkable to the point of ridicul ousness. But don't
worry, little Pick-and-Shovel. |I'mgoing to save you fromyour cruel and heartl ess superiors, as
well as from Bone Breaker."

Bill stared at him

"You . . . ?" he began, and then remenbered to hide his enpbtions just in tine.

"To be sure," said Miula-ay, rising softly to his feet and cocking his ear toward the noises of the
forest behind him "And here, unless |I am m staken, conmes the neans of that rescue, now. Reassure

yoursel f, Bone Breaker won't kill you."

"Ch, he won't?" said Bill, speaking as coldly and unconcernedly as he could. For at that noment,
he had heard what Mil a-ay had just heard. It was the noise of heavy Dilbian feet approaching.
"No, indeed," said Miula-ay, "you will |ose your duel and your life, instead, to the nost feeble

and decrepit Dilbian that the | ocal area provides. Let your superiors try to save face, after
that ol |l owi ng your foolish challenge of the best fighter for mles around!"

He hal f-turned fromBill. At that nmonent there burst into the clearing two female Dil bians and a
scrawny, tottering male so old that his body fur was gone in patches. O the two females with him
one was short and plunp—and disturbingly famliar-1ooking, and the other was younger, sonmewhat
statuesque of build, and alnbst tall enough to be a male.

They canme to a halt, their eyes roanming the little dell, and fastened all together on Bill
"There he is!" said the old male with a (for a Dil bian) high-pitched cackle of satisfaction

"Ri ght where we want him" And he rubbed his hands with gl ee.

"I leave you in good hands, Pick-and-Shovel," nmurmured Mul a-ay. Wth a wink and a nod, but no
words spoken, in the direction of the three Dil bians who had just arrived, he glided softly off
into the surroundi ng brush and di sappear ed.

Chapter 11
"Al'l right, Pick-and-Shovel," said the aged Dilbian male, as the three of themreached hi mand
st opped, standing over him "are you ready to stand trial, hey? Are you ready to submt yourself
to the judgnent of a Grandfather—
A snort fromthe tall, young-looking female interrupted him He turned angrily on her.
"Don't you go getting smart with nme, Perfectly Delightful!" he shouted. "Got grandchildren
haven't 1? | got just as good right to be a G andfather as anyone!"
"Thank goodness," replied Perfectly Delightful, with the Dilbian equivalent of a |adylike sniff,
"at least |I'mnot one of them™
"Perfectly Delightful," said the older, plunper fenale sternly, in a voice which Bill suddenly
recogni zed fromthe episode in Tin Ear's farnmyard, "you | eave G andpa Squeaky al one! He's here to
do a job, that's all. If you keep bothering him he'll never be able to do it!"
Grandpa Squeaky burst into sneering |laughter. "That's right, Thing-or-Two!" he cackled. "Tell the
young biddy a thing or two! Go ahead! Thinks she's so good-I|ooking she can get away wi th nurder!

Well, it may work with the young squirts, but it doesn't work with old Grandpa Squeaky. And
judging by the way things have been going, it hasn't worked too well w th Bone Breaker either! The
last | heard," he added in a jeering tone, "he was still hankering after Sweet Thing!"

"I's that so!" cried Perfectly Delightful, on a rising note, furiously turning upon the aged nul e,
who slipped behind the stout body of Thing-or-Two with prudent alacrity. "Some people," spat out
Perfectly Delightful, "will say anything! And some other people will repeat it! But that doesn't
change things. It's me Bone Breaker's always |iked best."

She lifted her head and craned her neck, |ooking down rather conplacently at herself. "After all,"

she went on in a calner tone, "I amPerfectly Delightful. Everyone's always said so. Is it
sensible that a tall, powerful man |ike Bone Breaker would want sonme little chunky creature |ike
Sweet Thing? Ch, she can cook all right. | don't deny that. | believe in giving everyone their
due. But there's nmore to life than eating, you know. "

"Never mind that now, Perfectly Delightful!" snapped the older fenale. "W aren't here to talk

about Bone Breaker. W're here to settle this Shorty's hash. Bear in nmind, both of you, if you

pl ease, that it's the ancient and honorable custons of our village that's at stake here. W' re not
going to keep this Shorty from hel ping Sweet Thi ng get Bone Breaker, just to please you, Perfectly
DelightfulI'"

"Hey, never mind that!" broke in Gandpa Squeaky, jittering with what appeared to be eagerness.
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"Let me at him hey? I'll judge him 1'Il rule on what's to be done with him"

G andpa Squeaky approached Bill and bent down until his breath fanned the hair on Bill's forehead.
Bill held his breath—for G andpa Squeaky, it seened, had a rather bad case of halitosis

"Hey, you Shorty! Pick-and-Shovel!" demanded G andpa Squeaky.

"What is it?" demanded Bill, turning his face away. To his relief, the aged D | bi an stood upright,
removi ng both his face and his breath to a bearabl e distance.

"Answers to his nane, all right," commented Grandpa Squeaky to the two fenmal es. "That takes care
of the part about who he is."

"Why don't we find a rock and hit himon the head?" queried Perfectly Delightful, in a pleasant
tone of voice

"Go on, | say!" insisted Thing-or-Two to Grandpa Squeaky. G andpa Squeaky swal | owed, and obeyed.
"Here, you, Pick-and-Shovel," he said, "you cone in here, helping Dirty Teeth and the Tricky
Teacher upset all our honorable old ways of living. W let you get away with that, and you think
you can get away with even worse. Now, didn't you take Sweet Thing's side against a fine young
buck |i ke Bone Breaker, encouraging a young fermal e to dispute where her husband-to-be wants her to
live? Didn't you interfere, hey, in sonething that wasn't your concern? And besides, didn't you go
and chal l enge our village blacksmth to a weightlifting contest at noon today?"

"Certainly | did!'" retorted Bill. "And | was just about to head for his forge—

"Never mind about that!" interrupted Thing-or-Two. "Go on, G andpa Squeaky."

“I'"l'l find arock in a mnute, and then we can shut himup," put in Perfectly Delightful brightly.
She was searching around anong the grassy open area of the dell

"Sure you did!'" said Grandpa Squeaky. "And then you sneaked off to the woods here and hid out, so
you woul dn't have to face him+ nean Flat Fingers—thereby injuring the honor of our village."
"Hey!" shouted Bill. "Wt do you nean, sneaked off? Can't you see ny hands are tied behind ne
her e?"

"Nonsense! Go on," said Thing-or-Two. "You can't see his hands from where you're standing, can
you? So you've only got his word for it, haven't you? And you aren't going to take the word of a
nmoral wrecker, who thinks our young wonmen can start telling their future husbands how to cone and

go and where they're supposed to live after they're married? Wll, are you?"
"OfF course not," said Grandpa Squeaky. He straightened up, squared his shoul ders, and addressed
Bill once nore in a rather nore grand manner. "This acting G andfather—e, that is—inds you

guilty as all get out on all counts. Accordingly, he sentences you—this acting G andfather, who's
me—to have your head chopped and your body left at that Residency building for the next Shorty
that comes along to take care of." He dropped his grand nmanner for a nore colloquial one.

"I left the axes back in the woods a-ways. 1'll go get them now. "

Grandpa Squeaky turned away toward the brush, just as Perfectly Delightful canme up with a rock the
size of a small cantal oupe.

"Knock himon the head with this," she suggested hel pfully, "that way he can't dodge around—

"No, we don't!" snapped Thing-or-Two. "G andpa Squeaky's got to chop him and nobody'll believe it
was a fair fight if we've got a dead Shorty with a large bunp on his head—=

"Wait!" shouted Bill, desperation adding volune to his voice. "Are you crazy? You can't go killing
me, just like that—

"Why, sure we can, Pick-and-Shovel," interrupted G andpa Squeaky, staggering back under the double
| oad of a pair of heavy Dil bian axes, nassive, with triangul ar heads nade of gray, native iron
"It's not as if you don't have a chance. Seeing |I'mjust an acting G andfather, |I'mgiving you a
chance to fight for your life, instead of just chopping you like that. 1'll take one ax and you
can have the other. Here!" He dropped one ax in front of Bill, and its handl e thudded to the earth
six inches fromBill's crossed | egs.

"What do you nmean?" cried Bill. "I told you, I"'mtied up! Can't you see ny hands are tied—

"What do you nean, tied?" denmanded Thing-or-Two. Looking at the older Dilbian fenale, Bil

di scovered that she had her eyes tightly shut. "I don't see any ropes on his hands. Do you
Perfectly Delightful?"

"Neither do I!" exclainmed Perfectly Delightful, shutting her own eyes. "You know what | think?

think the Shorty's scared. He's just scared—that's why he won't pick up the ax."

"Al'l right, Pick-and-Shovel!" piped G andpa Squeaky, doing a kind of feeble war dance, tottering
around with his own ax. "Wat's the matter, hey? Scared of ne, hey? Conme on and face up to nme |ike
a man! The wi tnesses don't see any ropes on your hands— Hastily, he shut his own eyes. "Neither

do I! Grab your ax, if you' ve got the guts to face ne, or I'Il start to chop you anyway. This is
your |ast chance, Pick-and-Shovel —
At that nmonent, however, he was interrupted by a voice. It burst upon themall |ike a shout of

t hunder. "WHAT ARE YOU DO NG W TH My SHORTY?"
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For a second the three Dilbians facing Bill stiffened in md-noverment. Then they spun about to
face in the direction fromwhich the voice had conme, and, in turning, noved enough apart so that
Bill could see between them

Breaking into the clearing through the brush at its edge was another Dilbian, a female, shorter
than either Perfectly Delightful or Thing-or-Two. For a nonent, he had no idea who this was,

t hough the voice that had just shouted at themrang on his ear with accents of fanmliarity. He was
suddenly aware, however, that he seenmed to have found a friend, if not a rescuer, and that was al
that was inmportant at the nonent.

Then Thi ng-or-Two unconsciously, if conveniently, cane to his aid.

"Sweet Thing!" the other Dilbian femal e expl oded, on an indrawn, snarling note.

"You just bet it's ne!" snarled Sweet Thing in return, advancing into the clearing. She stopped
sone fifteen feet fromthe other three. She did not put her hands on her hips, but Bill got the
strong inmpression that if this had been a Dilbian gesture, she certainly would have done so. "And
here you are with ny Shorty!" Her eyes scorched themall, but ended upon G andpa Squeaky. "You!"
"Hey, now," protested G andpa Squeaky, with a perceptible quaver in his voice. A quaver of

tremul ous ol d age which contrasted markedly with his energy of a nonent before.

"What were you doing to Pick-and-Shovel ?"

"None of your business!" snapped Thi ng-or- Two.

"Pi ck-and- Shovel !'" called Sweet Thing. "Wat were they doing to you here?"

"They seened to be putting nme on trial—er sonmething,"” shouted Bill back. He found hinself
wonderi ng how he coul d have originally have wondered, on first seeing Sweet Thing, what nade her
attractive to the outlaw. Right now she was | ooking decidedly beautiful to him In fact, the only
i ndi vi dual who coul d have | ooked much nore beautiful would have been Lafe Greentree, hinself, with
a cast on his broken leg if necessary, but with a handgun in his fist. "This G andfather here—=

He tried to point at Grandpa Squeaky with his head, but both the pointing and the finishing of the
sentence were unnecessary. "Gandfather!" cried Sweet Thing, scorching G andpa Squeaky wi th her
eyes again. "You, a Grandfather!" She | aughed scornfully. "A fine, squeaking G andfather you'd
meke, with your nose in a beer cup all day long! You, a Grandfather! Wait'Il | tell ny father

I"Il just tell More Jamthat you' ve been pretending to be a G andfather—

"No!" cried Squeaky Grandpa, agoni zed. "Sweet Thing, you wouldn't do that to an old nan? You

woul dn't tell your father about a little harnless joke like this? You wouldn't—=

"You better get out of here fast, then," said Sweet Thing om nously.

"1'" m goi ng—+' m goi ng— Squeaky Grandpa lost no time in putting his words into action. He was
across the clearing and into the brush, in a sort of tottering rush before he had finished
repeating hinmself the second tine. Sweet Thing's eye swung to the other two fenml es. These,
however, did not show the satisfactory sort of response that Grandpa Squeaky had exhi bited.

"For your information, Sweet Thing," said Thing-or-Two grimy, "you can tell your father about
this every day and twi ce on Sunday, and nuch it'll nmean to me!"

"How much will it nean to you, though,” said Sweet Thing, in a surprisingly gentle voice, "when ny
father tells the whole village how you' ve been maki ng fun of them by putting up poor old G andpa
Squeaky to act like he's the sort they might pick for a Gandfather? Don't you think that m ght
bot her you just the least little bit?"

"Whay— Thi ng-or-Two broke off sharply. She hesitated. "Wy, they'd never believe such a thing.
Never in a lifetinel"

Nonet hel ess, Bill noted, a good deal of the fire had gone out of her tone of voice.

"They won't believe it?" echoed Sweet Thing in a voice filled with i nnocent wonder. "Not even when
More Jamtells themhe sawit with his own two eyes?"

"Saw i t?" Thing-or-Two darted a sudden, nervous gl ance around her at the silent brush encl osing

the dell. Her voice stiffened. "More Jamwouldn't lie to the whole village. He wouldn't do such a
t hi ng!"
"Not if | just refused to cook for himuntil he did?" queried Sweet Thing, in the sane innocent

and wondering tone. "OF course, Thing-or-Two, you're a lot older than | am and you know best. But
| should think that if | really told ny father I wouldn't do any nore cooking for him that he
woul dn't hesitate about telling everybody what he really saw with his own two eyes here in this
clearing."

Thi ng-or-Two stared angrily back at the younger female. But after a second, the stiffness seened
to |l eak out of her. She snorted angrily—-but also she began to nove. Wth her head in the air, she
mar ched across the clearing and into the brush, and Bill heard her noving away fromthem He

| ooked back at Sweet Thing, who was now facing Perfectly Delightful, the only one of the original
three conspirators left in the dell

"You can go, too," said Sweet Thing, in a voice that suddenly had becone very ugly.
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"Ch, | don't know," replied Perfectly Delightful lightly. "Everybody knows what an obedi ent young
girl 1 am Naturally | had to do what mny el ders sai d—=+i ke when Thi ng-or-Two and G andpa Squeaky
told me to conme al ong here."

"They aren't telling you what to do now," said Sweet Thing.

"Ch, | don't know, " repeated Perfectly Delightful, gazing absently at the sane white clouds
drifting overhead that had earlier interested Mil a-ay—but without failing to watch Sweet Thing at
the sane time out of the corners of her eyes. "They told nme earlier to see that Pick-and-Shovel,
here, didn't get |oose and run away. They haven't told nme anything to change that. They've just
gone off. Maybe they're going to be back a little later. O maybe they figure |I'd stay here and
guard the Shorty for them | really don't know what else | can do," said Perfectly Delightful

hel pl essly wi thdrawi ng her eyes fromthe clouds at last and fixing themfirmy on Sweet Thing,
"but stay right here and see that nobody tanpers with this Shorty."

As Perfectly Delightful had been talking, Sweet Thing had begun to nove forward slowy. However,
as she canme to just beyond armis reach of the other young Dilbian fenmale, she began to circle to
her right. So it was that Perfectly Delightful, while still speaking, began to turn so as to face
Sweet Thing. Gradually, they were beginning to circle each other like a couple of westlers, and
after Perfectly Delightful had stopped tal king, they continued to circle in silence for a nunber
of seconds.

Bill, watching in fascination with his hands tied behind the tree trunk, was made suddenly aware
of the fact that he was unable to get out of the way in case trouble should erupt. It was true
that Perfectly Delightful, though tall for a female, would hardly have been able to raise the
crown of her head above the point of the H Il Bluffer's shoulder, and that Sweet Thing was a head
and a half shorter than her opponent. Nonethel ess, either one woul d have consi derably outwei ghed
and out nuscl ed any two good-sized professional human westlers, and they seened to possess the
same willingness as Dilbian males to get down to physical brass tacks when a question was in

di spute. Added to this was the fact that the nails on their hands and feet were rather nore like
bear claws, and their teeth rather nore like the teeth of grizzlies than those of humans. So that
in sum the situation was one that nade Bill devoutly wi sh he was on the other side of the tree to
whi ch he was tied.

The two had been circling for sonme little tinme, shoulders hunched, heads outthrust, arns half
flexed at the el bow, when Perfectly Delightful broke the tense silence with a nusical |augh

"So you think this is funny?" inquired Sweet Thing lightly, but without at all pausing in her
movemnent, or relaxing her attitude.

"Ch this? Not necessarily,” replied Perfectly Delightful merrily—but equally w thout pausing or
relaxing. "It just crossed ny nind what a stubby little thing you are, and | inmagi ned how you nust
| ook through the Bone Breaker's eyes."

"Ch, | don't think he finds ne so stubby," replied Swmeet Thing conversationally. "Maybe you won't
find ne so stubby either."” And she |aughed nmerrily in her turn.

They continued to circle, now alnmost within arm s reach of each other

"But, really," protested Perfectly Delightful. "To be stubby is bad enough, but can you inagi ne
what you'll look like with an ear torn off, too?"

For the first time, Bill became unconfortably aware of how nuch taller and heavier Perfectly
Del i ghtful was than Sweet Thing. Up until now, he had been concerned with hinself mainly as an
anchored spectator of what m ght happen. Now, suddenly, his inagination galloped ahead a little
further and began to consider what should happen if Perfectly Delightful should end up the victor
in any conbat that should occur

"But | plan to keep ny ears, both of them" Sweet Thing was saying sweetly. "I expect to have both
my ears for many years after today—pardon ne, | neant to say, after you have lost your teeth. You
know, |'ve often heard ny father and other nen tal ki ng about how funny a woman | ooks with her
teeth knocked out."

"Ch, you have, have you!" retorted Perfectly Delightful shortly. Evidently, in the contest between

the two to see who should | ost her tenper first, Perfectly Delightful was beginning to crack. "If
you get close enough to ny teeth to try knocking themout, you'll w sh you hadn't!"
Meanwhile, in a cold sweat, Bill was struggling for the first tine and seriously to see if he

could not wiggle his hands | oose fromthe rather thick rope that seemed to be tying them
together. He had been tied rather tightly, but he now di scovered the thickness of the rope was
such in conparison with the size of his wists that it mght be possible for himto slide his
right hand free. Evidently, the snmall ness of the hunan wist conpared to the Hemmoi d one was
sonet hing that Mil a-ay had not taken into account. He nanaged to get his right hand hal fway out
through its bonds—but there it stuck

* * %
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Agoni zedl y, he | ooked back at the center of the dell, where the two were still circling each other
and trading insults. The tenmpers of both were sparkling now and sarcasm had given way to direct,
untransl atabl e Di | bi an epithets.

"Snig!" Perfectly Delightful was hissing at Sweet Thing.

"Pilf!" Sweet Thing was snarling back at Perfectly Delightful

Suddenly, far off in the woods, cane the sound of possible rescue, falling sweetly upon Bill's
ears. It was the stentorian shout of a male Dilbian. It was nmore than that. It was the voice of
the H Il Bluffer, shouting.

"Pi ck- and- Shovel ! Pi ck-and- Shovel —where are you?"

"Here!" roared back Bill, with all the volune his chest and throat could nuster. "Here! This way!
I''mover here!"

"I hear you!" floated back the shout of the Bluffer. "Keep yelling, Pick-and-Shovel, and I'll get
there in a nmoment! Just keep shouting!"”

Bill opened his nouth to do so. But before he had the chance to make a sound, his shouting to the

Bl uf fer had becone as inpossible as it was unnecessary as a source of sound to guide the postman
to him

The period of insults between Sweet Thing and Perfectly Delightful had cone to an end. Wth a
sound |i ke that of an ol d-fashi oned Western novie brawl between at |east hal f-a-dozen honest eaders
and as nany cattl enen, Sweet Thing and Perfectly Delightful had closed in battle in the center of
the cl earing.

Chapter 12

Bi Il shrank back against his tree. There was little else he could do but make hinmself as small as
possi bl e and watch the action. The action, however, turned out to be wonderful to behold.

Not at first. At first, all Bill sawwas a rolling tangle of furry bodies, arns and |l egs, glinting
claws and flashing teeth, rolling this way and that on the ground—and occasionally threatening to
roll in his direction. But then the whole tangle rolled over the bank of a little stream running

t hrough the clearing and splashed into the water; at which point it imediately separated into two
i ndi viduals. But the battle was not ended. Sweet Thing and Perfectly Delightful wasted no tine
clinmbing out onto the bank and joining in conbat again.

Only this tine there was a difference. Apparently, the first time around, Sweet Thing had been too
wor ked up to use whatever know edge she had about fighting. Now, cooled off by her dip in the
stream she proceeded to denonstrate sonething very like a judo chop to the lower ribs, a forearm
smash to Perfectly Delightful's jaw, a knee in the stonach, and finally a shoul der throw that
flipped Perfectly Delightful conpletely over in the air and brought her down flat with an earth-
shaki ng thud on her back in the grass.

It was at this point that the H Il Bluffer burst out of the surroundi ng bushes and accidentally
ran directly into Sweet Thi ng.

Sweet Thing, either blinded by rage, or perhaps confusing the Bluffer with sone ally of Perfectly
Delightful's, threw her arns around the postnan and attenpted to execute the sane shoul der throw
with him This tine though, the results were not so satisfactory. Sweet Thing was trai ned and

willing enough, but in the Hill Bluffer she had taken hold of an opponent even |onger-I|inbed than
Bone Breaker hinself. She was in somewhat the same position, it occurred to Bill, as a five-foot
wonman attenpting to throw down a man six and a half feet tall. The theory was excellent, but the

practice ran into problens involving the weight and I ength of the intended victim

Sweet Thing did nanage to get one of the Bluffer's long legs off the ground and toppl ed him off
bal ance. However, one of the Bluffer's equally long arms propped himoff the ground, keeping him
fromfalling even while she still had himin only a half-thrown position and a second |l ater the
post man had—ore or |less gently—pried her arnms | oose fromtheir grip upon him and was hol di ng her
by the biceps, out at the length of his own arns and facing away from him

This should have settled matters, since Sweet Thing was no longer in a position to do any danage
with teeth, nails, arns, or legs. But so intense was her fighting fury by this time that she
literally ran off the ground into the air in her efforts to get |oose, and the Bluffer was forced
to trip her, get her down on the ground, and sit on her, pinning her arns so that she coul d not
reach back and grab him

Bill continued to | ook on, awed. Sweet Thing, no longer able to nmake effective use of any of her
ot her natural weapons, had fallen back upon her tongue. She was busy telling the Bl uffer what she
woul d do to himthe nonent he turned her loose. It was a question that also interested Bill. It

was all very well for the Bluffer to have Sweet Thing i mobilized as she was at the nonent. But
sooner or |ater he would have to | et her up—and what woul d happen then?
" . . . My father . . . Bone Breaker . . . linb fromlinmb . . ." Sweet Thing was informng the
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| anky postman. Bill did not see how the Upland Dil bian could possibly get out of his present
awkward situation with life and Iinb intact. But he was about to learn that Dl bian enotiona
responses were sonewhat adaptable in these circunstances. The Bluffer waited patiently until Sweet
Thi ng paused for breath, and then said, apparently, exactly the right thing.

"I"'ve really got to ask you to forgive me for interrupting that beautiful fight of yours," he
observed genially. "Wiere'd a girl like you learn to tangle Iike that?"

There was a | ong nonent of silence from Sweet Thing. Then she spoke.

"More Jam " she said in a nuch cal mer and obvi ously pl eased voice. "Don't you remenber? My father
was chanpi on Low and westler."

"Way, of course,"” said the Bluffer, letting her up, "that explains it."

Sweet Thi ng bounced hastily to her feet.

"Where is she?" Her face fell. "Oh, she got away."

Bill also | ooked around the clearing. It was a fact. Perfectly Delightful had di sappeared.

"Ch well," said Sweet Thing philosophically. "She'll be around. | can catch her anytinme | want
to."

She and the Hill Bluffer both turned to look at Bill. "How about untying nme?" demanded Bill
"Way, sure," said the Bluffer. He wal ked around behind the tree to which Bill was anchored, and
began untying the ropes binding his wists together

Bill endured, without really feeling, the rather bruising and painful business that the Hill
Bluffer's big fingers nade of clunsily jerking | oose the knots that tied Bill's hands. H s m nd

was busy, and once he was on his feet, he had a question for both of the two Dilbians facing him
"How did you happen to find ne?" he asked

"Well, | don't know how he did," said Sweet Thing, sniffing slightly, "but Thing-or-Two and
Perfectly Delightful had been | ooking too pleased for words all day |long, so | knew sonet hi ng was
goi ng on. Wen they and G andpa Squeaky ducked off into the woods instead of joining everybody

el se up at the forge, | just followed them | lost themin the woods for a few nminutes, but | just
poked around—and here they were, with you."

"So that's what it was," said the Hill Bluffer, |ooking down at her admiringly. "Your old dad,
More Jam cane rolling up to ne when | was waiting at the forge

" “Word in your ear, Postman,' he said to ne, and |led ne off behind a shed. "Haven't seen that
daughter of mne around any place, have you?' he asked ne.

" "No,' | said, "Wy should I?

" “Because it's all alittle peculiar, that's all,' said More Jam sort of thoughtful. “| just saw
Perfectly Delightful and Thing-or-Two, with G andpa Squeaky, sliding off into the brush a few

m nut es ago, and that daughter of mne right behind them Naturally, | didn't pay nuch attention

except that it was just about tinme for nme to have a little, hot sonething to settle this delicate
stomach of nine, and Sweet Thing might not be around to fix it for ne— and he patted his stomach

the way he does. "It sure is peculiar, particularly when you figure that Pick-and-Shovel ought to
have shown up at the blacksnmith's by this tine.'
"Well," said the Bluffer, looking nmeaningfully at Bill, "it'd been on ny nmind, too, that it was

high tinme you were showing up at the forge. So | asked himwhere he'd seen all this going on—and
in what direction Sweet Thing and the others had taken off. Then | went down to the Residency and
| ooked for you. But you weren't there. So | just took off in the woods the way |'d been told
everybody el se'd gone, and after a while | figured it wouldn't do any harmto sort of yell your
nane a bit and see if you answered. Well," wound up the Bluffer, "you did. And here I am"

"l see,” said Bill. "I wonder how it was Mdire Jam just happened to be watching, to see what he
di d?"
Sweet Thing and the Hill Bluffer stared back down at Bill with noses winkled in every evidence of

puzzl enment .

"Quess he just happened to, Pick-and-Shovel," said the Bluffer

"I see," said Bill again. There were a nunber of questions that were conming to his mind right now
that he would like to have answered by Sweet Thing and the Bluffer—particularly by the Bl uffer
But he remenbered that he had unfini shed business back at the village.

"Better let ne get back up in that saddle," he said to the Bluffer now "I'ma good three hours
overdue at the forge."

The Bluffer stared at himin consternation, as did Sweet Thing. There was a noment of silence.
"Wy, Pick-and-Shovel ," said the Bluffer, finally, "you can't go back there now "

Bill stared up at him

"Way not ?”

“Why? Well, because you—fust can't!" said the Bluffer in a shocked tone of voice. "Wy, they'd
| augh you out of town if you showed up now, Pick-and-Shovel. Here you went and set up a weight-
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lifting contest, and then you didn't show up for it when the time cane."

"But it wasn't ny fault | wasn't there," said Bill. Tersely, he told them about being hit on the
head and brought into the woods and tied up by the Hemmoi d. However, to his surprise, when he
finished, the long | ooks on the faces of Sweet Thing and the Bluffer did not lift. The Bl uffer
shook his head sl owy.

"I mght've figured it was sonething like that," said the Bluffer heavily. "But it doesn't make
any difference, Pick-and-Shovel. No doubt you had a good reason for not being there on tine—but
the point is you didn't show up. How re folks to be sure you didn't just duck out of it and nake
this whole story up as an excuse? | believe you, because | know sonething about the kind of guts
you Shorties've got. But these Muddy Nosers aren't going to believe you. They'll figure you
probably knew you couldn't outlift Flat Fingers, so you just didn't show up."

"Well, 1"l outlift himnow " said Bill. But the Bluffer still shook his head.
"You don't understand, Pick-and-Shovel," he said. "Flat Fingers isn't going to stick his neck out
by agreeing to lift weights with you again. He did once and you ducked out—all right, | knowit

wasn't your fault. But he's going to be thinki ng—suppose he agrees to |lift again, and you duck out
a second tine, or fall down and play sick, or sonething? If it happens twice in a row that you get
out of it, people are going to start |laughing at himfor letting hinself be fooled that way."

The Bl uffer shook his head.

"No, | wouldn't go back to the village right nowif | were you, Pick-and-Shovel," he said. "Wat
you and | better figure on doing is canping out here in the woods for a few days. I'll go in and
get your sword and shield made by the bl acksmth—that's business, he won't nind maki ng those.
Then, when you've got these weapon things of yours, you can go and have the duel wi th Bone

Breaker, and after you win that maybe they'll let you back in Muddy Nose Village w thout falling
over and rolling way down the street, |aughing, every tinme they see you."

"So," observed Bill grimy. "Barrel Belly managed to get ne in bad with the villagers, after all
did he? Your rescuing nme didn't help at all, then, did it?"

Bot h the postman and Sweet Thing | ooked unconfortable. Sweet Thing, however, was quick to recover
"Well, why don't you think of something, then?" she demanded. "You Shorties are all supposed to be

so tricky and sneaky! Tricky Teacher was supposed to be so smart at thinking up things and getting
around peopl e; but where is he when She needs hin? Not here, that's where he is! Instead, you're
here, Pick-and-Shovel. So why don't you think up sonething? | know why! It's because you're a male
Shorty. She'd think of sonething, if She were here. | know She woul d. She—=

The continued enphatic repetition of the word "She" was doing little to inprove Bill's tenper

whi ch had al ready been worn rather threadbare by events. The single thought that was in his mnd
at the nonent was that palmtrees would be flourishing on the Weddell pack ice of Antarctica, back
on Earth, before he would | et any conbi nati on of events keep himout of Muddy Nose Village. He

i nterrupted Sweet Thing roughly.

"Al right,"” he retorted. "I've thought of sonething. Let's head for the village."
Chapter 13
The Hill Bluffer still hesitated.

"Are you sure you know what you're doing, Pick-and-Shovel?" he asked. "Like | say, Flat Fingers
won't lift weights with you now*

"That's what he thinks!" said Bill.

The Hi Il Bluffer it up suddenly.

"You nean you figured a way to make hin?" said the Bluffer, happily. "Wiy didn't you say so?" He
turned on Sweet Thing. "There, how do you |ike that? You and your fenale Shorties!"

Sweet Thing sniffed disdainfully.

"Ch, well," she said. "She would have thought of it right away."

"Clinmb up in the saddle, Pick-and-Shovel," said the Hill Bluffer, ignoring this, and turning his
back on Bill. "And we'll get going."

Bill scaled the Bluffer's back by nmeans of the straps of the Dilbian's harness, and seated

hinsel f. The three of them started back through the woods toward the village. As they went al ong,
the heads of Dilbians out on the street turned to ook at them and the sounds of conments, ribald
and ot herwi se, began to float to Bill's ears. He held on to the straps of the Bluffer's harness,
before him | ooking neither to right nor left. He noticed that Sweet Thing and the Hill Bluffer
were not particularly pleased, either—even though they thensel ves were not the target of the jeers
and catcalls that pursued themas a group. The Bluffer snorted once and swng hal f-around, as if
ready to turn back and give battle to those who were criticizing. Mre Jamwas not to be seen

Bill noted.

However, in due time they ran the |l ong gauntlet of the street and arrived at the blacksnmith's
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property. Flat Fingers paid no attention to themas they cane up. He studiously avoided | ooking at
Bill, and only grunted in response to the greeting of the H Il Bluffer

"Well," said Bill, as cheerfully as he could nanage, in the Bluffer's ear, "I'lIl get down here."
Fl at Fingers was busy at the forge, beating rather savagely upon a piece of red-hot iron. The

Bl uffer was seated on the bench and Sweet Thing was standing near the Bluffer. Just outside the
shed where they all stood, a crowd of villagers was beginning to gather. These stood and wat ched;
silently, but grinning widely, and obviously expecting the worst. Bill felt a return of the

col dness inside himhe had felt with Mil a-ay. However, he smled and turned his back on themwth
as nuch an appearance of unconcern as he coul d nuster

"Well," he said loudly to the Bluffer, ignoring the blacksmth, who had now ceased hammeri ng and
thrust the beaten piece of red-hot iron, hissing, into a dark and dirty-|ooking barrel of water

al ongside the forge, "so this is Flat Fingers' place, is it?"

"That's right, Pick-and-Shovel," replied the Bluffer curiously.

Bill did not say anything nore i medi ately. Instead he began to wander anong the piles of wood and
iron that were stacked up under the shed roof, stopping here to finger a broken candl esti ck—there
to run his finger along the edge of a broken sword. Flat Fingers, having | aid aside the piece of
iron he had been working on before, now had picked up what apparently was a broken barrel hoop and
was scowing at it.

"M ghty interesting around here," comented Bill |oudly, examining the rafters of the shed
overhead. They were very stout rafters indeed, nmade of |ogs and a good twelve feet in the air,
well out of his reach unless he clinbed up on a stack of five- and six-foot |engths of foot-

di aneter | ogs—irewood, probably—that were piled up a little distance fromhim He drifted over to
the I ogs and began to exam ne them Then he turned back to Sweet Thing and pulling her head down
to approximately the |level of his own nouth, spoke quietly into her ear for a second. Sweet Thing
went of f through the crowd, followed by the curious stares of those nearby, who watched her

di sappear in through the front door of the Residency. They m ght have gone on watching, if Bil
had not started tal king again and drawn their attention back to him

"Yes," he said thoughtfully, staring at the logs. "It's a shane | couldn't get here intine to
have that weight-lifting contest with the blacksmth."

"Sure was!" spoke up a voice fromthe crowd, producing a chorus of bass-voiced | aughter

"Yes, a real shane,” went on Bill, ignoring the reaction and nodding at the H Il Bluffer. "It
woul d' ve been sonething to see.”

He | ooked over at Flat Fingers, who had noodily shoved both the broken ends of the hoop into the
bed of coals at his forge and was grimy punping the bellows attached to it.

"Yes . " went on Bill, fingering one of the logs and trying to estinmate its weight. It was
about five feet long and | ooked as if it might weigh pretty close to a hundred pounds. The | ogs
underneath it were simlar in size, and their weight shoul d be about the sanme, "An appoi ntnent
like that's an appointment. If you miss it, that's that. | wouldn't insult Flat Fingers by
suggesting he lift weights with nme now, since | already m ssed one chance at it."

"That's playing it safe, Shorty!" booned another voice fromthe observing crowd, and a new bur st
of laughter followed.

"No," said Bill thoughtfully. "That'd look like | might be trying to pull the sane trick all over
again. So | guess there isn't much for nme to do— He broke off as Sweet Thing shoul dered her way
i mportantly back through the crowmd, the bl ock-and-tackle Bill had made slung over one shoul der
There was a humof interest at the sight of her, and it; but she ignored the reaction. She came up
to Bill and dunped the bl ock-and-tackle into his arms.

"There!" said Sweet Thing. She went over and sat down on the bench beside the Hill Bluffer, as if
she had just done sonething renmarkable to put everyone in their place. The crowd stared with
interest at Bill and the bl ock-and-tackle. Even Flat Fingers, over by the forge, shot a
surreptitious glance in Bill's direction

"On the other hand," went on Bill, as if to hinmself, but |oud enough to be heard by everyone
standi ng around, "l suppose | could just Iift something around here, anyway, and sort of |eave it
lying where I've lifted it, and nmaybe Flat Fingers would notice it |ater—and maybe he wouldn't."
Wth these |last words, thrown away in the best style of More Jam Bill clinbed up on the snall
pile of logs and tossed one end of the rope attached to the bl ock-and-tackle over one of the
rafters, and then tested it to see if it would slip easily. The rafter, being itself a snpoth
round section of log with all the bark peeled off, allowed the rope to slide around it al nost as
well as if it, too, was a pulley.

Bill clinbed down, took the rope at the bottomend of the bl ock-and-tackle, and ran a | oop around
five of the logs. He slid the loop to their center, and tied it down tight there, with the | ower
bl ock of the tackle perhaps six inches above the tie. He then secured the upper part of the bl ock-
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and-tackl e by a separate rope to the beamitself, and once nore flung over the rafter the | ong,
operating end of the rope running into the sheaves of the bl ock-and-tackle.

The crowd had qui eted down and had been watching in interested silence while he went through these
maneuvers. Qut of the corner of his eye, Bill could see Flat Fingers, also watching.
"Well," he said, when he was done, "let's see if | can |lift those five pieces of wood, now.
He took a good grip and started to draw down upon the rope to the bl ock-and-tackle running over
the rafter overhead. The rope creaked and noved. The wooden pulleys of the bl ock-and-tackle al so
creaked and whi ned under the strain. The rope fromthe pulley noved jerkily through his hands, but
at first the five logs did not seemto nove.

"You got to try harder than that, Shorty!" whooped a voice fromthe crowd, followed by another
burst of laughter—but then the |laughter broke off suddenly. For, as all those who were watching
could see, the tied-together bundle of logs had stirred and jerked. Abruptly, they were no | onger
resting on the logs below, but visibly swaying in the air, a fraction of an inch above them A few
nmore heaves on the rope by Bill, who was beginning to perspire, and the five | ogs swng obviously
into the air above the pile beneath.

There was a deep-voi ced babbl e of amazenent and approval fromthe group around. Leaving the |ogs
swi nging there, held by the brake in the block-and-tackle itself that prevented the line from

running out again in reverse order, Bill dusted his hands and wal ked over to the Bluffer. The
onl ookers quieted to hear what he m ght say.
"What do you think, Hi Il Bluffer,"” Bill asked conversationally. "You think a man the size of Flat

Fingers could lift that?"

The Bluffer squinted thoughtfully at the bundle of five |ogs.

"Yes," he said at last, "lI'd have to say |I'd think he could, Pick-and-Shovel."

"Well, 1'"lIl guess I'll have to add another log or two," said Bill. He went back to the pile and

| et the bundle back down. Then he | oosened the ropes about the five |ogs, westled another into
position on top of them tightened the |Ioop, and using the bl ock-and-tackle, proceeded to lift the
heavi er | oad. Once nore he went back to the Bluffer. "What do you think now, H Il Bluffer?" he
asked. "You think Flat Fingers could Iift that nuch?" He spoke airily, but the back of his neck
was creeping slightly with the knowl edge that Flat Fingers was standing only half a dozen feet

behind him taking it all in. The cl oseness of the blacksmth, however, did not seemto bother the
Bluffer. He took his time about once nore exam ning the bundl e of | ogs.
"I'f you want my opinion, Pick-and-Shovel," he said at last, judiciously, "I think the blacksmth

could lift that much and-say, two nore logs, as well."

