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The Houses of Iszm


I

It was assumed as a matter of course that visitors came to Iszm with a single purpose: to steal a female house. Cosmographers, students, babes-in-arms, notorious scoundrels: the Iszic cynically applied the same formula to all—microscopic inspection of mind and body, detailed surveillance.

Only the fact that they turned up so many house-thieves justified the procedure.

From a distance, it seemed simple enough to steal a house. A seed no larger than a grain of barley could be sewn into a strap; a seedling could be woven into the pattern of a shawl; a young shoot could be taped to a rocket-missile and launched into space. There were a thousand fool-proof ways to steal an Iszic house; all had been tried, and the unsuccessful thieves had been conducted to the Mad House, their Iszic escorts courteous to the last. As realists, the Iszic knew that some day—in a year, a hundred years, a thousand years—the monopoly would be broken. As fanatically secretive controllers of the monopoly they intended to postpone this day as long as possible.

Aile Farr was a tall, gaunt man in his thirties, with a droll corded face, big hands and feet; his skin, eyes, and hair a dust-colored monochrome. More important to the Iszic, he was a botanist, hence an automatic object of the utmost suspicion.

Arriving at Jhespiano Atoll aboard the Red Ball Packet Eubert Honoré, he encountered suspicion remarkable even in Iszm. Two of the Szecr, the elite police, met him at the exit hatch, escorted him down the gangway like a prisoner, ushered him into a peculiar one-way passage. Flexible spines grew from the walls in the direction of passage; a man could enter the hall, but could not change his mind and return. The end of the passage was closed by a sheet of clear glass; at this point Farr could move neither forward nor back.

An Iszic wearing bands of wine-red and gray stepped forward, examined him through the glass. Farr felt like a specimen in a case. The Iszic grudgingly slid the panel back, led Farr into a small private room. With the Szecr standing at his back, Farr turned over his debarkation slip, his health certificate, his bond of good character, his formal entry application. The clerk dropped the debarkation slip into a macerator, inspected and returned the certificate and bond, settled himself to a study of the application.

The Iszic eye, split into major and minor segments, is capable of double focus; the clerk read with the lower fraction of his eyes, appraising Farr with the top section.

“‘Occupation’—” he turned both segments of his eyes on Farr, then flicking the bottom one back, read on in a cool monotone “—‘research associate. Place of business—University of Los Angeles, Department of Botany.’” He lay the application form to one side. “May I inquire your motives for visiting Iszm?”

Farr’s patience was wearing thin. He pointed to the application. “I’ve written it all down.”

The clerk read without taking his eyes from Farr, who watched in fascination, marvelling at the feat.

“‘I am on sabbatical leave,’” read the clerk. “‘I am visiting a number of worlds where plants contribute effectively to the welfare of man.’” The clerk focused both eye fractions on Farr. “Why do you trouble yourself to this extent? Surely the information is conveniently available on Earth?”

“I am interested in first-hand observations.”

“To what purpose?”

Farr shrugged. “Professional curiosity.”

“I expect that you are acquainted with our laws.”

“How could I avoid it?” said Farr in irritation. “I’ve been briefed ever since the ship left Starholme.”

“You understand that you will be allowed no special privileges—no exhaustive or analytical study…You understand?”

“Of course.”

“Our regulations are stringent—I must emphasize this. Many visitors forget, and involve themselves with severe penalties.”

“By now,” said Farr, “I know your laws better than I know my own.”

“It is illegal to lift, detach, cut, accept, secrete or remove any vegetable matter, vegetable fragment, seed, seedling, sapling or tree, no matter where you find it.”

“I intend nothing illegal.”

“Most of our visitors say the same,” responded the clerk. “Kindly step into the next chamber, remove all your clothes and personal effects. These will be returned to you at your departure.”

Farr looked at him blankly. “My money—my camera—my—”

“You will be issued Iszic equivalents.”

Farr wordlessly entered a white enameled chamber where he undressed. An attendant packed his clothes in a glass box, pointed out that Farr had neglected to remove his ring.

“I suppose if I had false teeth you’d want them too,” growled Farr.

The Iszic quickly scanned the form. “You assert quite definitely that your teeth are integral to your body, natural and without modification.” The upper segments regarded Farr accusingly. “Is this an inaccuracy?”

“Of course not,” protested Farr. “They are natural. I merely put forward as a hypothesis—a joke—”

The Iszic muttered into a mesh and Farr was taken into a side room where his teeth were given an exacting inspection. “I’ll learn not to make jokes,” Farr told himself. “These people have no sense of humor.”

Eventually the medics, shaking their heads glumly, returned Farr to the outer chamber, where he was met by an Iszic in a tight white and gray uniform, carrying a hypodermic.

Farr drew back. “What’s this!”

“A harmless radiant.”

“I don’t need any.”

“It is necessary,” said the medic, “for your own protection. Most visitors hire boats and sail out upon the Pheadh. Occasionally there are storms, the boats are blown off course. This radiant will define your position on the master panel.”

“I don’t want to be protected,” said Farr. “I don’t want to be a light on a panel.”

“Then you must leave Iszm.”

Farr submitted, cursing the medic for the length of the needle and the quantity of radiant.

“Now—into the next room for your tri-type, if you please.”

Farr shrugged, walked into the next room.

“On the gray disk, Farr Sainh—palms forward, eyes wide.”

He stood rigid; feeler-planes brushed down his body. In a glass dome a three-dimensional simulacrum of himself six inches high took form. Farr inspected it sourly.

“Thank you,” said the operative. “Clothes and whatever personal effects you may need will be issued in the next room.”

Farr dressed in visitor’s uniform: white soft trousers, a gray and green striped smock, a loose dark-green velvet beret that fell low over his ear. “Now may I go?”

The attendant looked into a slot beside him. Farr could see a flicker of bright characters. “You are Farr Sainh the research botanist.” It was as if he had said, “You are Farr, the admitted criminal.”

“I’m Farr.”

“There are several formalities awaiting you.”

The formalities required three hours. Farr was once more given to the Szecr, who examined him carefully.

He was finally allowed his freedom. A young man in the yellow and green stripes of the Szecr escorted him to a gondola floating in the lagoon, a long slender craft grown from a single pod. Farr gingerly took a seat and was sculled across to the city of Jhespiano.

It was his first experience of an Iszic city, and it was far richer than his mental picture. The houses grew at irregular intervals along the avenues and canals—heavy gnarled trunks, supporting first the lower pods, then masses of broad leaves, half-submerging the upper pod-banks. Something stirred in Farr’s memory; an association…Yeasts or mycetozoa under the microscope. Lamproderma violaceum? Dictydium cancellatum? There was the same proliferation of branches. The pods might have been magnified sporangia. There was the same arched well-engineered symmetry, the peculiar complex colors: dark blue overlaid with glistening gray down, burnt orange with a scarlet luster, scarlet with a purple over-glow, sooty green, white highlighted with pink, subtle browns and near-blacks. The avenues below drifted with the Iszic population, a quiet pale people, secure in the stratifications of their guilds and castes.

The gondola glided to the landing. A Szecr in a yellow beret with green tassels was waiting—apparently a man of importance. There was no formal introduction; the Szecr discussed Farr quietly between themselves.

Farr saw no reason to wait, and started up the avenue, toward one of the new cosmopolitan hotels. The Szecr made no attempt to stop him; Farr was now on his own, subject only to surveillance.

He relaxed and loafed around the city for almost a week. There were few other off-world visitors; the Iszic authorities discouraged tourism to the maximum degree allowed them by the Treaty of Access. Farr tried to arrange an interview with the Chairman of the Export Council, but an under-clerk turned him away politely but brusquely, upon learning that Farr wished to discuss the export of low-quality houses. Farr had expected no better. He explored the canals and the lagoon in gondolas, he strolled the avenues. At least three of the Szecr gave him their time, quietly following along the avenues, lounging in nearby pods on the public terraces.

On one occasion he walked around the lagoon to the far side of the island, a rocky sandy area exposed to the wind and the full force of the sun. Here the humbler castes lived in modest three-pod houses, growing in rows with strips of hot sand between. These houses were neutral in color, a brownish gray-green with a central tuft of large leaves casting black shade over the pods. Such houses were not available for export and Farr, a man with a highly developed social conscience, became indignant. A shame these houses could not be made available to the under-housed billions of Earth! A whole district of such habitations could be provided for next to nothing: the mere cost of seed! Farr walked up to one of the houses, peered into a low-hanging pod. Instantly a branch dropped down, and had Farr not jumped back he might have been injured. As it was, the heavy terminal frond slapped across his scalp. One of the Szecr, standing twenty yards distant, sauntered forward. “You are not advised to molest the trees.”

“I wasn’t molesting anything or anyone.”

The Szecr shrugged. “The tree thought otherwise. It is trained to be suspicious of strangers. Among the lower castes—” the Szecr spat contemptuously “—feuds and quarrels go on, and the trees become uneasy at the presence of a stranger.”

Farr turned to examine the tree with new interest. “Do you mean that the trees have a conscious mind?”

The Szecr’s answer was no more than an indifferent shrug.

Farr asked, “Why aren’t these trees exported? There would be an enormous market; many people need houses who can afford nothing better than these.”

“You have answered yourself,” responded the Szecr. “Who is the dealer on Earth?”

“K. Penche.”

“He is a wealthy man?”

“Exceedingly wealthy.”

“Would he be equally wealthy selling hovels such as these?”

“Conceivably.”

The Szecr turned away. “In any case, we would not profit. These houses are no less difficult to root, nurture, pack and ship than the Class AA houses we choose to deal in…I advise you not to investigate another strange house so closely. You might well suffer serious injury. The houses are not so tolerant of intruders as their inhabitants.”

Farr continued around the island, past orchards bearing fruit and low coarse shrubs like Earth century plants, from the center of which sprouted a cluster of ebony rods as much as an inch in diameter and ten feet tall: smooth, glossy, geometrically straight. When Farr went to investigate the Szecr interfered.

“These are not house trees,” Farr protested. “In any event, I plan no damage. I am a botanist and interested in strange plants.”

“No matter,” said the Szecr lieutenant. “Neither the plants nor the craft which has developed them are your property, and hence should be of complete disinterest to you.”

“The Iszics seem to have small understanding of intellectual curiosity,” observed Farr.

“To compensate, we have a large understanding of rapacity, larceny, brain-picking and exploitation.”

Farr had no answer, and grinning wryly continued around the beach and so back to the rich-colored fronds, pods and trunks of the town.

One phase of the surveillance puzzled Farr. He approached the lieutenant, indicated an operative a few yards away. “Why does he mimic me? I sit down, he sits down. I drink, he drinks. I scratch my nose, he scratches his nose.”

“A special technique,” explained the Szecr. “We divine the pattern of your thinking.”

“It won’t work,” said Farr.

The lieutenant bowed. “Farr Sainh may be quite correct.”

Farr smiled indulgently. “Do you seriously think you can predict my plans?”

“We can only do our best.”

“This afternoon I plan to rent a sea-going boat. Were you aware of that?”

The lieutenant produced a paper. “I have the charter ready for you. It is the Lhaiz, and I have arranged a crew.”


II

The Lhaiz was a two-masted barque the shape of a Dutch wooden shoe, with purple sails and a commodious cabin. It had been grown on a special boat-tree, one piece even to the main-mast, which originally had been the stem of the pod. The foremast, sprit, booms and rigging were fabricated parts, a situation as irking to the Iszic mind as mechanical motion to an Earth electronics engineer. The crew of the Lhaiz sailed west; atolls rose over the horizon, sank astern. Some were deserted little gardens; others were given to the breeding, seeding, budding, grafting, sorting, packing and shipping of houses.

