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    For Setsuko, the love of my life, who for unfathomable reasons decided I was worthy of her love in return.
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I should have known better. To go out walking, late at night, with a Podok, was to invite trouble.  Actually, to go out walking late at night, even without a Podok, wasn't such a good idea in most large cities on Earth, and Honolulu was certainly no exception. Adding a Podok practically guaranteed something bad would happen.

He was having a drink in the Third Planet Lounge, just sitting there on his tail the way Podoks do, when I spotted him. I come here often, hoping to meet aliens, but this was hard to believe - a genuine, live Podok, less than 20 feet away. I immediately approached him.

Now, don't get me wrong. I'm not one of those alien lovers - not one of those humans who believes the answers to all of mankind's problems can be solved by our alien visitors. And I'm not in awe of them, either. Waikiki is full of aliens from all over this part of the galaxy. Has been for years.

In fact, what I am is a teacher. A college professor, actually. I teach classes in the cultures of alien races at the Pacific Institute of Technology, or the Pit, as most people call it. Because of my job, I've met and talked with aliens from all over, but never a Podok. Pode is just too far away for us to get many visitors. So when I saw this one, I had to say hello.

"Ma kit po an, min Pode," I said to him, and bowed slightly. May you live a thousand happy years, citizen of Pode. He had a vox-box taped to his neck and a plug over his ear hole, but I couldn't keep from showing off my knowledge of the traditional Podok greeting. It was a great way of introducing myself, I thought.

"You speak Podok?" he said. He bared his teeth and the dark, feathery rings around his eyes expanded. The result was an intensely fierce look, but, from everything I'd heard and read, Podoks were supposed to be extremely gentle. I took it to be an expression of surprise.

"Not at all," I said. "But I can exchange greetings in over 20 alien languages."

He bared his teeth again. Big, sharp, meat rippers, they were. I decided he was smiling.

"I'm honored that Podok is among them," he said. "Won't you sit with me and have a drink?" The English coming out of his vox-box was clear and easy to understand. No doubt about it, the alien translators are much better than those made here on Earth. Smaller, too.

I pulled a chair up to his table and sat down. He was drinking one of those putrid green algae slushes all the aliens seem to like so much, so when the waitress came I ordered another for him and a beer for myself. All the while, I studied him out of the corner of one eye.

He certainly was the most unusual-looking alien I'd ever met. His skin was peach colored and his eyes, which were twice as large as a human's, were entirely red. A slender upper body, with short arms ending in two, seven-or-eight-inches-long, prehensile 'fingers,' sat atop a massive lower body consisting of two elephant-like legs and his huge tail. Covering all this were a T-shirt and jeans that included a matching denim tail cover.

His head was quite a bit larger than mine, and the top of it was covered with the same brown, feathery hair that circled his eyes, in a strip about three inches wide that ran from his forehead back over his head and down the back of his short, skinny neck. A Podok with a Mohawk, that's what he was.

"I've never met a Podok before," I said, "and I'm very happy to meet you." Try not to gush, I told myself. I have a tendency to do that when meeting an alien for the first time.

"My name is Roger Denton," I continued. I could see him fishing through his pockets for his business card, so I took out one of my own and laid it on the table. I've never met an alien yet who didn't have business cards.

He passed his card to me and picked up mine, studying it for a few seconds before putting it in his pocket. "Roger," he said. "A strong name. I like it."

I looked at his card. On it, in English, was his name - En-mek Steve - and nothing else. "Your name is Steve?" I said.

"A very masculine name, don't you think?" He bared those teeth again. Podok humor, perhaps?

"Very masculine," I agreed. I guess I shouldn't have been too surprised. I knew Podoks were major fans of Earth culture. They liked our sports. They liked our entertainment. They even had adopted some of our religions. It was all very strange, considering how far away from Earth they were. I suppose if they weren't so far away - halfway to the center of the galaxy - there'd be Podoks on every corner, sucking up Earth culture to take back to Pode. Still, using Earth names was ... well, unusual, to say the least.

He seemed to sense my surprise. "Many Podoks use Earth names now," he said. "They are much more colorful and interesting than our own."

