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Thetelephonerang. Alfred Smith, who had been hauling clothes out of hisvdise and suffing them into
atypica hotel room bureau, looked up startled.

"Now, who—" he began, and shook his head.

Obvioudy it must be awrong number. Nobody knew hewasin New Y ork, and nobody—thisfor a
certainty—knew he had checked into this particular hotel. Or cometo think of it, somebody did.

The room clerk at the desk where he had just registered.

Must be some hotel business. Something about don't use the lamp on the end table: it tendsto
short-circuit.

The telephone rang again. He dropped the valise and walked around the bed. He picked up the
phone.

"Yes?' hesad.

"Mr. Smith?' came athick voice from the other end.

" Spesking."

"Thisis Mr. Jones. Mr. Cohen and Mr. Kelly are with me in the lobby. So is Jane Doe. Do you
want usto come up or shal wewait for you?"

"l beg your pardon?"'

"Well, then, well come up. Five-oh-four, isn't it?"

"Y es, but wait aminute! Who did you say?' He realized they had hung up.

Alfred Smith put down the telephone and ran hisfingersthrough his crewcut. He was amoderately
tall, moderately athletic, moderately handsome young man with the faintest hint at jowl and belly of recent

prosperity.
"Mr. Jones? Cohen? Kelly? And for suffering Pete's sake, Jane Doe?"

It must be ajoke. Any Smith was used to jokes on his name. What was your name before it was
Smith? Alfred Smith? Whatever happened to good old Johnnie?

Then he remembered that his cdler had just asked for Mr. Smith. Smith was acommon name, likeit
or not.

He picked up the phone again. "Desk," he told the operator.

"Yes, Dek?" asmooth voice said after awhile.

"Thisis Mr. Smith in Room 504. Was there another Smith registered here before me?"
A long pause. "Areyou having any trouble, Sr?'

Alfred Smith grimaced. "That's not what I'm asking. Was there or wasn't there?”
"W, gr, if you could tdl meif it iscausing you inconveniencein any way..."

He got exasperated. "I asked you a smple question. Was there a Smith in thisroom before me?
What'sthe matter, did he kill himself?"

"We have no right to believe he committed suicide, Sir!” the desk clerk said em-phaticaly, "There
aremany, many circumstances under which aguest might disap-pear after registering for aroom!™

There was a peremptory knock on the door. Alfred Smith grunted. "Okay. That'sal | wanted to
know," and hung up.



He opened the door, and before he could say anything, four people camein. Three were men; the
last wasamildly attractive woman.

"Now, look—" he began.

"Hello, Gar-Fitha' one of the men said. "I'm Jones. Thisis Cohen, thisis Kelly. And, of course, Jane
Doe"

"There'sbeen amistake," Alfred told him.

"And how there's been amistake!" said Cohen, locking the door behind him care-fully, " Jones, you
caled Smith by hisright name! When the corridor door was open! That's unpardonable stupidity.”

Jane Doe nodded. "Open or closed, we must remember that we are on Earth. We will use only
Earth names. Operating Procedure Regulations XIV-XXII."

Alfred took along, dow look at her, "On Earth?'

She smiled shamefacedly. "There| go, mysdlf. | did practicaly the samething. You'reright. In
America. Or rather, to put it more exactly and less suspicioudy, in New Y ork City."

Mr. Kelly had been walking around him, staring at Alfred. "Y ou're perfect,” he said &t |ast. "Better
than any of us. That disguise took alot of hard, patient work. Don't tell me, | know. Y ou're perfect,
Smith, perfect.”

What in the world were they, Alfred wondered frantically—Ilunatics? No, spies! Should he say
something, should he give the mistake away, or should he start yelling his head off for help? But maybe
they weren't spies—maybe they were detectives on thetrail of spies. Hewasin New Y ork, after all.
New Y ork wasn't Grocery Corners, lllinais.

And that suggested another possibility. New Y ork, the home of the sharpie, the smart aleck. It could
be asmple practica joke being played by some city dickerson anew little hayseed.

If it were...

Hisvisitors had found seats for themsalves. Mr. Kely opened the briefcase he was carrying and
grubbed around in it with hisfingers. A low hum filled the room.

"Not enough power," Mr. Kdly apologized. "Thisisasmal sun, after dl. But givetherig afew
minutes: itll build up.”

Mr. Jones leaned forward. "Listen, do you folksmind if | dip out of my disguise? I'm hot.”

"Y ou're not supposed to,” Jane Doe reminded him. "The uniformisto beworn & al timeswhen
we're on duty.”

"l know, | know, but Sten-Durok—oops, | mean Cohen, locked the door. Nobody comesin
through windows in this particular place, and we don't have to worry about materidization. So how about
| relax for asecond or two?"

Alfred had perched on the edge of the dresser. He looked Mr. Jones over with great amusement.
The pudgy little man was wearing a chegp gray sharkskin suit. He was bad; he wore no eyeglasses, he
had no beard. He didn't even have amustache.

Disguise, huh?

"l say let him," Alfred suggested with an anticipatory chuckle. "We're al alone—he might aswell be
comfortable. Go ahead, Jones, take off your disguise.”

"Thanks" Jones said with feding. "'I'm suffocating in this outfit.”
Alfred chuckled again. Hed show these New Y orkers.
"Takeit off. Be comfortable. Make yourself at home."

Jones nodded and unbuttoned the jacket of his gray sharkskin suit. Then he un-buttoned the white
shirt under it. Then he put histwo forefingersinto his chest, al theway in, and pulled his chest gpart. He



kept pulling until there was a great dark hole about ten incheswide.

A black spider squirmed out of the opening. Itsround little body was about the Size of aman'sfigt,
itslegs about the size and length of pipe stems. It crouched on Joness chest, while the body from which it
had emerged maintained its pogtion in akind of paralyss, thefingers ill holding the chest gpart, the
back and legs till rest-ing comfortably in the chair.

"Whew!" said the spider. "That fedsgood.”

Alfred found he couldn't stop chuckling. He finally managed to hat the noise from his mouth, but it
kept on going in his head. He stared at the spider, a the stiff body from which it had come. Then,
frantically, he stared at the othersin theroom, at Cohen, at Kdlly, at Jane Doe.

They couldn't have looked lessinterested.

The hum from the briefcase on Kdly's knees abruptly resolved itsdf into words. Alfred'svisitors
stopped looking bored and leaned forward attentively.

"Greetings, Specia Emissaries,” said the voice. "Thisis Command Centra speak-ing. Robinson, to
you. Arethere any reports of sgnificance?’

"Nonefrom me" Jane Doetold it.

"Nor me" from Kdly.

"Nothing new yet," said Cohen.

The spider stretched itsdlf luxurioudy. "Same here. Nothing to report.”
"Jones!" ordered the voice from the briefcase. " Get back into your uniform!”

"It's hot, chief. And we'redl aonein here, sitting behind what they call alocked door. Remember,
they've got a superstition on Earth about locked doors? We don't have anything to worry about.”

"I'll tell you what to worry about. Y ou get into that uniform, Jones! Or maybe you'retired of being a
Special Emissary? Maybe you'd like to go back to General Emissary satus?!

The spider stretched itslegs and performed what could only be described asa shrug. Then it
backed carefully into the hole in the chest. The hole closed behind it. The body of Jones cameto life and
buttoned his shirt and jacket.

"That's better,” said the voice from the briefcase on Kelly'sknee. "Don't ever do that again while
you're on duty.”

"Okay, chief, okay. But couldn't we cool down this planet? Y ou know, bring on winter, start anew
ice age? It would makeit alot easier to work.”

"And alot easier to be detected, stupid. Y ou worry about the big things like con-ventions and
beauty contests. Well worry about the little things here, in Command Centrd, like arbitrarily changing the
seasons and starting new ice ages. All right, Smith, how about you? What's your report?”

Alfred Smith shook the thick gathered wool out of his heed, did off the dresser, and on to hisfest.
Helooked around wildly.

"Re-report?' A breath. "Why, nothing—nothing to report.”

"Took you along time to make up your mind about it. Y ou're not holding any-thing back, are you?
Remember, it's our job to evauate information, not yours.”

Alfred wet hislips. "N-no. I'm not holding anything back."

"Y ou'd better not. One beauty contest you forget to tell us about and you're through, Smith. We till
haven't forgotten that boner you pulled in Zagreb."

"Oh, chief," Jane Doe intervened. "It was only alocal stunt to discover who was the tallest
card-carrying Communigt in Croatia. Y ou can't blame Smith for missing that."”

"We certainly can blame Smith for that. It was abeauty contest, within the definition of the term you



were given. If Cohen hadn't sumbled acrossamention of it in the Kiev Pravda, al hel could have
broken loose, Remember that, Smith. And stop calling me chief, dl of you. The nameis Robinson.
Remember it."

They al nodded, Alfred with them. He shot amixed look of uncertainty and grati-tude at Jane Doe.

"All right," the voice went on, somewhat mallified. "And to show you that | can hand out the boosts
aswdl asthe knocks, | want to commend Smith on hisdisguise. It'salittle offbeat, but it rings true—and
that'sthe main thing. If therest of you only spent as much time and care on your uniform, weld bein the
home stretch in no time." The voice paused and took on an oily, heavily whimsica qudity. "Beforeyou
could say "Jack Robinson.' "

They dl laughed dutifully at that one, even Alfred.