As a botanist, Farr was most strongly interested in the plantations, but here the surveillance intensified, became a review of his every motion.

At Tjiere Atoll irritation and perversity led Farr to evade his guards. The Lhaiz sailed up to the pier; two of the crew passed lines ashore; the others furled sail, cradled booms. Aile Farr jumped easily from the after-deck down to the pier, set off toward the shore. A mutter of complaints came from behind; these gave Farr malicious amusement.

He looked ahead to the island. The beach spread wide to either side, pounded by surf, and the slopes of the basalt ridge were swathed in green, blue and black vegetation—a scene of great peace and beauty. Farr controlled the urge to jump down on the beach to disappear under the leaves. The Szecr were polite, but very quick on the trigger.

A tall strong man appeared upon the dock ahead. Blue bands circled his body and limbs at six inch intervals, the pallid Iszic skin showing between. Farr slackened his pace. Freedom was at an end.

The Iszic lifted a single-lensed lorgnette on an ebony rod: the viewer habitually carried by high-caste Iszic, an accessory almost as personal as one of their organs. Farr had been viewed many times; it never failed to irritate him. Like any other visitor to Iszm, like the Iszic themselves, he had no choice, no recourse, no defense. The radiant injected into his shoulder had labeled him; he was now categorized and defined for anyone who cared to look.

“Your pleasure, Farr Sainh?” The Iszic used the dialect which children spoke before they learned the language of their caste.

Farr resignedly made the formal reply. “I await your will.”

“The dock-master was sent to extend proper courtesy. You perhaps became impatient?”

“My arrival is a small matter; please don’t trouble yourself.”

The Iszic flourished his viewer. “A privilege to greet a fellow-scientist.”

Farr said sourly, “That thing even tells you my occupation?”

The Iszic viewed Farr’s right shoulder. “I see you have no criminal record; your intelligence index is 23; your persistence level is Class 4…There is other information.”

“Who am I privileged to address?” asked Farr.

“I call myself Zhde Patasz; I am fortunate enough to cultivate on Tjiere Atoll.”

Farr re-appraised the blue-striped man. “A planter?”

Zhde Patasz twirled his viewer. “We will have much to discuss. I hope you will be my guest.”

The dock-master came puffing up; Zhde Patasz flourished his viewer and drifted away.

“Farr Sainh,” said the dock-master. “Your modesty leads you to evade your entitled escort; it saddens us deeply.”

“You exaggerate.”

“Hardly possible. This way, Sainh.”

He marched down the concrete incline into a wide trench, with Farr sauntering behind so leisurely that the dock-master was forced to halt and wait at hundred-foot intervals. The trench led under the basalt ridge, became a subterranean passage. Four times the dock-master slid aside plate-glass panels; four times the doors swung shut behind. Farr realized that search-screens, probes, detectors, analyzers were feeling him, testing his radiations, his mass, metallic content. He strolled along indifferently. They would find nothing. All his clothing and personal effects had been impounded; he was still wearing the visitor’s uniform, trousers of white floss, a jacket striped gray and green, the loose dark-green velvet beret.

The dock-master rapped at a door of corrugated metal. It parted in the middle into two interlocking halves, like a medieval portcullis; the passage opened into a bright room. Behind a counter sat a Szecr in the usual yellow and green stripes.

“If the Sainh pleases—his tri-type for our records.”

Farr patiently stood on the disk of gray metal.

“Palms forward, eyes wide.”

Farr stood quietly. Feeler-planes brushed down his body.

“Thank you, Sainh.”

Farr stepped up to the counter. “That’s a different type to the one at Jhespiano. Let’s see it.”

The clerk showed him a transparent card with a manlike brownish splotch on its middle. “Not much of a likeness,” said Farr.

The Szecr dropped the card into a slot. On the counter-top appeared a three-dimensional replica of Farr. It could be expanded a hundred times, revealing finger-prints, cheek-pores, ear and retinal configuration.

“I’d like to have this as a souvenir,” said Farr. “It’s dressed. The one at Jhespiano showed my charms to the world.”

The Iszic shrugged. “Take it.”

Farr put the replica in his pouch.

“Now, Farr Sainh, may I ask an impertinent question?”

“One more won’t hurt me.”

Farr knew there was a cephaloscope focused on his brain; any pulse of excitement, any flush of fear would be recorded on a chart. He brought the image of a hot bath to the brink of his mind.

“Do you plan to steal houses, Farr Sainh?”

Now: the placid cool porcelain, the feel of warm air and water, the scent of soap.

“No.”

“Are you aware of, or party to, any such plan?”

Warm water, lie back, relax.

“No.”

The Szecr sucked in his lips, a grimace of polite skepticism. “Are you aware of the penalties visited upon thieves?”

“Oh yes,” said Farr. “They go to the Mad House.”

“Thank you, Farr Sainh; you may proceed.”


III

The dock-master relinquished Farr to a pair of under-Szecr in pale yellow and gold bands.

“This way, if you please.”

They climbed a ramp, stepped out into an arcade with a glassed-in wall.

Farr stopped to survey the plantation; his guides made uneasy motions, anxious to proceed.

“If Farr Sainh desires—”

“Just a minute,” said Farr irritably. “There’s no hurry.”

On his right hand was the town, a forest of intricate shapes and colors. To the back grew the modest three-pod houses of the laborers; they could hardly be seen through the magnificent array along the lagoon—houses of the planters, the Szecr, the house-breeders and house-breakers. Each was different, trained and shaped by secrets the Iszic withheld even from each other.

They were beautiful, thought Farr, but in a weird indecisive way they puzzled him; just as sometimes the palate falters on a new flavor. He decided that environment influenced his judgment. Iszic houses on Earth looked habitable enough. This was Iszm; any attribute of a strange planet shared the basic strangeness.

He turned his attention to the fields. They spread off to his left: various shades of brown, gray, gray-green, green, according to the age and variety of the plant. Each field had its long low shed where mature seedlings were graded, labeled, potted and packed for destinations around the universe.

The two young Szecr began to mutter in the language of their caste; Farr turned away from the window.

“This way, Farr Sainh.”

“Where are we going?”

“You are the guest of Zhde Patasz Sainh.”

Excellent, thought Farr. He had examined the houses exported to Earth, the Class AA houses sold by K. Penche. They would compare poorly with the houses the planters grew for themselves.

He became aware of the two young Szecr. They were standing like statues, staring at the floor of the arcade.

“What’s the matter?” asked Farr.

They began to breathe heavily. Farr looked at the floor. A vibration, a low roar. Earthquake! thought Farr. The sound grew louder; the windows rumbled in resonance. Farr felt a sudden wildness, a sense of emergency; he looked out the window. In a nearby field the ground broke up, took on a crazy hump, erupted. Tender seedlings crushed under tons of dirt. A metal snout protruded, grinding up ten feet, twenty feet. A door clanged open; squat heavy-muscled brown men leapt out, ran into the fields, began to uproot young plants. In the door a man, grinning in the extremity of tension, roared out incomprehensible orders.

Farr watched in fascination; a raid of tremendous scope! Horns rang out from Tjiere Town; the vicious fwipp-hiss of shatter-bolts sounded. Two of the brown men became red clots; the man in the doorway bellowed, the others retreated to the metal snout.

The port clanged shut; but one raider had waited too long. He beat his fists on the hull, to no avail; he was ignored. Frantically he pounded and the seedlings he had gathered crushed in his grip.

The snout vibrated, lifted higher from the ground. The shatter-bolts from the Tjiere fort began to chip off flakes of metal. A bull’s-eye port in the hull snapped open; a weapon spat blue flame. In Tjiere a great tree shattered, sagged. Farr’s head swam to a tremendous soundless scream; the young Szecr dropped gasping to their knees.

The tree toppled; the great pods, the leaf-terraces, the tendrils, the careful balconies—they whistled through the air, crashed—a pitiful tangle. Iszic bodies hurtled from the ruins, kicking and twisting, others limp.

The metal snout ground up another ten feet. In a moment it would shake loose the soil, blast up and out into space. The brown man left outside fought for footing on the heaving soil, still pounding on the hull, but now without hope.

Farr looked at the sky. Three monitors were slipping down from the upper air—ugly awkward craft, metal scorpions.

A shatter-bolt smashed a crater in the soil beside the hull. The brown man was flung a looping sixty feet; he turned three cartwheels and landed on his back.

The metal hull began to churn back down into the soil, settling slowly at first, then faster and faster. Another shatter-bolt rang on the prow like a great hammer. The metal shriveled, fragmented into ribbons. The hull was under the surface; clods of soil caved in on top.

Another shatter-bolt threw up a gout of dust.

The two young Szecr had risen to their feet; they stared out across the devastated field, crying out in a tongue meaningless to Farr. One grasped Farr’s arm.

“Come, we must secure you. Danger, danger!”

Farr shook them off. “I’ll wait here.”

“Farr Sainh, Farr Sainh,” they cried. “Our orders are to see to your safety.”

“I’m safe here,” said Farr. “I want to watch.”

The three monitors hung over the crater, drifting back and forth.

“Looks like the raiders got away,” said Farr.

“No! Impossible,” cried the Szecr. “It’s the end of Iszm!”

Down from the sky dropped a slender ship, smaller than the monitors. If the monitors were scorpions, the new vessel was a wasp. It settled over the crater, sank into the loose dirt—slowly, gingerly, like a probe. It began to roar, to vibrate; it churned out of sight.

Along the arcade came a dozen men, running with the sinuous back-leaning glide of the Iszic. Farr on an impulse fell in behind them, ignoring the distress of the two young Szecr.

The Iszic fled across the field toward the crater; Farr followed. He passed the limp body of the brown man, slowed, halted. The man’s hair was heavy, leonine; his features were broad, blunt; his hand still clenched the seedlings he had uprooted. The fingers fell limp even as Farr came to a halt; at the same time the eyes opened. They held full intelligence; Farr bent forward half in pity, half in interest.

Hands gripped him; he saw yellow and green stripes, furious faces with lips drawn back to show the pallid Iszic mouth, the sharp teeth.

“Here!” cried Farr, as he was hustled off the field. “Let go!”

The Szecr fingers bit into his arms and shoulders; they were obsessed by a murderous madness, and Farr held his tongue.

Underfoot sounded a deep far rumble; the ground heaved.

The Szecr ran Farr toward Tjiere, then turned aside. Farr began to struggle, to drag his feet. Something hard struck the back of his neck; half-stunned, he made no further resistance. They took him to an isolated tree near the basalt scarp. It was very old, with a gnarled black trunk, a heavy umbrella of leaves, two or three withered pods. An irregular hole gaped into the trunk; without ceremony they thrust him through.


IV

Aile Farr, screaming hoarsely, fell through the dark. He kicked, clawed at the air. His head scraped against the side of the shaft; then his shoulder struck, then his hip, then he was in full contact. The fall became a slide as the tube curved. His feet struck a membrane that seemed to collapse, then another and another. Seconds later he struck a resilient wall. The impact stunned him. He lay quiet, collecting his wits, feeling very sorry for himself.

He moved, felt his head. The scrape on his scalp smarted. He heard a peculiar noise, a hissing bumping rush; an object sliding down the tube. Farr scrambled to the side. Something hard and heavy struck him in the ribs; something struck the wall with a thump and a groan. There was silence except for the sound of shallow breathing.

Farr said cautiously, “Who’s there?”

No answer.

Farr repeated the question in all his languages and dialects—still no answer. He hunched himself up uneasily. He had no light, no means of making fire.

The breathing became stertorous, labored. Farr groped through the dark, felt a crumpled body. He rose to his knees, laid the unseen figure flat, straightening the arms and legs. The breathing became more regular.