"Wul d you say he could lift that nmuch and three nore | ogs?" asked Bill.

The Bl uffer considered.

"Well," he drawed finally. "I'd have to say no, | don't think he could."

"Suppose | added four logs to that stack," said Bill. "You'd be pretty sure than he wouldn't be
able to lift then®"

"Sure |'d be sure," said the Bluffer pronptly.

"Well, 1'll just add those other four logs on, then," said Bill.

He went back to the stack of logs and did so. As he took hold of the rope running over the rafter
to the bl ock-and-tackle, and began to put his weight on it, a trace of uneasiness crept into him
for the first time. There was over half a ton of dead weight at the other end. The bl ock-and-
tackle mght be able to lift it—but the question was, could he? For one thing, the added wei ght
was making the friction between the rope and the rafter over which it ran a not inconsiderable
itemto be dealt with. At his first tug, it seened as if the |oad woul d not nove. Then-Bil
renenbering the fury that had been born in himback in the woods into which Mil a-ay had ki dnapped
him He set his teeth, wound his hands in the rope—and pull ed.

For a | ong second, nothing happened. Then the rope gave, first a little, then a little nore. Soon
he was able to change his grip and the rope began coning steadily down toward him Still, he did
not count the battle won until a sudden gasp fromthe crowd behind himtold himthat the stack of
ten logs had finally swng free and clear of the pile belowit, visibly into the air.

Gatefully, he let go of the rope, and turned to | ook. Sure enough, the |load he had just lifted
showed daylight between it and the top of the log pile.

"Well, there it is," said Bill mldly. "I guess | did nanage to lift a little bit, after all." He
dusted his hands together, turned back, and rel eased the brake on the bl ock-and-tackle. The | oad

it was supporting fell with a crash back on to the top of the stack beneath. Bill surreptitiously
| ocked the brake in place with a thrust of his thunb agai nst the ratchet he had provided for that
pur pose. Then he turned back and wal ked over to the bench where the H Il Bluffer was stil

sitting.

"Well," Bill said, "I guess you and | might as well be wandering back on down to the Residency.
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just wanted to show what | could do if | had a mind to do it. But | can't really expect Flat

Fingers to go and try and lift that sane weight, too. So I'Il just leave it there; and we'll be
goi ng—

The Bluffer had gotten to his feet, and Bill had already turned toward the Residency when an angry
snar!l behind himturned hi mback

"Just a minute there, Pick-and-Shovel!" snapped the blacksmith. He strode over to the rope stil

hangi ng fromthe opposite side of the beam from which the bl ock-and-tackle itself depended, and
grasped it firmy in his tw huge, furry hands.

Then, without warning, he threw all his weight upon it. The rope twanged, suddenly taut—and al arm
| eaped inside Bill. The rope he had chosen was perfectly adequate to the task of lifting the |oad
he had just lifted—etherwise it would have broken. But he knew how a rope that will not break
under a steady pull will part under a sudden jerk that snaps it. For a nonent, hearing the bass-
viol note of the rope as it straightened out, Bill was sure that this was what had happened in
Fl at Fi ngers' huge hands.

But then he saw that the rope had held. Not only that, but although the great shoul der rnuscles
under the black fur of Flat Fingers were bunching heroically, and the bl ock-and-tackle was
creaking painfully, the load was not |ifting.

The line was now as taut and straight as a bar of iron. The whol e body of the blacksmth vibrated
with the effort he was nmaking. But, as the |ong seconds slipped away, it becanme obvi ous he was not
going to be able to do it.

A single, jeering |l augh rang out fromthe surrounding cromd. Wth a speed of reflex that seened
unbel i evabl e in one so big, Flat Fingers suddenly let go of the rope, spun around and took three
long strides into the crowd, to reappear a second |later dragging forward by the neck and arm a
somewhat snaller, nale Dilbian . Having got the other out where there was roomto swing him the
bl acksmith shook himlike a terrier shaking a rat.

"You want to try it, Fat Lip? You and one of your friends, together, want to try to lift it?"
roared Fl at Fingers.

He let the other go, and Fat Lip staggered for a nonent before gaining his feet. Then, however,
licking his lips, he took a |look at the rope, and turned to shout a nane into the crowd.

In response to that nane another Dil bian of about the same size cane forward. Together, grinning,
t hey haul ed on the rope.

However, for themas for the blacksmith, the | ock held the brake on the bl ock-and-tackle in place.
Instead of the rope running through the pulleys as it had for Bill, they—ike Flat Fingers—waere
reduced to trying to lift by main strength the dead wei ght not only of the |ogs but of the bl ock-
and-tackle itself. They did not succeed. In fact, a third D lbian was needed to hel p them before
the bundl e of |ogs could be swayed, creakingly, up into the air.

A nmutter, a runble, a general sound of awe ran through the crowd. They stared at Bill with strange
eyes.
"Well, Blacksnmith!" said the Bluffer, with something very like a crow of triunmph in his voice. "

guess that settles it?"

"Not quite, Postman!" replied the blacksnith. He had stepped back to the forge and picked up a
rather long sharp knife froma snall table near it. Now, approaching the tied-up bundle of |ogs,
and shoving the three who had lifted it out of his way, he cut the rope above the bl ock-and-tackle
and below it, tossed it aside and retied the cut end of the lifting rope directly to the rope

bi ndi ng the | oad together. Then he stepped back, and turned to Bill

"All right, Pick-and-Shovel," he said onmnously. "Let's see you lift it now"

Bill did not nove. But his heart felt as if it had just stopped beating.

"Way should I ?" he asked.

“I'I'l tell you why!" said Flat Fingers. He reached down and picked up the bl ock-and-tackle in one
| arge hand and shoved it before Bill's eyes. "Did you think a professional man |ike nme could have
sonething like this pulled right under his nose and not know what's going on? The only reason you
could l'ift those | ogs was because you used this! This gadget, right here!™ He shook it, fiercely,

alnmost in Bill's face. "I don't know how you made it work for you, and not work for nme—but this is
how cone you nanaged to |ift those |ogs!"

"That's right," said Bill calmMy. The sweat was prickling under his collar.

"Hey!" cried the Hill Bluffer in alarm "Pick-and-Shovel, you aren't saying—

"Let himanswer me, first," runbled the blacksnith dangerously. In the mask of his furry face, his
eyes were suddenly red and bl oodshot.

"I said," repeated Bill distinctly, "of course | did. As you all know'-he turned toward the crowd

of Dilbians just outside the shed—ny main job here is to teach you all how to use the tools that

us Shorties brought you in order to nmake your farnming | ess work, and nmade it produce nore crops.
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Well, | just thought 1'd give you a little exanple of what one our gadgets can do."

He pointed at the bl ock-and-tackle, which the blacksmith still held.

"That's one of them" he said, "and you just saw how easy it nmade lifting those | ogs. Now woul dn't
you all like to have a gadget like that—

"Hold on!" snarled Flat Fingers ominously. "Never mnd changing the subject, Pick-and-Shovel! You
set up a weightlifting contest. You clained you could outlift ne. But when it canme down to it, you
used this. You cheated!"

The word rang out loudly on the warm afternoon air. Fromthe crowd around there was dead sil ence

The accusation, Bill knew, was the ultimate one anong Dil bi ans.

It was the old story of the spirit versus the letter of the law, again. Wat held true for |aws
held true also for verbal contracts and personal pronises. Bill had conceived the bl ock-and-tackle
as a clever way of discharging an apparently inpossible prom se. But what Flat Fingers was saying
was that Bill had proni sed one thing but delivered another

There was all the Dilbian world of difference between the two things. Wat Bill had intended to

pul | off was sonething clever—and therefore praiseworthy. Wiat Flat Fingers was claimng was
anat hema to all Dilbians.

The absolute inviolability of the letter of the |aw was the cenment holding the Dilbian culture
together. It was the one thing on which farnmers, outlaws, Low and and Upl and Di | bi ans agreed

instinctively. Not even the H Il Bluffer would stand by Bill if it was agreed that he had done
what the blacksmth said. The penalty for cheating was death.
The crowd about the forge was silent, waiting for Bill's reply.
Chapter 14
Silently, Bill blessed the inspiration that had come to himearlier when he had originally begun

to chall enge the bl acksnmith. That inspiration should get himout of his present fix now, he told
hinmself firmy. But in spite of that inner firmess, he felt his stomach sink inside himas he

| ooked around at the grim furry faces ringing himin. He forced hinself to maintain his casua
voi ce, and the careless snile on his face.

"Ch, | wouldn't say that," he said lightly. He turned and | ooked into the crowd. "Were's Mre
Jan®?"

"What's More Jamgot to do with it?" growl ed Flat Fingers, behind him

"Why, just that he was there when you and | had our little talk," answered Bill, w thout turning
"He's nmy witness. Were is Mre JanP"

"Coming!" huffed a voice fromthe back of the crowmd. And a nonent |ater, Mre Jam hinself shoved

his way through the front ranks and joined Bill and the others under the shed roof. "Well, now,
Pi ck- and- Shovel ," he said. "You were passing the shout for me?"
"Yes, | was," said Bill. "You were over at the Residency this norning and maybe you were |istening

when | had ny little talk with Flat Fingers. | wonder if you could think back and see if you
renenber just what | said |'d neet himhere at noon to do? Did | say |I'd outlift hinP"

"Let's see, now," runbled More Jam "As | renenber it, what Pick-and-Shovel here said was—I|'m
just a Shorty and I'd never have the nerve to suggest that | nmight be able to outlift you
ordinarily. But | just might be able to outdo you at it if | had to, and I'mready to prove it by
nmovi ng sonet hing you can't nove.' "

More Jam cocked his head at the blacksmth.

"Sorry not to be able to back a fellow townsnman up, Flat Fingers," said Sweet Thing's father
sadly, "but that's what Pick-and-Shovel said, all right. And he suggested that you get together
after lunch and you said "Suits ne . ' " More Jam continued, repeating the conversation with
as nmuch accuracy as if he had been a recordi ng machi ne.

Bill let a slow, silent sigh of relief escape him The Dilbians, he knew, had the rather
elenentary witten | anguage that nade the Bluffer's job as postnan possible and necessary. But
Bill had ganbled on the fact that, like nost primtive cultures, it was the Dl bian custom and
habit to depend on the nenories of living witnesses to any agreenent or transaction

However, the verdict, Bill noted, was not in yet. The crowd was still silent.

Bill's breath checked in his chest once nore—but just then a swelling wave of thunderous, bass-
voi ced Dil bi an | aughter began to rise and ring about Bill's ears fromevery direction. Everybody
was | aughi ng—even, finally, Flat Fingers hinmself. In fact, the blacksmth showed an al arni ng
intention of slapping Bill on the back in congratul ation—an intention Bill only frustrated by
hastily backing up against the stout belly of Mre Jam

"Well, well, well!" chortled the towering blacksnmith finally, as the |laughter began to die down.
"You sure are a sneaky little Shorty, at that—and I'mthe first man to admit it! No offense about
my flying off the handle and saying you cheated, | hope? If you feel we ought to tangle about it,
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ri ght now=

"No, no—o offense!"” said Bill quickly. "None at all!" General sounds of approval fromthe
surrounding crowd greeted this nagnaninous attitude on Bill's part. By this time the shed was
conpletely hemmred in by the villagers. It occurred to Bill that this mght be a good tine to try

to get themon his side against the outlaws, striking while the iron was hot, so to speak. He
stepped up on a pile of |ogs.

"Er —peopl e of Muddy Nose," said Bill. For a second, his voice threatened to stick in his throat.
For all the crowd's present good hurmor, Bill could not forget the om nous quiet that had hung over
them a nmonment earlier when the bl acksmth had accused himof cheating. It was a little like public
speaking to a convocation of grizzlies. Nevertheless, Bill fell back upon his innate stubbornness
and determ nation, and went doggedly ahead wi th what he had intended to say.

"—As you all know, " he said, "my main job here is to help all of you to make your farnms turn out

bi gger and better crops. But as you all know, too, | haven't been able to do anything about this
yet because |'ve been tied up with a problem about Dirty Teeth and a bunch of outlaws headed by
Bone Breaker—whom you all know well.

"But |'msure you can all understand how this could keep ne busy," went on Bill, "because these
sanme outl aws have been keepi ng you people here around Miuddy Nose busy for sone tine.

"So, | just wanted to nention that perhaps the time has cone for you and ne to join forces and see
about settling the hash of these outlaws once and for all," said Bill. "Wien | first landed in
this community, | was given to understand that you night not be too interested in following a
Shorty that wanted to do away with the conmunity nenace up in CQutlaw Valley. | can understand

that —you didn't know anythi ng about ne. But now, though I do say it nyself who shoul dn't—you' ve
seen ne have this little conpetition here with your village blacksmth, who's as good a nman as

t hey come—=

Bill paused to wave in Flat Fingers' direction, and Flat Fingers scowmed fromright to | eft—that
being the nale Dil bian way of taking a bow when referred to on public occasion

"At any rate, | thought that naybe now we m ght get together and start to make sone pl ans about
cleaning out the outlaws . . ." For the first tinme, Bill began to be conscious of a good-natured,
but rather obvious, |lack of response fromthe crowd before him In fact, fromhis el evated
position on top of the logs, he now saw sone of the outer nmenbers of his audi ence beginning to
turn away and anble off.

"Believe ne," he said, raising his voice and speaking as earnestly and forcefully as he coul d,
"Muddy Nose Village can't get better and richer and stronger until those outlaws are settled. So
what | thought was that we m ght get together a town neeting . . ."

The crowd, however, was visibly breaking up. Individually and in small groups they began to
scatter, turning their backs on Bill and drifting off into the body of the village. Bill continued
to talk on, alnost desperately. But it was plainly a |osing cause. Very shortly, his audi ence was
down to its hard core. That is to say—Sweet Thing, Mdre Jam the Hill Bluffer, and Fl at Fingers.
Feeling foolish, Bill stopped talking and clinbed down fromthe pile.

"l guess | don't convince people very well," he said in honest bew | dernment to those who renai ned.
"Don't say that!" said Flat Fingers strongly. "You convinced nme, Pick-and-Shovel! And |I'm as good
as any three other nen in the village, any day— He checked hi nsel f, |ooking apol ogetically at
Sweet Thing's nmale parent. "—aen my own age, that is.”

“Why t hanks, Blacksmith," said More Jamwi th a heavy sigh. "N ce of you not to include nme—hough
of course I'monly a shadow of ny forner self." He turned his head to Bill, however, and his voice
becane serious. "In fact, you' ve got a friend in ne too, Pick-and-Shovel fust as |I told you
yesterday. But that doesn't change things. If you figured this village to fall in line behind you
ina feud with the outlaws, you shoul d've known better."

"You sure should have!" interrupted the Bluffer emphatically. "Wy | could' ve told you, Pick-and-
Shovel, you'd never get anywhere inpressing these people by being tricky. They know Shorties can
be sneaky as all get out. The Tricky Teacher proved that. Wat they want to see if what you can do
in the nuscl e-and-guts departnent. Wat you' ve got to do is just what you're set up to do—and
that's tangle with Bone Breaker. Lay himout! Then these people will back you agai nst the

outl aws. "

"I'I'l get started right away on that bl ade and buckler, Pick-and-Shovel," put in Flat Fingers.
"Let's see if | can find something around here that's particularly good bl ade material ."

"Qut s- and- nuscl e depart nent " muttered Bill thoughtfully, echoing the Bluffer's words. That
was certainly the departnent in which everyone seened to be eager to have hi m operat e—ncl uding
whoever or whatever was responsible for his being in this place and situation in the first place.
It was hardly to be considered that Mil a-ay had been telling the truth, this norning in the woods,
when he had clainmed Bill had been deliberately put on the spot by human authorities sinply to save
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face in the case of the Muddy Nose Project. On the other hand, some of the things the Hemoi d had
sai d had chined unconfortably well with some of the things Anita had said when he spoke to her in
CQutl aw Val | ey.

Ei ther Anita had been as badly msled about the true situation here as Bill had, or . . . It
occurred to Bill that the cards night be stacked nore heavily against himthan he had thought,
even when he had sat thinking in front of the conmmunications console after his unsuccessfu
attenpt to contact Greentree or anyone else off-planet. There seemed to be no way out of his due
wi th Bone Breaker unless he could figure out who or what had put himin this situation, and what
the true ains and notives of everyone concerned were.

In any case, Anita was going to have to provide himw th some answers. That neant he nust talk to
her agai n, which neant another penetration of Qutlaw Valley, which could hardly be done in the
broad |ight of day .

"Muscl e-and-guts departnent?" he repeated again, |ooking up at the Bluffer. "I suppose it would
take a little nuscle—and guts too—+to get in and out of that Qutlaw Valley after it's been shut up
for the night?"

The Bluffer stared back at himin astoni shnent. Sweet Thing and Mbre Jam al so stared. Sone little
di stance away the blacksmth raised his head in astoni shnent.

"Are you crazy, Pick-and-Shovel ?" demanded Flat Fingers. "The gate to that valley is |ocked and

barred the mnute the sun goes down and there are two arnmed nen on guard until it's opened up at
dawn. Nobody goes in and out of that valley after the sun's gone down!"
"I do," said Bill grimy. "I think I'"ll just drop in there tonight; and I'Il bring back that piece
of nmetal outside the outlaw s dining hall they use as a gong, to prove |I've been there!”

Chapter 15
"WIIl we get there before dark?" Bill asked.
"Before dark?" The Bluffer, striding beneath Bill, squinted through the trees at the descendi ng
sun now, gleam ng redly through bl ack-Iooking trunks and branches, close to setting. "Well, it'll
be dark down in the valley. But up on top of the cliffs there'll be sone daylight, still. And it's
the north clifftop you want, isn't it?"
"That's right," said Bill. "If it's still light there, that's all I'll need."

"Al'l you need, is it?" nuttered the Bluffer. "Mnd telling a man how you're going to get into that
val | ey, anyway?"

"I'"l'l show you when we get there,"” said Bill

In fact, while he was fairly confident that he would make it, one way or another, Bill hinself
woul d not know for sure until he actually got to the top of the cliff and made sonme measurenents.
There was a hundred feet of soft, quarter-inch clinbing rope wound around his waist under his
shirt, and with the help of the programred | athe he had produced sone honmemade pitons, snap rings,
and a light nmetal hamer with an opposed pick end. These latter itens were in a knapsack on his
back.

As the postman had predicted, when they reached the north wall overlooking Qutlaw Valley, the
sunset was only falling on the buildings of the valley floor below them The Bluffer stopped and

let Bill down, but with a strong air of skepticism

"What're you going to do, Pick-and-Shovel," the Postman asked. "Fly down into that valley?"
"Not exactly," said Bill. He had produced a jackknife fromhis pocket and opened it. Now, while
the Bluffer watched with unconceal ed curiosity, Bill found and cut off a couple of small tree

branches with y-shaped ends. The branching ends he trimmed down to vee's; and stuck the I ong end
of the branches in the ground, one in front of the other, with the vee's in line, pointing out
across the valley.

Bill then found and cut another straight stick, |ong enough to lie in the two vee's, so that it
lay like an arrow pointing across at the top of the opposite valley wall. Digging into his
knapsack, he came up with one of his honenade pitons, looking like a heavy nail with one end

shar pened and the opposite end bent into a loop. He tied one end of a length of string to the |oop
and the other end to the center of the stick resting in the forks of the two stakes he had driven
into the earth. Then he adjusted the stakes until the piton hung straight up and down and in |ine
with the two stakes, over a point nidway between them

"What is it?" demanded the Bluffer, unable to conceal his interest.

"Anot her of our Shorty gadgets,"” said Bill. There was, in fact, no DI bian word for what he had
just built—which was a sort of crude surveyor's transit. The dangling piton acted |ike a plunmb bob
whi ch allowed himto check whether his |ine of sight—which was along the straight stick in the two
forks of the stakes—was |evel. Now assured that it was, Bill knelt at the back end of the stake,
so that he could sight along its length at the top of the valley wall opposite. It seened to be
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al most directly in line. That should nean that the two valley walls were roughly of the sane

hei ght .

From his pocket he took out a protractor he had | ocated back at the Residency, and with this held
against the end of the straight stick in the stake forks he rotated it through its angl es of
declination, nmaking an attenpt to get a rough approxi mation of the angl e subtended by the height
of the opposite cliff fromits valley bottomto its tree-clad top

He got the angle, and abandoned the transit for a pencil and a notebook. In the notebook, he
jotted down the angle he had just observed. Then, using his eye, he nade an attenpt to judge the
di stance of the opposite cliff fromwhere he stood.

Since both cliffs were nore or less vertical, the gap between the point where he stood and the top
of the cliff directly opposite should be roughly the sane as the width of the valley floor at that
point. His menory of the outlaws' eating hall down bel ow enabled himto estimate its overal

I ength to be about eighty feet. Just about twelve such eating halls placed end-to-end would be
required to stretch fromthis cliff to the other one. Twelve tines eighty was nine hundred and
sixty—all it a thousand feet roughly between the cliffs.

He sat back, with his notebook and his pencil, and—l osely observed by the Hill Bluffer who had
hunker ed down nearby—perforned the sinple geonetric calculation that gave hi man approxi nate
measur enent of the opposite cliff as being sone sixty feet in vertical height. If the other cliff
was sixty feet high, it could hardly be much nore than that fromwhere he sat right nowto the
val |l ey bel ow. He had brought with hima hundred feet of rope, so he had nore than enough to |et

hi msel f down into the valley once darkness fell.

"Well, | suppose | might as well tell you,"” Bill said. "What | plan to do is clinmb down this cliff
here into the valley, and clinb back up after |'ve gotten hold of the gong | said I'd bring back."
The Bluffer stared at him For a nonent, it seened that even the Dl bian postman was finally at a
| oss for words. Then he found his voice.

"Down the cliffl" he echoed.

He got to his feet; and, screened by the bushes that grew thickly along the lip of the cliff, and

by the trees surrounding, he noved to where he could peer over the edge of the cliff as Bill had
earlier done. He peered for a | ong nonent and then came back shaking his head sadly.

"Pi ck-and- Shovel ," he said, "you're either plunb crazy, or better than any nman or Shorty |'ve ever
seen. "

Bill had expected just this reaction. The cliff was a vertical face but not a snmooth one. The dark
granitic rock of which it was conposed was roughened and broken by outcroppings and fissures |arge
enough to supply adequate hand-holds for soneone like Bill who had had rock-clinbing experience.
Wth a couple of other experienced clinbers to help himand proper equipnent, Bill would have felt

quite confident about tackling it w thout any further aid. However, what were adequate hand- and
foot-hol ds for soneone w th nountai neering experience were not necessarily sufficient to nake
clinbable such a route for another human, w thout nountaineering experience—tet alone a Dilbian
with his nuch greater weight and clunsi ness. Consequently, it was not surprising that the Bl uffer
found the notion ridicul ous—as undoubtedly would the outl aws thensel ves, or any of the other

Di | bi ans resident in the nei ghborhood.

To tell the truth, Bill found it a little ridiculous himself. Not the idea of scaling it in ful
daylight with a team and proper equi pnent—but the idea of doing it by hinself, with his few
homenade devi ces, alone and in the dark. However, he had the rope up his sleeve—er rather, around
hi s wai st —whi ch he now decided to keep secret even fromthe Bluffer. "lIt's dark down in the valley
now," he said as casually as possible. "Let's walk along the cliff until we find a good place for
me to start down."

They started out together, the Dil bian postnman shaking his head, with a renewed air of skepticism
Alittle further along the edge of the cliff, in the rapidly gathering gloom they canme to a place
where part of the rock had fallen away, |eaving a notch about eight feet w de goi ng down,
narrowing as it went into the di mess bel ow.

"Here's a good spot,"” said Bill with a cheerfulness that he did not conpletely feel. "Suppose you
come back for nme here about sunrise. I'll be waiting for you."

"I't's your neck," said the Bluffer, with philosophy. "I'll be here. | hope you are."

"Don't worry about nme," said Bill. As the Bluffer watched curiously, he began to clinb cautiously

backward down into the cleft—the notch in the edge of the cliff.

Setting hinself securely, with his feet braced and his left hand firmy | ocked around a projection
of the rock, with his right hand he unbuttoned his shirt and began to unwap the rope from around
his waist. It took a matter of some few minutes for himto get it all unwound. He was |left at |ast
with the rope lying in coils upon and between his feet and with one end in his grasp. He searched
around himfor some strong point of anchor
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He found it in a projecting, sonewhat upward-thrusting boss of rock about half a foot to his
right, just outside the cleft itself. He wapped his end of rope several tinmes securely around the
boss and tied it there. Then, cautiously, bit by bit, he put his weight on the anchored rope unti
all of his weight was upon it.

The rope held firmaround the boss. Gngerly, with his breath quickening in spite of all of his
determ nati on and experience, Bill abandoned the security of the cliff for the open rock-face with
the rope as his only support.

For a nmonent, he swung pendul um i ke, giddily upon the rope. Then his feet, catching the cliff
face, stopped his novenent. Slowy, carefully, he began to |l et hinself down the vertical wall of
rock, his hands holding firmy to the rope, and his feet wal ki ng backward down the vertica
surface.

Both the valley floor and all its walls were in deep darkness now. The sun had been set for sone
m nutes, and, so far, no nmoon had risen. In the obscurity, Bill |lowered hinself cautiously down
the rope, stopping only now and then, when he encountered secure footholds, to rest his arnms—which
al one took the weight of his body upon the rope. By this procedure, slowy and with a nunber of
pauses, Bill went down into darkness.

He had made knots in the rope at ten-foot intervals. He had counted off nobre than seven of

t hese—whi ch woul d nake the distance fromhinself to the bottomof the cliff alone higher than he
had figured the cliff face to be. He was wondering with the first, fine, snmall teeth of panic

ni bbling at his nerves whether his cal cul ations m ght not have been badly in error and there was
more cliff than he had rope, when, stepping down, his foot jarred suddenly upon a flat and solid
surface.

Peering about, he saw that he had reached the valley floor.

Bill stepped dowmn with his other foot and et go of the rope. Wth a sigh of relief, he turned
about and stood supported by his own two | egs al one. Now that he was on | evel ground, he could
barely make out the bl ack-agai nst-black of bushes and trees nearby. Cautiously, he began to fee
his way anong them-not w thout a scratched face and scratched hands fromthe spidery Iinbs and
branches he encounter ed.

Pausi ng, he turned and | ooked back up the cliff down which he had cone. By the noonlight, he was
able to nmake out the notch at the top of the cliff where he had started his clinb down into the
valley. It stood out clearly, now that the nmoon was risen, and he marked it in his mnd—for he
woul d have to find his rope again in order to get back out of the valley.

Havi ng | ocated hinself, Bill turned about and peered through the open di nmmess of the valley floor
still in shadow fromthe rising nmoon. Sonme five hundred yards away, and barely discernible, chunks
of heavier darkness, with here and there a little crack of yellow |light showi ng about their walls
where |ight fromw thin escaped through the gaps of a high curtain, he nmade out the buil dings of
the outlaw settl enent.

He went toward them

As he got closer, it was easy for himto distinguish the large eating hall fromthe others. It was
still occupied, for not only was |ight showing here and there through its curtains, but the sounds
of cheerful, if argunentative, Dilbian male voices cane clearly to his ear. Gving the building a
wide berth, Bill circled to his |left and began, one by one, to exam ne the snaller buildings as he
encountered them

Peering through a crack in one set of curtains where yellow |ight showed, Bill discovered what
appeared to be nothing |l ess than a regi ment of young Dil bians evidently engaged in somethi ng
between a pillow fight and a general gane of Red Rover, for which purpose they had divided into
two teans, one at each end of the building—fromwhich they raced at intervals to the other end,
roaring at the top of their lungs and batting out furiously at any other runner who cane within
reach.

Fasci nated—for Bill had not seen any of the younger generation of Dilbia' s natives until this
monent —he stood staring through a gap in the curtain until the sound of a door opening at the far
end of the room and the appearance of an adult Dilbian not only brought the game to a cl ose but
rem nded himthat he was an intruder here. He turned back to his searching.

He had investigated all of the buildings but two, when distantly—but unm stakabl y—the sounds of a
human voice fell on his ear. Turning about, he followed it to one of the buildings not yet

i nvestigated, found a wi ndow, and peered in through an openi ng—actually a tear—n the hide
curtain.

He had found Anita. But, unfortunately, she was not alone. She was seated in a circle with at

| east a dozen powerful and conpetent-looking Dilbian femal es, working on what | ooked Iike a |arge
net.

Dom nating the group was a heavy-bodi ed, older fermal e who | ooked like a small, distaff edition of
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More Jam The group had all the cozy appearance of a | adies' sewing circle back on Earth. Bil
could hardly stick his head in the door and ask Anita to step outside and talk to him On the

ot her hand, every mnute he stood about out in the open in Qutlaw Valley increased the chance of
sone | ocal inhabitant stunbling over him

And the rapidly rising noon would be shining full on the valley floor very shortly.

Chapter 16
As he continued to watch through the tear in the curtain, undecided as to what he shoul d do,
Bill's hypnoed information cane to mind with the advice that this was a net of the sort used by
Di | bians to capture the wild, nusk-oxlike herbivores that roaned the Dilbian forest. Anita
apparently had been entertaining the others with sone kind of a story. For, as Bill put his eye to
the rent in the curtain, all the rest burst into laughter hardly | ess rough and boi sterous than
Bill had heard fromtheir nmale counterparts at the eating hall.
"—of course,” said Anita when the |laughter died down, apparently referring back to the story she
had just been telling, "I wouldn't want Bone Breaker to |lose his tenmper, and string ne up by the
heel s. "

"He'd better not try," said the fat matriarch neaningfully, |ooking around the circle. "Not while
we're around. Eh, girls?"

There was a chorus of assent, grimvoiced enough to send a shiver down the back of Bill, watching
at the window. "M father—Bone Breaker's great-grandfather— went on the speaker, |ooking
triunmphantly around the circle, "was a Grandfather of the Hunters Can near WIdwod Peak," went
on Bone Breaker's great-aunt. "And his father, before himwas a G andfather."

"What about Bone Breaker's own grandfather?" queried the smallest of the female Dil bians, sitting
al rost directly opposite Anita, who was at the left of Bone Breaker's great-aunt in the circle.
"WAs he a G andfather too?"

"He was not, Noggle Head," replied Bone Breaker's great-aunt najestically. "He was a tanner. But a
very excellent tanner, one of the toughest nen who ever wal ked on two | egs and a good dea

sneaki er than nost, if | say so nyself who was his bl ood sister."

"I ndeed, No Rest," spoke up another confortably upholstered fenale a quarter of the way around the
circle fromAnita, "we all know how you | ean over backward, if anything, where your relatives are
concerned. "

Mutters of agreenent, which Bill could not be sure were either real or feigned, arose fromthe
rest of the group

"But to get back to little Dirty Teeth here," said No Rest, turning to Anita. "The last thing we'd
want to do is be without you and these interesting little tales you tell us about you Shorty
females." The circle nuttered agreenent. "Sone of the funniest things |I've ever heard, and
so—educati onal . "

The last word was uttered with a particular enphasis that brought a hum of approval fromthe other
femal es.

"Ch, well," said Anita nodestly, her hands, |ike the hands of the fenales about her, busy at tying
knots in the net as she spoke, "of course, as you know, under our Shorty agreenent with the
Fatties, |'mnot supposed to nmention anything that they wouldn't nention. But | don't see any harm
intelling you these little stories—which, for all you know, I'mjust making up out of thin air as
I go."

"Ch, yes," said Wrd-and-a-Half, with a wink and a nod at the others. "Mking themup! O course
you are!"

"Well," said Anita, "there was this time nmy grandnot her wanted a certain piece of furniture—=
Anita broke off. "A sort of a chair—e call it an overstuffed chair. It's like a grandfather's
chair, like a bench with a backrest to it. Only besides that, it's padded so soft, not only on the

seat but on the backrest where you | ean back against it."

A buzz of interest and astoni shnent convul sed the group

"A grandfather chair! And soft?" said Wrd-and-a-Half in a pleased, but shocked tone of voice.
"How did she dare—t"

"Ch, we Shorty femal es have gotten all sorts of things," said Anita thoughtfully. "And, after all
why shouldn't a femal e have a grandfather chair? Doesn't she get tired, too?"

"Of course she does!" said No Rest sternly.

"Doesn't a fenale get old and wise, just |ike a grandfather?" said Anita.

"Absol utely!" trunmpeted No Rest. The circle burst into a nutter of agreenent.

"Go on, Dirty Teeth," urged No Rest, quieting the circle with a gl ance.

"Well, as | say," said Dirty Teeth, carefully watching the knot she was maki ng as she spoke, "ny
grandnmot her wanted this chair, but she knew there wasn't much use in asking her man to nmake it for

file:/l/F|/rah/Gordon%20Dickson/Dickson,%20G...20R%20-%20The%20Right%20T0%20Arm%20Bears.txt (95 of 150) [7/1/03 1:05:02 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Gordon%20Di ckson/Dickson,%20Gordon%20R%20-%20The%20Ri ght%20T 0%20A rm%20Bears.txt

her. She knew he'd just give some reason for not nmaking it. So what do you suppose she di d?”

“Ht himon the head?" suggested Noggl e Head hopefully.

"Of course not," said Anita. There was a chorus of sneers and sniffs fromthe rest. Noggle Head
shrank back into silence. "She realized inmediately this was an occasi on that called for being
sneaky. So one day when her husband was sitting dozing just after lunch, he heard choppi ng sounds
out back. Well, the only ax around the house was his; so he got up and went out to see what was
goi ng on. And he saw ny grandnot her choppi ng up sonme | engths of wood.

" “What're you doing with an ax?' shouted ny grandfather. ~Winen aren't supposed to use axes!
That's nmy ax!'

" 71 know,' answered ny grandnother neekly, putting the ax down, “but |I didn't want to bother you
There was this thing | wanted to build. So | just thought I'd try building it nysel f—

" “You build it!" roared ny grandfather. “You don't know how to use an ax! How woul d you know how
to build anything?

" “Well, | went and asked how to do it,' ny grandnother answered quietly. "I didn't want to bother
you, so | went down the road here to our next neighbor, and asked her husband—

"At that ny grandfather | et out a bellow of rage.

" “Hi n? You asked hinf That |ard-head couldn't build anything nore conplicated than tying one
stick to another!' he shouted. "How did he tell you howto build it? Just tell me—how did he say
you ought to do it?

" “Well . . . ' began ny grandnother; and she went on to describe the thing she wanted to build,
with its backrest and its padding and all that. But before she was hal fway through, ny grandfather
had grabbed the ax out of her hand and was busy telling her how wong her neighbor's husband had
been in his direction, and he'd started to build the chair hinself to prove it."

Ani ta paused, and sighed and | ooked up and around at her audi ence.

"Well, that was it," she said. "Inside of a week my grandnother had the padded chair with the
backrest just the way she wanted it."

There was first a titter, then a roar of laughter that gradually built up until some of the
femal es dropped the net, and showed signs of literally rolling about on the floor in an excess of
enjoynent. "I thought you'd like hearing about that," said Anita neekly, working away at the net
when they were all silent once nore. "—But | ought to tell you that that was only the beginning."
"The begi nni ng?" echoed Noggle Head in awe fromacross the circle. "You nean afterward he figured
out what she'd done to himand—

"Not likely!" sniffed No Rest. "A man figure out how he'd been nmade a fool of? He wouldn't want to
figure it out. Even if he cane close to figuring it out, he'd back away fromit for fear he would
find out sonething he wouldn't like!" She turned to Anita. "Wasn't that the way it was, Dirty
Teet h?"

"You're right as usual, No Rest," said Anita. "What | neant was, it was just the beginning of what
my grandnot her had set out to do. You see, this one chair was just the beginning. She wanted a
whol e house full of furniture like that."

Gasps and grunts of sincere astoni shment arose from her audi ence. Even No Rest seened a little
shaken.

"A whol e houseful, Dirty Teeth?" said the outlaw matriarch. "Wasn't that naybe going a little bit
too far?”

“My grandnother didn't think so," replied Anita seriously. "After all, a man gets anything he
wants, doesn't he? All a worman has is her house and her children, isn't that right? And the
children grow up and | eave fast enough, don't they?"

"How true," said No Rest, shaking her head sadly. "Yes, every word of it's true. Go on, Dirty
Teeth, how did your grandnother get her whol e house full of furniture?"

"You'll never guess," said Anita.

"She hit himon the head— Noggl e Head was begi nning hopefully, when she was sneered into silence
al rost automatically by the rest of the audience.

"No," said Anita. "Wat ny grandmother did was to take off one day and go down and visit her

nei ghbor +he sanme one whose husband she had asked about building the piece of furniture she

want ed—because she had really asked him you see."

"Ah," said No Rest neaningfully, nodding her head as if she had known it all the tine.

"And," went on Anita, "she quite naturally invited her neighbor up to her house for a bite to eat
and to | ook at her new chair that her husband had built. Well, the nei ghbor cane up and admired
the chair very much, and went hone again. And what do you think happened before a week was out?"
"That nei ghbor had her husband make her a chair just like it!" said Wrd-and-a-Half enphatically.
"She told himabout the chair, and he went up and saw it and got all fired up, and he cane back
down and built one just like it!"
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"That's exactly right," said Anita quietly but approvingly. "And of course the neighbor invited ny
grandnmot her down to see her chair. So my grandnother went down and admired it very nuch."”

"So they both had chairs," said Noggle Head. "That was the end, then?"

"No," said Anita. "That was still just the beginning. Because the next day ny grandfather cane in
and saw that the chair he'd built ny grandnother wasn't out in the center of the roomwhere it
used to be; it was tucked back in a corner where it was dark and pretty well hidden. Well, of

course he asked why it was put soneplace else. And ny grandnother told himabout the neighbor's
chair. \Wich made himfurious!"

"Why?" asked Noggl e Head, blundering in where her older and wi ser sisters hesitated to play the
role of interlocutor.

"Why," said Anita sweetly, "you see ny grandnot her was such a nodest, kindly, unassum ng sort of a
Shorty fermal e that she wouldn't for any reason try to hold her head hi gher than her nei ghbor. So

t hat when she told ny grandfather about the chair her neighbor's husband had built for her

nei ghbor, sonmehow the way she told it nade the chair the neighbor had built seema | ot bigger and
grander and softer and hi gher polished than the one ny grandfather had built for ny

grandnot her—al nost as if the nei ghbor's husband had built a better chair than ny grandfather had,
just to spite ny grandfather. So, as | say, mny grandfather becane furious and what do you suppose
he did then?"

