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  MASTER OF SPACETIME


  This book is dedicated to these immortals:


  Clifford Simak


  Avram Davidson


  Lester del Rey


  Isaac Asimov


  Keith Laumer


  Theodore Sturgeon


  Robert A. Heinlein


  Fritz Leiber


  . . . all of them, Grandmasters of Spacetime


  Prologue


  Dr. Dimension, a mild-mannered physicist teaching at a great Midwestern university, has invented a spacetime machine, the Mudlark. Together with his crew of dauntless explorers, he has ranged the galaxy in search of adventure, though it is clear that he is a pawn in a proxy war between two alien superraces, the Asperans and the Dharvans. In our last adventure, “Doc” and his pals helped the Pizons defeat the evil, joyless Proons; but when he tries to aim the Mudlark for home, the mysterious “Krillman,” agent of one of the superraces (he won’t say which one), hurls the Mudlark lightyears into the unknown. Dr. Dimension and his redoubtable sidekicks are forced to crash-land on a bleak alien planetoid . . .


  Chapter One


  The ship came down from space. It came from the stars and the dark vectors, the luminous orbits and the empty reaches of space. It was a strange, alien ship, but it had energy in its innards and men in its metal compartments.


  It had a couple of swell babes in it, too. Unfortunately, none of the men, including the pilot, and neither of the babes had the slightest idea of how to land the ship.


  They impacted.


  They rammed into the alien terrain.


  They bounced.


  “Ouch!” cried Troy Talbot, erstwhile Flitheimer University quarterback, as he whacked his compact cranium against an instrument panel.


  “Yahhhhh!” screeched Vivian Vernon, Ph.D., trying to use her colleague and department chairman, Dr. Geoffrey Wussman, Ph.D., Ll.D., as a cushion between herself and injury. In the seconds before impact and in a nearly psychotic state of panic, she had tom off her restraints and leapt at him.


  Splat! went Dr. Wussman, who said nothing because he was rendered instantly unconscious.


  Dr. Dimension wanted to grab hold of Diane Derry, mash her ample bosom against his chest, palpate her firmly plump derriere, and bury his beard into the sweet, perfumed juncture of her shoulder and neck. Not for the purposes of saving himself or cushioning any impact, mind you. He was simply wont to want do this sort of thing at regular intervals; and, of course, now what seemed the moment of his doom approached, and he wanted to die in someone’s arms. Better that someone be Diane Derry than Vivian Vernon, though he would have taken Viv in a pinch (Viv was a dish). Also, Diane was vastly better than her boyfriend Troy Talbot; and the homuncular Dr. Wussman was beyond the pale. So Diane would do. Besides, she was more than a dish. She was an entire pulchritudinous meal.


  (The reader must keep in mind that the action of this book takes place long before our enlightened age. What in our day is viewed as “sexual harassment” was looked upon then as simply being “fresh.” What got your face slapped then gets you a federal lawsuit now. But that was then, and . . . well, this is now.)


  Unfortunately for Dr. Dimension, and fortunately for the virtue of this blond, com-fed Midwest beauty who was his graduate assistant, he was strapped into his chair and could not indulge himself in the aforementioned fashion.


  The ship rattled and rolled. The universe rocked.


  “Ohhhhhhhhh!” cried Diane Derry. “Oh . . . Dr.! Ohhhhh. Oohhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”


  Diane Derry did not ordinarily speak in the manner of grade-school reading primers, but this was a special occasion.


  “Dr. D.!” Diane cried, in rapturous wonder at still being alive. “We’re . . . we’re . . . floating!”


  After the tremendous trauma of impact, there had been, come to think of it, a most peculiar sound. Yes, most peculiar, thought Dr. Dimension. An attenuated wrenching. A prolonged screeching. All buried in that infernal screaming, rattling, rocking, and rolling. In fact, it had been a sound not unlike a giant—


  BOiiiiiiinnnnnnggggggggg!


  Now, they were floating indeed, though it was more of a ride in an elevator with its cable cut than the zero-gee space stuff they’d been experiencing during their recent adventures.


  “We bounced,” stated Dr. Dimension, looking out the forward view plate.


  “What nonsense,” said Vivian. “Wussman, for God’s sake, stop bleeding on me.”


  “——” said Dr. Wussman.


  “I’m telling you, we hit, and then we . . . bounced.” Dr. Dimension consulted the altimeter to verify this strange fact.