I wondered if he was having some fun at the expense of my ignorance, but I decided to just accept him at his word. Despite the fact I am supposed to be an expert in alien cultures, I know very little about Pode and its inhabitants. The classes I teach are designed to prepare students to work in the visitor industry, and they concentrate on those alien cultures that send the most tourists to Earth. Since Podoks import Earth culture to Pode, rather than visiting, I've never had the chance to learn much about them, and I've never mentioned them in any of my classes.

Our drinks came. Steve's green stuff had pineapple, cherries, and a purple parasol decorating the top edge of the glass. Cute. I paid the waitress and told her to hit us again in 20 minutes. She smiled and nodded.

"My brother has a French name. Pierre," Steve went on. "And my sister's name is Setsuko. That's Japanese."

"Great," I said to Steve. Actually - if it was true - I wasn't so sure it was great, the way we're influencing their culture, but Steve seemed proud he and his siblings had Earth names, so I let it pass. Who wants an argumentative drinking companion?

"What brings you to Earth, Steve?" I asked.

"I'm here on business."

"It must be a very long trip."

"Very long," Steve agreed. "Almost four Earth weeks one way."

I let out a long, low whistle of appreciation. Four weeks! Most alien visitors to Earth measured their trips in hours, or, at most, days, leaping across space with less effort than it takes a frog to cross a highway, sometimes covering hundreds of light years in mere minutes. A jump here, a jump there, and - voila!  Welcome to Earth. It was easy when you knew how to do it, and many of the aliens did. Four weeks was an incredibly long time to travel.  No wonder we got so few visitors from Pode.

"Your business must be very important," I said.

"Yes. I come here every six months."

I did the math in my head. Four weeks, one way, times two round trips a year, equaled ... almost four months a year spent traveling between Pode and Earth. Incredible.

"And what do you do, Roger?"

"I'm a teacher. At the Pacific Institute of Technology, here in Honolulu."

"What do you teach?"

"I'm an Assistant Professor of Off-World Cultures."

"Most impressive."

I shook my head. "It sounds better than it really is. Basically, the kids in my classes are going to  end up as workers in the tourist industry - perhaps working at the spaceport or in some small shop. I teach them about alien customs, how to be polite - practical stuff, like that."

"Still, I am impressed," said Steve, sipping his drink.

"I'm on vacation now, though," I said.

"The people of Earth seem to be always on vacation."

I chuckled. "That's partially true - at least, here in Hawaii. The government limits the number of hours you can work in a year - it's called the Share-Work Program. Most people work only eight or nine months a year."

"And they are on vacation the rest of the time? It sounds wonderful."

"Except, you don't get paid while you're on vacation."

"Oh, I see."

"This way, everyone can have a job."

"And so now you are on vacation and someone else is teaching your classes?"

"That's right. I always have July, August and September - the third quarter - off, and I teach the other nine months."

"That doesn't sound so bad, even if you don't get paid," said Steve.

"I guess it's not," I agreed. The waitress brought us new drinks and took what was left of our old ones away. Steve and I raised our glasses in a silent toast.

"I am quite intrigued by your hair," Steve said.

"You mean the stripe?" I have a two-inch-wide strip of gray that runs through my brown hair from my forehead back, just to the right-center of my head, and I get quite a few comments about it. Lots of people are intrigued by it, and so, apparently, are Podoks.

"Yes. Is this something natural? Or is it a cosmetic enhancement?"

"It's natural. The stripe - my skunk stripe, I call it - first appeared about 10 years ago, when I was in my late twenties. I didn't like it when it happened, but since then I've gotten used to it. In fact, I think it looks kind of cool."

"Yes," said Steve. I like it, too."

For the next couple of hours we sat there drinking and talking, exchanging information about our respective cultures. Steve knew a lot more about Earth than I did about Pode - not too surprising, since he comes here twice a year and I've never been there. I mentally filed away everything he told me for future use. Perhaps I'd write a paper someday. Maybe even a book.

We'd put away six or eight rounds when Steve suggested he could use some fresh air. I looked at him closely. He did seem a little more blurry than he had earlier in the evening, so I agreed. "I'll walk you back to your hotel," I said.

I stood up. So did Steve. I wasn't prepared for how big he was - until now I'd never stood next to a Podok. He was huge. He towered over my six-foot-tall body by at least a foot.

"I'm staying here," he said. "At this hotel."

"Okay, then, let's take a walk around the block," I suggested.

