The following comes from a collection of ten George P. Elliott
short stories, titled amonc T™HE paNcs (Holt, Rinehart and
Winston). Seven of these stories also appeared in either the
O. Henry or Martha Foley annual collections of best short
stories—a fair indication of Mr. Elliott's excellence.

FAQ

by George P. Elliott

DURING THE WAR MY GEOGRA-
pher was a lieutenant in the Air
Corps. On one of his trips to
North Africa his plane Hew over
the lower edge of the Atlas Moun-
tains, where they meet the Sahara.
For long stretches the range was a
desolation, as he had expected, re-
lieved only by a few ribbons of
green. No doubt rivers from melt-
ing snows came down these val-
leys and squandered themselves
in the desert, supplying just
enough water to keep a strip of
trees and grasses alive on their
banks. All this was what he had
learned in his studies. But he had
also been taught that no one lived
on the south side of the mountains,
and yet he was quite certain that
in one of the valleys he had seen a
cluster of huts and some smoke
weaving up through the trees. The

smoke could have been mist—
though it was a hot clear day—
but the huts were certainly human
dwellings. His curiosity was
aroused. He resolved to satisfy it as
soon as he was able.

After the war, when he was
able to investigate, he discovered
only two references to anything
that could possibly be identified as
his special valley. The first was in
a book written in 1837 by one
Benjamin Huntley, Exploring the
Atlas Mountains. Huntley men-
tions hearing of the existence of a
village somewhere south of Mount
Tizi, but he says he doubts if his
informants were reliable. The oth-
er reference was in a twelfth-cen-
tury Arabic manuscript now in
the Royal Library in Madrid, a re-
port on revenues from slave trad-
ing in Spain and Northwest Afri-
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ca. On a map in this manuscript a
spot considerably south and west
of Mount Tizi is identified as Faq'.
There is nothing in the text to ex-
plain Faq'; there was nothing but
the word itself on the old parch-
ment map. There was nothing else
at all anywhere. What was he to
do?

If he sought the assistance of
one of the learned societies, he
would certainly lose much or all of
the credit for the discovery—if
discovery there was to be. But the
expenses would probably come to
more than his purse could bear,
unless he risked making the ex-
plorations quite alone and with no
further reconnaissance by air,
And it was a risk—the region was
a true wilderness, mountainous,
arid, huge, and inhospitable even
to plants. But he was young and a
good mountaineer and he could
speak Arabic, and for years he had
been risking his life for a lesser
cause—to him—than this. His is
the sort that wants every place to
be given its right name; for him
the words terra incognita signify
an admission of defeat or a region
of impenetrable cold; error is his
evil. It was clear what he must do:
discover Faq'.

I will not tell you much about
the adventures he had before he
reached his goal, the delays caused
by the suspicion and incredulity
of small ofhicials, the hostility of
the hill people, the grandeur of
that wilderness in which he wan-
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dered for weeks not even sure of
the existence of his goal, the pri-
vation and fatigue and load of
doubt which only his pride could
support, the great good fortune by
which he was saved from starva-
tion by a wounded eagle dropping
from the skies near to him—too
weak to kill it outright, he had to
suck its blood. But finally he stood
at the brink of a fertile valley, a
valley flat and broad for these
mountains, but inaccessible from
above because of the sheer rise of
the range and from the sides be-

" cause of the steep cliffs and, as he

found, uninviting from below be-
cause it narrowed to a gorge that
emptied the river out precipitous-
ly; but people lived here—it was
Faq'. It took him three days to dis-
cover the tortuous route of access
into the valley, and one whole day
to get to the floor. Among rushes
at the edge of the river he col-
lapsed, one hand trailing in the
water, flat on his belly, sunk at
last into that weariness which his
pride no longer needed to deny.
He lay there for at least one day
and perhaps two, he had no way
of knowing. When he awoke he

could scarcely roll over, and the
hand which had fallen into the
water was wrinkled white and =

seemed to be paralyzed. It was
lucky for him that he was not dis-
covered, for the women of Faq'
would have killed him if they had
found him asleep.