"Hit her on the head?" queried Noggle Head, but faintly and with a note of hope that was al nost
dead, in her voice.

"You think too nuch of hitting on the head, my girl!" snapped No Rest, in a tone of stern
authority. "Only the nost hel pless sort of a woman tries to handle a husband that way. Little good
ever cones of it. Mdst wonen don't hit their husbands hard enough, anyway, and it doesn't do
anyt hi ng but make the husbands nad!"

Noggl e Head shrank up over her work again, once nore properly crushed. No Rest turned back to
Ani t a.

"Well, Dirty Teeth," said Bone Breaker's great-aunt, "go on. Tell us what happened next!"

"Not hi ng nmuch,"” said Anita mldly. "Although, by the tine it was ended, ny grandnother had the
best houseful of furniture you have ever seen. But the point is—she continued to put her good
sneaky talents to work the rest of her married life with ny grandfather. And by the time of his
deat h, he had becone one of the richest and best known nal e Shorties around."

The group considered this conclusion for a long nonent in satisfied silence. Then No Rest sighed
and pl aced her seal of approval upon the anecdote.

"There's always a worman behind a man who amounts to anything,"” she observed sagely.

Qut side the wi ndow at which he was listening, Bill suddenly jerked his attention away fromthe
aperture in the hide curtains, and strove suddenly with his |ight-dazzled eyes to pierce the night
dar kness surrounding him There was no nore tinme to waste. He had to get Anita outside and away
from her net weaving social circle before the rising noon exposed himto capture. He turned and
peered in at the wi ndow again. Dilbians, he renenbered, because of a difference fromhunmans in jaw
structure and lip rmuscles, could not whistle. Bill took a breath and whistled the first two |lines
of "When Johnny Cones Marchi ng Hone. "

The results were far greater than anything he had expected. Anita's hands froze suddenly in their
moverment of making a tie in the net, and her face suddenly went pale in the lanplight. But the

ef fect upon Anita was nothing conpared to the effect that the sound of Bill's whistle had on the
rest of the Dilbian social circle.

Al the Dilbian females in the roomchecked in md-notion and apparently stopped breathi ng. They

sat like a tableau, listening. For a |ong nonent the silence seened to ring in Bill's ears. Then
Noggl e Head began to shiver violently.

"Wwhat k-kind of a critter's that . . . ?" she whinpered.

"Hush!" ordered No Rest in a harsh whisper, but one so full of terror that Bill hinself chilled at

the sound of it. "No critter—Ao bird—ho wind in the trees ever nade that sound!"

Noggl e Head' s shivers grew until she trenbled uncontrollably. Ohers of the Dlbian fenal es were
begi nning to cower and shake.

"A Cobbly!" hissed No Rest—and outside the building, Bill stiffened. For a Cobbly was a
supernatural creature out of Dilbian | egend—a sort of nalicious but very powerful elf. "A Cobbly,"
repeated No Rest now. "And it's conme for one us wonen, here!"

The eyes of all the Dilbian fermales turned slowmy and grimy upon Noggl e Head.

"You—and your tal k about hitting husbands over the head!" whispered No Rest savagely. "You know
what Cobblies do to undutiful females! Now one of them s heard you!"

Noggl e Head was shivering so hard she was naki ng the floor creak beneath her

"What' Il we do?" whispered one of the other fenales.
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"There's just one chance!" ordered No Rest, still in a whisper. "Maybe we can still frighten the
Cobbly off. I'Il give the word, girls, and we'll all screamfor help. W'Ill have nmen with torches
runni ng out of all the buildings before you can wink. |I'Il count one, two, three—and then we'l

all yell. Al right? Ready now, and take a deep breath!"

Chapter 17
"Wait!" interrupted Anita's voice.
Bill, who had just been about to take to his heels at the prospect of a chorus of powerful female

Di | bi an lungs shouting for help, checked hinself just in tinme.
"Don't shout," Anita's voice went on, hastily. "You don't want to get the nen all roused up and
over here, and then find out that the Cobbly's gone before they get here, and there's no way of

proving it was here at all. Cobblies don't bother us Shorties. Let nme go outside and see if | can
get a look at it."

There was no i nmedi ate response to Anita's suggestion. Bill turned back to glance in through the
tear in the curtain. The assenbled Dilbian fenales were sitting and staring at her. If she had
proposed that she try to walk up the wall, across the ceiling, and down the other wall of the

room or casually suggested flying to the top of the cliffs that surrounded the valley they could
not have | ooked nore upset. The thought of anyone—et alone a fenale, whether native or
Shorty—facing a Cobbly was evidently so enornous that it had rendered even No Rest speechl ess. But
then that matriarch found her voice.

"Don't bother you?" she echoed, forgetting in her astonishnent, to whi sper. "But

what ever —what ever— words failed her in an attenpt to state the concept of any kind of female
wor | d undevil ed by Cobblies.

"Ch, we used to have sonething |like Cobblies on our Shorty world," Anita said into the silence.
"We had a different name for them of course. But Cobblies and things |like themdon't like places
where there's been a | ot of building and maki ng of things—you know that. You know they like the
woods better than the villages and places |ike here, particularly in the daytine."

There were a few scared, hesitant nods around the circle.

"So our Cobblies sort of faded away," said Anita. "Just the way maybe yours will sonmeday. Anyway,
why don't | go outside and | ook?"

There was another | ong pause. But then No Rest visibly took a firmhold on herself. She sat up
strai ght and spoke in a decisive voice.

"Very well, Dirty Teeth," she said sternly. "If you're not afraid to go out and | ook for the
Cobbly, we'd all appreciate it very nuch."”

“I'"ll look all around," said Anita, hastily getting to her feet. "But if |I'mnot back at the end
of fifteen or twenty minutes, then you can always go ahead and shout for the nen and torches, the
way you were planning to do."

She slipped quickly to the door, opened it, and went out. To Bill, transferring his gaze to the
out side, she appeared like a black shadow, slipping through the suddenly |ighted openi ng, which
was i medi ately darkened behind her as the door quickly shut again. The sound of a bar being
dropped across it fromthe inside followed closely upon its closing.

Bill went toward her dark silhouette. She had come down the three steps onto the grass and was
standing still —probably trying to adjust her eyes to the darkness outside. Bill came noiselessly
up behi nd her and tapped her on the shoul der

She gave a sudden gasp—i ke a choked-off screamand spun about so abruptly and violently that he
backed off a step.

"Wwho's there?" she whispered, in English. "Is that you, Pick-and—+ nean, M. Walthan®?”

“Bill, blast it! Call me Bill!" whispered Bill fiercely in return. "Conme on, let's get away from
here to sonepl ace where we can tal k."

Wthout a further word, she turned and began to nove off along the building and t hrough severa
pat ches of shadow until they cane up against the wall of a long, narrow, alnobst w ndow ess
bui l di ng that was conpl etely dark within.

"This is a storage place—sort of a warehouse,” said Anita in a |ow voice and turning to face him
as they stopped. "There won't be anyone around here to hear us. What on earth are you doing in the
vall ey here? Didn't you know any better than to cone back here—especially at night?"

"Never mind that!" snapped Bill. He was surprised to find a good deal of honest anger suddenly
bubbling up inside him Here he had risked his neck to find her, and she was adopting the sane
irritating, authoritative tone she had taken with himon his first visit to the valley. It was the
final straw upon the heavy |oad of frustrations and harrow ng experiences which had been | oaded
upon himever since he had set foot on Dilbian soil. "I'mhere to get sone straight answers, and
you're going to supply them”
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“Answer s?" she replied, alnost blankly.

"That's right!" Bill snapped. "Since | saw you last, |'ve spent an educational fifteen ninutes
with our Hermoid friend—with nme tied to a tree during the conversation . . ." and he told her
about his kidnappi ng and rescue of the day before.

"But you don't believe him" exclaimed Anita, when he was finished. "Mil a-ay's a Hemoi d! The
authorities wouldn't send you here to get killed, just to get thenselves out of a tough spot! You
know t hat!"

"Do I?" said Bill, between his teeth. "How about the fact that |1've been sent here to a job I
never trained for? How about the fact the comuni cator wasn't working when | got here—eh, | found
out what was wong and fixed it . . ." he told her about finding the power |ead disconnected. "But

who knows how to use a power wench? No Dilbian, for sure. That |eaves you or Lafe Greentree as
the only ones who coul d have di sconnected it!"

"How about Mil a-ay?" she demanded

"Mul a-ay doesn't control our relay stations and hospital ship conputers. Wien | got it connected,
all | could get was the hospital ship Geentree's supposed to have gone to, and the conputer there
woul dn't connect ne with any live person, or give ne anything but a bulletin on his health." Bill
told her about his conversation over the comruni cati ons equi pnent.

"But— Anita's voice was unhappy, alnost a wail, "it still doesn't prove anything! And the
authorities don't want to close this project down! Don't you know what the nanme of the project
itself stands for—

"I know all right!" broke in Bill. "They told ne at the reassi gnnent center. "~ SpacepawHel pi ng Paw
fromthe Stars,' in D lbian translation, because according to the Dilbians they're the only ones
who have hands, and we Shorties have "paws.' " Bill laughed shortly. "Let's try another

interpretation, shall we? Project Catspawwi th me as the “catspaw that bails our Alien Relations
people out of a jamon this world!"

"Bill, you know better!" said Anita desperately. "Ch, if you only knew how hard Lafe's worked
here, you'd know he'd never have agreed to anything to close this project, let alone helping in
meki ng you the catspaw, as you say. It's all coincidence, my being here, and his breaking his

| eg—

"Were you there when he broke it?" interrupted Bill

"Well, I . . . no," adnmitted Anita grudgingly. "I was away fromthe Residency. Wen | got back, he
hadn't waited for nme. He'd already got a cast on it and called in, asking for transportation to a
hospi tal ship—=

"Then you don't know for sure if he ever did fall and break it," said Bill grimy. "A'l right,
maybe you can tell ne what kind of a trick was used when this Half-Pint-Posted | keep hearing
about beat up that nountain Dilbian with his bare hands."

"But there wasn't any trick! Honestly— said Anita fervently. "Or rather, the only trick was that
he used his belt. The Half-Pint—+ nean, John Tardy—was a forner O ynpic decathl on chanpi on. He got
the Dilbian in the water with him managed to get behind himand put his belt around the
Streansi de Terror's neck, and choked him Qutside of using the belt and the fact that he was able
to maneuver in the water better than the Streanside Terror, it was a fair fight."

"Well, I"mno Aynpic decathlon chanmpion!" said Bill in heartfelt tones. "And if | was, how could
I get a duel with swords and shield fought underwater? But | was set up for this duel wth Bone
Breaker in practically everybody's m nd—Human, Dil bian, Hemmoid, and all—-before | even got here-=2
“But you weren't!" Anita was wringing her verbal hands. "Believe ne, Bill—=

"Believe you? Ha!" said Bill bitterly. "You seemto be fitting in right with the rest of the
schene. Here you're supposed to be an agricultural trainee-assistant, but first you get the
village fenmales |like Sweet Thing and Thing-or-Two all stirred up on opposite sides. Now | find you
here stirring up the outlaw femal es. Wiy should | believe you any nore than | would G eenl eaf, or
any of the rest who were part of getting ne into this ness."”

She made an odd, small, choked sound, and he saw t he dark shape of her whirl and wal k away from
him for several paces before she stopped. He stared after her in sone astonishment. He was not
quite sure what reaction he had expected to his words—but it certainly had not been this. After a

nmonent, when she still did not turn back or say anything, he wal ked after her and stopped behind
her .

"Look— he began

"l suppose you think I like it!" she interrupted hi mw thout turning about, |ow voiced and
furious. "I suppose you think I"'mdoing it all just for ny own anusenent?" He stared at the dark

back of her head.
"Wy, then?" he denanded.
Wth that, she did swing around to face him He saw the pale oval of her face, gray in the
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di mess, without being able to read its expression. But the tone of her voice was readabl e enough
"For a lot of reasons you don't even begin to understand!" she said. "But I'll try and nmake you
understand part of it, anyway. Do you know anyt hi ng about anthropol ogy?”

"No," he said stiffly. "My field s engineering—you know that. Wy, what do you know about it? Your
field s agriculture, isn't it?"

"I al so happen to have an associate's degree in cultural anthropology!" Anita snapped.

"Associ ate degree— he peered at her. "But aren't you an agricultural trainee-assistant?" He
strove to see her face, through the darkness. He felt bew |l dered. He woul d have been ready to
swear that she was no ol der than he was.

"OF course. But— she checked herself. "I nean, | am But |'ve al so been under special tutoring
and an accel erated study course since | left primary school. For example, |'ve also got an
assistant's certificate in pharmacy, and a provisional research certificate in xeno-biol ogy—
"Grk!" said Bill involuntarily, staring at her through the darkness. She evidently was, he

suddenly realized, one of those super-brains customarily referred to as Hot house Types back in

col | ege-preparatory school. Those students with so nmuch on the ball that they were allowed to | oad
up on half a dozen extra lines of study. Well, that was nice. That was all it took in addition to
everything el se that was nmaking himfeel |ike everybody's prize fool in this D lbian situation
"Mhat ?" Anita was asking him puzzledly.

"Not hi ng. Go on," he grow ed.

"Wll, I"'mtrying to explain sonething to you," she went on. "Did you ever hear of the Yaghan-a
nearly extinct Indian tribe that used to occupy the south coast of Tierra del Fuego and the

i slands of Cape Horn at the tip of South America?"

"Way should I?" grunped Bill sourly. "And what's that got to do with the situation, anyway? \Wat |
want to know—

"Just listen!" Anita said fiercely. "The Yaghan were a very prinmtive tribe, but they were studied
by, anbng ot her people, a German anthropol ogi st named Gushed Gusi nde who wote a nonograph on them
in 1937. Gusinde found out that the |laws or the social rules of existence of the Yaghan were not
enforced by any particular specific authority but by what he called the Allgeneinheit, neaning the
“group as a whole.' But there had to be sone individuals who spoke for this “group as a whole';
and these speakers were nmen called tiamuna by the Yaghan—and Cusi nde describes the tianuna this
way—men who because of their old age, spotless character, |ong experience and nmental superiority
gai ned such an extent of noral influence that it is equal to a peculiar domination.' "

Anita stopped speaking. Bill stared through the darkness at her. Wat relation this |lecture had to
the subject at hand he had no idea. After a nonent he said as nuch.

"Wel |, haven't you heard the Dil bians tal k about G andfathers?" demanded Anita. "These

G andfathers are the tiamuna-equival ents anong the Dil bians. The whole Dilbian culture is a
strongly individualistic one—even nore individualistic than our human culture. But it keeps itself
stable through a very rigid systemof unofficial checks and balances. It looks as if it'd be easy
to introduce new ideas to the Dilbian culture. But the trouble is, introducing any new i dea
threatens to disrupt the existing cultural system of these checks and bal ances, and so the new

i dea gets rejected. There's only one way a new i dea can be introduced and that's by getting a

ti amuna—a Grandfather—to agree that nmaybe it's a good thing for Dilbians in general. In other
words if you want to introduce any el enment of progress anong the Dl bians, you've got to get a

G andfather to back it. And of course, the G andfathers, because they're old and thoroughly
entrenched in the existing system are highly conservative and not about to give their approval to
some change. But that makes no difference—+f you want change you' ve got to find a tiamuna to speak
up for it!"

"But there aren't any Grandfathers around here," Bill said. "At least there aren't any in the
village, or in the outlaw canp, here."

"That's just it!" said Anita urgently. "Nearly all of the Dilbians live up in the nmountains, where
there are Grandfathers, and the Grandfathers do control everything. It's only down here in the
Low ands, where old tribal custons have started to relax their hold in the face of the different
necessities of an agricultural community that there aren't any Grandfathers to deal with."

"But you said— funbled Bill, "that you had to get a Grandfather to accept your new i dea before
you coul d get the other Dilbians to accept it. If there aren't any G andfathers around here—
"There aren't any Gandfathers here,"” said Anita. "But there are tianuna-equival ent individuals.
Mal e Di | bi ans, who under the proper conditions up in the nmountains, or at the proper age, would be
G andf at hers. "

"You nean," said Bill, his befuddled wits finally breaking through into a glimer of the |ight of
under st andi ng, "soneone |ike Mre Jam-er Bone Breaker?"

"Not More Jam of course!" she said. "Bone Breaker is right, enough. But in the village, the
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cl osest thing they have to a tianuna-equivalent is Flat Fingers. That's why | told you to get him
on your side."

"But More Jam— began Bill.

"More Jam nonsense!" Anita said energetically. "I know all the villagers have a soft spot for
him and he carries some weight as the local innkeeper, to say nothing of his former glory as
Low and chanpi on wrestler—bBil bians are very loyal. But himand that enornous stonach of his that
he pretends can't stand anything but the daintiest of food—he's a standing joke for miles around.
Remenber, a | eader can never be a figure of fun—=

"Are you sure?" asked Bill doubtfully.

But she was going on without listening to him Bill's head was whirling. Just as he had seened to
hear a note of sonething incorrect in what Mil a-ay had said the day before about Bill's not being
likely to feel an enpathy with someone |ike Bone Breaker, now he had just heard the sane note
agai n, acconpanying Anita's statenment about Mre Jam

Chapter 18
" . . . | wuld no nore consider you a subject of sana on the basis of our casual acquaintance
here, than you would be likely to enpathize w th-say—Bone Breaker, or any of the Dilbians . . ."

" More Jam nonsense! . . . He's a standing joke for nmiles around. Renmenber a | eader can
never be a figure of fun—=
There was sonething wong, thought Bill sourly, about both statenents. If he could only connect

that wongness with his strange situation here on Dilbia, he had a feeling he night be on the
track of handling that situation. Cearly there were some human machi nati ons at work or else he
woul d not be here at all. Clearly Anita knew nothing about them Also, clearly, the Hermoids in
the person of Miula-ay were attenpting to exploit the situation. But what none of these individuals
and groups seened to have stopped to consider was that possibly the Dl bians concerned m ght be
grinding sone axes of their own in the tangle where all this was going on. The D | bi ans—even the

Hll Bluffer, in sone obscure way Bill's mind could not at the nonent pin down-seened to have a
stake in Bill's situation, of which Hemmoi ds and humans ali ke—even Anita, w th her anthropol ogi ca
know edge—seened to be ignorant.

Wthout being able to prove all this in any way, Bill still felt it—as he had felt the

i ncorrectness of Dilbian-understanding, first in Mila-ay and nowin Anita. He felt it in his
bones. Anita was still talking. Bill's attention jerked abruptly back to her

so forget about More Jam and concentrate on the two inportant figures of Bone Breaker and
Fl at Fingers," she was saying. "They're the ones that have to be noved, and |I'mtrying, just as
much as you are, to nove them That's why |'ve been working with the Dilbian women—n the village

as well as here in the valley—the way | have. | suppose you don't understand that, even yet?"
"Ah—no," confessed Bill unconfortably.
"Then let nme tell you," said Anita. "It's because the one person that a tiamuna can listen to in

the way of advice, without losing face, is his wife! That's because he can talk things over with
her privately, and then announce the results in public as if they were his own idea, and she's not
going to contradict him And, of course, because of his physical and social superiority over the
ot her nal e Dilbians, none of themare going to suggest it isn't his ow idea, either."

"Ch," said Bill.

"So you see," Anita wound up, "I know what |'m doing. You don't—and that's why you ought to listen
to nme when | tell you what to do. And one of the things you shouldn't have done was cone into this
valley at night, to find ne and talk to me. Maybe there is sonething strange about the way you've
been left alone to face things. But Lafe didn't have anything to do with it—you can believe ne!"
Bill said nothing. Anita, evidently willing to carry the point by default, paused a m nute and
then went on to other subjects.

"So what you do," she said, "is get back to the village as quickly as you can and stay there! Bone
Breaker won't cone into the village after you—that'd be going too far, even for the Muddy Nosers.
And even if Bone Breaker brought all his fighting nen with him there'd still be nore villagers
than they could handle. So as long as you stay in the village, you' re safe. Now do it, and
cultivate Flat Fingers as | told you. Now I've got to be getting back to No Rest and the others,
before they think the Cobblies have eaten me up! You aren't going to waste any tinme getting out of
the valley now, are you?" A thought seened to strike her suddenly. "By the way, how did you get in
her e?"

"Rope," answered Bill absently, still caught up in his new understandi ng, "down one of the
cliffs.™

"Well, you get back to that rope and get up it as fast as you can!" said Anita. "Can | trust you
to do that?"
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"—Mhat ?" said Bill, coming abruptly back out of the thoughts that had been occupying him "Ch, of
course. Certainly.”

"Well, that's good," said Anita. Her voice softened, unexpectedly. She put her hand on his arm
and he was abruptly conscious of the |ight touch of it there. "Please be careful, now"

She took her hand away with that, turned about, and di sappeared into the shadow. For a nonment he
stood staring into the darkness where she had been, strangely still feeling the touch of her hand
even through the thickness of the shirt on his arm It seened to himthat a little warnth seened
to linger where she had touched him Then he shook hinself back to awareness. O course, he was
going to head back out of the valley as quickly as he coul d-but there was still sonething yet for
himto do.

He turned and searched for the | arge building-shape of the mess hall. He found it and went toward
it, keeping in the shadows. Five mnutes later he glided up close to the front steps and paused.
Here and there a gleamof light still showed between the hide curtains that covered the w ndows on
the inside. But there were no guards standing on either side of the steps leading to the big

door s—whi ch were now cl osed. And the outlaw signal gong hung unguarded.

Bill came up to it and touched it. It was nothing nore than a strip of bar iron, hung by a rope
fromone of the projecting rafter ends that supported the eaves above him But he suddenly
realized that he had nade a serious nistake in boasting to the villagers that he would bring this
back. For it was at least five feet long and two inches thick. It would be both too awkward and
too heavy for himto carry while clinbing back up the cliff by means of the rope.

He paused, baffled. If he was right about the Dilbians having their own axes to grind in the
present situation , the fact that Bill should be able to produce evidence of having been in the
vall ey this night | ooned nore inportantly than ever. But if he could not carry the gong away with
him as he had prom sed, what could he do?

An inspiration struck him He turned to the nmess hall wall of peeled and weathered | ogs just
behi nd the gong. Hi s fingers, searching over its surface, found what he wanted, and unhooked it
fromthe peg that held it by a thong through a hole in one of its ends. He brought it away from
the wall, out alittle toward the noonlight, so he could examne it. It, like the gong, was sinply
a length of bar iron. But it was no nore than a foot and a half long, with a hole in one end where
the thong attached, and bel ow the thong that end was wrapped with cloths to provide a grip for an
outsized Dil bian hand. It was, in short, the hamer w th which the gong was habitually struck, and
sonething Bill could easily tuck in his belt and take with himback up the cliff to the village.
Tucki ng his prize through his belt, where the rag-wound end kept it from slipping through, Bil
turned and headed back toward the nowvisible notch in the moonlit cliff fromwhich his cord,
invisible at this distance, was dangling.

The nmoon was round and full over the valley by this tinme, but an intermttent cloudiness hid its
face fromtine to tine, so that |ight becane dark. This seened |like a good onen—effering a chance
for himto cross the relatively open area between the last of the buildings and the fringe of
brush and trees at the base of the cliff, w thout any chance observer fromthe outl aw buil di ngs
happeni ng to gl ance out and see hi m novi ng. Accordi ngly, when he reached the edge of the shadow of
the final building, he hesitated until a cloud hid the noon, and then made a dash for the nearest
pl ace of conceal nent, a small hollow in the valley floor perhaps fifty yards away.

He nade it, and dropped flat, just as the noon canme out from behind its cloud. But as he lay
huggi ng the earth, he stiffened suddenly in apprehension

He was |ying face downward, with his head turned to one side and his ear pressed against the still-
warm earth beneath the short grass. To that ear there had cone the nmomentary sound of thudding
feet—before it abruptly ceased and silence took its place.

The cloud that was just beginning to cover the noon with its fleecy, thin, outer edge was a dark
and long one. It looked fully Iong enough to allow Bill to nake it the rest of the hundred yards
to the cliff and the cover of the undergrowh at the base of the cliff. He held his breath as the
dark part of the cloud began to cover the noon. The |ight faded abruptly—-and all at once it was
dar k.

At once, Bill was on his feet and running for the cliff. But his ears were alert now, and as he
ran he was al nbst certain that he could hear, in tine to his own pounding feet, the thud of
heavi er ones behind him Wnded and panting, but still under the safe cover of darkness, he saw

t he deeper shadow of the brush and trees at the foot of the cliff, loonming up before him A second
| ater, he was among them Ducking off to his right, heedl ess of the branches that |ashed at his
face and body, he ran off fromthe main line of his flight for about thirty feet or so, and

stopped, as still as the shadows fromthe nmoonlight about him striving to control the panting of
hi s oxygen-exhaust ed | ungs.
Darkness still held the valley. But now there was no doubt about it. Now that he was stopped, Bil
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heard plainly the heavy sound of his running pursuer cone up to and crash into the undergrowth at
the base of the cliff—then stop in his turn.

Suddenly there was silence all around. Bill stood, holding his breath—and, sonewhere hidden in the
darkness |l ess than twenty or thirty feet away, whoever had been foll ow ng hi mwas standing,
hol di ng his breath.

Bill was abruptly conscious of the hard length of the hamrer to the valley gong beneath his belt.
He backed away al ong the base of the cliff and | ooked about, trying to find his rope, or at I|east
the cleft in the top edge of the cliff fromwhich it hung.

However, fromthis angle of vision—+ight underneath the cliff, with the bushes and the trees cl ose
about himin the now once nore brilliant noonlight, the rope seenmed nowhere in sight. He
hesitated, trying to decide which way he would nove to |l ook for it and then, at that nonent, he
heard a sound that checked himin m d-novenent.

It was the sound of a bush rustling less than twenty feet fromhim

Hi s pursuer had been closer than he thought. Bill turned desperately to the cliff beside him It
was pitted enough by cracks and holes so that it was just possible he mght be able to clinb it.
He turned to the cliff-face and began to clinb.

He went up as noiselessly as he could. For the first eight or ten feet, he nade swift and qui et
progress. But then, he reached upward with his right leg for a foothold upon a small projection
fromthe cliff-face—and it broke beneath his boot sole.

Wth a sound that seemed to Bill's tense ears to be like the roar of an aval anche, the broke piece
of rock and a few shards of cliff-face it had carried away with it, went cascadi ng down to the
bushes below. And with that, everything began to happen very swiftly.

He scrabbled frantically with his unsupported foot for a new resting place. But, as he did so,
there was a tearing, rushing sound through the bushes bel ow him and sonething that sounded like a
snarl of animal triunph. At the sane tinme, the strain of his body wei ght upon his two hands and
remai ni ng foot proved too much for their precarious grasp upon the cliff-face.

The support beneath his other foot gave way suddenly, and he fell, spread-eagl ed backward, outward
into darkness and downward toward the ground, fifteen or twenty feet bel ow

Chapter 19
As he fell backward through the darkness, Bill instinctively tried to roll hinself about in mdair
as he had learned in Survival School, and |land on his feet. But the distance was too short. Even
as he tried to relax in expectation of a bone-shattering concussi on agai nst the hard ground at the
foot of the cliff, his fall was interrupted.
He found hinsel f, unexpectedly, caught in midair—by what appeared to be two very | arge and capabl e
hands.
"So it's you, Pick-and-Shovel!" the voice of Bone Breaker rumbled above him "I thought it was
you. Didn't | get your prom se you woul dn't cone back here, except in daylight?"
He set Bill on his feet, as the nmoonlight broke finally free of all clouds and they saw each ot her
clearly. Bill |ooked up at the towering, coal-black Dilbian form H's nmind was racing. He had
never thought faster in his life.
"Wll," he said, "I wanted to talk to you privately—=
“Privately? That's a Shorty for you!" said Bone Breaker. "Don't you know that if anybody found out
we' ve been tal king together privately, anything m ght happen? Wy, people would be likely to start
guessing all sorts of things! But here you show up—
He broke off abruptly, staring down at Bill
"By the way," he asked in a tone of puzzlenent, "just how did you get here, anyhow? The guards in
the gates didn't let you in. And there's no way you could get over the stockade fence in the
dark."
Bill took a deep breath and ganbled that the truth woul d serve himbetter at this point than
anyt hi ng short of subterfuge. He pointed up the wall of the cliff alongside them
"I clinmbed down there," he said.
Bone Breaker continued to stare at himfor a | ong nonent. Then the Dl bian outlaw chief's eyes
noved slowy away fromhimand lifted, traveling up the sheer face of the cliff.
"You— the words came out of himslowy with |ong, incredul ous pauses in between, "came down
t hat ?"

"Why, certainly!" said Bill determ nedly and cheerfully, "we Shorties can clinb al nost anything.

Why, back on ny own world once, |—

"Never mind that," runbl ed Bone Breaker. H's eyes cane back down to focus on Bill's face. "If you
came down it, | suppose you can get back up it, again?"

"Well . . . yes," said Bill, alittle reluctantly, his fall of a nonent before fresh in his m nd
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"I can climb it, all right."

"Then you better get going," said Bone Breaker—ot so nmuch angrily as enmphatically. "You don't
know how | ucky you are it was me who spotted you sneaki ng around the buildings, back there,
instead of it being one of our regular watchmen. It's just a happy chance for you that | like to
take a stroll around nyself every evening before | turn in, just to see that everything' s al
right. Wiy, you coul d've spoiled everything!'"

"Everyt hi ng?" echoed Bill frowning.

"Why, certainly," runbled Bone Breaker reprovingly. "Why woul d anybody think you'd be here, except
to have that duel with me? And what's the point of having a duel at this time of night, with no
real light to see by and hardly anybody around? No, no, Pick-and-Shovel. You've got to get this
sort of thing straight in your Shorty head. Something |ike our duel has to be held in broad
daylight. Wth everybody | ooking on, too. | want everybody up in the valley, and watching. And as
many villagers as can get here, as well." His voice took on, strange as it seened, alnost a

wistful note. "It's just too bad we can't send runners out with the word so that anyone in the
district could drop by. But, | suppose that'd be overdoing it."

"Er—yes," agreed Bill.

"Wel |, anyway," said Bone Breaker, his voice beconm ng suddenly brisk, "you' d better get started.

Up that cliff with you and out of sight—and renmenber! Watever you do, Pick-and-Shovel, nake sure
it's daylight when you come back again. Full daylight!"

"I will," promised Bill. He turned to the cliff-face without any further hesitation and carefully
began to clinb. Sonme ten feet above the ground, he paused to | ook down. The nmobon was out from
behind its clouds, and by its light he saw the outlaw chief staring up at him As he watched, Bone
Breaker shook his head a little, as if in amazenent, and then turned and went off toward the
bui | di ngs, just as the noon slid once nore behind a cloud, and darkness covered the scene.

As soon as the face of the cliff was cloaked in shadow, Bill ceased clinbing. Cautiously, feeling
his way with hands and feet in the gloomw th his heart thudding, Bill clinbed back down slowy
onto solid ground. Wien at |ast he stood firmy upright upon it, he found his face was wet with
perspiration. A single msstep on the way down could have set himfalling, the way he had done
once already. And this time, there would have been no Bone Breaker to catch him

However, now that he was safely on his feet again, he began to work his way al ong the base of the
cliff until he reached a spot where he was conpletely hidden by the undergrowh. Here he waited
until the noon once nore enmerged fromits cloud, and, |ooking up, he was able to make out the
notch at the top of the cliff fromwhich his rope descended.

It was still a little farther to his right. He continued on and cane at last to the rope itself,
nearly invisible in the noonlight against the |ight-colored rock of the cliff-face.

The clinmb required a nunber of stops to rest along the way. Wenever he found a spot where he
could lean or crouch against the cliff-face to rest those nuscles of his arns and | egs which had
been bearing his weight during the clinb, he did so. In spite of this, by the time he could | ook
up and see the bottomof the notch only ten or twelve feet above him Bill was as exhausted as he
coul d renenber being.

He had no idea, as he paused for a final rest upon a | edge of rock outcropping fromthe vertica
face, how long the upward clinb had taken. It seened to have taken hours. However, no alarm had so
far been raised that would indicate anyone had caught sight of him After resting on the rock

| edge as long as he dared, without risking the stiffening of his weary nuscles, Bill geared up his
courage and his remaining energy for the last stretch to the bottom of the notch. Then he began to
clinb.

It was hard work. Wth each foot gained upward, he felt the already shall ow reserves of his
strength ebbing away. Eventually, the bottom of the notch came within view, but still nmore than an
arm s reach away. Bill locked his feet in the rope and started to let go with his right hand in
order to reach upward.

—And hi s exhausti on-weakened | eft hand al nost |et go.

C utching desperately at the rope with both hands, Bill clung to his position. There seened to be
no strength left in him For a second, a giddy picture of his grip finally |oosening on the rope
as he hung here, and his plunge to certain death at the foot of the cliff swamthrough his mnd
—And t hen he noved.

He noved upward. He and the rope together lifted a good four feet until the notch was al nost |eve
with his eyes. Before he could grasp what had happened, the rope lifted again, carrying himwth
it. Someone above was hauling it upward, pulling himto the safety of the cliff-top

Wldly and unexpectedly it came to himthat possibly the Bluffer had returned, although he was not
due until dawn—er had stayed in position above the cliff, and was now bringing himup to safe and
| evel ground. Bill |ooked upward, expecting to see the dark, furry mass of the Dil bian postnan
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staring down at him But it was not the Bluffer he saw.
He stared instead into the noonlit, Buddha-like countenance of Mil a-ay. The hands of the Hemmoid
had hold of the rope. The great, heavy-gravity nuscles of the alien were bringing it easily in

and there was a smle of pure, gentle joy on Mila-ay's face. Like a hooked fish, Bill was being
drawn hel pl essly upward into the hands of his eneny.
If the shock and dismay that Bill felt were strong, they were overridden just at that nonent by

the prospect of getting off the cliff-face and onto the level top of the cliff, no matter with
whose hel p. He clung desperately to the rope and let hinself be pulled in, until at |ast he was
haul ed over the edge of the notch and col |l apsed weakly upon the soft ground above the vertica
rock-face.

For a nonent, he sinply lay there, alnost too weak to nove, his arns and legs trenbling fromthe
strain they had just endured. Then, painfully, he let go of the rope and struggled to his feet.
Directly in front of him and less than six feet away, with his arns now fol ded across his chest

wi thin the vol um nous sleeves of his yell ow robe, Mila-ay continued to smle contentedly at himin
the noonlight.

"Well, well, nmy young friend," said Miul a-ay, with a heavy, liquid chuckle. "And what are you doi ng
here at this time of night?"

Bill had had a chance to collect his wits. As it had in the nmonent at the foot of the cliff when
he first found hinself facing Bone Breaker, his mind was racing swiftly, turning up concl usions
rapidly as it went.

"Way, | was just out," said Bill, panting slightly in spite of his attenpts to appear calm "for a
little sport rock-clinbing. Suppose you tell ne what you're doing here.”

Mul a- ay | aughed agai n.

"Why, of course | could tell an untruth just |ike you, my young friend," replied the Henmmoid, "and
say | just happened to be out for a noonlight stroll. But people |like nyself are al ways

truthful —particularly when the truth hurts—and I'Il tell you the truth. | was out here | ooking for
you, and, behold, | have found you."

"Looking for nme?" queried Bill. "Wat made you think you mght find me here? Particularly, what

made you think you mght find me here at this tine of night?"

"I thought it likely you would want to visit your femal e confederate down there in the valley
before long," chuckled Miula-ay thickly. "And | was right."

Bill |ooked into the round noon-face narrowy. Wat Mil a-ay said made sense—but only up to a
certain point. H's galloping mnd seized upon the hole in the Hermoi d' s statenent.

"You m ght've been expecting ne to try to get into the valley and see Mss Lyne," said Bil
bluntly, "but how would you know that | would try to get in by clinbing down the cliffs—and how
woul d you know just where on the cliffs |I'd choose to clinb down?" Hi s gaze narrowed further
"You' ve got a robot warning systemset up around this valley, haven't you? And that's in violation
of the Human- Henmoi d agreenent."

He pointed a finger at Mil a-ay.

"The minute | report this,” he snapped, "your superiors will have to pull you from your post here
on Dilbial"

"I'f you tell them don't you nean, ny young friend?" murnured Mil a-ay confortably. "I seemto
renenber sonet hi ng about your not being able to reach your superiors off-planet. And if you did,
it would sinmply be your word against mne."

"I don't think so," retorted Bill grimy. "Any efficient warning systemwould require power
expenditure, and good detection equi pnent would be able to find traces of power expenditure in
this area, once they knew where to | ook—which they would, as soon as | told them how you had been
warned by ny entering the valley down the cliff. You nust have a sensory ring set up all around
the valley."

"And if | have?" Mil a-ay shrugged. "And if detection equi pment actually could find traces? There's

still the question of your telling themabout it." These | ast words were said in the sanme |ight
and carel ess tone in which Miul a-ay had been conversing fromthe begi nning. But sonething about
them sent a sudden chill through Bill. He was abruptly aware of the position in which he stood.

This isolated spot at the cliff's edge, closely and thickly hemmed in by bushes, was now proving
to work its former advantages to his present disadvantage. Directly before him the gross and

i nconcei vably powerful heavy-gravity formof the Henmmoid bl ocked Bill's only direct route of
escape into the nighttine woods. Behind himwas the cliff, where one step backward woul d send him
pl ungi ng down through enptiness. To right and left the thickly grown bushes forned flanking walls,
t hrough which a Dilbian or a Henrmoid might be able to push by brute force, but which would sl ow
down a human like hinself, so that he could easily be caught by soneone |ike Mil a-ay.

These bushes grew alnmost to the very lip of the cliff. Only perhaps half a foot of crunbling,
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overhanging turf separated the last of themfromthe vertical drop. Bill was as neatly enclosed as
a steer in a slaughter pen at a neat-packi ng conpany. Only his refl exes, which would be faster
than the heavy-gravity being facing hinmfust as they were faster than the D | bi ans' —because of his
smal l er size, remained in his favor. And he did not at the nonent see how faster reflexes could
hel p hi m here.

"You aren't— he began and hesitated, "you aren't such a fool as to think of actually doing
sonmething to nme yourself? There'd be bound to be an investigation, and the investigati on would be
bound to turn up the fact that you were responsible.”

Mul a- ay shook hi s head.

