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By Keith Laumer
CHAPTER ONE

It was ten minutes past high noon when | paid off my helicab, ducked under the air blast from the caged
high-speed rotors as they whined back to speed, and looked around at the sun-scalded, dust-white, mob-
noisy bazaar of the trucial camp-city of Tamboula, Republic of Free Algeria. Merchants stallswere a
clash of garish fabrics, the pastels of heaped fruit, the glitter of oriental gold thread and beadwork, the
glint of polished Japanese lenses and finely-machined Swedish chromalloy, the subtle gleam of hand-
rubbed wood, the brittle complexity of Hong Kong plastic - islands in the tide of humanity that elbowed,
sauntered, bargained with shrill voices and waving hands or stood idly in patches of black shadow under
rigged awnings all across the wide square. | made my way through the press, shouted at by hucksters,
solicited by whining beggars and tattooed drabs, jostled by UN Security Police escorting officials of a
dozen nations.

| emerged on a badly-paved street of starved royal palms, across from arow of fast-decaying buildings as
cosmopolitan in style as the costumes around me. Above the cacophony of the mob, keening Arab music
shrilled from cave-like openings redolent of goat and curry, vying with the PA-borne blare of Jump and
Jitter, reflecting hectic lunch-hours behind the sweat-dewed glass fronts of the Cafe Parisien, Die
Vakyrie, the Samovar, and the Chicago Snackery.

| crossed the street, dodging the iron-shod wheels of oxcarts, the scorching exhaust of jet-peds, the
stinging dust-barrage of cushion cars - snorting one aimost pal pable stench from my nostrilsjust in time
to catch anew and even riper one. Under aten-foot glare-sign lettered ALHAMBRA ROOM in phony
Arabic script, arevolving door thumped monotonously; | caught it and went through into a sudden gloom
and silence. | crossed an unswept mosaic floor, went down three steps into an even darker room with a
scatter of gaudy cushions and a gleam of gold filigree, | waved away a yard-square red and gold menu
proffered by anicely-rounded harem slave in a brief vest and transparent trousers. | took a stool at the
long bar. A bare-chested three-hundred-pound eunuch with a cutlass, sash, and turban took my order, dlid
afrosty glass across the polished black marble. Behind a screen of gilded pam fronds, a small combo
made reedy music.

| took along draught; from the corner of my eye | saw a man slide onto the next stool. Casualy, | angled
the ring on my left forefinger; its specular surface reflected a narrow, tanned face with a bald forehead,
peaked white eyebrows, a Kaiser Wilhelm mustache, and a satanic Vandyck. A pair of frosty blue eyes
met mine for an instant in the tiny mirror.

"What's the get-up for, Felix?' | asked softly. "Y ou traveling in hair-goods now?"
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His eyelids flickered. For Felix Severance, that was equivalent to a yelp of astonishment. Then he gave
me the trick wink that was service code for 'The Enemy May Be Listening.'

"Well, well, John Bravais, as| live and breathe," he said in his high-pitched voice. "Fancy meeting you
here..."

We went through aritual of hand pumping and when-did-1-see-you-last's, ordered second drinks, then
moved over to alow table. He slipped a small gadget from a pocket, glanced around to see who was
watching, then ran it over the light fixture, the salt and pepper shakers, the ashtray, babbling on:

"Marthas fine. Little Herbie had atouch of Chinese virus, and Charlotte broke aclavicle. . ." Hewent on
point like a hunting dog, picked up a small tahukuk in the form of a frog-goddess, dropped it
inconspicuoudly into his heavy briefcase.

"I heard you were going into mink farming," | said, carrying on the charade.

"Decided against it, Johnny." He checked the spice tray. "Too damned vicious; lousy example for little
Lennie and Bertha and the others - " He finished the check, switched off the patter in midsentence,
pocketed the spy-eye detector.

"Okay, Johnny," he said softly. "My little gem-dandy patented nose-counter says we're clean." He was
looking me over with that quick glance of histhat could count the pearls on a dowager's neck while he
was bowing over her wrist. "Thanks for coming."

"I haven't run to fat yet, if that's what's bothering you," | said. "Now stop sizing me up and tell me what
thefalse beard is al about. | heard you were here under an open cover asa UN medic.”

"I'm afraid Medecin-Major de Salle attracted some unwelcome attention." He grinned. "It seems |
broached security. | was advised to consider myself under house arrest; a six-footer with aside-arm was
assigned to make the point clear. | ditched him in the first dark alley and faded from the scene. A school-
teacher named Brown rented the de Salle villa after the disappearance - but as Brown, I'm not free to
move. That's where you enter the picture.”

"Come to the point, Felix. What was so important that | had to come nine thousand milesin thirteen hours
to hear? Do you know where | was?"

He held up ahand. "I know; Barnett told me you'd spent seven monthsin Boliviabuilding acover asa
disgruntled veteran of Colonna's Irregulars. Sorry and all that - "

"Another week and 1'd have landed an assignment running a shipment of bootleg surgical spares- "
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"The frozen kidneys will have to wait for another time." He showed me a Mephistophelean smile. "What |
haveisfar more fun."

"The suspense is unnerving me. Go ahead and spill it."
"All right. Let's begin with the world situation."
"I'd prefer amore cheerful subject - like cancer."

"We may get to that, too, before this one's over." He hitched himself forward, getting down to business.
"For most of the last century, John, the world has been at war. We haven't called it that, of course -
nobody's actually used nuclear warheads. These are nothing but 'police actions,’ or ‘internal power
realignments,’ like the current rumble herein Algeria- maneuvers with live ammunition. But while the
powers are whetting their claws on these tupp'ny-'ap'ny shooting matches, they're looking hard for a
weapon that would give one state a decisive advantage. |n the meantime - stalemate.”

"Well," | said, pushing back my chair, "that was mighty interesting, Felix. Thanks for letting me know - "
He leaned across the table. There was a merry glint in his eye; he looked like adevil planning a barbecue.
"We've found that weapon, John."

| settled back into my chair. "All right, I'm listening."

"Very well: Super Hellbombs are out. The answer liesin the other direction, of course. A crowd of
infantrymen killing each other isn't war - it's good, healthful sport - just the ticket for working off those
perfectly natural aggressions that might otherwise cause trouble. But what if a division or two of foot
soldiers suddenly became irresistible? Impervious to attack, deadly on the offensive? Y our cozy little

brushfire war would turn into arout for the unlucky side - and there would go your power-balance, shot
al tohdl -"

"How much better can hand-weapons get? The Norge Combat Imperial weighs six pounds and fires a
hundred armor-piercing rounds per second. It's radar-aimed and dead-accurate - "

"I'm talking about something new, John. We call it PAPA - Power Assisted Personal Armament. What it
meansis - the Invulnerable Man."

| watched Felix swallow half his drink, put the glass down, and sit back with his fingertips together,
waiting for my reaction. | nodded casually.

"That'san old idea," | said carelessly. "I used to follow Batman and Robin myself."
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"Thisisn't aTri-D drama - it's a coordinated development in bioprosthetics, neurosurgery, and
myoelectronics. Picture it, John! Microtronics-engineered sense-boosters, wide-spectrum vision,
artificially accelerated reflexes, nerve-energy laser-type weapons, al surgically implanted - plus woven-
chromalloy body-mail, aligned-crystal metal caps for finger-bones, shins, rib and skull, servo-boosted
helical titanium fiber reinforced musculature - "

"Y ou left out the fast-change long-Johns with the big red S on them. Y ou know, | always wondered why
dark Kent never got himself arrested in an alley for indecent exposure.”

"I had a hand in its development myself,” Felix went on, ignoring me. "And | cantell you it'shbig. You
havenoidea- "

"But I'd like to have," | cut in. "Especially anideaof what itis| blew ayear's work to hear."

He nodded. "I'm just coming to that. For the past six months I've been here in Tamboula, carrying out a
study of battle wounds - data we require in the further development of PAPA. And I've turned up a
disquieting fact." He poked afinger at me for emphasis. "The number of men reported 'missing in action'
amounts to nearly twenty percent of the total casualties.”

"There are always afew reluctant warriors who go over the hill."

"Not in the desert, John. | went on then to take alook at civilian missing-persons figures. The world total
Is close to the two million mark annually. Naturally, this doesn't include data from China and Red India,
where one less mouth to feed is noted with relief, if at all. And the Society of American Morticians and
Embalmers reports that not enough people are being buried . . ."

"I can tell you where part of them are going,” | said. "The black market in human organs.”

"Yes." Felix nodded. "Doubtless that nefarious trade accounts for some of the discrepancy, particularly in
burial figures. But suppose someone were building up a secret force - and outfitting it with an enemy
version of PAPA?"

"Y ou can't hide men in those numbers," | said. "The logistical problems alone - "
"I know; but the men are going somewhere. | want to know where."

"I'm afraid I'm beginning to get the picture.”

"You still hold your reserve Army commission, | take it?"

| nodded.
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"Good. | have your recall ordersin my briefcase. They're perfectly legal; | made them myself. You'rea
Defense Department observer. I've arranged for you to occupy one of our special rooms at the King
Faisa."

"I thought CBI assignments were on a voluntary basis."
Felix raised the white eyebrows. "Y ou are volunteering, aren't you?"
"| suppose the fact that I'm here answers that one."

"Of course. Now, there's a battle scheduled soon. | haven't been able to find out just when, but | did
procure copies of the Utter Top Secret Battle Plan for both the Free Algerians and the Imperial
Moroccans. Death penalty for possession, of course.” He took a newspaper from an inner pocket - a
folded copy of the Belfast Messenger - and dropped it on the table.

"What am | supposed to do, stand around on a hilltop with a pair of binoculars and watch where the men
disappear t0?"

Felix smiled. "I have afew gadgets for you to field-test. Find out when that battle's scheduled, and | think
you'll be able to take alook at just about whatever you want to."

| took the newspaper. "So I'm back in uniform. | suppose I'd better check in with the UN Monitor
General."

"Send a card over; perhapsit'll pass unnoticed in the daily mail. | want you to hold your official contacts
to the minimum. Stay clear of the Embassy, the police, and the press corps. Y our other instructions are
with your orders. You'll find atight-band communicator with the rest of the equipment; keep in touch
with me, John - but don't try to contact me at the villa unless it's absolutely necessary."

"Y ou've made some pretty elaborate arrangements. This sort of thing costs money. Who's footing the
bill?"

"Let'sjust say it comes from aspecial fund." He finished his drink. "Go on over to the Faisal, get settled,
and take alook around. I'll expect a preliminary report in aday or two." He stood, replaced the tabukuk on
the table, gave me a quick handshake, and was gone.

| picked up the newspaper, leafed through it. There were sheets of flimsy paper folded between the pages.
| caught aglimpse of tiny print, terrain diagrams, the words Utter Top Secret. | folded it and took the last
swallow of my gin. | dropped afive cee note on the table, tucked the paper under my arm, and tried to
look casual as | went outside to hail a cab.
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The King Faisal Hotel was a two-hundred-story specimen of government-financed construction straight
out of Hollywood and the Arabian Nights, turned slummy by five years of North African sun and no
maintenance. | paid off my helicab in the shade of thirty yards of cracked glass marquee, managed my
own bags through a mixed crowd of shiny-suited officials, Algerian and Moroccan officers mingling quite
peaceably outside business hours, beggarsin colorful costumes featuring wrist-watches and tennis shoes,
Arab guidesin traditional white lapel-suits, hot-looking tourists, journalists with coffee hangovers, and
stolid-faced UN police in short pants with hardwood billies.

| went up the wide steps, past potted yuccas and a uniformed Berber doorman with a bad eye that bored
into me like a hot poker. | crossed the |obby to the registration console, slapped the counter, and
announced my arrival in tones calculated to dispel any appearance of shyness. A splay-footed Congolese
bellhop sidled up to listen as | produced the teleprinted confirmation of my reservation that Felix bad
supplied. | asked for and received verbal assurances that the water was potable, and was directed to a suite
on the forty-fifth level.

It was a pleasant enough apartment. There was a spacious sitting room with old-fashioned aluminum and
teak-veneer furniture, a polished composition floor, and framed post-neo-surrealist paintings. Adjoining

was a carpeted bedroom with afour-foot tri-D screen, awide closet, and a window Opening onto aview
of irregular brickwork across atwelve-foot alley.

Behind the flowered wallpaper, there were other facilities, unknown to the present management -
installed, during construction, at the insistence of one of the more secret agencies of the now defunct
South African Federation. According to the long, chatty briefing papers Felix had tucked into the
newspaper, the CBI had inherited the installation from aformer tenant, in return for a set of unregistered
fingerprints and a getaway stake.

| looked the room over and spotted a spy-eye in adrawer knob, a microphone among the artificial flowers
- standard equipment at the Faisal, no doubt. | would have to make my first order of business a thorough
examination of everything ... as soon as | had a cold shower. | turned to the bedroom - and stopped dead.
My right hand made a tentative move toward my gun, and from the shadows a soft voice said, "Uh-uh."

He came through the sitting-room door with agun in his hand - a middle-sized, neatly dressed man with
wispy hair receding from afreckled forehead. He had quick eyes. An inch of clean, white cuff showed at
hiswrist.

"| was supposed to be gone when you got here," he said quietly. "The boys downstairs slipped up.”

"Sure," | said. "They dslipped up - and I'm dancing tonight with the Ballet Russe.” | looked at the gun.
"What was | supposed to do, fall down and cry when | saw that?"

His earsturned pink. "It was merely a precaution in the event you panicked." He pocketed the gun,
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flipped back alapel to flash some sort of badge. "UN Police," he stated, as though | had asked.
"Regulations require all military observersto report to UN Headquarters on arrival - as I'm sure you're
aware. You're to come along with me, Mr Bravais. General Julius wants to interview you personally.”

"When did the UN start hiring gun-punks?' He looked angry. "Y ou can't make me mad. Mr Bravais."

"I could try. You don't shoot anybody withou' orders from the boss, do you?' | advanced on him, giving
him the kind of grin tri-D villains practice in front of amirror.

"I could make an exception.” His nostrils were white.
"Oh, to hell withit," | said in a careless tone, relaxing. "How about a drink?"
He hesitated. "All right, Mr. Bravais. Y ou understand that there's. . . nothing personal in this."

"I guess you've got ajob to do like the rest of us. Y ou're pretty good with that holding-the-breath bit." |
grinned happily, demonstrating that | was satisfied, now that 1'd shown the opposition | was nobody's
dummy.

"I planned to see the General this afternoon anyway," | said. We had a short one and |eft together.

