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Bait for the Tiger






In the Pentagon there is an unmarked office,
or rather, a suite of three small rooms, which is always kept
locked. The lock is an unusual one—there are no keys for it. The
very ordinary-looking doorknob is made to turn only when any one of
three men impresses his fingers and thumb against its educated
metal. These men are Abbott, Jones, and Chester.

Abbott and Jones spend their working hours in
the small reception room. Abbot records certain remarkable data on
microfilm which he locks away in the second, vault-like chamber.
Jones merely sits with his eyes on the outer door and his hand on a
gun. For man, being human, can be bought or compelled. Jones has
used the gun once . . . on his best friend. Not that he
hesitated. His greatest fear—nightmare, rather—is that someday the
gun will not be effective against what comes through the door.

The office is at the dead end of a dogleg
corridor. A charge of explosive strong enough to force it open
would atomize the whole building.

The very existence of the office is known to
only six people in the United States: Abbot, Jones, and Chester;
the President of the United States; an Air Force General named
Trader; and Kilgore, head of the FBI. Among these six, the office
is known as BIEP—which stands for Bureau for the Investigation of
Extraterrestrial Phenomena. Officially, these six men are amongst
the loudest scoffers at Unidentified Flying Objects. Unofficially,
they are betting their lives and the safety and freedom of 175
million people that Artemus Chester can recognize and control any
entity or group of entities which might come in out of space and
make a landfall on Earth.

Tem Chester is an ordinary-looking man,
slightly under average height, with receding brown hair and vague
blue eyes. Like Abbot and Jones, he is attached to the Air Force as
a civilian clerk-typist. He is, however, potentially the most
important man on Earth—a one hundred percent efficient telepath. He
can read any mind, any time, and up to distances of a mile before
selectivity becomes blurred. It was he who warned Jones that his
friend was coming down the dogleg passage, wearing a plastic glove
on which Jones’ fingerprints had been painstakingly etched. Chester
felt rather badly about that. It was such a waste of loyalty and
effort. The Embassy which had corrupted Jones’ friend and prepared
the glove hadn’t any idea of the real business of the office—and
wouldn’t have been interested in it if they had known. They thought
it was a secret weapon file.

Chester also knew the moment the girl turned
into the corridor and approached the office. She was accompanied by
Kilgore. Chester scanned them, probing deep. At what he found in
the girl’s mind, he rose from his chair and hurried into the outer
office.

Abbot and Jones looked up sharply.

“Kilgore’s coming—he’s got something at
last!”

Jones crouched and trained his gun at the
door.

“No, no! She’s friendly, and she’s stumbled
onto something important. Let ’em in.”

Abbot opened the door while Jones kept his
gun ready. Mark Kilgore showed a beautiful big woman into the room
ahead of him and Abbot snapped the door shut.

“Are we clean?” asked Kilgore.

Chester closed his eyes and made a mental
sweep of the building and environs. He opened his eyes. “All clear.
Nothing but the enlisted personnel doing the usual work and
thinking about food and women. How animal can the human male
get?”

“Let’s not go into that.” Kilgore glanced at
the girl. “Mrs. Norton, this is Mr. Chester, Mr. Jones, Mr.
Abbot—”

As they bowed and smiled meaningless phrases,
Steve Abbot was thinking, what a woman! Didn’t know they grew ’em
that big. And then, she’s like a ripe peach, sweet but not cloying
. . . WHOA, Abbot! This is a married woman!

Kilgore was talking. “Mrs. Norton is Phil’s
wife. She has a definite lead that may tie in with those two
deaths.”

Chester was suddenly angry. “We’ve wasted a
lot of time because you kept me boxed up here. I told you you
should have let me travel! What good can I do sitting here? Did you
think They would come to visit Washington like tourists? Now it
looks as though They’ve landed, maybe established some kind of base
out in that empty country. No telling how we’re going to get rid of
Them. If you’d let me go into that district—”

Kilgore glared back at him. “Sure! Let you go
in and end up like Nunn and Norton!”

Abbot caught the flash of anguish on the
girl’s face. “We’ve got no evidence anything’s happened to Norton,”
he said quietly.

The girl looked from Chester to Kilgore. “You
already knew about Ore Valley?”

Chester frowned at her, then his expression
cleared. “No—your first name’s Valentine, isn’t it? Pretty. You
told me.”

Kilgore said impatiently, “Mr. Chester is a
telepath. He reads minds. Saves time.” He was keyed up at the
prospect of definite action. “But just for the records, will you go
over there to Mr. Abbot’s desk and tell him the whole story, just
as you told it to me? Then Mr. Chester and I will want to see you
in his office.” He hustled the smaller man into the next room.