  “Weird planet down there, huh, Doc?” observed Troy.


  “Looks like desert, but littered with debris,” said a disoriented Diane Derry as she tried to reacquaint herself with the instrument panel and her copilot’s controls.


  Dr. Dimension mused, “We should be dead as kippered herring by now. But we’re not out of the woods yet.”


  “Why, Doc?” said Troy.


  “Our situation is one of the utmost gravity.”


  “Huh? Oh, that’s a pun, Doc.”


  “Correct, Talbot, my boy. A pun, the lowest form of humor, for which your mind is perfectly suited.”


  “Thanks a lot, Doc. I may be dumb, but you’re not the hottest spaceship jockey in the universe.”


  “We’re doing our best, Troy,” Diane said resentfully.


  “Gosh, I didn’t mean you, Diane.”


  Dr. Dimension said, “Neither of us has ever soloed in a Piper Cub, let alone a spaceship.”


  “What are you idiots blathering about?” Vivian Vernon wanted to know.


  “Gravity,” Dr. Dimension informed her.


  “What about it?”


  “You know what Newton said when the apple bonged him on the head. What goes up—”


  “I thought it was a fig,” Troy Talbot said.


  “What? Why, Talbot, you managed to make a funny all by yourself. Of sorts.”


  “I did?”


  “As I said, what goes up, must come—”


  A stomach-churning flip-flop as Nature reached up and grabbed them all by the viscera.


  “—Downnnnnnnnnnnn!”


  “UIp,” Vivian said, turning green.


  They plummeted.


  The planet’s surface spun in the view plates, and the space travelers churned in the ship like wet laundry in a wringer washer. Dr. Dimension’s brain spun, trying to get a grip on the physical parameters of the situation.


  Just what the hell does the word “parameters” mean? he thought.


  If he could just get a good spurt from the engines . . .


  He grabbed a control and tugged.


  Nothing.


  “Oh, well,” he said. “We’re not going down as fast this time. We’ll just bounce again, though not as high up. Basic physics, conservation of momentum, and all that.”


  “Aieeeeeeeeeee!” said Dr. Vernon, nonetheless.


  “Aiieeeeeeeeeee!” said Troy and Diane.


  Doc D. thought about statistics and probability equations and the juxtaposition of hard physics and soft biology.


  “Aiieeeeeeeeeee!” said Dr. Dimension.


  “BAM!”


  The impacted, they crashed, they hit.


  However, this time, they did not bounce.


  This time, also, they did not notice they did not bounce.


  They were all too busy being unconscious.


  Like a particularly obnoxious dose of smelling salts, the acrid odor of burned insulation insinuated its way up Dr. Dimension’s nostrils.


  He did not particularly care to wake up. He’d been having a splendid dream involving wood nymphs, water sprites, and other elementals, all female, all naked, and all involved in demonstrating the erotic wonders of Nature upon the physics professor’s frolicking body.


  He’d had the dream before. He called it his “playing doctor dream.” It was one of his favorites, and he was loath to give it up.


  However, burning insulation wasn’t a good thing.


  Burning insulation demanded an inventor’s immediate attention. Especially since he felt a little hot, and it was not the sort of heat associated with frolicking dream ladies.


  Pain was also in the sensory mix. He wondered remotely if he’d gotten hold of medicinal space brandy somewhere during the course of his dimensional amblings, but the slimy touch of bodily fluids on his fingers nixed that possibility.


  Nor were they the sort of bodily fluids associated with nymph dancing.


  He wiped the blood from his eyes and, groaning, got to his feet. Dressed in a well-worn dirty white lab coat, he was not a tall man, yet not on the short side either. His hair was a wild tangle of salt-and-pepper curls. Gray eyes looked out levelly from behind thick spectacles, which, miraculously, he still wore. He took them off and inspected them; sure enough, the lenses were intact, barely a scratch on them. Putting them back on, he began a visual inspection of his surroundings.


  It was a mess.


  Messy stuff to the left of him, messy stuff to the right of him, above, and below. The hatches on all the storage bays had sprung open, spilling supplies all over.


  “What a dump,” the good doctor mumbled. He stumbled over to the controls.


  “LANDED,” proclaimed happy pink digital letters on the instrument panel.