Brigadier General Julius was a vigorous-looking, square-jawed, blond-crew-cut type, with an almost
unbelievably smooth complexion that might have earned him the nickname Baby-face, if two fierce, coal-
black eyes hadn't dominated the composition. The gray UN uniform he wore had been tailored by an
artist, and the three rows of service ribbons on his chest indicated that, in spite of his youthful appearance,
he had been at the scene of most of the shooting wars of the past twenty years.

He was wearing the old-fashioned Sam Browne belt and engineers boots that the UN High Command
liked to affect, but the hand-gun protruding from the holster at his hip wasn't a pearl-handled six-shooter;
it was the latest thing in pulse-energy weapons, stark and ugly, meant for murder, not show.

" American Defense Department, eh?' He glanced at the copy of the orders Felix had managed for me,
laid them to one side on the bare, highly polished desk-top. He looked me over thoughtfully. It was quiet
in the office. Faraway, a voice spoke sing-song Arabic. A fly buzzed at a window.

"I just arrived this afternoon, General," | offered. "l took aroom at the King Faisal - "

"Room 4567," Julius said sharply. "Y ou were aboard BWA flight 87. I'm aware of your movements, Mr.
Bravais. As UN Monitor General, | make it my business to keep informed of everything that occurs
within my command.” He had aflat, unpleasant voice, at variance with the wholesome, nationally-
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advertised look of him.

| nodded, looking impressed. | thought about the death nenalty attached to the papersin my pocket, and
wondered how much more he knew. "By golly, that's remarkable. General ."

He narrowed his eyes. | had to be careful not to overdo the act, | reminded myself.

"Makes a man wonder how you can find time for your other duties,” | added, letting a small gleam of
insolence temper the bland smile | was showing him.

His eyes narrowed even further: | had the feeling that if he squeezed any harder, they would pop out like
watermel on seeds.

"I manage, Mr. Bravais," he said, holding his voice smooth. "Just how long can we expect your visit to
last?"

"Oh, | wouldn't call it avisit, General. I'm here on PCS, an indefinite tour."

"In that case, | hope you find Tamboulato your liking. Y ou've come at afortunate time of year. The
racing is starting next week, and of course our grouse season isin full swing."

"I've heard a great deal about the ecological projects here,”" | said. "Quite remarkable to see woodlands
springing up from the desert. But I'm afraid I'll have little time to devote to sports. My particular interest
Is close-support infantry tactics."

"Mr. Bravais." Julius raised a hand. "The feeling seems to have gained wide currency in some quarters
that conflicts such as the present one are spectacles carried out for the diversion of the curious. Such isfar
from the case. A political question is being resolved on the battlefield. UN control will, we trust, limit the
scope of the hostilities. Undue attention by representatives of major powersis not likely to assist in that
effort. | suggest you consult the official History - "

"I believe the principle of the right of observation has been too well established to require any assertion
by me," | started.

"That is amatter quite outside my cognizance," the General broke in. "My responsibility isto insure that
the provisions of the Manhattan Convention are adhered to. Y ou'll understand that the presence of
outsidersin the theater unduly complicates that task." He spoke with a curious, flat intensity, watching me
with an unwinking gaze, like a gunfighter waiting for the signal to go for his hip.

"General, I'm an accredited official observer; | hope you don't intend to deny me access to my subject?
"Just what isit you wish to observe?"
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"Action - at close range."

Julius shook his head. "That will not be possible tonight - * He stopped abruptly. | permitted myself the
liberty of agrin.

“Tonight, en?"'
Julius leaned toward me. He was holding his temper pretty well, but aglint of red fire showed in his eyes.

"Y ou will not approach closer than five miles to the line of action,” he said distinctly. "Y ou will report to
my adjutant daily at oh-eight hundred hours and submit a schedule of your proposed movements. Y ou
will observe anine o'clock curfew - "

| got to my feet. "Y ou've made a point of calling me 'mister’; if your intelligence apparatusis as good as
you say, you're aware that | handle the rank of Brigadier. | haven't asked for any courtesies, and | damned
sure haven't gotten any, but don't bother planning my day for me - and don't send out any more gun-
handlers. I'll be on my way now, General. Just consider this a courtesy call; I'll operate on my own from
now on."

He came around the desk, strode to the door, wrenched it open, turned to face me.

"General Bravais, | cannot be responsible for your safety if you disregard my orders." His voice had the
grate of torn steel. | wondered what he'd do if he got just alittle madder.. .

"Y ou're not responsible for me in any event, Julius," | snapped. "l suggest you get back to your desk and
cook up another chapter of that warmed-over, predigested, salt-free History of yours - "

He was standing rigidly, holding the glass doorknob in a firm clutch. He stiffened as | spoke, then jerked
his hand away from the knob; his lip was raised, showing arow of even white teeth.

"I'm not accustomed to insolence in my own headquarters,” he grated.
| glanced down at the doorknob. The clear glass was shot through with a pattern of fracture planes.

"I guess you squeezed it too hard. General," | said. He didn't answer. | went on down the narrow, gray-
painted corridor and out into the hard, white. North African sunshine.

CHAPTER TWO

| walked half ablock at a pacejust atrifle faster than the main flow. Then | re-crossed the street, slowed,
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and gave half a dozen grimy windows filled with moth-riddled mats and hammered brass atrocities more
attention than they deserved. By the time | reached the end of the long block, | was sure: the little man
with the formerly white suit and the pendul ous lower lip was following me.

| moved along, doing enough dodging around vegetable carts and portable Jimii shrines to make him earn
his salary. He was a clumsy technician, and working alone. That meant that it was a routine shadowing
job; Julius didn't consider me to be of any special interest.

At an intersection ahead, a sidewalk juggler had collected a cluster of spectators. | put on aburst, slid
through the fringe of the crowd and around the corner. | stopped, counted to ten slowly, then plunged
back the way | had come, just in time to collide with my pursuer, coming up fast.

We both yelped, staggered, groped for support, disengaged, muttering excuses, and separated hurriedly. |
crossed the street, did an elementary double-back through an arcade, and watched him hurry past. Then |
hailed a noisily cruising helicab that had probably been condemned and sold by the City of New Y ork
Transit Authority a dozen years earlier.

| caught a glimpse of him standing on the corner looking around worriedly as we lifted off over the
rooftops. | didn't waste any sympathy on him; he had been carrying a heavy solid-slug pistol under one
arm. alight energy gun under the other, and at least three hypo-spray syringes under his left lapel -
probably containing enough assorted poisons to suit any personality he might take a dislike to.

| took out hiswallet and riffled through it; there were a couple of hundred Algerian francs, a new two cee
American bill, afolded paper containing a white powder, a soiled card imprinted with the name of afirm
specializing in unusual photographs, one of the photographs, a week-old horoscope, and a scrap of paper
with my name scrawled onit. | didn't know whether it was Julius handwriting or not, but there was
enough of a UN watermark showing to make the question academic.

The cab dropped me in the wide plazain front of the down-at-heels aluminum and glass Armv-Navy-Air
Club. | gave the driver the little man's two hundred francs. He accepted it without comment; maybe New
Y ork had thrown him in on the deal with the heli.

| had an hour or two to kill. It would be necessary to stay away from my room long enough to give Julius -
or anyone else with an interest in my movements - adequate time to look over the evidence planted there
to satisfy himself about my mission in Tambouia

Meanwhile, food was in order. | dodged the outstretched palm of alegless fellow mounted on awheeled
board, and pushed into the cool, pastel-tinted interior of the club, where chattered conversations competed
with the background throb of canned music.
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In the split-level dining room, | found atable by a sunny window. | had a surprisingly good lunch,
lingered over a half-bottle of Chateau Lascombe '19, and watched the officers of the opposing armies
scheduled to go into combat an hour after sundown. They shared tables, chatting and laughing over the
brandy and cigars. The bright green of the Free Algerian uniform made a handsome contrast with the
scarlet of the Imperial Moroccans.

It was either acivilized way to wage war or a hell of anidiotic way for grown men to behave - | wasn't
sure which. | turned my attention from them and devoted the next hour to a careful study of Felix's
Instructions.

Sunset was beginning to color the sky when | left the club and walked the four blocks to the King Faisal.
Just opposite the marquee, a uniformed chauffeur seemed to be having turbine trouble. He stood peering
under the raised hood with

worried expression. | went past him and a pair of shady-businessman types, who started a vigorous
conversation as | came up, fell silent as| went through the door.

Inside, aslight, colorless European in atan suit was leaning against the end of the lobby news kiosk. He
gave me aonce-over that was as subtle as a left hook.

At the desk, the tuhby, Frenchified little Arab day manager rolled his eyes toward the far end of the
counter. | eased along, made a show of looking through the free tour maps.

He sidled over, perspiring heavily. "M'siel’ - | haveto tell you - a man was interrupted searching your
room this afternoon.” His voice was a damp whisper, like something bubbling up through mud. His breath
did nothing to lessen the similarity.

"Sure," | said, angling myself so that the nearest operative could hear me without straining. "But how
about the Casbah?"

The manager blinked, then got into the spirit of the thing. "I would have held him for the police, but he
made a break for it - "

"Say, that's fine. I've always wanted to see those dancing girls. Isit true about the raisin in their belly-
button?"’

"That fellow - " The manager's eyes rolled toward atall, thin man who was standing nearby, leafing
through a pictonews that looked as though his lunch had been wrapped in it. "He has been here all the
afternoon." His voice dropped still more. "I don't like his looks."

file:///F|/rah/Keith%20Laumer/Laumer,%20Keith%20-%20Plague%200f%20Demons,%20A.html (11 of 142) [1/18/03 2:50:18 PM]



A Plague of Demons

| nodded. "You'reright," | said loudly. "And he's not even reading; hislips aren't moving."

The newspaper jerked as though he'd just found his name in the obituaries. | went past him to the elevator,
waited until the man in the tan suit had followed me in and got settled; then | stepped back off. He
hesitated for a moment, then showed me an expression like a man who has just remembered something,
and hurriedly got off. | promptly got back on, turned, and gave him a nice smile that he failed to return as
the doors closed.

Riding up, | did alittle rapid thinking. The clownsin the lobby were atrifle too good to be true; the
manager's little contribution was part of the performance, just in case | failed to spot them. Julius wanted
to be sure | knew his eye was on me.

| punched a button, got off afloor below my own, and went along to the fire stairs. Palming the little 4mm
Browning dan gun Severance had given me. | pushed through the glass door. and went up past a landing
littered with used ampoules and the violet-tinted butts of dope-sticks. | came out in the shadows at the end
of a poorly-lighted corridor.

My room was halfway alone on the left. | put my finger-ring microphone against the door. placed my ear
against the ring. | heard the clack of water dripping in the bathroom, the hollow hum of the ventilator,
sounds from beyond the windows - nothing el se.

| keyed the door quietly and went in: the room was empty, silent, sad in the early-evening light. The key
to my briefcase lay where | had l€ft it. | shone my UV pen-light on it, examined the wards: the fluorescent
film with which | had coated the web was scored.

That meant that by now Julius was scanning copies of a number of carefully prepared letters and notes
establishing my anti-UN, anti-Julius sentiments. It was arisky secondary cover to use with aman as
sensitive of personal status as the General, but Felix had decided on it after a close study of his dossier.
Give aman what he expectsto find, and he's satisfied; at least, that was the theory.

For half an hour | puttered, putting away shirts, arranging papers, mixing another drink. At the end of that
time | had completed my inspection and was satisfied that nothing new had been installed in the suite
since | had seen it afew hours earlier. The IR eye still peered at me from the center knob on the chest of
drawers, and the pinhead microphone in the plastic flower arrangement was still in place. | hung a soiled
undershirt over the former; the audio pickup didn't bother me. I'd just make it a point to move quietly.

It was almost dark now - time to be going. | made a few final noises in the bathroom with running water
and clattering toilet articles; then | flipped off the lights, made the bed creak as | stretched out on it, then
rose carefully, entered the closet, and soundlessly shut the door.
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Following Felix's written instructions, | unscrewed the ol d-fashioned fluorescent tube from the ceiling
fixture, pressed the switch concealed in the socket; the hatch in the end wall rolled smoothly back. |
stepped through, closed it behind me, went along a narrow passage that ended in an iron ladder |eading

up.

At thetop, | cracked my head in the dark. | felt for the latch, lifted the panel, and pulled myself up into
the stifling beat of the dark, cramped room Severance had fitted out as my forward command post. It
wasn't much to look at - a seven-by-twelve-foot space, low-ceilinged, blank-walled, with a grimy double-
hung window at one end giving aview of irregular black rooftops, and, far away, tall palms like giant
dandelions against a sky of luminous deep blue.

| closed the shutters and switched on the celling light. A steel locker against the wall opened to the
combination Severance had given me; if | had made an error, a magnesium flare would have reduced the
contents to white-hot ash.

| pulled the door wide, took out alimp, fish-scale-textured coverall with heavy fittings molded into the
fabric at the small of the back and the ankles. | pulled off my jacket, struggled into the garment. It was an
optical-effect suit - one of the CBI's best-kept secrets. It had the unusual property of absorbing some wave
lengths of light and re-emitting them in the infra-red, reflecting othersin controlled refraction patterns. It
was auto-tuned over the entire visible spectrum, and was capable of duplicating any background pattern
short of aclan Ginsberg tartan. | couldn't walk down le Grand Cowsin Parisin it without causing a few
puzzled stares, but in any less crowded setting it was as close an approximation of a cloak of invisibility
as science had come up with. It was the Cover Lab's newest toy, and was worth a hundred thousand cees
in small, unmarked bills in any of the secret marketplaces of the world.

The second item | would need was a compact apparatus the size and shape of an old-style cavalry canteen,
fitted with high-velocity gas jets and heavy clips that locked to matching fittings on the suit. | lifted it - it
was surprisingly heavy - and clamped it in place against my chest. Broad woven-wire straps stitched into
the suit took up the weight. | tried the control - atwo-inch knob at the center of the unit.

Immediately | felt the dightly nauseous sensation of free-fall. The surface of the suit crackled softly as
static charges built and neutralized themselves against the field-interface. Then my toes were reaching for
the floor. My focused-phase field generator was in working order.

| switched it off, and gravity settled over me again like alead cape. | checked the deep thigh-pockets of
the suit; there was a pair of three-ounce, hundred-power binocular goggles, a spring-steel sheath knife, a
command-monitor communicator tunable to the frequencies of both combatants as well as to the specia
band available only to Felix. | pressed the send button, got no reply. Felix was out.

la a buttoned-down pocket, | found a 2mm needier, smaller and lighter than the standard Navy model |
normally carried. Its darts were charged with a newly developed venom guaranteed to kill a charging
elephant within a microsecond of contact. | tucked it back in its fitted holster with the same respect a
snake-handler gives a krait.
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| was hot in the suit. Sweat was already beginning to trickle down my back. | switched off the lights,
opened the shutters and the window, crawled through and found a precarious foothold on aledge.

