DARK LANTERN
P. J. Plauger

Thelight was dusive. Matacek strove to keep hislegs moving rhythmically in timeto his breething. The
water around him seemed filled to overflowing with the sounds of inrushing and out bubbling air. But the
dancing light disrupted hiswordless chant and broke into the regular succession of thrust and sweep.

A flicker to one Sde. He turned to look and hisflippers tangled momentarily. Phosphorescence played
mockingly about in the turmoil hislegs created. Suck in, kick,. kick. Bubble out, kick, kick. The
compressed air tasted cold and damp, yet burned at hisdry throat. His jaw ached from biting
continuoudy on the regulator mouthpiece, and hiswetsuit had adefinite chill.

Ten meters overhead the setting quarter moon shattered across athousand tiny wavelet. That must be the
source of al theteasing glimmers, he knew, but the knowledge could not keep his keyed-up reflexes
from responding to each dart as anew threat. This underwater world glowed with menace.

Up therelay asubtropica paradise, acomposition of idands, seaand moonlight straight out of an airline
travel pogter. The air had been warm when he |l eft the beach, as warm as the previous night when he had
lain there with Maria, their naked bodies caressed by the gentle sea breeze. It was hard to accept the
exigence of these two such different environmentsin close proximity.

But Matacek had planned as carefully as ever. He had spent aweek with the scubainstructor from the
dive shop, exploring the reefs and covertly studying the passage out to the Devil’ s Rocks. He went skin
diving among the shallows, to perfect his surface dive and improve his bregth-holding ability. Clad only in
trunks under the baking sun, he could still appreciate the need for thermal insulation on along night swim,
and had insisted on a sweaty wetsuit practice session over theingtructor’ s protests. The man probably
thought him another daft tourist. But Matacek’ s specidty was surviva, and he knew hisbusinesswell.

Hewould have liked to surface and check his bearings, for the currents were tricky around the Rocks. A
lot of good men had aready died making this swim—the natural hazards were surely responsiblefor a
number of the casudties. Statistics, however, proclaimed loud and clear that there was a human ement
involved that was far more malicious than tide and rocks. Matacek chose to face the natura dangers
head-on and remain hidden from searching eyesfor aslong as possible.

The bottom was definitely begining to risein front of him. He must be on course. Mentdly he conjured up
the map of the Devils Rocks and the placement of the castle rdlative to the few known soundings. The
landing was straight ahead, with its protecting jetty off to theright. It would be safest to enter thelittle
harbor crested by the jetty, so safe that he had early ruled that possibility out entirely. Any trapsor
warning systems must surely be concentrated there.

No, it would have to be on the seaward side or not at al. He cringed at the memory of wave after wave
attacking those rocks. Therewas awhirlpool visble dmost continudly just two hundred meters from the
jetty. That portended vicious side currents and undertows in places unpredictable from the surface.

For three nights he had maintained a constant surveillance of the Rocks, in dl stages of thetide, before he
saw his approach.

Through binoculars, it was just anarrow band of cam water, and it only gppeared for about haf an hour
midway through the flood of thetide, but it would serve his needs. He mugt literally sail between Scylla
and Charybdis, between the breakers on the jetty and the hungry whirlpool to seaward, but he knew he



could makeit.

Moon, wind and wave dictated that, he make his assault tonight. He was on schedule. Y es, there was the
anchor chain for the channedl buoy. Angle off to the right. More. One hundred strokes. Bubble out, kick,
kick.

The environment changed rapidly as heleft the lee of thejetty. No longer did the light mock him. The
waves were wide and rolling, they grabbed moonlight in scoops and spread it across the sky in broad
wet swaths. He could hear adull pounding over the noise of his breathing. The brooding menace of the
bay gave way by stagesto open defiance.

Matacek felt an ingstent tugging, a cold hand urging him toward where the whirlpool usualy lay. It was
time to surface. Automatically he looked up and extended an arm upward, as he had been taught.
Bresthe out, come up with your bubbles. Breathe out. He remembered to change over to his snorkel just
before he broke the surface. The tanks were more than half full—and Matacek had every intention of
making areturn trip with them.

He blew the snorkdl clear and. took a quick ook around. He was too close to the whirlpool! Grimly he
drove hislegs againgt the clawing current, angling toward the rocks where the vortex was more
disrupted. He sucked air in great hungry gobs and tried not to gauge his progresstoo soon. After a
hundred strokes, he was closer to the Rocks, and certainly no closer to the center of the whirlpool.
Another hundred strokes and he -was definitely gaining on the current. A hundred more and the looming
surf was now the enemy.

Thetida pool was closer to thejetty. Its entrance to the sea should be sufficiently submerged by now to
permit safe passage. His reconnai ssance convinced him that the narrow tunnel wasthe only chink in the
natura fortification of the seaward sde of the Devil’ s Rocks. It was his one chance to enter undetected.

Therewasthelion's head he remembered. Just alittle farther. He switched back to compressed air,
dropped to five meters and streaked toward the spot where the hole must be. There it was! A wave
threw itself againgt the rock overhead and he felt the countersurge dragging him back. No timeto
ponder—ride the next onein! Suck in, kick, kick.

He reached the jagged mouith just asthe water shattered above him. He grabbed rocks, scrambled,
wedged afoot just in time to meet the surge. On the next wave he was through and floating in the relative
cam of the pool.

Blackness. The moon had set during hislast mad rush, leaving only the hard bright stars and the nearby
channd-markersto light hisway. He ditched his tanks and unpeeled the wetsuit. Dressed in trunks and
diver’ sknife strapped to his calf, he was ready for the assault. Matacek believed in traveling light.

The rocks dug into his bare feet; aweek of new calluses offered scant protection. There was beach grass
to hisleft and a path, he knew. Grass portended sand and easier traveling. But he didn’t want to chance
missing the way and blundering about unprotected amid the razor-edged |eaves. Besdes, the path wasa
natural place to prepare atrap. He continued to climb and crawl gingerly among the rocks.