Steve Abbot stood up and held a chair for the
girl. He was a lean, sinewy six feet. His gray eyes were friendly
behind horn-rimmed glasses. The girl thought he looked more like a
college pole-vaulter than an FBI agent. His speech was easy and
quiet as he showed her the hand mike and explained the technique of
the recording device.

He lifted the mike to his own lips and,
pressing the switch, spoke the date and hour. “Mrs. Valentine
Norton reporting to BIEP: Subject is auburn haired, brown eyes,
height about six feet . . . ?” he hazarded.

The girl nodded.

 

“Weight?”

“One forty,” supplied Val, smiling for the
first time in days. “Age, twenty-five. Occupation, dancer; employed
at a nightclub called the Gold Umbrella. As a kid, I studied for
the ballet, but I grew too big. Now I do a sort of cleaned-up
muscle dance.” She noticed his puzzled look. “It’s billed As
‘Valti, an Oriental Speciality.’ With a snake. Cobber’s the real
ham in the act. He’s just a robot cobra, with his action patterns
built in—but try telling him. He thinks he’s the star. That what
you wanted?”

“Thanks,” grinned Steve. He recounted the
facts into the mike, then handed it to her. “Now, just take it
slowly. Mention everything that comes into your mind in connection
with your—with Phil Norton. We never know what apparently
unimportant detail Tem Chester might find helpful.”

Val Norton drew a deep breath and clamped her
fingers tightly around the mike. She kept her eyes on it as she
talked, avoiding Steve’s intent gaze.

“Phil and I were married in Mexico three
months ago. I didn’t know he was an FBI agent at that time. He
caught my act at the Club one night, came again, asked me to
dinner . . .” She moistened her lips. “One night,
driving me home, he suggested that we get married. We flew to
Mexico in a friend’s plane the next night, after my last show, and
were married in a little village church at dawn. Phil told the
priest we’d have the civil ceremony later. He’s very
persuasive.”

Steve wondered how he’d persuaded the
Immigration boys to overlook an unauthorized flight, then decided
Norton had probably not bothered to notify them.

“We each kept our own apartments and met when
we could,” the girl went on. “A month ago I asked him when we’d get
the American license, and then he told me about his work. That he
was in secret service and was waiting to be sent on a very
dangerous mission. So of course there mustn’t be any publicity, the
kind reporters might dream up if they got hold of the fact that
he’d married a nightclub dancer. It might even cost him his job.”
She met Steve’s eyes defiantly. “Understand, I’m not complaining.
We were terribly happy. Phil enjoyed making mysterious phone calls
to me, using private code words, arranging secret meetings. He was
like a boy—”

“Juvenile delinquent type,” thought Steve
sourly. Keeping this nice girl dangling for no good reason. Phil
Norton would like it better that way, the good-looking heel. His
enormous appetite for intrigue and double-dealing made him a daring
and skilful, if not too reliable, agent. And his private life,
Steve reminded himself sternly, is no concern of mine. The girl was
speaking into the mike again.

“Last Thursday, he phoned me that he had his
orders. He picked me up after the show and told me he was leaving
on a mission so dangerous that he might not return. I was
. . . upset. I begged him to send me some kind of
messages so I’d know he was all right. He agreed to call me on the
phone every evening and give me his destination for the next
night—”

“That was a breach of regulations,” said
Steve. “Inexcusable on a job as important as this one.”

The girl looked at him. “It was all my fault.
I—I cried.” Her full, sweet lips trembled.

Steve swallowed what he wanted to say. “Go
ahead.”

“I didn’t hear from him for two days. Then
Saturday night there was a call from a little village called
Hermit, Wyoming. Phil joked about it; said it had a population of
ten hermits, all grouchy. But I found it on the map. Phil said he
expected to reach Ore Valley by the next night, and be back on the
main highway the following night, at Rawlins. I haven’t heard from
him since.”

Steve switched off the mike. “I see why Tem’s
so excited. This may be the break we’ve been waiting for. You see,
it pinpoints the trouble spot, and ties in with some other
information we’ve got.”

“You don’t know where Phil is then?”

Steve shook his head. “We have not heard from
him since he left Los Angeles. That’s not unusual,” he hurried to
add. “An agent often makes no report till he returns. Especially if
he’s on a delicate mission. Too much chance of tipping off the
subject.”

“When I coaxed him to keep in touch with me,
I jinxed him.”

“Your husband’s a grown man and a trained
agent. He knew exactly the risks he was taking. He—”

Jones got up suddenly and went to the door.
Someone was knocking loudly. Abbot signed the girl to silence and
opened the door, revealing a grinning official messenger.

“What’s with you guys—you hiding out? Took me
all day to locate you. Why don’t you put up a sign?” He tossed a
small parcel at Steve, who caught it deftly. Sketching a salute, he
went off down the hall, whistling.