  “Glad to know that,” said Doc. He looked around in the wreckage, hoping to find the odd leg or arm or head, hoping even more they were still attached to their odd owners. Groans and coughs and curses joined the crackling of engine fires.


  Troy Talbot abruptly stood up, wide-eyed, clutching a detached seat cushion. He ran through an imaginary scrimmage, dodging fantasy fullbacks and smacked into a bent support, bending it farther.


  “Touchdown!” he proclaimed.


  “Yes, you could say that. Talbot. Now, get a grip on reality. There’s got to be a first-aid box somewhere on this confounded boat.”


  Troy blinked, smiling, woozily stumbling about. “Sure, Coach.” He tilted off to another room, mumbling something about an extra point kick.


  “Oh, and Talbot, be a sport and find a bottle of disinfectant. There are going to be plenty of cuts and bruises.”


  “Right, Coach.”


  “ ‘Coach,’ for Pete’s sake,” Dr. Dimension muttered.


  He began to dig the rest of the crew out of the debris. Soon he uncovered Diane Derry, and part of Wussman and Vernon. He did a quick count of limbs and appendages. All appendages were fortunately still appended. All bodies were still breathing. All heads were still attached, and Diane’s tail was still round and firm to the touch. Dr. Dimension was about to give her mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, was about to press his eager mouth against the full ripeness of her pouting lips, when her cornflower-blue eyes popped open.


  “Dr. Demopoulos!”


  “Hi, Diane. By the way, the name’s ‘Dr. Dimension’ now. Don’t ask why. I had an epiphany on the way to Damascus and haven’t been myself since.”


  Diane sat up woozily and smoothed her blond hair. It was barely mussed. “We crashed,” she said simply.


  “But we’re still alive, Diane.”


  Diane touched her head and face, palpated both arms, then felt her rib cage. She winced. “Ouch.”


  “Anything broken?” Dr. Dimension asked, laying a fatherly hand beneath one gorgeously oblate breast.


  “No, I don’t think so. I’m a little sore all over, though.”


  “That’s to be expected. Feel all right generally?”


  “I think. How’s everyone else?”


  “They’ll live. Dr. Wussman got his bell rung pretty good, but I think he’ll be okay, too. We’re lucky. Something broke our fall. Don’t know what.”


  “I don’t believe we’re still alive!” Diane said. Then, suddenly, she grabbed her teacher-boss, kissed him, and hugged him with an urgency that could power an electric plant.


  “Alive?” Dr. Dimension said with a dreamy smile. “Why, I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.” He milked the clutch for all it was worth.


  “We should see about Dr. Wussman,” Diane said as she tried to disengage.


  “I should think about crashing more often,” Doc said, not eager to give up hugging his research assistant.


  “Oh, go on with you.” Diane pushed him away. “Where’s Troy?”


  “Safe and sound, and on the hunt for first aid.”


  A duet of groans emanated from the wreckage and the twisting in the wreaths of smoke.


  Dr. Dimension said, “Ah, I hear music.”


  “Uhhhhhhhh,” said Dr. Geoffrey Wussman.


  “Ohhhhhhhh,” replied his colleague and sometime lover, Dr. Vivian Vernon.


  “Uhhhhhhhh” was Wussman’s rejoinder.


  This went on for a few more exchanges.


  “The Moanlight Sonata, Opus 43, No.1, by Wussman and Vernon,” Dr. Dimension quipped. “Performed by the composers.”


  Troy chose that moment to charge in, carrying a bottle and a box with a red cross emblazoned on its side.


  “Fourth quarter, tie score. Send me in, coach! Send me in!”


  “I think Troy’s the one who got his ding donged,” Diane said.


  “Better than having one’s dong dinged,” Dr. Dimension riposted. As Diane blushed, he grabbed the bottle labeled “HYDROGEN PEROXIDE.” “Time out, Talbot. Run interference for the injured first. Then I’m going to have you go out for a long one.”


  “Gotcha!”


  Troy raced to the first pair of legs sticking up from the wreckage. Hairy legs. Wussman.


  Dr. Dimension opened the bottle, tilted it, and belted a snort.


  Diane was appalled. “Professor, that’s poison!”


  “Alcohol’s slow poison, but as the old saying goes, who’s in a hurry?”


  “Alcohol?”


  “It’s an ethanol solution, not a peroxide solution.”


  “Oh.”


  “It’s still a disinfectant. But this stuff also clears the head. Have a belt?”