Hefdt theloom of thewall long before he noticed it againgt the night sky. At that, it was more an
absence of gtarsthan the presence of anything with adefinite outline. Matacek spent afull ten minutes
covering the last fifty meters, feding for trip wires every careful step of theway. All hissenseswere
keyed to the wind, the ground, hunting for any hint of strangenessin the neighborhood. More than oncein
his career had he evaded death because of some warning fed of wrongness that he could never quite put



hisfinger on, even in retrogpect. The desireto survive srummed adong hisnerves.

Cold stone brushed againgt his fingertips. He was at the wall. Stillness enveloped him, and he suddenly
redlized that a perdstent sea breeze had been playing over him al dong. Only when it was blanketed by
the castlewall had he noticed it by its absence. Fingertips brushing the stone ever so delicately, he made
his way toward the seaward corner and the drain.

The sméll of stagnant water heralded his discovery. It wasjust as Maria had described it, bars old and
rusting but still quite intact. Except for theloose stone. Yes, thereit was. Fingerstraced the outline,
rocked it gently. It was big and deeply embedded, but it looked possible.

Matacek unsheathed his knife and set to work on the dirt and rock chips around the stone. He worked
slently and steadily, not wishing to make a disturbance now and waste his laborious gpproach. The
grouting piled up dowly around hisankles.

That should do it. A tug. The stone did out a centimeter and got hung up. He rocked it in place. More
grouting sprinkled down. Another tug. Almost. To hdl with it. Matacek heaved and the stone came free
and rumbled out of its centuries-old bed. Squeals and rustling mingled with thefina thump. Rats!

He could seered eyesthrowing starlight back at him from their dank lair. There were over adozen of
them. Big. He- held the knife ready in one hand while he bent down. Keeping his eyesfixed on the pack,
he felt around for some small stones, picked up three. He threw the first. Eyes winked out as the squeals
rose up. He threw the second and the rustling moved farther down the pipe. He decided to keep the third
stone for insurance.

Matacek sheathed his knife and laced his arms between the bottom bar and the gap that now lay
unguarded. Head next, scraping an ear against splinters of stone. No good. He withdrew and reentered
the hole with his back downward. Now he could follow the angle with the natural bend of hisbody. It
was gl tight. Hefdlt his back being flayed by the sharp edge of the gash he had madein thewall. His
ribs were being crushed by the bars.

Then he was through and drawing hislegs quickly after. Blood trickled down his sides as he rolled onto
his knees. Therewas only a short way left to go. He crawled dong thefetid tunndl, straining to keep his
knees and hands out of thefilth in the center and recoiling whenever hisraw back touched the dripping
roof. Matacek tried not to think of the typhus and other diseases that must be flourishing in the dimy
water, or how much of the stuff was entering his bloodstream through a dozen bresksin the skin. He
crawled relentlessy toward hisgod.

Light streamed down from overhead, dim but easily discernible to his night-accustomed eyes. No sign of
returning rats. It looked like he was going to makeit. He reached the overhead opening and held his
breath for afew brief seconds, while his ears sorted through dripping water and pounding blood for any
sounds of danger. Then Matacek moved swiftly. He wanted out of there.

His back protested the cold rusty bars againgt hiswounds. But the grating moved. Steedying it with one
upraised hand, he raised the heavy iron grille with hislegs until it cleared the lip of the hole. Thenwith a
fina overhand heave he skidded the grating to one side and sprang out of the sewer.

An empty corridor. Light splashed around the bend far ahead, the sole source of illumination. Behind him,
he could barely make out the seaward door to the castle. It was bolted and barred. Also bugged and
booby-trapped, no doubt. There was no percentage in going that way. What he was seeking would be
wherethere waslight. He set off.



There were doors opening off the corridor to either side, heavy iron studded doors anchored firmly to the
stone portas. These must be the dungeon cells from the old pirate days. Brave men still shuddered in the
idand taverns when they spoke of these man cages. Many people had rotted here over the years because
they had displeased whoever the current landlord happened to be. Bravery was of little use to a penned
animdl.

Findly the cells came to an end, much to Matacek’ srelief. The corridor walls were uninterrupted and
smooth the rest of the way to the bend. Still no sound or other sign that he had been discovered. He

relaxed perceptibly.
When the floor began to tilt he knew he' d been thoroughly had.

The dab was massive and aready well-overbaanced by hisweight beforeit let go. Even barefoot, he
lacked the traction needed to scramble back above the pivot point. The walls offered no hand- holds
whatsoever and thelip at the bend in the corridor was dready out of reach. Such asimple, effective trap,
it must date back to the earliest days of the castle.

Hefdl.

Even as hewasfdling Matacek studied the mechanism that had caught him and the room waiting to
receive him below. He took the shock of landing and began spinning in place, scanning floor, wallsand
ceiling over and over whilethelight lasted. The dab dammed into place and blackness swallowed the
room.

He reviewed the data he had accumulated. It didn’t look good. A room three by six meters, the dab
celling over seven meters high. There was adoor on the pivot side and amesh grille aboveit. The door
had no knob. Only one piece of furniture in the room—a table equipped with old but quite servicegble
manacles and, aludicrous afterthought, a comfortable-looking mattress pad. Except for this modern
touch, it could have been origina equipment in the castl€’ storture chamber. Probably was.

Matacek felt hisway aong thewall to the door. Locked of course. The grille wouldn’t budge. Well, no
harm in trying. He fumbled toward the table, examined it thoroughly by touch. Curious. Therewasa
smooth metd plate embedded near the head of the table, just under the pad. He felt the stout timbers
underneath and down aong the legs. Nothing. The legs were bolted to the floor.

He could use the pad somehow if anyone came through that door. And he had hisknife. All he had to do
was day dert long enough and he had a chance. Then he heard the hissing of ges.

Quickly he ungtrapped his knife and shoved it sheath and al deep under the pad. Then helegped up on
the table and stretched to tiptoe. He tried to keep his breathing shallow as he counted the seconds. He

could have been killed easily by now—surely the gas was intended just to knock him out. Hopefully the
density would not be as grest near the ceiling. He concentrated on counting time.

Dizziness stole up on him in growing waves. The hissng had not yet stcopped. He felt himsdf going fast.
With alast drunken effort he lowered himsdf to the pad and arranged his body in a posture of
resgnation. A darker darkness waited to engulf him.