“Find out who told him where we were,” began
Steve, but Chester appeared in the inner doorway behind him. “I
noticed him asking for us several times and guided him here,” he
said. “Only our agents know where we are. That may be from
Norton.”

He opened the package. A roll of tape in a
tin container fell out. Chester noted the code letters. “It’s
Norton’s report. Put it on the player, Steve.”

The message began abruptly. “N-317 from
Hermit, Wyoming. People very tense and unfriendly. Population about
ten. Two families moving out as I drove in. When I tried to find
out what was wrong, got evasive or hostile answers. Prices up about
five hundred percent; residents making a final killing before
abandoning, is my guess. I taped some conversations while subjects
unaware.” Here followed several voices, speaking just a few words
each: “. . . no, the mines haven’t played out, but
competition with Ore Valley’s too tough. Most of us figure to get
out pretty soon . . . those guys are squeezing out all
the small operators . . . my wife doesn’t like the
climate; says it gives her asthma . . . country’s gone
sour. I’m movin’ on . . . we want proper schools for our
kids . . . Say, mister, you got a buttinski license?
. . . YOU WITH THE CENSUS BUREAU?”

Chester studied the wrapper. “Mailed from
Hermit, postmarked Monday. Probably dropped it in the post office
Sunday morning before he left for Ore Valley.” He looked elated.
“That gives us a real lead. Somewhere between Hermit and Ore
Valley. Come in now,” and he beckoned Val and Steve into his
private office. Kilgore was pacing up and down, a cigar clenched in
his teeth. “Norton came through with a tape that confirms what I
found in Mrs. Norton’s mind. He’s disappeared between Hermit and
Ore Valley. What’s there?”

“I checked the whole state when we got those
other reports. Ore Valley’s a fair-sized company town: been a slow
but steady producer for years. It’s locally owned, and you know
company towns. Closed corporation. My guess is the landings, if
any, are in the wild country between Hermit and Ore Valley.”

“I’m flying over the whole area as soon as
you can get me a private plane,” announced Chester. “I’ll pick Them
up if They’re there.”

“Have you forgotten what happened to the
other plane?” growled Kilgore.

Val rose. “I guess you didn’t need me after
all, now you have the tape from Phil. I’ll just run along.” She
glanced at Steve Abbot. “Could you let me know if—when you hear
again?”

Chester frowned at her. “Nonsense! Sit down.
I’ll want to use you. And don’t get all emotional, for goodness’
sake. We need clear heads for this work!” He glared at her.

Val looked at him and an irrepressible smile
twitched at her lips. “I’ll do my best,” she promised. “I’m anxious
to help.”

“You have, you have,” he snapped. “Even with
this report of Norton’s, I wouldn’t have moved for another week.
Agents don’t have to report if doing so might jeopardize their
disguise. We’d have had no reason to think Norton was in danger.
Your coming to Mr. Kilgore has saved us days of waiting and quite
possibly saved your husband’s life—if we can get in there fast
enough.”

“Now there are certain things I’ll have to
tell you, because I have a use for you—”

“Just a minute—Sir,” interrupted Steve. “You
can’t draft an untrained woman into—”

“Please, Mr. Abbot,” Val protested. “There’s
nothing in this world I want so much as to get in and help.”

Chester was staring intently at Steve. The
big fellow turned a slow red. Chester raised his eyebrows. “That
way, eh? See it doesn’t impair your efficiency.” He peered at Val
with his pale blue eyes, then nodded satisfaction. “You aren’t
afraid of personal danger. Your feeling for Norton has overcome
natural caution. I feel you would strike boldly. And of course, all
females are unpredictable. A decided advantage if we have to deal
with extraterrestrials. Do you wish to undertake the
assignment?”

“Yes.” Val was resolved to show no emotion
before this strange little telepath. Tem Chester leaned back in his
chair and set his fingers into a precise steeple.

“First: to brief you on significant data.
About three months ago, a tourist was chased by a green light on a
seldom-used private road in central Wyoming. A temporary barrier
had been erected where this road joined the transcontinental
highway, with a sign:

DANGEROUS

Drive at own risk

Ore Valley Mining Company

affixed to it. The wife, who wrote poetry,
thought the scenery looked romantic on the company road and
insisted that they drive that way.

“By early evening they were both regretting
the choice. There had been no gas stations or lunch rooms, in fact,
no sign of human habitation, and the road was badly potholed. They
were getting hungry and a little worried. Just at dusk, during the
time when the sky goes from pale yellow to clear green, the man
glanced away from the road to see if he could locate even a
sheepherder’s or a miner’s cabin. Instead, he saw a big green light
drifting down toward a flat-topped hill to the left of the road. He
called his wife’s attention to it. They decided it must be a flare
from a plane in trouble. As she bent across him to look, the green
flare hesitated, then rose and swept over toward them.