And that's how we ended up walking along Ala Wai Boulevard, next to the canal, at one o'clock on a Wednesday morning.
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I knew we were in trouble the minute I noticed the three men following us. They weren't chasing us or anything. There was just something wrong with their ... attitudes. They were too nonchalant. Their voices were too loud. Their laughter sounded forced. They were too casual.

We were walking along the Ala Wai Promenade, next to the canal which forms the back side of Waikiki. Most of Waikiki is only three or four blocks deep, hemmed in by the ocean on one side and the Ala Wai Canal on the other, but there's a big difference between the front and the back. The front part is loud, garish, well-lighted, jammed with people, and safe. Back here, next to the Ala Wai, where we had foolishly chosen to stroll, it's quiet, dark, and dangerous.

I leaned toward Steve and whispered, "There are three men following us. I think they're planning to rob us."

"Really?" He started to turn his head.

"Don't look!" I said to him. I glanced across Ala Wai Boulevard and nodded in the direction of Steve's hotel, less than a block away. "Let's run for it," I said.

"Podoks can't run," he answered back.

"What?"

"At least, not as fast as they can walk." He pointed back, at his tail.

I could see his point. It was gigantic, easily a fourth of his body weight, and as he walked, it swung from side to side. Try strapping an 80-pound tail that swings back and forth to your butt and see how fast you can run!

"Can you swim?" I asked, taking a quick look at the dark, polluted water of the Ala Wai Canal, next to us.

"No. I do not know how," he replied.

Before I could come up with another suggestion, the men were upon us. They were a mixed lot - a Caucasian, an Oriental, and a large Polynesian who was nearly as tall as Steve. Here in Hawaii, by the way, an Oriental is a local person of obvious Asian ancestry. You have to come from Asia to be called an Asian.

Two of the men - the Oriental and the Polynesian - held electronic stunguns. They were pointed at Steve and me. I put my hands on my head.

"Put your hands down," said the Caucasian. He smiled disarmingly and said, in a very polite Australian - at least, I think it was Australian - accent, "There's no reason we can't go about this in a civilized manner."

I dropped my hands. "No reason at all," I agreed.

"That's good," said the Caucasian. He appeared to be the spokesman for the group.

I frequently have what I call inappropriate thoughts. These aren't about sex or anything like that - they're just strange thoughts that pop into my head and don't seem to fit with what's going on at the time. I was having one right now. As I stood there, about to be robbed, a brief thought about how nice it was to see cooperation among men of such different ethnic origins flitted through my head, then disappeared.

I glanced at Steve. His eyes were bigger and redder than I'd so far seen them. The dark, feathery circles around them were completely gone, having either contracted so much or expanded so much they could no longer be seen. He wasn't moving. Basically, he looked catatonic.

"He's a Podok," I said, hoping that would explain everything.

"Oh, we know. We know," said the Caucasian. He turned to Steve and held out both hands, palms down, then slowly turned them over, to the palms up position, to show they were empty.  "Ma kit po an," he said.

For some reason, that really irritated me. He had a lot of nerve, knowing stuff like that. What right did a common criminal have to be spouting something obscure like a Podok greeting?

Steve appeared to be still in shock. Even though I knew it wasn't a good idea, I couldn't resist commenting. "Yeah, your hands are empty," I said.  "But what about your friends?"

"Alas," he said.  "It's a less-than-perfect world."

I had to agree with that. I started to remove my watch and ring.

"Forget that," said the Caucasian. "We don't want your jewelry."

I glanced at the other two men - their stunguns were now pointed at only me. I guess they figured Steve wasn't much of a threat. Ten feet away, on Ala Wai Boulevard, dozens of robocars whooshed by every minute, but expecting any of them to stop and help us was out of the question. If the occupants of those vehicles even bothered to glance our way, they probably thought we were just having a friendly discussion.

"Chipcard?" I said, although I doubted they wanted that, either. It was just about impossible to use another person's chipcard.

The Caucasian shook his head.

"What do you want, then?" I asked.

"Him," he said. He pointed at Steve. "We want the Podok."

My mind must still have been fuzzy from all the alcohol I'd consumed, or I would have made the connection right away. But I didn't. "Steve? You want Steve? What for?"