  “Doctor, you know I’m a teetotaler.”


  “Huh? Oh, sorry. I—”


  She grabbed the bottle and drank. She shivered.


  “Why, Diane, I believe this is the first time I’ve ever seen you take a drink.”


  Diane’s eyes bulged, and she choked. “There’s a first time . . . for everything. Ewww, that stuff is awful. How did you get liquor on board this ship?”


  The Dr. shrugged. “The Pizons don’t know the difference from antiseptics, but they deal wholesale in alcohol.” He paused for a moment. Then, with enthusiasm: “Diane! We’re alive! We’re alive!”


  He lunged for her.


  She pushed him back.


  “Yes, Doctor, it’s a miracle, but we’ll celebrate later. Right now, maybe we’d better lick our wounds.”


  That gave Dr. Dimension definite ideas. Before he could do anything rash—or rash causing—Diane got to her wobbly feet and stepped away to join the first-aid effort.


  Dr. Dimension went to get his share of bandages.


  “Ohhhhhhh.” This was from Dr. Geoffrey Wussman. He sat up slowly, then looked around.


  “We crashed,” he said.


  “Brilliant observation, Wussy,” Dr. Dimension said. “But we’re alive. Alive! . . . Diane, where are you going—?”


  “I feel like warmed-over cow flop,” Geoffrey Wussman said. Then, suddenly, he thought of something. “Vivian!”


  “Cow flop’s never as good the second day,” said Doc D., watching Dr. Wussman leap to his feet and begin to help Talbot sort through the mess of twisted plastic plates and bent structural rods.


  “How did we survive, anyway?” Diane wanted to know. “At our rate of descent, the impact should have wiped us out.”


  “Some kind of protective force shield, probably,” Dr. Dimension surmised. “We really didn’t have time to puzzle out the Pizon’s technology, but we know it was pretty slick. Besides, something else absorbed most of the impact. Maybe we hit some sort of protective force screen surrounding the planet. That’s just a wild guess, of course.”


  “Vivian! Oh, Vivian, my darling!”


  Wussman was holding Vivian’s head and caressing her cheek, her brow, her lovely auburn hair.


  “How is she?” Dr. Dimension asked, walking over.


  “I think—”


  “Uhhhhhhhh,” said Dr. Vernon. “What the . . . hell happened—?” Her green eyes fluttered.


  “We crashed,” chorused everyone.


  “I know we crashed, for God’s sake! Why are we still alive?”


  “Alive, we’re alive!” Dr. Dimension began shouting again.


  “Dr. D., stuff a sock in it?” Diane suggested.


  “Right-o.”


  “Oh, Viv, it was a miracle!” Wussman gushed. “It was a gift from God.”


  “I don’t believe in God,” Vivian said.


  “Call it what you will,” Wussman said, “the Prime Mover, the universe, whatever. It was a gift.”


  “I’ll bet she doesn’t believe in the universe either,” Dr. Dimension said.


  “Anyway,” Wussman went on, “it was some higher power.”


  “Krillman,” Vivian said. “That creep.”


  At the mention of the alien interloper, who had been popping up at unexpected intervals throughout our heroes’ spacetime adventures, everyone nodded.


  “It must be,” Diane said. “Krillman saved us.”


  “So he can torture us some more,” Vivian said with a grimace of pain. “Help me up.”


  “Viv, are you sure you’re all right?” Wussman asked anxiously. “Maybe you shouldn’t move.”


  “I’m all right. I think I can stand. Let’s see if I can walk.”


  She could, and did, albeit unsteadily.


  “What now?” Vivian asked.


  Dr. Dimension counted heads. “Okay, we have five. No good for bridge. Canasta or poker. What’s your choice, Viv, baby?”


  Dr. Vernon stooped for something to throw, but pain halted her. Hobbled over and in agony, she looked up at her nemesis and gritted her teeth. “You miserable—”


  “That time of the month, is it, Viv?”


  Chapter Two


  A mess.


  One big mess.


  The spacetime travelers were a mess, limping and muttering, and in all their bandages, they looked like fugitives from a B-horror flick.


  There was no question of checking the planetary atmosphere for breathability, as the crew of the Mudlark had already taken deep breaths of it, the hull having been breached in several places.


  “What do you mean, go outside?” Vivian demanded.