Farr sat back on his haunches, waiting. Five minutes passed. The walls of the room gave a sudden pulse; Farr heard a deep sound like a distant explosion. A minute or two later the sound and the pulse occurred again. The underground battle was raging, thought Farr. Wasp against mole, an underground battle to the death.

A wave of pressure and sound rocked him; the walls heaved. An explosion that had a feeling of finality. The man in the dark gasped, coughed.

“Who’s there?” Farr called.

A bright eye of light winked into his face; Farr winced, moved his head. The light followed.

“Turn that damn thing away!” growled Farr.

The light moved up and down his body, lingering on the striped visitor’s shirt. In the reflected glow Farr saw the brown man, dirty, bruised, haggard. The light issued from a clasp on the shoulder of his tunic.

The brown man spoke in a slow hoarse voice; the language was unknown to Farr and he shook his head in incomprehension. The brown man regarded him a moment or two longer in careful, if dubious, appraisal. Then he lurched painfully to his feet and ignoring Farr minutely examined the walls, floor and ceiling of the cell. Inaccessibly above was the opening by which they had entered; to the side was a tightly knotted sphincter. Farr felt sullen and resentful, and the cut on his head smarted. The brown man’s activity irritated him. Obviously there would be no easy escape; the Szecr were nothing if not painstaking in matters of this sort.

Farr watched the brown man and presently decided him to be a Thord, the most manlike of the three Arcturian races. Regarding the Thord there were various disturbing rumors, and Farr was not too easy at having one of the race for a cell-mate—especially in the dark.

The Thord completed his study of the walls, and returned his attention to Farr. His eyes glowed softly, deep, cool and yellow, like cabochons of topaz. He spoke once again in his halting husky voice. “This is not a true prison.”

Farr was startled. Under the circumstances the remark seemed more than peculiar. “Why do you say that?”

The Thord studied him a full ten seconds before making a reply. “There was great excitement. The Iszt dropped us here for safekeeping. Soon they will take us elsewhere. There are no spy-holes here, nor sound receptors. This is a storage chamber.”

Farr looked dubiously at the walls. The Thord uttered a low moaning sound which caused Farr new startlement, until he understood that the Thord was merely expressing some unearthly variety of amusement. “You wonder how I can be sure of this,” said the Thord. “It is my ability to feel the weight of attention.”

Farr nodded politely. The Thord’s unwavering scrutiny was becoming oppressive. Farr turned half-away. The Thord began to mutter to himself: a crooning monotonous sound. A lament? a threnody? The light dimmed but the Thord’s lugubrious murmur continued. Farr eventually became drowsy and fell asleep. It was a troubled restless sleep. His head seemed to smart and burn. He heard confidential voices and hoarse cries; he was home on Earth, and on his way to see—someone. A friend. Who? In his sleep Farr twisted and muttered. He knew he was asleep; he wanted to wake up.

The hollow voices, the footsteps, the restless images dwindled, and he slept soundly.

Light streamed in through an oval gap, silhouetting the frames of two Iszic. Farr awoke. He was vaguely surprised to find the Thord gone. In fact, the entire room seemed different; he was no longer in the root of the gnarled black tree.

He struggled up in a sitting position. His eyes were dim and watery; he found it hard to think. There was no anchor for his thoughts; it was as if all the faculties of his mind were separate pieces falling free through the air.

“Aile Farr Sainh,” said one of the Iszic, “may we trouble you to accompany us?” They wore bands of yellow and green: Szecr.

Farr struggled to his feet, stumbled through the oval door. With one of the Szecr ahead and one behind he walked along a twisting corridor. The foremost Szecr slid back a panel; Farr found himself in the arcade he had traversed before.

They took him out into the open, under the night sky. The stars glittered; Farr noticed Home Sun a few degrees below a star he knew to be Beta Aurigae; it aroused no pang, no home-sickness. He felt emotion toward nothing. He saw without attention; he felt light, easy, relaxed.

They skirted the tangle of the fallen house, approached the lagoon. Ahead a great trunk grew from a carpet of soft moss.

“The house of Zhde Patasz Sainh,” said the Szecr. “You are his guest; he holds to his word.”

The door slid aside; Farr stepped into the trunk on flexible legs. The door slid quietly shut. Farr stood alone in a tall circular foyer. He clutched at the wall to steady himself, faintly annoyed with the looseness of his perceptions. He made an effort; his faculties drifted closer together, coalesced one by one.

A young Iszic woman came forward. She wore black and white bands, a black turban. The skin between the bands flushed faintly rose-violet; a black line around her head accented the horizontal division of her eyes. Farr became suddenly aware of his disheveled, dirty, unshaven condition.

“Farr Sainh,” said the woman, “indulge me with your company.”

She led him to an elevator duct. The disk lifted them a hundred feet; Farr’s head swam with the movement. He felt the cool hand of the woman.

“Through here, Farr Sainh.”

Farr stepped forward, halted, leaned against the wall until his vision cleared.

The woman waited patiently.

The blur lifted. He stood in the core of a branch; the woman supporting him with an arm around his wrist. He looked into the pale segmented eyes. She regarded him with indifference.

“Your people drugged me,” muttered Farr.

“This way, Farr Sainh.”

She started down the corridor with the sinuous gait that seemed to float her upper body. Farr followed slowly. His legs were stronger; he felt a little better.

The woman stopped by the terminal sphincter, turned, made a wide ceremonial sweep of her two arms. “Here is your chamber. You shall want for nothing. To Zhde Patasz, all of dendronology is an open book. His groves fulfill every want. Enter and rejoice in the exquisite house of Zhde Patasz.”

Farr entered the chamber, one of four connecting compartments in the most elaborate pod he had yet seen. This was an eating chamber; from the floor a great rib grew up and splayed to either side to form a table, which supported a dozen trays of food.

The next chamber, swathed in fibrous blue hangings, appeared to be a rest chamber, and beyond was a chamber ankle deep in pale green nectar. Behind Farr suddenly appeared a small obsequiously sighing Iszic, in the pink and white bands of a house servitor. Deftly he removed Farr’s soiled garments; Farr stepped into the bath and the servant tapped at the wall. From small orifices issued a spray of fresh-smelling liquid which tingled coolly upon Farr’s skin. The servant scooped up a ladle of the pale green nectar, poured it over Farr’s head, and he was instantly covered with a prickling effervescent foam, which presently dissolved, leaving Farr’s skin fresh and soft.

The servant approached with a husk full of a pale paste; this he carefully rubbed upon Farr’s face with a wisp of bast, and Farr’s beard melted away.

Directly overhead a bubble of liquid had been forming in a sac of frail membrane. It grew larger, swaying and trembling; now the servant reached up with a sharp thorn; the sac burst; a soft aromatic liquid smelling of cloves drenched Farr, and quickly evaporated. Farr stepped into the fourth chamber where the servant draped fresh garments upon him, and then fixed a black rosette to the side of his leg. Farr knew something of Iszic folkways and was vaguely surprised. As the personal insignia of Zhde Patasz, the rosette conveyed a host of significances. Farr had been acknowledged the honored house-guest of Zhde Patasz, who thereupon undertook his protection against any and all of Farr’s enemies. Farr was given liberty of the house, with a dozen prerogatives otherwise reserved to the house owner. Farr could manipulate any of the house’s nerves, reflexes, triggers and conduits; he could make himself free of Zhde Patasz’s rarest treasures, and in general was made an alter ego of Zhde Patasz himself. The honor was unusual, and for an Earthman perhaps unique: Farr wondered what he had done to deserve such a distinction. Perhaps it came by way of apology for the rude treatment Farr had experienced during the Thord raid…Farr pondered. Yes, this must be the explanation. He hoped that Zhde Patasz would overlook his ignorance of the highly complex rituals of Iszic courtesy.

The woman who had conducted Farr to the chamber reappeared. She performed an elaborate genuflection. Farr was insufficiently familiar with the subtleties of Iszic mannerisms to decide whether or not there might be irony in the gesture, and he reserved judgment. His sudden change in status seemed highly remarkable…A hoax? Unlikely. The Iszic sense of humor was non-existent.

“Aile Farr Sainh,” declared the woman. “Now that you have refreshed yourself, do you wish to associate with your host, Zhde Patasz?”

Farr smiled faintly. “At any time.”

“Then allow me to lead the way; I will take you to the private pods of Zhde Patasz Sainh, where he waits with great restlessness.”

Farr followed her along the conduit, up an incline where the branch drooped, by elevator up the central trunk, and off along another passage. At a sphincter she paused, bowed, swept wide her arms. “Zhde Patasz Sainh awaits you.”

The sphincter expanded, Farr stepped dubiously into the chamber. Zhde Patasz was not immediately to be seen. Farr moved forward slowly, looking from right to left. The pod was thirty feet long, opening on a balcony with a waist-high balustrade. The walls and domed ceiling were tufted with trefoils of a silky green fiber; the floor was heavy with plum-colored moss; quaint lamps grew out of the wall. There were four magenta pod-chairs against one wall; in the middle of the floor stood a tall cylindrical vase containing water, plants and black dancing eels. There were pictures on the walls by ancient Earth masters, colorful curios from a strange world.

Zhde Patasz came in from the balcony. “Farr Sainh, I hope you feel well?”

“Well enough,” said Farr cautiously.

“Will you sit?”

“As you command.” Farr lowered himself upon one of the frail magenta bladders. The smooth skin stretched, fitted itself to his body.

His host languidly seated himself nearby. There was a moment of silence, while each surveyed the other. Zhde Patasz wore the blue stripes of his caste and today, the pale narrow cheeks were decorated with glossy red disks. These were not haphazard decorations, Farr realized: every outward attribute of the Iszic was meaningful to some degree. Zhde Patasz today was without the usual loose beret; the knob and ridges along the top of his scalp formed almost a crest: an indication of aristocratic lineage across thousands of years.

“You are enjoying your visit to Iszm?” inquired Zhde Patasz at last.

Farr considered a moment, then spoke formally. “I see much to interest me. I have also suffered molestation, which I hope will cause me no permanent harm.” He gingerly felt his scalp. “Only the fact of your hospitality compensates for the ill treatment I have received.”

“This is sorry news,” said Zhde Patasz. “Who has wronged you? Provide me their names and I will have them drowned.”

Farr admitted that he could not precisely identify the Szecr who had thrust him into the dungeon. “In any event they were excited by the raid, and I bear them no malice on this account. But afterward I seem to have been drugged, which I consider very poor treatment.”

“Your remarks are well taken,” Zhde Patasz replied in the most bland of voices. “The Szecr would normally administer a hypnotic gas to the Thord. It seems that through a stupid error you had been conveyed to the same cell, and so shared this indignity. Undoubtedly the parties responsible are at this moment beside themselves with remorse.”

Farr tried to speak with indignation. “My legal rights have been totally ignored. The Treaty of Access has been violated.”

“I hope you will forgive us,” said Zhde Patasz. “Of course you realize that we must protect our fields.”

“I had nothing to do with the raid.”

“Yes. We understand that.”

Farr smiled bitterly. “While I was under hypnosis you siphoned out everything I know.”

Zhde Patasz performed the curious contraction of the filament dividing the segments of his eyes which Farr had come to recognize as a manifestation of Iszic amusement. “By chance I was informed of your misadventure.”

“‘Misadventure’? An outrage!”

Zhde Patasz made a soothing gesture. “The Szecr would naturally plan to subdue the Thord by use of a hypnotic atmosphere; the race has powerful capabilities, both physical and psychic, as well as notorious moral deficiencies, which presumably is why they were recruited to conduct the raid.”