The air was cooler here. | took a couple of deep breaths to steady my nerves, carefully not looking down
the sheer five-hundred-foot face of the building. I groped the communicator from my pocket, made
another try to raise Felix. Still nothing. | would have to move without the reassurance of knowing that
someone was available to record my last words.

| twisted the lift control. At once, the close, airless pressure of the field shut away the faint breeze. Tiny
blue spark’s arced to the wall at my back. | was lifting now, feeling the secure pressure against my feet
drifting away. | pushed clear, twisting myself to a semihorizontal chest-down position, and waved my
arms, striving for equilibrium, fighting against the feeling that in another instant | would plummet to the
pavement. It was along way down, and although my intellect told me my flying carpet would support up
to a half-ton of dead weight, my emotions told me | was afoolish and extremely fragile man.

| touched the jet control lever, and at the forward surge, my vertigo left me; suddenly | was a swift,
soundless bird, sweeping through the wide night sky on mighty pinions -

A dark shape loomed in front of me; | gave the field-strength knob a convulsive twist, cleared an
unlighted roof antenna by afoot. From now on, | told myself, it would be a good idea to do my pinion-
sweeping with alittle more caution. | slowed my forward motion and angled steeply up. The lights were
dwindling away below - the glitter of |I'Avenue Organisation des Nations Unis, the hard shine from the
windows of hotels and office buildings. The sounds that floated up to me were dull, muted by the field. At
an estimated five-hundred-foot altitude, | took a bearing on the blue beacon atop the control tower at
Hammarskjold Field, amile east of the town. | opened my jetsto full bore and beaded for the battlefield.

CHAPTER THREE

| hung three hundred feet above the sparsely wooded hilltop where the blue-clad Moroccans had set up
their forward field HQ. | was Jiggling my position controls to counter a brisk breeze, and mentally
calculating the odds against my being bagged by a wild shot. With my goggles tuned to low mag and IR
filter, | was able to make out a cluster of officers around a chart table, three recon cars parked behind the
crest of the hill with their drivers beside them, and aline of dug-in riflemen on the forward slope. Five
miles to the north, the pale blue flashes of the Algerians opening bombardment winked against the
horizon.

The battle's objective was a bombed-out oasis occupying the center of the shallow valley ringed by the
low hills over one of which I now hovered. According to Felix's Utter Top Secret Battle Plan, the
Algerians would thrust their right forward in afeint to the Moroccan left, while quickly bringing up the
bulk of their light armor behind the screen of the hills on the enemy right. The Moroccan strategy was to
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sit tight in defensive entrenchments until the enemy intention became clear, then launch a drive straight
down the valley, with a second column poised to take the Algerians in the flank as soon as they struck
from cover at the Moroccan flank. It seemed like anice, conventional exercise, and | felt sure the boys
would enjoy it alot.

The Algerian ballistic shells were making vivid puffs high above the valley now, followed by laggard
thumps of sound, as the Moroccan antiballistic artillery made their interceptions. At each flash, the details
of the battlefield below blinked into momentary clarity; it was an amost steady flickering, like heat
lightning on a summer evening.

| turned up my binocular magnification, scanned the distant Algerian massing area for signs of their main
column moving out. They were a minute or two ahead of schedule. The churn of dust was just beginning
to rise above the lead element; then antidust equipment went into operation and the cloud dissipated. Now
| could pick out the tiny pinpoints of running lights, coming swiftly around in the shelter of the distant
hills to form the arrowhead of the Algerian attack.

| lifted myself another hundred feet, jetted toward their route of advance. They were coming up fast -
risking accidents in the dark - to beat the best time the Moroccans would have estimated was possible. |
arrived over the cut through which they would turn to make their dash for the oasis, just as the lead tank
rounded into it - amassive Bolo Mark 11, now running without lights. The Moroccans, caught in the trap
of overconfidence in their intelligence analysis, still showed no signs of recognizing the danger. The first
squad of four Algerian combat units was through the pass, gunning out into the open.

Belatedly now, avolley of flares went up from the Moroccan side; the tanks had been spotted. Abruptly
the valley burned dead-white under a glare like six small suns; each racing tank was the base of a cluster
of long, bounding shadows of absolute black.

| dropped lower, watched the second and third elements follow the lead units through the pass. The fourth
unit of the last squad, lagging far behind, slowed, came to a stop. A minute passed; then he started up,
moved slowly ahead, bypassing the designated route of march.

Out on the plain, Moroccan tanks were roaring out from their positions two miles to my left, guns
stabbing across the plain, both columns together in a hammer-blow at the Algerian surprise thrust. Below
me, the lone tank trundled heavily away from the scene of action, veering to the left now, moving into
broken ground. The approved Battle Plan had included no detachment operating independently on the
Algerian l€ft; if the wandering Bolo were detected by the monitors - as it must inevitably be within
minutes - the battle was forfeit, the fury and destruction all for nothing, Something was up.

| ignored the battle on the plain. | dropped to a hundred feet followed the tank asit lumbered down a shale-
littered slope into deep darkness.
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| moved carefully between towering walls of shattered rock fifty feet above the floor of the dry wadi
along which the Bolo moved in asluggish crawl. A finger of light from its turret probed uncertainly ahead
as though exploring new and dangerous territory. It negotiated an awkward turn, halted. | saw afaint
gleam asits hatch cycled; then a silhouetted man clambered out, dropped to the ground; the tank sat with
turbinesidling, its searchlight fixed aimlessly on a patch of bare rock, like the gaze of a dead man.

| turned up the sensitivitity of my goggles, tried to penetrate the darkness. | couldn't see the driver. |
moved closer -

Something massive and dark was coming up the ravine toward me, hovering two yards above the ground.
It was aflattish shape, roughly oval, dull-colored, casting afaint blue-green glow against the rocky walls
asit maneuvered gently around a projecting buttress, settled in close to the Bolo.

For a moment nothing more happened. The idling engine of the tank was a soft growl against stillness,
punctuated by the sounds of distant battle. Then there was a heavy thud. The sound reminded me of a
steer | had seen poleaxed once in a marketplace in Havana. . .

| worked my binocular controls, tuning well over into the IR. The scene before me took on afaint, eerie
glow. | maneuvered to the right, made out an oblong patch of lesser blackness against the ground.

Abruptly, shadows were dliding up the rock wall. The angry snarl of an engine sounded from behind me. |
lifted myself quickly, moved back against the ravine face. The armored shape of alate-model command
car careened into view, an opaque caterpillar of dust boiling up behind it. The blue-white lance of its
headlight scoured the canyon floor, picked up the dusty side of the tank, reflecting from the rim of its
open hatch. The car slowed, stopped directly below me, hovering on its air-cushion, the blue-black
muzzles of its twin infinite repeaters poking through the armor-glass canopy, centered on the tank.

A minute passed; faint, flickering light stuttered against the sky in the direction of the battle. The car
below sank, came to rest dlightly canted on the boulder-strewn ground. Its engines died. Metal clanked as
the door dlid open. A man in adull-green Algerian field uniform stepped out, a pistol in his hand. He
shouted in Arabic. There was no reply.

He walked forward into the settling dust in the alley of light from the car's headlamp, his shadow stalking
ahead. | saw the glint of the palm-leaf insignia on his shoulder; a major, probably the squadron
commander -

He stopped, seemed to totter for amoment, then fell stiffly forward. He hit hard on his face, and lay
without moving. | hung where | was, absolutely still, waiting.

From the darkness beyond the stalled tank, a creature came into view, padding silently on broad, dead-
white paws like ghastly caricatures of human hands. Stiff, coarse hair bristled on the lean, six-foot body,
growing low on the forehead of a naked face like afanged and snouted skull. A pattern of straps
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crisscrossed the razor back; light winked from metal fittings on the harness.

It came up to the man who lay face-down with his feet toward me, fifty feet below. It settled itself on its
haunches, fumbled with its obscenely human hands in a pouch at its side. | caught a glint of light from
polished instruments; then it crouched over the man, set to work.

| heard agrating sound, realized that | had been grinding my teeth together in arictus of shock. Cold
sweat trickled down the side of my neck under the suit.

Down below, the creature worked busily, its gaunt, narrow-shouldered body screening its task. It shifted
position, presenting its back now, the long curve of its horse-like neck.

| had to force my hand to move. | dipped the dart gun from its fitted pocket, flipped off the safety. The
beast labored on, absorbed in its victim. Quick motions of its elbows reflected its deft manipulations.

A feeling of nightmarish unreality seemed to hang over the scene: the wink and rumble of the artillery
beyond the hills, the knife-like sharpness of the shadows thrown by the light of the command car, the
intent, demonic figure. | took careful aim just below atriangular clasp securing two straps that crossed the
arched back, and fired.

The creature twitched a patch of hide impatiently, went on with itswork. | aimed again, then lowered the
gun without firing a second time; if onejolt of Felix's venom had no effect, two wouldn't help. | flattened
myself in the pocket of shadow against the cliff-face, watched as the alien rose to a grotesque two-legged
stance, then pranced away on its rear hands toward the body of the driver, lying crumpled beside the Bolo.

The mgor lay on his back now, his cap nearby, his gun ayard away. There was blood on his face and on
the dusty stone under him. | estimated the distance to the command car, gauging the possibility of
reaching it and training the forward battery on the monstrosity now leaning over the second man -

There was a sudden, sharp yelp. The alien darted afew steps, collided glancingly with the massive skirt of
the Bolo, veered toward me. | caught a glimpse of a gaping mouth, a ragged, black tongue, teeth like
needles of yellow bone.

.The stricken demon bit at its rear quarters, running in atight circle like adog chasing itstail, yelping
sharply; then it was down, kicking, scrabbling with its pale, flat hands, raising aroil of dust. Then it
stiffened and lay still.

| dropped quickly to the ground, switched off the lift-field. | caught the reek of exhaust fumes, the hot-
stone odor of the desert, and a sharp, sour smell that | knew came from the dead creature.

| went to the body of the major and bent over it. The face was dack, the eyelids unnaturally sunken. There
was a clean wound across the forehead at the hairline. The hair was matted with glistening blood.
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| turned him on hisface. The top of his skull had been cut free; it hung in place on a hinge of scalp. Inside
the glistening red-black cavity was - nothing.

| leaned closer. A deep incision gaped from the base of the skull down under the collar. Very little blood
had |eaked from it; the heart had stopped before the wound was made.

The alien lay fifteen feet away. | looked across at it, my breathing coming fast and shallow, hissing
between teeth that were bared in a snarl. Every instinct | owned was telling me to put space between
myself and the demonic creature that had walked like a beast but had used its hands like a man.

| had heard of hacklesrising; now | felt them. | gripped the gun tighter as | crossed the last few feet, stood
looking down at the sparse, rumpled coat through which dull gray-pink skin showed. | prodded the body
with aboot; it was stiff, inert, abnormally heavy. | pushed harder, rolled it over. At close range, the face
was yellowish white, dry, porous-textured. The hands were outflung, palms up, bloody from the
trepanning of the magjor; near one lay a bulging, gallon-sized sack, opaque with dust.

| stepped around to it. knelt and wiped afinger across the bulge of the surface; it was yielding, warm to
the touch. Pinkish fluid wobbled under the taut membrane.

| brushed away more dust. Now | could see a pink, jelly-like mass suspended in the liquid. It had a
furrowed surface, like sun-baked mud, and from its underside hung a thick, curled stem, neatly snipped
off three inches down.

| prodded the bag. The mass stirred; a snow-white sphere just smaller than a golf ball wavered into view,
turning to show me aring of amber-brown with a black center dot.

The battle sounds were slackening now. It wouldn't be long before another vehicle came along the ravine
in search of the missing Bolo and the officer who had followed it. | stood, feeling my heart pound as
though | had run amile, fighting down the sickish feeling that knotted my stomach. | didn't have much
time, and there were things to be done - now.

The tankman, lying awkwardly beside, his massive machine, was dead, already cooling to the touch. |
went back to the fallen demon, went through the pouches attached to the creature's harness, and found a
case fitted with scalpels, forceps, atiny saber saw. There was a supply of plastic containers and a
miniature apparatus with attached tubing - probably a pump-and-filter combination for drawing off
plasma. There was another container, packed with ampoules of adesign | had seen recently - on the
landing in my hotel. The thought was like a cold finger on my spine.

The last pouch yielded a scrap of smooth, tough paper, imprinted with lines of pot-hooks of a sort | had
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never seen before. | tucked it away in my knee-pocket, got to my feet. The paper was better than nothing
as evidence that | hadn't been the dreamer of a particularly horrible nightmare. But | needed something
more compelling - something that would communicate some of the shock | felt. Felix needed to see that
skull-white face. . .

The ravine was still quiet; maybe | had time. | ran to the car, started it up and brought it forward, halted it
beside the dead man. | jumped down and lifted the limp body into the cockpit. | remounted, maneuvered
up beside the dead alien. | opened the cargo compartment at the rear of the car, then gritted my teeth and
grasped the creature's hind wrists. Through the gloved hands of the suit, the bristles were as stiff as scrub-
brushes.

| dragged the corpse to the car, used the power of the suit to lift the three-hundred-pound weight, and
tumbled it inside.

| went back for the sack containing the brain, put it on the seat beside the dead mgjor, then climbed in and
headed back up the ravine. As | reached thefirst turn, a glare of light projected the car's moving shadow
on the rock wall ahead. | turned, saw a brilliant flare fountain from the open hatch of the Bolo.

| gunned the car, and felt atremor run through the rock an instant before | heard the blast. Small stones
rained down, bounded off the canopy and hood. Either the tank had been mined for automatic destruction
if abandoned or else the creature | had killed had set atime-charge to eliminate the traces of hisvisit.

| tramped on the throttle, holding my thoughts rigidly on my driving. | wasn't ready yet to think about the
implications of what | had seen. | could feel the full shock of it, lurking in the wings, waiting to jump out
and send me screaming for a policeman - but that would have to wait. Now, | was concerned only with
getting clear with my prize while there was still time.