"I?" he said, and his snmile broadened. "Who'd bother to push the investigation in ny direction
when it will be plain that your Dilbian postman |eft you off here for the express purpose of
climbing down the cliff? And when your body is found at the very foot of the rope down which you
clinmbed, with every indication that your grip upon it failed so that you fell to your death?"

Mul a-ay chuckl ed, and, w thdrawi ng his hands for their sleeves, flexed their thick, w de fingers.
"Ch?" demanded Bill, on what he hoped was a convincing note of scorn, "if that's really what you
mean to do, why haven't you just done it, instead of standing around talking to ne about it?" Mil a-
ay chuckl ed again, continuing to flex his fingers.

"Aren't you forgetting," he replied cheerfully, "that we Hemmoi ds enjoy the suffering of our
victims?" He chuckled. "And nental suffering is so much nore delicately satisfying than gross
physi cal disconfort. | wanted to thank you—before pushing you over the cliff, for being so
obliging as to put yourself in this exposed and conpronising position after you were so |lucky as
to be rescued fromthe little execution I arranged for you at the hands of G andpa Squeaky—

"All right, H Il Bluffer," interrupted Bill swiftly, |ooking over Miula-ay's right shoulder. "He's
admitted what | wanted himto say. You can grab hi mnow "

Mul a- ay chuckl ed agai n.

"You didn't think you could fool me by saying sonething |like that— he began. But as he did so,
his eyes flickered for a second backward over his right shoulder. And in that second, Bill acted
Spi nning on his heel, he dashed off to his left along the narrow strip between the end of the
bushes and the cliff edge. He felt the ground giving under his feet as his weight canme upon it—but
then he was past, veering into the darkness of the forest beyond and the solid footing farther
back. Behind him he heard Mul a-ay's muffled shout, foll owed by the crashing of the bushes as the
trenendously powerful, heavy-gravity body of the other bulldozed through themin pursuit. But

wi t hout pausing, Bill ran on, taking advantage of every open spot and break in the undergrowh
that he could find.

He covered perhaps seventy-five or a hundred yards this way. Then, w nded, he stopped. Listening,
he heard—quite sone di stance behind hi m now—the sound of the Hemoi d bl undering and tearing his

way through the undergrowh. Panting, and with sweat running off himin rivulets, Bill stood stil
and kept quiet.

After a few seconds, the sound of the Hemmoid's pursuit al so stopped abruptly. Bill could imagi ne
Mul a-ay standing, listening, waiting for some sound to tell himin which way Bill was trying to
escape. But Bill knew better than to give himthat clue. Bill continued to stand still, and for

the |l ong, drawn-out space of perhaps two and a half mnutes nothing but night silence held the
cliff-top forest.

At the end of that time, Ml a-ay noved again. He was evidently trying to nove quietly, but sound
of his passage, of |eaves rustling and branches being swept aside by his passage, cane clearly and
unm stakably to Bill's ears. After perhaps half a mnute of this, it nust have becone obvious to
Mil a-ay as well that he could not nove anywhere near as quietly as Bill—nor could he find Bill in
the darkened forest this way as long as Bill chose to hide. Amazingly and unexpectedly, the al nost
ghostly chuckle of the Hermoid floated through the noonlit undergrowth and trees to Bill's ear

And the voice of Mila-ay cane quite distinctly, although nmuted by distance.

"Very good. Very good indeed, my young friend . " The ghostly chuckl e canme again. "But there
will be other opportunities and other ways. Good-bye for now-and pl easant dreans."

Wth the last word, there cane the sound of the Hemmoi d unm stakably noving off. The rustling and
crashi ng sounds of his departure noved straight away fromthe edge of the cliff until they were
lost in the distance. Bill sat down on a fallen log to catch his breath.

The fact that the Hemmoid had been willing to risk open viol ence against a representative of the
human race here on this neutral world went far to confirmthe sudden understandi ng that had burst
upon Bill while he was talking to Anita Lyne in the valley below. There was no doubt now that
there was a great deal nore at stake between humans and Hemoi ds, a great deal nobre wavering in

t he bal ance between themhere on Dilbia in this situation than appeared on the surface. Wy Bil

hi nsel f had not been informed of this remained a puzzle.
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Bill shook hinself abruptly and stood up. A conplete silence held the forest. He turned, and
moving with a silence that was the result of his long practice and conpetitions, he found his way
back to the cliff edge and followed it around to the valley's entrance. There, working al ong by
nmoonl i ght, he neasured the angle of the drop fromthe turn in the trail leading to the stockade
gates sone fifty yards away and then paced off the distance fromthe turn to the gates, in order
to neasure it exactly. Having done this he returned up around the cliff edge to the top of the

not ch, where Bone Breaker had left him Hauling up his rope and once nore rewinding it around his
wai st under his shirt, he scooped out with his hands a small depression in the lea of a large

boul der at the cliff top, built a rough bower of branches around it, and then curled up inside the
primtive shelter he had so created . It was no worse and a good deal better than nmany of the sane
shelters he had created in Survival School, back on Earth. Curled up within it, his own body heat,
reflected fromthe rock behind himand trapped by the encl osing branches, soon made him
confortable . . . and he slept.

Chapter 20
Bill woke to the confused inpression that he was flying through the air. The jolt with which he
| anded brought himfully awake. He found hinself being carried. For a moment he hung there, trying
to puzzle things out as the msts of sleep evaporated.
Then it came to him Evidently the Bluffer, coming and finding himasleep, had sinply picked him
up and plunked himin the saddle without further notice. This was entirely in line with the
Di | bian way of doing things. There was even a sort of horrible hunor to the situation. Bill opened
his mouth and | aughed—enly the |laugh canme out nore like a croak
"Alive up there, are you?" queried the Bluffer, w thout turning his head, or slow ng his pace.
"You were really sleeping it up, when | found you back there. Have a good ni ght?"

For answer, Bill let go of the Bluffer's straps with his right hand, funbled under his belt, and
brought out the hammer to the outlaw gong, which he held out in front of the Bluffer's eyes.

"Well, well!" said the Bluffer cheerfully. "Thought you were going to bring the gong itself,

t hough?"

"This was easier to carry," said Bill, as indifferently as he could nanage. "I suppose it'll do as
well as the gong, to prove that | was down in the valley |last night?"

"Way, | guess it would,"” replied the Bluffer judiciously. "You couldn't get either one w thout
going in and out."

The Bluffer's tone of approval it seened to Bill, however, left something to be desired.

"Why?" asked Bill. "Something wong with getting into Qutlaw Valley by clinmbing down the cliffs

and clinbing back up themto get out again?"

"Wong? No, | wouldn't say so," replied the Bluffer thoughtfully, "but it's just another thing
that a Shorty mght be able to do that a man coul dn't do—ot because the Shorty wasn't being
better than a man at doing it, but because the Shorty was so small that it was easier for himto
do it. Like crawling into a little hole in the ground, one that'd be too small for a real nan to
crawl into."

"Ch," said Bill, suddenly deflated. He hinself knew how hard it had been to get up and down t hat
cliff. It had never occurred to himthat the difficulties and dangers involved woul d nean not hi ng
to a Dil bian—sinply because a Dil bian would have no neans of duplicating them hinmself. That took
clinbing a sheer cliff out of the heroic class and put it into the class of magic to Dl bians. No

one expected a human, back on Earth, to swmas well as a fish. After all, he wasn't a fish

"You see," said the Bluffer, after a nonment. "I just thought |I'd | et you know how t hi ngs stand,

Pi ck-and- Shovel . It's all very well doing tricks—everybody knows you Shorties have got all Kkinds
of tricks up your sleeves. But what kind of good is it going to do us real nmen and wonmen and
children? That's what we want to know So if you'll go around and clinmb up on ny back again, we'll
get going toward the village."

Bill did as the Bluffer suggested, in silence. And that sane thoughtful silence he maintained

until they entered the nmain street of the village itself. Nor did the Bluffer seem di sposed to
interrupt him
However, when they cane in sight of the Residency, and the Bl uffer seened headed past that

buil ding on toward the blacksmth shop, Bill roused hinself to protest.

"Hey!" he said, leaning forward toward the Bluffer's right ear. "Let ne down here. |'ve got sone
things to do before |I start talking to people—and one of themis getting sonmething in the way of
breakfast. | suppose you didn't think of the fact | haven't had anything to eat yet today?"

"You know," said the Bluffer in a tone of wonder, "it did slip my mind at that. Well, | suppose
it's natural. If a man's had breakfast hinmself, he naturally assunes everybody el se has too."
"I'"ll see you in about half an hour, up at the forge," said Bill, heading in toward the Residency.
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There were sonme things he desperately needed to | earn before he faced any assenbl age of villagers.
That was his main reason for stopping—but it was nonetheless true that he did need breakfast. He
went first to the kitchen therefore, and it was not until he had surrounded a neal that was al npst
Dilbian in its proportion that he turned to his search for the information he wanted.

He found it easily enough in the information conputer—a conplete account of the nursery tale of
the Three Little Pigs, and a concise account of nethods and tactics in nedieval warfare. Having
absorbed this information, he put the gong handl e through his belt fromwhich he had renoved it
for the sake of confort, while eating breakfast—-and went out of the Residency and up the street
toward the bl acksnithy.

He found not only the blacksnmith there with the H Il Bluffer but a fair sprinkling of other
citizens of the village, and others began to cone out of their various houses and foll ow himup as
he approached the bl acksmith shop, until he had quite a crowd surrounding himas he stepped in
under the roof of the open shed to greet the Bluffer and Flat Fingers.

"Morni ng, Pick-and-Shovel," the blacksnmith replied, his eyes fastened on the object tucked under
Bill's belt. "I've got your blade and buckler ready. Want to try them out?"

"In a mnute," replied Bill, with el aborate casual ness. "You don't have a nail and a hammer you
could lend ne, do you?"

"Way, | guess so," replied the blacksmth. He turned to one of the tables nearby, searched anobng

the litter that covered it, and cane up with sonething rather |ike a short sl edgehamrer and one of
the nails he had made hinself fromthe native iron

The sl edgehamrer was difficult to handle with one hand, while holding the nail. The nail itself
was sone eight inches in length, a triangular sliver of gray native iron, with a bulge at one end
for a head and a rather blunt point at the other. Nonetheless, Bill managed to knock it partway

into one of the upright posts supporting the shed roof. Then he returned the sl edgehanmer to the
bl acksmith, took the gong hamer fromhis belt, and hung it by the hole in one end of its handle
fromthe nail he had just driven into the pole.

A pl eased nmutter of deep-voiced and adnmiring coment went through the crowd that now surrounded
the blacksmth shed closely. The bl acksmith squinted at the gong hamer.

"Yes," he said, after a mnute. "I renenber cutting that piece of iron for Bone Breaker, nyself.
That must have been eight-ten years ago. Before that they were sounding their gong with just a
chunk of wood."

He turned to face Bill. Behind and above the singed fur of the blacksnmth's broad right shoul der
Bill saw the face of the Hill Bluffer |ooking at himexpectantly.

"So | guess you really were down in outlaw territory last night, were you, Pick-and-Shovel ?" said
the blacksmith. "How did you do it?"

"Well, 1'Il tell you," said Bill. The crowd around the shed had quieted down, and Bill realized
that something nore than an ordinary relating of the night's activities was expected. This was not
a tine for nodesty. Mddesty, in fact, was not considered highly anong the Dil bi ans—except as a

cl oak for secretive boasting. The Dil bians were |ike good fishernen, who nade it a rule always to
exaggerate the size, weight, and nunber of their catch

"Well, 1'lIl tell you," he said. "You all know how that valley is. High cliffs all the way around
it, the only entrance bl ocked up by the stockade. And the gates in the m ddle of the stockade
barred shut at sundown. You wouldn't think a fly could get into that valley. But |I did. But |I'm
not boasting about it. You know why?"

He waited for sonebody to ask himwhy. The bl acksmith obliged.

"Why, Pick-and-Shovel ?" asked Fl at Fingers.

"Because it was easy for a Shorty like nme," Bill said, keeping in mnd the reaction to his clinb
shown by the Hi Il Bluffer on the way back to the village. "Even if it would be hard for a rea

man, the fact that it was easy for me nakes it something that | don't need to feel particularly
proud about. You asked nme how | got into the valley? I'lIl tell you in just two or three words how
I got into that valley. | clinbed down one of the cliffs until | was on the valley floor. And when
I was ready to |l eave again, | clinbed back up that cliff!l"

There was a nonent's absolute silence and then a gratifying nutter of incredulity fromthe

audi ence. Bill interrupted it with an upheld hand.

"No, no— he said. "As | say, |I'mnot particularly proud of it. Wll, then, you may say—+ coul d be
alittle puffed up over having wal ked into that outlaw canp all alone, with nobody to help nme in
case | was discovered. How many of you would like to do that, especially after dark?"

Bill paused for an answer. But no volunteers fromthe audi ence spoke up to say that they would
have enjoyed such an excursion.

"But again," went on Bill, after a nonent, "I can't take any credit for that either."

There was a hum of anazenent at this new statenent that abruptly suggested to Bill the rather
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| udi crous picture of the bass droning of a swarm of enornmous bunbl ebees. He waited for it to die
down before he continued.

"No, | can't feel very proud about that," he said. "Because | really wasn't worried about going in
anong those outlaws all by nyself to get this gong handl e you see hanging there. You see, | knew
that if | ran into any of them | could handle himwith no trouble at all."

"What if you ran into a whole bunch of then?" denmanded a voice fromthe crowd. "How about that,

Pi ck- and- Shovel ?"

"That didn't bother ne either,"” replied Bill. "I could' ve handled any number | might've run into."
There was a slight stir in the ranks of the crowd directly before him and he saw the incredibly
rotund form of Mdre Jam unobtrusively squeezing into the front rank. "W Shorties know t hese
things. That's why I'mnot afraid to face Bone Breaker in a duel. That's why, in spite of the fact
that we're so nuch smaller than real men and Fatties, we Shorties don't have to take a back seat
to anybody. It's because of what we know. And it was because of what | knew that it didn't bother
me to go into that valley and bring that gong handl e out."

Bill stopped. The crowd around the shed, he could now see fromhis superior position on top of the
barrel, was as large or larger than it had been the day before when he had lifted weights with the
bl acksmith. They were all staring at himin fascinated interest. He let themstare, waiting for
the question that one of themnmust ask if he was to go on. Finally, it was More Jamin the front
rank who put it to him

"That sounds might interesting, Pick-and-Shovel," said More Jammildly. "Maybe you wouldn't m nd
telling us what it is you Shorties know that makes so nuch difference in handling outlaws?
Because, " went on More Jam | ooking back over his shoulder briefly at his fellow villagers for a
nmonent, and then turning back to Bill, "I don't 'spose nobst of the real active nen around here
would like to admit it, but an old fat, decrepit nman |ike nyself doesn't nmind letting it out. W
haven't been able to handl e those outl aws, when you get right down to it. They cone in a gang all
at once upon sone single farmer, and there's not much one man can do agai nst a crowd. W never
know when they're coming, and by the time we get together to go after them they're back safe in
their valley. So we've just about given up trying to handle them But you say, Pick-and- Shovel,
that there is a way? Maybe you'd like to tell us what that way is?"

"Well," answered Bill, "as you know, we Shorties have an agreenent with the Fatties not to go

tal ki ng out of turn about things back on our honme world. If the Fatties don't talk out of turn we
don't—and vice versa. So that kind of stops me fromtelling you plain out what | know. "

"You mean, Pick-and-Shovel," Mre Janis voice held a strangely silky note that rang a sharp
warning bell in the back of Bill's head, "you know sonmething that would help us, here in this
village, and you're refusing to tell us what it is?"

"Sorry," said Bill. Alow nutter of annoyance began in the crowd, and deepened toward anger. Bill
hurried hastily on. "I've given ny word not to—fust like all the Shorties and Fatties that cone
here to know you people. But,"-Bill paused, took a deep breath, nentally kicked the Human- Hermoi d

Non-I nterference Treaty out of the wi ndow, and borrowed a page fromAnita's book, as he had
observed her in Qutlaw Valley through the crack in the hide curtain—=let nme tell you all a story
about ny grandfather."

Chapter 21
"It all began because of a story there used to be anbng us Shorties— Bill had barely gotten the
first words out, when he was interrupted.
“I'"1l just bet it did!'" cried soneone in the front of the crowd—and | ooking down, Bill saw severa

fermal es standing in a group there, together. He recogni zed the speaker as Thing-or-Two, flanked by
the tall formof Perfectly Delightful. "And it's another story you're going to be telling us al
now, we can bet on that too. It's a shane, that's what it is—an absolute shane, the way the nen of
this village stand around and |l et the wool be pulled over their eyes by Shorties |ike you, with no
regard for custons and manners and traditions! Wiy don't some of you speak up and tell this Shorty
what he can do with his stories?"

"You shut up!" snapped a new femal e voi ce. Looking, Bill saw that Sweet Thing had appeared beside
More Jam and was now | ooki ng around his enornpus stonach at the older Dilbian fenale, like a rat
terrier growing around the edge of a half-opened door at an intruder. "You just can't wait to get
me out of the Inn, so you and Tin Ear can nove in on Daddy. Well, |I'mnot |eaving! You |let Pick-
and- Shovel tal k—

"Did you hear her!" shrieked Thing-or-Two, turning to the cromd. "Did you hear what she said to
me—Ae, a woman ol d enough to be her mother! This is what things have cone to! It's a good thing
I''mnot her nmother, |'d-—=
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"You' d what?" demanded Sweet Thing belligerently, starting around her father toward the ol der
worman. More Jaminterposed a heavy arm

"Now, now, daughter,"” he runbled peaceably. "Manners, manners
Still growing, but complying, Sweet Thing allowed herself to be pushed back to the opposite side
of More Jam

"At the sane tine," went on More Jam lifting his voice over that of Thing-or-Two, as she began to
speak again, "as | remenber it, Pick-and-Shovel was about to tell us sonething. And | guess |I'm
probably speaking for nmobst of us when | say that, since he did sonething pretty interesting in
going down into Qutlaw Valley to get that gong handle, we ought to at least listen to what he has
to say now. Besides, it sounds kind of interesting."

"Well," Bill began, "as | was starting to say, this whole thing canme about because of a story we
Shorties have. It concerns a sort of Cobbly we Shorties used to have—they've nearly al

di sappear ed nowadays, back where | cone from but we used to have them The story's about this
Cobbly and three brothers."

The crowd had stilled amazingly. Bill was suddenly conscious of all eyes being fixed on himwith
the particular type of open, fascinated gaze he had occasionally seen in children hearing a story
or watching a play.

"Thi s Cobbly— he stopped to clear his throat, then went on, "had one real powerful habit. He was
abl e to bl ow rocks—even bi g boul ders—ight out of his way. He could even puff hard enough to bl ow
a tree down, the way a stormnight do. Well, these three brothers started out to set up their own
hone. None of themwas married yet, so they headed off into the woods, and each one of them picked
himself a place to build a house.”

Bill paused for a nmonment to see if he still had the rapt attention of his audience. Gazing down at
them he decided that if anything it was nore rapt than ever. He went on.

"You see, they all knew about the Cobbly who lived in this wood, and could bl ow down trees and
things like that, so they were all particularly concerned to build a Cobbly-proof house."

Bill took a breath.

"Well, the first brother was the | aziest of the bunch. He thought it would be good enough if he
just took a lot of twigs and small branches, wove themtogether, and nmade hinself a house that
way. So he went to work and ran hinmself up a house in about a day and a half. The only thing he
did that didn't call for light branches was to put a stout bar on the inside of the front door—a
bar anchored to two doorposts that were set deep in the earth.

" “Let's see that Cobbly break through that bar!' he said, and rolled hinself up for the night.
"Meanwhi l e, the other two brothers, not having finished their building, had gone back to the
nearest village where they'd be safe. Well, the noon cane up, and the Cobbly cane out and prow ed
around the woods, and pretty soon he snelled the brother in his house and he chuckled to

hi nsel f -because our type of Cobblies used to like to eat people alive, taking their tine at it."
Bill uttered this [ast sentence in the nost inpressive and bl ood-curdling tone that he could
manage. He was gratified to receive in answer a sort of |ow npban of suspense and terror,
particularly fromthe fermales in the crowd.

"Yes," went on Bill, in an even firmer and nore inpressive tone of voice, "this Cobbly was just as
hungry as a Cobbly had ever been. So he went up to the door of the house made of woven branches
and he tried to open the door—

Anot her, somewhat | ouder, |ow noan of suspense and angui sh fromthe crowd before him

"But the door held—= said Bill

There was a grunt, al nost of disappointnment, fromthe crowd this tinme.

"But the Cobbly," said Bill, fixing his audience with his best glittering eye, "wasn't stopped by
that. He knocked at the door— Bill reached up and sounded his knuckl es against a log rafter
overhead. The crowd of village Dilbians shivered.

"He knocked again. And again," said Bill. "Finally the sound of his knocki ng woke the brother who

was inside the house.

" “Who's that, knocking?' asked the brother

" "It's just a late traveler, asking if you can't put ne up for the night,' answered the Cobbly—=
There was a new nmoan of excitement fromthe crowd at the duplicity of this answer. Bill continued.
" “You can't fool ne,' answered the brother. "I know you're the Cobbly that lives in these woods,
and that you'd like to get in so that you could eat me up. But |'ve put too stout a bar on ny
door, and you can't get through it. And I'"mnot going to let you in, either. So go about your
busi ness and | et ne sl eep.

" “Let nein, | tell you!' shouted the Cobbly at that. "Let me in—er |'Il huff, and puff, and |']I
bl ow your house over!"'

"At that, the first brother was very nuch afraid, and he covered his head with his blanket. But
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the Cobbly outside began to huff and puff—and before you could wink, he'd blown the house over,
snatched up the first brother and eaten him"

The crowd groaned.

"Well," went on Bill. "The Cobbly, full after the nmeal he'd just had, went hone to sleep until the
next night. That next night he went hunting again. The third brother had not yet finished building
and he'd gone back into town. But the second brother had finished building his house. And he'd
built a pretty good house of |ogs. So when the Cobbly canme up and tested that door, he knew by the
feel of it that there was no point even in trying to break in that way. So he called out to the
second brother, just as he'd called out to the first, saying he was a traveler who' d like to be
put up for the night.

" “You can't fool ne!' shouted the second brother. | know you're the Cobbly who lives in this
woods and who's al ready eaten one of mny brothers. But you can't get in at ny front door.'

" “In that case,' answered the Cobbly, “I'll just have to huff and puff until | blow your house
down, too.'

“You can't bl ow down a house made of logs!' cried the second brother—but in spite of his brave
words, he was afraid, and he covered up his head with his blanket just like the first brother had
done.

"Meanwhi l e the Cobbly took a big lung full of air and began to huff, and puff, and huff, and

puf f—ntil at last, bang—a log flew out of the wall in front of him and then another, and then
anot her—and the next thing you knew he'd blown to pieces the house made of |ogs, and he got in and
gobbl ed up the second brother!™

The groan that arose fromthe crowmd at this point in the story was the deepest and nost sincere
tribute that tale had received so far

"The next night," said Bill, and paused dramatically, "the Cobbly went hunting again. He hunted
and he hunted, and though he was sure the third brother was there in the forest, he couldn't seem
to find where his house had been built. At last, a little ray of light shining out through the
darkness led himto it. It was no wonder the Cobbly hadn't been able to recognize it as a house.
He had passed it two or three tines already. Because this house was nade— Bill paused again and
his audience held its breath, "of stone!"

For a I ong nonent the villagers continued to hold their breath in automatic anticipation. But
then, slowy, expressions of puzzlement grew on their faces. They began to breathe again. Many of
them were casting sidel ong gl ances at each other, and a nuttering began whi ch spread through the
whol e group. Finally, fromthe rear sonebody spoke up

"Did you say of stone, Pick-and-Shovel ?”

“That's right," said Bill.

"You mean, of pieces of rock?" asked Mdre Jamfromthe front ranks.

"That's exactly right," replied Bill. "The third brother nmade his walls by starting with |arge
boul ders at the bottom and working up to smaller and snaller rocks, fitting themtogether as he
went and packing themtight with wet clay that dried hard after a little while. He bedded his
rafters in the stone walls at each end and then built a roof of heavy tinbers sloping down froma
rooftree nmounted on four posts lined up and sunk in the earth inside."

As far as Bill knew, no Dilbian had ever thought of making a house with walls of stone
Apparently, he noted now as he watched and listened fromthe top of his barrel, the idea was
equal ly as novel to the villagers. It took sone little time for the buzzings of incredulity and
amazenment to die down. But at last, they all quieted like interested children, and he saw their
eyes back on hi monce again.

"Go on, Pick-and-Shovel," said More Jam "Here the third brother was inside his house nade of
stone, and there was a Cobbly outside knowing he was in there. Wat happened next?”
“Well, | suppose you can guess," said Bill, "that Cobbly just didn't turn around and go away and

| eave the third brother alone.™

The vill agers humed their understanding and hearty agreement. It would be no sort of Cobbly at
all, they obviously thought, who having gobbled up two of three brothers should | eave the third
brot her in peace.

"The Cobbly knocked at the door—+t was a wooden door but three bars held it securely on the

i nside— began Bill, but this time he was interrupted fromthe front rank of the audi ence.

" Soheknockedont hedoor andsai dhewasat r avel er and-

askedi f hecoul dcome-i nandt hebr ot her sai dno— expl oded Perfectly Delightful, plainly unable to stand
the suspense any | onger

"That's right," said Bill quickly, before the rest of the audience could junp on the excited
Perfectly Delightful for interrupting. "And, of course, the Cobbly replied the sanme way he had to
the first two brothers, saying he'd huff and he'd puff and he'd bl ow the house over. And do you
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know what the third brother said?"

Shaki ng their heads, his audience replied alnbst as one Dilbian that they did not—Aot w thout sone
hard gl ances thrown in Perfectly Delightful's direction, although she was insisting on her

i gnorance as loudly as the rest of them

"The third brother said," said Bill, " “You may huff and puff as long as you want, Cobbly, but you
won't be able to blow this house over!' And with that, he turned back to his work, which was
putting sone final clay around the fireplace he had built into one wall of his house."

"Well," went on Bill, "the Cobbly huffed, and he puffed, and he Huffed and he Puffed! And he
HUFFED! But he wasn't able to nove that house of stone at all.”

Spont aneous cheers rose fromthe inhabitants of Muddy Nose Village at this information

"But that Cobbly wasn't giving up— said Bill when the cheering had di ed down sonewhat. |nstantly,
a new, conplete hush prevailed. He felt the Dl bian eyes hard upon him

"The Cobbly | ooked at the door and knew he could never get in there," said Bill. "But then the
Cobbly | ooked up at the roof—and what did he see up there? It was the chimey of a fireplace that
the third brother had just built. And in the top of it, was an opening | eading right down to the

i nside of the house. So he junped up on the roof—=

The audi ence groaned i n new di snay.

"He crept up the logs of the roof until he was at the base of the chimey. He clinbed up the

chi mey. He saw the hole was there. And, w thout stopping to |ook, he dived right down it!"

The vill agers gasped. Bill stood where he was, in silence, letting the image of the Cobbly's
springi ng down the chimey on a defenseless third brother build itself in their mnds. Then he
spoke again very slowy.

"But— he said, and paused again, "the third brother had expected sonething |ike this. He had

al ready had sonme twi gs and wood ready in the fireplace underneath his cooking pot, and he had the
cooking pot, which was a very large one, full of water. Wen he heard the Cobbly sneaki ng around
the roof and beginning to investigate the chimey, he had lit the fire under the cooking pot. Wen
the Cobbly dived down the chimey, he dived right into the cooking pot, right into the water and
drowned. And the third brother cooked himand had him for dinner, instead!"

It nust have been doubtful whether Muddy Nose Village in the Lowl ands of Dilbia had ever w tnessed
such a reaction over the happy ending of a story as took place then. Even Bill hinself, half-
deafened on top of his barrel, where he deened it prudent to remai n—€ould hardly believe in his
own success as storyteller.

"There's just one thing, Pick-and-Shovel,"” said More Jam when order was restored. "Didn't you say
sonet hing about all this having something to do with your grandfather? How does your grandfat her
cone into it?"

"Actually," said Bill, "he was ny grandfather several times renoved. And he actually didn't cone
into it until quite a few years later. You see, after the story of the three brothers got around,
a lot of us Shorties started building houses out of stone. It was back at a tine called the

"M ddl e Ages,' back where | cone from They built sone stone houses that were as big as this
village, and you just couldn't get into them?"

There was a nonentary nutter of puzzlenment fromthe crowd at this unfam|liar nane, but it quieted
quickly. Bill found that their attention was still with him

"Some Shorties," said Bill, with a heavy enphasis "soneg,
“began to take advantage off these big stone houses of theirs that nobody could get into—sort of
the way the outlaws and Bone Breaker take advantage of that valley of theirs. So ways had to be
found to get into those stone houses, sonehow. So ny grandfather came up with an idea. You
couldn't walk up too close to one of the walls of the stone houses because they'd throw big rocks
and things |like that down on you fromw ndows high up in them There were even sone houses that
had extra walls around themw th platforms inside so that people could throw things down on anyone
trying to get over the wall fromthe outside—=

"That's what those outlaws do," nuttered a voice fromthe crowd.

"But you say your grandfather figured a way around that sort of thing?" put in More Jammldly.

The crowd quieted down, waiting for Bill's answer.
"As a matter of fact, he did," said Bill. "He got to thinking, why not make a sort of big shield
you coul d push ahead of you to keep the rocks off and push it up close to the wall, and then start

di gging inside the shield and dig down and underneath both the shield and the wall and cone up on
the inside!"

Bill ended on a bright, enphatic note. Then he waited. But there was no reaction fromthe
villagers. They nerely stood, staring at himas the seconds slid away into silence. Bill saw Mre
Jam stir and sneak glances to his right and left, but the fat Dilbian held his silence. It was
Fl at Fingers, who finally broke it.
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"Well, 1'lIl be chopped!" exclainmed the blacksmth. "Wy didn't we think of that!"

Fl at Fingers' words suddenly rel eased the tongues of the individuals in the staring audi ence—t
was as if a plug had suddenly been pulled out of a full barrel—oment and excl anati on gushed
forth. Suddenly, all the villagers were tal king at once—nore than this, they were breaking up into
smal | groups to argue and di scuss the matter anpbng thensel ves.

A crowd of villagers surrounded Flat Fingers, who was hoarsely giving directions and expoundi ng
upon the practical steps that could be taken to build such a shield.

Bill felt a sudden punch on his el bow that staggered him He turned swiftly and found hinself
faci ng Sweet Thing, who was apparently trying to get his attention
"Pi ck-and- Shovel, listen!" said Sweet Thing urgently. "I cane up here to tell you but you were

talking to everybody at the tinme, so | had to wait until you were through!”

“Tell me what?" asked Bill.

"What | saw, of course!" said Sweet Thing. "Wat do you think?"

Bill took a strong grip on his patience.

"What did you see, then," he inquired in as calma tone as possible.

"Hm of course!"” said Sweet Thing exasperatedly. "Aren't | telling you? And he was sneaki ng out
of the Residency. Well, | knew he wasn't supposed to be in there when you weren't in there, so
came right up here to tell you about it. But you were so busy talking | had to wait. So |'m
telling you now. That Fatty was up to sonething, as sure as |'m Mre Jam s daughter!"”

"Fatty?" echoed Bill jolted. "You saw Miul a—+ nean Barrel Belly coning out of the Residency just
now?"

"Just a little while ago, while you were tal king. Probably just after you started tal king."
Bill felt a sudden, grimuneasiness clutch at himjust under his breastbone.

"I'd better go take a | ook— he said, and began to head out through the crowd and down the hill.
He di scovered that Sweet Thing was conming along with him and thought briefly of telling her to
let himinvestigate alone. Then it occurred to himthat it mi ght be handy to have her along in
case there was nore information about the sighting of Miul a-ay at the Residency, which she had not
yet managed to get out.

At any rate, she stayed beside himas they reached the Residency, and went in through the front
door. Nothing seenmed amiss in the reception room so Bill proceeded to go through the rest of the
buil di ng. Room after room he found nothing wong, no evidence of any reason that would explain a
visit by the Hemmoid to the human Resi dency.

It was not until they got clear back into the warehouse and the workshop corner where the program
| athe and other tools were racked and hung on the walls that Bill got his first feeling that
sonet hi ng was wong. He stopped, facing the workshop corner, and slowy ran his eyes over it. Wat
was di fferent about what he was seeing now fromwhat he had seen when he was | ast here? For a |ong
noment he was unable to identify that difference. Then suddenly an enpty space on one of the tool -
hung wal s seened to leap at him

Where the enpty space was, the hand-laser welding torch had hung. It hung there no | onger.

"What's the matter, Pick-and-Shovel ?" demanded Sweet Thing, alnost crossly, in his right ear

"What are you just standing there like that for?"

He hardly heard her. Understanding had | eaped upon himlike a wolf fromthe underbrush. Ml a-ay
knew that Bill had gone down into the valley the night before. He al so knew that now all the
village Dl bians knew it, and shortly the whole countryside would know it. The connection between
that know edge and the nissing |aser torch flashed suddenly white and clear upon Bill's mind. That
torch could kill, its nurderous beam slicing through the bone and nuscle of a Dilbian back to a

Di| bian heart, fromas nuch as fifteen feet away. Wth that torch, this com ng night, back in the
val l ey, Mula-ay could find a nonent when Bone Breaker was out between the houses, alone in the
darkness. He could torch the outlaw chief from behind, and | eave himthere with the obviously
Shorty- made weapon beside him After that no one could blame the Dilbians for believing that Bill
had once nore reentered the valley and avoi ded a duel by killing his opponent in the nost cowardly
and treaty-breaki ng way possi bl e.

Bill jerked suddenly out of his thoughts and spun on one heel. He had to catch Mil a-ay before Mil a-
ay could get back into the outlaw valley.

Then his shoul ders sagged, and his spirits with them He remenbered now how | ong he had gone on
tal king after first spotting Sweet Thing in the crowd, standing beside More Jam Ml a-ay woul d

have too much of a head start. There was no hope of Bill catching himbefore he was safe back
behind the gates and the stockade of Qutlaw Valley. And the villagers would never be able to
finish making their shield, get it up against the outlaw wall, and dig in to the valley under the
stockade wal|l before night would put a halt to that operation

Miul a-ay woul d be left safely behind that stockade wall in Qutlaw Valley as night cane down. And a
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word fromhimto Bone Breaker woul d be enough to set sentinels on watch, so that Bill could not
safely clinb down the cliffs a second tine to warn the outlaw chief.

Chapter 22
Sweet Thing was still demanding to know what was wong with him Bill collected his wits. He
poi nted at the enpty space on the wall.
"There's a thing gone," he said to her. "A sort of a Shorty thing, but if Mila-ay uses it, he
could hurt sonebody. And he's already got a head start toward the valley so that we couldn't catch
up with himand get it back fromhim"
"But what'll we do now?" said Sweet Thing.
"Way don't you tell your father to wander out and into the outlaw canp,” suggested Bill. "He can
keep an eye on Miul a-ay without letting anyone know what's up, and if Miula-ay tries to do anything
with the thing, he can set up an alarm"”
"Set up an alarm huh!" said Sweet Thing scornfully. "If Barrel Belly tries anything with that
thing, whatever it is, ny dad would just junp hi m$rom behind, of course, so as not to get hurt by
t he thi ng—and squash him"
"Ah—yes," agreed Bill warily. Personally, he had little faith that any Dil bi an, even Bone Breaker
hi nsel f, would come close to being a match with the nassive, heavy-gravity mnuscles of the Hemoi d.
More Jam may have been sonething of a terror in his youth, but he was old now, and he was
fat—there was no gai nsaying those two points. Bill did not share Sweet Thing' s daughterly
confidence in More Jam's physical abilities. But on the other hand, More Jamwas as wily as anyone
anong the Dil bians, and not likely to let hinself be trapped into a match with sonebody who coul d
easily overpower him
“I'"ll go right away," said Sweet Thing, and not wasting any tine about it, she turned and barrel ed
out of the room Well, he thought, that was that. But it was not nuch. The situation called for
nore active mnmeasures than sinply sending More Jamto keep an eye on Mil a-ay.
It was still only mdnorning, but there was no hope of getting the villagers up to and under the
stockade barring the entrance to the valley before night fell. And once night had fallen, it was
an odds-on chance that Ml a-ay woul d be able to evade Mdre Jamlong enough to kill Bone Breaker
Somet hi ng nust be done—and it nust be done before sundown. Bill thought about the plan of attack
on which he had sold the villagers, running over it in his mnd to see if there was not sone way
by which it mght be speeded up so that they could take the valley this sanme day, while daylight
|lasted. But it was just not possible.
Suddenly he junped to his feet with an alnost Dilbian-like snort of triunph. It was true the
mant el et and sapping operation . . . which was the technical, nilitary termfor the tactic he had
explained to the villagers—aoul d not breach the Qutlaw Valley's defenses before nightfall. But he
had forgotten entirely that the M ddl e Ages had had other, even sinpler ways of taking castles by
storm He had forgotten, in fact, the nost obvious one of themall.
He turned and hurried out of the Residency, and back up the road to the blacksmth shop, which was
now a-swarmwith nmale Dilbians fromthe village and the farns around, nost of themw th weapons of
some sort—ranging fromactual swords down to axes, and heavy-handl ed native scythes. The Bl uffer
was | ooking on interestedly as Flat Fingers supervised the construction of the mantelet, or
shield, which Bill had described. Bill slowed his headl ong pace and sauntered up to the group. As
usual, it was a few seconds before the Dl bians | ooked down and noticed hi mstanding there.
"Ch, there you are, Pick-and-Shovel," said the blacksmth. Wat do you think—shoul dn't the skids
be | onger, there, under the back of the shield?"
Bill exam ned the structure. It looked to his human eye to be nearly as tall, w de, and heavy as
the actual stockade fence of the outlaws thenselves. Only the brute nuscles of the Dl bians could
entertain the thought of using such a thing, let alone transporting it through the several niles
of woods that separated the village fromthe valley entrance. It was evidently designed to be
noved on three pointed | ogs which served as its base and woul d operate as skids or runners on

whi ch the weight of the shield would bear, as it would push toward the wall. The shield was set
just behind the points of these |ogs, sloping backward, and was heavily braced, towering to
perhaps fifteen feet above the logs at its upper edge. Bill snmiled agreeably at the sight of it,

and nodded hi s head vi gorously.
"That's just fine, Flat Fingers,

he said. "The nen pushing it certainly ought to be safe behind

that, as they go up to the wall. Yes, it'll be good protection, that shield. There's nothing |like
bei ng safe, when you attack a bunch |ike those outlaws."