"Y ou think Smith did agood job on his disguise, don't you, chief, | mean, Mr. Robinson?' Jane Doe
asked eagerly, asif she wanted to underline the fact for everyone.

"| certainly do. Look at that suit, it's not just any old suit, but atweed jacket and flannd pants. Now
that'swhat | call usng your imagination. Hischinisn't just achin, it'sa deft chin. Very good. The color of
his hair—firg-rate. The only thing | might possibly object to isthe bow tie. I'd say agood solid rep tie,
regular length, would be alittle less chancy, alittlelesslikdly to attract attention. But it fedsright, and
that'sthe main thing—the feel of the disguise. In thisbusiness, you either have an indtinct for merging with
the population of the planet, or you don'. | think Smith hasit. Good work, Smith."

"Thank you," Alfred mumbled.

"All right, oh—er, Robinson," Mr. Jones said impatiently. "It'sagood uniform-disguise. But it's not
that important. Our work is more important than how welook."

"Y our work is how you look. If you look right, you work right. Take yoursdlf, for example, Jones.
A more nondescript, carelessy assembled human being, | don't think 1've ever come across before,
What are you supposed to be—Mr. American-Man-in-the-Street?!

Mr. Jones |ooked deeply hurt. "1'm supposed to be a Brooklyn druggist. And be-lieve me, the
uniform s plenty good enough. | know. Y ou should see some of these druggists.”

"Some, Jones, but not most. And that's my point.”

There was a throat-clearing sound from Mr. Cohen. "Don't want to interrupt you, Robinson, but this
isn't supposed to be along vist were having with Smith. We just dropped up, kind of "

"Right, Cohen, right on the old button. All right, everybody ready for ingtructions?'
"Ready," they dl chorused, Alfred coming inraggedly on thelast syllable.

"Here we go then. Cohen, you're back on your old assgnment, keeping careful check on any new
beauty contests scheduled anywhere in the country, with specid attention to be paid to New Y ork, of
course. Kdly, you'reto do the same with conven-tions. Jane Doe and John Smith will continue to look
into anything that might be a camouflaged attempt.”

"Anything particular in mind?' Jane Doe asked.

"Not for you at the moment. Y ou just keep making the rounds of beauty parlors and seeif you
stumble across something. Smith, we have aspecid item wed like you to look into. Therésafancy dress
ball of the plumbers of the New Y ork City area. Drop down there and see what you can see. And let us
know if you hit it. Fast."

Alfred kept his voice determinedly casud. "What do you want meto look out for?"

"Well, if you don't know by thistime—" the voice from the briefcase rose impa-tiently. "Door prizes,
an award for the best costume, even a contest for Miss Pipe Wrench of 1921 or whatever year Earth is
inright now. | don't think we have to worry about that last, though. 1t would be too damn obvious, and
we haven't hit anything obvious yet"



"How about me?' Jones wanted to know.
"WEélIl have specid ingtructions for you pretty soon. There may be anew angle.”

They al looked interested at that, but the voice from the briefcase did not seem disposed to
eucidatefurther.

"That will bedl," it said unequivocdly. "Y ou can sart leaving now."
Mr. Kdly zipped the briefcase shut, nodded at everyone, and Ift.

A few moments|ater, Mr. Cohen followed him. Then Jonesyawned and said, "Wdll, goodbye,
now." He closed the door behind him.

Jane Doe rose, but she didn't go toward the door. She came over to where Alfred Smith was
gtanding with a punched expression in hiseyes.

"Well, John?" she said softly.

Alfred Smith couldn't think of anything to say to that, except, "Well, Jane?"

"We're together again. Working on an assgnment again, together. Ian't it wonderful ?

He nodded dowly, carefully. "Y es. Wonderful."

"And if we can only closeit up thistime, finish the whole nasty business once and for dl, well be
going back together”

"And then?'

Her eyesglistened. "Y ou know, darling. A quiet little web somewhere, just for two. You and |
aone. And pilesand piles of eggs”

Alfred gulped, and, in spite of himself, turned away.

"Oh, I'm sorry, darling,” she cried, taking his hand. "I've upset you. | was talking out of uniform.
Wil then, put it thisway: a cottage smdl by awaterfall. And baby makesthree. You and |, down the
golden yearstogether. When your hair hasturned to slver. There! Isthat better?

"Lots," he managed to get out, Staring a her wildly. "L ots better."

She threw her arms around him. He realized he was expected to respond, and squeezed back.

"Oh, | don't care," shewhispered into hisear. "'l don't care about discipline or any-thing when I'm

closetoyou. And I'll sy it, even if Command Centrd islistening. Darling, do you know whet 1'd like
right now?"

Alfred sghed. He was more than haf afraid of what was coming. "No, what? What would you like
right now?'

"I'd likefor usto be out of uniform, scuttling about and over each other in some damp, dark place,
I'd like to fedl your claws upon me, your antennae caressing me, me—ingtead of this clumsy emationless
disguise I'm wearing."

Hethought. "[t—itll come. Be patient, darling.”

She dstraightened up and became businesdike again. "Y es, and I'd better be going. Heresalist of al
our telephone numbers, in case you want to get in touch with any of us. Remember, this operation isto
be conducted gtrictly according to regulations. And that means no phmpffing, no phmpffing at al,
except in case of the greatest emergency. For everything el se, we use telephones.”

"Telephones?' hefound himsdf echoing.
"Yes" Shegestured to the black instrument on its stand near the bed. "Those things.”

"Oh, those things," he repested, fighting the impulse to shake his head hard in abrain-clearing
gesture. "Y es. Those things. But no—no, er, what did you say?"

"No phmpffing."



"Noneat dl?" Surely if he continued to ask questions something would become clear. And sane!
Jane Doe looked extremely concerned. "Of course not! Thisisamaximum operation.”
"Yes, that'sright,” he agreed. "A maximum operation. I'd forgotten that.”

"Well, don't," she advised him earnestly. "Don't forget. That way, you'll get into trouble again. One
more boner like the one you pulled in Zagreb, darling, and you're through. Y ou'll be kicked out of the
Service. And then what do you think will happen to our plans together?!

"WEell befinished, huh?" Alfred studied her. Under dl that girl-flesh, he reminded himsdlf, there was
alarge, black spider working at controls like amechanic in apower crane.

"Right. I'd never marry outside the Service. Wed be finished. So do take care of yoursdlf, darling,
and giveit dl you've got. Stay on the bdll. Fly right. Get with it. Rise and shine. Stick to the straight and
narrow. Go in there and pitch. Don't let George do it. Work hard and save your money. Early to bed and
early torise. Don't be hdf safe”

"Il do my best," he promised, hisvoicerattling.
"My little crawler," shewhispered intimately and kissed him on the ear.
She closed the door behind her.

Alfred groped hisway to the bed. After awhile, he noticed that he was uncomfort-able. Hewas
gtting on avalise. Absent-mindedly, he shoved it to the floor.

What had he wandered into? Or, to put it more accurately, what had wandered into him?
Spies. Yes, obvioudy spies. But such spies...?

Spiesfrom another planet. What were they spying on—beauty contests, conven-tions, plumbers
fancy dress balls? What were they looking for? What in the world—or rather the universe—could they
belooking for?

One thing was obvious. They were up to no good. That omnipresent contempt whenever they
mentioned Earth or the things of Earth.

An advance wave of invaders? Scouts preparing the way for the main body? They could be that.
But why beauty contests, why fancy dress balls?

What was there of value that they could possibly learn from ingtitutions such as these?

Y ou'd expect to find them at nuclear research labs, at rocket proving grounds, skulk-ing about the
Pentagon in Washington, D.C.

Alfred decided there was no point in trying to follow their thought processes. They were completely
dien creatures. who knew what kind of information they might consider vauable, what might be
important to them?

But they were undoubtedly spies sSizing up Earth for an invasion to come.
"Filthy little spiders,” he growled in arighteous excess of xenophobia.

And one of them wasin love with him. One of them intended to marry him. What wasit she had
said—ypilesand piles of eggs? A pretty thought! He shuddered from his neck to hisknees.

But they believed he was this other Smith, John Smith. Earth still had a.chance. Pure luck had given
Earth acounterspy. Him.

Hefdt frightened, but alittle proud. A counterspy.
Thefirgt thing to do was to check on this John Smith.
Alfred Smith reached for the telephone. "Desk!"

There was precious little information from the clerk to supplement what he had been given before.
John Smith had registered here two weeks ago. He had | eft one after-noon and not come back. After the
usual interva it was assumed he had skipped, since he owed afew dayson the bill at thetime. His



belongings werein the hotel store room.

"No, sr, I'm sorry, sir, but hotel regulations do not permit usto let you go through his belongings.
Unlessyou wishto clam arelationship.”

"Andif | did?" Alfred asked eagerly. "If | did wish to clam ardationship?’
"Then it would be necessary for you to establish proof, sr.”
"l see. Well, thank you very much." He hung up.