Because there was no doubt that in alittle while - when whoever, or whatever, was awaiting the return of
the brain-thief realized that something was awry - avariety of hell would break |oose that would make
ordinary death and destruction seem as mild and wholesome as a spring formal.

| skirted the hills where floodlights were glaring now in the Moroccan camp. The cease-fire had
apparently been sounded; UN monitors would be moving out on the field, tallying casualties, looking for
evidence of illegal weapons, checking out complaints by both sides of Battle Plan violations. | hoped that
in the general excitement the absence of the command car would go unnoticed for now. The road into
Tamboulawas awide, well-patrolled highway. | avoided it, took a route across awasteland of stunted
mesquite. | skirted atrenched and irrigated field, orderly in the light of the new-risen moon, then stopped
by a clump of treesfifty yards from Felix's villa, aformer farmhouse, converted by the CBI into an
armored fortress capable of withstanding a siege that would have leveled Stalingrad. The windows were
dark. | took out my communicator, pressed the red button that tuned it to Felix's specia equipment.
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"Wolfhound here. Talisman. Anybody home?"

Therewas no reply. | tried again; still nothing. It was too early to start worrying, but | started anyway.
There were sounds on the road behind me now, the surviving troops, who - tired and happy after their
evening's fun - were starting back to their billets in town. Even if my borrowed car hadn't been missed
yet, the sight of it would inspire laggard memories. | couldn't stay here.

General Julius had been less than enthusiastic about my presence in Tamboula; my arrival at his
headquarters in a stolen Algerian command car would hardly be calculated to soothe him. But even a
stuffed shirt of a political appointee would have a hard time shrugging off what | had to show him. |
gunned the car around the side of the house, cut across afield of cabbages, mounted the raised highway,
and barreled for the city at flank speed.

CHAPTER FOUR

| parked the car beside a gleaming Monojag in the well-lighted but deserted ten-car garage under UN
headquarters. | pulled off the suit and harness, took the lift to the third floor, walked through deserted
offices to General Julius door, and went in without knocking. He was there, sitting at his desk, square-
shouldered and grim-jawed, like a cornered police chief promising the press an arrest at any moment. He
didn't move as | came up.

“I'm glad | caught you, General," | said. "Something's happened that you should know about."

He was a long time reacting to my presence - as though he were along way off. His eyes seemed to focus
slowly. His mouth opened, then closed hard.

"Y es?' he snapped. "What do you want?"'
"Have you had areport of amissing Bolo - and a command car?"

His dead-black eyes narrowed. | had his attention now. The room seemed very till. "Missing combat
units?' Julius said expressionlessly. "Go on."

"An Algerian Mark Il wandered off the beaten path. It wound up in aravine about three miles south of the
action."

Julius stared at me. "Y ou observed this?' His fingers squeaked on the desk-top.
"That's right. The car followed the Bolo in. A magjor was driving it - *

"Y ou imply that this vehicle maneuvered in violation of the Battle Plan?"
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"They left the field of action and went south. Let's not play footsie about the Battle Plan. Sure | had a
copy. Grow up. General; I'm not areporter for afamily magazine - I'm here on business. Part of my
businessisto know what's going on."

"My orderstoyou - "

"Don't ride a busted bluff down in flames, General. How about that Bolo?"

Julius leaned forward. "A ravine, south of the battleground?”

"That's right. There's not much left of it; it blew - "

"How close were you?'

"Close enough.”

"And the car?'

"It's downstairs, in your garage."

"Y ou brought it here?"

| let that one ride. Julius cocked his head, as though listening to voices | couldn't hear.
"Where did you find the vehicle?' he asked finally.

"Where the driver left it."

"And you took it?'

"Look, General, | didn't come here to talk about traffic violations. | saw something out there - "

"Y ou deliberately disobeyed me?' Julius' classically chiseled upper lip was writhing back in a snarl;
behind his eyes red fires burned. It seemed to be taking all hiswill power not to bite me. "Y ou entered the
battle zone - "

"Forget that. There's some kind of vehicle sitting out there near what's left of the Bolo. The blast probably
caught it, but there should be enough left to work on. | saw what got out of it. It wasn't human. It killed
the driver and the mgjor ..." | stopped talking then, belatedly. What | was saying sounded wild, even to
me. "Come with me, Genera," | said. "I'll show you."
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Abruptly, he laughed - a harsh, tinny sound.

"I see... it'sajoke," he said. He got to his feet. "Just one moment. | have an important call to make." |
stared after him as he strode across the room, disappeared into an inner office.

There was a call-screen beside his desk. | went to it, cautiously eased the conference switch to the on
position. There was a soft hum, nothing more. A pad lay on top of the cabinet, marks scribbled onit. |
half turned away -

| stood looking down at the paper, my heart starting to thump again under my ribs. The lines on the paper
were not mere random jottings; they were letters, words; words in an alien script. | had seen similar pot-
hooks less than an hour before - on the paper | had taken from the pocket of the demon.

At that moment, Julius strode back into the room, his face fixed in a smile as authentic as the gold medals
on a bottle of vermouth.

"Now, General Bravais," he said in atone of forced geniality, "why don't you and | sit down and have a
quiet drink together . . ."

| shook my head. It was time for me to stop talking and start thinking - something | hadn't done much of
since the four-handed horror had stalked out of the shadows and into my world-picture. | had come here,
babbling out my story, wanting someone to share the shattering thing | had seen - but my choice of
confidants had been as poor as the judgment | had been showing ever since | had left the ravine. | had
channeled my panic into an outward semblance of sober, reasonable action - but it had been panic
nonetheless.

Julius had his office booze cabinet open now; shelves with ice-buckets, tongs, bottles, glasses deployed
themselves at the touch of a button.

"What about a Scotch, General?' he suggested. "Bourbon? Rye? Irish?"

"I'd better be on my way, General," | said. | moved toward the door. "Perhaps | got alittle too excited.
Maybe | was seeing things." My hand was feeling for the dart gun - until | realized, with a pang of
unpleasant excitement, that | had left it in the car with the lift-suit. . . .

"Of course, you're probably famished. I'll just order up a bite; | haven't eaten myself."

"No, thanks, General. I'm pretty tired. I'll check inat my hotel and . . ."
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My voice trailed off foolishly. | - and Felix - had gone to considerable trouble to leave the public with the
impression that | was tucked safely away in my room. Now | was here, putting Julius on notice that while
his watchdogs were curled happily on my doorstep, | had been out on the town - and the super-secret
equipment Felix had lent me was lying unattended in the car.

"I have quarters right here in the building. General Bravais,”" Julius said. "No need to go back to your
room. Just make yourself comfortable here. . ."

| held up ahand, fixed asilly smilein place; it came naturally. | felt as phony as a man who reaches for
hiswallet after a big dinner and feels nothing but his hipbone.

"I have a couple of appointments this evening,” | gushed, "and some papers | want to go over. And | need
to get my notesin shape-" | had the door open now. "What about first thing in the morning?"'

Julius was coming toward me, with an expression on his face that human features had never been shaped
for. A good soldier knows when it's timeto run.

| slammed the door on the square, tight-lipped face, sprinted for the lift, then bypassed it, plunged for the
stairs. Behind me, there was a heavy crash, the pound of feet. | skidded through the scattered butts on the
landing, leaped down five steps at atime. | could hear Julius above, not getting any closer, but not losing
any ground, either.

Asl ran, | tried to picture the layout of the garage. The lift door had been in the center of the wall, with
another door to its left. The car was parked fifteen feet from it; it would beto my left as| emerged . . .

| needed more time. There was atrick for getting downstairs quickly - if my ankles could take it ...

| whirled around the second landing, half-turned to the left, braced my feet, the left higher than the right,
and jumped. My feet struck at an angle, skidded; | shot down as though | were on a ski slope. | Slammed
the next landing, took a quick step, leaped again.

The door to the garage was in front of me now. | wrenched it open, skidded through, banged it shut. There
was a heavy thumb latch. | flipped it, heard the solid snick! asit seated. A break; maybe | had time. . .

| dashed for the car. leaped the side -

A thunderous blow struck the heavy metal-clad fire door behind me. | scrambled into the seat, kicked the
starter, saw dust whirl from beneath the car. There was a second clangorous shock against the armored
door. | twisted, saw it jump, then, unbelievably, bulge -

The metal tore with a screech. A hand groped through the jagged opening, found the latch, plucked it
from the door as though it were made of wet paper.
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The car was up on its air cushion now; | backed it as the door swung wide. Julius came through, ran
straight for me.

| wrenched the wheel over, gunned the twin turbines; the car leaped forward, caught Julius square across
the chest with a shock as though | had hit a hundred-year oak. It carried him backward. | saw furrows
appear in the chromalloy hood as his fingers clawed -

Then the car thundered against the masonry wall, rebounded in arain of falling bricks. Through the dust, |
saw Julius arm come up, strike down at the crumpled metal before him with a shock that | felt through
the frame. There was a howl of metal in agony - then a deafening rattle as the turbines chattered to a halt.
The car dropped with a bone-bending jar. | stumbled out, half-dazed, and stood staring at General Julius
dust-covered head and shoulders pinned between the ruined car and the wall, one arm outflung, the other
plunged through metal into the heart of the engine.

| became aware of voices, turned, and saw a huddle of locals, one or two pale, wide-eyed European faces
at the open garage doors. Like aman in adaze, | walked around the rear of the wrecked car, pulled open
the door of the Monojag parked beside it, transferred the suit and lift-harness to the other car.

| took the sheath knife from the suit pocket, went to the cargo compartment of the Turbocar, threw open
thelid. A wave of unbelievable stench came from the body of the dead thing inside. | gritted my teeth,
sawed at the skin of the long, lean neck. It was like hacking at an oak root. | saw a pointed ear almost
buried in the coarse bristles. | grasped it, worked at it with the keen blade. Brownish fluid seeped out as |
worried through it. Behind me, the curious spectators were shouting questions back and forth. With a
savage slash, | freed the ear, jammed it in a pocket, then whirled to the Monojag, jumped in, started up. |
backed, wheeled out, and away down the side street. In the mirror, | saw the crowd start cautiously
forward.

Driving aimlessly along dark streets, | tried again and failed to raise Felix on my communicator. |
switched on the radio, caught athroaty male contralto muttering a song of strange perversions. On another
channel, wild brass instruments squealed a hybrid syncopated alhaza. On athird, a voice gushing with
synthetic excitement reported the latest evidence of an imminent cold-war thaw, in the form of aremark
made at areception by the wife of an Albanian diplomat in the hearing of the Chinese charge, to the effect
that only French wine would be served at a coming dinner in honor of the birthday of the Cuban
President.

The next item was about a madman who had murdered an Algerian officer. The victim's headless body
had been found in a stolen military vehicle that had been wrecked and abandoned near UN headquarters.
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| looked at my watch. Julius heirs were fast workers; it had been exactly sixteen minutes since | had left
his body pinned under the wreckage of the command car.

CHAPTER FIVE

| parked the Turbocar three blocks from the King Faisal, took five minutes to don the OE suit, complete
with lift-harness, then drove slowly along toward the hotel. The news bulletin had said nothing about the
car | was now in; it had also failed to mention the dead general, the body of the alien, or the bagged brain.
It wasn't mere sloppy reporting; the version of the story that was being released had been concocted
hurriedly but carefully. | could expect that other measures would have been taken, with equal care. It was
no time for me to allow myself the luxury of errorsin strategy - but there were things in the secret room |
needed.

The hotel was just ahead. | slowed, edged toward the curb. To an observer, the car would appear to be
empty, aremote pickup of the type assigned to VTP's who objected to sharing transportation with
anything as unreliable as a human driver.

A doorman in an ornate Zouave uniform came forward, glanced into the car asit came to a stop. He
looked around sharply, turned, and took three steps to a call-screen, talked tersely into it. Moments later,
two hard-eyed men in un-ornamented dark coveralls strode from the hotel entry, fanned out to approach
the car from two sides.

| had seen enough to get the general idea. | nudged the car into motion, steering between the two wide-
shouldered. lean-hipped trouble boys. One whipped out a three-inch black disc - a police control-override.
A red light blinked on the dash; the car faltered as the externa command came to brake.

| gunned it hard, felt the accelerator jam. The nearer man was swinging alongside now, reaching for the
door. An unfamiliar lever caught my eye, mounted to the left of the cruise control knob; | hit it, felt the
accelerator go to the floor. There was a sharp tug, arending of metal, and the car leaped ahead. In the
mirror | saw one of the two men down, skidding to the curb. The other stood, feet apart, bringing a
handgun to bear.

| cut the wheel, howled into a cross street as solid slugs sang off the armored bubble next to my ear.
Ahead, a startled man in awhite turban leaped from my path. Late drinkers at alone lighted sidewalk cafe
stared as | shot past. | got the needier out, put it on the seat beside me. | half expected to see a roadblock
pop up ahead; if it did, | would hit it wide open. | had no intention of stopping until | had put a healthy
distance between myself and the man | had seen in the mirror - scrambling to hisfeet, still holding in his
hand the door handle he had torn from the car.
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| parked the car a block farther along, on a dark side street. | palmed the gun, slid out, stood in the
darkness under aroyal palm with atrunk like gray cement, giving my instincts a chance to whisper
warnings.

It was very still here; far away, | heard aworn turbine coming closer, then going away. The moon was up
now, an icy blue-white disc glaring in a pale night sky, casting shadows like the memory of a noonday

long ago.

My instincts were as silent as everything else. Maybe the heating they'd been taking all evening had given
them the impression | didn't need them any more. Maybe they were right; | hadn't slowed down yet long
enough to let what | had seen filter through the fine sieve of my intellect; | had been playing it by ear
from moment to moment; maybe that yas the best technique, when half of what you saw was unbelievable
and the other half impossible.

| tried to raise Felix again; no answer. He had warned me to stay clear of police stations; after my
reception at UN headquarters, it was easy advice to take. He had also told me to stay clear of hisvilla-
except in emergencies. That meant now. | activated the lift-belt, rose quickly, and headed west.

No lights showed in the villaas | camein on it from the east. | used my nearly depleted jetsto braketo a
stop against the flow of the river of dark night air. Then | hovered, looking down on the moonlit rooftop
of Algerian tile, the neat garden, the silvery fields stretching away to the desert. | took the communicator
from the suit pocket, tried again to raise Felix. A sharp vibration answered my signal. | brought the device
up closeto my face.

"Felix!" | amost shouted, my words loud in my ears inside the muffling field. "Where the hell have you
been?"l've - " | broke off, suddenly wary.

"John, old boy. Where are you? There's been the devil to pay!" It was Felix's familiar voice - but | had
had a number of expensive lessonsin caution since sundown.