He finally rolled onto his back,
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and lay wondering whether he
would ever be able to get up. But
as he lay there in the soft rushes
in the warmth of afternoon he be-
gan to notice, as though for the
first time, that vast clean sky un-
der which he had so long labored;
and in his fatigue he could not re-
sist the sudden fancy that the sky
was not over him—he was not
helow its perfection, but rather he
was a part of it. “For is not the
blueness of the sky,” he said to
himself, “achieved only by the re-
fraction of light on innumerable
particles, which are about me here
as well as out there, and maybe in
me for all I know?” The longer he
lay, looking not up but out, into,
among, the more it seemed to him
that the sky was not so absolute a
blue as it had been on the days be-
fore. Yet there could be no mist,
not here on this side of these
mountains. He lay wondering
whether so much blandness had
deceived his senses, but he was
swimming in that perfection all
the same; and then suddenly an
explanation for the seeming misti-
ness occurred to him, It was a
light smoke haze. He remembered
the curls of smoke he had seen
from the airplane, and he observed
that there was no wind. No doubt
a nearly imperceptible film of
of smoke obscured his perfect vi-
sion. This saddened him for a mo-
ment, but then he thought, “Why
is it not as absolute a perfection,
the sky with this faint and even
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haze in it, as a clean skv? These
smoke particles had been added,
but thinly like the blue particles,
perfectly distributed. They are not
an adulteration, but a version of
that other perfection, a part of it,
distributed differently now than
before; if it hadn’t been for that
tiny difference I would never have
noticed the whole, huge sublimity,
and who can say that one of these
versions is truer than the other?”
Full of these reflections he arose
and went down the riverside in
search of friends.

He had not gone far when he

heard children’s laughter in the -

woods across the river. The stream
was neither very wide nor fast-
flowing, and at its deepest it did
not come over his chest; vet he
thought he would never get across
it alive. When he was ten vyards
from the opposite shore he fell in
exhaustion into the stream, and
floated on the current more dead
than alive. But he was caught in
an eddy where he lay with his
nose and eyes just sticking above
water, slowly revolving under the
green shade of an hospitable tree
like a log in the pool. All he had
to do to save himself was to crawl
up under the tree onto a pleasant
bank. But it didn’t seem worth the
trouble. It was too lovely there to
move, looking up into the twinin

imperfections of this tree, cool

still and spread out and wet, slow-
ly going about in the eddy, finally
without will, only a thing that
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once had been able to think and
now was at peace in the enveloping
water, in one complete embrace
happy. He does not yet understand
whv he ever climbed out of the
water. He was not conscious of
making a decision. All of a sudden
it came to him that the sun had
gone down and it was time to
come home; before he could reflect
on this odd notion (where was
home?) he found himself climb-
ing out on the bank, a live man
again. Never since then has he
felt anvthing out of the ordinary
about foating in a river or looking
at the sky, and he doesn’t know
exactly how to explain the experi-
ences of that day—his fatigue
perhaps, or the special air and wa-
ter there, or his relief at finding
his goal. What he is sure of is this:
while he didn't know what to ex-
pect from the people of Faq', he
was prepared for it when it came.

It was dusk when he ap-
proached the huts. They were
long and thin, and all of them
pointed up the valley toward the
mountains. There were no win-
dows in them. They were inter-
spersed among trees. At some dis-
tance he could see a large hut in
which there were fire, cooking,
noise, children. He crept up to the
closest hut, and crouched on the
dark side of it listening to the
mutter coming from within. The
muttering was fast and monoton-
ous, in a man's voice. It seemed
to be a praving in some Arabic dia-
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lect. He could make out some of
the words, or thought he could;
they seemed to be numerals. As he
listened to that unflagging drone
it occurred to him that this must
be a machine, no man could do it;
but then he heard a clearing of the
throat and a slight pause, and he
realized it was a man all right,
but a man imitating a machine, A

praving machine. He thought of

hermits.