Where was he now? This John Smith had registered here, evidently under a previ-ous agreement, as
his room was to provide the meeting place for the entire group. Then he had walked out one day and not
returned.

Since the disguises were subject to frequent change, when another Smith had reg-istered in the same
room, the spies assumed it was their man. They may not even have known of the hiatus between the two
Sniths

What had happened to John Smith? Had he defected to the United States govern-ment? To the
United Nations? Hardly. There would be an F.B.I, man, asmal army unit staked out in the room in that
case, when John Smith's friends showed up.

No, he had just disappeared. But was he dead, killed in some freak accident while crossng a
bridge—that would account for his body not being recovered—or was he only temporarily away,
working on some newly discovered anglefor hisinterplan-etary organization?

And what would happen to Alfred when he returned? The young man on the bed shivered.
Espionage groups, he recalled from the novels he had read, tended to a sort of hatchet-man justice.
Obvioudy, they would not let an Earthman with knowledge of their existence and operations go on living.

Then, obvioudy, he had to get help.

But from where? The police? The F.B.1.? He shivered again at the picture evoked; himsdf,
somewhat embarrassed, Ssammering abit, not quite remembering al the details, telling thisstory to a
hard-faced desk sergeant.

Aninterplanetary invasion, Mr. Smith? From Mars? Oh, not from Mars—from where then? Oh,
you don't quite know, Mr. Smith? All you're sure of isthat it's an interplanetary invasion? | see. And how
did you happen to hear of thison your first day in New Y ork? Oh, four people came up to your hotel
room and told you about it? Very interesting. Very, very interesting. And their names were Mr. Cohen,
Mr. Kely, Mr. Jones, and Jane Doe? And your nameis Smith, isn't it? And al we haveto do to prove
your story isfind the address behind one of these telephone numbers, cut open the person in whose name
the phoneisregistered, and find a big black spider inside...

"No!" Alfred groaned doud. "Not that way—I wouldn't have a chance!"

He needed proof—tangible proof. And facts. Mostly he needed facts. Who were these spiders,
what was their home planet, when were they planning to invade, what kind of wegpons did they have at
their disposal—stuff like that. And lots and lots of data about their organization here on Earth, especialy
in America

How did you get such data? Y ou couldn't ask—that would be the surest way to expose yourself as
abona fide human with nothing more interesting inside you than alength or so of intestine and a couple of
ribs.

But they'd given him an assignment. Something about a plumber'sfancy dressball. Now, obvioudy
an assgnment like that concerned their plans, their organiza-tion. Obvioudy.

He grabbed for the phone.

"Desk? ThisisMr. Smithin 504. Yes, Mr. Smith again. Listen, how do | find out wherethe
plumbersarein New Y ork?'



"If the plumbing in your roomis out of order, Sir,” the smooth, patient voice ex-plained, "the hotel
will ssndupa—"

"No, no, no! | don't want a plumber, I want plumbers, all of them! The New Y ork plumbers, how
do | find them?'

Hedistinctly heard lips being licked a the other end asthis question was digested and then, aside, a
whispered comment, "Y eah, it's 504, again. We got ared beauty in that room thistime. | don't envy the
night man tonight, let metell you!" Loudly and clearly, if just a shade less smoothly, the voice replied:
"You will find aclassified tele-phone directory on the desk near your bed, Sir. Y ou can look up plumbers
under P. Mogt of the plumbersin Manhattan are listed there. For plumbersin Brooklyn, the Bronx,
Queens, and Staten Idand, | would suggest—"

"1 don't want plumbersin Brooklyn or the Bronx! | don't even want plumbersin—" Alfred Smith
drew adeep breath. He had to get agrip on himsdlf! Thefate of the entire planet, of the entire human
race, depended on his keeping his head. He forced his mind backward, inch by inch, off the plateau of
hysteriait had mounted. He waited until hisvoice was cam.

"Thisisthe problem,” he began again, dowly and carefully. "Thereisafancy dressbdl of the
plumbers of the New Y ork area. It's being held somewhere in the city to-night, and I'm supposed to be
there. Unfortunatdly, I've lost my invitation and it contained the address. Now, how do you think | could
go about finding where the bal isgoing to be?' He congratulated himself on the swiftness of histhinking.
Thiswasredly being a counterspy!

Pause. "l could make someinquiries, Sir, through the usua channels, and cal you back "And aside:
"Now he says he's a plumber and he wantsto go to afancy dressball. Can you begt that?1 tell you in
thisbusiness...” And to him: "Would that be satisfactory, Sr?*

"Fineg" Alfred Smith told him enthusagticaly. "That would be fine."

He hung up. Well, he was getting the hang of this espionage business. Nothing like asdes
background for practice in quick thinking and quick talking.

Hedidn't have to report to the office until tomorrow. That gave him this afternoon and this evening
to save the human race.

Who would have thought when he was offered ajob in New Y ork with the BlakSeme Hosiery
Company ("Men Notice BlakSemes—They're so Shockingly Stocking!™) what tremendous stakes held
be playing for the very day of hisarrival? Of course, BlakSeme knew what kind of man he was, they
knew he was executive timber or they'd never have hired him right out from under PuzzleKnit, their
biggest competitor. HE made quite aname for himsdf, Alfred Smith was modestly willing to admit, in
thelllinoister-ritory. Highest sdlesincreasesfor three years running, steadiest repeat ordersfor five. But
to PuzzleKnit Nylons ("PuzzleKnit Attracts Their Attention and Keeps Them Gues-sing™), he had just
been atop-notch sdlesman: it had taken BlakSeme, with their upper-bracket, Madison-Avenue
orientation, to see him as a possble digtrict sales manager.

BlakSeme done had seen he was big-league materid. But even they had not guessed how big a
league it was in which he was destined to play.

The desk clerk called back. "'l find, gir, that thereisafancy dressball of the boss plumbers and
steamfitters of the metropolitan New Y ork area. It'sat Menshevik Hall on Tenth Avenue at eight o'clock
tonight. The theme of the ball isthe ancien regime in France, and only peoplein pre-French-Revolution
costumes will be admitted. Would you like the name of a place near the hotel where you can rent the
right costume for the occasion?”'

"Yes" Alfred Smith babbled. "Y es, yes, yes!" Things were beginning to click! Hewas on thetrail of
thediens organization!

He went out immediately and hurriedly selected a Due de Richdieu outfit. Since some small
aterations were necessary, he had timeto get dinner before the costume would be delivered to his hotdl.



He ate carefully and nutritioudy; thiswas going to be abig night. His reading matter throughout the meal
was abooklet hed picked up in the outfitting place, abooklet giving the descriptions and background of
al the cos-tumes available for this period—sixteenth-to eighteenth-century France. Any fact might be the
vitd due...

Back in hisroom, hetore off his clothes and pulled on the rented apparel. Hewas alittle
disappointed at the result. He did not quite look like a Gray Eminence. More like ayoung Protestant in
Cardind's clothing. But then he found the scrap of gray beard in the box that bel onged with the costume
and fitted it on. It made dl the difference.

Tak about your disguises! Here his body was supposed to be a disguise, a disguise which wasthe
uniform of the Aliens Specid Agents Divison, of their terrestrial spy service. And now hewas disguising
that supposed disguise with area one—just as by being a supposed spy he waslaying atrap for dl the
real secret operatives.

Alfred Smith—onelone man againg the diend "So that," he whispered reverently, "government of
humans, by humans, and for humans shal not perish from the Earth.”

The telephone. Thistime it was Jones.
"Just got word from Robinson, Smith. That specia mission of mine. It looks like tonight's the night.”
"Tonight, en?' Alfred Smith felt the lace tighten around histhroat.

"Y es, they're going to try to contact tonight. We still don't know just where—just that it'sin New
York City, I'mto be on reserve: I'll rush around to whoever finds the contact. Y ou know, reinforce, lend
aheping hand, be astaunch dly, give an assist to, help out in a pinch, stand back to back with, buddy
mine, pardstill hell freezesover. You'l be at the plumbers ball, won't you? Whereisit?'

Alfred shook hishead violently to clear it of thefog of clichésthrown out by Jones. "Menshevik
Hall. Tenth Avenue. What do | do if I—if | discover the contact?”

"You phmpff, guy, phmpff like mad. And I'll come a-running. Forget about tele-phonesif you
discover the contact. Also forget about special-delivery mail, passenger pigeon, pony-expressrider,
wirelesstelegraphy, and couriersfrom His Mgesty. Discovering the contact comes under the heading of
‘emergency’ under Operating Procedure Regulations XX XI111-XLIX inclusive. So phmpff your foolish
head off."

"Right! Only thing, Jones—" therewas aclick at the other end as Jones hung up.
Tonight, Alfred Smith thought grimly, staring into the mirror. Tonight'sthe night!
For what?

Menshevik Hall was a gray two-story building in the draftiest section of Tenth Avenue. The lower
floor was a sd oon through whose greasy windows a neon sign proclaimed:

THE FEBRUARY REVOLUTION WAS
THE ONLY REAL REVOLUTION BAR & GRILL
BEER----WINES---CHOICE LIQUORS
Alexe Ivanovich Anphinov, Prop.