"Where are you?'

"I'm at the house; just got in. | tried to check with you at the hotel, but little men with beady eyes seemed
to be peering at me from every keyhole. | gave it up and came here. Where've you been these last hours?
Something's going on in the town. Nothing to do with you, | hope?"

"I tried to call you," | said, "where were you?"
"Yes - | felt the damned thing buzzing in my pocket; as it happened, it wasn't practical for me to speak
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just then. When | tried you, | got no reply."
"I've been busy; guess | missed your buzz."

There was a moment's silence. " So you were mixed up in whatever it is that's got them running about like
antsin astirred hill?"

"Maybe. | want to see you. Meet me in town - at the Club."
"Isthat safe, John?"

"Never mind. Get started; half an hour." | broke off. Down below, the house was a silent block of moon-
whitened masonry; alow-slung sports car squatted by the front door, Foreshortened trees cast ink-black
shadows on the gravel drive.

The front door opened, closed quickly. Felix's tall, lean figure came down the steps, reached the car in
three strides. He dlid into the seat, started up, backed quickly, headed off along the curving way. His
lights came on, dimmed.

"All right, that's far enough,” | said. "I just wanted to he sure you were there, and alone." Below, the car
slowed, pulled to the side of the road. | saw Felix craning his neck, his face awhite blob in the pale light.

"It's that serious, eh, John? Right. Shall | go back to the house?"
"Put the car in the drive and get out."

| dropped lower, watching him comply. | gained fifty feet upwind, curved in so that the wind would bring
me across the drive. Felix stopped the car by the front door, stepped out, stood, hands in pockets, looking
around as though deciding whether it was a nice enough night for a stroll.

| corrected my course, dropped lower; | was ten feet above the dry lawn now, sweeping toward him
silently at fifteen miles an hour. His back was toward me. At the last instant, he started to turn - just as my
toe caught him behind the ear in a neatly placed kick. He leaped forward, fell headlong, and lay face
down, arms outflung. | dropped to the drive, shut down the field, stood with the gun ready in my hand,
watching him.

The impact had been about right - not the massive shock of slamming against whatever it was that had
masqueraded as General Julius - or the metal-shearing wrench that had torn the door handle from the car.

| walked toward him, knelt cautiously, rolled him over. His mouth was half open, his eyes shut. | took the
sheath knife from my knee pouch, jabbed him lightly in the side; the flesh seemed reassuringly tender. |
took hislimp hand and pricked it. The skin broke; a bead of blood appeared, black in the dim light.
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| sheathed the knife with a hand that shook. "Sorry, Felix," | muttered. "I had to be sure you weren't
machined out of spring steel, like a couple of other people I've met this evening."

Inside, | laid Felix out on alow divan in the dark room, put a cold damp cloth on his forehead, and waved
aglass of plum brandy under his nose. There was a bluish swelling behind his ear, but his pulse and
respiration were all right. Within a minute he was stirring, making vague, swimming motions, and then
suddenly sitting up, eyes open, his hand groping toward his underarm holster.

“It'sal right, Felix," | said. "Y ou had a bump on the head, but you're among friends."

"Some friends." He put a hand up, touched the bruise, pronounced a couple of Arabic cursesin a soft
voice. "What the devil's up, John? 1 let you out of my sight for an hour or two, and the whole damned
official apparatus goes into a Condition Red flap."

"| used the gear. | tracked a Bolo down a side trail, about three miles off the battle map. | saw things -
things I'm going to have trouble telling you about."

Felix was looking at me keenly. "Take it easy, old man. You look as though you'd had a bit of a shaking."
He got to his feet, wavered for a moment, went across to the bar.

"No lights," | said.

"Who're we hiding out from?' He got out glasses and a bottle, poured, came back and sat down. He raised
his glass.

"Confusion to the enemy," he said. | took a sip, then a gulp. The Scotch felt as smooth as cup grease.
“I'll try to takeit in order," | said. "l watched the tank stop; the driver got out - and fell on his face."
"No shots, signs of gas, anything of that sort?"

"Nothing. | was fifty feet away, and felt nothing, smelled nothing, saw nothing. Of course the field - *
"Wouldn't stop agas, or avibratory, effect. Was there any fluorescing of the field interface?’

| shook my head, went on with my story. Felix listened quietly until I mentioned the poisoned dart | had
fired.
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Hisfacefell like abride's cake. "Y ou must have missed."

" After about two minutes, it got the message: yelped afew times, chased itstail, had a modest fit, and
died."

"My God! The thing must have the metabolism of arock crusher. Two minutes, you say?'
"Yep." | went on with the story. When | finished, he frowned thoughtfully.
"John, are you sure - "

"Héell, I'm not sure of anything. The easiest hypothesisisthat I'm out of my mind. In away, I'd prefer
that." | fumbled, brought out the ear | had cut from the dead aien.

"Here, take alook at this and then tell me | sawed it off poor old Bowser, who just wanted me to play
with his rubber rat."

Felix took the two-inch triangle of coarse-haired gristle, peered at it in the near-dark. "Thisisfrom the
thing in the canyon?"

"That'sright." | tried another pocket, found the printed hieroglyphics | had taken from the creature's
pouch. "And this. Maybe it's asimple Chinese laundry list - or a Turkish recipe for goulash. Maybe I'm
having delusions on a grand scale."

Felix stood. "John . . ." He eyed me sharply. "What you've turned up calls for special measures. We can't
take chances now - not until we know what it iswe're up against. I'm going to let you in on a secret I've
sworn to protect with my life."

He led me to a back room, moved a picture, pressed unmarked spots on the wall. A trap slid back in the
floor.

"Thisisthe Hole," he said. "Even the CBI doesn't know about it. We'll be sure of avoiding interruption
there."

"Felix - who do you work for?'
He held up the severed ear. "Sufficeit to say - I'm against the owner of this."

| nodded. "I'll settle for that."
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Three hours later, Felix switched off the lightsin the laboratory and led me into a comfortable lounge
room with teak paneling, deep chairs, a business-like bar, and wide pseudowindows with aview of a
moonlit garden, which helped to dispel the oppressive feeling of being two hundred feet down. | sat in
one of the chairs and looked around me.

"Felix, who built this place? Somehow, this doesn't look like a government-furnished installation to me.
Y ou've got equipment in that lab that's ahead of anything I've seen. And you're not as surprised at what
I've told you as you ought to be."

He leaned over and slapped me on the knee, grinning his Mephistophelean grin. "Buck up, Johnny. | sent
you out to find an explanation of something. Y ou've found it - with bellson. If it takes a few devil-dogs
from Marsto tieit all together, that's not your fault.”

"What the hell did | stumbleinto last night?’

He finished mixing drinks, sat down across from me, rubbing the side of hisjaw. The air-conditioners
made a faint hum in the background.

"It's the damnedest tissue I've ever examined. Almost a crystalline structure. And the hairs! There are
metallic fibersin them; incredibly tough. The fluid was aregular witches brew; plenty of cyanoglobin
present." He paused. " Something out of thisworld, to coin a phrase.”

"In other words, we've been invaded?'

"That's one way to put it - unless someone's invited them." He put his glass on the table at his elbow,
leaned forward.

"We know now that whatever it was that was attached to the ear is responsible for the disappearance of
men from battlefields - and other places. From the number of such incidents, we can surmise that there are
hundreds - perhaps thousands - of these creatures among us."

"Why hasn't anybody seen them?'

"That's something we have to find out. Obviously, they employ some method of camouflage as they go
about their work.

" Secondly, they've b'een busy among us for some time; missing-persons figures were unusually high as
far back as World War One. The datafor earlier conflicts are unreliable, but such asthey are, they don't
rule out the possibility."

"But why?"
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"Apparently, these creatures have a use for human brain tissue. From the description you gave me, |
surmise that the organ was in a nutrient solution of some sort - alive."

"My God."

"Y es. Now, we're faced with not one, but two varieties of adversary. It's plain that our former associate,
General Julius, was something other than human."

"He looked as human as | do - maybe more so."

"Perhaps he is; modified, of course, to serve alien purposes. Some such arrangement would be necessary
in order to carry on the day-to-day business. . ."

"What business - other than brain-stealing?"

"Consider for amoment: we know they've infiltrated the UN, and my hunch iswe may find themin alot
of other places as well. From the speed with which they worked, it's obvious that they have alarge, well-
integrated operation - -and methods of communication far more subtle than the clumsy apparatus we
employ."

"There are five million people here, Felix; fifty governments are represented. I've only seen a couple of
these supermen.”

"True. But they say for every rat you see in the barnyard, there are a hundred more hiding somewhere."
He looked almost pleased. "We're on our own, John. We can't shout for a policeman.”

"What can we do? We're holed up under a hundred feet of shielded concrete, with plenty of food, liquor,
and taped tri-D shows - but we might as well be locked in a cell."

Felix held up a hand. "We're not without resources, John. This hideaway was designed to provide the
most complete and modern facilities for certain lines of research and testing. We know a few things about
our aliens now - things they don't know we know. And I'm sure they're puzzling over your dramatic
appearances and disappearances, much as we're pondering their capabilities. They're not super-beings. My
little stinger killed one; you eluded others. Now that we know something of the nature of the enemy, we
can begin to design counter-measures."

"Just two of us?"

"I didn't mean to imply that the enemy controls everything, John. It wouldn't be necessary; one or two
cowboys can control quite alarge herd of cattle. . ."
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"Why herd us at all”? Why not just round us up, chop out our brains, and let it go at that?"

"Oh, many reasons. Conservation of natural resources, ease of harvesting - and then, perhaps, we might
not be quite safe, if we were once alerted to what was going on. Cattle have been known to stampede.. ."

"So - what do we do?'

"We leave Tamboula. Back in America, we make contact with afew individuals known to us personally.
I'd steer clear of Barnett, for example, but there are a number of reliable men. Then we construct a counter-
alien organization, armed and equipped - and then - well, we'll see."

"And how do we go about leaving Tamboula? | have an idea the whole scheme breaks down right there."
Felix looked sober. "I'm afraid our old friend Bravais will never be seen departing from these shores."

A small grin was tugging at the corners of his mouth. "I think he'll have to disappear in much the same
manner that Mgjor de Salle of the LTN medical staff dropped from sight . - and asone H. D. Brown, who
leased the same house, will vanish one day soon."

"Behind afalse beard and a set of brown contact |enses?"

"Nothing so crude, my dear fellow." Felix was positively nibbing his hands together in anticipation. "I'm
going to give you the full treatment - use some of those ideas they haven't been willing to give me guinea
pigs for, up till now. You'll have anew hair color - self-regenerating, too - new eye color and retinal
patterns, an inch or two difference in height, new finger- and dental-prints. . ."

"None of that will do me much good if some curious customs man digs under the dirty socks and finds
that piece of ear. That's all the evidence we've got.”

"Never fear, John. Y ou won't be unprotected.” There was amerry glint in hiseye. "Y ou won't merely
have a new identity - I'm going to fit you out with full PAPA gear. If a General Julius jumps out at you
then, just break him in two and keep going."

CHAPTER SIX

| was sitting on the edge of awooden chair, listening to athin humming in my head.

"Tell me when the sound stops,” Felix said. His voice seemed to be coming from a distance, even though
| could see him standing a few feet away, looking hazy, like a photograph shot through cheesecloth. The
buzzing grew fainter, faded . . .
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| pressed the switch in my hand- Felix's blurred features nodded.
"Good enough, John. Now come around and let's check those ligament attachments.”

| relaxed the muscles that had once been used to prick up the ears, thus switching my hearing range back
to normal. | made a move to rise, and bounded three feet in the air.

"Easy, John." Felix had emerged from the cubicle with the two-inch-thick armorplast walls. "We can't
have you springing about the room like a dervish. Remember your lessons.”

| balanced carefully, like aman with springs tied to his shoes. "I remember my lessons," | said. "Pain has
away of sticking in my mind."

"It's the best method when you're in ahurry.”

"How did the test go?'

"Not badly at all. You held it to .07 microbel at 30,000 cycles. How was the vision?"
"About like shaving with a steamed mirror. | still get only blacks and whites."

"You'll develop acolor discrimination after awhile. Y our optic center has been accustomed to just the
usual six hues for thirty-odd years: it can't learn to differentiate in the ultraviol et range overnight.”

"And | can't adjust to the feeling that | weigh half an ounce, either, dammit!, | dance around on my toes
like a barefooted hairdresser on a hot pavement.”

Felix grinned as though I'd paid him a compliment. "In point of fact, you now weigh three hundred and
twenty-eight pounds. I've plated another five mills of chromalloy onto the skeletal grid. Y our system's
shown a nice tolerance for it. I'm pulling one more net of the number nine web over the trapezius,
deltoids, and latissimi dorsi - "

"The tolerances of my metabolism are not to be taken as those of the management,” | cut in. "These past
six weeks have been a vivisectionist's nightmare. I've got more scars than a Shendy tribesman, and my
nerves are standing on end, waving around like charmed snakes. I'm ready to call it aday, and try it asis."

Felix nodded soberly. "We're about finished with you. | know it's been difficult, but there's no point in
taking anything less than our best to the fray, is there?”

"I don't know why | don't ache all over," | grumbled. "I've been dliced, chiseled, and sawed at like aside
of beef in abutcher's college. | suppose you've got me doped to the eyebrows; along with all the other
strange sensations, alittle thing like a neocaine jag would pass unnoticed.”
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"No - no dope; hypnotics, old boy."
"Swell. Every day in every way I'm hurting less and less, en?"

| took a breath, more from habit than need; the oxygen storage unitsinstalled under the lower edge of my
rib-cage were more than half charged; | could go for another two hoursiif | had to. "I know we'rein a hell
of aspot - and it's better to sail in with grinsin place and all flags flying than sit around telling each other
the crisis has arrived. But rm ready for action.”

Felix was looking at papers, paying no attention at all.

"Surely, old man. Gripe all you like," he said absently. "Just don't get friendly and slap me on the back.
I'm still made of normal flesh and blood. Now, 1'd like another check on the strain gauges.”

| closed my mouth and went across to the Iron Man - a collection of cables and bars that looked like an
explosion in abicycle factory.