Footsteps approached. He glued
himself to the wall. He heard a
woman murmuring, a slight alter-
cation, a moment of laughter, stir-
ring sounds, and then footsteps
going away. He looked carefully
around the edge of the building
and saw a well-built young man,
not an old one as he had expected,
and a young woman. Side by side
they were approaching the build-
ing of light and noise. Others were
coming to it also. There were no
dogs around; at least none had
smelled him out, none were bark-
ing. He crept nearer the communal
house. The odor of cooking food
nearly made him faint it was so
pleasant. Nevertheless, he lay low
a while, trying to understand what
was going on. Everything about
the scene appeared to be unexcep-
tional and happy. There were sev-
eral men and many more women
and a good many children. Three
old women came out into the dark-
ness and on the way to their hut
began singing quietly a song the
like of which he had never heard.
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He saw a young man catch and em-
brace a struggling young woman at
the door to the hut, to the general
merriment, all with an openness
which he had never so much as
heard of among Mohammedans.
He had no idea what would be
best for him to do.

What he finally did was to walk
straight toward the doorway cry-
ing as loud as he could, which was
not very loud, “Food in the name
of Allah!”

Well, they took care of him, fed
him, and nursed him back to
strength again. He learned later
that he was the only outsider who
had ever been allowed to live in
Faq'—to stay alive, I mean, not
just abide there. I think it was
more than a matter of whim that
he was allowed to stay. He was
completely at their mercy and they
could understand something of
what he said, so much was in his
favor; but mostly he helped him-
self with his own honest pride,

After he had eaten some of the
vegetable stew which is their chief
food, watched intently by a hun-
dred dark, silent faces, the chief,
Alfaleen, asked him in their dia-
lect who he was. Now my geogra-
pher had noticed that no one had
mentioned Allah and that the
chief's style was very plain for
Arabic, with none of those honor-
ific courtesies universal among
Mohammedans. He had noticed
this, but hadn’t known what to
make of it, He answered, “Destroy-
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er of boundaries.” There was no
response. Either they had not un-
derstood his accent or else they
were not at all impressed. “Foe of
all ignorance,” he said. No re-
sponse. “Seeker of truth.”

Then Alfaleen said to him,
“What must be?”

“What has always been will al-
ways be.”

“What must be?”

“So long as there are hills the
rain will flow down them in
streams.”

Alfaleen repeated, “What must
be?”

“Each number will always have
two neighbors.”

But Alfaleen asked again,
“What must be?”

And this time he gave the an-
swer he would never before in his
life have given: “Nothing.”" It
saved him.

He has wondered a thousand
times why he gave that unlikely
answer. He had of course heard of
the indeterminacy principle; he
had heard, with fascination, that
law is a matter of statistical proba-
bility and that truth is hnally a
matter of whichever of the many
geometries best suits your needs.
But since he had never been able
to imagine such things he had not
believed in them, and he certainly
had never asked himself whether
or not a stone must fall, two plus
two must equal four. Yet had said
to Alfaleen, that black, cool, im-
personal man, that nothing must
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be. He attributes this answer of his
to the power of Alfaleen’s mind.
He was concentrating hard on un-
derstanding what was being said
to him and on choosing the correct
Arabic words for his answers, he
was weak with fatigue, he sensed
that much depended upon his an-
swer, and he was alerted by the
very strangeness of the question.
Even so, he thinks it was the pow-
er of that other mind which put
the answer into his mouth. He
learned to respect that power.
For a week he convalesced. The
women and children, among
whom he stayed, treated him with

all the friendliness in the world.