Theknife made acomforting pain in the small of his back.

Mariawas crying. With hisfree hand Matacek wiped away her tears as he rocked her gently in the
crook of asupporting arm. Crying women aways made him fed hel pless but he had early learned that if



you comforted them and didn’t say anything they would eventudly. stop. He hoped it would be soon—
he had many preparations yet to make for tomorrow night’s swim. And he would need agood rest.

She was tarting to settle down. He changed from wiping tears to stroking the flowing curves of her
body. Both were spent from lovemaking, but afew erotic sensations might il offer adistraction. And he
desperately needed more information out of the girl.

The sea breeze added its reassurance to his, and the warm sand cradled them. A blanket of stars spread
its protection overhead. Matacek felt stirrings of regret that redlity must intrude into thisidand dream
world.

Mariawas at the sniveling stage. He groped behind him for his pants, fished a handkerchief out of the
back pocket. Blowing her nose, she was a pathetic little child, one who must take leave of afavorite
puppy or playmate. She took a shuddering breath.

"You're going to die out there, Stan,” she sslammered, "1 just know it. Please don’t go. Please don't
leave me.” The plaintive tone was touching. But she was adding nothing new to his store of information.
He assumed an air of braggadocio.

"Don’t you worry about me. I’ ve been in some pretty tight places before and always managed to get out
of them.” One more ploy. ”Besides, thistime | have someone to come back to.” He cupped a spherical
breast.

She shook her head, morein despair than impatience. ”No, no. Y ou don’t understand what you' re up
againgt. Nobody returns from the Devil’ s Rocks. Ever.”

"Youdid," hereplied jauntily. ” About five 0’ clock this afternoon.”

”Oh, you know what | mean.” Moreimpatiently. ”1 am Dr. Knight's housekeeper. He signalsmeto
come out whenever he needs me. But even | am not permitted to spend the night there, and there are
many rooms | mustn't enter.

“Thementak inthe taverns. It iswell-known that many havetried to reach the castle uninvited. A few
wash up on the beach, but most just disappear! They say the Devil himself built that castle, and he feeds
on men!” Her voice rang with smple conviction.

“Evidently the Devil doesn't like the taste of Dr. Knight.” They had been over this before.

“| told you, heis an unhappy man. And he never leavesthe Rocks. If he hadn’t sold his soul to the Devil,
then heis suffering some torment for past Sins.” Her theology was well worked out.

“Dr. Knight isvery kind to me,” she continued. “He pays well—to cover the inconvenience of al the boat
rides, hesays, but itistill very good pay. And heisaways asking after the welfare of my family. He
even gives me booksto read.”

“Heisabad man, Maria,” Matacek said softly. “He has stolen some secrets from the government of his
country, agovernment that paid him well for years of service. And it is he, not the Devil, who haskilled
so many men. All they wanted wasto recover what was stolen.”

“And have you not dso killed?’ Equaly softly. Helooked at her in surprise and with fresh respect. “It is
not an easy thing to hide, being akiller. Y ou don’'t have to spesk of it or even hint about it. The
ruthlessness shows through in - everything you do.”

Silence. After awhile she continued in the strange new soft voice.



“I il loveyou, Stan. And | respect Dr. Knight. Thereis much violencein theworld. Weidanders see
only parts of the bloody struggle, enough to know that we want no part of it. Whatever is between you
and Dr. Knight does not affect me. | won't let it.”

He barely heard the whisper.
“But | don’'t want you to die.”
He hdld her in afierce embrace.

“Then you must help me. | am going out to the Devil’ s Rocks no matter what. Anything you can tell me
about the place will increase my chances of surviva.” Helet that sink in. “New, will you go over once
again the layout of the castle and the surrounding paths? And describe that |oose stone by the drain as
carefully asyou can.”

Therewasfiat resgnation in her voice, but she began. Matacek methodically correlated each part of her
description with his persona - knowledge obtained from long- range reconnaissance. Her verbal sketch
of what she knew of the interior agreed with the floor plans he’ d obtained last week from the British
Consul. Nothing new surfaced in this repetition, so he didn’t interrupt. Still, there might be something she
said that would click later, so he forced himsdlf to concentrate on her every word.

Herolled over on his back to stare up at the spangled blackness as Mariadroned on. Must be a
clamshd| beneath him. He could fed the lump of it in the small of his back.

The British Consul knew his business.

"Here are charts and floor plans, plus Bischoff’ slast reconnai ssance summary. We have reason to
believe he made it to the Rocks, asfar asthe harbor, anyway. So his conjectures about the set of the
current are probably correct.” Hetactfully forgot to mention that Bischoff’s body had never been
recovered.

Matacek leaned forward in his chair to look over the documents. He would study them closely later.
Right now he was il trying to get the generd fed of theidands and the case.

“Do you have anything more recent on what devices he may have brought with him?’ Knight had beenin
charge of research and development for the Department for many years before his retirement. He was
three months gone before they began unearthing dl the projects he had kept hidden. They were ill
discovering things dally.

The Consul looked uncomfortable. “His ability to foil infiltration isuncanny. But the Devil’ sRocks are
formidablein their own right, and the castle was certainly designed to discourage unwanted visitors. No,
we have no definite evidence that Knight has been using anything new.

" Except, of course, that damned “lantern!”
“He sl broadcadting, then?’

“Right on schedule, dammit.” He was definitely ill-at-ease. Asthe liaison agent on the spot, he bore the
brunt of the responsibility for the failure of each assault, there being no one dseleft dive after eech try.
Thiswhole affair must be damaging his career pretty badly. Still, he was good; hevishly stiffened his,
proverbid British upper lip and continued. Matacek was impressed.



“He sdill following the old rendezvous timetable for the Russian subs. And so arethey, even though they
were supposed to have changed a. month ago. | believe it was your ouitfit that dug up that intelligence.”
He cocked an eyebrow in delicate inquiry. Matacek could have told him quite a bit about that
acquisition—he personally had brushed' with degath to obtain it— but long habit kept him quiet.