  The doctor pointed to a crack in a seam of the hull, through which sunlight streamed. “Out, Viv. Out. You know?”


  “How do we know what’s out there?” said Vivian with a worried scowl.


  “We don’t. Ergo, we step outside and reconnoiter.”


  “My great-uncle had a reconnoiter,” said Troy. “Big thing, right below his neck. Big as a football.”


  Doc ignored him. “I dislike suspense. I always read the last chapter of an Agatha Christie novel first. Therefore I don’t intend to dawdle. There’s a brave new world out there . . . waiting to be experienced.”


  A draught of alien air wafted through the ship, fluttering bandages.


  Dr. Dimension had been privately hoping for a breath of fresh air, now that they were down on a planet. He’d grown rather weary of the stuff aboard spaceships.


  The stuff that came through, however, was hardly fresh.


  In fact, it rather stank.


  Not a garbage smell, exactly. More industrial stench of chemicals fraternizing, erupting, farting, and generally having a noxious bad time.


  “Yuck,” said Wussman, cringing.


  “P.U.!” said Diane Derry, holding her pert nose.


  “Good old P.U.” said Troy. “Good football team!”


  “What the hell did we land on?” Vivian wanted to know.


  “Small planet,” said Doc D. “Asteroid, maybe.”


  “Smells like rat’s asteroid,” Vivian retorted, her beautiful face twisting with disgust.


  “Viv, you have a certain directness of speech that I greatly admire,” Dr. Dimension allowed.


  “Oh, ram it up your keister.”


  With some effort, Troy and Dr. Dimension manually cranked open the hatches of the main air lock, which was fortunately near the ground. The entry ramp seemed to be jammed at first, but with more grunting and huffing on the part of Troy and Doc D., it slid out from its slot in the hull and made uneven contact with the sandy surface.


  “Everyone off the school bus,” Doc D. said cheerily. “Isn’t this a nice field trip?”


  “Wonderful,” Vivian agreed.


  Everyone hobbled outside.


  The spacetime ship, once a splendid confluence of elegant geometries, now looked a reject from chaos theory. As Dr. Dimension and his crew had originally designed it, the ship had been spherical. The Pizons, a race of gangster aliens, had rebuilt it and made it into a sleekly ostentatious modern space vehicle. Colored mauve with yellow trim, it sported rakish fins, dorsal and side. Strips of chromium glinted here and there.


  Now it was a collection of junk. The bulkheads were cracked. The fins were bent. Structural members were exposed, bent, and twisted.


  Dr. Dimension took it all in, then swiveled his gaze to the surrounding wastelands. “ ‘Round the decay of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare, the lone and level sands stretch far away.’ ”


  “Wow, that’s poetry, Doc,” Talbot said admiringly.


  “I don’t believe he’s quoting Shelley at a time like this,” Vivian said, then let out a painful moan again.


  Troy said, half remembering. “I once dated a girl named Shelly Apfelbaum. Tall brunet with a great figure. Her family didn’t like me, though.”


  Dr. Dimension wasn’t listening. His attention had turned back to the wreck of the Mudlark and, thus preoccupied, he spent the next few moments.


  “Not at a total loss, perhaps,” he mused at length. He began to walk about the strewn wreckage, mentally calculating, cerebrally cogitating, and—bottle in hand—orally imbibing.


  “Good God, he’s drinking hydrogen peroxide,” Vivian Vernon said with disgust.


  On the other side of the wreck, he stopped and belched. Not a write off. With a little riveting here, and a nip and a tuck there . . .


  The ship would never leave the planet again. Feeling a sudden pang of pessimism, Dr. Dimension saw that it was hopeless. The tools necessary to do the job were standard in any space graving dock—but this was no graving dock they had landed on. He was at a total loss as to how they were going to fix the damned thing.


  He swung around to confront his battle-scarred comrades.


  Not a pretty sight. They’d all been banged up a bit. Just bruises and nicks, fortunately. Diane was by no means a nurse, and Troy had flunked first aid in the Boy Scouts. The bandaging was decidedly haphazard. In spite of this, however, the wrappings were serviceable and bound up whatever shreds of dignity the galaxy-hopping, spacetime-jumping adventurers retained.


  “Bit of a pickle, eh?” he said, by way of conversational gambit.


  “A dilly of a pickle” was Vivian Vernon’s icy reply.