"Well, it'll get us in close all right," said the blacksmth, though he frowed a little at Bill's
second repetition on the word "safe.”

“Then once we're close, we'll dig under and tear into them"
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That's the spirit!" said Bill enthusiastically. "Quard yourself as nuch as possible until you get
inside, and then tear into them Don't be disappointed if it takes a little while to dig under the
wall. Better to be safe than sorry, | always say."

"Ch, we won't be disappointed, Pick-and-Shovel," runbled Flat Fingers grimy. "W've been waiting
to tangle with those outlaws too long to cool down, just because we have to do a little digging to
get at them"

"Good, good!" said Bill strongly. "I know you are. But it doesn't do any harmto play safe, does
it?"

"What do you nean " play safe'?" exploded the village blacksmth. "Wat's all this about, "playing
safe' you keep tal king about. W're going in there to tangle with those outlaws, the sooner the
better!"

"Of course you are!" replied Bill hastily. He saw the Bluffer's face approach and peer
interestedly down at himover the |eft shoulder of the blacksnmith. Bill went on. "There's just no
point in getting any nore men hurt than have to be. That's why | suggested this way of getting
into the valley. After all, it's the safest way, even if it does take a longer tine than sone

ot her ways."

"What ot her ways?" roared Flat Fingers. "You nean to say there's other ways—qui cker ways? Ways you
didn't tell us about because you thought we were worried about keeping safe?"

"There's lots of other ways, of course,"” said Bill. "But after all, as | understand it, nman for
man those outlaws are a | ot tougher than you are—=

"Who says so?" roared one of the Dilbians who had been working on the shield. He was hol ding an ax
which he flourished in Bill's directionin a way that nade Bill's throat go dry. Suddenly there
was bedlam all of the village nales shouting at Bill. Flat Fingers bellowed themall back into
silence, then turned ominously back to face Bill.

"Now, you listen to nme, Pick-and-Shovel!" said Flat Fingers. "W're all Middy Nosers, here-the
sort of men here who'd tear that wall down with our bare hands, if we thought it could be done
that way! Are you trying to start troubl e—er something?"

"Why, no—ef course not!" said Bill hastily. "Wy, |I'Il be glad to tell you of the quicker ways to
get in through the gates in that stockade. As | say, there's |lot of them=

"What's the quickest?" demanded Fl at Fi ngers.

"The qui ckest?" echoed Bill. "Well, the quickest would be to use a tree trunk."

The assenbl age of Dil bians stared at himblankly. It was hard for Bill to believe that their m nds
did not spring imrediately fromhis suggestion of using a tree trunk to the idea of using it as a
battering ram agai nst the gates. The concept was so obvious to himthat it was hard to see how it
coul d not be obvious to these Dl bians.

"You take a log," explained Bill. "You trimoff all the branches, except for a few that you | eave
along its length for handhol ds. Then you get as nmany men to pick up the log all at the sanme tine
as you can. Then, holding the log, they run at the gates in the stockade end-on."

To his surprise, the Dilbians continued to stare at Bill, after he had stopped speaking, with

bl ank or puzzl ed | ooks.

"And what'Ill that do, Pick-and-Shovel ?" asked Flat Fingers finally. "Stop and think," answered
Bill, "and you can imagine it for yourself. Suppose we had a bunch of nen pick up one of those

| ogs over there"—he pointed to the pile of |oose logs on which he clinbed the day before to hang
the block and pulley fromthe rafter—and ran that | og at you, end-on, as hard as they coul d. \Wat
do you think the end of that log would do to you—er to anything else that it hit?"

For a long nonment, it seened that Flat Fingers still did not understand. Then, very slowy, his
expression began to change. His eyes opened w de, his jaw dropped, his nostrils spread—and wi t hout
warni ng he let out a war whoop that seened to split Bill's eardrunms—and | eave himslightly deaf

for several seconds.

At that, it was probably just as well that he did not have the full sense of his hearing in the
monents that followed. Because, in a second Flat Fingers was explaining to the rest of the
villagers, and inside of two mnutes the area was bedl am again. Villagers whooped, holl ered,
roared with laughter, and pounded each other on the back as they described the principle behind
the use of a tree trunk as a battering ram

"Let's go!" trunpeted Flat Fingers, making hinmself heard over the rest of the din. "W don't need
to take a log to them W can chop one down when we get there!"

Take off, they did. Bill, staring after themin a sort of deafened wonder, was in danger of being
| eft behind as they streaned off fromthe village into the woods at a pace that his shorter human
| egs could not match. But, abruptly, he felt hinself snatched up and sailed through the air to
land with a thud in the saddle on the H Il Bluffer's back.

"Hang on, Pick-and-Shovel!" the postman shouted, infected himself by the general excitenent.
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"We' |l be up with the ones in the lead in two mnutes."

Chapter 23
Having said this, the Bluffer proceeded to increase Bill's steadily growi ng respect for him by
proving hinself alnost as good as his word. In his ride on the Bluffer before, Bill had sonehow
conme to assune that the pace at which they traveled was pretty close to the practical linmt for
the Dil bian beneath him considering the burden he was bearing on his back. In short, Bill had not
experienced the H Il Bluffer's running before. But now the postnman set out to stretch his | egs—and
the result fromBill's point of view was awesone. The | andscape whi zzed by at somnethi ng between
twenty-five and thirty-five nmiles an hour. And the jolting threatened to shake Bill out of the

saddle within the first fifty yards.

Luckily for him however, once the Bluffer had caught up with the | eaders of the group, he dropped
back to a rapid wal ki ng pace, which was a good deal easier on his rider

Bill unlocked his legs and arnms fromthe straps and sat up. He | ooked back over his shoul der. The
whol e village seened to be streanming after them The citizens of Muddy Nose were on the narch at

| ast agai nst the outl aws.

In the front strode the biggest and best nales of the community, literally tramping out a path

t hrough the brush, and chopping down srall trees that inpeded their way. They detoured only around
the Il arger trunks. Behind them came the younger nenbers of the community and the village wonen,
flanked on both sides and foll owed by a rear guard of |esser and ol der Dilbian males. Then Fl at

Fi ngers began to sing, and the others took it up until the whole party was joining in

The subject natter of the song—er chant-was nothing remarkable. It seened to deal with an

i ndi vi dual who had a perfect nmania for throw ng other individuals and things down his well. But it
seenmed to please its singers vastly.
* * %

Souse-Nose's wife's old uncle

He Iiked his grub real well.

One day he came to visit,

And said, "I'lIl stay a spell.”

“Ch, no you won't!" said Souse-Nose
And he threw himdown the well

—Threw himdown the well

Now wasn't that a sight?

He threw himdown the well so far
That he was out of sight!

Souse-Nose's wife saw himdo this
And she let out a yell

"What do you nean by doing that?

I love my uncle well!"

"Then go with him" said Souse-Nose
And he threw her down the well!

—~Fhrew her down the well . . . etc.

After disposing of his wife's uncle and his wife, Souse-Nose rapidly threw down the well,
according to the song, a nunmber of other relatives, sone neighbors he didn't |ike, a hanmer that
had dropped on his toe the week before, the famly cooking pot (because it was enpty)—and then
proceeded to start throwi ng down the well various individuals anong the marching villagers

t hensel ves, as the singers began to pick on each other

It was all apparently hilariously funny to the Dl bians—but at the sane tine, Bill felt a slight
shiver run down his back. The song was a hunorous song, but it was also a grimy hunorous one, and
the tone in which it was sung was very nearly nore grimthan it was humorous. In fact, for all the
comedy in the words, Bill realized that what he was listening to was the Dl bian equivalent of a
war song. The villagers were working thensel ves up enotionally for conbat with the outl aws. For
the first time, Bill began to feel some mi sgivings about the forces he had set in notion. Leaning
forward, he spoke into the H Il Bluffer's right ear.

"Bluffer— he said. "Bluffer, listen to me for a nmonent, will you. I'd like to ask you sonethi ng—
But he might as well have been speaking to some ten-foot-high boulder runbling at the head of an
aval anche. The Bl uffer was roaring out the song about Souse-Nose with the rest, conpletely carried
away by it.
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Bill sat back in the saddle, abruptly prey to a new fear. If the Bluffer was beyond his
control -how about Flat Fingers and the rest of the villagers? The rolling chant of the voices
around hi mwas hypnotic—even Bill hinmself felt his breath conming quicker and the bl ood pounding in
his ears.

He was still fighting for self-control, when the Bluffer beneath him wth the other |eaders of
the village party, rounded the turn into the narrow ravine that | ed down to the entrance to the
val | ey, and stopped.

Before them the gates in the stockade were already shut and barred, and the heads of outlaws, as
wel | as the upper rims of shields were showi ng over the points at the upper end of the upright

| ogs which made up the stockade. There was nothing surprising in finding the valley prepared in
this way. Singing and marching as they had been, the villagers undoubtedly had been heard a good
half-mle or nore off. Now, a few furry arns swng in the air above the stockade, and a few good-
sized stones sailed toward the front rank of the villagers—but fell short. In reply, the villagers
crowded into the narrow entrance of the valley and began to sing about outlaws being thrown down
the well. The outlaws shouted back insults and chall enges, but the solid chorus of the villagers
overwhel med t hem

Throw you down the well so far
That you are out of sight

—hanted the vill agers.

Meanwhi | e, Flat Fingers had ceased singing and was rapidly issuing orders. A team of axnmen had

al ready headed off into the woods nearby, and the sound of chopping coul d occasionally be heard in
the nmonents of relative silence between the singing of the villagers and the insults hurled by the
outlaws. Shortly, there was the crash of falling tinber—followed by a nmal e-voi ced cheer that
drowned out even the singing.

Then the sound of choppi ng began again. Shortly, the teamreturned, carrying at least thirty feet
of tree trunk two feet in dianeter. Here and there along the trunk, they had |l eft the stubs of
branches for handhol ds . But nobst of those carrying the logs sinply had one large hairy arm
wrapped around it, and they grinned savagely at each other and at the outl aws.

The Bl uffer squatted down and let Bill slip off his back. Bill started to approach Fl at

Fi ngers—but at this nonent there was a sudden crashing sound fromthe forest behind them as if a
second tree was falling and everybody turned around. A nonent |ater, a second party cane trotting
up, carrying a second trunk stripped dowmn to little stubs of branches for handhol ds.

"No you don't!" roared Flat Fingers, waving themback. "One at a tinme! Here, lay that other pole
up agai nst the side of the cut, and give us sone room"

The bl acksmith's huge finger indicated the vertical rock wall that fornmed one side of the narrow
entrance to the valley. Reluctantly, the second batch of Dilbians |leaned their | og up against this
and fell back.

"Al'l right, the rest of you!" shouted the Bluffer to the rest of them standing around. "Here we
go! Ready with those rocks!"

Bill had noticed these others arming thenselves with rocks—and in sonme cases, the very ones that
had been thrown at them from behind the stockade. Now, |ooking again, he saw that al nost everyone
who was not on the battering-ramcrew had at | east two or three of these missiles in his or her
hands.

"Shields, here!" bellowed Flat Fingers. Those of the battering-ram crew who already had shi el ds
swung themup into position overhead. The rest hastily borrowed shields fromfriends or relatives
standi ng around and did |ikewi se.

"Al'l right, then!" cried the blacksnith, taking his place at the head of the battering-ramcrew.
"Here we go-o0-0 . "

The | ast word ended in a |long, drawn-out how, as the battering-ramcrew started off at full speed
toward the gate of the stockade. In a black furred wave behind them surged the rest of the

Di | bi ans—but they surged only to within throwi ng distance of the stockade wall, and began to | oose
a literal barrage of rocks.

The heads of the outlaws to be seen above the points of the stockade ducked hastily down out of
sight as the first flight of stones reached them They stayed down. Meanwhile, the battering-ram
crew was carrying on full tilt for the gate in the very center of the stockade. For a nonent, they
seenmed to be gall opi ng away and naki ng no progress. But a nonment |ater, they |ooned over the gate,
and a second later, they struck it. The results were all but unbelievable.

The gate split fromtop to bottomwith a sound like a crack of thunder. But this was the |east
spectacul ar of the results of the inpact. The battering-ramcrew, shaken |oose by the inpact,
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piled up against the gate and the walls of the stockade thenselves, |like so many Dil bian-furred
mssiles. As a result, not nerely the gate but the whol e stockade wall quivered and shook |ike a
fence of saplings.

There were glinpses of hairy arns thrown in the air briefly above the stockade's points, as the
outl aws on the catwal k inside were shaken | oose and dunped backward. Evidently, not one of them up
there had been able to retain his grip, for although the stones had stopped flying fromthe crowd
of Muddy Nosers, not one head made its reappearance above the stockade wall.

"All right—dp and at it!" Flat Fingers was shouting, down by the gate, as he scranbled hinself to
his feet. "On your feet and let's hit it again!"

The battering-ramcrew recollected itself, picked up its |log, and began to swing its front end
rhythnically agai nst the cracked gate. Wth each blow, the entrance to the valley resounded, and
gate and wall shivered together. Slowy the crack wi dened, and another crack split the door into

three pieces. Around Bill, back at a stone's throw distance fromthe gate, the rest of the
villagers were going wild with triunmph, and the din was deaf ening.
A cold feeling clutched suddenly at Bill's chest. He had not fully inmagi ned the viol ence and

excitement that surrounded hi mnow. He had not planned to get outlaws and villagers killed or

mai ned—

The sudden, hard poke by sonething rigid behind him sent himstunbling forward half a step. He
spun about, swiftly and angrily, to find hinmself confronting Sweet Thing. She was carrying a
rectangul ar shield and a sword slung in its supporting strap, both of which were too small for any
Di | bi an' s use.

"Well, put themon!" hissed Sweet Thing, alnbst in his ear. "Flat Fingers left them behind, but I
went back and got them They're yours, Pick-and-Shovel! Put themon, will you? You can't fight
Bone Breaker without them and you're the only one who can stop the war by fighting him"

She thrust shield and sword at Bill. Bill found hinmself nunbly taking them and strapping the sword
around him The shield, fitted with an el bow | oop and a hand grip and made of inch-thick wood
covered with half-inch hide, dragged his left arm groundward when he tried to hold it up in proper
fashi on.

He—=2 Stop the war—? His head whirling, he stared about himat the shouting, |leaping villagers as
they cheered on the battering ramcrew down at the gates.

O course! Suddenly the whole Dilbian picture fell into place. Suddenly he understood everything,
i ncl udi ng why he had been assigned here and then apparently abandoned by G eenl eaf and his ot her
superiors! He turned and | ooked about him The second battering ramstill |eaned against the rock

wal |l of the valley entrance, a little ways off.

"Here, hold this," Bill grunted, shoving the sword and shield back into Sweet Thing' s hands. He
turned and ran for the tree trunk | eaning against the cliff, and went quickly up it, using the
handhol ds al nost as the rungs on a | adder. Twenty feet above the heads of the Dilbians bel ow he
stared down and over the top of the stockade into the valley beyond.

He saw that there were no outlaws inside the gate now The tall, coal-black figure of Bone Breaker
was in the center of a line that was drawn up perhaps hal fway between the gate and the outl aw
bui l di ngs. They were all arned and ready. The noon sun glinted on six-foot swords, and the shiny
metal of an occasi onal piece of body arnor or protective cap. Behind the |ine, back by the
bui | di ngs thensel ves, was a snall knot of outlaw wonen, and close to themwas a round figure in a
yel l ow robe whom Bill had no difficulty in recognizing as Mil a-ay. As he watched, Mula-ay lifted
sonmething to his face that winked in the sunlight in Bill's direction. A second |later, the
Hemmoid's hands lifted and flicked outward in a human, mlitary-type of salute. It was the kind of
gesture only a human being woul d be able to recognize for what it was. Mil a-ay was thunbing his

nose at Bill fromthe distance, and, having done so, Mil a-ay turned about and di sappeared around
the corner of the eating hall.
In spite of his new understanding, the coldness in Bill's chest tightened into a hard, unneltable

lunp. Bluff and bluster nade up a large part of the Dilbian nature, but only up to a point. Now,
neither the villagers nor the outlaws were bluffing—er at |east, only hal f-bluffing.
Mul a-ay had caught Bill neatly in a trap. He had known that taking the |aser-welding gun m ght

stanmpede Bill into inciting the villagers to just such an attack as this. An attack in which both
outlaws and villagers would be killed or hurt. It was not necessary for the Hermoid to risk
killing Bone Breaker hinself in order to get rid of Bill and discredit humans on Dilbia. Al he

had to do was wait for the attacking villagers to cone to grips with the outlaws—and this Ml a-ay
must have planned fromthe very nmoment in which he decided to take the | aser-wel ding gun

There was only one solution to the situation now The hard way out that had been available to Bil
fromthe beginning. Only at the begi nning he had not understood the way Dil bian m nds worked. Now
he was sure he did, and it was that extra know edge that gave him his advantage over the Hemoi d,
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who not only did not understand, but was racially incapable of understandi ng.

Bill skidded hastily down the tree trunk. He ran back to Sweet Thing and snatched the shield from
her. It was quite true, what she had said. Only he could stop the war.

"Where's the Hill Bluffer?" he demanded urgently. "Help ne find him”

“There he is!" she shouted, and started for him Bill ran after her

The | anky postnman was standing a little apart fromthe group, his eyes fixed and all his attention
riveted on the battering-ramcrew, which had now wi dened the original split in the gate to the
poi nt where only the bars beyond it were holding its planks together. Sweet Thing punched the

Bl uf fer uncerenoniously in the ribs, and he tw sted about, angrily.

"Pi ck-and- Shovel !'" said Sweet Thing econonmically, jerking her thunb back at Bill as he cane
poundi ng up.

"Bluffer," panted Bill, "lI've got to get down into the valley before anybody el se does, so | can
reach Bone Breaker first. Can you get ne to hinP"

For a nonent the Hill Bluffer stared as if he did not understand. Then, with a sudden whoop of joy
and excitenment, he reached out, picked up Bill and all but tossed himover a furry shoulder into
the saddle. Bill grabbed for the straps, as the Bluffer pivoted on one heel and ran down toward

the gate, which was beginning to disintegrate under the inpact of the battering-ramcrew

It did, in fact disintegrate, falling apart in a shower of broken wood, just as the Bluffer
reached the crew. Wthout pausing, the Bluffer hurdled the nearest nmenber of the crew, who had
col | apsed, out of breath, wheezing on the grass, and ran directly toward the center of the armed
and ready outlaw |ine, where the nassive, black-furred figure of Bone Breaker towered, waiting
with shield and sword.

Bill glanced over his shoulder, waited until they were m dway between the gate and the outl aw
line, and then shouted to the Bluffer to halt. As the postman did so, Bill junped fromthe saddle
and | anded clanking with shield on the turf. Turning so that he could face first left toward the
outlaws and then right toward the villagers who were now begi nning to pour through the broken
doorway, Bill shouted to themall—-and a second |later the powerful Dilbian lungs of the Hil

Bl uffer took up his shout and repeated it, so that it was plainly to be heard in the silence that
had fallen over both attackers and defenders.

"Stop the war!" he shouted. "None of you are going to tangle on either side until |'ve first had
my own personal crack at Bone Breaker!"

Chapter 24
It was only then that Bill realized he did not have his sword.
He had left it back in the hands of Sweet Thing. However, it seened that the apparent
ridi cul ousness of one unarmed small Shorty standi ng between opposing |lines of armed giants and
calling on themto give over the idea of fighting, apparently did not strike hone to the Dil bians.
Even as Bill |ooked, the outlaws on either side of Bone Breaker were rel axing, sheathing their
swords and anbling forward. Looking in the other direction, he saw the villagers pouring through
the broken gate, but also without signs of hostility. Two groups net and mingled around Bill as
with the Hill Bluffer he went forward toward Bone Breaker, who stood still, waiting.
When Bill and the Bluffer reached him the outlaw chief turned abruptly on his heel
"Come on!" he said to Bill, and strode off toward the buildings. Bill, the Bluffer, and everybody
el se foll owed. Bone Breaker stopped at |ast beside a long, narrow building, with only one or two
wi ndows, and a door at each end. Bill recognized it as the storehouse into the shadow of which
Anita had |l ed himthat night when he had clinbed down the cliff to see her. It was here that they
had tal ked. Now Bone Breaker had brought himback here for their duel. C ose up, now, he | ooned
over Bill like a mountain.
"Here's your sword— nuttered Sweet Thing's voice abruptly in his ear, and he half-turned to
receive the hilt of his sword thrust into his palm The |eather-wapped hilt was cold to his grasp
and the weight of the sword seened to drag down at his arm even though it was | ess than half the
| ength of Bone Breaker's great blade. In spite of his certainty that he had now figured natters
out, it was a cal cul ated ganbl e he was taking here; and the fact that it was cal cul ated did not
| essen the fact that it was a ganble.
"Al'l right, Bone Breaker," he said, speaking as |loudly and scornfully as he could, "how do you
want it?"
"1"I'l tell you how!l want it," retorted Bone Breaker. He pointed at the warehouse beside them "I
had the windows in there bl ocked off yesterday. The place is full of stuff, but there's roomto

get fromone end to the other. I'lIl go in at this end—you go in at that. And the first one out the
other end on his two feet wins. Right?"
"Right!" said Bill, glancing at the storehouse with a queasy feeling. He heard the crowd behind
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hi m maki ng guesses as to the outcone of the duel. Although there was a snall nminority that seened
to feel that you should never sell a Shorty short, npbst of them seened firmy convinced that Bone
Breaker woul d have no trouble at all encountering Bill in the gloomof the darkened buil ding, and
chopping himinto snmall pieces.

Meanwhi | e, there was no hangi ng back. Bone Breaker had al ready headed of f toward one end of the
building. Bill turned, with the Bluffer beside him and headed for the other. The crowd nade way
for himas he went. They cane to the end of the building and rounded it to find three wooden steps
|l eading up to a heavy door. Wth a tight throat, which his inner confidence did not seemto help,
Bill rmounted the steps.

"Good | uck— he heard the Bluffer say. Then he had opened the door and was through it, stepping
into a darkness heavy with a m xed odor of |eather, wood, root vegetables, and other dusty snells.
The door banged shut behind him He stood. The sword was in his hand now, and now its handle felt
slippery in his grasp. He waited for his eyes to adjust sonewhat to the darkness, but for a couple
of long minutes it seemed that even with their pupils at full dilation he would not be able to
meke out any of his surroundi ngs. Then, slowy, vague shapes of darker black began to energe out
of the general gloom He made out finally that he stood in a little cleared space, facing what
seenmed to be a corridor between ten- to fifteen-foot piles of assorted, unidentifiable objects.
The rattle of something displaced and rolling across a wooden floor sounded distantly, wthout
warning, fromthe far end of the building. Bill froze. For a nmonent he was conscious only of the
heavy poundi ng of his heart, and the heavy weight of the sword and shield on his arnms. Then he
began to breat he again

That sound, unintentional or not, was adequate announcement that Bone Breaker was coming in his

direction. Bill could not sinply stay here and wait for him It was necessary to go and neet the
out | aw chi ef.
Cautiously, Bill began to inch his way forward down the corridor between the high piled contents

of the storehouse. The corridor was nothing but a |ane connecting a series of spaces between
stored goods. Cccasionally the |ane wi dened out into areas that were certainly big enough to give
roomfor a sword fight between a Dil bian and a human. Again, it narrowed down so that a Dl bian

at least, would have had to go sideways to nake his way through. But there was never any nore than
the one path anong the things piled up. There was to be no chance, apparently, for Bill to sneak
past his |arger opponent w thout neeting himface to face.

Bill heard no nore sounds fromthe far end of the building to i nform hi mof Bone Breaker's
progress toward him But under Bill's own feet, the boards of the building s flooring occasionally
creaked, and once or twi ce he stunbled over sonmething lying in the path, with some little noise.
Each time he did so, he stopped still, sweating and listening. But there was nothing to be heard
fromthe far end of the building to | et himknow whether Bone Breaker had heard him or not.

By this time, Bill had covered sone little distance. He found hinmself w shing that he had neasured
the building with his eye before going in, and then counted his steps once he was in, so that he
woul d have an approxi mate i dea of how far along its length he had traveled. It seemed to himthat
he nust have reached the mddle of the building by this time. But he had not yet encountered Bone
Breaker, and certainly the outlaw chief would nmeet himat |east hal fway?

Bill went on, making his way, sword extended point first, before himalong the narrow aisle of
darkness. Still—there was no sign of the outlaw chief. By now, Bill was sure that he had covered
at least half the Iength of the building. The only possible conclusion was that sonmewhere up ahead
of himthe huge Dl bian was waiting at some conveni ent place of his own choosing. And still, in
the face of that conclusion, there remained nothing for Bill to do but to keep noving forward.
Surprisingly, however, this new conclusion of Bill's did not increase his tension or his enotion.
In fact, a good deal of the downright fear and uncertainty he had felt on stepping into the dark
bui | di ng was beginning to slip away from himnow The handl e of the sword no longer felt slippery
with perspiration in his grip. Hi s heart had slowed and calmed in its beating. There was even
beginning to kindle in himnow a sort of warm gri mess of purpose—a readiness, foolish as it

seened—to0 be ready to fight back, if Bone Breaker should, after all, suddenly spring upon him out
of the further shadows.

The Di |l bi an was huge—but that very hugeness, thought Bill, out of this new grimwarnth inside him
made the outlaw chief clunsy in conparison with a human. If Bill could nmanage to dodge the first

devastating bl ow of that man-long sword in Bone Breaker's grasp, it mght be that he could get in
under the other's guard and do sonmething with his own small sword before his opponent could
recover. If it canme to that, it would probably be wise to throw away his shield the mnute they

canme together, thought Bill. A shield was of sone use to a Dilbian who could use it to deflect a
bl ow from another's sword bl ade, but for a human to even be brushed by such a Dl bian weapon woul d
be disaster. Bill would do a better job of running and dodgi ng without the shield on his arm
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I nspiration struck himsuddenly—as long as he had to throwit, he would throw it at Bone Breaker.
There m ght be a way of gaining sone snmall advantage out of the surprise elenment of such a
maneuver. What were the terns of the duel, as Bone Breaker had said before they went in the

buil ding? "The first one out of the building on his feet . . ."

If it were possible for Bill to dodge the first assault of Bone Breaker, trip the big Dilbian up
sonmehow, and get past him a quick rush could carry Bill to the door at the end of the buil ding
and out —

Less than fifteen feet in front of Bill, there was a sudden rattle of sonething set rolling by the
movenent of an incautious foot.

Bi || checked, suddenly taut in nerves and nuscles. Directly in front of him the corridor was
narrow, but a little beyond-Bill screened his eyes against the di mess—t seenmed as if the
corridor might open up again into one of its wide spaces. If that were true, it was fromthat w de
space that the sound Bill had heard had just now cone. It was there that Bone Breaker was waiting
for him

Bill reached out with the back of his sword hand to explore by touch both sides of the aisle,
without letting go of his weapon. To his left were sacks full of sone hard, |unpy objects, too
heavy to lift, and stacked clear to the ceiling—he had had some thought of clinbing up on them and
approachi ng the open space across their top. To his right, was a stack of logs, their farther ends
reaching off ahead of himinto darkness . These were not stacked nore than halfway to the ceiling,
barely above Bill's head—their top would be shoul der-hi gh on Bone Breaker. Bill took hold of one
of them testing it by putting his weight on it—and it shifted slightly.

Hastily, he let go. Alog rolling fromunder him as he attenpted to creep along it, would not
only destroy the surprise approach he planned, but possibly | eave hi mhel pl ess at Bone Breaker's
feet. There was nothing forward but to continue creeping along the aisle as quietly as possible
and hope to steal upon the waiting Dil bian, before Bone Breaker knew he was cl ose.

Accordingly, Bill inched forward, setting his feet down lightly and only gradually shifting his
wei ght upon them He was | ucky—no boards creaked as that weight came on them Slowy, in this
manner, he stole forward until he reached the point where the aisle w dened.

Unexpectedly, the foot he reached forward stubbed its toe against something hard above fl oor

level. Bill stopped, trying to hover in nmid-air and bent forward to inspect by touch what he had
encountered. It was the end of a log, evidently fallen off the pile and angling up ahead into the
darkness. Cautiously, Bill began to circle around it, holding his breath.

Where was Bone Breaker? The wi de space in which Bill stood now, was nore open than any he had

encountered so far. To his left the sacks of hard | unpy objects had conpletely di sappeared. It was
evidently clear to the far wall of the narrow building. To his right the | ogs appeared to have
changed their orderly piling for a dimtangle, fromwhich several of themhad rolled out onto the
floor. Bill began carefully to pick his way anpbng them

Suddenly, he stopped. His foot had come down on sonething yielding. He snatched it up again and
stood on one leg, like a crane.

But not hi ng happened. After a nonent he reached down with the back of his sword hand toward the
obj ect on which he had stepped.

For a monment he felt nothing, then the skin on the back of his hand cane in contact with the
coarse curly fur of a Dilbian. It was notionless to his touch. Shock raced through him Hastily he
shifted his sword to his shield hand, and reached down to feel what he had touched.

It was a large, notionless, Dilbian foot pointing up at the ceiling and attached to a | eg
stretched out upon the floor

"What — began Bill, incautiously speaking out |oud. Then, abruptly, everything happened at once.
Wth an ear-splitting roar and a runble, the nurky tangle of logs at his right suddenly seened to
disintegrate, falling and rolling about with great noise. Bill |eaped away fromthe pile, but,

curiously, none of the logs rolled in his direction. After what seened |ike several m nutes, but
was only probably a second or two, the sound and notion ceased. But now t he darkness was

reinforced by a thick cloud of dust raised by the falling logs. Bill sneezed |oudly.
It was a nonent before he got his wits back. Wien he did, he stepped back and searched about for
the Dilbian foot and I eg with which he had been in contact just before the logs fell. After sone

groping he found it, lying just as notionless as before. He groped his way up along it, and
eventual |y nade out that what he was touching was Bone Breaker, lying silent and apparently
unconsci ous underneath a | og.

Bill stood up quickly. He had no intention of looking a gift horse in the nouth. Taking his sword
in his right hand, he turned and raced toward the farther entrance of the building, that one

t hrough whi ch the outlaw chief had entered. That door, with the line of light around it, dimy
illumnating that end of the building to Bill's now darkness-adjusted eyes, looned in a little
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open space of its own, not nore than twenty feet away. Bill made that opening in three running
strides—and burst out fromthe mouth of the narrow aisle just in time to catch sight, out of the
corner of his right eye, of the glint of whirling steel descending upon him

He junped away, throwing up his own sword instinctively. In the sane instant it was hammered from
his grasp, as if that grasp had been the grip of a child, and sent flying against the wall behind
him Sonething terrifically hard crashed agai nst the side of his head, and he staggered back unti
the wall itself stopped himfromfalling.

Bl ood was streani ng down onto his face, half blinding him

He grabbed his sword fromthe floor instinctively, and raised his head to face his attacker. The
end of the building was swinm ng around him but the sight that greeted his eyes fromthe | eakage
of daylight around the door, brought himto a halt. Facing him half-held in md-air and with Bone
Breaker's great sword just now dropping fromhis paralyzed grasp, was the yellow robed figure of
Mul a-ay. But he was neither attacking nor maki ng a sound—and for very good reason

Around his waist, pinning one armto his side and enclosing the wist of the other, sword-carrying
armin a crushing grip, was a black-furred forearmthe size of a young watermain. Another bl ack-
furred armencircled the Hermoid's thick throat in a choke hold, and above that choke hold Mil a-
ay's eyes were popping and his nmouth was gasping for breath. Over the Hemoi d's shoul der grinned
the ferociously cheerful, round features of Mre Jam

For just a nonment, Bill goggled at the sight. He would not have believed that any Dil bian on the
pl anet could not only have overpowered Mil a-ay, but lifted himright off his feet in the process.
If More Jam was capable of something like this now, what indeed had he been like as a westler in
the days of his youth?

But it was not a sight that Bill could stay to enjoy. The building was swayi ng around hi m now | i ke
a ship upon heavy seas, and his strength was beginning to desert him At all costs he nust make it
out of the door of the building.

He turned and staggered toward the door. He had to drop his shield to get it open, but he hung
onto his grip on his sword as he staggered down the steps, into the blinding, sudden sunlight.
Into the center of a circle of black, furry faces that danced and wavered around him

Barely, he heard the mounting cheer that went up fromthose faces. Suddenly, the whole earth and
crowd and sunlit sky whirled about him and he tunbled, sprawing forward into darkness.

At sone indefinable time later, he swamup briefly fromthe darkness to find hinself lying on a
human-style bed, within the white walls of a room The walls shimered, advancing and retreating
to his unsteady eyes. A face nmoved into his field of vision. It was the face of Anita and it
seened to Bill to be the nost beautiful face he had ever seen. It too wavered in unreliable

fashi on.

There was a touch of sonething cold and wet against his forehead and the side of his head. Anita
seermed to be sponging himoff wth sonething.

"I's this a hospital ship?" he croaked. "Certainly not!" replied Anita, and her voice was strangely
choked. "You're back at the Residency. You don't need a hospital ship. There's nothing wong wth
you I can't fix. I've got a nedical assistance certificate."”

He | ooked at her wonderingly.

"I's there anything you haven't got?" he asked her

To his surprise, she burst into tears.

"Ch shut up!" she said, threw the cloth, or whatever it was she had in her hand, into the basin
where she had been dampening it, and ran out of the room

Startled, baffled, dismayed, Bill tried to push hinself up on his elbows to call after her. But as
he lifted his head, a heavy weight seened to swing fromthe inside front of his skull and smashed
di zzyi ngly against the inside of the same skull at its back. Unconsciousness rose and sucked him
down into it once nore.

Chapter 25
"—Fhen you'll be going back to Earth with me for debriefing?" asked Bill, delighted.
"I will be traveling on the sanme ship, if that is what you nean," replied Anita, very coldly and
di stinctly.
She turned and marched off toward the courier ship lying | engthwi se on the grass in the center of
the nmeadow. It was a sleek, heavily built ninety-footer, capable of interstellar travel onits
own; and its size, which was several tinmes that of the usual shuttle boat, had attracted the
attention of several Dilbians, who were now examning it curiously.
Bill gazed after the retreating shape of Anita wistfully. How could he talk to her if she would
not talk to hin? Recovering fromthe blow on the head he had gotten from Mil a-ay, he had adnitted
to himself that he liked her. Liked her a good deal in fact. In short, the idea of parting conpany
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with her was suddenly very pai nful

But even as he had come to realize this, his relationship with her had seened to be getting worse
and worse. It had started with that unfortunate question of his, about there being anything she
didn't have, when he had just cone to and she was sponging his head. He had tried to explain |ater
that he had actually neant it as a conpliment. He realized that she was a hothouse type and he was
a pretty ordinary sort of individual. In fact, he had just sort of nuddled through to a fortunate
conclusion of the situation, while she was attacking it properly with all the unusual resources of
her unusual mind and training. He wasn't trying to pretend he was anything |ike her equal, or
anything |ike that.

But the nore he had tried to explain, the nore displeased Anita had becone. It was as if every
time he opened his mouth, he dug hinself in that nuch deeper

"Wl |, Pick-and-Shovel = the voice of the Hill Bluffer interrupted his thoughts and Bill started
guiltily. He had conpletely forgotten he had been talking to the postman when Anita had passed by,
just now on her way to the ship. She was, he saw, being nmet in a very famliar way by a tall nan

who had just stepped out of the hatchway. The tall man was hinsel f vaguely familiar. Bill peered
at him sonewhat griny.

"-So | guess I'll be off, back to the nountains,"” the Bluffer's voice booned on Bill's ear
"They'll all be wanting to hear up there if you turned out the way | said you would."

"They will?" Bill was startled. Then he renenbered how he had specul ated on the Hill Bluffer's
havi ng some stake of his own in the outcone of the situation in which Bill had been trapped. Bill

| ooked sharply up at the I anky Dil bian.

"Why, sure," said the Hill Bluffer confortably. "They all renmenber the Half-Pint-Posted, but there
was consi derabl e di scussi on about whether you Shorties could do it twice in a row"

"Twice in a row?" echoed Bill. "Do what?"

"Come out one up on a Fatty, of course," replied the Bluffer. "You know, |ike him™"

He nodded over at the far side of the neadow, behind Bill. Bill turned and saw t he yel |l ow r obed
figure of Miul a-ay standing solitary in the shadow of the trees in his yellow robes. The heavy-
gravity figure was not likely to slunp in this Dilbian gravity, but there was sonething defeated
about its isolation.

"Wrd is, a flying box like yours is coming in anytinme now," said the Bluffer, "—enly one run by
Fatties—to take himout. That's probably the last we'll see of old Wasn't Drunk around these
parts.”

"Who?" Bill blinked at the distant figure. He had been sure that it was Miula-ay. In fact, he stil
was. "But that's Barrel Belly over there, isn't it?"

The Bl uffer snorted w th contenptuous good hunor.

"Not any nore. Got his nane changed," he said. "You didn't hear—=2"

"No," said Bill.
"Wy, after your hassle with Bone Breaker was over, it turned out that Mre Jam had found ol d
Wasn't Drunk passed out cold behind the eating hall, with half a barrel of beer spilled down his

front. It was pretty plain for everyone to see that he'd figured the villagers swarm ng down on
the vall ey would keep the outlaws so busy he could sneak a bellyful. So he'd poured nost of a
barrel of beer down himself on the sly and passed out." The Bluffer stopped to |augh uproariously.
"Result was, he missed all the fun, just by getting drunk at the wong tine!"

"Fun?"

"Why, your duel with Bone Breaker. He missed all that!" said the Hll Bluffer. "So, after Mdre Jam
found hi mand brought everybody to see, they poured sone water over himto bring himto, and he
sat up to find everyone |aughing at him After all his talk about how tough the Fatties were!
Turned out he'd rather drink than fight!"

The Bluffer chortled again, at the nenory.

"But," said Bill, "how did his name—

"Ch, that!" interrupted the Bluffer. "That's the funniest part of all. Wen he sat up with al

that water stream ng off himand everybody started ki ddi ng himabout getting drunk and mi ssing the
duel, he lost his head and tried to say it wasn't so. Wiy, if he'd only kept his nouth shut, or
admtted it and | aughed at hinsel f—but he had to go and claimhe wasn't drunk. “But |'m not

drunk!' That's the very first words he used. Only when they asked hi m how cone he was out cold, he
didn't have any good answer. Tried to come up with some weak story about maybe tripping and
hitting his head on the side of the building. Well, you know that's a lie, Pick-and-Shovel. No
one's going to trip and hit his head on a log wall hard enough to knock hinself out. So,

natural ly, he got his nane changed."