The second floor was brightly lit. Music oozed out of itswindows. Therewasapenciledsignona
doorway to one side of the bar:

BOSSPLUMBERSAND STEAMFITTERS OF
THE METROPOLITAN NEW YORK AREA
SEMIANNUAL FANCY DRESSBALL



You Must Bein Costumeto Be Admitted Tonight

(If you haven't paid your association dues for this quarter, see Bushke Horowitz at the bar before going upstairs—Bushke's
wearing aMan in the Iron Mask cos-tume and he's drinking rum and Seven-Up.)

Alfred Smith climbed the creaky wooden stairs gpprehensively, his eyes on the burly Genera
Montcalm guarding the entrance at the top. To hisrdief, however, no invitation or ticket was demanded:
his costume was sufficient vaidation. The red-faced generd barely gave him aglance from under the
plushly decorated cocked hat before waving him through.

It was crowded inside. Scores of Louis XIlls, XIVs, XVs, and XVIswere dancing sedately with
Annes of Austriaand Marie Antoinettes to the strains of rhumbaand cha-cha. Overhead, two colored
chanddiersrotated dowly, unwinding the spectrum upon the glittering, waxed floor.

Where did he begin? He glanced at the platform where the musicians sat; they donewerenot in
costume. L ettering on the bass drum told the world that " Ole Olsen and His Latin Five' were providing
the rhythms, but that did not seem like much to go on. No one here looked like an interstellar spy.

On the other hand, neither did Jones, Cohen, Kdly nor Jane Doe. They looked amost spectacularly
ordinary. That wasit: you had to find these people in the unlikeliest, most prosaic places.

Pleased by the inspiration, he went into the Men's Room.

At firgt, hethought he had hit it exactly right. The place was crowded. Sixteen or so Musketeers
stood around the washbasin, munching enormous cigars and convers-ing in low voices.

Heinsnuated himself among them and listened closdly. Their talk was eclectic, ranging fredy from
the wholesale price of pastel-colored water closatsto the prob-lems of ingtaling plumbing in anew
housing development on Long Idand that was surrounded by unsewered Streets.

"| told the contractor to hisface," said a somewhat salow, undersized Musketeer, knocking his cigar
ash off againgt the pommel of hissword, "Joe, | told him, how can you expect meto lay pipe when you
don't even know the capacity, let aone the type—Ilook, we won't even talk about the type—of the
sawer system they're going to have ingtalled out here? Joe, | said to him, you're abright guy: | ask you,
Joe, isthat fair, doesthat make sense? Y ou want me to maybeingtall plumbing that's going to be alot
weaker than the sawer system in the streets so that the first time the new customers flush the toilets
everything backs up al over the bathroom floor—you want that, Joe? No, he says, | don't want that. All
right, then, | say, you want me to maybeinstall plumbing that's alot better than necessary, alot stronger
than the sewer system will require, and that'll add cost to the houses that doesn't have to be added—you
want that, Joe? No, he says, | don't want that. So, ook, Joe, | say, you're willing to admit thisisadumb
proposition from top to bottom? Suppose someone asked you to build ahouse, Joe, and couldn't tell you
whether the foundation under it is concrete or steel or sand or cinder-block. That'sjust exactly what
you're asking meto do, Joe, that's just exactly what."

Therewas arustle of gpprobation. A tall, weedy, mournful-looking Musketeer blew his nose and
carefully replaced the handkerchief in his doublet before com-menting, " That's the trouble with
everybody. They think plumbers are miracle men. They got to learn that plumbers are only human.”

"I don't know about that," said astout Huguenot who had come up in the last few moments. "'l take
the attitude that plumbers are miracle men. What we got to use is our American imagination, our
American know-how, our American thinking straight to the point. Y ou show me a sewer sysemin anew
community, like, that hasn't been ingtalled yet, that nobody knows whét its capacity isgoing to be, and I'll
figure out a plumbing system for the development that'll fit it no matter what. And I'll save on cog, too.”

"How?' demanded the sdllow, undersized Musketeer. "Tell me how."

"I'll tell you how," retorted the Huguenat. "By using my American imaginaion, my American
know-how, my American thinking straight to the point. That's how."

"Pardon me," Alfred Smith brokein hurriedly as he saw the sdllow, undersized Musketeer take a



deep breeth in preparation for agtinging rebuttal. Do any of you gentlemen know of any prizesthat will
be given for the best costume, any door prizes, anything like that?!

Therewas aslence asthey dl chewed their cigarsa him gppraisingly. Then the Huguenot (Coligny,
Alfred wondered? Conde? de Rohan?) leaned forward and tapped him on the chest. "When you got a
guestion, sonny, the thing to do isfind the right man to ask the question of. That's half the battle. Now
who's the right man to ask questions about door prizes? The doorman. Y ou go out to the doorman—he's
wearing a General Montcam—and you tdl him Larry sent you. You tell him Larry said he should tell you
all about door prizes, and, sonny, helll tell you just what you want to know." He turned back to his
smoldering adversary. "Now before you say anything, | know just what you're going to say. And I'll tell
you why yourewrong.”

Alfred squeezed hisway out of the mobful of risng tempers. At the outskirts, a Cardinal’s Guard
who had just come up remarked broodingly to a black-hooded executioner: "That Larry. Big man. What
| wouldn't give to be around when he tekes a pratfall.”

The executioner nodded and transferred his axe thoughtfully to the other shoul-der. " One day ther€ll
be an anonymous phone call to the Board of Health about Larry, and they'll send out an inspector who
can't be pieced off, and that'll be that. Any guy whao'll buy up junk pipe and chromium-plate it and then
sl it to hisfriends as new stuff that he's overstocked in..." Over his shoulder, the rubbery blade of the
axe began flapping like aflag in abreeze.

"Don't know nothing about prizes," the doorman stated, rocking hisfolding chair back and forthin
front of the ballroom entrance. " Anything important, they don't tell me." Hetilted his cocked hat forward
over hiseyes and stared bitterly into space, asif reflecting that with just alittle more advance information
from Paristhe day might indeed have gone quite differently on the Plains of Abraham. "Why'n't you ask
around down in the bar? All the big whedlsare down in the bar.”

There mugt, Alfred reflected, be agood many big wheels, as he gpologized hisway through the
crowded room downgtairs. The hoop-skirts and rearing, extravagant hair-do's, the knobby-kneed hose,
swinging swords, and powdered wigs jam-packed The February Revolution Was the Only Real
Revolution Bar & Grill so that the half-dozen or so regular customersin shabby suits and worn
windbreakers seemed to be the ones actually in costume, poverty-stricken, resentful anachronisms from
the future who had stumbled somehow into imperia Versailles and the swaggering intrigue of the
Tuileries

At the bar, Bushke Horowitz, hisiron mask wide open despite the sternest decrees of King and
Cardina, accepted dues money, dispensed opinions on the future of standpipes and stal showersto the
mob in heavy brocade and shot silk around him, and periodicaly threw ahandful of largesseto the
bartender, a chunky, angry-look-ing man with a spade beard and awhite apron, along with the injunction
to"set'emup again.”

There was no way to get through to him, Alfred redlized. He asked severd times about "prizes," was
ignored, and gave up. He had to find awhed of somewhat smdler diameter.

A tug a the deeve of hisclerical gown. He stared down at the rather thinnish Mme. Du Barry sitting
in the empty booth. She gave him a smile from underneath her black vizard. "Drinkie?" she suggested.
Then, seaing hisblank ook, sheamplified: "Y ouseand mese Just ustwose.”

Alfred shook his head. "Nose—I mean, no, thank you. I—uh—some business. Maybe | ater.”

He started to walk away and found that his deeve failed to accompany him. Mme. Du Barry

continued to hold it between two fingers. she held it winsomely, delicatdly, archly, but the hold was
absolutely unequivocd.

"Aw," she pouted. "L ook at the whizzy-busy busnessman. No timefor drinkie, no timefor mesie,
just busy, busy, busy, dl thelivelong day."

Despite hisirritation, Alfred shrugged. He wasn't doing himself much good any other way. He came



back and sat across the table from her in the booth. Then, and only then, was his deeve released by the
danty fingers.

The angry-looking man in the spade beard and white apron appeared at their booth. "Nyehh?" he
grunted, meaning, quite obvioudy, "What'll you have?'

"I'll have Scotch on the rocks," shetold Alfred. " Scotch on the rocks is absolutely the only ever
drink for me."

"Two scotch on therocks," Alfred told the bartender, who replied "Nyehh" sgnify-ing, ™Y ou order
the stuff, | bringiit. It'syour funerd."

"l heard you asking about contests. | won a contest once. Does that make you like me alittle
better?'

"What kind of contest did you win?" Alfred asked absent-mindedly, studying her. Under that mask
she was probably somewhat pretty in arather bony, highly ordinary sort of way. There was nothing here.

"l wasvoted The Girl the Junior Plumbers of Cleveland Would Mogt Liketo Wipe a Joint With. It
was supposed to be The Girl Whose Joint the Junior Plumbers Would Most Like to Wipe, but some
nasty people made afuss and the judges had to change thettitle. It was three years ago, but | still have the
award certificate, Now, doesthat help me at all ?"