  “The professor will know what to do,” Diane said in retort. “Isn’t that right, Dr. Demopoulos . . . er, I mean, Dr. Dimension?”


  “I say go for the field goal!” said Troy.


  “We’ll never get off this planet,” said Wussman gloomily. “Look at that ship. It’s damaged beyond repair.”


  “Not quite,” Dr. Dimension told him. “It’s just this side of repairable. Trouble is, all we have in the way of tools is a couple of screwdrivers and a bastard file. Son of a bitch.”


  “Watch your filthy mouth,” Vivian ordered him.


  “Unless the Pizon’s stowed some tools aboard,” Doc D. went on. “Talbot?”


  “Yeah, Coach?”


  “Tools? Pizon?”


  “You’re the one drinking disinfectant,” Troy said with a frown. “Why ask me?”


  Dr. Dimension’s high forehead furrowed. “Good Lord. Talbot, go inside and lie down, that’s an order. Halftime, big fella.”


  “Okay, coach.”


  Talbot shuffled off and went back into the ship.


  “There’s only one thing we can do at this point,” Dr. Dimension said.


  Wussman let out a piteous groan.


  “Besides groan,” Doc D. said. “Clearly, we have crash-landed on an alien planet. Let’s count our blessings. We are still alive—”


  It was Vivian’s turn to groan.


  “Stalwart space pioneers. Well, some of us are only half-alive, that will have to do for the moment. We’re not dead, and we’re ambulatory. We’ve got gravity beneath our feet again, and this planet has breathable air.”


  “How do you know that, Doctor?” challenged Vivian, ever contentious.


  Dr. Dimension took a deep breath and let it out. He took another. “Gosh, you got me, Viv. Let me see, how do I know that?”


  “How do you know we won’t all keel over after a few minutes?” Vivian barked. “There could be all sorts of poisonous components to the atmosphere. We could be all asphyxiating as we stand here.”


  “Well, you stand here and asphyxiate while we fix the ship. See if we care.”


  “Oh, damn you, anyway.”


  “You refuse to help, Viv?”


  “Of course not!” she retorted angrily. “Who said I refuse to do anything? I pull my weight on this bucket of bolts, same as the next able crewman.”


  “God, Viv, I love it when you talk space lingo.”


  “Oh, shut up.”


  Dr. Dimension drew himself up proudly. “ ‘Shut up, sir.’ I am the captain of this ship.”


  “You are the fool who got us into this mess in the first place. You and your crazy inventions!”


  “Viv, you’ve loved every minute of our adventures.”


  “I’ve hated every minute of this series of disasters you got us into! And who says you’re the captain?”


  “It’s in the manual.”


  “What manual?”


  “The one I’m going to write when I have the time.”


  “Go write it, and then you can stuff it where the moon don’t shine, for all I care.” Vivian saluted and thumbed her nose. “Sir!”


  The doctor bristled. “That’s tantamount to mutiny, Vivian. Besides, there’s no moon here. I’m giving you fair warning, you’d better shape up. The others will back me up.”


  “I won’t,” Dr. Wussman announced.


  “I will,” Diane said. “And so will Talbot. That’s three against two.”


  “Democracy,” Vivian sneered. “Decadent bourgeois democracy, which puts into practice the idiotic notion that the majority is always right.”


  “Vivian has a point,” Wussman agreed. “The majority is often wrong. I mean, I’m all for democracy and all that—”


  “Let’s lose the political discussion,” Dr. Dimension said with an impatient wave of the hand. “We don’t have time. Vivian does have a point about the air. It could be breathable but might carry alien microbes, organisms that we have no resistance against.”


  This sobered up the contentious crew.


  “So we have to get busy, fix the ship, and get space borne again, pronto.”


  “But how?” Vivian asked.


  Dr. Dimension turned and surveyed the ship again, then scanned the horizon.


  “This is some kind of planetary refuse dump. There might be parts here, parts we could cannibalize from junked space vessels. There could be other stuff about, tools, materials—Get the picture?”


  Vivian shrugged. “It’s a long shot, but I guess it’s the only one we have. Okay, Captain Demopoulos—”


  “Just call me Dr. Dimension.”


  “Why?” Wussman and Vivian asked together.


  “I just like the ring of it. Okay?”


  Vivian shrugged again. “You’re absolutely insane, but you seem to have the upper hand, somehow. Okay, Dr. Dimension, what are you orders?”