"Waéll, no matter. The point Is, Dr. Knight' s conversation gill seemsto be one way. Whether the Reds
understand him «or not is moot, but they’ re asinterested as we are. Enough so to send a special boat in
for each trangmisson.”

He snorted. ” Gets bloody congested out there, what with everybody doing their own monitoring. Should
form some sort of co-op, you' d think.”

The”lantern was amodulated infrared laser. Itstight beam and high band width madeit an excellent
vehiclefor covert communications. One of thefirgt of Knight's secret files that the Department came
across contained engineering specifications for the device and an efficient receiver. Knight had code-
named thefile” Dark Lantern.”

" Areyou surethat he' sredlly broadcasting information? | mean, no one has cracked his code yet. It
could be pure gibberish.”

The Consul shook his head. ” Our cryptandysts swear that it’s meaningful, even though they can't say
what it means. Something “about the entropy being too low. They clamit’ SEnglish, in fact, because of
its spectra ditribution or some such.

“No. I’'m afraid heis definitely trying to say something to the Russans. And with his background, he
could havealot to say.”

That was the rub. Knight had turned out to be areal deeper. In thirty-five years of service, there were
few secretsthat he had not become privy to. He smply could not be ignored.

“| suppose you'll be going out there,” the Consul ventured.

“I have my orders.” And the less said about them the better. Matacek |eaned back in hischair, hiseyes
fixed on those of the Consul. The other man looked away first.

“Quite. Wdll, let’ sget on with Bischoff’ s report then.” He opened the folder and began arranging papers,
unsettled by the agent’ s brusgueness.

Matacek composed himself in preparation for degp concentration. The chair he was Sitting in was one of
those high-backed things you adways seein old British movies. It was not very comfortable. He could fed
an errant spring prodding him in the back.

The man was too nervous. Matacek, had dealt with him on three occasions before, and he had aways
been jittery; but thistime he seemed ready to bolt a any instant.

“Did you bring the money?’ Between the sammering and the thick Russian accent, hiswordswere
barely understandable.

“Of course,” he replied contemptuoudy. Matacek didiked dealing with amateurs. The risks were dways
much higher. He made a point of sipping casualy &t his beer as helooked around.

They werein The Cock and Bull, ashoddy imitation of aLondon pub on the outskirts of Washington.



The place had been abiggish one-story residence, drowsing beside alightly-traveled secondary road.
Then dong came urban sprawl, bringing the dubious fruits of amilitary research spending boom to the
Maryland suburbs.

The highway outsde was now four lanes wide and divided, buzzing night and day with people on the
prowl. That portly gentleman behind the bar had bought the place for asong and got it rezoned and
liquor-licensed, in the hopes of attracting some of the prowlers. Someone told him that a saloon had to
have Style, so he settled on Victorian Ugly and opened the doors.

He guessed wrong. Sure, the place was packed on weekend nights with the nouveau chic, young
dentists and lawyers whose wives adored the meretricious trgppings. And by shelling out some of his
scanty profits, the proprietor attracted the local college crowd three nights aweek by hiring agenuinelute
player who had an endless repertoire of off-color ballads.

But the real money in the saloon businesslay in keeping aregular clientde—in fact adifferent set for each
time of day—and in this The Cock and Bull failed. Laborersfelt uncomfortable there. Collegians had too
far to travel for asixty- cent beer. Commuters and businessmen had to go out of their way just alittle too
much for amartini with ajumbo olive. As a consequence, the place was deserted more often than not.
Matacek loved it for that reason—and for one other. It was the perfect place to conduct his sort of
business.

“Let me seewhat you have,” hereplied at length. His contact hurriedly unzipped aleather portfolio
tucked beside him in the corner of the booth and handed Matacek athin shesf of papers under the table.

“Please. Do not wave them around s0.” The man’s voice cracked. Matacek ignored his fluttering hands
and raised the papers for closer ingpection. He knew only alittle Russian—the Cyrillic aphabet was
impossible—buit it was easy enough to decipher the scientific cognates. The paperslooked legitimate,
and the man had dways delivered reliable goods in the past. Still, there was a wrongness about them.

Matacek spotted the hummer dmost immediately. It wasin the form of athree-by-fivefile card,
paper-clipped to the sheath. On it were scrawled the words “ File Alpha” And there was no good reason
why a Russian attaché steding Russian intelligence reports should brand them with athree-by-fivefile
card writtenin English.

A hummer was athin printed circuit transmitter that could be ,bonded even to the back of heavy stock
paper. Making it into a sandwich that looked like afile card wastrivia, and that made it even harder to
spot. Themoist dectrolytic cells occupying most of the surface area could only put out afraction of a
watt for about twelve hours, but that was usudly sufficient to tag a carrier long enough to run himto
earth.

Matacek tilted the card dightly to catch the reflected light. He could see the familiar antenna pattern
embossed near the Side, and the score mark that started the battery action. Someone was on to thisdedl.
He wondered briefly whether his contact was anxious because he knew about the trap, or whether his
growing nervousness had tipped off hisemployers. It didn’'t matter either way.

“Thislooksfine,” he said camly as he reached down to unzip his own portfolio. He did the papersinside,
much to the other man’ srdief. Deftly he dipped the hummer from under the clip and, in the hidden
confines of the portfolio, worked it into the middle of the stack of” soiled twenties he had brought. His;
hand resppeared clutching the bundle of bills.

Thistime he kept the transaction completely under the table. No point in darming the rabbit any further.



Two zippers sounded simultaneoudly.
The man tossed down the last of hisdrink and did out of the booth.
“Won't you stay for another drink?’ Matacek couldn’t resist the gibe.

“I must be back by nine. It isdark aready. Thank you, but no.” The fool hadn’t even recognized the
thrust. Definitely unprofessiona. Matacek nodded a cold dismissal. The man fled.

Now to move fast. He was in the men’s room before the proprietor looked back from watching the
other’ s departure. He didn’t lock the door and he didn’t turn on the light. Instead, he opened the window
wide, stepped up on the sill, then hagtily back down. Two definite shoe prints remained on the sill.