The Caucasian looked surprised. "Why, for his tail, of course," he said.

Suddenly, it all made sense. This wasn't a robbery, it was a kidnapping. And Steve was the intended victim. No wonder this street thug knew the Podok greeting! That made me feel a little bit better, but then I remembered I was witnessing a major felony, and witnesses are, from the criminals' point of view, both undesirable and frequently expendable. That made me feel a lot worse.

"What about me?" I asked.

The Caucasian shrugged. "We don't want you. You don't have a tail."

"So ...?"

He glanced toward the canal. "Jump," he said.

"What?" I knew what he meant - I was stalling. For what reason, I really didn't know.

"Jump into the canal."

"I can't swim," I lied.

He looked first to his left, where the Oriental stood, his stungun aimed at my heart. Then he looked to his right, at the Polynesian, whose stungun was also trained on my heart. Then he looked at me and smiled. "Two stunshots to the heart will kill most men," he said. "Your choice, mate. Jump or die."

I jumped.

The water was not particularly cold. I flailed around in it for a few seconds and then discovered I could touch the bottom. I stood up. The water was less than three feet deep.

Above me, the kidnappers were busily loading the still-rigid Steve into the side door of a white minivan. It seemed to me catatonia didn't offer much effectiveness as a defense, especially against kidnapping. Maybe things were different on Pode.

I waded awkwardly toward dry land. A cemented rock wall lined the edge of the canal. I clambered over the slippery stones and up onto the sidewalk just in time to see the white minivan disappear down the Ala Wai toward the Kapiolani business district. For a second I thought I saw Steve staring forlornly through the back window, but that was probably just my imagination.
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Standing by the side of Ala Wai Boulevard, dripping wet, trying to flag down a taxi, proved to be an exercise in frustration. And without my com, which now resided somewhere on the bottom of the canal, I was helpless. After dozens of empty robocabs passed me by in the space of about five minutes, I gave up and jogged the eight-or-so blocks to the Honolulu Police Waikiki Substation, ignoring the stares of tourists and the catcalls of locals along the way. Halfway there I started getting a blister on my left heel. I took off my shoes and left them on the sidewalk, socks inside. They were ruined, anyway. I arrived at the station wet, disheveled, barefooted, and out of breath.

The station was almost empty - a couple of hookers, a tourist filling out a lost wallet form, and two tired-looking uniformed officers. I approached the more-alert looking of the two with my story.

"Kidnapped, huh?" he said when I'd finished.

"Yes."

"An alien, you say?"

"Yes."

"An off-world alien?"

"Yes." A puddle was forming around my bare feet. I moved a step to the left.

"Wait here, please." He went into a room in the back and reappeared a few seconds later, beckoning me with his finger.

The officer inside the room - Sergeant Higa, according to a large, koa-wood sign on his desk - wore civilian clothes. He smiled when he saw me. "I'd ask you to sit," he said, "but under the conditions ..."

"Don't worry about it," I said. "I understand." I was doing enough damage to the station's floors - no need to ruin a chair, as well.

"Tell me what happened," he said.

I told him my story.

"I don't know much about Podoks," Sergeant Higa said when I'd finished. "Actually, I don't know anything about Podoks."

I nodded. "Not many people do." I was about to tell him I was something of an expert on Podoks, but before I could do so, he consulted his computer.

"Give me a short rap on the planet Pode," he said to the computer.

The computer responded in a pleasant-sounding feminine voice: The planet Pode is one of two inhabited planets in the Pelsentra star system.  It orbits its G-5 star once every 307 Earth-days, and, in many respects -

"Wait," said Sergeant Higa. "Just tell me about the inhabitants. And make it brief."

Of the planet's four continents, two are inhabited by the planet's one race, Podoks. Podoks are kind, friendly, loyal, curious, and very intelligent. They have both a spoken and a written language, also called Podok. They attend school, believe in God, build cities, marry, bury their dead - in short, they do the same things as do other sentient beings throughout the galaxy. They are especially appreciative of Earth cultures. They also have large, fatty tails that are delicious when cooked.

"Large, fatty tails? Delicious when cooked?" Sergeant Higa laughed out loud. "I'm sorry," he said to me, still grinning. "I know it's not funny."

"It's not," I agreed. The carpet darkened around my feet. I decided to stay put and just ruin one spot.