Farr was puzzled. “You think the Thord weren’t acting on their own?”

“I think not. The organization was too precise, the planning too exact. The Thord are an impatient race and while it is not impossible that they mounted the expedition, we are inclined to think otherwise, and are extremely anxious to identify the instigator of the raid.”

“So you examined me under hypnosis, violating the Treaty of Access.”

“I assume the questioning covered only matters pertaining to the raid.” Zhde Patasz was trying to conciliate Farr. “The Szecr were perhaps over-assiduous, but you appeared a conspirator; you must recognize that.”

“I’m afraid I don’t.”

“No?” Zhde Patasz seemed surprised. “You arrive at Tjiere on the day of the assault. You attempt to evade your escort at the dock. During an interview you make pointless attempts to control your reactions. Forgive me if I show you your errors.”

“Not at all; go right ahead.”

“In the arcade you once more evade your escort; you race out on the field: an apparent effort to take part in the raid.”

“This is all nonsense,” said Farr.

“We are satisfied of this,” said Zhde Patasz. “The raid has ended in disaster for the Thord. We destroyed the mole at a depth of eleven hundred feet; there were no survivors except the person with whom you shared a cell.”

“What will happen to him?”

Zhde Patasz hesitated; Farr thought to detect uncertainty in his voice. “Under normal conditions he would have been perhaps the least lucky of all.” He paused, forming his thoughts into words. “We have faith in the deterrent effect of punishment. He would have been confined to the Mad House.”

“What happened to him?”

“He killed himself in the cell.”

Farr felt suddenly bewildered, as if this were an unexpected development. Somehow the brown man was obligated to him; something was lost…

Zhde Patasz said in a voice full of solicitude, “You appear shocked, Farr Sainh.”

“I don’t know why I should be.”

“Are you tired, or weak?”

“I’m collecting myself a little at a time.”

The Iszic woman came with a tray of food—spice-nuts, a hot aromatic liquid, dried fish.

Farr ate with pleasure; he was hungry. Zhde Patasz watched him curiously. “It is strange. We are of different worlds, we evolved from different stock. Yet we share a number of similar ambitions, similar fears and desires. We protect our possessions, the objects which bring us security.”

Farr felt the raw spot on his scalp; it still smarted and pulsed; he nodded thoughtfully.

Zhde Patasz strolled to the glass cylinder, looked down at the dancing eels. “Sometimes we are over-anxious, of course, and our fears cause us to over-reach ourselves.” He turned. They surveyed each other a long moment: Farr half-submerged in the chair-pod, the Iszic tall and strong, the double eyes large in his thin aquiline head.

“In any event,” said Zhde Patasz, “I hope you will forget our mistake. The Thord and their mentor or mentors are responsible. But for them the situation would not have arisen. And please don’t overlook our intense concern. The raid was of enormous scope and a near-success. Who conceived, who planned so complex an operation? We must learn this. The Thord worked with great precision. They seized both seeds and seedlings from specific plots evidently charted beforehand by a spy in the guise of a tourist like yourself.” And Zhde Patasz inspected Farr somberly.

Farr laughed shortly. “A tourist unlike myself. I don’t care to be associated with the affair even indirectly.”

Zhde Patasz bowed politely. “A creditable attitude. But I am sure you are generous enough to understand our agitation. We must protect our investment; we are businessmen.”

“Not very good businessmen,” said Farr.

“An interesting opinion. Why not?”

“You have a good product,” said Farr, “but you market it uneconomically. Limited sale, high mark-up.”

Zhde Patasz brought out his viewer, waved it indulgently. “There are many theories.”

“I’ve studied several analyses of the house trade,” said Farr. “They disagree only in detail.”

“What is the consensus?”

“That your methods are inefficient. On each planet a single dealer has the monopoly. It’s a system which pleases only the dealer. K. Penche is a hundred times a millionaire and he’s the most hated man on Earth.”

Zhde Patasz swung his viewer thoughtfully. “K. Penche will be an unhappy man as well as a hated one.”

“Glad to hear it,” said Farr. “Why?”

“The raid destroyed a large number of his quota.”

“He won’t get any houses?”

“Not of the kind he ordered.”

“Well,” said Farr, “it makes little difference. He sells everything you send him anyway.”

Zhde Patasz showed a trace of impatience. “He is an Earther—a mercantilist. We are Iszic; house-breeding is in our blood: a basic instinct. The line of planters began two hundred thousand years ago when Diun, the primordial anthrophib, crawled out of the ocean. With salt-water still draining from his gills he took refuge in a pod. He is my ancestor. We have gained mastery over houses; we shall not dissipate this accumulated lore, or permit ourselves to be plundered.”

“The knowledge eventually will be duplicated,” said Farr, “whether you like it or not. There are too many homeless people in the universe.”

“No.” Zhde Patasz snapped his viewer. “The craft cannot be induced rationally; an element of magic still exists.”

“Magic?”

“Not literally. The trappings of magic. For instance—we sing incantations to sprouting seeds. The seeds sprout and prosper. Without incantations they fail. Why? Who knows? No one on Iszm. In every phase of growing, training and breaking the house for habitation, this special lore makes the difference between a house and a withered useless vine.”

“On Earth,” said Farr, “we would begin with the elemental tree. We would sprout a million seeds, we would explore a million primary avenues.”

“After a thousand years,” said the Iszic, “you might control the number of pods on a tree.” He walked to the wall, stroked the green fiber. “This floss—we inject a liquid into an organ of the rudimentary pod. The liquid comprises substances such as powdered ammonite nerve, ash of the frunz bush, sodium isochromyl acetate, powder from the Phanodano meteorite. The liquid undergoes six critical operations, and must be injected through the proboscis of a sea-lympid. Tell me,” he glanced at Farr through his viewer, “how long before your Earth researchers could grow green floss into a pod?”

“Perhaps we’d never try. We might be satisfied with five or six-pod houses the owners could furnish as they liked.”

Zhde Patasz’s eyes snapped. “But this is crudity! You understand, do you not? A dwelling must be all of a unit—the walls, the drainage, the décor grown in! What use is our vast lore, our two hundred thousand years of effort, otherwise? Any ignoramus can paste up green floss; only an Iszic can grow it!”

“Yes,” said Farr. “I believe you.”

Zhde Patasz continued, passionately waving his viewer. “And if you stole a female house, and if you managed to breed a five-pod house, that is only the beginning. It must be entered, mastered, trained. The webbings must be cut; the nerves of ejaculation must be located and paralyzed. The sphincters must open and close at a touch.

“The art of house-breaking is almost as important as house-breeding. Without correct breaking a house is an unmanageable nuisance—a menace.”

“K. Penche breaks none of the houses you send to Earth.”

“Pah! Penche’s houses are docile, spiritless. They are without interest; they lack beauty, grace.” He paused. “I cannot speak. Your language has no words to tell what an Iszic feels for his house. He grows it, grows into it; his ashes are given it when he dies. He drinks its ichor; it breathes his breath. It protects him; it takes on the color of his thoughts. A spirited house will repel a stranger. An injured house will kill. And a Mad House—that is where we take our criminals.”

Farr listened in fascination. “That’s all very well—for an Iszic. An Earther isn’t so particular—at least, a low income Earther. Or as you would put it, a low-caste Earther. He just wants a house to live in.”

“You may obtain houses,” said Zhde Patasz. “We are glad to provide them. But you must use the accredited distributors.”

“K. Penche?”

“Yes. He is our representative.”

“I think I will go to bed,” said Farr. “I am tired and my head hurts.”

“A pity. But rest well, and tomorrow, should you choose, we will inspect my plantation. In the meantime, my house is yours.”

The young woman in the black turban conducted Farr to his chambers. She ceremoniously bathed his face, his hands, his feet, sprayed the air with an aromatic scent, departed.

Farr fell into a fitful slumber. He dreamt of the Thord. He saw the blunt brown face, heard the heavy voice. The abrasion on his scalp stung like fire, and Farr twisted and turned.

The brown man’s face disappeared like an extinguished light. Farr slept in peace.


V

The following day Farr awoke to the sighing whispering sounds of Iszic music. Fresh clothing hung close at hand, which he donned and then went out on the balcony. The scene was one of magnificent eery beauty. The sun, Xi Aurigae, had not yet risen, the sky was an electric blue, the sea was a plum-colored mirror, darkening to a tarnished black at the horizon. To right and left stood the vast and intricate houses of the Tjiere aristocrats, the foliage in silhouette against the sky; the pods showing traces of muted colors: dark blue, maroon, deep green, like old velvet. Along the canal drifted dozens of gondolas; beyond spread the Tjiere bazaar where goods and implements from the industrial systems of South Continent and a few off-world items were distributed by some apparently casual means of exchange not completely clear to Farr.

From within the apartment came the sound of a plucked string; Farr turned to find two attendants carrying in a tall compartmented buffet laden with food. Farr ate wafers, fruits, marine tubers and pastes while Xi Aurigae bulged gradually over the horizon.

When he finished, the attendants reappeared with a promptitude which caused Farr a twinge of wry amusement. They removed the buffet, and now entered the Iszic woman who had greeted Farr the previous evening. Today her normal costume of black ribbons was augmented by a complicated head-dress of the same black ribbons which concealed the knobs and ridges of her scalp and gave her an unexpectedly attractive semblance. After performing an elaborate ceremonial salute she announced that Zhde Patasz awaited Farr Sainh’s pleasure.

Farr accompanied her to the lobby at the base of the great trunk. Here Zhde Patasz waited in the company of an Iszic whom he introduced as Omon Bozhd, a general agent for the house-growers’ cooperative. Omon Bozhd was taller than Zhde Patasz; his face was rather broader and less keen, his manner was almost imperceptibly brisker and more direct. He wore bands of blue and black, with black cheek disks: a costume Farr vaguely understood to indicate one of the upper castes. Zhde Patasz’s manner toward Omon Bozhd seemed a peculiar mixture of condescension and respect, insofar as Farr could define it, and he ascribed it to the discord between Omon Bozhd’s caste and his pallid white skin, which was that of a man from one of the southern archipelagoes, or even South Continent, and which lacked the pale blue tinge distinguishing the aristocratic planters of the Pheadh. Farr, sufficiently perplexed by the extraordinary attention he was receiving, gave him no great attention.

Zhde Patasz conducted his guests to a charabanc with padded benches, supported by a hundred near-silent whorls of air. There was no attempt at embellishment or decoration, but the pale shell of the structure, grown in one piece along with the curved and buttressed railings, the arched seats and the dangling fringe of dark brown fiber, were sufficiently striking in themselves. A servant in red and brown bands straddled a prong protruding forward and worked the controls. On a low bench to the rear sat two other servants who carried the various instruments, emblems and accoutrements of Zhde Patasz, serving purposes which Farr for the most part could not guess.

At the last minute a fourth Iszic joined the group, a man in blue and gray bands whom Zhde Patasz introduced as Uder Che, his ‘chief architect’.

“The actual Iszic word,” said Zhde Patasz, “of course is different, and includes an array of other meanings or resonants: biochemist, instructor, poet, precursor, one who lovingly nurtures, much else. The end effect nonetheless is the same, and describes one who creates new sorts of houses.”

Behind, as a matter of course, came a trio of the ubiquitous Szecr riding another smaller platform. Farr thought to recognize one of the group as his escort at the time of the Thord raid, the author of the various indignities to which he had been subjected. But he could not be certain: to his alien eye all Iszic looked alike. He toyed with the idea of denouncing the man to Zhde Patasz, who had sworn to have him drowned. Farr restrained the urge; Zhde Patasz might feel impelled to make good his word.