"Naturally," echoed Bill autonmatically. He was aware enough of Dilbian attitudes nowto realize
that Wasn't Drunk was as nuch a liability of a nanme as Barrel Belly had been an advantage to Mil a-
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ay. What it boiled down to was that the Hemmoid had become a figure of fun to the Dilbians and his
useful ness to the Hemoi d purpose on Dilbia was at an end. No wonder he was being withdrawn. Bill
could even find it in hinmself to feel a little sorry for Miul a-ay, now that he had conme to

under stand how the Di|l bian nmind worked.

Renmenbering the vagaries of Dil bian thought, he woke abruptly now to the fact that the Hil

Bluffer, in the oblique D lbian way, was trying to tell him sonething.

"But you were saying," said Bill hastily, "that the people up in the mountains were interested in
how | worked things out down here? Way woul d they be interested?”
"Ch, lots of reasons, Pick-and-Shovel," said the Bluffer carelessly. "Sonme of them m ght've been

wondering, of course, just how things mght work out, with you hel ping these Muddy Nosers to grow
all kinds of stuff. O course, Lowland folk like this don't count for nmuch in the mnds of
mount ai n people, but they're still real people down here, just the same, and a | ot of Upland folk
were kind of interested to see who the Muddy Nosers'd end up going along with—you or the Fatty.
Just in case they ran into the same sort of situation thenselves, sonme day."

"l see," said Bill. It was pretty nmuch as he expected, he thought, interpreting what the postman
was saying in the light of his newfound D | bian knowl edge. The Hill Bluffer had been nore than a
hired conpanion for Bill. He had been an unofficial —al nbst everything practical was unofficia

anong the Dil bi ans—ebserver for the Uplanders, with the duty of reporting back on the feasibility
of accepting Shorty, rather than Hemmoid, help in agricultural and other matters. And the Bluffer

was now delicately informing Bill of that fact.

"How do you suppose they'll feel at the way things turned out?" Bill asked the postman.

"Well," said the Bluffer judiciously, "I think there m ght be sone people, maybe quite sone
peopl e, who'll be kind of pleased things worked out the way they did. Guess |I'mone of them
mysel f." Abruptly, the tall Dilbian changed the subject. "By the way, | passed the word to Bone
Breaker the way you told ne. | said to himyou'd like to see himbefore you | eave."

"You did?" Bill |ooked hastily off in the direction of the village. He had seen no sign of the

fornmer outlaw chief, and had assumed t hat Bone Breaker had not got the message, or had refused to
come—though that was unlikely. "He said he wouldn't conme?"

"Ch no. He's coming," said the Bluffer. "He started out with ne when | |eft Middy Nose."

"Started out?" Bill, staring about, could still not see any sign of Bone Breaker. "Wat happened—
"Ch, well, | sort of outwalked him you know," said the Hill Bluffer confortably. "He's sl owed
down a nmite. Not that he ever could have kept up with ne before either, if |I'd been mnded to

| eave hi m behind. There's no man living who could do that."

"l believe you," said Bill honestly. And he did.

"There he is now," said the Bluffer, nodding over Bill's head at the courier ship. "Mist have
circled around to |l ook at that flying box of yours."

Bill turned. Sure enough, there was Bone Breaker, towering am dst the other Dilbians exam ning the
ship. As Bill watched, the former outlaw chief turned and anbled in Bill's direction.

"Well," said the Bluffer's voice, "guess |I'Il be throwing ny feet. See you again, maybe, sonetine,
Pi ck- and- Shovel ." Bill turned back to the postnan.

"I hope so," said Bill.

"Right. So long," replied the H Il Bluffer. He turned and went—his abrupt farewell being quite in
accordance with Dil bian |ack of cerenony over both nmeetings and partings. Bill stared after the
tall, striding figure for a noment. Being human, hinself, he would have |iked to have nmade a
little nore out of the process of saying good-bye, particularly since he had cone to have a strong
feeling of friendship for the Bluffer. But the other was already dwindling in the distance and a
nmonent | ater he di sappeared anong the trees not far fromwhere the solitary figure of Mil a-ay was

st andi ng.
"Well, Pick-and-Shovel!" said a different, deep, bass voice, and |ooking around, Bill saw that
Bone Breaker was indeed upon him "I heard you were asking around about ne since you got back on

your feet. So | told the wife |I'd step over and see what you had on your mind before you took
of f."

"The wi fe?" echoed Bill. "Sweet Thing?"
"Who el se?" replied Bone Breaker, patting his stomach gently in a manner vaguely resenbling Mre
Jam s favorite gesture. "Yes, |'man innkeeper now, Pick-and Shovel, and | guess the old gang in

the valley's just about broken up. Mdst of themcane to the village with me, and the rest lit out
for parts unknown. But what were you asking for me, about?"

"Just a little idle curiosity about sonmething," said Bill, approaching the subject obliquely in
the best Dil bian nanner. "So you gave up outlawi ng after all and settled down, did you?"

"What else could | do?" sighed Bone Breaker sadly, "after the way you licked ne in a fair fight
the way you did, Pick-and-Shovel? Not that | nmiss the old days too nmuch, though. There's been sone
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conpensations. "

"There have?" asked Bill.

"Why, sure there have," said Bone Breaker. "There's that little wife of mne, for one-what a prize
she i s, Pick-and-Shovel." Bone Breaker |owered the volume of his kettledrum bass voice
confidentially, "Not only is she the best cook around, but she can lick any other two fenales,
hands- down. She nay not be the best-1looking fenale in the regi on—=

"She isn't?" said Bill, considerably surprised. It was true Perfectly Delightful had called Sweet
Thing stubby and little, but Bill had put this down nore to jealousy than fact. Hi s human eyes of
course were no judge of Dilbian beauty, but he had taken it for granted that Bone Breaker, being
the locality's nost eligible bachelor, would naturally take an interest only in the better-I|ooking
of the available fenales.

"I wouldn't admit this to any other man," said Bone Breaker, still confidentially, "but you're a
Shorty, so of course you don't count—y little wife isn't exactly the world' s best-1ooking. No.

But what's the good of getting soneone with a figure like Perfectly Delightful's, for instance, if
you've got to take the rest of her along with it? No, Sweet Thing's the wife for nme, on al
counts—to say nothing of getting a daddy-in-law |like More Jam thrown in. That old boy's snart,

Pi ck- and- Shovel —

Bone Breaker's nose twitched in the Dilbian equival ent of a w nk.

"—As | guess you know," he went on. "Between himand nme, | suppose we can get nost of the people
in Muddy Nose to agree to just about anything we want. So, you can see |I'mpretty well off, in
spite of the fact ny outlawi ng days are over. | guess that was what you wanted to know, cone to
think of it, wasn't it, Pick-and-Shovel ?"

"Way, | guess that was part of it, anyway," said Bill slowy. He and Bone Breaker were eyei ng each
other like fencers. What Bone Breaker had said was, indeed, only part of what Bill wanted to get
the ex-outlaw chief to say. In total, the admission Bill wanted was necessary amunition for a

certain private and entirely non-Dil bi an hassle toward which he was eagerly pointing.
He was going to nmake someone pay for what had been done to him To do that, he needed Bone Breaker

to admit certain things. Bone Breaker knew that Bill knew that these things were true. But the big
Di | bian was not necessarily going to admt them just for that reason
That was not the Dilbian way, Bill had | earned. Even though, in a sense, Bone Breaker owed Bil

the admi ssion and that was why he was here. The necessary words would be forthconing only if Bill
was cl ever enough to trap Bone Breaker into a position between themand an outright lie.

"Yes, | guess that was part of it,"” Bill went on, cautiously. "I did wonder how you were naking
out. After all, it's a pretty free and easy life, being an outl awgoi ng out and taki ng whatever
you wanted when you wanted it. It nust be pretty dull after that, just being an innkeeper.”

“Well now, it is, at times," said Bone Breaker easily. "I won't try to deny it."

"OfF course," said Bill thoughtfully. "More Jam nmanaged to settle down to it, all right, in his
time."

"That's true," said Bone Breaker, nodding. "I imagine he had a pretty high old Iife for a while
there, when he was younger."

"I'"d guess so0," said Bill. "And that's what got ne wonderi ng—about Mre Jam now that | stop to
think of it. There must have cone sone sort of tinme when he nade a decision. Sonmewhere along the
way, he must have said to hinself sonething like—Wll, it's been fun and all that, but sooner or
later I'Il be getting along in years; and it'd be nice to quit while | was ahead.' —Po you suppose
he mi ght have thought sonething |ike that?"

"Well, of course | don't know, " said Bone Breaker, "but |'d guess he m ght well have, Pick-and-
Shovel . "

"I mean," said Bill, "he might have thought what it would be like if he just kept on going unti
he started to sl ow down and sone young buck cane al ong and took himsone day in a regular, fair
man-to-man tussle out in the daylight where everybody could see. Then, all of a sudden, the fun
and reputation woul d be gone and he woul dn't have anything to show for it."

"l guess he might," said Bone Breaker

"He m ght even have thought," said Bill, "how smart it would be to settle down and get married to
Sweet Thing's nother and becone an innkeeper ahead of tinme. Only, of course it nust have been a
problem for him because he couldn't quit just like that, w thout an excuse. People would have
figured he'd lost his nerve. Luckily, about that tinme, his stomach nust have started going
delicate on him and that solved the problemfor him He didn't have any choice but to marry Sweet
Thing's nother to nake sure he had her to cook for hi mand of course that neant he had to take up

i nnkeepi ng and give up westling, and all. O course, | don't know it happened that way. It just
seens to ne it mght have."
"Well, that's pretty surprising, Pick-and-Shovel," runbled Bone Breaker, "as a matter of fact,
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that's just what did happen with More Jam "

"You don't say?" said Bill. "Now, that's interesting—y hitting the nail on the head just I|ike
that. But, of course, nmuch of it isn't hard to figure out, because alnost any man with a terrific
reputation as a fighter would have trouble quitting. Wuldn't you say that?”

“Yes," said Bone Breaker, staring off across Bill's head at the distant courier ship, "I guess I'd
have to say that. A man can't just give up being Lowl and chanpion westler w thout sone kind of
good reason.”

"Or," said Bill, "being outlaw chief."
"Well, that too," adm tted Bone Breaker
"Yes," said Bill thoughtfully, "I guess you m ght have had your problens too along that line if

luck hadn't turned out the way it did. You had Sweet Thing on your side, and she knows a thing or
two—

"She," said Bone Breaker, "surely does."

"To say nothing of her old daddy, who's as tricky as they come; and who probably woul dn't have
objected at all getting a real tough cat for a son-in-law to help himw th the innkeeping

busi ness. "

"Well, nowthat it's all over," said Bone Breaker, "I have to admit Mre Jam s pretty nmuch been on
ny side all along."

"But there wasn't nuch they could do directly to help you," said Bill. "So it was sort of handy—ny
com ng along. You couldn't very well quit outlaw ng without being licked in a fair fight. And you
couldn't very well let yourself get licked by any other real man, especially from around these
parts, and still keep your reputation after you retired. But of course, if a Shorty like ne won a
fight with you, and | flew out of here a few days later, that'd still |eave you top dog—tocally,

at least. O course, you didn't have to quit outlaw ng just because a Shorty beat you. It wasn't
as if | was a real nan."

"No, but it was a sign to ne—you winning |like that," said Bone Breaker sadly. "I was getting slow
and weak, Pick-and-Shovel, and it was only a matter of time until sonmebody else took me. | could
tell that."

"Ch, you don't look all that old and weak yet," said Bill.

"Ni ce of you to say so, Pick-and-Shovel," said the Bone Breaker. "Oh, | might stand up to any

other real man around here for a few years yet. But | sure can't stand up to a fire-eating Shorty
like you."

"Well, it's particularly nice to hear you say that," pounced Bill. Bone Breaker's gaze centered on
hi m remai ned cal m and i nnocent. "Because this m xed-up nenory of mne's been giving nme all sorts
of trouble about that fight."

"Menmory?" queried Bone Breaker, with runbling softness.

"That's right." Bill shook his head. "You renmenber you nust have hit me quite a clip in that
storehouse, even if | did get out of it on ny feet, first. | was laid up for a few days afterward.
And t hat knock on the head seenms to have got ny nmenory all mxed up. Wuld you believe it, | find

nmysel f thinking that | touched your leg, lying on the floor, before all those |ogs cane tunbling
down, and covered you up."

"My!" Bone Breaker shook his head slowy. "I really did clip you one, then, didn't |, Pick-and-
Shovel ? Now, what would | be doing |ying down on the floor, waiting for sone logs to roll down on
me?"

"Well, | guess you'll laugh," said Bill. "But it just seens to stick in ny head that you were not
only lying there, but that you pulled those |ogs down on yourself, and it was that that made fol ks
think I'd won. But anyone knows you wouldn't do that. After all, you were fighting for your old

free way of life. The last thing you wanted was to get married and settle down to innkeeping. So |
tell nyself | shouldn't think that way. Should I?"

Bill shot the last two words hard at the big Dilbian. Bone Breaker breathed quietly for a second,
his eyes hal f-closed, his expression thoughtful
"Well, 1'lI'l tell you, Pick-and-Shovel," he said at last. "As long as it's just you, and you being

a Shorty, | don't guess | mind your thinking that, if you want to. After all, your thinking it
happened |i ke that doesn't do ne any harmas long as you're getting in that flying box there and
goi ng away. So, you go ahead and think that, if you like and | won't mind."

Bill let out a deep breath in defeat. Bone Breaker had nanaged to weasel out of it.

"But 1'Il tell you sonething," went on Bone Breaker, unexpectedly. "I'll tell you how! like to
think of our fight."

"How s that?" asked Bill, suspiciously.

"Way, | like to think of how |l was tiptoeing along in the darkness there—and suddenly you cane at

me like a wild tree-cat," said Bone Breaker. "Before | was hal f-ready, you were on me. Next thing
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I knew you' d knocked my sword spinning out of nmy fist and split ny shield. Then you picked up a
log and hit nme. And then you hit me with another |og and the whole pile cane tunbling down as you
threw ne through the wall of the storehouse, junped outside and threw ne back in through anot her

part of the wall, just as the rest of the |ogs cane tunbling down and covered ne."
He stopped speaking. Bill stared at himfor a | ong nonent before he could find his voice.
"Threw you through the wall, tw ce?" echoed Bill, his voice cracking. "How could |I? There weren't

any holes nmade in the storehouse walls!"
"There weren't!" said Bone Breaker, on a note of surprise, rearing back. "Wy, now, that's true,

Pi ck- and- Shovel! | rnmust be wong about that part. 1'Il have to renmenber to | eave that part out
when | tell about our fight. | certainly amobliged to you, Pick-and-Shovel, for pointing that out
to ne. | guess ny nmenory nust have gotten a little m xed-up—ust |ike yours did."

"Er—yes," said Bill.

Suddenly, a great light burst upon Bill. Anything a Dilbian said had to be interpreted—and he had
been | ooking for Bone Breaker to admit the truth about the duel in a different way. This, then

was the adm ssion—+n the shape of a story about Bill's prowess too wonderful to believe. So he had

pi cked up this nine-hundred-pound hul k before himand throwmn it through a wall of |ogs, not once,
but tw ce, had he?

"But, after all," Bone Breaker was going on, easily, "there's no reason for us to go picking on

each other's menories. Wy don't | just renenber the fight the way | remenber it, and you renenber
it your way, and we'll let it go at that?"
Bill grinned. He could not help it. It was a violation of the rules of Dilbian verbal fencing,

which called for a straight face at all tines, but he hoped that his human face woul d be alien
enough to Bone Breaker so that the Dilbian would not interpret the expression

Whet her this was the case or not, Bone Breaker did not seemto notice the grin.

"Al right," said Bill. Bone Breaker nodded in satisfaction

"Well, | guess I'll be rolling home for dinner, then," he said. "You know, Pick-and-Shovel, you're
not bad for a Shorty. Sonething real manly about you. Pleased to have nmet you. So |ong!"

He turned and |l eft—as abruptly as had the H Il Bluffer. Watching himgo, Bill saw himstop to
speak to another mal e Dil bian who had been exam ning the courier ship, but who now hurried to

i ntercept the ex-outlaw chief.

There was sonet hi ng undeni ably respectful about the way the other Dilbian approached the big,

bl ack-furred figure. Watever other changes had occurred in Bone Breaker's life as a result of his

losing the fight to Bill and taking up innkeeping, it was plain to see that he had not | ost
anything of his local stature and authority in the process.
But just at that nonent, out of the corner of his eye, Bill caught sight of the tall, I|ean nan who

had been talking to Anita by the open hatch of the ship, picking up what was evidently a suitcase
and turning as if to head off through the woods.

"Hey!" shouted Bill, starting to run toward him "No, you don't! Hold up, there! |'ve got sone
talking to do to you!"

Chapter 26
The man stopped and turned as Bill ran up to the ship. Anita, who had been just about to go in
through the hatch, also stopped, turned and waited—thereby presenting Bill with a small problem
He had wanted a clear ring for his encounter with the tall man.
"I'f . . . youdon't mnd," said Bill, stanmering a little with breathl essness fromhis run, "this

is a private
"Ch, all right!" she exploded furiously. "Go on, nmake a perfect fool of yourself! See if | care!"

She turned and stanped up the steps, through the hatch and into the ship. Bill |ooked after her
unhappily. There was the sound of a chuckle behind him

"l wouldn't worry about it," said the voice of the tall man. "She'll conme around shortly."

Bill turned sharply. Facing himwas the sane | ean, |ong-nosed figure he had first nmet as the
reassi gnnent officer who had changed his course from Deneb-Seventeen to Dilbia. The man was
smling with an altogether unjustified cheerfulness. Bill did not smle back. "Wat makes you so
sure?" Bill snapped.

"For one thing," answered the tall man, "the fact | know her better than you do. For another, |
know sone other facts you don't know. For one thing, it's a pretty fair guess she's in love with
you. "

"She—what ?" said Bill, jerking hinself up in md-sentence. He goggled at the tall man.

"She can't help it," said the tall man, the smle spreading across his face under the |ong nose.
"You see, at heart she's a Dilbian. And so are you."

"Dil bian?" Bill was conpletely adrift on a sea of bafflenent.
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"Ch, your body and mind are human enough," said the tall man. "But you're strongly

Di | bi an—especially you, Bill—+n your personality characteristics. Both of you were carefully
chosen for that. You' ve got roughly the personality of a Dilbian hero-type, as closely as a human
can have it. And Anita has a conplenentary Dil bi an heroi ne-personality. You can hardly hel p being
attracted to each ot her—

"Ch?" interrupted Bill, grimy cutting the other short and hauling the conversati on back to the
main topic he had in mnd. "Let's forget that for the nonent, shall we? You're Lafe G eentree,
aren't you?”

“I"'mafraid so," said the tall nman, still smling
"You never were a reassignnent officer? And you never really did break your |leg, did you?"
"No, I'mafraid those were both bits of necessary misinformation we had to give you." Greentree

| aughed. "And it was worth it—-what you've done here is breathtaking. You see, you were being used
wi t hout your knowing it—=

"I figured that out, thanks," said Bill harshly. "In fact | figured out a little nore than you
figured I would. | know what the real story was here, and | can guess fromthat what kind of a
schene you sold your superiors on, to get ne assigned here. Mila-ay told ne | was thrown in here,
all untrained and unbriefed, deliberately to ness up the situation and give you a chance to cl ose
down a stal emated project without |osing face. That's the idea you sold your superiors on. But
what you had in mind was a little bit nore than that, wasn't it?"

The smile faded into a puzzled | ook on Greentree's |ong face.

"More than that— he began

"That's right!" snapped Bill. "You didn't just want nme to nmess things up here; you wanted ne
killed!”

“I wanted you killed?" repeated Greentree, in a tone of astonishnment. "But Mila-ay wouldn't try
anything like that, unless—

"I"'mnot tal king about Mil a-ay and you know it," snarled Bill. "I'mtal king about Bone Breaker and
t he duel!'"
"But we never thought you'd actually fight the duel!"” protested Geentree. "All you had to do was

hole up in the Residency. Bone Breaker and his outlaws woul dn't have cone into the village after
you. You'd have been quite safe—*

"Sure," said Bill, "that's what you told your superiors, wasn't it? Only you knew better. You knew
that 1'd have been gotten to that duel if Sweet Thing had to kidnap me herself and carry ne to
it

"Sweet Thing?" said Greentree. "What's Sweet Thing got to do with it?"

"Don't try to pretend you didn't know. Anita didn't know—+ thought at first she did, but it was
plain she didn't understand the nale Dilbians at all. She thought More Jamwas just a figure of
fun, instead of being the leading nale in the Village. And Mil a-ay didn't know. But you nust have
figured it out sone tinme before and realized that you' d been doing things exactly the wong way
around with the Dilbians. Oficially, the Alien Cultures Service couldn't fault you for not
finding out sooner how the Dil bi ans worked—but unofficially, the way you' d been nade a fool of
woul d have been a joke fromone end of the Service rankings to the other. And that joke could just
about kill any hopes of pronotion for you, later. So you set nme up to be killed—so the project
woul dn't nerely be closed "tenporarily' but hushed up, and its records buried in the files; and
that way no one would find out how you' d been fooled!"

"Wait a minute— said Greentree bewilderedly. "As | said, you' ve been used here wi thout your

perm ssion or knowl edge. | admt that. But the rest of all this—+ give you ny word ['"'mno nore a
villain than Anita is, except that I knew why you were sent here and she didn't. Now, what's al
this about Sweet Thing carrying you to that duel w th Bone Breaker?"

"As if you didn't know" snapped Bill, getting hold of hinself just in tine as his voice
threatened to scale upward to a shout that woul d be heard inside the courier ship. "Do you think
you can talk me out of what | know? You set me up too beautifully for it to be an accident; and if
you set ne up, you had to have the Dilbians figured out; and if you'd figured themout, you
couldn't help knowi ng just what Bone Breaker was after!"

"l don't—

"Ch, cut it out!" said Bill. "You know it as well as | do. Bone Breaker wanted to quit outlaw ng
and settle down before he began to | ose his speed and strength. He wanted to quit and becone a
villager while he was still on top, but he couldn't just abdicate as outl aw | eader wi thout a good

reason—dnl ess he wanted to | ose face, trenendously—and face is what the Dilbian comunity runs on
So he settled on nmarrying Sweet Thing; and More Jam by way of dowy, cooked up a schene to get
hi m out of being outlaw chief w thout |oss of face."

"What schenme?" Interest had begun to dawn on Geentree's face beneath the frown of puzzlenent.
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"You know " growed Bill. "All Dilbia knew that a Dl bian—the Streansi de Terror—had once fought a
human and | ost, so, Mdre Jam planned to get Bone Breaker in a duel with a human, so Bone Breaker
could pretend to lose, too. Since it would be a human he'd be losing to, he'd still be top dog

anong his fellow Dil bians; but he could use the | oss as an excuse to give up outlawi ng, and go to
live in Muddy Nose. It was you More Jam pl anned on Bone Breaker fighting, but you saw the due
com ng, so you ducked out and got ne stuck with it instead. That was supposed to kill two birds
with one stone—get the project closed up, and al so get you off Dilbia before the duel took place
Because if you went through with the duel and survived, you'd have to explain to your superiors
how you did it—and the whol e busi ness of your understanding the Dil bians and keeping the fact a
secret would cone out!"

Bill stopped. Greentree was staring at himstrangely.

"Admit it!" demanded Bill. "I've got you cold and you know it!" But, though his words were angry
as ever, a slight uneasiness was beginning to stir in Bill. It was incredible that Geentree could
go on pretending to be innocent this way, in the face of what Bill had told him Unless he really
was i nnocent—but with what Bill knew, that was inpossible.

"Maybe you'll tell nme," said Greentree in an odd voice, "just what it was—this understandi ng of
the Dl bians you say | have?"

"You know " snarled Bill.

"Tell me anyway," urged Geentree. "All right, if you want it spelled out, so you can be sure |'ve
seen through the whole thing!" said Bill furiously. "What you found out was what | finally figured
out—ust in time to tip off Bone Breaker that | understood, by pushing the duel through after all
If he hadn't understood that | understood, he m ght have had to nmake a real fight out of it. Just
to make sure | didn't tell the other Dilbians afterward that he'd deliberately Iost to nme. And
that a real duel would have left me very dead indeed!"

"But," said Geentree, "you still haven't told nme what this know edge about the Dl bians was."
"Way, it's their different way of doing everything, of course!" burst out Bill, exasperated. "A
Di | bi an never lies, except in desperate circunstances—

"We know t hat— began Greentree. "It's a capital offence under the tribal laws in the nountai ns—=
"—But he never tells the exact, whole truth, either, if he can possibly twist it or distort it to
give a different inpression!" said Bill. "He adnmits nothing, and acknow edges nothi ng. He

exaggerates in order to mininmize, and nininzes in order to exaggerate. He blusters and brags when
he wants to be nodest, and he practically quivers with nodesty and nmeekness when he's issuing his
strongest warning to another Dilbian to back off or prepare for trouble. In short—the Dilbians do
everyt hing backward, inside out, and wrong-way-to, on principle!"

Geentree's face lit up

"So that's how—= he broke off, sobering. "No, that can't be the answer. W concluded a long tine
back that the Dl bians had sone kind of overall political system or understanding, that they

woul dn't admit to—they worked too well together as individuals and comunities for themnot to
have sonething like that. But what you're tal king about can't be the answer. No political system
could exist—=

"What're you tal king about?" said Bill harshly. "They've got a perfect political system What
they've got here on Dilbia is a one hundred percent, sinon-pure, classic denbcracy. Nobody tells
anybody el se what to do anong the Dil bians. Under cover of a set of apparently iron-clad visible
rules like that one about not Iying, there's a set of invisible, changeable rules that really
govern their actions. Al so, no matter what the circunstances, every Dilbian has an equal right to
persuade any other Dilbian to agree with him If he gets a majority to agree, the new invisible,
unacknow edged rule that results is applied to all Dilbians. That's what nakes Mre Jam and Bone
Breaker top dogs in their conmunity—they're chanpi on persuaders—n short, makers of invisible

| awns. "

G eentree stared.
"That's hard to believe,"’
headed a strong-arm band—

"Which only took fromthe villagers what the villagers could spare!" snapped Bill. "And if they
took nmore, the villager conplained to Bone Breaker who made the outlaws who took it give it back."
"But obvi ousl y—=

"Cbviously!" Bill snorted. "The whole point of the way the Dilbians do things is that whatever is
obvious is a snoke screen for the real thing—= he broke off suddenly. "Wat're you doi ng here?
Trying to make nme sound as if I'"'mtelling you all this? You know as well as | do the Dil bians were
running a test case on you and Mil a-ay, to see which of you would win out in the end—nstead of
you and he conpeting to sway the primtive natives to your side, as you thought at first—and that
was the joke you wanted so badly to bury. Even if you had to get ne killed to do it.”

he said, at last, slowy. "After all, as chief outlaw, Bone Breaker

file:/l/F|/rah/Gordon%20Dickson/Dickson,%20G...20R%20-%20The%20Right%20T0%20Arm%20Bears.txt (129 of 150) [7/1/03 1:05:02 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Gordon%20Di ckson/Dickson,%20Gordon%20R%20-%20The%20Ri ght%20T 0%20A rm%20Bears.txt

“A test case?" Geentree had stared at Bill before during this conversation, but not the way he
stared now. "A test case?"
"You know that," said Bill, but with suddenly |essening conviction. Either, he began to think

Geentree was telling the truth—er he was the best actor ever born

"Tell ne," said Geentree in a hushed voi ce.

"Why . . . the whole idea of the agricultural project in updating Dilbian farnm ng nmethods was a
debat abl e question. The Dil bi ans wondered if the advantages you clained for it were all true, or
if there weren't hidden di sadvantages. So they took sides—the way they always do. The villagers
took your side, and those who took the other joined the outlaws and cosied up to Mil a-ay. Then
they all sat back to see which one—human or Hemmoi d—aoul d break the stal emate w de open in his own

favor. Look," said Bill, alnost pleading now. "You know this. You know all this!"

G eentree slowy shook his head.

"I swear to you," he said, slowmy, "I give you ny word—+ didn't knowit. No one in the Alien
Cultures Service knew it!"

It was Bill's turn to stare now. "But— he said after a long nmonent, "if you didn't know, how

could I find out—

He checked, baffled. Looking again at Greentree, he saw the beginnings of a snmile starting to dawn
agai n beneath the | ong nose.

“I'11 tell you—f you'll listen now " said Geentree.

"Go ahead," said Bill, cautiously.

"You found out— began G eentree, and the snile was breaking out now |ike gl eeful sunshine across
the tall man's face, "because you're the npost uni que subject of the nost inportant experinment in
the duplication of alien psychologies that's ever been tried!"

Bill scow ed suspiciously.

"I't's the truth!" said Geentree energetically. "I was going to tell you all about it—but you
started talking and now it turns out that you're even nore of a success than we dreaned you'd be
You see, you were sent here to Dilbia to break up a stal emate between the project and Hemoi d
opposition. And you've done that—but you' ve also given us a whol e new understandi ng of Dil bian
nature, and proved that we've got a tool in dealing with other alien races that the Hemmoi ds can't
mat ch! "

Bill scowl ed harder. It was all he could think of to do, in view of the tall man's words.

"You weren't just pitched into the Dilbian situation without consideration," Geentree said. "But
sonmebody el se once was. It was John Tardy, the one the Dilbians called the Half-Pint-Posted. It
was sheer accident, and our |ack of understanding of the Dl bians, that caused himto be caught in
an inpossible situation—+aced with a fight against the Streanside Terror, and the Terror really
wanted to win his fight."

"I don't get it, then," said Bill feebly.

"Well you see," said Geentree, "John Tardy managed—al nbst m racul ousl y—to conme out on top. He
managed to win his battle with the Terror and solve the situation. It was sonething that by al

the rules sinply could not have happened. And figuring out how it could have happened becane a
Nunmber One priority project that took several years. Finally, they cane up with an answer—a sort
of an answer."

"What ?"

"The one thing that came out of all the investigation," said the tall man, with deep seriousness,
"was the fact that John Tardy by accident happened to fit the Dilbian personality very closely
with his own. The point was raised that he had perhaps been able to solve his situation on Dl bia
because he was able to think nore like Dilbians than the rest of us. In short, that perhaps he had
been just exactly the right man in the right place at the right noment. And a new concept was
born; a concept called the Unconscious Agent."

"Unconsci ous— even the words sounded silly in Bill"'s nouth.

"That's right," said Geentree. "Unconscious Agent. A nan who's had absolutely no briefing—and
therefore has no visible ties to his superiors, but who so exactly fits the situation he neets and
the personalities in that situation, that he's ideally fitted to inmprovise a solution to it. The
di fference between an Unconscious, and an ordinary, Agent is sonething |ike that between the ol d-
fashi oned sea-diver with his helnmet and air hose tethering himto a punp on the surface, and a
free-sw nming scuba diver of the md-twentieth century.”

Bil | shook his head again.

"The Unconscious Agent isn't only free to inprovise," went on Geentree. "He's forced to

i mprovise. And, being ideally suited to the situation and the characters init, he can't fail —we
hope—to cone up with the ideal solution."

The last two words of this penetrated deeply into Bill
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"You hope— he echoed bitterly. "So | was an Unconsci ous Agent, was |?"

"That's right," said Geentree. "The first one—ef what will probably be many, now. O course, we

i nsured our bet on you by supplying you with a hypnoed storehouse of general Dilbian information
and anot her conpl enentary Di |l bi an-1i ke human who was Anita. But the solution was all your own. And

now | 'm finding out you' ve also come up with an insight into the Dilbian character and culture

we' ve never had before. But best of all is that you' ve proved the workability of sonething we have
that the Hemmoid can't match."”
Bill frowned.

"Why?" he asked. "You nmean—they can't find and send in personality-matched Unconsci ous Agents of
their own? Why?"

"Because of a lack in their own enotional structure!" Geentree's snmle hardened a little. "Don't
you know? The Hemmoi d character has a cruel streak (as we would call it) that prohibits their
havi ng anything but the nost rudi nentary capacity for enpathy. Enpathy—the ability to put yourself
i n sonebody el se's shoes, enotionally. That's what we humans have, that they haven't. And that's
why your likeness to the Dilbians paid off the way it did. Your being |like themwouldn't have

hel ped, if you hadn't instinctively tried to think the way they did, in order to figure out what
they were doing!"

O course, thought Bill, suddenly. Al at once he renmenbered his first clue to the fact that
perhaps there was nore to Dil bian nature than even a trained Hemmoi d agent |ike Mil a-ay seened to
know. He remenbered how Mil a-ay had taken it for granted that Bill did not enpathize with someone

Ii ke Bone Breaker, and had even used that as an exanple in explaining his ow, Hemoid nature. But
Greentree was still talking

"—+f you only knew," he was saying to Bill, "how many nillions of individuals on Earth and even on
the newy settled worlds were screened to find you, as the closest Dilbian-Iike human. And how
much of our future dealings with alien races has been riding on your success or failure here. D d
you know you can just about wite your own ticket as far as future work or study goes, after this?
Did you know at the monent you're currently the nost valuable man off-Earth in the whole Alien
Cultures area . "

He went on talking, and slowy Bill's spirits began to rise, in spite of hinself, |like a cork

rel eased in deep water and headed for the surface. Wthin hinsel f-though he was far fromadm tting
it to Greentree, yet—he had to face the fact that he was not the revengeful type, and if there had
been a shadow of an excuse for what he had believed Greentree had done, he woul d probably never
have pushed matters to the point of filing charges against the tall man, anyway. Particularly
since, after all, Bill had cone out of the situation on Dilbia wthout harm and even with sone
benefits in the way of new knowl edge and experi ence.

Certainly, therefore, nowthat it was turning out that there were strong extenuating

ci rcunst ances, there was no reason why he shouldn't sit back and ride with the situation. Was that
his Dilbian-like nature counseling himhow to act? As he stopped to question hinself, suddenly a
new aspect of the situation burst upon himlike sunlight through an unexpected break in a heavy
cover of clouds. If he was Dilbian-like and Anita was Dil bian female-li ke, he saw at once why she
had been so intractable and upset these |ast few days. O course! Here, when he was in charge of
the situation, he had been going around pretendi ng he had done not hing, and was nothi ng—at j ust
the tine when Anita had expected himto show his authority and strength.

Sweet Thing, now that he stopped to think of it, had provided himw th considerable insight into
the way Anita's mind might be working. He woke fromhis thoughts to find that G eentree was
shaki ng his hand and sayi ng good- bye.

" . . . You'll understand in the long run, Bill, | know," the tall man was saying. "l've got to go
now. Sonebody's got to hold down the situation at the project here, for the noment. But |'ll be
following you and Anita to Earth shortly. We'll talk some nore then. So |ong . "

"Good-bye," said Bill. He watched the tall man nove of f towards the woods where Barre

Bel  y-—¥asn't Drunk, that is, Bill corrected hinmsel f—was still standing disconsol ately. Poor old
Mul a-ay, thought Bill; he was the real |loser—and the only real villain there had been in the whole
situation. But then Bill shivered , suddenly, renenbering the episode with G andpa Squeaky; and,

| ater on, the cliff-edge above Qutlaw Vall ey, where only a light shove fromthe Hemmoid had been
needed to send Bill plunging to his death. Ml a-ay had been a real enough villain and eneny, at
that. Bill shifted his gaze to another part of the nmeadow. The sun was noving into |ater afternoon
position between the trees, and Bone Breaker, having finished his talk with the smaller Dl bian
mal e, was finally headed off toward Muddy Nose and his dinner table. Bill stared after the big

Dl bian, his attention suddenly caught.

"Bill!" It was Anita's voice calling exasperatedly fromthe open hatch of the courier ship behind
him "Cone on! W're ready to go!"
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"Just a minute!" he shouted back

He squinted inpatiently against the sunlight, striving to catch the tall figure of Bone Breaker in
sil houette again. Yes, there it was. There was no doubt about it.

Marri age was apparently being good to the Bone Breaker. It was visible only when you caught him

bl ackly outlined against the sun this way, but it was undeniably a fact, all the same. Bone

Br eaker had begun to put on weight.

The Law Twi ster Shorty

"He's a pretty tough character, that Iron Bender— said the H Il Bluffer, conversationally.
Mal col m O Keefe clung to the straps of the saddle he rode on the H Il Bluffer's back, as the
nearly ten-foot-tall Dilbian strode surefootedly along the narrow nmountain trail, |ooking somewhat

like a slimKodiak bear on its hind |l egs. "But a Shorty like you, Law Twi ster, ought to be able to
handle him all right."

"Law Twi ster . . ." echoed Mal, dizzily. The Ri ght Honorable Joshua Guy, Ambassador

Pl eni potentiary to Dil bia, had said sonething about the Dilbians wasting no tinme in pinning a nanme
of their own invention on every Shorty (as humans were called by thenm) they net. But Mal had not
expected to be naned so soon. And what was that other name the Dil bian postnman carrying hi mhad
just nentioned? "Wio won't | have any trouble with, did you say?" Mal added.

"Iron Bender," said the H Il Bluffer, with a touch of inpatience. "Can Water Gap's harnessnaker.
Didn't Little Bite back there at Hunrog Town tell you anything about Iron Bender?"

"I . . . | think so," said Mal. Little Bite, as Anbassador Guy was known to the Dilbians, had in
fact told Mal a great many things. But thinking back on their conversation now, it did not seemto

Mal that the Anbassador had been very helpful in spite of all his words. "lron Bender's
the—er—protector of this Gentle . . . Gentle . . ."
"Gentle Maiden. Hor!" The Bluffer broke into an unexpected snort of |aughter. "Well, anyway,

that's who Iron Bender's protector of."

"And she's the one holding the three Shorties captive—=

"Captive? What're you tal king about, Law Twi ster?" demanded the Bluffer. "She's adopted them
Little Bite nust have told you that."

"Well, he . . ." Mal let the words trail off. His head was still buzzing fromthe hypnotraining he
had been given on his way to Dilbia, to teach himthe | anguage and the human-known facts about the
outsi ze natives of this Earth-like world; and the briefing he had gotten from Arbassador Guy had
only confused him further

" Three tourists, evidently," Guy had said, puffing on a heavy-bow ed pipe. He was a brisk
little man in his sixties, with sharp blue eyes. "Thought they could slip down fromthe cruise by
spacel iner they were taking and duck into a Dilbian village for a firsthand | ook at the | ocals.
Probably had no i dea what they were getting into."