"So they kidnapped him for his tail?" Sergeant Higa said.

I wasn't sure if he was talking to me or just thinking out loud, but I answered, anyway. "That's right.  For his tail."

"Seems like a lot of trouble for a few steaks."

Finally. A chance to strut my stuff. I may not know all that much about Pode and Podoks, but I do know about their tails. "Podok meat is illegal on Earth," I said. "You can only get it on the black market. And it's expensive."

"How expensive?"

I shrugged. "Depends. Six hundred, eight hundred credits a pound, from what I've heard. You know the black market."

"Yes. Supply and demand."

"Anyway, it's supposed to be the most expensive food item in the galaxy."

"I can believe that. How much would you say it weighed? Your friend Steve's tail, I mean."

"About 75 or 80 pounds would be my guess," I said. "It was big. And thick. Especially at the base."

"So, 80 times 800 credits. His tail could be worth as much as ... 64,000 credits?" The look on Sergeant Higa's face was one of total disbelief.

"I guess it could," I said. I'd never actually thought of it in those terms before - price per pound and all that - and I was almost as surprised as Sergeant Higa to hear what Steve's tail was worth. Sixty-four thousand credits was a very nice sum. No wonder the kidnappers hadn't been interested in my watch and ring.

"Things do not look good for your friend, Steve," said Sergeant Higa.

"No, they don't, do they?"

"I suspect we'll find his body, dumped somewhere, in a day or two. Minus his tail, of course."

"I'm not so sure about that," I said.

The sergeant arched his eyebrows. "You don't think they'll cut off his tail?"

"They probably will. But I don't think that'll kill him."

Sergeant Higa leaned back in his chair and stuck a toothpick in his mouth. "So why not?" he asked.

"Podoks have been having their tails cut off for hundreds of years – maybe thousands," I said. "It doesn't seem to harm them. They even do it to themselves."

"They eat their own tails?!!"

"They don't eat them, they sell them. They're worth a fortune, as you figured out."

"This is starting to gross me out," said Sergeant Higa. "They sell body parts for use as food?"

"It's not as bad as it sounds. Their tails regenerate."

"They grow back?"

I nodded. "Quickly, too. Podoks who sell their tails - not all of them do, of course - can do it twice a year."

"Well, I'll issue a BOLO and a bulletin, but I'm not as optimistic as you seem to be about finding him alive."

"I appreciate your help - whatever you can do," I said.

Sergeant Higa tossed his toothpick into the wastebasket next to his desk and shook his head. "Life just gets stranger and stranger," he said with a sigh.

I couldn't argue with that.
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It was almost three A.M. by the time I got back to my apartment in Kapahulu, about a mile from Waikiki. I was tired, my feet were sore, and I smelled bad. I peeled off my clothes, which were nearly dry by this time, and threw them in a pile in the middle of the living room. Just one of the advantages of living alone.

A quick shower and shampoo later, I was ready for bed. I slid beneath the cool sheets and just lay there in the dark, trying to relax. It had been a nerve-wracking evening.

Poor Steve. I hoped he was all right. Even though what had happened wasn't really my fault, I felt guilty, anyway. I should have done something, although, try as hard as I could, I couldn't think up any heroic plan that would have saved Steve from his kidnappers and me from the polluted waters of the Ala Wai.

Be reasonable, I told myself. You did what any unarmed, out-of-shape, 160-pound college professor would have done if confronted by three stungun-wielding hoodlums. To do anything else would have been foolish. Still, I was mad about being made to jump into the Ala Wai. They didn't have to do that.

I'd promised Sergeant Higa I'd go to the main police station in the morning to look at mug shots. Be prepared to spend several hours, he'd said. More great news.

It was almost 3:30. I ordered a wake-up call for 9 A.M., pounded my pillow into a comfortable shape and drifted off to sleep, thinking about Steve.

A dream set upon me almost immediately. In it, I was back on Ala Wai Boulevard, with Steve. The kidnappers were there, too, as well as some other people whose features I couldn't quite make out.  Steve did not have a tail.

"We want the Podok," the Caucasian was saying.

"Why?" I asked.

"Why, for his tail, of course."

I was about to point out that Steve did not have a tail when one of the featureless peripheral players stepped forward. It was my ex-wife, Linda.