The platform glided off under the massive tree-dwellings at the center of town, out along a road which led beside a series of small fields. Here grew the gray-green shoots Farr recognized as infant houses. “Class AAA and AABR houses for the work-supervisors of South Continent,” explained Zhde Patasz with a rather patronizing air. “Yonder are four- and five-pod trees for the artisans. Each district has its unique requirements, the description of which I will not burden you. Our off-world exports of course are not of such critical concern, since we only sell a few standard and easily grown structures.”

Farr frowned. It seemed that Zhde Patasz’s patronizing manner had become more pronounced. “You could increase your off-world sales tremendously if you chose to diversify.”

Zhde Patasz and Omon Bozhd both exhibited signs of amusement. “We sell as many trees off-world as we choose. Why strive further? Who appreciates the unique and exceptional qualities of our houses? You yourself tell us that the Earther regards his house as hardly more than a cubicle to ward off the weather.”

“You misunderstood me—or perhaps I expressed myself poorly. But even if this were wholly true—which it isn’t—the need still exists for a whole variety of houses, on Earth as well as on the other planets to which you sell houses.”

Omon Bozhd spoke. “You really are irrational, Farr Sainh, if I may invest the word with its least offensive aura of meaning. Let me expatiate. On Earth you claim that a need exists for housing. On Earth there is also a surplus of wealth—a surplus so great that vast projects are generated by the impounded energy. This wealth could solve the problem of deficient housing in the twinkling of an eye—if those who controlled the wealth so desired. Since you understand this course of events to be unlikely, you turn your eye speculatively upon us relatively poor Iszics, hoping that we will prove less obdurate than the men of your own planet. When you find that we are absorbed in our own interests, you become resentful—and herein lies the irrationality of your position.”

Farr laughed. “This is a distorted reflection of reality. We are wealthy, true enough. Why? Because we constantly try to maximize production and minimize effort. The Iszic houses represent this minimizing of effort.”

“Interesting,” murmured Zhde Patasz. Omon Bozhd nodded sagely. The glide-car turned, rose to drift above a tangle of spiky gray bushes overgrown with black spheres. Beyond, across a fringe of beach, lay the calm blue world-ocean, the Pheadh. The glide-car nosed out over the low surf, slid out toward an off-shore islet.

Zhde Patasz spoke in a solemn, almost sepulchral, voice. “You are now to be shown what very few are permitted to see: an experimental station where we conceive and develop new houses.”

Farr tried to make a suitable reply, expressing interest and appreciation, but Zhde Patasz had withdrawn his attention and Farr became silent.

The platform heaved across the water, the whorls of air creating a seethe of white spume astern. Light from Xi Aurigae glittered on the blue water and Farr thought what an Earthly scene this might have been—but for the oddly-shaped glide-car, the tall milky-white men in stripes beside him, the peculiar aspect of the trees on the island ahead. Those visible were of a type he had not seen previously: heavy, low, with densely matted black branches. The foliage, fleshy strips of brown tissue, seemed in constant motion.

The glide-car slowed, coasted toward the beach, halted twenty feet offshore, whereupon Uder Che, the architect, jumped into the knee-deep water, cautiously walked ashore, carrying a black box. The trees reacted to his presence, at first leaning toward him, then recoiling and unlacing their branches. After a moment there was a gap wide enough for the glide-car, which now proceeded across the beach and through the gap. Uder Che followed, boarded the car; the trees once more joined branches to create an impenetrable tangle.

Zhde Patasz explained. “The trees will kill anyone who attempts to pass without manifesting the proper safe-signal, which is radiated from the box. In the past, planters often mounted expeditions against each other—no longer the case, of course, and the sentry trees are perhaps not strictly necessary. But we are a conservative lot and maintain our old customs.”

Farr looked around him, making no attempt to conceal his interest. Zhde Patasz watched him with patient amusement. “When I came to Iszm,” said Farr at last, “I hoped for an opportunity like this, but never expected it. I admit that I’m puzzled. Why do you show me these things?” He searched the pale ridged face, but inevitably could read nothing from the Iszic’s expression.

Zhde Patasz reflected a moment before he answered: “Conceivably you demand reasons where none exist, beyond the normal solicitude of a host for an honored guest.”

“This is a possibility,” admitted Farr. He smiled politely. “But perhaps other motivations also exist?”

“Conceivably. The raid of the Thords still troubles us and we are anxious for more information. But let us not concern ourselves with such matters today. As a botanist, I believe you will be interested in the contrivances of myself and Uder Che.”

“Oh indeed.” And for the next two hours Farr examined houses with buttressed pods for the high-gravity worlds of Cleo 8 and Martinon’s Fort; loose complex houses with pods like balloons for Fei, where gravity was only half that of Iszm. There were trees comprised of a central columnar trunk and four vast leaves, arching out and over to the ground to form four domed halls illuminated by the pale green transmitted light. There was a tough-trunked tree supporting a single turret-like pod, with lanceolate foliage spiking outward at the base: a watch-tower for the feuding tribesmen of Eta Scorpionis. In a walled enclosure were trees with varying degrees of motility and awareness. “A new and adventurous area of research,” Zhde Patasz told Farr. “We play with the idea of growing trees to perform special tasks, such as sentry duty, garden supervision, mineral exploration, simple machine tending. As I say, we are merely amusing ourselves at the moment. I understand that on Duroc Atoll, the master planter in residence has created a tree which first produces colored fibers, and from these weaves rugs of characteristic pattern. We ourselves have performed our share of bizarre feats. For instance, in yonder cupola, we have achieved a conjunction which might be thought impossible, if one did not understand the basis of the adaptation.”

Farr made a polite sound of wonder and admiration. He noted that both Omon Bozhd and Uder Che were giving particularly respectful attention to the planter’s words, as if they signified something portentous. And suddenly Farr realized that whatever the motive for Zhde Patasz’s elaborate hospitality, it was now about to be made clear to him.

Zhde Patasz continued in the harsh crisp accent of the aristocratic Iszic: “The mechanism, if I may call it that, of this conjoining is in theory not difficult. The animal corpus depends upon food and oxygen, plus a few subsidiary compounds. The vegetable system, of course, produces these substances, and recycles the waste products of the animal. It is tempting to try for a closed system, requiring only energy from an external source. Our achievements, while I think you will find them dramatic, still fall far short of elegance. There is little real mingling of tissue: all interchange is done across semi-permeable membranes which isolate plant fluids and animal fluids. Nevertheless a start has been made.” As Zhde Patasz spoke he had been moving toward a pale yellow-green hemisphere above which tall yellow fronds swung and fluttered. Zhde Patasz gestured toward an arched opening. Omon Bozhd and Uder Che stayed discreetly to the rear. Farr looked dubiously from one to the other.

Zhde Patasz bowed once more. “As a botanist I am sure you will be fascinated by our achievement.”

Farr studied the opening, trying to assess its implications. Within was something which the Iszics intended him to see, some stimulus which they intended him to experience…Danger? They had no need to trick him; he was in any case at their mercy. Zhde Patasz moreover was bound by the universal laws of hospitality, as firmly as any Bedouin sheikh. Danger there would be none. Farr stepped forward, passed into the interior of the dome. At the center was a slightly raised bed of rich soil, on which rested a large bubble, a sac of yellow gum. The surface of this sac was veined with glistening white strings and tubes of membrane which at the apex merged to form a pale gray trunk, which in turn supported a symmetrical crown of branches and wide heart-shaped black-green leaves. So much Farr glimpsed in an instant, though from the moment of his entry his attention was fixed on that which was contained in the capsule of gum: a naked Thord body. The feet rested in a dark yellow sediment at the bottom of the sac, the head was close up under the trunk; the arms were raised shoulder high and terminated, not in hands, but in tangled balls of gray fiber which then became ropes rising into the trunk. The top of the scalp was removed, revealing the mass of orange spherules which comprised the Thord brain. About the exposed brain hung a nimbus which Farr, moving step by fascinated step closer, saw to be a mesh of near-invisible threads, likewise knotting into a rope and disappearing into the trunk. The eyes were covered by the shutter of a dark brown membrane which served the Thord for eyelids.

Farr took a deep breath, fighting to control intense revulsion mingled with pity and a peculiar urgency he could not define…He became aware of the attention of the Iszics, and turned sharply. The double-segmented eyes of all three were riveted upon him.

Farr suppressed his emotions as best he could. Whatever the Iszics expected, he would make certain to disappoint them. “This must be the Thord with whom I was locked up.”

Zhde Patasz came slowly forward, his lips twisting in and out. “You recognize him?”

Farr shook his head. “I hardly saw him. He is an alien, and looks to me much like any other of his race.” He peered more closely into the sac of amber gum. “Is he alive?”

“To a certain degree.”

“Why do you bring me here?”

Zhde Patasz was almost certainly disturbed, perhaps even angry. Farr wondered what sort of complex plan had gone awry. He stared into the sac. The Thord—had it moved? Omon Bozhd, standing at his left, apparently had noticed the same almost imperceptible twitch of muscle. “The Thord have great psychic resources,” said Omon Bozhd, moving forward.

Farr turned to Zhde Patasz. “It was my understanding that he had died.”

“So he has,” said Zhde Patasz, “for all practical purposes. He is no longer Chayen, Fourteenth of Tente, Baron of Binicristi Castle. His personality is departed, he is now an organ, or a nodule, attached to a tree.”

Farr looked back to the Thord. The eyes had opened, the face had taken on an odd expression. Farr wondered if the Thord could hear words, could understand. In Omon Bozhd beside him, there was a tension, a straining of perplexity. A quick glance showed the same rigidity now in Zhde Patasz and Uder Che: all stared in wonder at the Thord. Uder Che uttered a sudden staccato burst of Iszic, pointed to the foliage. Farr looked up to find that the leaves were shivering. There were no draughts, no currents of air within the dome. Farr looked back to the Thord, to find the eyes fixed on his own. The face strained, the muscles around the mouth had corded. Farr could not tear his gaze away. Now the mouth drooped, the lips quivered; overhead the heavy branches creaked and groaned.

“Impossible!” croaked Omon Bozhd. “This is not a correct reaction!”

The branches swayed and lurched, there was a terrifying crack; down swept a whistling mass of foliage, to fall upon Zhde Patasz and Uder Che. There was another groaning of tortured wood; the trunk split, the entire tree wavered and toppled. The sac burst, the Thord sprawled out upon the floor, half-supported by the fiber bundles into which his arms terminated. His head lolled back, his mouth split into a ghastly grin. “I am no tree,” he croaked in a throaty gurgling voice. “I am Chayen of Tente.” Trickles of yellow lymph oozed from his mouth. He coughed convulsively and fixed his gaze upon Farr. “Get hence, get hence. Leave these cursed tree-dwellers. Go; do what you must.”

Omon Bozhd had leapt to assist Zhde Patasz from under the toppled tree; Farr looked toward them uncertainly. The Thord sank back. “Now I die,” he said in a guttural whisper. “I die not as a tree of Iszm, but as a Thord, as Chayen of Tente.”

Farr turned away, and gave assistance to Omon Bozhd and Zhde Patasz who were trying to extricate Uder Che from under the foliage. But to no avail. A broken branch had driven through the architect’s neck. Zhde Patasz gave a cry of despair. “The creature has wounded me in death as he troubled me in life; he has killed the most accomplished of architects.” Zhde Patasz turned away, and strode from the dome. Omon Bozhd and Farr followed.

The party returned to Tjiere Town, in gloom and silence. Zhde Patasz conducted himself toward Farr with no more than bare civility. When the glide-car slid into the central avenue, Farr said, “Zhde Patasz Sainh, the events of this afternoon have troubled you deeply, and I think it best that I no longer trespass on your hospitality.”