"What —uh, " asked Mal, "were they getting into, if | can ask?"
"Restricted territory! Treaty territory!" snapped CQuy, knocking the dottle out of his pipe and
beginning to refill it. Mal coughed discreetly as the fumes reached his nose. "In this sector of

space we're in open conpetition with a race of aliens called Henmmoids, for every avail abl e,
habitable world. Dilbia's a plum But it's got this intelligent—f primtive—native race on it.
Result, we've got a treaty with the Hermoids restricting all but energency contact with the

Di | bi ans—by them or us—until the Dl bians themnsel ves becone civilized enough to choose either us
or the Hermoids for interstellar partners. Highly illegal, those three tourists just dropping in
like that."

"How about mnme?" asked Mal.

"You? You're being sent in under special energency orders to get them out before the Hemoids find
out they've been there," said Guy. "As long as they're gone when the Hemmoi ds hear about this, we
can duck any treaty violation charge. But you've got to get theminto their shuttle boat and back
into space by midnight tonight—=

The dapper little ambassador pointed outside the wi ndow of the log building that served as the
human enbassy on Dil bia at the dawn sunlight on the cobbl estoned Hunrog Street.

"Luckily, we've got the local postrman in town at the nonent,"” Guy went on. "W can nail you to
Clan Water Gap with him—=

"But," Mal broke in on the flow of words, "you still haven't explai ned—why nme? I'mjust a high
school senior on a work-study visit to the Pleiades. Or at |east, that's where | was headed when
they told me ny travel orders had been picked up, and | was drafted to come here instead, on
energency duty. There nust be |lots of people older than I am who're experienced—

"Not the point in this situation,” said GQuy, puffing clouds of snoke fromhis pipe toward the |og
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rafters overhead. "Dilbia's a special case. Age and experience don't help here as nuch as a
certain sort of —well—personality. The Dil bi an psychol ogi cal profile and culture is tricky. It
needs to be matched by a human with just the proper profile and character, hinself. Wthout those
nat ural advantages the best of age, education, and experience doesn't help in dealing with the

Di | bi ans. "

"But," said Mal, desperately, "there nust be sone advice you can give ne—sone instructions. Tel
me what | ought to do, for exanple—=

"No, no. Just the opposite,"” said Guy. "W want you to follow your instincts. Do what seens best
as the situation arises. You'll make out all right. W' ve already had a coupl e of exanpl es of
peopl e who did, when they had the same kind of personality pattern you have. The book

ant hropol ogi sts and psychol ogi sts are conpletely baffled by these Dilbians as | say, but you just
keep your head and foll ow your instincts . "

He had continued to talk, to Mal's mind, naking |less and | ess sense as he went, until the arrival
of the H Il Bluffer had cut the conversation short. Now, here Mal was—with no source of
information left, but the Bluffer, hinself.

"This, er, lron Bender," he said to the D | bian postman. "You were saying | ought to be able to
handle himall right?"

"Well, if you're any kind of a Shorty at all," said the Bluffer, cheerfully. "There's still lots
of people in these nountains, and even down in the | ow ands, who don't figure a Shorty can take on
a real man and win. But not me. After all, 1've been tied up with you Shorties alnost fromthe

start. It was nme delivered the Half-Pint Posted to the Streanside Terror. Hor! Everybody thought
the Terror'd tear the Half-Pint apart. And you can guess who won, being a Shorty yourself."

"The Hal f-Pint Posted won?"

"Hardly worked up a sweat doing it, either," said the H Il Bluffer. "Just |ike the Pick-and-Shove
Shorty, a couple of years later. Pick-and-Shovel, he took on Bone Breaker, the | ow and outl aw
chi ef —of course, Bone Breaker being a | owl ander, they two tangled with swords and shi el ds and that
sort of nodern junk."

Mal clung to the straps supporting the saddle on which he rode below the Hi Il Bluffer's massive,
swayi ng shoul ders. "Hey!" said the H Il Bluffer, after a | ong nonent of silence. "You go to sleep
up there, or something?"

"Asl eep?" Mal laughed, a little hollowy. "No. Just thinking. Just wondering where a couple of
fighters like this Half-Pint and Pick-and-Shovel could have conme from back on our Shorty worlds."
"Never knew them did you?" asked the Bluffer. "I've noticed that. Mst of you Shorties don't seem
to know rmuch about each other."

"What did they look |ike?" Mal asked.

"Well . . . you know," said the Bluffer. "Like Shorties. Al you Shorties |ook alike, anyway.
Littl e squeaky-voiced characters. Like you—enly, maybe not so skinny."

"Ski nny?" Mal had spent the |ast year of high school valiantly lifting weights and had finally
built up his five-foot-eleven frame froma hundred and forty-eight to a hundred and seventy
pounds. Not that this made hi many mass of nuscle—particularly conpared to nearly a half-ton of

Dl bian. Only, he had been rather proud of the fact that he had | eft skinniness behind him Now,
what he was hearing was incredi ble! Wat kind of supernmen had the conputer found on these two
previ ous occasi ons—hunmans who could outwestle a Dilbian or best one of the huge native aliens
with sword and shiel d?

On second thought, it just wasn't possible there could be two such nmen, even if they had been
supernen, by human standards. There had to have been sone kind of a gimrmick in each case that had
| et the humans win. Maybe, a conceal ed weapon of sone kind—a tiny tranquilizer gun, or sone such

But Anbassador Guy had been adanmant about refusing to send Mal out with any such equi prment.

"Absol utely against the Treaty. Absolutely!" the little anbassador had sai d.

Mal snorted to hinself. If anyone, Dilbian or human, was under the inpression that he was going to
get into any kind of physical fight with any D | bi an—even the ol dest, weakest, npbst mdget Dl bian
on the planet—they had better think again. How he had cone to be selected for this job, anyway .

"Well, here we are—Clan Water Gap Territory!" announced the Hill Bluffer, cheerfully, slowi ng his
pace.

Mal straightened up in the saddl e and | ooked around him They had finally left the narrow nountain
trail that had kept his heart in his nmouth nost of the trip. Now they had energed into a green
bow -shaped valley, with a cluster of log huts at its |owest point and the silver thread of a
narrow river spilling intoit fromthe valley's far end, to wind down into a | ake by the huts.

But he had little time to exanmine the further scene in detail. Just before them and obviously
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waiting in alittle grassy hollow by an egg-shaped granite boul der, were four large Dilbians and
one small one.

Correcti on—Mal squinted against the afternoon sun. Waiting by the stone were two | arge and one
small male Dilbians, all with the graying fur of age, and one unusually tall and bl ack-furred

Dilbian fermale. The Hi Il Bluffer snorted appreciatively at the fenale as he carried Mal up to
confront the four.
"Grown even a bit nore yet, since | |last saw you, Gentle Miiden," said the native postnan,

agreeably. "Done a pretty good job of it, too. Here, nmeet the Law Twi ster Shorty."

"l don't want to neet him" snapped Centle Miiden. "And you can turn around and take himright
back where you got him He's not welcone in Clan Water Gap Territory; and |'ve got the dan
Grandfather here to tell himso!" Mal's hopes suddenly took an upturn

"Ch?" he said. "Not welcone? That's too bad. | guess there's nothing left but to go back

Bl uf fer—=

"Hold on, Law Twister,"” growmed the Bluffer. "Don't let Gentle here fool you." He glared at the
three male Dil bians. "What Grandfather? | see three grandpas—& andpa Tricky, G andpa Forty W nks
and— he fastened his gaze on the smallest of the elderly nmales, "old One Punch, here. But none of
them are Grandfathers, last | heard."

"What of it?" demanded Gentle Maiden. "Next Clan neeting, the dan's going to choose a
Grandfather. One of these grandpas is going to be the one chosen. So with all three of them here,
I've got the next official G andfather of Can Water Gap here, too—even if he doesn't know it

hi nsel f, yet!"

"Hor!" The Bl uffer exploded into snorts of laughter. "Pretty sneaky, Gentle, but it won't work! A
Grandfather's no good until he's naned a Grandfather. Wiy, if you could do things that way, we'd
have little kids being put up to give Gandfather rulings. And if it came to that, where'd the
point be in having a man live | ong enough to get wi se and trusted enough to be naned a

G andf at her?" He shook hi s head.

"No, no," he said. "You ve got no real G andfather here, and so there's nobody can tell an honest
Shorty like the Law Twi ster to turn about and light out fromdan Territory."

"Told y'so, Gentle," said the shortest grandpa in a rusty voice. "Said it wouldn't work."

"You!" cried Gentle Miiden, wheeling on him "A fine grandpa you are, One Punch—et al one the fact
you're my own real, personal grandpa! You don't have to be a Gandfather! You could just tell this

Shorty and this |ong-Iegged postman on your own—-tell themto get out while they were still in one
pi ece! You woul d have, once!"

"Well, once, maybe," said the short Dilbian, rustily and sadly. Now that Mal had a closer |ook at
him he saw that this particular oldster—+the one the Hill Bluffer had called One Punch—bore nore

than a few signs of having led an active life. A nunber of old scars seamed his fur; one ear was
only half there and the other badly tattered. Also, his left leg was crooked as if it had been
broken and badly set at one tine.

"I don't see why you can't still do it—for your granddaughter's sake!" said Gentle Muiden sharply.
Mal wi nced. Gentle Maiden night be good | ooking by Dilbian standards—the Hi Il Bluffer's conments a
nmonent ago seened to indicate that—but whatever el se she was, she was plainly not very gentle, at

| east, in any ordinary sense of the word.

"Why, G anddaughter," creaked One Punch nildly, "like I've told you and everyone el se, now t hat
I"molder |'ve seen the foolishness of all those little touches of tenper | used to have when |
was young. They never really proved anythi ng—except how nuch wi ser those big nmen were who used to
kind of avoid tangling with nme. That's what comes with age, G anddaughter. Wsdom You never hear
nowdays of One Man getting into hassles, now that he's put a few years on himer of Mre Jam down
there in the | owl ands, talking about defending his westling chanpionship anynore."

"Hold on! Wait a minute, One Punch," runbled the H Il Bluffer. "You know and | know that even if
One Man and More Jam do go around saying they're old and feeble nowdays, no one in his right mnd
is going to take either one of themat their word and risk finding out if it is true."

"Think so if you like, Postnman," said One Punch, shaking his head mournfully. "Believe that if you
want to. But when you're ny age, you'll knowit's just wisdom plain, pure wisdom nmakes nen |ike
them and ne so peaceful. Besides, Gentle," he went on, turning again to his granddaughter, "you've
got a fine young chanpion in Iron Bender—

"Iron Bender!" exploded Gentle Miiden. "That |unp! That obstinate, |eatherheaded strap-cutter
That —=

"Cone to think of it, Gentle," interrupted the H Il Bluffer, "how come Iron Bender isn't here? I'd
have t hought you'd have brought him along instead of these initation G andfathers—

"There, now," sighed One Punch, staring off at the nobuntains beyond the other side of the valley.
"That bit about imtations—That's the sort of remark I mght've taken a bit of offense at, back
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in the days before | devel oped wi sdom But does it trouble nme nowdays?"

"No offense neant, One Punch," said the Bluffer. "You know | didn't nmean that."

"None taken. You see, G anddaughter?" said One Punch. "The postnman here never neant a bit of
offense; and in the old days | wouldn't have seen it until it was too late."

"Ch, you nmake ne sick!" blazed Gentle Maiden. "You all nmake nme sick. Iron Bender makes ne sick
sayi ng he won't have anything against this Law Twi ster Shorty until the Law Twi ster tries tw sting
the Can |aw that says those three poor little orphans belong to nme now" She glared at the
Bluffer and Mal. "lron Bender said the Shorty can cone find him any tine he really wanted to,
down at the harness shop!"

"He'll be right down," pronised the Bluffer

"Hey— began Mal. But nobody was paying any attention to him

"Now, G anddaughter," One Punch was saying, reprovingly. "The Bender didn't exactly ask you to
nane hi myour protector, you know. "

"What difference does that make?" snapped Gentle Miiden. "I had to pick the toughest man in the
Clan to protect me—that's just common sense; even if he is stubborn as an |-don't-know what and
thi ck-headed as a log wall! | know nmy rights. He's got to defend ne; and t here— she wheel ed and

pointed to the large boulder lying on the grass, "—there's the stone of Mghty G appler, and
here's all three of you, one of who's got to be a Grandfather by next C an neeting—and you nean to
tell me none of you'll even say a word to help ne turn this postnman and this Shorty around and get
them out of here?"

The three elderly Dilbian males | ooked back at her w thout speaking.

"All right!" roared Centle Miden, stanping about to turn her back on all of them "You'll be
sorry! Al of you!"

Wth that, she marched off down the slope of the valley toward the village of |og houses.

"Well," said the individual whomthe H Il Bluffer had called G andpa Tricky, "guess that's that,
until she thinks up something nore. | night as well be anbling back down to the house, nyself. How
about you, Forty W nks?"

"Quess | mght as well, too," said Forty W nks.

They went off after Gentle Maiden, |leaving Mal —still on the Hi Il Bluffer's back—staring down at

One Punch, fromjust behind the Bluffer's reddish-furred right ear

"What ," asked Mal, "has the stone of what's-his-nanme got to do with it?"

"The stone of M ghty G appler?" asked One Punch. "You nean you don't know about that stone, over
t here?"

"Law Twi ster here's just a Shorty," said the Bluffer, apologetically. "You know how Shorties
are—tough, but pretty ignorant."

"Some say they're tough," said One Punch, squinting up at Mal, specul atively.

"Now, wait a minute, One Punch!" the H Il Bluffer's bass voice dropped onmi nously an additiona

hal f - oct ave. "Maybe there's sonething we ought to get straight right now This isn't just any
plain private citizen you're talking to, it's the official postman speaking. And | say the
Shorties're tough. | say | was there when the Hal f-Pint Posted took the Streanside Terror; and

al so when Pi ck-and-Shovel w ped up Bone Breaker in a sword-and-shield duel. Now, no disrespect,
but if you' re questioning the official word of a governnent nail carrier—

"Now, Bluffer," said One Punch, "I never doubted you personally for a mnute. It's just everybody
knows the Terror and Bone Breaker weren't either of them pushovers. But you know |I'm not the

bi ggest man around, by a long shot; and now and then during ny tine | can renenber |aying out sone
pretty good sized scrappers, nyself-when ny tenper got away fromne, that is. So | know from
personal experience not every nan's as tough as the next—and why shouldn't that work for Shorties
as well as real nmen? Maybe those two you carried before were tough; but how can anybody tell about
this Shorty? No offense, up there, Law Twi ster, by the way. Just using a bit of ny w sdom and
aski ng. "

Mal opened his nouth and shut it again.

"Well?" grow ed the Bluffer underneath him "Speak up, Law Twi ster." Suddenly, there was a
dangerous feeling of tension in the air. Mal swallowed. How, he thought, would a Dilbian answer a
question |ike that?"

Any way but with a straight answer, canme back the reply fromthe hypnotrai ned section of his mnd
"Well—er," said Mal, "how can | tell you how tough | anfP | nean, what's tough by the standards of
you real nen? As far as we Shorties go, it might be one thing. For you real nen, it mght be
sonmething el se conpletely. It's too bad | didn't ever know this Hal f-Pint Posted, or Pick-and-
Shovel, or else | could kind of neasure nyself by themfor you. But | never heard of themunti
now. "

"But you think they just might be tougher than you, though—the Hal f-pint and Pi ck-and- Shovel ?"
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demanded One Punch.

"Ch, sure," said Mal. "They could both be ten tines as tough as | am And then, again—Well, not
for nme to say."

There was a nonent's silence fromboth the Dilbians, then the Bluffer broke it with a snort of
admi rati on.

"Hor!" he chortled adniringly to One Punch. "I guess you can see now how the Law Twi ster here got
his name. Slippery? Slippery's not the word for this Shorty."

But One Punch shook his head.

"Slippery's one thing," he said. "But lawtw sting's another. Here he says he doesn't even know
about the stone of the Mghty Grappler. How s he going to go about twisting laws if he doesn't
know about the laws in the first place?"

"You could tell nme about the stone," suggested Mal col m

"M ghty Gappler put it there, Law Twister," said the Bluffer. "Set it up to keep peace in O an
Water Gap."

"Better let me tell him Postnman," interrupted One Punch. "After all, he ought to get it straight
froma born Water Gapper. Look at the stone there, Law Twi ster. You see those two ends of iron
sticking out of it?"

Mal | ooked. Sure enough, there were two |lengths of rusty nmetal protruding from opposite sides of
t he boul der, which was about three feet in width in the niddle.

"I see them" he answered.

"M ghty Grappler was just nmaybe the biggest and strongest real man who ever |ived—=

The Hi Il Bluffer coughed.

"One Man, now . . ." he nurnured.

"I''mnot denying One Man's sonething |like a couple of big men in one skin, Postman," said One
Punch. "But the stories about the Mghty Gappler are hard to beat. He was a stonenmason, Law

Twi ster; and he founded Can Water Gap, with hinself, his relatives, and his descendants. Now, as
Il ong as he was alive, there was no trouble. He was Can Water Gap's first G andfather, and even
when he was a hundred and ten nobody wanted to argue with him But he worried about keeping things
orderly after he was gone—

"Fell off a cliff at a hundred and fourteen," put in the Bluffer. "Broke his neck. O herw se, no
telling how long he'd have lived."

"Excuse me, Postman," said One Punch. "But |I'mtelling this, not you. The point is, Law Tw ster,
he was worried like | say about keeping the clan orderly. So he took a stone he was working on one
day—the stone there, that no one but himcould cone near |ifting—and hanmrered an iron rod through
it to nmake a handhold on each side, like you see. Then he picked the stone up, carried it here,
and set it down; and he nmade a law. The rules he'd nade earlier for Can Water Gappers were to
stand as | aws, thenselves—as long as that stone stayed where it was. But if anyone ever cane al ong
who could pick it up all by hinmself and carry it as nuch as ten steps, then that was a sign it was
time the | aws shoul d change."

Mal stared at the boulder. His hypnotraining had infornmed himthat while Di | bians would go to any
lengths to twist the truth to their own advantage, the one thing they would not stand for, in

t hemsel ves or others, was an out-and-out lie. Accordingly, One Punch would probably be telling the
truth about this Mghty Grappler ancestor of his. On the other hand, a chunk of granite that size
nmust wei gh at |least a ton—Aaybe a ton and a half. Not even an outsize Dil bian could be imagined
carrying sonmething like that for ten paces. There were natural flesh-and-blood Iimts, even for
these giant natives—er were there?

"Did anybody ever try lifting it, after that?" Ml asked.

"Hor!" snorted the Bluffer.

"Now, Law Twi ster," said One Punch, alnost reproachfully, "any Can Water Gapper's got too much
sense to make a fool of hinself trying to do sonmething only the Mghty G appler had a chance of
doi ng. That stone's never been touched fromthat day to this—and that's the way it should be."

"l suppose so," said Mal.

The Bluffer snorted again, in surprise. One Punch stared.

"You giving up—fust like that, Law Twi ster?" demanded the Bl uffer.

"What ? | don't understand," said Mal, confused. "W were just tal king about the stone—~

"But you said you supposed that's the way it should be," said the Bluffer, outraged. "The stone
there, and the laws just the way Mghty G appler laid them down. Wat kind of a |lawtw ster are
you, anyway?”’

“But . . ." Mal was still confused. "What's the Mghty Grappler and his stone got to do with ny
getting back these three Shorties that Gentle Mii den says she adopted?”

"Why, that's one of Mghty Gappler's | aws—ene of the ones he nade and backed up with that stone!"
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said One Punch. "It was Mghty Gappler said that any orphans runni ng around | oose coul d be
adopted by any single woman of the C an, who could then name herself a protector to take care of
them and her! Now, that's Clan |aw. "

"But— began Mal again. He had not expected to have to start arguing his case this soon. But it
seenmed there was no choice. "It's Can lawif you say so; and | don't have any quarrel with it.
But these people Gentle Miiden's adopted aren't orphans. They're Shorties. That's why she's going
to have to let themgo."

"So that's the way you twist it," said One Punch, alnost in a tone of satisfaction. "Figured you'd
come up with sonething Iike that. So, you say they're not orphans?"

"OfF course, that's what | say!" said Ml.

"Figured as nuch. Naturally, Gentle says they are."

"Well, 1'"Il just have to make her understand—=
“Not her," interrupted the Bluffer
"Naturally not her," said One Punch. "If she says they're orphans, then it's her protector you' ve

got to straighten things out with. Gentle says “orphans,' so Iron Bender's going to be saying
“orphans,' too. You and Iron Bender got to get together."

"And none of that sissy |owland stuff with swords and shields," put in the H Il Bluffer. "Just
honest, nman-to-man, teeth, claws, and nuscle. You don't have to worry about Iron Bender going in
for any of that nodern stuff, Law Tw ster."

"Ch?" said Mal, staring.

"Thought I'd tell you right now," said the Bluffer. "Ease your mnd, in case you were wondering."

"l wasn't, actually,"” said Mal, nunbly, still trying to make his mnd believe what his ears seened
to be hearing.
"Well," said One Punch, "how about it, Postnan? Law Twi ster? Shall we get on down to the harness

shop and you and Iron Bender can set up the details? Quite a few fol ks been dropping in the | ast
few hours to see the two of you tangle. Don't think any of them ever saw a Shorty in action
before. Know I never did myself. Should be real interesting.” He and the Hill Bluffer had al ready
turned and begun to stroll down the village.

"Interesting's not the word for it," the Bluffer responded. "Seen it twice, nyself, and | can tel
you it's a sight to behold . "

He continued along, chatting cheerfully while Mal rode al ong hel plessly on Dil bi an-back, his head
spi nning. The | og buildings got closer and cl oser.

"Wait— Mal said desperately, as they entered the street running down the center of the cluster of
|l og structures. The Bluffer and One Punch both stopped. One Punch turned to gaze up at him
"Wait?" One Punch said. "Wat for?"

"Il + can't," stamrered Mal, frantically searching for an excuse, and going on talking neanwhile

with the first words that cane to his lips. "That is, |I've got my own laws to think of. Shorty
| aws. Responsibilities. | can't just go representing these other Shorty orphans just like that.
have to be . . . uh, briefed.”

"Briefed?" The Bluffer's tongue struggled with pronunciation of the human word Mal had used.
"Yes—dh, that nmeans | have to be given authority—+ike Gentle Maiden had to choose Iron Bender as
her protector," said Mal. "These Shorty orphans have to agree to choose nme as their |lawtw ster
It's one of the Shorty freedonms—freedomto not be defended by a lawtw ster w thout your consent.
Wth so much at stake here—+ nean, not just what night happen to me, or Iron Bender, but what

m ght happen to Clan Water Gap |laws or Shorty |aws—+ need to consult with ny clients, | nean those
other Shorties I'"'mworking for, before | enter into any—er—di scussion with Gentle Miden's
protector."”

Mal stopped speaking and waited, his heart hamrering away. There was a nonent of deep silence from
both the Bluffer and One Punch. Then One Punch spoke to the taller Dilbian.

"Have to adnmit you're right, Postman," One Punch said, admiringly. "He sure can twi st. You
understand all that he was tal king about, there?”

"Why, of course,” said the Bluffer. "After all, I've had a lot to do with these Shorties. He was
saying that this isn't just any little old hol e-and-corner tangle between himand Iron Bender—this
is a high-class hassle to decide the law, and it's got to be done right. No offense, One Punch

but you, having been in the habit of getting right down to business on the spur of the nonment al
those years, night not have stopped to think just how inmportant it is not to rush matters in an

i mportant case like this."

"No of fense taken, Postnan," said One Punch, easily. "Though | nust say maybe it's |ucky you
didn't know ne in ny younger, less full-of-w sdom days. Because it seens to ne we were both naybe
about to rush the Law Twister a mte."

"Well, now," said the Bluffer. "Leaving aside that business of ny luck and all that about not
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knowi ng you when you were younger, | guess | had to admt perhaps | was a little on the rushing
side, nyself. Anyway, Law Twi ster's straightened us both out. So, what's the next thing you want
to do, Law Tw ster?"

"Well . . ." said Mal. He was still thinking desperately. "This being a natter that concerns the
| aws governing the whole Water Gap Clan, as well as Shorty laws and the stone of Mghty G appler
we probably ought to get everyone together. | nmean we ought to talk it over. It mght well turn

out to be this is sonething that ought to be settled not by a fight but in—=

Mal had not expected the Dilbians to have a word for it; but he was wong. H s hypnotraining threw
the proper Dilbian sounds up for his tongue to utter

"—eourt," he wound up. "Court? Can't have a court, Law Twister,"” put in the Bluffer, reprovingly.
"Can't have a O an court without a Grandfather to decide things."

"Too bad, in a way," said One Punch with a sigh. "W'd all like to see a real Law Twi ster Shorty
at work in a real court situation, twi sting and slickering around from one argument to the next.
But, just as the Bluffer says, Twi ster, we've got no G andfather yet. Wn't have until the next

d an neeting.”

"When's that?" asked Mal, hastily.

"Coupl e of weeks," said One Punch. "Be glad to wait around a couple of weeks far as all of us
here' re concerned; but those Shorty orphans of Gentle Muiden's are getting pretty hungry and even
amte thirsty. Seenms they won't eat anything she gives them and they even don't seemto like to
drink the well water, rmuch. Gentle figures they won't settle down until they get it straight that
they' re adopted and not goi ng home again. So she wants you and lIron Bender to settle it right
now—-and, of course, since she's a nmenber of the O an, the O an backs her up on that."

"Won't eat or drink? Were are they?" asked Mal

"At Gentle's house," said One Punch. "She's got them | ocked up there so they can't run back to
that box they came down in and fly away back into the sky. Real nmotherly instincts in that girl,
if | do say so nyself who's her real grandpa. That, and |ooks, too. Can't understand why no young
buck' s snapped her up before this—=

"You understand, all right, One Punch,” interrupted an incredibly deep bass voice; and there
shoul dered through the crowd a darkly brown-haired Dil bian, taller than any of the crowd around
him The speaker was shorter by half a head than the Hi |l Bl uffer—the postman seened to have the

advant age in height on every other native Mal had seen—but this newconer towered over everyone

el se and he was a wal ki ng nass of nuscle, easily outweighing the Bluffer.

"You understand, all right," he repeated, stopping before the Bluffer and Mal. "Fol ks'd | augh
their heads off at any man who'd offer to take a girl as tough-m nded as CGentle, to wife—that is,
unl ess he had to. Then, nmaybe he'd find it was worth it. But do it on his own? Pride's pride
Hello there, Postman. This is the Law Twi ster Shorty?"

"It's him" said the Bluffer.

"Why he's no bigger'n those other little Shorties," said the deep-voiced Dil bian, peering over the
Bluffer's shoul der at Ml

"You go thinking size is all there is to a Shorty, you're going to be surprised,” said the
Bluffer. "Along with the Streansi de Terror and Bone Breaker, as | recollect. Twister, this here's
Gentle's protector and the Clan Water Gap harnessnaker, |ron Bender."

"Uh—pl eased to neet you," said Ml

"Pl eased to neet you, Law Twister," runbled Iron Bender. "That is, |I'mpleased now, and | hope

go on being pleased. I'"'ma plain, sinple man, Law Twi ster. A good day's work, a good night's

sl eep, four good neals a day, and |'msatisfied. You wouldn't find nme m xed up in fancy doi ngs
like this by choice. I'd have nothing to do with this if Gentle hadn't named ne her protector. But
right's right. She did; and | am like it or not."

"I know how you feel," said Mal, hastily. "I was actually going sonmepl ace el se when the Shorties
here had me conme see about this situation. | hadn't planned on it at all."

"Well, well,"” said Iron Bender, deeply, "you, too, eh?"

He sighed heavily.

"That's the way things go, nowdays, though,"” he said. "A plain sinple man can't hardly do a day's
work in peace wi thout sone nmi den or soneone coming to himfor protection. So they got you, too,
eh? Well, well—+ife's life, and a man can't do nmuch about it. You're not a bad little Shorty at
all. 1'"'mgoing to be real sorry to tear your head off—which of course |'mgoing to do, since
figure | probably could have done the sanme to Bone Breaker or the Streanside Terror, if it'd ever
happened to cone to that. Not that |I'ma boastful man; but true's true.”

He si ghed agai n.

"So," he said, flexing his huge arns, "if you'll light down from your perch on the postnan, there,
"Il get toit. I've got a long day's work back at the harness shop, anyway; and daylight's
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dayl i ght =

"But fair's fair," broke in Mal, hastily. The Iron Bender |owered his nassive, brown-furred hands,
| ooki ng puzzl ed.

"Fair's fair?" he echoed.

"You heard him harnessnaker!" snapped the Bluffer, bristling. "No offense, but there's nore to
sonmething like this than punching holes in leather. Nothing I'd like to see nore than for you to
try—ust try—to tear the head off a Shorty l|ike Law Twi ster here, since |'ve seen what a Shorty
can do when he really gets his dander up. But like the Twister hinself pointed out, this is not
just a happy hassle—this is serious business involving Can |laws and Shorty laws and | ots of other
things. W were just discussing it when you cane up. Law Twi ster was sayi ng maybe sonething |ike
this should be held up until the next O an neeting when you elect a Grandfather, so's it could be
decided by a legal Can Water Gap court in full session.”

"Court— Iron Bender was begi nning when he was interrupted.

"W will not wait for any court to settle who gets ny orphans!" cried a new voice and the bl ack-
furred formof Gentle Miiden shoved through the crowd to join them "Wen there's no dan

G andfather to rule, the dan goes by law and custom Law and custom says ny protector's got to
take care of ne, and |'ve got to take care of the little ones | adopted. And I'mnot letting them
suffer for two weeks before they realize they're settling dowmn with me. The | aw says | don't have
to and no man's going to nake nme try—

"Now, hold on there just a minute, Gentle," runbled Iron Bender. "Quess maybe I'mthe one man in
this dan, or between here and Hunrog Peak for that matter, who could nake you try and do
sonet hi ng whet her you wanted it or not, if he wanted to. Not that |I'm saying |I'm going to, now.
But you just renenber that while |I'myour naned protector, it doesn't nmean |'mgoing to let you
order ne around |like you do other fol k—any nore than | ever did."

He turned back to the Bluffer, Mal and One Punch

"Right's right," he said. "Now, what's all this about a court?"

Nei t her the Bluffer nor One Punch answered inmedi atel y—and, abruptly, Mal realized it was up to
himto do the explaining.

"Well, as | was pointing out to the postnan and One Punch," he began, rapidly, "there's a lot at
stake, here. | nean, we Shorties have | aws, too; and one of themis that you don't have to be
represented by a lawtw ster not your choice. | haven't talked to these Shorties you and Centle
claimare orphans, so | don't have their word on going ahead with anything on their behalf. |
can't do anything inmportant until | have that word of theirs. Wat if we—er—tangled, and it turned
out they didn't nmean to nanme ne to do anything for them after all? Here you, a regular naned
protector of a maiden according to your Clan laws, as laid down by Mghty G appler, would have

been hassling with soneone who didn't have a shred of right to fight you. And here, too, |'d have
been tangling without a shred of |Iawful reason for it, to back ne up. Wiat we need to do is study
the situation. | need to talk to the Shorties you say are orphans—

"No!" cried Gentle Maiden. "He's not to cone near ny little orphans and get themall upset, even
nore than they are now*

"Hold on, now, Granddaughter," interposed One Punch. "W all can see how the Twi ster here's
twisting and slipping around like the clever little Shorty he is, trying to get things his way.
But he's got a point there when he tal ks about Can Water Gap putting up a naned protector, and
then that protector turns out to have gotten into a hassle with soneone with no authority at all.
Why they'd be | aughing at our Clan all up and down the mountains. Wrse yet, what if that
protector should | ose—=

"Lose?" snorted lron Bender, with all the geniality of a grizzly abruptly wakened fromhis |ong
wi nter's nap.

"That's right, harnessmaker. Lose!" snarled the H Il Bluffer. "Guess there just might be a rea
man not too far away fromyou at this noment who's pretty sure you woul d | ose—and handily!"
Suddenly, the two of them were standing nose to nose. Mal becane abruptly aware that he was stil
seated in the saddl e arrangenent on the Bluffer's back and that, in case of trouble between the
two big Dilbians, it would not be easy for himto get down in a hurry.

"Il tell you what, Postrman," Iron Bender was growling. "Wy don't you and | just step out beyond
the houses, here, where there's a little nore open space—

"Stop it!" snapped CGentle Miiden. "Stop it right now, Iron Bender! You' ve got no right to go

fighting anybody for your own private pleasure when you're still my protector. Wat if sonething
happened, and you weren't able to protect nme and m ne the way you should after that?"
"Maiden's right," said One Punch, sharply. "It's Can honor and decency at stake here, not just

your feelings, Bender. Now, as | was saying, Law Twi ster here's been doing sone fine tal king and
twisting, and he's come up with a real point. It's as much a matter to us if he's a real Shorty-
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type protector to those orphans Miiden adopted, as it is to himand the other Shorties—= His voice
became mld. He turned to the crowd and spread his hands, nodestly.

"Of course, I'mno real Grandfather,” he said. "Some might think I wouldn't stand a chance to be
the one you'll pick at the next Can neeting. O course, some mght think | would, too—but it's
hardly for me to say. Only, speaking as a man who ni ght be nanmed a G andfat her soneday, |'d say

Gentle Maiden really ought to let Law Twi ster check with those three orphans to see if they want
himto talk or hassle, for them"

A bass-voi ced nurnur of agreement rose fromthe surrounding crowd, which by this tine had grown to
a respectable size. For the first time since he had said farewell to Anmbassador Joshua Guy, M
felt his spirits begin to rise. For the first tine, he seened to be getting sone control over the
events which had been hurrying himalong like a chip swirling downstreamin the current of a fast
river. Maybe, if he had a little |uck, now—

"Duty's duty, | guess,"” runbled Iron Bender at just this nmonent. "All right, then, Law

Twi st er—ow, stop your arguing, Gentle, it's no use—you can see your fellow Shorties. They're at
Gentle's place, last but one on the | eft-hand side of the street, here.”

"Show you the way, nyself, Postman," said One Punch

The Clan elder led off, linping, and the crowd broke up as the Hill Bluffer followed him Iron
Bender went off in the opposite direction, but Gentle Miiden tagged along with the postnman, Mal
and her grandfather, muttering to herself.

"Take things kind of hard, don't you, Gentle?" said the H Il Bluffer to her, affably. "Don't bl ame
old Iron Bender. Man can't expect to win every tine."

"Why not ?" demanded Centle. "I do! He's just so cautious, and slow, he nakes ne sick! Wiy can't he
be |i ke One Punch, here, when he was young? Hit first and think afterward—particularly when | ask
himto? Then Bender could go around being slow and careful about his own business if he wanted; in
fact, 1'd be all for himbeing like that, on his own time. A girl needs a man she can respect;
particularly when there's no other man around that's rmuch nore than half-size to him"

"Tell himso," suggested the Bluffer, strolling along, his long legs making a single stride to
each two of Gentle and One Punch. "Certainly not! It'd ook like |I was giving into him" said
Gentle. "It may be all right for any old ordinary girl to go chasing a nman, but not nme. Fol ks know
me better than that. They'd |laugh their heads off if | suddenly started going all soft on Bender.
And besi des—=

"Here we are, Postnman—taw Twi ster," interrupted One Punch, stopping by the heavy wooden door of a
good-sized log building. "This is Gentle's place. The orphans are inside."

"Don't you go letting themout, now" snapped Centle, as Mal, relieved to be out of the saddle
after this nmuch tine in it, began sliding dowmn the Bluffer's broad back toward the ground.

"Don't worry, G anddaughter," said One Punch, as Mal's boots touched the earth. "Postman and |'|
wait right outside the door here with you. If one of themtries to duck out, we'll catch himor
her for you."

"They keep wanting to go back to their flying box," said Gentle. "And | know the m nute one of
themgets inside it, he'll be into the air and off like a flash. | haven't gone to all this
trouble to lose any of them now. So, don't you try anything while you're inside there, Law

Twi ster!"

Mal went up the three wooden steps to the rough plank door and lifted a latch that was, fromthe
standpoi nt of a human-sized individual, |ike a heavy bar |ocking the door shut. The door yawned
open before him and he stepped through into the di mess. The door swung shut behind him and he
heard the |l atch being rel ocked.

"Hol | er when you want out, Law Twister!" One Punch's voice booned through the cl osed door. Ma

| ooked around him

He crossed the roomand tried the right-hand door at random It gave hima view of an enpty,
kitchenlike roomw th what |ooked |ike a side of beef hanging froma hook in a far corner. A
choppi ng bl ock and a wash trough of holl owed-out stone furnished the rest of the room

Mal backed out, closed the door, and tried the one on his left. It opened easily, but the entrance
to the room beyond was barred by a rough fence of planks sonme eight feet high, with sharp chips of
stone hammered into the tops. Through the gap in the planks, Mal |ooked into what seened a | arge
Di | bi an bed chanber, which had been converted into hunman living quarters by the sinple expedient
of ripping out three cabin sections froma shuttle boat and setting themup like so many large tin
boxes on the fl oor under the lofty, |og-beanmed roof.

At the sound of the opening of the door, other doors opened in the transplanted cabin sections. As
Mal wat ched, three m ddl e-aged peopl e—ene wonan and two nmen—energed each fromhis own cabin and
stopped short to stare through the gaps in the plank fence at him

"Ch, no!" said one of the nen, a skinny, balding character with a torn shirt collar. "A kid!"
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"Ki d?" echoed Mal, grimy. He had been prepared to feel sorry for the three captives of Centle

Mai den, but this kind of reception did not make it easy. "How adult do you have to be to westle a
Di | bi an?"

"Westle . . . !" It was the woman. She stared at him "Ch, it surely won't cone to that. WII it?
You ought to be able to find a way around it. Didn't they pick you because you'd be able to

under stand these natives?"

Mal | ooked at her narrowy.

"How woul d you have any idea of how | was picked?" he asked.

"We just assuned they'd send soneone to hel p us who understood these natives," she said.

Mal 's conscience pricked him "I'm sorry—er—Ms. " he began.

"Ora Page," she answered. "This— she indicated the thin man, "is Harvey Anok, and— she nodded at
the other, "Zora Rice." She had a soft, rather gentle face, in contrast to the sharp, al nost
suspi ci ous face of Harvey Anok and the rather hard features of Zora Rice; but |ike both of the
others, she had a tanned outdoors sort of | ook.

"Ms. Page," Mal said. "lI'msorry, but the only thing | seemto be able to do for you is get

nmysel f killed by the |ocal harnessmaker. But | do have an idea. Wiere's this shuttle boat you cane
down in?"

"Ri ght behind this building we're in," said Harvey, "in a neadow about a hundred yards back. What
about it?"