He removed his shoes and climbed up on thetoilet tank. Using just his knuckles, he raised the
plasterboard cover to the attic entrance and gently pushed it to one side. No dirt or handprints, that was
important. He tossed his shoes and portfolio up, then pulled himsdf up after. Just as carefully, he
replaced the cover from above. Thiswas the second attractive festure of The Cock and Bull.

A sgued of brakes and aloud thump came from outside. Racing on dl fours along the rafters, he hurried
to theair vent a the front of the building. He was just in time to see the killer pick up the portfolio and
drop another inits place. Then the man hesitated—he must have caught a glimpse of the dead man's
face. Evidently he collected hiswits quickly enough. He picked up the second portfolio, drew something
out of aninner pocket and stuffed it partway into the bloody jacket. The killer was back in the car and on
hisway before the first spectators arrived.

Matacek was impressed by the speed of the operation, and somewhat amused at the Russian mentality.
The fluttering scrap of paper showed alarge Star of David. And the killer wore ayarmulke. How quaint
of the Redsto implicate the Jewish Defense L eague in such a heavy-handed fashion while they took care
of their own dirty laundry.

The dternate portfolio, the one designed to be found beside his corpse, must have been equally
imaginative. It probably contained some embarrassing revelations about American espionage. No, the
police would guard government secrets, even ones that made them angry. More likely it was Russian
secrets, containing alarge measure of truth for bait but laced with some deadly poison of misdirection.
That wastheir syle.

Matacek forced himsdlf away from idle speculation, and away from the view. He collected his shoes and
portfolio. They knew hewas till aive now; they would be looking for him. Concelvably they might
accept hisfdsetrall and think he escaped out the back window. But the men guarding the rear would be
reluctant to accept the blame for letting him get away. He must be prepared for both search and siege.

There was adepression at one point under the eaves. It was invisible from the entrance; he had only
discovered it by making athorough search of the attic on hisfirst vist. He bought supplies on his second
trip, iron rations and water and alarge can in case he had to relieve himsdlf. It was not likely that the fat
proprietor bad ever been up here or ever would. On his next trip he brought a gun.

Everything was just as he' d lft it. Matacek lowered himself into his hole, checked over his stores and
made himsdlf as comfortable as possble, under the circumstances. Tomorrow night the college kids
would arrive in droves. He could come down then and mingle with the crowd. If he picked up a coed
he' d have an excellent cover while he made his exit. Y es, that. was the best course.

Light stabbed againgt the ceiling. Matacek froze. He could hear the cover being did aside asthe light
grew brighter. Then something eclipsed the source. He heard heavy breathing. Matacek gripped the gun



and waited. It wasjust like being akid again, hiding from the bullies. He could hear his heart pound.

Thelight flared up again, then was quickly snuffed out. Silence. Dimly through the cover he could hear
guttura voices. Then they too were gone.

He breathed a soft sigh of relief. That had been too close. Hewriggled about in the piled insulation,
stretched to drain the tension from his muscles. He would have to fegther this nest alittle better if he were
going to any deeping here. Through the rock wool he could fed arafter digging into the small of his back.

“Hey, Stosh!”

The voiceswere coming closer. Stan Matacek hunkered down in the bushes and tried to il his
frightened bregthing.

“Stanidaus, where are you?’ came the taunting cry. “Oh Staanley!”

“Hey Fred, do you think he’ shiding? | mean, he might be afraid of us.” The voice rang with cheerful
crudty.

“Naw, hisold man’s acop. Besides, Polacks are too dumb to be afraid, didn’t you know*
"Hey Jog, does your father work?*

"Naw, he'sacop.”

"Honest?*

"Naw, the usud kind.*

Stan cowered In hishiding place, trying to hold back the team of humiliation. There were three of them,
al two grades ahead of him. They would best him to apulp if they ever found him.

“Let’'sgo take alook at those bushes over there,” came one of the voices. “They look dirty enough to
hide a Polack cop’'skid.”

It just wasn't right. Stan’ sfather was't like those stupid farmers who came over from the old country. In
fact he'd just been promoted to sergeant. Policemen were the good guys, they made the streets safe for
little girlsto walk on. Stan clenched hisfistsin hopeless anger.

“Wdll, well. What do you suppose that is?’ The voice wasright in front of him. Stan looked down and
redlized that hiswhite oxfords contrasted glaringly with the foliage. Resolution settled over him like armor.
He stepped out to face histormentors.

“Why, hello Stosh. Fancy meeting you here.”

“My nameis Stan.” His voice betrayed him with adight squesk.

“I never heard of’ no Polack named Stan before. Did you guys?’ Much solemn shaking of heads.
“Only good Americans can be called Stan. Right, guys?’ Nodding in agreement.

“I'm agood American.” Histone was stronger.

“Geethat’ s funny. Because we heard arumor that your old man’sadirty Polack cop.” A gentle shove.



“Don’'t you call my father names.” The boys were oblivious to the menace that had crept into hisvoice,
“Dirty cop.” Shove.

“Polack.” Shove.

“Dirt.” Shove.

Stan screamed. Helit into the ringleader with both figts flailing, wheeled to bloody anose on one side,
turned to kick on the other.

“American! American! American!” Stan screamed. The world wasared blur.

The boys backed off, arms upraised. They fell, tried to get up, were battered down by the dervish they
had unleashed. Finally they crawled clear of theflailing monster and escaped whimpering into the woods.

Stan cameto his sensesdowly. Hefdl blubbering to the ground, crawled back into hishole and curled
up into abal. After awhile he dept.

When hewoke up it was nearly dark. His mother was going to give him hell for fighting and being late for
dinner. But for thefirst timein hislife Stan didn’t care. The new resolve was there to Say, the armor was
impervious

Never again would he give Evil achance. Hewould fight for right and he would fight to stay dive. He
would fight for America. If necessary he would even kill. Hisfather was a good cop and Stan was going
to be agood cop too. Better.

Comforted by hisresolve, Stan rolled out from under the bush. He was stiff. His knuckles were skinned
and swollen from the fight, and for some reason his back hurt.

“Ah, | seethat you are awvake, Mr. Matacek.” The voice came out of the darkness somewhere above
and behind him. Hisback hurt. Hetried to roll over.