Zhde Patasz responded curtly. “Farr Sainh must do as he thinks best.”

“I will carry with me forever the memory of my stay on Tjiere Atoll,” said Farr fulsomely. “You have given me an insight into the problems of the Iszic planter, and for this I thank you.”

Zhde Patasz bowed. “Farr Sainh may rest assured that we, on our part, will keep him ever fresh in our minds.”

The glide-car stopped at the plaza beside which grew the three hotels; Farr alighted. After a moment’s hesitation Omon Bozhd did likewise. There was a final exchange of formal thanks and equally formal disclaimers, and then the glide-car moved on.

Omon Bozhd went up to Farr. “And what are your plans now?” he inquired gravely.

“I will rent a room at the hotel,” said Farr.

Omon Bozhd nodded, as if Farr had uttered a truth of great profundity. “And then?”

“My boat is still under charter,” said Farr. He frowned. He had little desire to investigate the plantations of other atolls. “I’ll probably return to Jhespiano. And then—”

“And then?”

Farr shrugged fretfully. “I’m not sure.”

“In any event, I wish you a pleasant voyage.”

“Thank you.”

Farr crossed the plaza, registered at the largest of the hotels, and was shown to a suite of pods similar to those which he had occupied at the house of Zhde Patasz.

When he came down to the restaurant for his evening meal, the Szecr were once more in evidence, and Farr felt stifled. After the meal, a typical Iszic repast of marine and vegetable pastes, Farr walked down the avenue to the waterfront, where he ordered the Lhaiz made ready for immediate sailing. The captain was not aboard; the boatswain protested that dawn of the following day was the earliest possible time of departure, and Farr had to be content. To pass the evening he went to walk along the beach. The surf, the warm wind, the sand were like those of Earth; but the silhouettes of the alien trees and the two Szecr padding behind threw everything into a different context, and Farr felt a pang of homesickness. He had journeyed enough; it was time to return to Earth.


VI

Farr boarded the Lhaiz before Xi Aurigae had fully cleared the horizon, and with the freedom of the Pheadh before him his spirits lifted. The crew was at work, reeving halyards, unfolding sails; there was about the Lhaiz the electric sense of immediacy of a ship about to sail. Farr tossed his meager luggage into the after cabin, looked about for the captain, and gave orders to sail. The captain bowed, called various orders to the crew. Half an hour passed, but the Lhaiz had not yet cast off. Farr went to the captain, who stood far forward. “Why the delay?”

The captain pointed below, to where a seaman in a punt worked on the hull. “A leak is being repaired, Farr Sainh; we will soon be underway.”

Farr returned to the elevated fan-tail, seated himself in the shade of an awning. Another fifteen minutes went by. Farr relaxed and began to take pleasure in the surroundings, the activity of the waterfront, the passers-by in their stripes and bands of various colors…Three Szecr approached the Lhaiz, came aboard. They spoke to the captain, who turned and gave orders to the crew.

Sails bellied to the wind, mooring lines were cast off, rigging creaked. Farr jumped from his chair, suddenly furious. He started forward to order the Szecr ashore, then restrained himself: an exercise in pure futility. Fuming with repressed rage, Farr returned to his chair. Bubbling, breasting through the blue water, the Lhaiz put out to sea. Tjiere Atoll dwindled, became a shadow on the horizon, vanished. The Lhaiz scudded west, with the wind astern. Farr frowned. To the best of his recollection he had given no instructions as to their destination. He summoned the captain.

“I have given you no orders; why do you sail west?”

The captain shifted the gaze of one segment of his eyes. “Our destination is Jhespiano; is this not Farr Sainh’s desire?”

“No,” said Farr from sheer perversity. “We will head south, toward Vhejanh.”

“But, Farr Sainh, should we not make directly for Jhespiano, you may well miss the departure of the spaceship!”

Farr could hardly speak for astonishment. “What is this to you?” he said at last. “Have I expressed a desire to board the spaceship?”

“No, Farr Sainh. Not to my hearing.”

“Then kindly make no further assumptions regarding my wishes. We will sail for Vhejanh.”

The captain hesitated. “Your orders, Farr Sainh, of course must be weighed carefully. There are also the commands of the Szecr to be considered. They desire that the Lhaiz proceed to Jhespiano.”

“In that case,” said Farr, “the Szecr can pay the charter fee. You will collect nothing from me.”

The captain turned slowly away, went to consult the Szecr. There was a brief discussion, during which the captain and the Szecr turned to examine Farr who sat aloof on the fan-tail. At last the Lhaiz swung south on a reach, and the Szecr went angrily forward.

The voyage proceeded. Farr’s relaxation soon vanished. The crew was as vigilant as ever, and less punctilious. The Szecr watched his every move and searched his cabin with an insolent casualness. Farr felt more like a prisoner than a tourist. It was almost as if he were being subjected to deliberate provocation, as if the aim were to make him disgusted with Iszm. “No difficulty in that case,” Farr told himself grimly. “The day I leave this planet will be the happiest day of my life.”

Vhejanh Atoll rose above the horizon: a group of islands which might have been the twin of Tjiere. Farr forced himself to go ashore but found nothing more interesting to do than sit on the terrace of the hotel with a goblet of narciz, a sharp, faintly salty beverage derived from seaweed, consumed in quantities by the Iszics of the Pheadh. As he departed he noticed a placard displaying a photograph of a spaceship, and a schedule of arrivals and departures. The SS Andrei Simic was scheduled to leave Jhespiano in three days. There were no other scheduled departures for four months. Farr considered the placard with great interest. He then returned to the dock, resigned his charter of the Lhaiz, after which he took air passage to Jhespiano.

He arrived the same evening, and at once booked passage aboard the SS Andrei Simic to Earth, whereupon he felt great comfort and peace of mind. “Ridiculous situation,” he told himself in half-humorous self-contempt. “Six months ago I could think of nothing but travel to strange planets; now all I want is to go home to Earth.”

The Spaceport Hotel at Jhespiano was an enormous rambling growth of a dozen interlinked trees. Farr was assigned a pleasant pod overlooking the canal leading from the lagoon into the heart of Jhespiano Town. With the time of his departure established Farr once more began to enjoy himself. His meals at the restaurant, pre-packaged and imported, were again palatable; the guests were a varied group, with representatives of most of the anthropoid races, including a dozen Earthers.

The sole annoyance was the continued surveillance by the Szecr, which became so pervasive that Farr complained first to the hotel management, then to the Szecr lieutenant, in both cases receiving only bland shrugs for his trouble. He finally marched across the compound to the little concrete bungalow which housed the office of the District Treaty Administrator, one of the few non-organic buildings on Iszm. The Administrator was a pudgy little Earther with a beak nose, a ruff of black hair and a fussy manner, to whom Farr took an immediate aversion. Nevertheless he explained his grievance in a reasonable measured manner and the Administrator promised to make inquiries.

Farr called the next day at the Administrative Mansion, a massive and dignified house overhanging the central canal. On this second visit the Administrator was only formally cordial, although he grudgingly asked Farr to lunch. They ate on a balcony, with boat-pods laden with fruit and flowers passing along the canal below.

“I called the Szecr Central about your case,” the Administrator told Farr. “They’re ambiguous, which is unusual. Usually they say bluntly, so-and-so is objectionable; he has been spying.”

“I still don’t understand why they should persecute me so intensely.”

“Apparently you were present when a company of Arcturians—”

“Thord.”

The Administrator acknowledged the correction. “—when the Thord made a massive raid on Tjiere plantation.”

“I was there, certainly.”

The Administrator fiddled with his coffee cup. “This has been enough, evidently, to arouse their suspicions. They believe that one or more spies in the guise of tourists have planned and controlled the raid, and apparently have selected you as one of the responsible parties.”

Farr leaned back in his chair. “That’s incredible. The Szecr dosed me with hypnotics, questioned me. They know everything I know. And afterwards the head planter at Tjiere had me as his house-guest. They can’t believe that I’m involved! It’s unreasonable!”

The Administrator gave a wry noncommittal shrug. “This may be. The Szecr admit they have no special charge to bring against you. But, in some way or another you’ve managed to make yourself an object of suspicion.”

“And so, guilty or innocent, I have to be molested by their attentions? This isn’t either the letter or the spirit of the Treaty.”

“That may well be.” The Administrator was annoyed. “I fancy that I am as familiar with the provisions of the Treaty as you are.” He passed Farr a second cup of coffee, darting a curious glance at him as he did so. “I assume you’re not guilty…But perhaps there’s something you know. Did you communicate with anyone they might suspect?”

Farr made an impatient motion. “They threw me into a cell with one of the Thord. I hardly spoke to him.”

The Administrator was obviously unconvinced. “There must be something you’ve done to bother them. The Iszics, no matter what you care to say, have no interest in harassing you or anyone else from sheer caprice.”

Farr lost his temper. “Who are you representing? Me? Or the Szecr?”

The Administrator said coldly, “Try to see the situation from my viewpoint. After all it’s not impossible that you are what they seem to think you are.”

“First they have to prove it. And even then you are my legal representative. What else are you here for?”

The Administrator evaded the question. “I only know what you’ve told me. I spoke to the Iszic Commandant. He is noncommittal. Perhaps they regard you as a dupe, a decoy, a messenger. They may be waiting for you to make a false move or lead them to someone who will.”

“They’ll have a long wait. In fact, I’m the aggrieved party, not the Iszics.”

“In what sense?”

“After the raid, they dropped me into a cell. I mentioned that they imprisoned me—threw me down a hollow root into an underground cell. I banged my head rather badly; in fact I’m still wearing scabs.” He felt his scalp, where hair at last was beginning to grow, and sighed. It was evident that the Administrator would take no action. He looked around the balcony. “This place must be tapped for sound.”

“I have nothing to conceal,” said the Administrator stiffly. “They can listen night and day. They probably do.” He rose to his feet. “When does your ship leave?”

“In two or three days, depending on cargo.”

“My advice is to tolerate the surveillance, make the best of it.”

Farr extended perfunctory thanks and departed. The Szecr were waiting; they bowed politely as Farr stepped out into the street. Farr drew a deep breath of resignation. Since there would evidently be no amelioration to the situation, he might as well make the best of it.

He returned to the hotel, showered in the translucent nodule attached to his pod. The liquid was a cool fresh-scented sap, issuing from a nozzle disturbingly like a cow’s udder. After dressing in fresh garments provided by the hotel, Farr descended to the terrace. Bored with his own company he looked around the tables. He had formed some slight acquaintance with the other guests: Mr. and Mrs. Anderview, a pair of peripatetic missionaries; Jonas Ralf, and Wilfred Willeran, engineers returning to Earth from Capella XII’s great Equatorial Highway and who were sitting now with a group of touring school teachers only just arrived on Iszm; three round Monagi commercial travelers, Earth stock, but after a hundred and fifty years, already modified by the environment of Monago, or Taurus 61 III, to a characteristic somatic type. To their right were three Nenes, tall slender near-men, agile, voluble and clairvoyant, then a pair of young Earthers Farr understood to be students, then a group of Great Arcturians, the stock from which, after a million years on a different planet, the Thord had evolved. To the other side of the Monagis sat four Iszic in red and purple stripes, the significance of which Farr was ignorant, and not far distant, drinking a goblet of narciz with an air of intense preoccupation, another Iszic in blue, black and white. Farr stared. He could not be sure—all Iszic seemed much alike—but this individual almost certainly was Omon Bozhd.

Seeming to sense Farr’s attention the man turned his head, nodded politely to Farr, then rose to his feet, came across the terrace. “May I join you?”

Farr indicated a chair. “I had not expected the pleasure of renewing our acquaintance so soon,” he said dryly.