"I'm afraid not. But congratul ations anyway on winning thetitle. It's not every-body who can—uh,
say that."

The angry-looking man in the spade beard came back and set glasses and coastersin front of them.
"Nyehh!" he announced, meaning, "Y ou pay me now. That'stheway wedo it in thisplace." Hetook the
money, glowered at it, at them, and clumped back to the becustomered bar.

"Well, what kind of contest are you looking for? If you tell me, | might be ableto help. | know lots
of little things about lotsand lots of little things™

"Oh, contests, prizes, nothing particular.” He glanced at the rear of the booth. There was aframed
photograph on thewall of Plekhanov shaking handswith Kerensky. A tough younger version of the
chunky, angry-looking man in the spade beard was standing on tiptoe behind Plekhanov, straining hard to
get hisfaceinto the picture. Alfred redized he was wasting time and swallowed his drink
unceremonioudy. "I'll haveto begoing."

She cooed dismay. " So soon? When welve just met? And when | like you so much?’

"What do you mean you like me so much?' he asked her irritatedly. "When, to quote you, weve just

"But | do likeyou, | do. You'rethe cream in my coffee. Y ou're the top. Y ou do thingsto me. You're
what makes the world go round. I'm nuts about you. | go for you in abig way, big boy. I'mwild, smply
wild over you. I'd climb the highest mountain, swim the deepest river. Body and soul. Roses are red,
violetsare blue. Drink to me only with thine eyes. Oh, Johnny, oh-h-h! Y ou'rein my heart and my heart's
onmy deeve." She stopped and drew breath.

"Gah!" Alfred commented, his eyes amost popping. He started to get up. "Thanks, lady, for the
pretty tak, but—"

Then he sat down again, his eyesreverting to their previous, pop-like state. The way sheld
expressed hersalf when sheld wanted to make certain she was understood! Like Jane Doe, like Jones—
He'd established rendezvous!

"So that's how much you like me?' he queried, fighting for time, trying to think out his next step.

"Oh, yed!" she assured him. "I'm carrying the torch, dl right. 1 idolize you. | fancy you. | dote on you.
| hold dear, make much of, cherish, prize, cling to—"

"Good!" he amost yeled in the desperation of his attempt to break in on the lan-guage of love.



"Good, good, good, good! Now, I'd like to go some place where we can have some privacy and discuss
your fedingsin more detail." He worked hisface for amoment or two, composing it into an enormous
leer. "My hotel room, say, or your gpartment?”

Mme. Du Barry nodded enthusiastically. "My apartment. It's closest.”

Asghetripped out of the bar beside him, Alfred had to keep reminding himsdlf that thiswas no
human wench, despite the tremul ous pressure of her arm around his or the wriggling caress of her hip.
Thiswas an intelligent spider operating machinery, no more, no less. But it was aso hisfirst key to the
puzzle of what the dienswanted of Earth, hisentry into the larger Spy organization—and, if he kept his
head and en-joyed just a bit of luck, it might well be the meansto the saving of hisworld.

A cabrolled up. They got in, and she called out an address to the driver. Then she turned to Alfred.

"Now let'skiss passonately,” she said.

They kissed passionately.

"Now let'ssnuggle,” shesaid.

They snuggled.

"Now let's snuggle alot harder,” she said.

They snuggled alot harder.

"That'senough,” she said. "For now."

They stopped in front of alarge old apartment house that dozed fitfully high above the street,
dreaming of its past asit stared down at aflock of run-down brownstones.

Alfred paid the driver and accompanied Mme. Du Barry to the entrance. As he held the elevator
door open for her, she batted her eyes at him excitedly and breathed fast in his ear acouple of times.

In the eevator, she pressed the button marked "B."

"Why the basement?"' he asked. "'Is your apartment in the basement?”

For answer, she pointed atiny red cylinder at his ssomach. He noticed there was aminute button on
top of the cylinder. Her thumb was poised over the button.

"Never you mind what's in the basement, you lousy Vaklittian sneak. Y ou just stand very sill and do
exactly what | tdll you. And for your information, | know where you are and where your control cubicle
is, so don't entertain any hopes of getting away with nothing more than adamaged uniform.”

Alfred glanced down at the region covered by her weapon and swallowed hard. She waswrong

about the location of his control cubicle, of course, but ill, face it, how much living would he be able to
do without abdlly?

"Don't worry," he begged her. "1 won't do anything foolish.”

"Y ou'd better not. And no phmpffs out of you either, if you know what's good for you. One
solitary phmpff and | fill you full of holes. | ventilate you, migter, | plug you where you stand. | let
daylight through you. | spray your—"

"l get theidea," Alfred brokein, "No phmpffs. Absolutely. | give you my word of honor."

"Your word of honor!" she sneered. The eevator stopped and she backed out, ges-turing him to
follow. He stared at her masked face and resplendent costume, remem-bering that when Du Barry had
been dragged to the guillotine in 1793, she had screamed to the crowds about her tumbril: "Mercy!

Mercy for repentance!” He was glad to recall that neither the crowds nor the Revolutionary Tribuna had
taken her up on the honest offer.

Not exactly to Alfred's surprise, there was aman waiting for them in the clammy, whitewashed
basement. The Huguenot. He of the American thinking straight-to-the-point.

"Any trouble?'



"No, it waseasy,” shetold him. "I pulled him in with the Cleveland-contest-three-years-ago routine.
Hewas smooth about it, I'll say that for him: pretended not to be interested, you know, but he must have
bitten hard. | found that out afew seconds later when | told him | loved him and he asked meright off to
come up to his gpart-ment.” She chuckled. "The poor, pathetic incompetent! Asif any norma American
human male would react like that—without so much as aremark about my beauti-ful eyes and how cute |
am and how different | am and how about another drink, baby."

The Huguenot pulled at hislip dubioudy. "And yet the uniform-disguiseisafine one," he pointed out.
"That shows a high degree of competence.”

"So what?"' the woman shrugged. "He can design agood uniform, he can think up asplendid
disguise, but what good isthat if he's dip-shod about his performance? Thisone's barely learned
anything about human methods and human manners. Eveniif | hadn't known about him before, I'd have
spotted him on the basis of hislove-mak-ing in the cab.”

"Bad, eh?"

"Bad!" Sherolled her eyesfor maximum emphasis, "Oh, brother! | pity him if he ever pulled that
clumsy counterfeit on areal human femae. Bad isn't theword. A cheap fake. A second-rate ad-lib, but
from hunger. No conviction, no feding of red-ity, nothing!"

Alfred glared at her through the wide-open wounds of his ego. There were holesin her
performance, he thought savagely, that would have closed any show thefirst night. But he decided
againg giving thiscritica gppraisa aoud. After dl, she had the wegpon—and he had no ideahow ugly a
messthet little red cylinder might make.

"All right," said the Huguenat, "let's put him in with the other one.”

Asthered cylinder prodded into his backbone, Alfred marched up the main base-ment corridor,
turned right at their command, turned right again, and halted before ablank wall. The Huguenot came up
beside him and rubbed his hand across the surface severd times. A part of thewall swung open asif on
hinges, and they stepped inside.

Secret pands, yet! Alfred wasthinking morosaly. Secret pands, afemale sren, aHuguenot
measter-mind—all the equipment. The only thing that was missing was areason for the whole damn
business. His captors evidently had not discovered that he was a human counterspy, or they would have
destroyed him out of hand. They thought he was a—what wasit?>—aVaklittian. A Vaklittian sneak, no
less? So there were two sets of gpies—the Huguenot had said something about putting him in with the
other one. But what were these two sets of spies after? Were they both grappling for preinvasion control
of Earth? That would make his misson much more compli-cated. To say nothing about trying to tell the
police, if he ever managed to get to the police, about two interplanetary invasond

And look who'd thought he was the counterspy in the picture...
The room was large and windowless. It was amost empty. In one corner, there was a transparent

cube about eight feet on each side. A middle-aged man in asingle-breasted brown business suit sat on
the floor of the cube watching them curioudy and alittle hopelesdy.

The Huguenot paused as he reached the cube. ™Y ou've searched him, of course?!

Mme. Du Barry got flustered. "Well—no, not exactly. | intended to—but you were waiting when
we got out of the elevator—I hadn't expected you for awhile yet, you know—and then we got into
conversation—and | just didn't—"

Her superior shook his head angrily. "And you talk about competence! Oh, well, if | haveto do
everything, | guess| just haveto do everything!™

Heran hishands over Alfred. He took out Alfred'sfountain pen and his cigarette lighter and
examined them very closdly. Then he replaced them and looked puzzled. "He's not carrying aweapon.
Does that make sense?’



"| think so. He's not experienced enough to be trusted with anything dangerous.”

The Huguenot thought about it for awhile. "No. He wouldn't be running around by himself, then.
Hed be under supervison.”