Alfaleen had commanded him to
tell them nothing about the place
from which he had come, and had
also commanded them not to ask
him about it. He had nothing to
do but to lie about listening to
them, learning what their customs
were and how they thought and
what they were afraid of—not
learning it so much as taking it in
like the food and water and bright
air. He observed that none of the
mature men did any of the ordi-
nary tasks, like gathering fuel,
fishing, repairing the huts, irrigat-
ing the fields; they seemed to have
some other work, The women did
not resent this state of affairs; it
had not occurred to them, appar-
ently, that things could be other-
wise arranged. The children were
amazingly unrestricted and happy.
There were at least twice as many
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girls as boys for some reason, but
the women did not seem to treat
the boys with any great reverence.
The children were not allowed to
go near the huts at the other end of
the village (where he had heard
the man praying like a machine).
Every morning Alfaleen would
take the boys over five off to school.
The girls learned from the women.
Boys were punished for being too
rough, too “manly”; girls were pun-
ished for using a number over one
hundred. The children had a game
which they loved to play, with in-
numerable variations: a boy would
sit in a special position and begin
to count in a low regular voice,
and a girl or perhaps two or three
of them would try to distract him.
They would use every means im-
aginable except hurting: shout in
his ear, caress him, throw cold wa-
ter on him, count backwards in his
same rhythm, put food in his
mouth. Some of the boys had de-
veloped amazing powers of con-
centration, but the wiles of the
girls were irresistible. No boy could
hold out for more than a quarter
of an hour—but no ordinary boy
would have held out against those
girls for two minutes, whatever he
was doing. One little girl, about
eight or nine, who was particularly
attached to him—a quiet thing
with a clumsy, strong body, rather
deliberate, rather grave—told him
one morning that she had had a
nightmare about the end of the
world. She had dreamed, she said,
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that “they came to the end of the
counting and I was one of the ones
left over.” A little boy who got an-
gry with him once called him a
“slow counter.” From the awed si-
lence and snickers with which the
other children greeted this, he con-
cluded that it was a serious insult.
The women and children were the
happiest he had ever seen; yet
there was nothing intense about
what they did. They seemed never
to have suffered. He was too fee-
ble, too contented to feel any
strangeness about all this; while it
lasted it seemed exactly the way
things should be. But when he was
strong again at the end of a week
and Alfaleen removed him from
his idyl he was glad it was over.

At first Alfaleen asked him
questions about the world from
which he had come. “Which men
are most revered? Which have the
oreatest power? For what is a man
put to death? What is God nowa-
days?” But the questioning did not
go on for long. Alfaleen was feel-
ing him out, determining just how
to introduce him to the life which
he was entering. To one who lives
with beauty hourly, as to a man
in love, the various semblances of
beauty to which he may be exposed
are all imperfect and not in the
least interesting; he wants to be
with the true beauty. Alfaleen’s
was the beauty of truth, and he
wanted to share it. He tried tricks
and deceptions in his question-
ings, but he was hopelessly hon-
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est; it was clear that no one had
lied in Faq' for a long time.

Well, the upshot of it all was
that he was deemed worthy to be-
come a bearer of the mystery ol
the truth, a participant in it. He
was taken to a hut of his own in
the men’s section of the village—a
bare, dark, quiet hut—and there
taught to count. One sat in a cer-
tain manner—the way the boys
had sat in their game—weaved in
a certain rhythm, closed one's
senses to the outside world,
thought only of the perfection of
one’s technique, and counted in a
steady voice. He was given a block
of numbers very high in the series,
told certain permissible abbrevia-
tions and short cuts, and left each
morning to his counting. Alfaleen
instructed him each afternoon in
the history and aims of Faq'. He
understood it all in a way. He was
quite good at counting. But then
he had to be; anyone who fell be-
low a certain monthly quota was
put to death. So was any cheater.
Alfaleen would prowl about out-
side the huts listening to the voices
of the counters—two or three
times a day he came by, so keen
and trained that he could tell by
the very cadences of the murmur-
ing count whether the counter was
in danger of falling behind. There
were no cheaters.