  Dr. Dimension said, “Fix us some lunch.”


  Chapter Three


  “Fix your own lunch, idiot.”


  But Dr. Dimension’s attention was on the landscape again. It was bleak terrain, jagged rocks thrusting up from lakes of dust and debris. The sky was a yellowish-brown. Aside from the vast collection of rubbish that littered the land, the place was otherwise undistinguished.


  “Just thought of something. I’d hate to run into the dog that guards this junkyard.” Dr. Dimension took another swig of ethanol. “If it’s a dog at all.”


  As the others merely gawked, speechless at this incredible, spectacular expanse, Doc D. bustled about, examining this oddity, poking that improbability.


  “Plenty of possibilities here for repairing a spaceship,” he announced, pulling something out from beneath a pile of rusted, twisted metal. He held it up to the harsh alien sun. It was something on the order of a surrealistic bicycle pump.


  “Well, maybe not a spaceship,” he amended. “Vivian, do you have an evil Schwinn?”


  “That’ll come in handy for our flat tires,” Vivian jeered. She peered about from her bandages like a turtle wary of poking its head from its shell.


  Nevertheless, Dr. Dimension was overwhelmed. He felt like a kid in a candy store or a toy shop—only with endlessly strange and marvelous candy, and wonderfully mysterious toys. Odd shapes hulked here beneath a hot pink sun. Polyhedrons glimmered with strange alloys of stranger colors. Whatchamacallits and thingamabobs huddled rudder to gear with devices and gadgets having intricately reticulated geometric designs that angled the vision of the viewer off into uncharted conceptual territory.


  In one pile there appeared to be the most delightful assortment of electrical equipment.


  Dr. Dimension’s trail led him up a rise, where he gained a better perspective on the immediate surroundings. Over the tops of the clustered piles of refuse, he beheld an awesome sight, and a startled grunt escaped his lips.


  A mountainous mass of something towered not far away.


  “Jumping Jehoshaphat!—or a like biblical expression.”


  What he saw had nothing to do with biblical characters. However, it had everything to do with the question of why the ship had been spared on its initial contact with the planet’s surface.


  “Gentlepeople,” he called to his companions. “Have a look at this.”


  The others warily shuffled up to his position, and their noses performed a synchronized tum, following Doc D.’s pointing forefinger.


  Their eyes widened, then blinked in disbelief. Before them was a mountain, but hardly just any mountain. If any could, this mountain could pass for the proverbial one that might have visited Muhammad. On the other hand, Muhammad would very likely be inclined to come to this particular mountain, especially if he fancied a good night’s sleep. It was a mountain made for sleepers. In fact, the stuff that made up this enormous pile of dormant material looked for all the world—no, for all the universe—like mattresses. Strange mattresses, granted; but mattresses nonetheless.


  It was the biggest mound of mattresses in the known universe. Twin mattress, full mattress. Queen-size and king-size mattresses. Dwarf mattresses and mammoth mattresses. Oddly shaped mattresses meant to support oddly shaped alien bodies. The designs and colors were numerous. Paisley, striped, checkered, polka-dot, and plain mattresses. Numbered among these thousands—no, millions—were mattresses that simply defied description; but, again, they were recognizably mattress-like objects.


  “Mattresses!” said Diane Derry.


  “Yeah—” Doc did a take. “No kidding, Diane.”


  Diane looked sheepish. “I guess I have a penchant for stating the obvious.”


  “You do,” said Dr. Dimension, “but you’re absolutely right. Mattresses. They must have broken our fall. You can see where we hit,” said Doc D., pointing to a noticeable depression along the left side of the slope. “Right near the summit, there. Quite a sight, eh? This whole area is a spectacle. Well, that settles it. Our initial theories have proved valid. Judging from what we saw on the way down, I think we can safely say this whole planet is a gigantic alien junkyard. Must be a dump for half the galaxy.”


  “A trash planet,” echoed an awed Diane.


  “Well, it’s not pretty, but this place is jam-packed with delightful opportunities.” He rubbed his hands together enthusiastically. “Opportunities that need to be explored. But we need some tools. Fortunately, a nifty little analytical device has recently fallen into our possession. It’ll come in handy.”


  “The Magnetic Monocle, of course,” said Diane Derry, snapping her fingers, some of the girl-Friday cheerleader Katherine Hepburn spunkiness returning.