"Maybe heis. Maybe that's the answer. In that case—"

"In that case, you both might have been followed here. Y es, that could beit. Wéell, well fool them.
Contact or no contact, well close the operation here as of tonight. Don't go out again—in an hour or so,
well leave the planet and take off with our prisonersfor headquarters.” He rubbed his hands against the
cube as he had on thewall outside. An opening appeared in the trangparency and widened rapidly. With
the cylinder at his back, Alfred was pushed inside.

"Give himasmdl blagt," he heard the Huguenot whisper. "Not too much—I don't want him killed
before he's questioned. Just enough to stun him and keep him from talking to the other one.”

Therewasatiny click behind him. A rosy glow lit up the cube and the basement room. Alfred felt a
bubble of gasform in hisbelly and rise upward dowly. After awhile, he belched.

When he turned around, the opening in the transparency had closed and the Huguenot had whirled
angrily on Mme. Du Barry. The lady was examining her wegpon with great puzzlement.

" told you | wanted him stunned, not tickled! Isthere anything | can depend on you to do right?*

"| wastrying to be careful—I didn't want to kill him, like you said! | aimed right at the control
cubicleand | used the medium-low Vaklittian index. | don't under-stand how he—how he—"

The Huguenot flapped both hands at her disgustedly. "Oh, let's get out of here and start packing!
When we get back tonight, | intend to ask headquartersto assign me anew female assistant for the next
Earth operation. One without so exact a knowledge of human sexual approaches, perhaps, but who can
be counted on to disarm anewly captured prisoner and to tell aVaklittian index from aholein her
cylinder!"

Mme. Du Barry hung her head and followed him out of the room. The door-wall sivung shut behind
them.

Alfred touched the transparent wall of the cube gingerly. There was no longer any hint of the opening
he had been pushed through. The stuff, while as trangparent as glass, was rubbery and dightly sticky,
something like newly melted plastic. But aplas-ic, he found out, incredibly strong. And it gave off a
whitish glow which enabled him to see through it, dimly, the featurdess walls of the secret basement
room.

He turned and surveyed his co-prisoner, afew feet away, on the other side of the cube.

The man waslooking a him suspicioudy, and yet uncertainly, asif he did not quite know whét to
make of the Situation. There was apeculiarly nondescript, unin-teresting and ordinary quality to his
features which made them somehow remark-gbly familiar.

Of course! Helooked every bit as average as Jones, as Cohen, as Kelly and—in her own
submerged feminine way—as Jane Doe. And so Alfred knew who the man had to be.

"John Smith?" heinquired tentatively. "I mean," he added, as he recollected one of Jones earlier
remarks, " Gar-Pitha?"

The middle-aged man roseto hisfeet and smiled rdlief. "I couldn't figure out who you were, but you
had to be one of us. Unless you were a decoy they were planting here to make metalk. But if you know
my real name...What's yours, by the way?"

Alfred shook hishead coyly. "Command Central—Robinson, | mean—has me on aspecia mission.
I'm not dlowed to give my name."

John Smith nodded heavily. "Then you don't give it—and that's that. Robinson knowswhat he's

doing. Y ou can't go wrong by following Robinson's ordersto the let-ter. Specia misson, en? Well, you
won't complete it—now. She trapped me the same way. We're both in the soup and good.”



"The soup?'

"Sure. Thosefilthy Lidsgdlians—you heard them? They're leaving tonight and taking us with them.
Oncethey've got us on their home planet, they'll be able to work us over at their leisure. They won't get
anything out of me, and | hope, for the honor of the Academy, they won't get anything out of you, no
matter what they do to us, but we won't be good for very much by the time they're through. Oh, those
Lidsgdlians know their way around atorture chamber, yessiree, Bob!"

"Torture chamber?' Alfred fdt sck and knew helooked it.

The older man reached out and squeezed his shoulder. "Steady on, lad,” he said. "Don't show the
white feather before the natives. Keep a tiff upper lip. Bite the bullet. Fight on for old Notre Dame.
Never say die. Y ou have nothing to lose but your chains. Let'skeep the old flag flying."

AsAlfred said nothing, John Smith took his silence for agreement with these high principles and
went on; "Y ou can't get out of this cell—it'sa spun web of pure chrok, practicaly unbreskable. But the
wordt of it, of coursg, isitsinsulating quaity: you can't phmpff through chrok if you stand on your head.
I'vetried to phmpff for help until | dmost fractured an antenna—couldn't raise awhisper. That'swhy
they don't haveto split up their force to guard us. And that'swhy | haven't bothered to come out of my
uniformto talk to you: if we can't phmpff well make more sense to each other with the jaw attachments
of our uniforms.”

Grateful for thissmdl mercy, Alfred began to look around at the enclosng walsof chrok. "How
about using these—these jaw attachmentsto get help?' he suggested. " Sound seemsto go through. We
could try ydling together.”

"And who would hear you? Humans. What could they do?'
Alfred spread his hands. "Oh, | don't know. Sometimes—even humans can be—"

"No, forget about it. Things are bad, but they're not that bad. Besides, these walls are especidly
thick and there are no cracksin them. If those Lidsgdlians hadn't come down acouple of timesaday to
changethe air, I'd have suffocated by now. Asit was, | wasin abad way acouple of times and had to
fal back on the reserve air supply in the chest—you know, the compartment right over the control
cubicle?But I'll tell you this, if | ever get back to Vaklitt in one piece, theré'samodification of our
uni-form I'll redlly try to talk Command Centrd into making. | thought of it while | was watching them
search you. Do away with the air reservein the chest. I'll tell Robinson—how often, when you come right
downtoit, does one of our Specid Emissaries ever find himsalf drowning or inthe middle of a
poison-gas war?—and find some way an agent can take aweapon—areal, honest, claw-operated
wespon, into his uniform-disguise with him. Although cometo think of it, you'd need some sort of turret
arrangement coming out of the human flesh tofireit, and those Lidsgdlians, once they found out abot it,
would—"

Herambled on. Alfred, watching him, redized how hungry held been for com-panionship. And this
talkative mood might be put to use. They both might bein aLidsgallian torture chamber somewhere out
inthe galaxy in acouple of hours, but there was a very dender chance that they might not. And, besides,
facts were always useful; he could cope with whatever lay ahead abit more easily if he only had some
coherent facts on which to base his plans. Thiswasthe time, if ever, to find out who was the grester
menace to Earth, the Vaklittians or the Lidsgallians—and who was more likely to accept the proffer of
friendship from abadly frightened, torture-leery human.

Only—he had to be careful how he phrased the questions. He had to be prepared to cover up any
blunders quickly.

"Why do you think," he asked carelessly, "the Lidsgdlians hate us so much? Oh, | know the usua
answers, but I'm interested in hearing your opinion. Y ou seem to have avery refreshing dant.”

John Smith grunted appreciatively, thought for amoment, then shrugged. "The usua answers arethe
only answersin thiscase. It'sthewar. Naturally."



"Jugt thewar? That'sal, you think?'

"Just the war? What do you mean, just the war? How can an interstellar war, going on across
two-thirds of the galaxy for dmost three centuries, be just thewar? Tril-lions upon trillions of individuds
killed, dozens upon dozens of fertile planets smashed into space dust—you call that just thewar? You
youngsters must redlly be growing up pretty cynical these days!™

"|—I didn't mean it quite like that,” Alfred said rapidly, placatingly. "Of course, thewar—it'sa
terrible business, and dl that. Awful. Pogtively horrible. Sickening, sckening. And our enemy, those
viciousLidsgdlians—"

John Smith looked sandbagged. "What? The Lidsgalians aren't our enemies—they're our allies!”

It was Alfred's turn under the sandbag. "Our allies?" he repeated weakly, wonder-ing how he was

ever going to get out of thisone. "Our dlies?' hesaid again, trying adifferent intonation on for szeand
the bare possibility of sense.

"l don't know what the Academy's coming to any more," John Smith muttered to himsdlf. "In my
day, you got agood generd education there, with just enough lab work in espionage to warrant giving
you acommission inthe Serviceif youfilled al the other requirements. Y ou came out of the Academy as
awide-awake, cultured interstellar citizen, with agood background in history, economics, art, science,
and totd terroristic warfare. On top of that, you had, whenever you wanted to use it, adecent and
honorable trade—spying—under your bdt. Of course, if you wanted to specidize, you could always go
back, after graduation, for intensive sudy in eemen-tary and advanced ciphers, creetive disguise design,
plain and fancy lying, physica and mentd torture, narrow fields of scholarship likethat. But that used to
be strictly postgraduate work. Now—now, everything is specidization. They turn out dewy youngsters
who can crack any code in space, but can't tell asimple espionage lie to save their heads; they graduate
kidswho can knock out amasterpiece of a uniform-disguise, but don't even know the difference
between a Lidsgalian and a Pharseddic! Mark my words, this overspeciaization will be the death of the
Academy yet!"