In the tenth century, when the
Arabs were conquerors of North
Africa and Spain and were also de-
veloping advanced mathematical
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theories, a nobleman-mathemati-
cian named Alfaleen stopped in
the province of Maraq’ while en
route to Spain to enter the faculty
of the new college of mathematics.
But he fell out with the theologi-
ans of Maraq' and was condemned
for his heresy. Alfaleen had main-
tained that pure reason, and only
pure reason, could ever achieve the
truth, and that since thought was
the greatest power in the universe
then Allah must be thought. Ac-
cording to the theologians this was
as much as to say that the Koran
wasn't worth a couple of quadratic
equations and that if God is idea
then idea is God. To rescue the
youth of Spain from such notions
they recommended to the governor
of Maraq' that he execute Alfaleen.
But the governor was an old friend
of Alfaleen's father; instead of ex-
ecuting him, he had him and all
his party driven off into the granite
wilderness to perish for heresy.
And that would have been that:
but by some hook or crook they fell
in with a band of native blacks,
founded Faq’, and established a
colony. Their descendants have
lived there in peace ever since.
They had no animals or tools, but
none were needed. The outside
world forgot they were there, and
any stranger who happened to
come to Faq' was put to death,

So far as their traditions tell,
the constitution of Faq' has re-
mained unaltered since its found-
ing—the laws of reason are ageless.

FANTASY AND SCIENCE FICTION

There is Alfaleen, the chief, the
philosopher, the king; there are the
men, who count; and there are the
women, who do the work and tend
to the men. The original Alfaleen,
to whose genius Faq' owes its peace
and its purpose, had by the exer-
cise of pure reason scen the folly
of racial distinctions; blacks and
Arabs had intermingled as they
desired, the third Alfaleen was
himself pure black, and by now
the blend of races is complete. He
had seen the problem of keeping
down the population; defectives,
women who can no longer work,
innovators, are all put to death.
The ratio of women to men had
been kept fairly constant at three
to one. Though the women, having
no souls, cannot be entrusted with
the high mission of Faq', yet the
actual survival of the colony has
come more and more to rest upon
them—they weed out the unfit,
they maintain everyone physically,
and they keep watch on the men.
Indeed, though Alfaleen is the
governor, it is the women who ac-
tually make and execute all the
rules and customs—except, of
course, those having to do with
the only thing that matters, the
exercise of pure reason, the count-
ing.

For Alfaleen has set his people
reason’s purest problem: number,
And each Alfaleen, chosen solely
for his ability, spends his life in
the contemplation of number and
the attributes of number in the




FAQ'

confidence that the penetration of
this mystery, the final conquering
of it, will lay bare the secret to all
power. But not many men are ca-
pable of such true and ultimate
endeavor: hence, as soon as the
colony had stabilized itselt, Alfa-
leen, like a good philosopher-king,
had set his subjects to the accom-
plishment of a communal task, one
which in its very nature surpasses
any other that men have set them-
selves: counting. By hypothesis the
highest nameable number is as far
from the end as one is, and there
is no end to counting. It is the
function of Faq' to test this hypoth-
esis in the only statistically verifi-
able fashion, actually by counting
forever.

The women may not use a num-
ber greater than one hundred; the
life of Faq' does not make larger
numbers necessary and woman's
reason would sully truth. Original-
ly there was much defection from
the strict regime, and at one time
had the insurrectionists banded to-
gether they could have overthrown
the rule of this godless theocracy,
but Alfaleen won out. They have
reached a very high number; they
expect in our lifetime to reach the
number beyond which numbers
have no name. Into that darkness
Alfaleen will shed the light of rea-
s0n.
More and more in the past few
centuries Alfaleen has come to be-
lieve that the core of the problem
of number lics in its oneness-end-
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lessness and that the original im-
pulse which set the men of Faq' to
telling the rosary of reason's mys-
tery was by no means an expedi-
ent but rather an attempt to mech-
anize the mystery itself. For this,
says Alfaleen, is not only the ac-
tivity of reason, it is reason pure,
this counting, because only inci-
dentally does it correspond to any-
thing outside man’s mind. It be-
comes clearer and clearer that
without this endless and exact
demonstration of reason’s truth all
rcason would be subverted and
mankind go back to what it had
been before.