"Why don't you do something, Roger?" she said in that whiny voice I hate so much.

I blinked back at her, not knowing what to say. What was she, a moron? Couldn't she see these guys had stunguns?

"You're a wimp," she said. "A great big wimp."

"Tell her to shut up," said the Caucasian.

"That never works," I said.

"Wimp, wimp, wimp," said Linda. She always did have a creative vocabulary.

"Tell her to shut up or I'll blow your ears off!" said the Caucasian. He pointed a huge stungun at my head. It was easily three times bigger than the biggest I'd ever seen, and it seemed to be permanently attached to his arm. "Tell her!" he said again.

"Shut up, Linda," I said. It was difficult to get much conviction into my voice, even though my life - or, at least, my ears - depended on it. I knew she wouldn't be quiet.

"You'd like that, wouldn't you? I'll bet you'd like to shut me up forever!"

I was about to agree with her last statement, but before I could get my mouth open, the Caucasian fired at my right ear. The stunshot came tumbling toward my head in super-slow motion, all reds and yellows. I could see it coming, and tried to get out of the way, but my feet wouldn't move. I looked down. My shoes were gone and my feet were glued to the sidewalk. The three hoodlums laughed merrily at my predicament.

The stunshot came closer and closer and then hit me in the ear. I braced myself for the expected pain, but there was none. Instead, there was a soft, intermittent ringing inside my ear, which grew gradually louder. Ring. Ring. Ring.

I opened my eyes. I was in my apartment, in my own bed, and my wall was ringing. "Answer," I mumbled, and then said, "Hello."

The sound of heavy breathing greeted me. Great!  Just what I needed at 3:45 A.M. - an obscene call. I was about to disconnect when a voice said, "Hello? Hello? Is this Roger?"

I sat up, wide awake. It sounded like Steve. "Screen, please. Not too bright," I said. The wall opposite my bed lit up, but it was blank.

"Roger?"

"Steve? Is that you?"

"It's me. Yes."

"Why can't I see you?"

"I'm calling from a com. A public com."

"Are you all right?"

"Yes. Yes, I am. I have managed to escape my tormentors."

"Where are you? I'll come pick you up," I said.

He gave me an address in Kakaako, a high-rise residential area halfway between Waikiki and downtown Honolulu.

"Stay right there," I told him. "I'll pick you up in 10, maybe 15 minutes."

"Roger?"

"What?"

"Please hurry."

"I'll be there right away. You stay out of sight until you see my car. It's a light-blue Elektrin convertible."

"Convertible?"

I guess a vox-box can't know everything. "No top," I explained. I gave him my license number and said goodbye. In less than three minutes I was dressed, out the door, and heading for Kakaako.
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It took me 10 minutes to get there. I turned right off Ala Moana Boulevard onto Ward Avenue, then left onto Queen Street, heading toward downtown. It had been a few years since I'd been in this area, but everything looked pretty much the same as I remembered.

Steve was right where he said he'd be - hiding behind some trash bins in the 700 block of Queen Street. I cruised slowly by, at first not seeing him, and then just catching a glimpse of him as he emerged from the shadows.

"Roger?" he called. His voice was a stage whisper.

I switched from auto to manual, braked and reversed to where he was standing. He still had his tail.  That was good news. "C'mon," I said, pushing open the passenger-side door.

Steve started to get in and then stopped.

"What?"

"My tail ..."

"What about it?"

"It's in the way. I can't sit down."

"Can't you push it to one side or something?"

"No. It's too thick."

The Elektrin is a small car - it seats two - and getting Steve into it was something of a problem, but eventually we found the only way he'd fit - kneeling on the seat, facing backward, his tail where a human's legs and feet would be.

"How did you get away?" I asked.

"I climbed down the outside of the building. From lanai to lanai, all the way from the seventh floor."

I guess the disbelief I felt showed on my face, because Steve continued, "Podoks can't swim. Podoks can't run. But Podoks can climb, if they have to. And I had to. The doctor they hired to remove my tail didn't show up, and they were talking about doing it themselves. With a machete."

I winced. "That sounds painful."

"They were just going to hack it off. If it's not done correctly, it won't grow back, you know. I had to escape."

I could see his point. The threat of losing a major portion of one's anatomy could turn anyone into a climber, even a Podok.