Manacles clinked and checked him. He tested each limb in turn. All were fettered by cold iron. The
chainswere short, permitting little variation on the basic spread-eagle position. And the cuffsweretight.
No, the left bracelet had some play. It would cost alot of skin, but he might get that hand ouit.

“Y ou do not reply.” The voice again. “Permit meto introduce mysalf. Dr. Thaddeus Knight, semi retired,
formerly of your Department.” A pause. “But then, you must know that since you went to so much
troubleto vist me.”

The hand would not come. He strained harder.

“I redlly must congratulate you, Mr. Matacek. Y ou are thefirst oneto makeit al the way to my audience
chamber under your own power. That meansalot to aman my age. It saves me having to drag you the
last part of theway.”

Swest and blood mingled in the wreckage of his hand. It would serve as alubricant. He ignored the pain.

“Let’'ssee, You arethe deventh to make it to the Rocks dive. Bischoff told me there were seventeen
who tried before him. That leaves eight unaccounted for. We really need more lifeguards around here. |
understand the undertow can be terrific.”



Why wouldn't it come? Wait. Something was pressing into his palm. He flexed hisfingers. Thethird
rock! He d actudly carried it through the tunndl and held onto it while he fell without even thinking about
it. That made one more wesapon.

"I grow weary of monologues quickly, Mr. Matacek. If you don't wish to speak to me| will be happy to
go away and leave you. For along, long time.” His voice became more distant even as he spoke the last
words.

"Wait! I'll talk to you.“ He would rot hereif he couldn’t get Knight to open that door. He remembered
the dungeons above.

"That'smorelikeit. You see, | sldom entertain visitors for long here and | become quite hungry for
gossip. You know. Shop talk. The good old days. That sort of thing.”

"If it’ sintelligence information you want, you know I’ m not authorized to discuss Department maiters
with retired employees.” If the man were mad, hewould play aong with him.

"Tut, tut. Don’t fret yoursdf over what “ | want. | have my own ways of obtaining information. After dl, |
sad I’'monly semiretired, if you recall.” He chuckled. 1 assumed that you would have afew questions.
Or did the Department merely send you out hereto kill me?’

“Not at al, Dr. Knight.” That was near enough to the truth. Maybe the man was sufficiently demented to
reved the reasonsfor his defection. It would ease the cleanup job if they knew hismotives. “We are dl
very curious about " how you have been getting on since your retirement.”

"Wl enough, thank you. All things considered. | have taken up anew hobby, which has proved to a
considerable success.” His voice had logt its bantering tone. ” Do you want to know what it is?*

His hand was free. He tucked the stone next to his hip and began working hisway toward the knife. His
manacles clinked. " Y es, please tell me about it.* Keep him distracted!

”| collect dishonest men.”
Hisvoicetook on afaraway tone.

"Theideafirst cameto me nearly ten years ago. | suppose it had been brewing for some time even then.
You see, | didn’'t like what was happening to the Department.

“In the beginning, everything was clear-cut. The Germans and Japanese were the enemy and we al knew
the price of defeat by those gangdters. It was easy to give your al for the intelligence effort.

"Then it was the Communists.

They were advocating the overthrow of the US Government by force and violence, so we knew they had
to be contained. But Senator McCarthy showed me something | didn’t like to admit—that seditionists
had dreedy infiltrated the government in the name of anti-Communism. | think that waswhen | saw the
firgt changes.”

He had agrip on the knife. Now to get it out from underneath the mattress.

" The Department became more and more political. We were no longer opposing enemies of the US,
Government, but enemies of the current administration. And | was deeply involved.

“Oneday | got alab report from one of our brilliant young men. He had devel oped a hypnotic gas which



was remarkably effectivein asssting interrogation. At the bottom of the report he suggested, jokingly by
his standards, that we might useit on some Democratsto find out their campaign strategy. They were
talking about budget cutsin those days, you see.”

He had the knife.

“Then | redized that there was a very good chance that the gas would be used for just such a purpose
before much longer.” He hesitated. “ The young man was killed that evening in an auto accident. So | hid
the report.” The words camein aflood.

“After that it was easy. If | saw something | thought right be of more useto internal espionage than
againg our real enemies, | bottled it up. As head of R& D with an excellent service record, | had no
trouble with audits. | got better and better a hiding things.

“Then the Department started hiring anew type of agent. Not sengitive, freedom-loving men but ruthless,
super-patriots who never questioned orders and would kill as casually asthey might chesat at solitaire. |
sent aletter of protest to the Chief, explaining the dangersinvolved in working with thistype of
psychological profile. But al | got was a polite " thank you for your concern' and the practice continued.
Had | protested further | would have lost my job and forfeited any chance of countering the trend.”

There was along silence. Matacek wondered whether he was expected to comment. But the scientist
continued.

"It wasthen | decided to use the wegpons | had kept hidden, againgt the real enemies of my country and
world peace. It took my life' s savingsto buy this castle, but then | have no family and | felt | owed my life
to undoing some of the damage | had hel ped wreak.”

Histone became abstracted again. ” There was too much information for me to take everything, too much
to destroy at thelast. | removed dl trace of the nastier inventions and muddied thetrail asbest | could to
therest. Except for the lantern, of course. That was my bait.

“Diogenes waked through the world with abright lantern, looking for an honest man. | took the opposite
approach. | stayed here with my dark lantern and alowed the dishonest men of the world to come to me.

Y ou are such aman, Mr. Matacek,” he concluded.
"How can you say such athing?* hereplied quickly. ”Y ou hardly know me.*

”On the contrary,” came the confident reply. ™Y ou noticed the meta plate now under your head— it's
another of my littletoys.* Matacek felt atwinge of fear.

"I told you | had my own sources of information. In conjunction with the hypnotic gas| spoke of and a
few verba suggedtions, that induction plate simulated you to relive aseries of incidentsin your life—I'm
sure you remember them now. | unpeeled you like an onion.” His voice became sterner.

"Y ou are not avery nice man, Mr. Matacek. It was not necessary for you to mark that Russian informer
for death. Perhaps he was going to be killed anyway, perhaps not. But you didn't even givehim a
chance. Y ou could havejust |eft the hummer in the booth and gained even more time for your escape.