"l agree with you," Alfred told him with ringing sincerity. He thought for amo-ment and decided to
underline hisbonafides. " Shoemaker, stick to your last. A place for everything and everything in its
place. Spare the rod and spoil the child. Look to the ant, thou duggard!” He found he was going off the
track and stopped himsdlf. "But you see, the way the Academy fedlstoday, its graduates will go into
active service and meet older, more experienced men like yoursaf who can give them this genera
politica orientation right on the spot. Now, of course, inaway, | redly knew dl the time that the actua
enemy, in the deeper sense of the word, so to speak, were the Pharseddics, but—"

"The Pharseddics? Our enemy? But the Pharseddics are the neutral s—the only neutrals! Look here,
youngster, and try to get it straight in your mind for once. Y ou absolutely can't do afirst-classjob of
espionage on Earth unless you know the gen-eral principles and the background data from which they're
derived. To begin with, the Lidsgallians were attacked by the Garoonish, right?”

Alfred assented with a positive shake of hishead. "Right! Any school child knowsthat."

"All right, then. We had to go to war with the Garoonish, not because we had any-thing particular
againg them, or liked the Lidsgdlians, but because if the Garoonish won they would then bein aposition
to conquer the Mairunians who were our only possible alies againgt the growing power of the
Ishpolians.”

"Naturdly," Alfred murmured. "Under the circumstances, there was no dterna-tive.”

"Well, that forced the Garoonish to make common cause with the Ossfollians. The Ossfollians
activated their mutual assistance pact with the Kenziash of the Rigel region, and, out of fear of the
Kenziash, the Ishpolians joined forces with us and pushed the Mairunians into the Garoonish camp. Then
camethe Battle of the Ninth Sector in which the Ossfollians switched sides four times and which resulted
in the involve-ment of the Menyemians, the Kazkafians, the Doksads, and even the Kenziash of the



Procyon and Canopus regions. After that, of course, the war got alot more complicated.”

Alfred wet hislips. "Yes, of course. Then it got complicated.” He decided, for the sake of sanity, to
bring matters much closer to present time and place. "Meanwhile, here on Earth, there are the spies
of—the spies of—Pardon me, but in your opinion just how many of these belligerents operate espionage
networks on Earth? Regularly, | mean.”

"All of them! Every single one of them! Including the Pharseddics, who have to know what's going
onif they'reto maintain their neutrdity. Earth, as| hope you re-member from your firs-year coursein
Elementary Secrecy, isidedly Stuated just outside the usud battle zones but within easy access of dmost
al the bdligerents. It'sthe only place |eft where information can be transmitted across the combet lines
and dedls can be made back and forth—and, as such, it's zealously respected by ev-eryone. After all, it
was on Earth that we sold out the Doksads, and where the annihi-lation of the Menyemians was arranged
by their dlies, the Mairunians and the Kazkafians. Just as now we have to watch our own oldest dlies,
the Lidsgallians, who have been trying to make contact with the Garoonish for the purpose of concluding
aseparate peace. | got the proof—I even found out the specific time and place the contact was to be
made and what the arrangements were to be—but then | ran afoul of that female with her yacker of
Cleveland contests she won three years ago. And | got caught.”

"The contact was to be made through a beauty contest of some sort, wasn't it?"

The middle-aged man looked impatient. "Naturally abeauty contest. Of course a beauty contest.
How e se would anyone go about contacting abunch like the Garoonish?”

"l couldn't imagine," Alfred laughed weekly. "The Garoonish, after dl!" He sat in slence, absolutely
unable to close mentaly with the picture John Smith had evoked. The closest he could cometoit wasa
memory of something he had read about Lisbon during the Second World War. But thiswas Lisbon
squared, Lisbon cubed, Lisbon raised to some incredible exponentia power. All Earth was avast
[abyrinth of spy-threaded Lisbon. Spies, counterspies, counter-counter spies...

Just what, he suddenly wondered, was the correct human population of Earth? Wasit alarger
proportion of the total population figures than that of the disguised interstellar agents, and by how much?
Or wasit possbly, wasit concelvably, some-what smaller?

Life had been alot smpler with PuzzleKnit Nylons, he decided, and that was hisonly redl
concluson.

John Smith nudged him. "Here they come. It's off to Lidsgall for us.”

They roseto their feet asthe wall opened. Two men and awoman camein, dressed in street
clothing. They each carried in one hand a smdll suitcase that |ooked heavy, and, in the other, the small,
red cylindrical wespon.

Alfred eyed the cylinders and found himsdlf getting tense with adangerousidea. The wegpon hadn't
bothered him much before and it had supposedly been set to stun him. Well, perhaps the woman had
made a mistake in her setting—and perhaps the metabolisms of Man and Vaklittian were so different that
achargethat would knock out the one would merdly give the other adightly upset somach. Then again,
if Earth were s0 carefully maintained in her ignorance as John Smith had indicated, there might be no
Setting on the weapon that would damage andtive terrestria at dl: in the norma course of their intrigues
with and againgt and around each other, these people might be enjoined by their own laws and by mutual
agreement from carrying weap-ons that could damage humans.

But if hewerewrong? It till might take them quite abit of time to tumble to the fact that the
Vaklittian frequencies were having no important effect on him, and he might manage alot of action in that
time. The dternative, at any rate, wasto be pulled off Earth in just afew minutes and deposited, some
timein the near future, in an extraterrestrid torture chamber. Even if he were able to prove his humanity
to their satisfaction, they would still have to dispose of him in some way—and the various devices of the
torture chamber would be so handy ...



No question about it: people who go in for torture chambers do not make good hosts.

One of the men fiddled with his suitcase, and the transparent cube dissolved around Alfred and John
Smith. In response to the gestures made with the wegpons, they waked gingerly acrossthefloor. They
were motioned through the open wall.

Alfred found it difficult to recognize Mme. Du Barry and the Huguenot without their masks and
costumes.

They both looked much like the new man with them, not bad, not good, just faces-in-a-crowd.
Which, of course, was exactly how they wanted it.

He reached his decison asthe five of them began walking through the opening in the wall. For the
moment, they were closely bunched together, even bumping against each other.

He grabbed the woman by the arm and siwung her violently against the Huguenot, who staggered
confusedly. Then, knowing that John Smith was between him and the new man in the rear, he hitched up
his cassock and started to run. He turned left, and again left—and found himsdlf in the main basement
corridor. Ahead, at the far end, was aflight of stone stairs|eading up to the street.

Behind him, there was the noise of struggle, then the sound of feet running in pursuit. He heard John
Smith digantly yell: "Golit, laddie, goit! Over thehill! Side, Kdly, dide! Ride'em, cowboy! It'sthelast
lap—full speed ahead! Shake aleg! Hit theroad!" Then the Vaklittian's voice abruptly disappeared ina
breathless grunt after the sound of awallop.

A pinkish glow shot past him, moved back and over to light up his mid-section. He belched. The
glow turned light red, deep red, dark, vicious red. He belched more frequently. He reached the stairs and
was clambering up them asthe glow became athrobbing, night-like purple.

Ten minuteslater, he was on Sixth Avenue, getting into a cab. He had amildly unpleasant bellyache.
It rapidly subsided.

Helooked behind him asthey droveto hishotd. No pursuit. Good. The Lidsgdlianswould have no
ideawhere helived.

Did they look like the Vaklittians, he wondered? Spiders? Hardly, he decided. All these different
racia names and these titanic interstellar animosities suggested many, many separate forms. They'd have
to be smdl enough to fit into anorma human body, though. Snail-like creatures, possibly, and worm-like
ones. Crab-like ones and squid-like ones. Perhaps even rat-like ones?

On the whole, a dreadfully unpleasant subject. He needed agood night's deep: tomorrow would be
hisfirst day at BlakSeme. And, then, after abit, when held had a chanceto think it al out, he'd decide
what to do. The police, the F.B.1., or whatever. Maybe even take the whole story to one of the New
Y ork newspapers—or some top televison commentator might be more sympathetic and reach abigger
audience. His story would have to be coherent and convincing, though. Hed have little proof; the
Lidsgallians were probably on their way back to their home planet as of this very moment. But there was
his own gang—the Vaklittians. Cohen and Kelly and Jones. And Jane Doe. Hed kid them along for a
couple of days and then use them for proof. It was time Earth knew what was going on.

His own gang waswaiting for himin his hotel room. Cohen and Kdlly and Jones. And Jane Doe.
They looked asif they'd been waiting for along time. Jane Doe looked asif sheld been crying. Mr. Kelly
was Sitting on the bed with his open briefcase on his knees.

"Sothereyou are," said Robinson's voice from the briefcase. "I hope you have an explanation,
Smith. | only hope you have an explanation.”

"For what?' he asked irritably. He'd been looking forward to getting out of his costume, taking a hot
shower, and then bed. Thislate performance of "I spy" was very annoying. Repetitious, too.

"For what?' Robinson roared. "For what? Kdly, tdl him for what!"
"Look here, Smith," Kelly demanded. "Did you or didn't you ask the desk clerk to find out about a



plumbers fancy dressbal?"
"l did. Of course, | did. He got dl the information | needed.”

Therewas ahowl from the briefcase. "He got all the information | needed! Six yearsof generd
studiesin espionage at the Academy, ayear of post-graduate work in In-tensive Secrecy, Sx months at
the Specia Service School in Data-Sifting and Loca-tion-Tracing—and you have the nerve to stand
there with your cargpace in your claws and tell methat the only way of tracking down thisfancy dress
ball you could think of wasto ask the desk clerk—an ordinary everyday human desk-clerk—to find out
about it for you!"