"One more thing," Steve said.

I put the car in gear and pulled away. It was still dark - the street was deserted. "What?"

"They know I'm gone. They're out looking for me. They went by twice while I was waiting for you."

As if on cue, a white minivan turned onto Queen Street about two blocks away and headed toward us.  Just what we needed - more good news.

"It's them," said Steve.

We were traveling toward each other, they toward Ward Avenue and we in the direction of downtown.

"Duck down," I said. "Maybe they won't see you." Steve lowered his head and upper body as best he could, but I could see right away that we weren't going to fool the occupants of the van with this maneuver.

The van approached us. The driver - it was the Oriental - sat two or three feet higher than did Steve and I in the Elektrin. He looked down at us as we passed.

"It's him!" said someone in the van as it went by.

I floored the accelerator. In my rear-view mirror I saw the van slide to a turn-stop and then take off after us.

Steve looked up. "They're following us," he said. In the footwell of the passenger seat, his tail began vibrating noisily against the floorboard. Thump, thump, thump. Fear, I guess, is universal.

Flashes of red light appeared next to the Elektrin's windows - stunshots. They were shooting at us. And getting closer.

"These guys mean business," I said through clenched teeth, sounding like some video detective cliche. I couldn't help it. This whole experience seemed completely unreal to me, like a dream, or a flik.  This is not what a college professor usually does with his spare time. I felt like an actor, playing a part.

"Don't they know that Podok tail is no good unless it's removed while the Podok is still alive?" Steve said.

I glanced at him. Was he trying to be funny? I couldn't tell by looking at him, but his tail had stopped shaking. "I don't think they do," I answered.

Popping noises sounded behind us - once, twice, a pause, then two more.

"They have guns," said Steve. "Real guns."

As if to prove the veracity of Steve's statement, a bullet tore through my outside rear-view mirror, shattering the glass. I ducked, instinctively.

"They're catching up to us," said Steve.

"Hang on," I said. I cranked the steering wheel hard to the left and slid into a side street, accelerating away as fast as I could. In the past, this area had been zoned for light industry. Dozens of narrow, twisting streets, some not even wide enough for two vehicles abreast, had been filled with automotive repair shops, laundries, and like businesses. The businesses were all gone now - long ago relocated to some less expensive area of the city - but most of the streets remained. I knew they were our only chance of getting away.

The Elektrin is a nice car, but it was made for low-speed city driving, not racing. On Queen Street, or any other long, straight street, for that matter, we didn't stand a chance of escaping from the superior speed of the minivan. But on these side streets, most only a block or two long, maybe we could lose them.

"Faster!" said Steve. "Faster!"  His tail started thumping again.

I was going as fast as I could. After all, it's not like I do this for a living. An old cliche popped into my head - how come there's never a cop around when you need one?

"They're gaining on us!"

I slid around a right-hand corner, nearly losing the rear end in the process, and almost immediately had to turn left. Out of the corner of my  eye I could see Steve hanging on tightly with both hands. The look on his face, I guessed, was one of desperation.

"Don't worry, Steve.  I'll get us out of here." My voice sounded remarkably calm. I'm a natural at this, I thought.

Two bullets zinged by, a second apart. I turned again. The Elektrin cornered well, but it lacked acceleration. Each time I turned, a little distance would open up between us and the minivan. Each time I straightened out, the minivan would draw closer.

"Hurry!" said Steve, as a bullet slammed into the trunk.

Facing backward as he was, Steve had an excellent, although probably unwanted, view of his kidnappers' progress, or lack thereof. Each time I stretched the distance between us, he would visibly relax, sometimes with a loud, sighing sound, as if he'd been holding his breath. When the distance shrank, his tail would start vibrating and he'd become agitated. I guess a close-up view of hoodlums shooting at you is not all that conducive to inducing calm in a Podok.

A bullet whined by my left ear. I zigged. I zagged. I turned on every cross street that presented itself - first left, then right - taking each corner as fast as I dared. The white minivan followed. Finally, after what seemed like hours of racing up and down the dark, deserted streets, the van began to fall behind.

"I believe we may be outrunning them," Steve said.

I glanced behind me. It was true. The van was not as close as it had been.

"Thanks to your excellent driving," he said.

"More likely their
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