“Thelast time | saw your personnd file, it said you had killed seven men. | wonder whether they have
added hisnameto your lis— or do you just get credited with an assst?’ A pause.

“And you used my poor Mariavery casudly. The child will be heartbroken, and I'm sure you' ve
impregnated her.” Knight sighed. “I had hopes of sending her to school. Sheisso intelligent. But if | can’t



talk her into an abortion then she’ sdoomed to alife of poverty. All because you needed alittle
information and decided to relieve your glandsin the process of getting it.”

“What about you, old man?’ Matacek knew he desperately needed to get Knight angry enough to come
within gtriking range. But he had no trouble forcing wrath into his chalenge.

“Do you consider yoursdlf so far above sin that you can pass judgment on others?” Matacek probed for
his soft spot. “Do you have the right to broadcast your country’ s security information to the Communists
just to bait your little conscience-saving trap?’

Slence.
“Wdl|?

“Nicetry, Mr. Matacek, but you missed. In thefirgt place, | fed very much the sinner. My hands are no
cleaner than yours when it comesto murder, but at least | do have aconscience.

" Asfor my broadcasts, so far I’ ve sent out “Alicein Wonderland’” and most of "Through the Looking
Glass! I'd like to put out ” The Hunting of the Snark’ —somehow it seems appropriate—but I'm afraid
the rhymes might show through the encoding, even though the code is changed randomly.” Another

pause.

”And I'm not salving my conscience. I'm merdly exercisng it as| seefit for: thefirst timein decades.
Believe me, it causesagreat ded of pain.”

” S0 you set out singlehanded to rid the world of Evil* Contemptuoudly. ™Y ou sound like a comic book
hero.*

"Yesl do, don't 1?7 Hewas still too confident. ”No, | will not eliminate al of you before I’ m stopped,
but so far I’ ve been making a pretty fair dent. That’s enough for a tart.”

Thiswas getting bad. Knight might be a madman, but he was an intdlligent one. Hisdeluson was
thoroughly devel oped and unshakable. Getting him to come into the room would be next to impossible,
particularly since- he evidently knew about the knife. But he didn’t know about the rock, or hisfree
hand. Maybe.

"Whatever your plansarefor me, Dr. Knight,* he began, ”1’m sure they don't include torture. Y ou sound
much to humanefor that. Right now my back iskilling me. | would appreciate your assistance.”

A chuckle. ”I"m sure you would. But you needn't worry, since | don’t plan on keeping you dive to suffer
much longer. | have dl the useful information | can expect out of you, and | have a hedlthy respect for
your resourcefulness. It is much safer if we end this business quickly.*

He heard the sound of a gun being cocked.

Matacek fought down fear. He tucked the knife just out of sight and, clenching the rock tightly, snaked
his hand under the confusion of chain around the manacle.

"Y ou say you have aconscience. All right, then. All | ask isthat you look mein the eye when you pull the
trigger. If you' re the man you say you are, you will do that.“ He waited tensdly.

"You areright, of course.” Light poured into the room. " But you forget the basic advantage of agun—it



isdesgned toinflict fatal damage from a safe distance. It would be silly of meto give up such an
advantage, particularly when dedling with such aspecidist in surviva asyou.

“I’'m sorry, Mr. Matacek, but I’ m going to kill you now.”
Matacek whedled and hurled the stone as the gun exploded.

The exhausted animal cowered in the brush and waited.

It had dragged itself out of the ocean scant hours before, taken air in tentative gasps. It pushed clear of
the surf with webbed feet, clawed itsway up the beach. Its blood grew warm and it began dowly to
think.

It was Matacek.

He was battered and confused, not so much by the physical orded of the past three days as by the
assaults on his psyche. Hismind felt bruised.

Back and forth went his thoughts between the disquiet engendered by hislast interview with the Chief
and the horror of hisrecent captivity.

Knight' s bullet seared the skin dong Matacek’ s spine, but the rock caught the old man square between
the eyes. He fell dead just inside the doorway, well out of reach. It aroused Matacek’ s deepest fear, that
he would die of thirst before he could escape from his chains. The scientist had been too clever by half;
he had been dmost as good at survival as Matacek.

“You'reour last and best hope,” the Chief told him. He sat at the head of the long rosewood conference
table, flanked by hisadvisers. The Ivy League Mafia, Matacek called them. “We want very badly to
recover what Knight took, but the priceis getting too high.

"WE |l give you seventy-two hoursto escape or to take control of the castle and contact us,* he went on.
" Spiegd here estimates that you will either succeed or, ah, fail inthat time.* One of the nattily-dressed
lieutenants glanced at the agent, looked quickly, away. ” After that we send in the Marinesto dig you
out." He beamed encouragement.

It took Matacek the better part of aday to cut the mattress up into strips and weaveit into anet. How
many times he cast it helost count. It was like trying to work one of those penny arcade claw machines,
he thought maniacaly, only thistimeit wasn't saran wrap but rigor mortis that frustrated his efforts.

At one point he found himsdlf talking to the fallen figure. The strong back-lighting made ahao of the old
manswhite hair. There was a priest who used to ook like that, back when he was very young. Matacek
confessed hissins over and over to the dead man, caught himsalf, laughed hysterically, caught himsdif at

that, and went back to babbling between casts.

| am afisher of men.

"WEe I have adevil of atime smoothing thisover publicly,” the Chief went on. ” There' sa section working
up acover story, just in case. Still, an armed assault on a private residence can’t be hidden. and can’t be
explained to everyone s satisfaction. Ther€ Il be hell to pay. Not to mention the fact. that we' |l probably
lose Knight before we can get anything out of him.*.

The Chief wasaways”losing* people. Evidently it was not possibleto say "kill* with a Boston accent.



” S0 you see how heavily we' re counting on you, Stan.” The heartiness was back in hisvoice. “Don’t
force usto rely on abunch of jar- headsto clean up our problems.” The Mafia chuckled in unison.

Hefell adeep once, or thought he did. He struggled out of abad dream, back into anightmare. Knight's
body was closer, but till out of reach. His arms ached as helifted the net and cast again. And again.