Alfaleen said, and certainly he
believes it, that there is a sense in
which man’s destiny hangs upon
those counters in Faq', for that
they do not reach the end of count-
ing is the demonstration of all hy-
pothesis. If they should reach the
end, reason would have done what
is impossible to it and the rest
would be chess, for then they
would have proved that reason too
has its law-—absolute positive cor-
relation. But if they should quit
counting—weary, exhausted, re-
bellious, defeated—then would
you and I have succumbed at last
to our weariness and rebellion and
defeat, and the women would take
over.

At first he was exhilarated by
the novelty of the life and what
scemed to be the importance of
the counting. At the outset bore-
dom was the dread at the back of
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and a voluptuous naivetd which he
found Cas had the bovs in the
game ) irresistible. One night he
counted in his sleep, and all the
next day he was required to play
with children and make love to
young women and lie in the sun.
Evervthing was communal in Faq',
property and love as well as the
great task. It was a world of reason
and sense and trance, and he
found it far happier than the
world of mystery and strong feel
ing from which he had come. But
eventually he began to think.
Or perhaps not to think so
much as to remember. He remem-
bered the anxiety and injustice
and despair and the huge splen-
dors of this worlkl-—the poverty,
the right and wrong, the power,
the pain. Especially the pain. He
told himself again and again that
ten thousand sink that one may
rise, that whole cities stink in ug.li-
ness that fifty men may make and
enjov only a little beauty. But not
all the reasonableness he could
muster, nor horror at his memories,
nor the truth and high pleasant-
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here in this equable ullt
him from doing it. A

which any accident might provide,
not having been able to go through
with even this little thing made
him resolve to leave Faq' as soon
as he could. For a long time he had
been dissembling at his counting,
with great anxiety and

to leave,

Now that he had =
it suddenly seemed sillyto him,and
he dissembled without a qualm.

He sat dav after dav in his hut

belliousness, was without
remorse killed. He collected
and water and made himself a
substitute for shoes. He walked on
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plr He had no
break; four of thc women were
gnant at the time, one perhaps
with his child, perhaps all four.
perhaps none, he did not care. He
would miss Alfaleen’s cold,

speculations, but never, he knew,
so much as he now missed the pain
of this world of ours. He lay in
the sun till he was nearly as black

as they, and in the middle of one

Hchmhrln;wl&m

now, and b.ct at the bland
perfection of " with a some-
times acute m But my p-
ographe

there in, for he

though he does not

right for men Ofdemd
is wrong, and that though suffer-
ing is bad the lack of suffering is

much worse,

Through Time And Space With Ferdinand Feghoot: XLV

It was Ferdinand Feghoot who,

in 3234-01877, saved the

American Indian from cultural extinction. The learned Texarkana

Uetbacq, Doctorette of Trans-temporal Sociology

and Chairman

of the Society for the Aesthetic Rearrangement 0[ History, had
decided that they must be totally Intcgratt-d with the 19th Century
post-Potato-Famine immigrant Irish. “They are tulturallj' sterile,”
she flatly declared. “No Indian ever invented anything.”

At once, Feghoot challenged her to go back to 1877, and at
once she accepted. On the Sioux Reservation, he escorted her 1
the tecpee of the great Sitting Bull, who sat with vast dignity
behind a fire of buffalo chips. His coup-sticks —bearing his scalps
and other trophies of war—were fastened to a skin stretched over-
head, something never previously seen.

he announced.

“Ugh!”

“Squaw look. Me great

fix damfool Custer heap good. Huh-—also fix Scwmhmg hgs

His visitor merely bristled.

“Ugh!” the old warrior went on, winking at Feghoot. “Also me

great inventor. Me make heap good gadget first time.”
“Rubbish!” sneered Miss Uetbacq. “You'll have to show mel”

“Ugh!” Said Ferdinand Feghoot, pointing up at the trophies.

“Squaw look —acoustical ceiling.”

—GRENDEL BRIARTON (with thanks 1o Joe Olson)
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