“Our man knew that flares don’t act like
that, even with updrafts and freak air currents. And it was
big—bigger than any flare he’d ever seen. But there was something
worse. He felt panicky suddenly; as though the thing was conscious
of his presence and meant him no good with that swift approach—like
a watchdog making for an intruder with silent ferocity. The feeling
was so strong that he turned the car around as fast as he could and
shot off the way he’d come, not daring to take his eyes from the
shadowy road to find out if the thing was still following.

“All this time his wife hadn’t said a word.
This bothered him, being so unlike her, but he had all he could do
to keep the car on the road, which was full of potholes and cracks.
He hit sixty anyway, he was that scared of the thing which was
approaching. In a minute he heard a kind of strangled cry from his
wife. He flashed a glance her way. To his horror, the green flare
was just outside the window, and his wife’s body was bathed in the
weird green light. A violent lurch brought his eyes back to the
road. When he could look again, the green flare was gone. His wife
was slumped down, hands over her face. He slowed and spoke her
name. She huddled close to him, body shaking. He switched on the
lights, slowed down, and looked behind. Nothing but the empty dark
hills, remote against the wide sky. He began to feel like a fool
for shying off from a flare. He tried to joke about it with his
wife—but she wasn’t having any. She kept trembling and holding
close to him.

“Now, here’s where we got our first break.
Normally, he’d never have mentioned the incident to anyone. Showed
him up as a weak sister. But his wife was so upset he got worried,
and asked a few carefully casual questions of a gas station
proprietor when they got back on the main highway. That was our
second break. The station owner had seen a plane come flying out of
the hills from that direction just a week before. It crashed among
the sagebrush near the highway. He recognized it as a small
commercial job which was trying to establish a new freight route to
the mines in the northern part of the state. He knew Randall, the
pilot, by reputation as a steady, competent flier. He took out
across the rough country with his repair jeep, and found the wreck
within a few moments of the crash.

“The plane was scattered around like the
contents of a woman’s spilled handbag. About twenty feet from the
engine lay the pilot, so badly smashed that even a layman could
tell he’d never survive a trip out to the hospital. But he was
still alive, and he managed to mutter three words before he died:
‘Green flare . . . rammed . . .’

“Our tourist decided this warranted
investigation. But he didn’t want to be mixed up in anything that’d
get him laughed at, so he made careful notes of both experiences
and put off reporting what had happened. Till a month ago. His wife
died. She was the sensitive type. He believed she’d seen something
more than just a green flare that night. He didn’t know; she’d
refused to discuss it with him. But the doctor was puzzled over the
deterioration of her organs.

“The husband thought about it, and the more
he thought, the angrier he got. So he wrote a letter to the Editor
of a science fiction magazine which has been running a series of
articles on Unidentified Flying Objects. He enclosed the notes he
had made. The Editor turned the letter over to the Air Force and
they had sense enough to see that Mr. Kilgore got it. His first
idea was to discount it as the vaporings of a hysterical woman and
the rambling of a dying pilot. There hadn’t been a single previous
report of a sighting anywhere near that area.”

“Mr. Chester read my mind and decided
differently,” put in Kilgore. “He reminded me that mother birds
deliberately show themselves away from the nest. We’d investigated
the scene of multiple sightings and found nothing; perhaps this
remote, ostensibly barren region would yield what we were looking
for. Mr. Chester advised me to send an agent into the area.”

“We briefed a good man—our best agent—two
weeks ago and sent him in as a traveling salesman. He reported from
a motel in Rawlins. He was going to canvass the whole area.”

“What has he reported?” asked Val.

“That’s the reason we sent Norton in. We
haven’t heard from Nunn since.”

*****

Steve unlocked the door of the small
apartment, then went in ahead of Val. He locked the door before
turning on the lights. “This is Mr. Kilgore’s apartment. He asked
me to bring you here for the briefing. He doesn’t want you seen in
the Pentagon again, or near any government agency.”

“That figures,” said Val, looking around for
a comfortable chair. “I’ll be more useful if I’m not pegged as an
agent.”

Steve frowned down at her. “I don’t like
this. Tem’s got no right to involve you—”

The big brown eyes met his. “I am involved,
remember? I’m Phil’s wife. And if some freak from space has done
him in, I want to know it.”

Steve turned away abruptly and walked to a
window, where he peered out between the dust-stiff drapes. Below,
in the street, a few vague figures drifted past under the
streetlights. Then a red Jaguar pulled up in front of the entrance.
Two men got out.

“Here’s Tem with Mr. Kilgore.”

No one spoke until Chester and Kilgore were
in the apartment. Chester was in high spirits, rubbing his small
dry hands together and beaming at Val with his pale eyes. Kilgore
savaged a cigar, a worried frown on his face, as he watched the
little telepath.
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