Alfred noticed that the faces around him were dl extremely grave. Despite hisweariness and strong
fedings of indifference, he made an effort to conciliate. "Well, if he was only an ordinary, everyday
human, | fail to see the harm that—"

"He could have been the Garoonish Minister of War for al you knew!" the brief-case blasted. "Not
that it made any difference. By the time held questioned his various sources and mentioned the matter to
his various friends, acquaintances and busi-ness associates, every spy organization in the galaxy had been
aerted. They knew what we were worrying about, what we were looking for, and where and when we
hoped to find it. Y ou accomplished one of the best jobs of interstellar communication ever. Sixty-five
years of patient espionage planning gone down the drain. Now what have you to say for yoursef?'

Alfred stood up straight and manfully pulled back his shoulders. "Jugt this. I'm sorry." He considered
for amoment, then added: "Deeply and truly sorry."

Some kind of dectrica storm seemed to go off in the briefcase. It dmost rolled off Kelly's knees.

"| just can't stand thisany more," Jane Doe said suddenly. "I'll wait outside." She walked past Alfred
to the door, her eyes swvimming in reproachfulness. "Darling, darling, how could you?' she whispered
bitterly as she passed him.

The briefcase crackled down to some semblance of contral. "I'll give you one last chance, Smith.
Not that | think any conceivable defense you might have would be vaid, but | hate to demote a Specid
Emissary, to push him forever out of the Service, without giving him every chanceto be heard. So. Is
there any defense you wish to have registered before sentence of demotion is passed upon you?'

Alfred consdered. Thiswas evidently a serious businessin their eyes, but it was beginning to be
dightly meaninglessto him. There wastoo much of it, and it was too complicated. He wastired. And he
was Alfred Smith, not John Smith.

He could tell them about the events of the night, about the Lidsgallians and the information heldd
received from the captive Smith. It might be vauable and it might throw aweight in the scalesin hisfavor.
The trouble was that then the question of John Smith'sredl identity would arise—and that might become
very embarrassng.

Besides, hewas over the fear held felt earlier about these crestures, they could do little moreto him
than adose of sodium bicarbonate, he'd found out. Their super-weapons were to be discounted, at |east
on Earth. And when it came to that point, he was not at al sure that he wanted to give them helpful
information. Who knew just where Earth's best interestslay?

He shook his head, feeling the fatigue in his neck muscles. "No defense. | said I'm sorry.”

From the briefcase, Robinson sighed. " Smith, this hurts me more than it hurtsyou. It'sthe principle
of the thing, you see. Punishment fit the crime. More in sorrow than in anger. Y ou cannot make an omelet
without bresking eggs. All right, Kdlly. The sentence.”

Kely put the briefcase on the bed and got to hisfeet. Cohen and Jones came to attention. There
was evidently to be aceremony.

"By virtue of the authority vested in me as acting chief of thisfield group,” Kelly intoned, "and
pursuant to Operating Procedure Regulations XCVI1, XCVIII and XCIX, | hereby demote and degrade



you, Gar-Pitha of VakKlitt, from the rank of Spe-ciad Emissary, Second Class, to the rank of Genera
Emissary or such other lower rank as Command Centra may find fitting and necessary in the best
interests of the Service. And | further direct that your disgrace be published throughout every arm and
echelon of the Service and that your name be stricken from the roster of gradu-ates of the Academy
which you have shamed. And, findly, in the name of thisfield group and every individua withinit, |
disown you now and forevermore as a col-league and an equa and afriend.”

It was, Alfred decided, akind of strong-medicine ceremony. Must be pretty affecting to someone
who wasredly involvedinit personaly.

Then, from either side, Cohen and Jones moved in swiftly to complete the last, dramatic part of the
ceremony.

They were very formd, but very thorough.
They dripped the culprit of hisuniform.

Afterword

Thisishow | wrote this story:

In 1956, | broke up with awoman with whom | had been involved for the better part of ayear. But
| knew she'd be back (she always came back), and | knew we'd start al over again, as we so many
times had. | therefore called all my friends and told them that they had to arrange seven consecutive dates
for me; | wanted to see anew woman every day of the coming week—hoping that I'd get deeply
committed to at least one of them.

Fruma, as she dill likesto remind me, Frumawas Wednesday. K atherine MacL ean and the guy she
was then living with, Dave Mason, told me they knew somebody | would redly like. They came up with
Fruma

After my first date with her on Wednesday night, | told Bob Sheckley—who was re-cently divorced
and who was my closest friend at the time—that | thought | had found the woman of al women who
should be my wife. Bob asked when | planned to see her again.

"Saturday night,” | told him.
"Seeif shehasafriend," hesad.

Widl, Frumadid, and her friend's name was Ziva, and Bob and Zivawere married amonth after
Frumaand me. Wedl lived in Greenwich Village, not forever after, but most happily, about two or three
blocks from each other.

And Bob and I went through aslump. Not abad long one, but avery annoying one nonetheless, and
one more surprising to Bob than to me, because | wrote spasmodically, when some strong idea turned
me around, but Bob was a heavy production man.

Bob and | talked to each other very intensively and very worriedly about how to get out of the
dump. One of the cures we thought about was to rent afurnished room as a mutua office and add two
items of furniture to it—atypewriter table and aheavy wooden chair with shackles permanently attached
to the chair. We would both arrive at the office at nine each morning, and one of uswould be shackled to
the chair by the other. He would not be released, no matter how he pleaded or what the excuse, until one
p.m.—or until he typed four pages of good, publishable copy. Then the shackles would be opened and
the other would take his place, under the same conditions, until either five p.m. or four typed pages of
good copy would bring release. Of coursg, if the four pages were typed early enough and the writer were
gtill going strong, he could go on and write as much as he wanted to, until hisreleasetime,

Wethought it was an excellent idea and were eager to try it. Unfortunately, both Frumaand Ziva



claimed to be horrified and begged us not to. Bob and | muttered to each other about the unfortunate
weakness of women, and tried to think of something else.

What we settled on wasthis: The two of uswould meet five mornings aweek at a neigh-borhood
diner, each with our four pages of new copy in hand. Whoever was late for the appointment or who
didn't have his requisite four pages had to pay five dollarsinto afund handled by our wives. Whenever
the fund grew large enough, it would be used to buy theater ticketsfor al four of us.

It worked, it really worked well, at least for atime. | put more fivesin than Bob, be-cause, after all,
| was born amonth late and have never caught up: | am frequently tardy for any and al appointments.
But both of uswere writing again, and sdlling, and that was the whole point.

Then there wasthe morning | didn't have agood story in my head. | desperately wrote four pages of
something, anything, and hurried off to meet Bob. He had hisfour pages, too, and they were very
professonad and very good. But they aso looked dightly familiar.

Of course, | redized! They werefour pagesfrom one of hisfirst published stories, astory | liked
very much and remembered well. | accused him of cheating. He broke down and admitted it, and paid
thefivedallars. | went home with my four pages of nonsense, righteoudy angry.

| put the four pagesin front of me, one thousand words of pure narrative hook, and wondered if
anything at al could be made of it. Yes, it turned out: "Lisbon Cubed” could be made of it. (If you want
to seejust what the original was pretty much like, count one thousand words from the beginning of the
story.)

My title, when it went to Horace Gold's Galaxy, was" The Fourth Power of Lisbon." He, finding
nothing e se to change in the sory—athough he did try hard—removed my title and subgtituted his. I've
kept it for this edition: the man is dead and deserves some sort of minor prose monument.

If you tell dl thisto Bob Sheckley, hewill swear that it's not quite true; it all happened the other way
around, with me being the guilty party. Dont listen to him.

But thisiswhy | wrote this story:

I'm not sure why | write sciencefiction any more, except that, well, it'saliving, and, hell, itswherel
made what reputation | have. But there are a couple of responsibilitiesthat | felt | had fifty yearsago and
at least one of which | till fed very strongly today.

It'smy duty—it redlly ismy duty, being the kind of person | am and knowing and be-lieving what |
do—to prepare my felow humans for what they will shortly befacing, a the most in one or two lifetimes.
Whatever | write these days, satire, high or low drama, whatever, | ought to get them ready for the
unsettling discovery that they and their specieswill soon no longer be Nature's only child.

The universeisawfully big, and not only are we going out into it physicaly, we are Solashing Ssgnas
out in every direction that we think, we think, therefore we are, we are. Somebody (or somebodies)
somewhereis abruptly going to be seen—or heard from. Wewill find that we have very smart siblings.

| pray most of dl and first of al that wewill not be mice derting cats. Then | pray that they will not
be too far ahead of ustechnologically; I do not want the U.N. Secretary Gen-erd to play Montezumato
some gdactic Cortez. And then | pray that we will be up to the chalenge of living with intelligent
crestureswho come from atotdly different evolution, that we will be able to enjoy and usetotally
different technologies, totaly different art forms, totaly different philosophica and rdligious systems. That
we will appreciate the fact there are many, many other forms of intelligence—and that their highest forms
must inevitably ded with what they too must call the tragedy of life.

And mostly to that end | write these comedies of space.

Written 1956/ Published 1958