"Thegrip, first."

| took the padded handle, settled my hand comfortably, squeezed lightly to get the feel of it, then put on
the pressure. | heard a creak among the levers; then the metal collapsed like cardboard in my hand.

| let go. "Sorry, Felix - but what the hell, thin-gauge aluminum - *

"That's a special steel tubing, cold-extruded, two tenths of an inch thick," Felix said, examining the
wreckage. "Try alift now."

| went over to arig with aheavy horizontal beam. | bent my knees, settled my shoulders under it with a
metal-to-wood clatter. | set myself, slowly straightened my legs. The pressure on my shoulders seemed
modest - about like hefting a heavy suitcase. | came fully erect, then went up on my toes, pushing now
against an amost immovable resistance.

"Slack off, John," Felix called. "I believe I'll consider you've passed your brute-strength test. Over twenty-
nine hundred pounds - about what a Chevette runabout weighs - and | don't think you were flat out, at
that."

"I could have edged afew ounces more." | flexed my shoulders. "The padding helped, but it wasn't quite
thick enough.”

"The padding was two inches of oak." He looked at me, pulling at his lower lip. "Damned pity | can't take
you along to the next Myoelectronics Congress; | could make a couple of blighters eat two-hour speeches
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saying it wasn't possible ™
| took aturn up and down the room, trying not to bounce at each step.

"Felix, you said another week, to let the incisions heal Let's skip that: I'm ready to go now. Y ou've been in
town every day and haven't seen any signs of abnormal activity The alarm's died down."

"Died down too damned quickly to suit me," he snapped "It's too quiet. At the least, I'd have expected
someone out to check over the house. Y ou'll recall that the former tenant my alter ego, turned in areport
on missing men and head wounds. But they haven't been near the place. There's been nothing in the
papers since the first day or two - and | daresay it wouldn't have been mentioned then, except that a crowd
of idlers saw you kill Julius."

"L ook, Felix; I've got so damned much microtronics gear buried in my teeth I'm afraid to eat anything
tougher than spaghetti; 1've got enough servo-motors bolted to my insides to power an automatic kitchen.
Let's skip the rest of the program and get going. | may have new stainless-steel knuckles, but it's the same
old meinside. I'm getting the willies. | want to know what those hell-hounds are doing up there.”

"What timeisit?' Felix asked suddenly.

| glanced at the black-and-chromium wall clock. " Twenty-four minutes after nine," | said.

Felix raised his hand and snapped hisfingers -

| felt adlight twitch - as though everything in the room had jumped half an inch. Felix waslooking at me
with aquizzical smile.

"What time did you say it was?"'

"Nine twenty-four."

"Look at the clock."

| glanced at it again. "Why, isit - " | stopped. The hands stood at ten o'clock.
"Clock manipulation at adistance,”" | said. "How do you do it - and why?"

Felix shook his head, smiling. "Y ou've just had another half-hour session in deep hypnosis, John. | want
another couple of daysto reinforce that primary personality fraction I've split off, before | tieit in with a
mnemonic cross-connection. We want your alter ego to be sure to swing into action at the first hint of
outside mental influence.”
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" Speaking of psychodynamics, how are you coming along with your own conditioning?”’

"Pretty well, | think. I've been attempting to split off a personality fraction for myself. I'm not sure how
effective my efforts have been. Frankly, autohypnosis was never my strong suit. Still, there are afew facts
that | can't afford to expunge from my mind completely - but on the other hand, | can't afford to let the
enemy have them. I've buried them in the aternate ego, and keyed them to a trigger word. The same word
istied to my heart action "

"In other words - if anyone cues this information, it's suicide for you."

"Correct," Felix said cheerfully. "I need the basic power of the survival instinct to cover this information.
I've given you the key word under hypnosis. Y our subconscious will know when to useiit."

"Pretty drastic, isn't it?"

"It's tricky business, trying to outguess a virtually unknown enemy; but from their interest in brains, it'sa
fair guess that they know a bit about the mechanics of the human mind. We can't rule out the possibility
that they possess a technique for controlling human mental processes. | can't let them control mine. I've
too many secrets.”

| chewed that one over. "Y ou may be right. That tank driver didn't behave like a man who was running his
own affairs. And whatever it was that hit him - and the mgjor - *

"It could have been an amplified telepathic command - to stop breathing, perhaps - or shutting off the
flow of blood through the carotid arteries. From the fact that it didn't affect you, we can assume that their
technique is selective; it probably requires at least a visual fix on the object, for a start.”

"We're assuming a hell of alot, Felix. We'd better do some more fieldwork before we reason ourselves
right out onto the end of along limb."

Felix was looking thoughtful. "It shouldn't be too difficult to arrange shielding around the personality
center area; a platinum-gauge micro-grid with afilament spacing of about - "

"Oh-oh. This sounds like another expedition into the seat of what | once thought of as my intelligence.”

Felix clucked. "I can handle it with a number 27 probe, like building a ship in abottle. It could make a
great difference - if it works."

"There's too much guesswork here, Felix."

"I know." He nodded. "But we've got to extract every possible ounce of intelligence on the enemy from

file:///F|/rah/Keith%20Laumer/Laumer,%20Keith%20-%20Plague%200f%20Demons,%20A.html (36 of 142) [1/18/03 2:50:19 PM]



A Plague of Demons

the few fragments of data we have. | don't think we're going to ha\e much in the way of a second chance."
"WEe'll be doing well if we have afirst one."
"Y ou are getting nervous."

"Y ou're damned right' If | don't get going soon, | ma" funk the whole act and retire to a small farm near
Nairoci to write my memoirs."

Felix cackled. "Let's dial ourselves anice little entrecote avec champignons and a liter or two of agood
burgundy and forget business for an hour or two. Give me three more days, John; then we'll make our
play - ready or not."

The night air was cold and clean; gravel crunched under my feet with a crisp, live sound. Felix tossed our
two small bags in the boot of the car, paused to sniff the breeze.

"A fine night for trouble,” he said briskly.

| looked up at the spread of fat, multicolored stars. "It's good to be out, after fifty days of staleair and
scalpels,” | said. "Trouble or no trouble.” | dlid into my seat, taking care not to bend any metal.

"Well have to register you as alethal weapon when this caper is over," Felix said, watching me gingerly
fasten mv seat belt. "Meantime, watch what you grab if | take a corner atrifle too fast." He started up,
pulled off down the drive, turned into the highway.

"It's not too late to change plans and take the Subsea Tube to Naples,” | said. "l have a negative vibration
when it comes to rocket flights, why not go underground, the way the Lord intended us to travel ?"

" won the deck-cut, old boy," Felix said. "For myself, I've had enough of the underground life; | want a
fast transit to New York."

"| feel alittle exposed right now," | said. "Too bad we don't have two OE suits."

"Wouldn't help if we did; you couldn't wear one aboard an aircraft, tube, or anything else without showing
up on a dozen different monkey-business detectors. But we'll be all right. They aren't looking for me - and
your own mistress wouldn't know you now. Y ou're good-looking, boy!"

"I know; I'm just talking to keep myself occupied.”
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"Y ou have our prize exhibit al cozy in your trick belt?"

Ile.ll

We drove in silence for the next mile. The city lights glowed on our right as we swung off on the port
road. We pulled into amile-wide lot under banked poly-arcs, then rode a slipway to the rotunda - a glass-
walled arena under a paper-thin airfoil, cantilevered out in hundred-yard wings from supporting columns
of ferro-concrete twelve feet thick at the base. | concentrated on walking without hopping, while Felix led
the way acrossto an island of brighter lights and polished counters, where showgirlsin trim uniforms
stamped tickets and gave discouraging answers to male passengers with three-hour layovers to kill.

| watched the crowd while he went through the formalities. There were the usual fat ladiesin paint and
finger rings; slim, haughty women with strange-looking hats; bald businessmen with wilting linen and a
mild glow expensively acquired at the airport bar; damp-looking recruitsin rumpled uniforms; thin
official travelers with dark suits, narrow shoulders, and faces as expressive as filing cabinets.

Once | spotted a big black and tan German shepherd on aleash, and | twitched; my foot hit a parked
suitcase, sent it cannonballing against the counter. Felix stepped in quickly, soothed the fat man who
owned the mishandled luggage, and guided me toward a glass stairway that swept up to agallery lined
with live-looking palms. We headed for a pair of frosted glass doors under three-foot glare-letters reading
Aloha Room in flowing script.

"We have nearly an hour before takeoff; time for alight snack and a stirrup cup.” Felix seemed to be in
the best of spirits now; the fresh air had revived me, too. The sight of the normally milling crowds, the air
of business-like bustle, the bright lights made the memories of stealthy horrors seem remote.

We took atable near the far side of the wide, mosaic-floored, softly-lit room. A smiling waitressin leis
and agrass skirt took orders for martinis. Across the room, a group of dark, bowlegged men. with
flamboyant shirts and large smiles strummed guitars.

Felix glanced around contentedly. "I think perhaps we've Overestimated the opposition, John." Helit up a
dope-stick, blew violet smoke toward an ice-bucket by the next table. " Another advantage of rocket travel
Is the champagne,” he remarked. "We can be nicely oiled by the time we fire retros over Kennedy - "

"While we're overestimating the enemy, let's not forget that he has a number of clever tricks we haven't
quite mastered yet," | put in. "Getting out of Tamboulais a start, but we still have the problem of contact
when we reach the States. We won't accomplish much hiding out in back rooms over tamale joints,
sneaking out at night for a pictonews to find out what's going on."

Felix nodded "I have some ideas on that score. We'll also need a quick and inconspicuous method of
identifying 'human' diens. | think | know how that can be done. We can work with the radar albedo of the
alien skin, for example; it must be a rather unusual material to withstarnd puncturing steel doors."
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He was smiling again, looking happy. He leaned toward me, talking against a strident voice from the next
table.

"I've been working for twenty years, preparing for what I've termed a 'surreptitious war," based on the
premise that when the next conflict took place, it would be fought not on battlefields, or in space, but in
the streets and offices of apparently peaceful cities - awar of brainwashing techniques, infiltration,
subversion, betrayal. It'sbeen in the air for ahundred years. avast insanity that's kept us flogging away,
nation against nation, race against race - with the planets at our fingertips. . ."

Something was happening. The music was changing to a sour whine in my ears. The chatter at the tables
around me was like the petulant cries of trapped monkeys in vast, bleak cages.

Felix was still talking, jabbing with a silver spoon to emphasize his points. My eyes went to the double
doors fifty yards distant across the brittle-patterned floor. Beyond the dark glass, shapes moved restlesdly,
like dim shadows of crawling men. ..

| pushed my chair back. "Felix!" | croaked.

". .. could have established a permanent colony of perhaps five thousand. Carefully picked personnel, of
course - "

"The door!" My voice was choking off in my throat. The air in the room seemed to darken; tiny points of
light danced before me.

" Something wrong, old boy?" Felix was leaning forward. a concerned expression on his face. He looked
as unreal now as a paper cutout - a cardboard man in a cardboard scene.

Far across the room, the doors swung silently open. A staring corpse-pale face appeared, at the level of a
man's belt. It pushed into the room, the long, lean, bristled body pacing on legs like the arms of apes. the
fingered feet slapping the floor in a deliberate rhythm. A second beast followed, smaller, with a blacker
coat and a grayish ruff edging the long-toothed face. A third and fourth passed through the door, both
rangy, heavy, their long bodies sagging between humped shoulders and lean flanks. The leader raised his
bead, seeming to sniff the air.

"Felix!" | pointed.

He turned casually, let his gaze linger a moment, then glanced at me with adlight smile.

"Very attractive," he said. "Y ou must be recovering, John, for a pretty face to exciteyou - "

"Good God, Felix! Can't you see them?"
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He frowned. "Y ou're shouting, John. Yes, | saw them." | was aware of faces turning toward me at the
surrounding tables, eyebrows raised, frowns settling into place. | reached out, caught Felix's arm; his face
contorted in a spasm of agony.

"Felix - you've got to listen. What do you see coming through that door?"

"Four young women," he said in a choked voice, "very gay, very sweet. Would that | had time.. . ." His
face was paling. "John, you're breaking my arm - *

| jerked my hand back. "They're aliens, Felix! The dog things | saw in the ravine! Look again! Try to see
them!"

The leading demon had turned toward us now; the white face was fixed on me asit came on, steadily,
relentlessly, Stalking unnoticed along the aisle between the tables where diners laughed and talked,
forking food into overfed mouths.

Felix turned, stared. "They're coming toward us," he said iaa voice thin with strain. "The first young lady
iIsdressed in yellow - "

"It'sathing like atailless dog; a skull-face, stiff black hair. Remember the ear?"
Felix tensed; an uncertain expression crept over his face. He turned toward me.

"I - " he started. His features went slack; his head lolled, eyes half-open. The music died with a squawk.
Conversation drained into silence.

Thefirst of the monstrosities quickened its pace; its head came up as it headed straight for me. | leaned
toward Felix, shouted his name. He muttered something, slumped back, stared vacantly past me.

"Felix, for God's sake, use your gun!" | jumped up, and my knee caught the table; it went flying against
the next one Felix tumbled back. slammed to the floor. | caught a momentary impression of dull-faced
patrons, sitting slackly at tables all around. There was a quickening slap of beast-hands now as the leading
thing broke into a clumsy gallop, closing now, red eyes glinting, the black tongue lolling from the side of
the wide jaws as it cleared the last few yards, sprang -

With a shout of horror. | swung my right fist in a round-house blow that caught the monster squarely in
the neck, sent it crashing across atable in an explosion of silver. glasses, and laden plates to go down
between tables in atangle of snowy linen. Then the second demonic thing was on me. | saw dagger-teeth
flash, ducked aside, caught athick forearm, feeling the flesh tear under my hand as | hurled it aside. The
beast whirled, squealing thinly, reared up seven feet tall -
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| struck at it, saw its face collapse into pulped ruin. It fell past me, kicking frantically. The last two
attackers split. rushed me from both sides. | ran toward the one on the left, missed a swing at its head, felt
the impact of its weight like a feather mattress, the clamp of teeth on my arm. | staggered, caught myself,
slammed blows at the bristled side; it was like pounding a saddle. | struck for the head then, saw skin and
flesh shear under the impact, struck again, knocked an eye from its socket -

And still the thing clung, raking at me with its pale hands like minstrel's gloves. | reached for its throat
with my free hand, whirled to interpose its body between me and the last of the four creatures asit sprang;
the impact knocked me back a step, sent the attacker sprawling. It leaped up, slunk around to the left of a
fallen table to take me from the side.