"Good," said Mal. "I'mgoing to try to make a break for it. Now, if you can just tell me howto
take off init, and land, | think | can fly it. 1'll nake some excuse to get inside it and get
into the air. Then I'll fly back to the anbassador who sent nme out here, and tell himl can't do
anything. He'll have to send in force, if necessary, to get you out of this."

The three stared back at himw t hout speaking.

"Wl | ?" denmanded Mal. "What about it? If | get killed by that harnessmaker it's not going to do
you any good. GCentle Maiden nmay deci de to take you away and hide you somepl ace in the nountains,
and no rescue teamw ||l ever find you. What're you waiting for? Tell me howto fly that shuttle
boat ! "

The three of them | ooked at each other unconfortably and then back at Mal. Harvey shook his head

"No," he said. "I don't think we ought to do that. There's a treaty—
"The Human-Hemmoi d Treaty on this planet?" Mal asked. "But, | just told you, that Dl bian
har nessmaker may kill me. You might get killed, too. Isn't it nore inportant to save lives than

worry about a treaty at a tine |like this?"

"You don't understand,"” said Harvey. "One of the things that Treaty particularly rules out is

ant hropol ogi sts. If we're found here—=

"But | thought you were tourists?" Ml said.

"W are. Al of us were on vacation on a spaceliner tour. It just happens we three are

ant hr opol ogi sts, too—

"That's why we were tenpted to drop in here in the first place,"” put in Zora Rice.

"But that Treaty's a lot nore inportant than you think," Harvey said. "W can't risk danaging it."
"Way didn't you think of that before you cane here?" Mal grow ed.

"You can find a way out for all of us without calling for armed force and getting us all in
trouble. | know you can," said Ora Page. "W trust you. Wn't you try?"

Mal stared back at themall, scowing. There was sonething funny about all this. Prisoners who
hadn't worried about a Human-Hemmoid Treaty on their way to Dilbia, but who were willing to risk

thensel ves to protect it now that they were here. A Dilbian female who wanted to adopt three full-
grown humans. Wiy, in the nanme of all that was sensible? A village harnessnaker ready to tear him
apart, and a hunman anbassador who had sent himblithely out to face that sane harnessnmaker with
nei t her advi ce nor protection.

"Al right," said Mal, grimy. "I"ll talk to you again later—ith |uck."

He stepped back and swung cl osed the heavy door to the roomin which they were fenced. Going to
the entrance of the building, he shouted to One Punch, and the door before himwas opened fromthe
out side. Gentle Maiden shoul dered suspiciously past himinto the house as he energed. "Well, how
about it, Law Twister?" asked One Punch, as the door closed behind Gentle Miiden. "Those ot her
Shorties say it was all right for you to talk and hassle for then"

"Well, yes . . ." said Mal. He gazed narrowWy up into the large furry faces of One Punch and the
Bluffer, trying to read their expressions. But outside of the fact that they both | ooked geni al

he coul d di scover nothing. The alien visages held their secrets well from human eyes.

"They agreed, all right," said Mal, slowy. "But what they had to say to ne sort of got ne

t hi nki ng. Maybe you can tell me—ust why is it Can Water Gap can't hold its neeting right away

i nstead of two weeks fromnow? Hold a neeting right now and the O an could have an el ected
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G andf at her before the afternoon's half over. Then there'd be tine to hold a regular Can court,
for example, between the election and sunset; and this whole matter of the orphan Shorties could
be handl ed nore in regular fashion.”

"Wondered that, did you, Law Twi ster?" said One Punch. "It crossed ny mnd earlier you m ght
wonder about it. No real reason why the Clan neeting couldn't be held right away, | guess. Only,
who's going to suggest it?"

"Suggest it?" Mal said.

"Why, sure," said One Punch. "Ordinarily, when a Can has a G andfather, it'd be up to the
Grandfather to suggest it. But Can Water Gap doesn't have a Grandfather right now, as you know.'
"I'sn't there anyone else to suggest things like that if a Grandfather isn't avail abl e?" asked Ml
"Wl |, yes." One Punch gazed thoughtfully away from Mal, down the village street. "If there's no
Grandfather around, it'd be pretty nuch up to one of the grandpas to suggest it. Only—ef course
can't speak for old Forty Wnks or anyone el se—but | wouldn't want to be the one to do it, nyself.
M ght sound like | thought |I had a better chance of being el ected G andfather now, than | would
two weeks from now. "

"So," said Mal. "You won't suggest it, and if you won't | can see how the others wouldn't, for the
sanme reason. Who el se does that | eave who m ght suggest it?"
"Way, | don't know, Law Twi ster," said One Punch, gazing back at him "QGuess any strong-m nded

menber of the Can could speak up and propose it. Soneone |ike Gentle Miden, herself, for

exanpl e. But you know Gentle Miden isn't about to suggest anything Iike that when what she wants
is for Iron Bender to try and take you apart as soon as possible.”

"How about Iron Bender?" asked Ml

"Now, he just might want to suggest sonmething like that," said One Punch, "being how as he likes
to do everything just right. But it might |look like he was trying to get out of tangling with
you—after all this talk by the Bluffer, here, about how tough Shorties are. So | don't expect
Bender'd be likely to say anything about changing the neeting tine."

Mal | ooked at the tall Dilbian who had brought him here.

"Bluffer," he said, "I wonder if you—=

"Look here, Law Twister," said the Hill Bluffer severely. "I'mthe governnent postnan—to all the
Clans and towns and fol ks from Hunrog Valley to WIdwood Peak. A government man |ike nyself can't
go sticking his nose into |ocal affairs.”

"But you were ready to tangle with Iron Bender yourself, a little while ago—

"That was personal and private. This is public. I don't blane you for not seeing the difference
right off, Law Twi ster, you being a Shorty and all,"” said the Bluffer, "but a government nan has
to know, and keep the two things separate.”

He fell silent, looking at Mal. For a nonment neither the Bluffer nor One Punch said anything; but
Mal was left with the curious feeling that the conversati on had not so much been ended, as |eft
hanging in the air for himto pick up. He was beginning to get an understandi ng of how Dil bi an

m nds wor ked. Because of their taboo against any outright |ying, they were experts at pretending
to say one thing while actually saying another. There was a strong notion in Mal's mnd now that
sonmehow the other two were sinply waiting for himto ask the right question—as if he had a handfu
of keys and only the right one would unl ock an answer with the informati on he want ed.

"Certainly is different fromthe old days, Postman," said One Punch, idly, turning to the Bluffer
"Wonder what M ghty G appler woul d have said, seeing Shorties |ike the Law Twi ster anbng us. He'd
have said sonmething, all right. Had an answer for everything, Mghty Gappler did." An idea
exploded into life in Mal's mnd. O course! That was it!

"I'sn't there sonething in Mghty Grappler's laws," he asked, "that could arrange for a C an
meeting without soneone suggesting it?"

One Punch | ooked back at him

"Way, what do you know?" the oldster said. "Bluffer, Law Twister here is sonmething to make up
stories about, all right. Imagine a Shorty guessing that M ghty G appler had thought of sonething
like that, when I'd al nost forgotten it myself."

"Shorties are sneaky little characters, as |'ve said before,"” replied the Bluffer, gazing down at
Mal with obvious pride. "Quick on the uptake, too."

"Then there is a way?" Ml asked.

"I't just now cones back to me," said One Punch. "M ghty G appler set up all his laws to protect
the C an nenbers agai nst thensel ves and each other and agai nst strangers. But he did rmake one | aw
to protect strangers on Can territory. As | remenber, any stranger having a need to appeal to the
whol e C an for justice was supposed to stand beside Gappler's stone—the one we showed you on the
way i n—and put his hand on it, and neke that appeal.”

“Then what?" asked Mal. "The C an would grant his appeal ?"
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"Well, not exactly," said One Punch. "But they'd be obliged to talk the matter over and deci de

t hi ngs. "
"Ch," said Mal. This was | ess than he had hoped for, but still he had a strong feeling now that he
was on the right track. "Wll, let's go."

"Right," said the Bluffer. He and One Punch turned and strolled off up the street.

"Hey!" yelled Mal, trotting after them The Bluffer turned around, picked himup, and stuffed him
into the saddl e on the postnan's back

"Sorry, Law Twi ster. Forgot about those short |egs of yours," the Bluffer said. Turning to stroll
forward with One Punch again, he added to the ol dster, "Mkes you ki nd of wonder how they made out
to start off with, before they had flying boxes and things |ike that."

"Probably didn't do nmuch," offered One Punch in explanation, "just lay in the sun and dug little
burrows and things like that."

Mal opened his nmouth and then closed it again on the first retort that had cone to his lips.
"Where you off to with the Law Twi ster now, One Punch?" asked a graying-haired Dl bian they
passed, whom Mal was pretty sure was either Forty Wnks or G andpa Tricky.

"Law Twi ster's going up to the stone of Mghty Gappler to nake an appeal to the Can," said One
Punch.

"Well, now," said the other, "guess |I'Il npbsey up there nyself and have a | ook at that. Can't
renenmber it ever happening before."
He fell in behind them but hal fway down the street fell out again to answer the questions of

several other bystanders who wanted to know what was going on. So it was that when Mal alighted
fromthe Bluffer's back at the stone of Mghty G appler, there was just he and the Bluffer and One
Punch there, although a few figures could be seen beginning to streamout of the village toward
t he stone.

"Co ahead, Law Twister," said One Punch, nodding at the stone. "Make that appeal of yours."
"Hadn't | better wait until the rest of the Can gets here?"

"l suppose you could do that," said One Punch. "I was thinking you m ght just want to say your
appeal and have it over with and sort of let ne tell people about it. But you're right. WAit unti
fol ks get here. Gve you a chance to kind of |ook over Mghty G appler's stone, too, and put
yourself in the kind of spirit to nake a good appeal . . . Guess you'll want to be renenbering
this word for word, to pass on down the line to the other clans, won't you, Postman?"

"You could say |'ve alnost a duty to do that, One Punch," responded the Bluffer. "Lots nore to
bei ng a government postman than sonme people think . "

The two went on chatting, turning a little away from Mal and the stone to gaze down the sl ope at
the Clan nenbers on their way up fromthe village. Mal turned to gaze at the stone, itself. It was
still inconceivable to himthat even a Dilbian could |ift and carry such a wei ght ten paces.
Certainly, it did not |ook as if anyone had ever noved the stone since it had been placed here.
The two ends of the iron rod sticking out fromopposite sides of it were red with rust, and the
grass had grown up thickly around its base. That is, it had grown up thickly everywhere but just
behind it, where it | ooked |ike a handful of grass m ght have been pulled up, recently. Bending
down to | ook closer at the grass-free part of the stone, Mal caught sight of sonething dark. The
edge of sone indentation, alnmost sonmething |ike the edge of a large hole in the stone itself—
"Law Twi ster!" The voice of One Punch brought Mal abruptly upright. He saw that the vanguard of
the Dil bians coming out of the village was al nbst upon them

"How d you like me to sort of pass the word what this is all about?" asked One Punch. "Then you
could just nake your appeal without trying to explain it?"

"Ch—fine," said Mal. He glanced back at the stone. For a nonent he felt a great tenptation to take
hold of the two rust-red iron handles and see if he actually could Iift it. But there were too
many eyes on hi m now.

The nmenbers of the Can canme up and sat down, with their backs straight and furry |legs stuck out
before them on the grass. The Bluffer, however, remmined standing near Mal, as did One Punch
Among the last to arrive was CGentle Miiden, who hurried up to the very front of the crowd and
snorted angrily at Mal before sitting down.

"Got themall upset!" she said, triunphantly. "Knew you woul d!"

I ron Bender had not put in an appearance.

"Menbers of Clan Water Gap," said One Punch, when they were all settled on the grass and quiet,
"you all know what this Shorty, Law Twi ster here, dropped in on us to do. He wants to take back
with himthe orphans Gentl e Mii den adopted according to Can law, as laid down by Mghty G appler
Natural Iy, Maiden doesn't want himto, and she's got her protector, |Iron Bender—

He broke off, peering out over the crowd.

"Where is Iron Bender?" the ol dster denanded.
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"He says work's work," a voice answered fromthe crows. "Says to send sonebody for himwhen you're

all ready to have soneone's head torn off. Qtherwi se, he'll be busy down in the harness shop."
Gentl e Mai den snorted.

"Well, well. | guess we'll just have to go on without him" said One Punch. "As | was saying,
here's Iron Bender all ready to do his duty; but as Law Twi ster sees it, it's not all that
sinple."”

There was a buzz of |owtoned, adnmiring coments fromthe crowd. One Punch waited until the noise
di ed before going on.

"One thing Law Twi ster wants to do is make an appeal to the Cdan, according to Mghty Gappler's

| aw, before he gets down to tangling with Iron Bender," the oldster said. "So, w thout ny bending
your ears any further, here's the Law Twister hinself, with tongue all oiled up and ready to talk
you upsi de down, and roundabout—CGo ahead, Law Twister!"

Mal put his hand on the stone of Mghty Gappler. In fact, he | eaned on the stone and it seened to
himit rocked a little bit, under his weight. It did not seemto himthat One Punch's introductory
speech had struck quite the serious note Mal hinself mght have liked. But now, in any case, it
was up to him

"Uh—enbers of Can Water Gap," he said. "I've been disturbed by a |lot of what |'ve |earned here
For exanpl e, here you have sonething very inportant at stake—the right of a Can Water Gap numi den
to adopt Shorties as orphans. But the whole nmatter has to be settled by what's really an emnergency
measure—that is, my tangling with Iron Bender—ust because C an Water Gap hasn't el ected a new

G andfather lately, and the nmeeting to elect one is a couple of weeks away—

"And while it's not for nme to say,"” interrupted the basso voice of the Hll Bluffer, "not being a
Clan Water Gapper nyself, and besi des being a governnent postnman who's strictly not concerned in
any local affairs |I'd guess that's what a |lot of folks are going to be asking ne as | ply ny route
bet ween here and WI dwood Peak in the next few weeks. "How cone they didn't hold a regular tria

to settle the matter, down there in dan Water Gap?' they'll be asking. "Because they didn't have
a Grandfather,' 1'lIl have to say. "How cone those Water Gappers are running around w thout a
Grandfather?' they'll ask—=

"Al'l right, Postman!" interrupted One Punch, in his turn. "I guess we can all figure what people
are going to say. The point is, LawTwister is still making his appeal. Go ahead, Law Twi ster."
"Well . . . | asked about the Clan holding their nmeeting to elect a G andfather right away," put

in Mal. A small breeze came wandering by, and he felt it surprisingly cool on his forehead.
Evidently there was a little perspiration up there. "One Punch here said it could be done al

right, but it was a question who'd want to suggest it to the Can. Naturally, he and the other
grandpas who are in the running for Grandfather wouldn't like to do it. Iron Bender would have his
own reasons for refusing; and Gentle Miiden here wouldn't particularly want to hold a neeting

ri ght away—
"And we certainly shouldn't" said Gentle Miiden. "Way go to all that trouble when here we've got
I ron Bender perfectly willing and ready to tear—=

"Why i ndeed?" interrupted Mal in his turn. He was beginning to get a little weary of hearing of
Iron Bender's readi ness to renove heads. "Except that perhaps the whole C an deserves to be in on
thi s—ot just Iron Bender and Mai den and nyself. Wiat the Can really ought to do is sit down and
deci de whether it's a good idea for the an to have soneone |like Gentle Miiden keeping three
Shorties around. Does the Clan really want those Shorties to stay here? And if not, what's the
best way of getting rid of these Shorties? Not that |I'mtrying to suggest anything to the C an,
but if the dan should just decide to elect a Gandfather now, and the G andfather shoul d decide
that Shorties don't qualify as orphans—

A roar of protest from Gentle Maiden drowned himout; and a thunder of Dilbian voices arose anong
the seated Cl an nmenbers as conversation—argunent, rather, Ml told hinsel f-becane general. He
waited for it to die down; but it did not. After a while, he wal ked over to One Punch, who was
standi ng beside the Hill Bluffer, observing—as were two other elderly figures, obviously G andpa
Tricky and Forty Wnks but not taking part in the confusion of voices.

"One Punch," said Mal, and the ol dster | ooked down at himcheerfully, "don't you think nmaybe you
shoul d qui et them down so they could hear the rest of ny appeal ?"

"Why, Law Twi ster," said One Punch, "there's no point you going on appealing any |onger, when
everybody's already decided to grant what you want. They're already discussing it. Hear then®"
Since no one within a mle could have hel ped hearing them there was little Mal could do but nod
his head and wait. About ten mnutes later, the volunme of sound began to dim nish as voice after
voice fell silent. Finally, there was a dead silence. Menbers of the C an began to reseat

t hensel ves on the grass, and froma gathering in the very center of the crowd, Gentle Miden
emerged and snorted at Mal before turning toward the vill age.

file:/l/F|/rah/Gordon%20Dickson/Dickson,%20G...20R%20-%20The%20Right%20T0%20Arm%20Bears.txt (144 of 150) [7/1/03 1:05:03 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Gordon%20Di ckson/Dickson,%20Gordon%20R%20-%20The%20Ri ght%20T 0%20A rm%20Bears.txt

"I'mgoing to go get Bender!" she announced. "I'll get those little Shorties up here, too, so they
can see Bender take care of this one and know they m ght just as well settle down."

She went off at a fast wal k down the sl ope—the equival ent of about eight mles an hour in human
termns.

Mal stared at One Punch, stunned.

"You nean," he asked him "they decided not to do anythi ng?"

A roar of explaining voices fromthe C an nmenbers drowned himout and | eft himtoo deafened to
understand them Wen it was quiet once nore, he was aware of One Punch | ooki ng severely down at
hi m

"Now, you shouldn't go around thinking Can Water Gap'd tal k sonmething over and not cone to sone
decision, Twister," he said. "O course, they decided howit's all to go. We're going to elect a
G andf at her, today."

"Fine," said Mal, beginning to revive. Then a thought struck him "Wy did Gentle Miiden go after
I ron Bender just now, then? | thought—=

"Wait until you hear," said One Punch. "Clan Water Gap's cone up with a decision to warmt hat
slippery little Shorty heart of yours. You see, everyone decided, since we were going to elect a
Grandfat her ahead of tinme, that it all ought to be done in reverse."

"In reverse?”

"Why, certainly," said One Punch. "lInstead of having a trial, then having the G andfather give a
decision to let you and Iron Bender hassle it out to see whether the Shorties go with you or stay
with Gentle Miiden, the dan decided to work it exactly backward. "

Mal shook his head dizzily.

"I still don't understand," he said.

"I'"'msurprised—a Shorty like you," said One Punch, reprovingly. "I'd think backward and upsi de
down' d be second nature to a Law Twister. Wy, what's going to happen is you and Bender'l| have it
out first, then the best decision by a grandpa'll be picked, then the grandpa whose decision's

been picked will be up for election, and the Clan will elect him G andfather."
Mal bl i nked.

"Decision . . ." he began feebly.
"Now, ny decision," said a voice behind him and he turned around to see that the Clan's other two
el derly menbers had conme up, "is that Iron Bender ought to win. But if he doesn't, it'll be

because of sone Shorty trick."

"Playing it safe, eh, Forty Wnks?" said the other grandpa who had just joined them "Well, ny
decision is that with all his tricks, and tough as we've been hearing Shorties are, that the Law
Twister can't lose. He'll chew Iron Bender up." The two of themturned and | ooked expectantly at
One Punch.

"Hrmm " said One Punch, closing one eye and squinting thoughtfully with the other at Mal. "M
decision is that the Law Twister's even nore clever and sneaky than we think. My decision says
Twister'll come up with something that'll fix things his way so that they never will tangle. In
short, Twister's going to win the fight before it starts.™

One Punch had turned toward the seated crowd as he said this, and there was another |ow nutter of
appreciation fromthe seated C an nenbers.

"That One Punch," said Gandpa Tricky to Forty Wnks, "never did lay back and play it safe. He
just swings right in there twice as hard as anyone el se, w thout w nking."

"Well," said One Punch hinself, turning to Mal, "there's Gentle Maiden and her orphans com ng up
fromthe village now with Iron Bender. You all set, Law Tw ster?"

Mal was anything but set. It was good to hear that all three grandpas of O an Water Gap expected
himto come out on top; but he would have felt a lot better if it had been Iron Bender who had
been expressing that opinion. He | ooked over the heads of the seated crowd to see Iron Bender
com ng, just as One Punch had said, with Gentle Miiden and three, small, human figures in tow

H s thoughts spun furiously. This whol e business was crazy. It sinply could not be that in a few
m nutes he woul d be expected to engage in a hand-to-hand battle with an individual nore than one
and a half times his height and five times his weight, any nore than it could be that the w se nen
of the local Clan could be betting on himto win. One Punch's prediction, in particular, was so
farfetched .

Under st andi ng suddenly exploded in him At once, it all fitted together: the Dl bian habit of
circumventing any outright lie by pretending to be after just the opposite of what an individua
was really after; the odd reaction of the three captured humans who had not been concerned about
t he Human- Hemmoi d Treaty of noninterference on Dilbia when they came into COan Water Gap
territory, but were willing to pass up a chance of escape by letting Mal sumon arned human hel p
to rescue them now that they were here. Just suppose—Mal thought to hinself feverishly—ust
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suppose everything is just the opposite of what it seens .

There was only one missing part to this whole jigsaw puzzle, one bit to which he did not have the
answer. He turned to One Punch.

"Tell me sonething," he said, in a |ow voice. "Suppose Gentle Miiden and Iron Bender had to nmarry
each other. Do you think they'd be very upset?"

"Upset? Well, no," said One Punch, thoughtfully. "Come to think of it, now you nention it, Law
Twi ster—+those two are just about made for each other. Particularly seeing there's no one el se nade
bi g enough or tough enough for either one of them if you |l ook around. In fact, if it wasn't for
how they go around saying they can't stand each other, you mght think they really |iked each
other quite a bit. Wiy do you ask?"

"I was just wondering," said Mal, grimy. "Let nme ask you another question. Do you think a Shorty
like ne could carry the stone of Mghty G appler ten paces?"

One Punch gazed at him

"Well, you know," he said, "when it comes right down to it, | wouldn't put anything past a Shorty
like you.”

“Thanks," said Mal. "I'll return the conplinent. Believe me, fromnow on, |I'll never put anything
past a real person like you, or Gentle Maiden, or Iron Bender, or anyone else. And I'Il tell the

other Shorties that when | get back anong them "

"Why thank you, Law Twister," said One Punch. "That's nighty kind of you—but, come to think of it,
maybe you better turn around now. Because |Iron Bender's here."

Mal turned—ust in time to see the towering figure of the village harnessmaker striding toward
him acconpanied by a rising murmur of excitenent fromthe crowd.

"Al'l right, let's get this over with!" booned Iron Bender, opening and cl osing his massive hands
hungrily. "Just take ne a few ninutes, and then—=

"Stop!" shouted Mal, holding up his hand.

I ron Bender stopped, still some twenty feet fromMl. The crowd fell silent, abruptly.
"I"'msorry!" said Mal, addressing themall. "I tried every way | could to keep it fromcoming to
this. But | see nowthere's no other way to do it. Now, |I'm nowhere near as sure as your three
grandpas that | could handle Iron Bender, here, with one hand tied behind my back. Iron Bender

m ght well handle ne, with no trouble. | nean, he just mght be the one real man who can tangle
with a Shorty like ne, and win. But, what if |I'mwong?"

Mal paused, both to see how they were reacting and to get his nerve up for his next statenent. If
I was trying sonething like this any place el se, he thought, they'd cart nme off to a psychiatrist.
But the Dilbians in front of himwere all quiet and attentive, listening. Even Iron Bender and
Gentl e Mai den were showing no indications of wanting to interrupt.

"As | say," went on Mal, a little hoarsely as a result of working to nmake his voice carry to the
whol e assenbl age, "what if I'mwong? What if this terrific hassling ability that all we Shorties
have gets the best of me when | tangle with Iron Bender? Not that |Iron Bender would want nme to
hol d back any, | know that =

Iron Bender snorted affirmatively and worked his massive hands in the air.

"—But," said Mal, "think what the results would be. Think of Can Water Gap wi thout a

har nessmaker. Think of Gentle M den here without the one real nan she can't push around. |'ve

t hought about those things, and it seens to nme there's just one way out. The Can | aws have to be
changed so that a Shorty like me doesn't have to tangle with a dan Gapper over this problem"”

He turned to the stone of Mghty G appler

"So— he wound up, his voice cracking a little on the word in spite of hinself, "I"mjust going to
have to carry this stone ten steps so the |laws can be changed."

He stepped up to the stone. There was a dead silence all around him He could feel the sweat
poppi ng out on his face. What if the conclusions he had come to were all wong? But he could not
afford to think that now He had to go through with the business, now that he'd spoken

He curled his hands around the two ends of the iron rod from underneath and squatted down with his
knees on either side of the rock. This was going to be different fromordinary weight lifting,
where the weight was distributed on the outer two ends of the lifting bar. Here, the weight was
between his fists.

He took a deep breath and lifted. For a nonment, it seemed that the dead wei ght of the stone
refused to nove. Then it gave. It came up and into himuntil the near face of the rock thudded
agai nst his chest; the whole stone now held well off the ground. So far, so good, for the first
step. Now, for the second

He willed strength into his | eg nuscles.

Up . . . he thought to hinself . . . up. . . He could hear his teeth gritting agai nst each ot her
in his head. Up
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Slowy, grimy, his legs straightened. Hs body lifted, bringing the stone with it, until he
stood, swaying, the weight of it against his chest, and his arns just beginning to trenble with
the strain.

Now, quickly—before arns and | egs gave out—he had to take the ten steps.

He swayed forward, stuck out a leg quickly, and caught hinmself. For a second he hung poised, then
he brought the other leg forward. The effort al nost overbal anced him but he stayed upright. Now
the right foot again . . . then the left . . . theright . . . the left

In the fierceness of his effort, everything el se was blotted out. He was alone with the stone he
had to carry, with the straining pull of his nuscles, the brightness of the sun in his eyes, and
the savage tearing of the rod ends on his fingers, that threatened to rip thenselves out of his
grip.

Eight steps . . . nine steps . . . and . . . ten! He tried to let the stone down easily, but it

t hudded out of his grasp. As he stood half-bent over it, it stuck upright inits new resting place
in the grass, then half-rolled away fromhim for a nonent exposing its bottom surface conpletely,
so that he could see clearly into the hole there. Then it rocked back upright and stood still.
Painfully, stiffly, Ml straightened his back.

"Well," he panted, to the silent, staring Dilbians of Can Water Gap, "l guess that takes care of
that . . ."

Less than forty mnutes later he was herding the three anthropol ogists back into their shuttle
boat .

"But | don't understand," protested Harvey, hesitating in the entry port of the shuttle boat. "I
want to know how you got us free without having to fight that big Dil bian—+the one with the nane

t hat neans |ron Bender?"

"I moved their |aw stone," said Mal, grimy. "That neant | could change the rules of the Can."
"But they went on and el ected One Punch as C an G andfather, anyway," said Harvey.

"Naturally," said Mal. "He'd given the nost accurate judgnent in advance—he'd foretold I'd win

wi thout laying a hand on Iron Bender. And I had. Once | noved the stone, | sinply added a law to
the ones M ghty Grappler had set up. | said no Can Water Gapper was allowed to adopt orphan
Shorties. So, if that was against the law, Gentle Maiden couldn't keep you. She had to let you go
and then there was no reason for Iron Bender to want to tangle with ne."

"But why did Iron Bender and Gentle decide to get married?"

"Why, she couldn't go back to being just a single maiden again, after nam ng soneone her
protector,” Mal said. "Dilbians are very strict about things |ike that. Public opinion forced them
to get married—which they wanted to do anyhow, but neither of them had wanted to be the one to ask
the other to marry."

Harvey bl i nked.

"You nean," he said disbelievingly, "it was all part of a plot by Gentle Miiden, Iron Bender, and
One Punch to use us for their own advantage? To get One Punch el ected G andfather, and the other
two forced to marry?”

"Now, you're beginning to understand," said Mal, grinmly. He started to turn away.

"Wait," said Harvey. "Look, there's information here that you ought to be sharing with us for the
sake of science—=

"Sci ence?" Mal gave hima hard look. "That's right, it was science, wasn't it? Just pure science,
that made you and your friends decide on the spur of the nmonment to cone down here. Wasn't it?"
Harvey's brows drew together

"What's that question supposed to nean?" he said.

"Just inquiring," said Mal. "Didn't it ever occur to you that the Dilbians are just as bright as
you are? And that they'd have a pretty clear idea why three Shorties would show up out of thin air
and start asking questions?"

"Why shoul d that seem suspicious to thenm?" Ora Page stuck her face out of the entry port over
Harvey' s shoul der

"Because the Dil bians take everything with a grain of salt anyway—en principle,"” said Ml.
"Because they're experts at figuring out what soneone else is really up to, since that's just the
way they operate, thenselves. Wien a Dil bian wants to go after sonmething, his first nove is to
pretend to head in the opposite direction.”

“They told you that in your hypnotraining?" O a asked.

Mal shook his head.

"No," he said. "I wasn't told anything." He | ooked harshly at the two of themand at the face of
Ri ce, which now appeared behi nd Harvey's other shoul der. "Nobody told ne a thing about the

Di | bi ans except that there are a few rare humans who understand theminstinctively and can work
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with them only the book-psychiatrists and the book-ant hropol ogists can't figure out why. Nobody
suggested to nme that our human authorities might deliberately be trying to arrange a situation
where three book-anthropol ogi sts woul d be on hand to observe ne—as one of these rare
humans—earning how to think and work Iike a Dilbian, on ny owm. No, nobody told me anything |ike
that. It's just a Dilbian sort of suspicion |I've worked out on nmy own."

"Look here— began Harvey.

"You | ook here!" said Mal, furiously. "I don't know of anything in the Qutspace Regul ations that

| ets soneone be drafted into being some sort of experinental aninmal w thout his know ng what's
goi ng on—

"Easy now. Easy . said Harvey. "All right. This whole thing was set up so we coul d observe
you. But we had absolute faith that soneone with your personality profile would do fine with the
Di | bi ans. And, of course, you realize you'll be conpensated for all this. For one thing, | think
you'll find there's a full six-year scholarship waiting for you now, once you qualify for college
entrance. And a few other things, too. You'll be hearing nore about them when you get back to the
human anbassador at Hunrog Town, who sent you here.”

"Thanks," said Mal, still boiling inside. "But next tine tell themto ask first whether | want to
play ganes with the rest of you! Now, you better get noving if you want to catch that spaceliner!"”
He turned away. But before he had covered half a dozen steps, he heard Harvey's voice calling
after him

"WAait! There's something vitally inportant you didn't tell us. How did you manage to pick up that
rock and carry it the way you did?"

Mal | ooked sourly back over his shoul der

"I do a lot of weight lifting," he said, and kept on going.

He did not | ook back again; and, a few ninutes |ater, he heard the shuttle boat take off. He
headed at an angle up the valley slope behind the houses in the village toward the stone of M ghty
G appl er, where the Bluffer would be waiting to take himback to Hunrog Town. The sun was close to
setting, and with its level rays in his eyes, he could barely nake out that there were four big
Dil bian figures rather than one, waiting for himby the stone. A wariness awoke in him

When he cane up, however, he discovered that the four figures were the Bluffer with One Punch
Gentl e Maiden, and |Iron Bender—and all four |ooked geni al

"There you are," said the Bluffer, as Mal stopped before him "Better clinb into the saddle. It's
not nmore than two hours to full dark, and even the way | travel we're going to have to nove sone
to make it back to Hunrog Town in that tine."

Mal obeyed. Fromthe altitude of the saddle, he | ooked over the Bluffer's right shoul der down at
One Punch and Gentle Maiden and |level into the face of Iron Bender

"Wel |, good-bye," he said, not sure of how Dil bians reacted on parting. "It's been sonethi ng
knowi ng you all."

"Been sonmething for Can Water Gap, too," replied One Punch. "I can say that now, officially, as
the G an Grandfather. Guess nost of us will be telling the tale for years to come, how we got

dropped in on here by the Mghty Law Twi ster."

Mal goggl ed. He had thought he was past the point of surprise where Dilbians were concerned, but
this was nore than even he had i nmagi ned.

"M ghty Law Twi ster?" he echoed.

"Why, of course," runbled the H Il Bluffer, underneath him "Somebody's nanme had to be changed,
after you noved that stone."”

"The postman's right," said One Punch. "Naturally, we wouldn't want to change the nane of M ghty
Grappl er, seeing what all he neans to the O an. Besides, since he's dead, we can't very well go
around changi ng his name and getting fol ks m xed up, so we just changed yours instead. Stands to
reason if you could carry Mghty G appler's stone ten paces, you had to be pretty nighty,

yoursel f."

"But—well, now, wait a mnute . . ." Ml protested. He was renenberi ng what he had seen in the

monment he had put the stone down and it had rocked enough to let himsee clearly into the hole

inside it, and his conscience was bothering him "Uh—ne Punch, | wonder if | could speak to you
privately . . . for just a second? If we could just step over here—=

"No need for that, Mghty," boormed Iron Bender. "I and the wife are just headed back down to the

village, anyway. Aren't we, Gentle?"

"Well, I"mgoing. If you want to come too—

"That's what | say," interrupted Iron Bender. "W're both just leaving. So long, Mghty. Sorry we
never had a chance to tangle. If you ever get sone spare tinme and a good reason, cone back and
I"l'l be glad to oblige you."

"Thanks . . ." said Mal. Wth m xed feelings, he watched the harnessnaker and his new wife turn
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and stride off down the slope toward the buildings below Then he renenbered his conscience and
| ooked again down at One Punch
"@uess you better clinb down again
nmysel f so's not to intrude."

"Now, Postnman," said One Punch. "No need for that. W're all friends here. | can guess that

M ghty, here, could have a few little questions to ask or things to tell—but likely it's nothing
you oughtn't to hear; and besi des, being a governnent man, we can count on you keeping any
secrets.”

“That's true," said the Bluffer. "Conme to think of it, Mghty, it'd be kind of an insult to the
government if you didn't trust me—

"Ch, | trust you," said Mal, hastily. "It's just that . . . well . . ." He |looked at One Punch
"What would you say if | told you that the stone there is hollowthat it'd been holl owed out

i nsi de?"

"Now, M ghty," said One Punch, "you rmustn't make fun of an old man, now that he's becone a
respect abl e Grandf at her. Anybody knows stones aren't hollow. "

"But what would you say if | told you that one is?" persisted Ml

"Way, | don't supposes it'd make nuch difference you just telling ne it was hollow, " said One
Punch. "I don't suppose |'d say anything. | wouldn't want folks to think you could twi st me that
easily, for one thing; and for another thing, maybe it might come in handy some tine later, ny
havi ng heard sonmeone say that stone was hollow. Just |like the Mghty Gappler said in sone of his
own words of wi sdom—It's always good to have things set up one way. But it's extra good to have
them set up another way, too. Two ways are always better than one.'"

"And very good wi sdomthat is," put in the Bluffer, adnmringly. "Up near WI dwood Peak there's a
smal | bridge people been wal king around for years. There is a kind of runor floating around that
it's washed out in the niddle, but |I've never heard anybody really say so. Never know when it

m ght cone in useful to have a bridge |ike that around for someone who' d never heard the
runor—that is, if there's any truth to the runmor, which | doubt."

"I see," said Mal.

"OfF course you do, Mghty," said One Punch. "You understand things real well for a Shorty. Now,
luckily we don't have to worry about this joke of yours that the stone of Mghty Gappler is
hol | ow, because we've got proof otherw se."

"Proof?" Ml blinked.

"Why, certainly,"” said One Punch. "Now, it stand to reason, if that stone were hollow, it wouldn't
be anywhere near as heavy as it looks. In fact, it'd be real light."

"That's right," said Mal, sharply. "And you saw ne—a Shorty-pick it up and carry it."

"Exactly!" said One Punch. "The whole C an was watching to see you pick that stone up and carry
it. And we did.”

“And that proves it isn't hollow?" Ml stared.

"Why, sure," said One Punch. "W all saw you sweating and struggling and straining to nove that
stone just ten paces. Well, what nore proof does a nman need? If it'd been hollow like you say, a
Shorty—+et alone a mghty Shorty |ike you—woul d' ve been able to pick it up with one paw and j ust
stroll off with it. But we were watching you closely, Mghty, and you didn't |eave a shred of
doubt in the mind of any one of us that it was just about all you could carry. So, that stone just
had to be solid."

He stopped. The Bluffer snorted.

"You see there, Mghty?" the Bluffer said. "You may be a real good | awtw ster—Aobody doubts it
for a m nute—but when you go up agai nst the wisdomof a real elected Grandfather, you find you
can't twist himlike you can any ordinary real man."

"I . . . guess so," said Mal. "I suppose there's no point, then, in ny suggesting you just take a
| ook at the stone?"

"I't'd be kind of beneath me to do that, Mghty," said One Punch, severely, "now that |I'ma
Grandf at her and al ready pointed out how it couldn't be hollow, anyway. Well, so long." Abruptly,
as abruptly as Iron Bender and Gentle Miiden had gone, One Punch turned and strode off down the
sl ope.

The Hi Il Bluffer turned on his heel, hinself, and strode away in the opposite direction, into the
nmount ai ns and the sunset.

"But the thing I don't understand,” said Mal to the Bluffer, a few mnutes |ater when they were
back on the narrow trail, out of sight of Water Gap Territory, "is how. . . Wat would have
happened if those three Shorties hadn't dropped in the way they did? And what if | hadn't been
sent for? One Punch mi ght have been el ected Grandfather anyway, but how would |ron Bender and
Gentl e Mui den ever have gotten married?"

the Bluffer was saying, "and |I'Il nosey off a few steps
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"Lot of luck to it all, | suppose you could say, Mghty," answered the Bluffer, sagely. "Just
shows how things turn out. Pure chance—tike my nmentioning to Little Bite a couple of nmonths ago it
was a shame there hadn't been other Shorties around to watch just how the Hal f-Pint Posted and

Pi ck- and- Shovel did things, back when they were here.”

"You . . ." Mal stared, "mentioned . "

"Just of fhand, one day," said the Bluffer. "Of course, as | told Little Bite, there weren't hardly
any real chanpions around right nowto interest a tough little Shorty—except over at C an Water
Gap, where ny unnarried cousin Gentle Miiden lived."

"Your cousin . . . ? 1 see," said Mal. There was a long, |ong pause. "Very interesting."

"Funny. That's how Little Bite put it, when | told him" answered the Bluffer, cat-footing
confidently along the very edge of a precipice. "You Shorties sure have a habit of talking alike
and saying the same things all the tine. Comes of having such little heads with not nuch space

i nside for words, | suppose.”
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