Omon Bozhd performed one of the bland Iszic gestures the significance of which was beyond Farr’s understanding. “You did not know of my plans to visit Earth?”

“No, certainly not.”

“Curious.”

Farr said nothing.

“Our friend Zhde Patasz Sainh has asked me to convey to you a message,” said Omon Bozhd. “First he transmits through me a correct Type 8 salute and the sense of his shame that disturbance marred your last day at Tjiere. That the Thord had psychic force sufficient for such an act is still almost incredible to us. Secondly, he counsels you to choose your associates with great caution during the next few months; and thirdly, he commends me to your care and hospitality on Earth, where I will be a stranger.”

Farr mused. “How could Zhde Patasz Sainh know that I planned to return to Earth? When I left Tjiere this was not my intent.”

“I spoke with him only last night by telecom.”

“I see,” said Farr grudgingly. “Well, naturally I’ll do what I can to help you. Which part of Earth will you visit?”

“My plans are not yet complete. I go to inspect Zhde Patasz’s houses at their various plantings, and no doubt will travel considerably.”

“What do you mean ‘choose my associates with caution’?”

“Just that. It seems that rumors of the Thord raid have reached Jhespiano, and have been enlarged in the process. Certain criminal elements might on this account be interested in your activities—but then, I speak too freely.” Omon Bozhd rose to his feet, bowed, departed. Farr stared after him in utter perplexity.

On the next evening the hotel management, taking cognizance of the large number of Earther guests, arranged a musical soiree, with Earth-style music and Earth-style refreshments. Almost all the guests, Earthers and otherwise, attended.

Farr became mildly intoxicated on Scotch-and-soda, to the extent that he found himself behaving with great gallantry toward the youngest and prettiest of the touring school-teachers. She seemed to return his interest and they strolled arm in arm along the promenade overlooking the beach. There was small talk, then suddenly she turned him an arch look. “If I may say so, you certainly don’t seem the type.”

“‘Type’? What type?”

“Oh—you know. A man capable of fooling the Iszics and stealing trees right out from under their very noses.”

Farr laughed. “Your instincts are correct. I’m not.”

Again she turned him a quick sidewise look. “I’ve heard differently on ever so reliable authority.”

Farr tried to keep his voice light and casual. “So? What did you hear?”

“Well—naturally it’s supposed to be secret, because if the Iszics knew, you’d be sent to the Mad House, so obviously you wouldn’t be particularly keen to talk about it—but the person who told me is quite reliable, and of course I’d never say a word to anyone; in fact, my reaction is, cheers!”

“I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about,” said Farr in an edgy voice.

“No, I suppose you’d never really dare admit it,” said the young woman regretfully. “After all, I might be an Iszic agent—they do have them, you know—”

“Once and for all,” said Farr, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The raid on Tjiere,” said the young woman. “It’s going around that you’re the brains behind the raid. That you’re smuggling trees out of Iszm for delivery on Earth. Everybody is talking about it.”

Farr laughed sadly. “What utter nonsense. If this were true, do you imagine I’d be at large? Of course not. The Iszics are considerably more clever than you give them credit for…How did this ridiculous idea get started?”

The young woman was disappointed. She would have preferred a daring tree-thief to plain ordinary innocent Aile Farr. “I’m sure I don’t know.”

“Where did you hear it?”

“At the hotel. Some of the people were talking about it.”

“Anything for a sensation,” said Farr.

The young woman sniffed and her demeanor was noticeably cooler as they returned to the terrace.

No sooner had they seated themselves than four Szecr, with head-dresses betokening high rank, marched across the room. They stopped at Farr’s table, bowed curtly. “If Farr Sainh pleases, his presence is requested elsewhere.”

Farr sat back, half of a notion to defy the group. He looked around the terrace, but saw only averted faces. The school-teacher was in a transport of excitement.

“Where is my presence desired?” demanded Farr in a voice stiff with fury. “And why?”

“There are a few routine inquiries to be made, in connection with your professed business on Iszm.”

“Can’t it wait till tomorrow?”

“No, Farr Sainh. Please come at once.”

Seething with indignation Farr rose to his feet, and surrounded by the Szecr, walked from the terrace.

He was taken a quarter-mile to a small three-pod tree near the beach. Within an old Iszic sat on a divan. He motioned Farr to sit opposite, and introduced himself as Usimr Adislj, of the caste comprising savants, theoreticians, philosophers and other formulators of abstract principles. “Learning of your presence in Jhespiano, and your almost immediate departure, I felt it my duty to make your acquaintance as expeditiously as possible. I understand that on Earth you are professionally connected with the field of knowledge that is one of our major preoccupations?”

“That is true,” said Farr shortly. “I am immensely flattered by your attention, but I could have wished for its manifestation in less emphatic terms. Everyone at the hotel is certain I have been arrested by the Szecr for the crime of house-stealing.”

Usimr Adislj gave an uninterested shrug. “This craving for morbid sensation is a general trait of those hominids of simian descent. It is an emotion I believe may best be countered by lofty contempt.”

“Indeed,” said Farr. “I agree. But was it necessary to send four Szecr with your invitation? It was less than discreet.”

“No matter. Men of our stature cannot be bothered with such trifles. Now tell me of your background and your special interests.”

For four hours he and Usimr Adislj discussed Iszm, Earth, the universe, the variations of man and the direction of the future; and when the Szecr, their number and quality now reduced to a pair of underlings, finally escorted Farr back to the hotel, he felt that he had passed a highly rewarding evening.

The next morning, when he appeared on the terrace for breakfast, he was greeted with something like awe. Mrs. Anderview, the pretty young wife of the missionary, said, “We thought for sure you’d been taken away—to jail. Or even the Mad House. And we wondered if we shouldn’t arouse the Administrator immediately.”

“It was unimportant,” said Farr. “Just a mistake. But thank you for your interest.”

The Monagi also questioned him. “Is it a fact that you and the Thord have completely outwitted the Szecr? Because if so, we can make you a very handsome offer for any female tree of which you chance to find yourself in possession.”

“I am capable of outwitting no one,” declared Farr. “I own no female tree, by chance or otherwise.”

The Monagi nodded and winked knowingly. “Naturally, naturally, not on Iszm where even the grass has ears.”

The next day the SS Andrei Simic dropped down from the sky, and departure hour was posted precisely: nine o’clock of the morning two days hence. During these final two days Farr found the Szecr possibly even more assiduous in their watchfulness. The night before departure one of them approached and with great punctilio delivered a message. “If Farr Sainh can spare the time, he is asked to call at the embarkation office.”

“Very well,” said Farr, resigning himself to the worst. He dispatched his luggage to the space-terminal, and presented himself at the embarkation office, expecting an examination to end all examinations.

The Szecr completely confounded him. He was conducted into the pod of the Szecr sub-commandant, who spoke bluntly and to the point.

“Farr Sainh—you may have sensed our interest during the last few weeks.”

Farr expressed agreement.

“I may not divulge the background to the case,” said the Szecr. “The surveillance was motivated by concern for your safety.”

“Ha, ha! My safety?”

“We suspect that you are in danger.”

“Danger? Ridiculous.”

“Not so. Quite the contrary. On the night of the musicale, we removed a poisoned thorn from your seat. On yet another occasion, while you drank on the terrace, poison was introduced into your goblet.”

Farr’s mouth dropped in astonishment. Somewhere, somehow, a terrible mistake was being made. “How can you be sure of all this? It seems—incredible!”

The Iszic flickered the filament dividing his double eyes in amusement. “You remember formalities connected with arrival at Iszm. They allow us to maintain a quarantine upon the import of weapons. Poison is a different matter. A speck of dust can be infected with ten million virulent bacteria, and can be concealed without difficulty. Hence, any outworlder planning murder must employ strangulation or poison. The vigilance of the Szecr prohibits acts of physical violence, so we must only be alert for poison. What are the vehicles? Food, drink, injection. When we classify the various means and devices to achieve these ends, we find one of the subdivisions to read: ‘Poisoned thorn, splinter, or barb, calculated to penetrate or puncture the thigh, haunch, or buttock, through vertical impingement under force of gravity’. Hence, our surveillance at all times includes the chair or benches where you are likely to sit.”

“I see,” said Farr in a subdued voice.

“Poison in your drink we detect by means of a reagent which darkens when a change of any sort is made in the mother solution. When one of your Scotch-and-sodas became unusually murky, we removed it and provided a substitute.”

“This is extremely bewildering,” said Farr. “Who would want to poison me? For what reason?”

“I have been authorized to communicate only this warning.”

“But—what are you warning me against?”

“The details will contribute nothing to your safety.”

“But—I’ve done nothing!”

The Szecr sub-commandant twirled his viewer. “The universe is eight billion years old, the last two billion of which have produced intelligent life. During this time not one hour of absolute equity has prevailed. It should be no surprise to find this basic condition applying to your personal affairs.”

“In other words—”

“In other words—tread soundlessly, look around corners, follow enticing females into no dark chambers.” He plucked a taut string; a young Szecr appeared. “Conduct Aile Farr Sainh aboard the Andrei Simic; we are waiving all further examinations.”

Farr stared in disbelief.

“Yes, Farr Sainh,” said the Szecr. “We feel you have demonstrated your honesty.”

Farr left the pod in a daze of perplexity. Something was wrong. The Iszic waived examination of no one and nothing.

Alone in his cubicle aboard the Andrei Simic, he eased himself down on the elastic panel that served as his bed. He was in danger. The Szecr had said so. It was an unsettling idea. Farr had a normal quota of courage; fighting tangible enemies he would not disgrace himself. But to learn that his life might be taken, to be ignorant of the hows and whys and wherefores—it brought a queasy turmoil to his stomach…Of course, reasoned Farr, the Szecr sub-commandant might be in error; or he might have used the mysterious threat to speed Farr away from Iszm.

He rose to his feet, searched his cabin. He found no overt mechanisms, no spy-cells. He arranged his possessions in such a way that he would notice a disturbance; then, sliding aside the fiber panel, he looked out upon the catwalk. It was a ribbon of striated gray glass—empty. Farr stepped out, walked hurriedly to the lounge.

He examined the roster. There were twenty-eight passengers including himself. Some of the names he recognized: Mr. and Mrs. Anderview, Jonas Ralf, Wilfred Willeran and Omon Bozhd; others, approximate renderings of alien phonemes, meant nothing.

Farr returned to his cabin, locked the door, and lay down on the bed…


VII

Not till the Andrei Simic was space-borne and the captain came to the lounge for the routine reading of the ship’s regulations did Farr see his fellow passengers. There were seven Iszic, nine Earthers, the three Monagi savants, three Codain monks performing a ritual pilgrimage around the worlds, five others of assorted worlds, most of whom had arrived at Iszm with the ship. Except for Omon Bozhd the Iszic wore the gold and black stripes of planter’s agents, high-caste austere men, more or less of a type. Farr presumed that two or perhaps three were Szecr. The Earthers included a pair of talkative young students and a grizzled sanitary engineer on leave to Earth; the Anderviews; Ralf and Willeran; Carto and Maudel Wlewska, a young couple on tour.

Farr assessed the group, trying to picture each in the role of a potential assassin, and finally admitted himself at a loss. Those who had already been aboard the ship seemed automatically eliminated from suspicion, as did the Codain monks and the cherubic Monagi. It was wildly unreasonable to suspect the Iszics, which more or less left the Earthers—but why should any of these seek to harm him? Why should he expect harm from anyone? He scratched his head in perplexity, disturbing the scab he still carried from his slide down the Tjiere root-tube.