At that moment, to my horror, the music resumed. | heard atinkle of laughter, an impatient call for a
waiter. Beyond the crushed head at my arm, with its single hate-filled eye | caught a glimpse of the
animated faces of diners, busy forks, araised wine-glass -

"Help me, for the love of God™ | roared. No one so much as glanced in my direction. | ripped at the
locked jaws on my arn, feeling bone and leather shred and crumble. With a sound like nails tearing from
wood. the fangs scraped clear, shredding my sleeve; the long body fell back, slack. | threw it aside, turned
to face the last of the monsters. Baleful red eyesin awhite mask of horror stared at me across atable ten
feet away where a man with ared-veined nose sniffed a glass thoughtfully. On the floor at my feet, Felix
lay half under the body of a dead demon.

Now the last of the four creatures moved in. Beyond it, | saw a movement at the entrance; the door swung
wide. Two demons came through it at a run, then another -

The thing nearest me crouched back, wide mouth gaping. It had learned a measure of caution now; | took
a step back, looked around for aroute of escape -

"Now!" asilent voice seemed to shout in my mind. "Now. . . ."

| took my eyes from the death's head that snarled three yards away, fixed my eyes on Felix's face.
"Ashurbanipal!" | shouted.

Felix's eyes opened - dead eyesin acorpse's face.

"The Franklin Street Postal Station in Coffeyville, Kansas," he said in alifeless monotone. "Box 1742.
Code-"

There was arasp of horny fingers on the floor, ablur of movement as the demon sprang; it landed full on
Felix's chest, and | saw its boned snout go down . . .
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| threw myself at it, grappled the bristled torso to me, felt bones collapse as we smashed against atable,
sent it Crashing. | kicked the dead thing aside, scrambled up to see a pack of its fellows leaping to the
attack, more boiling through the open doors. | caught a glimpse of Felix, blood covering his chest - then |
leaped clear and ran.

Far across the wide room tall glass slabs reared up thirty feet to the arched ceiling. Tables bounded to |eft
and right as | cut a swath across the crowded floor. Ten feet from the wall, | crossed my arms over my
face, lowered my head, and dived.

There was a shattering crash as the glass exploded from its frame; | felt a passing sting as huge shards
tumbled aside. There was a moment of whipping wind; then | slammed against the concrete terrace as
lightly as a straw man. | rolled, came to my feet, sprinted for the darkness beyond the lighted plaza.

Behind me, glass smashed; | heard the thud of heavy bodies spilling through the opening, the scrabble of
feet People whirled from my path with little screams; then | was past them, dashing across a spread of
lawn, then crashing through underbrush like spiderwebs and into the clear. In the bright moonlight the
stony desert stretched to the sea-cliffs a mile distant.

Behind me, | heard the relentless gallop of demonic pursuers. In my mind was the image of the comrade |
had |eft behind - the incomparable Felix, dead beneath atidal wave of horrors.

| ran - and the Hounds of Hell bayed behind me.

CHAPTER SEVEN

| huddled in a sea-carved hollow at the base of a crumbling twenty-foot cliff of sandy clay, breathing in
vast gulps of cold, damp air, hearing the slap and hiss of the surf that curled in phosphorescent sheets
amost to my feet. Far out on the black Mediterranean, gleaming points of light winked on the horizon -
ships lying to anchor in the roadstead off Tamboula.

| pulled my coat off, peeled my blood-stiffened shirt from my back. By the light of the moon | examined
the gouges across my |eft forearm, made by the demon's teeth. Tiny gleaming filaments of metal showed
in the cuts; the thing's fangs had been as hard as diamond.

Cold night wind whipped at me. Felix hadn't thought to install any insulation in the course of the
remodeling. | tore a sleeve from my shirt, bound up my arm. There were cuts on my face and shoulders
from the glass; not deep, and thanks to Felix's hypnotic commands, not painful - but blood was flowing
freely. | got to my feet and waded out ankle-deep, scooped cold salt water on my wounds, then pulled my
shirt and coat back on. It was all | could do in the way of first aid. Now it was time to give my attention to
survival.
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| didn't know how many miles| had run - or how far behind the dog-things trailed me. | keened my
hearing, breath stopped, hoping there would be nothing but the sigh of thewind . . .

Far across the plain, | heard the slap of galloping beast-hands - how many. | couldn't tell Therewas a
chancethat if | stayed where | was, in the shelter of the cliff, they might pass me by - but they had come
unerringly to me as | sat in the bright-lit restaurant with Felix . . .

| wouldn't wait here, to be cornered in the dark: better to meet them in the open, kill as many as| could
before they pulled me down.

There was a narrow strip of wet. boulder-dotted beach running along the base of the sheer wall behind
me. | went afew yards along it, splashing through shallow pools, an earth-fall had made a shelving slope
to the level ground above.

At thetop, | lay flat, looked out across the plain. | saw that | was at the tip of atongue of desert thrusting
out into the sea, a narrow peninsula no more than a hundred yards wide at its base. Far away, the city was
apink glow against the sky; near at hand, | saw dark shapes that could have been rocks - or crouching
enemies.

| squinted down hard to trigger my visual booster complex. The desert sprang into instant, vivid clarity.
Every stone fragment, mesquite bush, darting ground rat, stood out as under afull moon. . .

A hundred yards away, along, dark-glistening creature bounded from the shelter of arock slab, swinging
its pale, snouted face from right to left asit ran. Over the roar of surf, the distant whir and clatter of night-
locusts, the pad of its feet was loud; its breathing was a vile intimacy in my ears.

When the thing was fifty feet away, it stopped abruptly, one white hand raised. Its gleaming eyes turned
toward my hiding place. It |leaped straight toward me.

| came to my feet, caught up a head-sized rock that seemed as light as cork, threw it. It sammed off the
creature's flank with a sound like a brick hitting a board fence. knocked it off its feet - but the thing was
up in an instant, leaping across the last few yards. . .

| leaned aside, swung akick that went home with athud, then chopped a bone-smashing blow behind the
shoulder ruff, felt the spine shatter. The thing struck heavily, rolled, lay for amoment, stunned. Then the
head came up; it moved feebly, scrabbling with itsfront legs. | felt the skin prickle along the back of my
neck.

"What are you?' | called hoarsely. "Where do you come from? What do you want?'

The ruby eyes held on my face; the broken body lunged forward another foot.
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"Y ou understand me - can't you speak?’

Still it dragged itself on, its jaws smiling their skull-smile The smell of its blood was a poison-chemical
reek. | looked back toward the city. Far away, | saw movement - low shapes that galloped silently. From
all across the barren plain they streamed toward the point of land where | stood, summoned by the dying
creature at my feet.

| stood at the edge of the cliff above the breaking surf, watching them come. It was useless to run any
farther. Evenif | escaped the trap | had entered, there was no refuge along the coast; Algiers was sixty
miles to the east. To the west. there was nothing between me and Oran, over a hundred miles away. |
could run for half an hour, cover perhaps twenty miles, before oxygen starvation would force me to stop;
but the aliens would follow with the patience of death.

Out across the dark water, the nearest ship lay no more than two miles offshore. The dog-things were
close now | could see them silhouetted against the lesser sky-glow, like some evil swarm of giant rats,
piped from their lair by the music of hell - a plague of demons. The leaders slowed, coming on cautioudly,
dozens of them, almost shoulder to shoulder . . .

| turned, leaped far out toward the black surf below. | felt the icy waters close over me. Swimming just
above the muddy bottom, | struck out for deep water, heading out to sea.

The ocean floor by night was a magic land of broken terrain, darting schools of many-colored fishes,
waving screens of green, translucent weed. A hundred feet from shore, the bottom fell away, and | swept
out over adark chasm, feeling the chill currents of deep water as | angled downward. The small fish
disappeared. A great, dark, lazy shape sailed toward me out of blackness, was swallowed up in gloom.
There were noises: grunts, shrill whistles, the grind and thud of wave-stirred rocks on the bottom, the
distant, mechanical purring of a propeller-driven boat.

After twenty minutes, my vision began to blur; | was feeling the strain in my arms, and the first stifling
sensations of oxygen starvation. | angled upward, broke the surface, and gaw the low silhouette of a half-
submerged vessel a quarter gf amile away across rippled ink-and-silver water, streaked with the winking
reflections of her deck lights.

| trod water, looking around, a bell-buoy clanged a hundred yards away. Farther off, a small boat buzzed
toward shore from a ship in the distance. There was a smell of sea-things, salt, ametallic odor of ship's
engines, avagrant reek of oil. There was no sign of pursuit from the shore.

| swam on toward the ship, came up on her from the starboard quarter, and made out the words
EXCALIBUR - yew Hartford in raised |etters across her stern. There was g deck-house beyond alow
guard rain, aretractable antenna array perched atop it with crimson and white lights sparkling at the peak.
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Farther forward, small deck cranes poised over an open hatch like ungainly herons waiting for a minnow.
| caught a .faint sound of raucous music, a momentarily raised voice. yhe odor of petroleum was strong
here, and there was a (listening scum on the water. She was a tanker, loaded and (eady to sail, to judge
from the waterhne, afoot above ter anachronistic plimsoll.

| pulled myself up on the corroding hull-plates, inched »y way to the rail, crossed to the deck-house. The
door Opened into warmth, light, the odors of beer, tobacco smoke, “niaundered humans. | took a great,
grateful lungful; thisyas familiar, reassuring - the odor of my kind of animal.

Steep stairs led down. | followed them, came into a narrow corridor with athree-inch glare-strip along the
center line of the low ceiling. There were doors set at ten-foot intervals along the smooth, buff-colored
walls. Voices muttered at the far end of the corridor. | stepped to the nearest door, listened with my
hearing keened, then turned the handle and stepped inside.

It was an eight-by-ten cell papered with photo-murals of Central Park, chipped and grease-stained at hand
level. There was atable, a metal locker, a hooked rug on the floor, atidy bunk, a single-tube lamp
clamped to the wall above it beside a hand-painted plaster plaque representing a haloed saint with a dazed
expression.

Footsteps were coming along the corridor. | turned to the door as it opened, and nearly collided with a
vast, tall man in a soiled undershirt bulging with biceps, blue trousers worn low to ease a paunch that
looked slight against his massive bulk.

He stared down at me, frowning; he had curly, uncut hair, large, dull-brown eyes, aloose mouth. There
was a deeply depressed scar the size of an egg on the side of hisforehead above his left eye. Heraised a
hand, pointed athick finger at me.

"Hey!" he said, in astartlingly mellow tenor. He blinked past me at the room. "This hereis my flop."

"Sorry," | said. "l guess| kind of stumbled into the wrong place.” | started past him. He moved dlightly,
blocking the door.

"How come you'rein my flop?' he demanded. He didn't sound mad - just mildly curious.

"| was looking for the Mate," | said. "He must be down the hall, en?"

"Heck, no; the Mate got afancy place aft." He was looking me over now. "How come you're all wet?"
"I fell inthewater." | said. "Look, how are you fixed for crew aboard this ship?*

The giant reached up, rasped at his scalp with afingernail like abanjo pick.
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"Y ou want to sign on?"
"Right. Now - "

"Who you want to see, you want to see Carboni. Oh, boy . . ." the loose mouth curved in avast grin. "Hell
be surprised, all right. Nobody don't want to sign on aboard the 'Scabbler."

"Well, | do. Where do | find him?"
The grin dropped. "Huh?'
"Where can | find Mr. Carboni - so | can sign on, you know?"

The grin was back. He nodded vigoroudly. "He's prob'ly down in the wardroom. He's prob'ly pretty
drunk."

"Maybe you could show me the way."

He looked blank for a moment, then nodded. "Y eah. Hey," He was frowning again, looking at my
shoulder. "You got a cut on ya. Y ou got a couple cuts. You beenin afight?'

"Nothing serious. How about Mr. Carboni?"

The finger was aimed at me like arevolver. "That's how come you want to sign on the 'Scabbler, | betcha
you croaked some guy, snd the copsis after ya."

"Not asfar as| know, big boy. Now - "
"My name ain't Big Boy; it's Joel ."
"Okay, Joel. Let's go see the man, al right?"

"Come on." He moved out of the doorway, started off along the corridor, watching to be sure | was
following.

"Carboni, he drinks a couple of bottles and he gets drunk. | tried that, but it don't work. One time | drank
two bottles of booze but al it done, it made me like burp."”

"When does the ship sail ?'

"Huh? | dunno.”
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"What's your destination?"
"What's that?"

"Where's the ship going?"'
"Huh?'

"Skip it, Joel. Just take me to your leader.”

After afive-minute walk along crisscrossing passageways, we ducked our heads, stepped into along,
narrow room where three men sat at an oilcloth-covered table decorated with a capless ketchup bottle and
amustard pot with awooden stick. There were four empty liquor bottles on the table, and another, nearly
full one.

The drinker on the opposite side of the table looked up as we came in. He was a thick-necked fellow with
abald head, heavy features, bushy eyebrows, a blotchy complexion. He sat slumped with both arms on
the table encircling his glass. One of his eyes looked at the ceiling with a mild expression; the other fixed
itself on me. A frown made a crease between the eyes.

"Who the hell are you?' His voice was a husky whisper;
someone had hit him in the windpipe once, but it hadn't improved his manners.
| stepped up past Joel. "l want to sign on for the cruise.”

He swallowed a healthy slug of what was in the glass, glanced at his companions, who were hitching
around to get alook at me.

"He saysit'sacruise," he rasped. "He wants to sign on, he says." The eye went to Joel. "Where'd you pick
this bird up?"

Joel said, "Huh?'
"Where'd you come from, punk?' The eye was back on me again, "How'd you get aboard?’

"The name's Jones," | said. "'l swam. What about that job?"
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"A job, he says." The eyeran over me. "Y ou're a seaman, en?"

"l can learn."

"He can learn, he says."

"Not many guys want to sign on thistub, do they, Carboni?' Joel asked brightly.

"Shut up," Carboni growled without looking at him. "Y ou got blood on your face," he said to me.
| put a hand up, felt a gash across my jaw.

"I don't like this mug's looks," one of the drinking buddies said, in avoice like fingernailson a
blackboard. He was along-faced, lanky, big-handed fellow in grimy whites. He had alarge nose, coarse
skin, long, discolored teeth with receding gums.

"A chain-climber. | got a good mind to throw him to hell off back in the drink where he come from. He
looks like some kind of a cop to me."

"Do | get thejob or not?' | said, looking at Carboni.
"I'm talking to you, mug," the long man said. "I ast you if you're a cop."

"Who runs this show?" | said, still watching Carboni. "Y ou or thistalking horse?* | jerked athumb at the
second man. He made an explosive noise, started up from the bench.

"Sit down, Pogey," Carboni snarled. The lanky man sank back, talking to himself.