The Mafiaspdled out the details of the operation, each reciting hislittle piece. Matacek had trouble
paying attention to their words. The detached singsong was just abackground to his growing unease. He
wished ,they would be quiet so he could work out what it was that was bothering him.

Matacek fought againgt shaking musclesto heave the stiffened corpse to table height. He was deathly
afraid that the keyswould fal out of the man’s pockets before he could reach them. He missed them on
hisfirst search, in fact, because they were wrapped in a piece of paper.

It was anote.

Therewas awrongnessin the Chief’ sattitude, that wasit, in theway his adviserslooked at Matacek. He
knew they regarded him as ablunt instrument at best. No, as a pawn—a passed pawn, perhaps, but il
just apawn in their complicated power struggle. Y et thiswas a different attitude entirely and Matacek
was pretty surewhat it meant.

There would be no Marines. Matacek would have to save himsdf or he would rot. The Department was
sure hewould be killed within three days if he did not succeed; that was what Spiegel’ s cold-blooded
caculaionsredly showed. The promise of rescue was just fal se assurance.

Matacek didn't likeit, but at least he understood the reasoning behind such adecision. It was the sort of
thing he might order himself.

“Tomy murderer,” the note began.

“Congratulations on succeeding where so many havefalled. You are akiller of the first rank. | bequegth
to you my collection of nasties, and safe passage away from the Rocks. There are ingtructionsfor finding
both, written on the reverse side of this message.”

Matacek turned the wrinkled sheet over. There wasamap and alist of directions. He turned back to the
note.

“And now my condolences; for as much as you disagree with my methods and my goals, | bequesth
them to you aso. Y ou have proved yoursdf worthy of them by killing me.

" Before you attempit to rid yourself of your dbatross, consder this: killers never, retire. They do not, they
may not, they cannot. Test the truth of this before you decide what to do.”

The Chief had an arm around his shoulder and another clasping Matacek’ s gun hand alittle too firmly.
” Remember, Stan, you have seventy-two hours. Bring thisonein for us, boy.* Matacek didiked being
pawed and didiked being called "boy* by aman only three years his senior. And he was get tin tired of
thisfarce about arescue atempt. He never relied on the help of others; he would rather they didn’t
pretend to giveit.

The note was honest. It led Matacek to water and food and safety and an iron box full of S, documents.
There were no tricks, there were no traps.

The shape of the moon told him he had been more than two daysin that hole. Spiegel wasright, he
admitted grudgingly; he could not have lasted three. He spent severa hours combing the castle, but he



found nothing that was not detailed in the documents. Tired as he was, numb as he was, hefdt agrowing
sense of urgency.

Suddenly it came upon him that he wanted to get away, asfar away from the Devil’ s Rocks as he could
before sundown. He didn’t know why. It did not make sense. He should rest and search some more.

Instead hefled.
And dragged himsdf ashore with hislast ounce of strength to wait and watch.

Maybe he was wrong about the Department. Perhaps they were go into try to save him. He had to
know; he could not resist making the test Knight suggested. He waited.

The explosion was blinding. Many seconds later the first sound hit him, then echo after echo from around
the harbor. Matacek’ s eye recovered in time to see huge stones poised hundreds of feet up intheair,
before they fell back onto the Rocks or rained into the hungry waters. He hadn’t heard the bomber and
couldn’t seeit now. It must be flying very high.

Everything that could burn was ablaze. Nothing dive could have survived that holocaust. They didn't
even give me achance.

Matacek understood then why the Chief had emphasized the time limit even as he lied about the Marines.
Thisredly wasthelast effort to recover Knight' sthefts; the Department was cutting itslosses. And
Matacek was to be casudly written off with the rest.

Explosions were much easier to explain away than attacks by armed troops. Was it Spiege who
suggested this solution? Probably.

Matacek wondered what explanation they would have for him, should he come struggling into the harbor
after alast-minute escape. The Chief wasafluent liar; it would be good. There would be supporting
evidence, an gpology from the pilot who accidentally dropped a salvo instead of a presttack pattern.
Genera expressions of relief dl around that he had survived.

Knight had been so right and yet so wrong. He understood the polities of murder, but he killed the wrong
men. It wasn't the Mataceks and Bischoffs of thisworld that must be stopped—they were toolsno
better and no worse than Knight himself.

No, it wasthe Chief and his gang of cold-blooded intellectuas who were the real danger. They cared not
for people or nations or even ideals so much asthey enjoyed wielding their covert power.

Matacek was infected by guilt at having worked unthinkingly for such men. He could accept most of, the
things he had learned about himself these past three days, but not that. Knight had conquered death
through him, just asthe note prophesied. Thy will be done.

The Devil’ s Rocks had settled down to a bright glow across the water by the time Matacek stood
up. He was stiff and weak and sorely in need of medical aid, but he hardly noticed. He started
down the beach and promptly stumbled.

It was impossible to walk forward in sand with flippers on, tired as his legs were, and he was too
weary to take them off for the short distance.

Lying there, he remembered the iron box. He crawled back into the brush and located it by touch.
It was a box full of death. He could almost fedl it 0ozing down the cold metal sides. Death, death,
and more death. Was there no end to it? He hesitated, then shoved the box deep in the foliage. It



could go undetected for centuries.

Matacek wanted to cry. Somehow he felt that if he were still able to cry, perhaps things could
work out better for him. Perhaps not. At any rate, he had lost the ability to cry. And that made
him sadder.

There was no more time to lose, however. He would have to be discovered in the harbor soon if
his story were to be believed. His blood felt cold. At least he would not have to fake exhaustion.
He stood up.

He would have to husband his strength. It would be ironic if he were to drown before they fished
him out, now that he had a real reason for living. He would not feel at ease until he could collect
the iron box and stow its contents safely away at The Cock and Bull. The Chief, Spiegel, a lot of
people were going to die with. the help of that box, and it would take all his survival skillsto keep
from being one of them. It was high time he began planning for his retirement.

The light from the Devil’ s Rocks was guttering now; soon it would be out. It seemed to be tapping
out a message to the world with its flying flutters, but Matacek didn’t want to read it. Resolutely
he turned his face away from the light and, backing down the beach on his webbed feet, retreated
beneath the sea.