  “Yes. Question is—where is the blasted thing?” Doc clapped his pockets, dug in his pants, felt around his neck, took off his belt.


  His pants fell down.


  Doc D.’s polka-dot underwear blazed neon red in the rays of the alien sun.


  He grinned as he hitched up. “Goodness. Hope that little number cheered the more dour-spirited members of our expedition.” He zippered his pants up.


  Diane tittered. Vivian made another face.


  “Really, Demetrios,” Wussman complained. “Let’s show some decorum.”


  Doc D. promptly let down his pants again, turned, hiked up his lab coat, and bent over. “How about I show some ass, eh, Wussy? More than you’ve seen in a month of Sundays, I’ll bet!”


  “Dr. Demopoulos, please, there are ladies present!”


  Dr. Dimension began teasingly to tug down his garish underwear. “There’s a full moon tonight, Geof!”


  Diane shrieked and turned away.


  “Demopoulos, you disgusting pervert.” Dr. Vivian Vernon did not take her eyes from the generous rear expanse of Dr. Dimension’s gaudy drawers.


  Diane was giggling uncontrollably.


  Dr. Dimension hiked his Skivvies back up and returned his garments to a decent state. “Just kidding, kids. Now, where the hell’s the Monocle?”


  “I believe it’s on the ship,” said Vivian.


  “Yes, yes, of course.” Doc D. started traipsing back down the grade. En passant, he patted Vivian lightly on the rump. “Repeat performance in private whenever you like, Viv.”


  “Don’t hold your breath,” said the buxom redhead. “On the other hand, it might be good for a laugh.”


  “Joke all you like. I’m your salvation here, dearie, and don’t you forget it.” He hopped onto the ramp, and danced happily up to the crew compartment of the ship. There, after rummaging around in the debris for five minutes, he spotted the strap he had tied to the Monocle, poking from its case. He grabbed the article and sauntered out, displaying it for one and all—particularly one—to see. “Now then, Vivian, what portion of my anatomy should I require you to kiss in gratitude for getting you back to Flitheimer University?”


  “Present it, and I’ll bite it off, buster,” warned Vivian, green eyes smoldering.


  Doc D. brightened. “Viv, I wasn’t thinking of going that far. You say the cutest things.” He snorted with hilarity. “Yes, with the aid of this little item of super-science, the benefits of this opportune world will unfold before us like a beautiful flower, displaying its delicate petals one by one.”


  He opened the case and affixed the Magnetic Monocle to his eye, scrutinizing the scenery.


  “Voila!”


  The Monocle’s lens promptly popped out and fell to the ground.


  “Oops! Shit.” Dr. Dimension looked down. “Where did it go?”


  “Right there,” Diane said, pointing.


  “Where?”


  “There.” Diane advanced a step.


  Dr. Dimension held up a palm. “Stop! No, don’t go near it. Just point.”


  “There!”


  “I can’t see it.”


  “I saw it land right there.”


  Dr. Dimension knelt and scrutinized the sand. “I don’t see it.”


  “It’s got to be there.”


  “It’s not. Diane. Must have bounced. Don’t move.”


  “I see it,” Vivian said. “Over there, by your right shoe.”


  Dr. Dimension looked at his scuffed right Oxford. “Where? Oh, that.” He picked up a glassy pebble. “That’s not it. Silicon tektite, as a matter of fact. But not the lens.”


  “It’s got to be around here somewhere,” Diane said. “Funny how I thought I saw it.”


  “You probably did,” Doc D. said, “but you didn’t see it bounce.”


  “How far could it have bounced?” Vivian wanted to know as she took a tentative step.


  “Viv, don’t move, for God’s sake!”


  Vivian gave him a haughty face. “Excuse me!”


  “Sorry, Viv, but we need that Monocle. With it, we can analyze all sorts of exotic junk and see how it works. If we can—”


  “Is that it?” Diane asked, pointing to Doc D. ‘s left.


  Dr. Dimension looked. “No, a shiny stone. Damn it, the problem is that the lens isn’t plain glass. It could be lying right here, but against the ground it’s practically invisible. It reflects no light at all, apparently.”


  “Well, what do we do?” Vivian demanded.


  “I don’t know. Everybody hunker down and search, but don’t move an inch. Just look.”


  Everybody obeyed. The search went on for several minutes.


  At length Wussman complained, “I’m getting cramps.”


  “That time of
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