"That's a pretty good swim out from shore," Carboni said. "Y ou musta been in a pretty big hurry to leave
town."

| didn't say anything.
"Cops after you?'
"Not that | know of."

"Not that he knows of, he says." Carboni grinned. He had even white teeth; they looked as though they
had cost alot of money.

"Any papers?'
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| shook my head.
"No papers, he says."

"Y ou want me | should pitch 'im over the side, Carboni?* the third man asked. He was a swarthy man
with stubby arms and a crooked jaw, like a dwarfed giant.

"Cap'n wouldn't like that," Joel said. "Cap'n said we needed crew - "

"Up the Captain's,” the horsey man said. "We don't need no - "

"Pogey." Carboni rolled the eye over to bear on him. "Y ou talk too much. Shut up." He jolted his chair
back, turned, lifted a phone off awall bracket, thumbed a call button. The glass eye was rolled over my
way now, as though watching for afalse move.

"Skipper, | got abird here says he's a seaman,” Carboni said into the instrument. "Claims he lost his
papers. . ." Therewas apause. "Yeah," Carboni said. "Yeah . . ." Helistened again, then hitched himself
up in the chair, frowning. He glanced toward me.

"Yeah?' he said.

| let my gaze wander idly across the room, and switched my hearing into high gear. Background noises
leaped into crackling presence; the hum of the phone was a sharp whine. | heard wood and metal creak,
the thump of beating hearts, the glutinous wheeze of lungs expanding, the heavy grate of feet shifting on

the floor - and faintly, an excited voice:

“...UNradio...aguy...bumped off somebody . .. Maybe a couple. . . try for a ship, they said.
Cripes, lookslike. . ."

Felix had said that with alittle concentration, | could develop selectivity. | needed it now. | strained to
filter the static, catch the words:

". .. handle him?"
Carboni looked my way again. "Can akid handle alollipop?"

"Okay . ..look ..." Thevoicewasclearer now.". .. lousylocal cops... weturnthisguyin...reward,
peanuts . . . their problem. We need hands. Okay, we work thisboy . . , get there. . . Stateside cops .. . a
nice piece of change. . ."

"| see what you mean, Skipper," Carboni said. He had a corner of his mouth lifted to show me a smile that

file:///F|/rah/Keith%20Laumer/Laumer,%20Keith%20-%20Plague%200f%20Demons,%20A.html (49 of 142) [1/18/03 2:50:19 PM]



A Plague of Demons

| might have found reassuring if 1'd been afemale crocodile.
"Get him down below . . . Anchorsinin an hour and a half. Shakeit up."

"Leaveit to me. Skipper." Carboni hung up, swung around to give me the full-face smile. The bridgework
wasn't so expensive after ail - just old-style removable plates.

"WEell, | decided to give you a chance, Jones," he croaked. "You're on. You'll sign papersin the morning."

"Hey, okay if he helps me out in the hot-room and stuff?* Joel asked. He sounded like a ten-year-old
asking for a puppy.

Carboni thrust out his lips, nodded. "All right, Jones; for now, you help the dummy. Take the flop next to
his."

"By the way, where's this tub headed?' | asked.
"Jacksonville. Why?Y ou choosy or something?"
"If | was, would | be here?'

Carboni snorted. "Anchorsinin an hour." He leveled the eye on Joel. "Get moving," he barked. "What do
you think thisis, arest home for morons?"

"Come on." Joel tugged at my arm. | followed him out, along corridors to a door. He opened it, flipped on
alight, showed me aroom identical with his own except that it lacked the plaster saint and the hooked
rug. He opened the locker, tossed sheets and a blanket on the bed. | pulled off my wet jacket. Joel
puckered his mouth, looking at me.

"Hey, Jones, you better get Doc to fix them cuts you got."

| sat on the bunk. | felt weak suddenly, sucked as dry as a spider's dinner. There was a humming in the
back of my head, and my face felt hot. | pulled the sodden, makeshift bandage from the arm the dog-thing
had chewed. There were four deep gouges, half a dozen shallower ones - al inflamed, swelling. The arm
was hot and painful.

"Can you get me some antiseptic and tape?' | asked.

"Huh?"'

"Isthere afirst-aid kit around?"
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Joel pondered, then went into the corridor, came back with a blue-painted metal box.

Init, | found a purple fluid that bubbled when | daubed my wounds. Joel watched, fascinated. At my
request, he applied some to the cuts on my back, working with total concentration, his mouth hanging
open. If he saw the glint of metal filamentsin the torn skin, he made no comment.

| folded gauze; Joel helped me tape it in place. When we finished, he stood back, smiling. Then he
frowned.

"Hey, Jones - how come you didn't get Doc to fix you up?"
“I'll be okay," | said.

Joel nodded, asthough | had clarified a difficult point. He looked at me, frowning. He was thinking again.
"How come Carboni's scared of you?"' he asked.

"He's not scared of me, Joel,” | said. "He took a shine to me on sight."”

Joel thought that one over. "Y eah," he said. "But look; we got stuff we got to do. We got to get a move
on."

| stood up, acutely aware of fatigue, and wounds, and a sensation similar to a ticking bomb behind my
eyes. Felix's posthypnotic anesthetic had been a big help while it lasted, but the withdrawal symptoms
evened the score.

"I want to go up on deck aminute,” | said. Joel blinked, followed me. | stepped out onto the deck,
shivered in my wet clothes as the freshening wind hit me. There were no lights on the shore opposite; half
amile to the left, there was afaint gleam from the windows of beach shacks. Farther along, the great arc
of the dredged harbor was a line of jewels against the night.

| tensed the eye-squint muscles, saw the black water snap into gray, misty clarity. On its surface, nothing
stirred. | attuned my hearing to pick up the softest of night sounds. There were the thousand pings and
thumps from the ship, the creak of the anchor cables, and the crump! and hiss of the distant surf. If the
demons were close, they were well hidden. For the moment, it seemed, | was safe.

CHAPTER EIGHT

For the first eight hours at my new job, while the ancient tanker plowed at fifty knots sixty-five feet
beneath the surface of the Mediterranean, | labored with Joe! at routine drudgery that could have been
performed with greater efficiency and less cost by a medium-priced computer.
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| spent a bad hour when we surfaced to pass through the Gibraltar locks; a boat came alongside and |
heard the clank of feet on the deck above, caught scraps of voices asking questions, and the Captain
blandly denying any knowledge of stowaways. | was waiting just inside the deckhouse door as he invited
his official visitors to search the ship They declined, with curses. | heard them reboard their launch; then
the sound of its engines growled away across the water. | leaned against the wall, feeling hot and dizzy.
My arm throbbed like a giant toothache.

Joel had been waiting with me. "Hey, Jones," he said "How come we're hanging around here? Y ou going
out on deck?"

| let along breath out; it was a bad habit | was forming - forgetting to breathe for minutes at a stretch. |
straightened with an effort, feeling the deck move under me. "Sure," | said. "Let's go take alook at the
Rock."

The cold predawn air cleared my head. | leaned on the rail beside Joel, watching the towering barrier
walls slip down into the churning water as the lock filled; then the tanker edged ahead, the mighty gates
dlid in behind us, churning water aside, and met with a dull boom.

Again we rode the flood, gaining another hundred feet. Forty-five minutes and five locks later, we slid out
into the choppy, blue-black waters of the South Atlantic, five hundred feet above the level of the
Mediterranean. Dawn was coloring the sky. Lights gleamed wanly from the fortress of Gibraltar, and
from the flat, white city on the African side.

A raucous buzzer sounded across the deck. At once, the foaming water surged higher along the hull.

"Hey, we better get below before before we get dunked," Joel said. We stepped back into the stale
interior; amoment later we heard the crash of the waters closing over us above;

then the silence of the deep sea settled in again.

"Well," Joel said cheerfully. "I guess we got to get back to work, Jones."

During the next forty-eight hours, Joel and | found time for several four-hour sleeps and a couple of short
naps, between bellowed orders from Carboni or the unseen Captain. At odd intervals, we went to the crew
mess, demanded and got plates of oily cold-storage eggs and too-salty bacon.

Now, having just completed a laborious two-hour visual inspection of reset switches, | again sat at the
long table, listening to the feverish humming in my head, picking at a mixture of mummified beef and
canned milk and taking medicinal sips from aclay mug of North African brandy. Across the table, the
bearded elder known as Doc worked conscientiously to finish the bottle.
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Joel had put his head on the table and gone off to sleep. At the far end of the room, Pogey, the horse-faced
man, was monotonously and with much profanity calling off items from an inventory list, while a short,
chinless sailor with awool cap and warts ticked them off on a clipboard.

What the rest of the nine-man crew did aboard the vessdl, | hadn't yet learned. Four of them had Just |eft
the room, staggering drunk.

"Three more trips, Jones," Doc said. "Thirty-one years on the line - nine on Excalibur, I'll missthe old
tub." He looked around the room with sad, red-veined eyes. "No, I'm aliar,” he corrected. "l hate this
damned scow." He looked at me as though | had praised it. "l've hated every minute of those thirty-one
years. Hated medical school before that. Y ou ever been in a cadaver |ab?’

"Sure have," | said, forcing myself to follow the conversation. "There was afellow | hadn't seen for years.
Opened up the tin box, and there he was." | sipped the brandy, feeling it burn its way down. Doc worked
hislips, blinked, took a pull at his drink.

"I knew afellow," he said, "sold his body to a medical school. Got five hundred cees for it, which he
badly needed at the time. Later on, he got in the chips, and thought better of the bargain. Wanted to buy it
back. Well, seems like the title had changed hands a couple of times. He traced it from New Haven to
Georgia, and on down to Miami. Finally caught up with it." He took a healthy draught from his cup,
exhaled noisily. "Too late, though. End of the year, you know. Nothing left but afew ribs, the left arm,
and the bottom half of the cranium." He sighed. "A sad case."

His image was wavering, obscured by whirling points of light; | blinked them away, raised my glassto
him. "Doc, you're one of the finest liars | ever met."

He blushed, looking modest. " Shucks, seems like things just naturally happen to me. Why, | remember
thetime. . ." At thefar end of the table, Pogey tossed his list aside, yawned, scratched at an unshaven
jaw.

"Get some coffee over here. Runt," he ordered. The warty Sailor bustled, operating the coffee maker. He
filled atwo-quart pot, rattled thick cups and sheet-metal spoons. He placed the pot in front of the horse-
faced man.

"Watch out, Mr. Dobbin. She's plenty hot." He went back to hislist, muttering to himself.

Pogey grunted. He glanced at Joel, snoring across the table from him He licked afinger, touched it to the
polished metal; it hissed An expression twitched at the corners of his mouth. He took the pot gingerly by
the massive insulated handle, stood.

"Hey, dummy!" he said sharply.
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Joel stirred.

"Wake up, dummy"

Joel sat up, knuckling his eyes. He saw Pogey and smiled.
"Gee, | guess| - "

"Herel" Pogey thrust the pot at him. Joel reached out, took the rounded container in his two huge hands.
Hisjaw dropped. His eves widened Pogey stepped back, his mouth arched in a grin like something carved
at the top of Notre Dame.

| was alittle slow, but | reached Joel then, knocked the steaming pot from his hands; it smashed against
the wall behind Pogey, spewed steam and liquid in awide sheet that caught the horse-faced man all across
the back.

He howled, writhed away from the table, clutching at his shoulder. He screamed again, tore at his jacket.
Doc came to hisfeet, grabbing at the bottle as it tottered, aimost fell. The horse-faced man clawed his
shirt open, ripped it from his shoulders. A vast red blister swelled visibly from his patchy hairline almost
to the soiled edge of the underwear showing above his belt. His eye fell on Doc.

"Do something, damn your guts!" he shrilled. "Oh, Jesus. . ."

Doc started around the table. | caught hisarm. "To hell with that sadist,” | said. "Take alook at Joel's
hands."

Jodl still stood, staling at his hands. A tear formed, rolled down his cheek.

“I'll kill him!" Pogey screeched. He plunged across the room, knocked the sailor aside, caught up a steak
knife, and whirled on Joel. | pushed in front of him. The odors of sweat and acohol came from himin
waves. | caught hiswrist, remembering not to pulp the bone.

"Joel," | said, my eyes holding on Pogey's. "If this man ever hurts you again, put your thumbs into his
throat until he stops moving, understand?”’

| twitched the knife from Pogey's hand, shoved him away His face was as white as the dead face of the
thing | had killed in the ravine. The recollection must have shown in my expression.

Pogey whimpered, backed, turned to the sailor who was standing wide-eyed, al warts and Adam's apple,
looking from one of us to another like a spectator at a ping-pong tournament.
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"Get me to my room," Pogey gasped. His knees went slack as the sailor caught him. Behind me, Joel
moaned.

"Let's get this boy down to my sick-bay," Doc was saying. " Second-degree, maybe worse. Calluses
helped . . ."

As| turned, his eyes found mine. "Y ou better let me take alook at you, too," he said. "Y ou're hotter'n a
powder pile, Jones."

"Never mind that." | snapped. "Just see to Joel."
Doc eyed the cut on my face. "Y ou should have had a couple of stitches."
"Alll needisto get to Jax and get clear of thisscow,” | said. "Let's get moving."

Doc shrugged. "Suit yourself." He went out, leading Joel. | followed.

An hour later, in the cramped, paper-heaped room the Mate called his office, | stood before the ancient
plastic-topped desk, waiting for him to finish histirade. Two sailors lounged against the wall, watching.
Joel stood beside me, his bandage-swathed hands |ooking bigger than ever. Carboni's good eye looked up
at him from under his ragged eyebrows.

"I had enough of your numbskull tricks," he growled. "When we hit Jax, you're finished."
"Gosh, Carboni." Joel stalled.

"Beat it," the Mate said. "I got work to do." He switched his glance to me. "Y ou stick around, | got things
to say to you."

| put a hand on the desk to keep it from spinning.

"How's Pogey feeling?' My voice seemed to belong to someone else.
Carboni's meaty face darkened.

"WEe'll see about you when we hit Jax, punk. I got plans for you."

"Don't bother," | said. "I intend to resign my position anyway."

file:///F|/rah/Keith%20Laumer/Laumer,%20Keith%20-%20Plague%200f%20Demons,%20A.html (55 of 142) [1/18/03 2:50:19 PM]



A Plague of Demons

"I'm apatient guy " Carboni got to hisfeet, walked around the desk. "But | got a bellyful - " He pivoted
suddenly, threw a punch that slammed against my stomach. He jumped back with a bellow, hisface
draining to adirty white. One of the sailors brought a hand into view from behind him, pointed a massive,
old-model blued-s