The voyage settled into routine—steady identical hours broken by meals and sleep-periods at whatever rhythm the passenger chose. To while away the tedium, or perhaps because the tedium provided nothing else to think of, Farr began an innocent flirtation with Mrs. Anderview. Her husband was engrossed in writing a voluminous report regarding the achievements of his mission at Dapa Doory, on the planet Mazen, and was seen only at meal-times, leaving Mrs. Anderview much to herself—and to Farr. She was a graceful woman, with a rich mouth and a provocative half-smile. Farr’s part in the affair extended no further than a frame of mind, a warmth of tone, a significant glance or two—a lukewarm matter at best. He was correspondingly surprised when Mrs. Anderview, whose first name he did not know, came quietly into his cabin one evening, smiling with a kind of shy recklessness.

Farr sat up blinking.

“May I come in?”

“You’re already in.”

Mrs. Anderview nodded slowly and slid the panel shut behind her. Farr noticed suddenly that she was far prettier than he had let himself observe, that she wore a perfume of indefinable sweetness: aloes, cardamon, limone.

She sat beside him. “I grow so bored,” she complained. “Night after night Merritt writes, it’s always the same. He thinks of nothing but his budget. And I—I like fun.”

The invitation could hardly have been more explicit. Farr examined first one side of the situation then the other. He cleared his throat, while Mrs. Anderview, blushing a little, watched him.

There was a rap at the door. Farr jumped to his feet, as if he were already guilty. He eased the panel open. Waiting outside was Omon Bozhd.

“Farr Sainh, may I consult you for a moment? I would consider it a great favor.”

“Well,” said Farr, “I’m busy right now.”

“The matter transcends business.”

Farr turned to the woman. “Just a minute; I’ll be right back.”

“Hurry!” She seemed very impatient; Farr looked at her in surprise, started to speak.

“Sh,” she warned him. Farr shrugged, stepped out into the corridor.

“What’s the trouble?” he asked Omon Bozhd.

“Farr Sainh—would you like to save your life?”

“Very much indeed,” said Farr, “but—”

“Invite me into your cabin.” Omon Bozhd took a step forward.

“There’s hardly room,” said Farr. “And anyway—”

The Iszic said earnestly, “You understand the pattern, do you not?”

“No,” said Farr. “I’d like to—but I’m afraid I don’t.”

Omon Bozhd nodded. “Your gallantry must be forgotten. Let us enter your cabin; there is not much time.” He slid back the panel, stepped through. Farr followed, sure he was a fool, but not sure exactly what kind of fool.

Mrs. Merritt Anderview jumped to her feet. “Oh,” she gasped, flushing. “Mr. Farr!”

Farr held out his hands helplessly. Mrs. Anderview started to march from the cabin; Omon Bozhd stood in her way. He grinned; his pale mouth split, showing his gray palate, his arch of pointed teeth.

“Please, Mrs. Anderview, do not leave; your reputation is safe.”

“I have no time to waste,” she said sharply. Farr saw suddenly that she was not pretty, that her face was pinched, her eyes angry and selfish.

“Please,” said Omon Bozhd, “not just yet. Sit down, if you will.”

A rap-rap on the door. A voice hoarse with fury. “Open up, open up in there!”

“Certainly,” said Omon Bozhd. He flung the panel wide. Anderview stood framed in the opening, the whites of his eyes showing. He held a shatter-gun, his hand was trembling. He saw Omon Bozhd; his shoulders sagged, his jaw slackened.

“Excuse me for not asking you in,” said Farr. “We’re a little crowded.”

Anderview reorganized his passion. “What’s going on in here!”

Mrs. Anderview pushed out upon the catwalk. “Nothing,” she said in a throaty voice. “Nothing at all.” She swept down the corridor.

In a negligent voice Omon Bozhd spoke to Anderview. “There is nothing for you here. Perhaps you had better join your lady.”

Anderview slowly turned on his heel, departed.

Farr felt weak in the knees. Here were depths he could not fathom, whorls of motive and purpose…He sank down on the bunk, burning at the thought of how he had been played for a sucker.

“An excellent pretext for expunging a man,” remarked the Iszic. “At least in the framework of Earth institutions.”

Farr glanced up sharply, detecting a sardonic flavor to the remark. He said grudgingly, “I guess you saved my hide—two or three square feet of it, anyway.”

Omon Bozhd moved his hand, gesturing with a non-existent viewer. “A trifle.”

“Not to me,” Farr growled. “I like my hide.”

The Iszic turned to go.

“Just a minute,” said Farr. He rose to his feet. “I want to know what’s going on.”

“The matter is surely self-explanatory?”

“Maybe I’m stupid.”

The Iszic examined him thoughtfully. “Perhaps you’re too close to the situation to see it in its whole.”

“You’re of the Szecr?” asked Farr.

“Every foreign agent is of the Szecr.”

“Well, what’s going on? Why are the Anderviews after me?”

“They’ve weighed you, balanced your usefulness against the danger you represent.”

“This is absolutely fantastic!”

Omon Bozhd focused both fractions of his eyes on Farr. He spoke in a reflective key. “Every second of existence is a new miracle. Consider the countless variations and possibilities that await us every second—avenues into the future. We take only one of these; the others—who knows where they go? This is the eternal marvel, the magnificent uncertainty of the second next to come, with the past a steady unfolding carpet of dénouement—”

“Yes, yes,” said Farr.

“Our minds become numbed to the wonder of life, because of its very pressure and magnitude.” Omon Bozhd at last took his eyes off Farr. “In such a perspective this affair has intrinsic interest no more or less than taking a single breath.”

Farr said in a stiff voice, “I can breathe as many times as I care to; I can die only once, so there does seem a certain practical difference. Apparently you think so too—and I admit to being in your debt. But—why?”

Omon Bozhd swung his absent viewer. “Iszic rationale is of course different to that of the Earther; we nevertheless share certain instincts, such as reverence for vitality and the impulse to aid our acquaintances.”

“I see,” said Farr. “Your action then was merely a friendly good turn?”

Omon Bozhd bowed. “You may regard it as such. And now I will bid you good night.” He left the cabin.

Farr sat numbly upon his bed. In the last few minutes the Anderviews had metamorphosed from a kindly, rather remote, missionary and his attractive wife to a pair of ruthless murderers. But why? Why?

Farr shook his head in abject puzzlement. The Szecr sub-commandant had mentioned a poisoned thorn and a poisoned drink: evidently their responsibility as well. Angrily he jumped to his feet, strode to the door, which he slid back and looked along the catwalk. To right and left glimmered the gray glass ribbon. Overhead a similar ribbon gave access to the cabins next above. Farr quietly left the cabin, walked to the end of the catwalk, looked through the arch into the lounge. The two young tourists, the sanitary engineer, a pair of Iszic were playing poker. The Iszic were ahead of the game, with one fraction of their eyes focused on the cards, the other on the faces of their opponents.

Farr turned back. He climbed the ladder to the upper deck. There was silence except for the normal half-heard sounds of the ship—sigh of pumps, murmur of circulating air, subdued mutter from the lounge.

Farr found the door with a placard reading Merritt and Anthea Anderview. He hesitated, listening. He heard nothing, no sounds, no voices. He put his hand out to knock, paused. He recollected Omon Bozhd’s dissertation on life, the infinity of avenues to the future…He could knock, he could return to his cabin. He knocked.

No one answered. Farr looked up and down the catwalk. He could still return to his cabin. He tried the door. It opened. The room was dark. Farr put his elbow to the molding; light filled the room. Merritt Anderview, sitting stiffly in a chair, looked at him with a wide fearless gaze.

Farr saw he was dead. Anthea Anderview lay in the lower bunk, relaxed and quite composed.

Farr made no close inspection, but she was dead too. A shatter-gun vibrating at low intensity had homogenized their brains; their thoughts and memories were brown melange; their chosen avenues into the future had come to a break. Farr stood still. He tried to hold his breath, but he knew the damage had already been done. He backed out, closed the door. The stewards would presently find the bodies…In the meantime—Farr stood thinking with growing uneasiness. He might have been observed. His stupid flirtation with Anthea Anderview might be common knowledge; perhaps even the argument with Merritt Anderview. His presence in the cabin could be easily established; there would be a film of his exhalations on every object in the room. This constituted positive identification in the courtrooms, if it could be shown that no other person aboard the ship fell into his exhalation group.

Farr turned. He left the cabin, crossed the lounge. No one appeared to observe him. He climbed the ladder to the bridge, knocked at the door of the Captain’s cabin.

Captain Dorristy slid the panel back—a stocky taciturn man with squinting black eyes. Behind Dorristy stood Omon Bozhd. Farr thought that his cheek muscles tightened; that his hand gave a jerk as if he were twirling his viewer.

Farr felt suddenly at ease. He had rolled with whatever punch Omon Bozhd was trying to deliver. “Two passengers are dead—the Anderviews.”

Omon Bozhd turned both eye-fractions on him: cold animosity.

“That’s interesting,” said Dorristy. “Come in.”

Farr stepped through the door. Omon Bozhd looked away.

Dorristy said in a soft voice, “Bozhd here tells me that you killed the Anderviews.”

Farr turned to look at the Iszic. “He’s probably the most plausible liar on the ship. He did it himself.”

Dorristy grinned, looking from one to the other. “He says you were after the woman.”

“I was politely attentive. This is a dull trip. Up to now.”

Dorristy looked at the Iszic. “What do you say, Omon Bozhd?”

The Iszic swung his non-existent viewer. “Something more than politeness brought Mrs. Anderview to Farr’s cabin.”

Farr said, “Something other than altruism brought Omon Bozhd to my cabin to prevent Anderview from shooting me.”

Omon Bozhd feigned surprise. “I know nothing whatever of your liaisons.”

Farr checked his anger, turned to the Captain. “Do you believe him?”

Dorristy grinned sourly. “I don’t believe anyone.”

“This is what happened. It’s hard to believe but it’s true.” Farr told his story. “—after Bozhd left, I got thinking. I was going to get to the bottom of it, one way or the other. I went to the Anderviews’ cabin. I opened the door, saw they were dead; I came here at once.”

Dorristy said nothing, but now he was examining Omon Bozhd rather than Farr. At last he shrugged. “I’ll seal the room; you can sweat it out when we get to Earth.”

Omon Bozhd obscured the lower half of his eyes. He swung the absent viewer nonchalantly. “I have heard Farr’s story,” he said in a thoughtful voice. “He impresses me with his frankness. I believe I am mistaken; it is not likely that he performed the crime. I retract my accusation.” He stalked from the cabin. Farr gazed after him in angry triumph.

Dorristy looked at Farr. “You didn’t kill them, eh?”

Farr snorted. “Of course not.”

“Who did?”

“My guess would be one or another of the Iszics. Why I have no idea.”

Dorristy nodded, spoke gruffly from the side of his mouth, “Well—we’ll see when we put down at Barstow.” He glanced sidewise at Farr. “I’ll take it as a favor if you keep this matter quiet. Don’t discuss it with anyone.”

“I didn’t intend to,” said Farr shortly.


VIII

The bodies were photographed and removed to cold storage; the cabin was sealed. The ship buzzed with rumor; Farr found the Anderviews a difficult topic to avoid.

Earth grew closer. Farr felt no great apprehension, but the uncertainty, the underlying mystery remained: why had the Anderviews waylaid him in the first place? Would he run into further danger on Earth? Farr became angry. These intrigues were no concern of his; he wanted no part of them. But an uncomfortable conviction kept pushing up from his subconscious: he was involved, however bitterly he rejected the idea. He had other things to do—his job, his thesis, the compilation of a stereo which he hoped to sell to one of the broadcast networks.

And there was something else, a curious urgency, a pressure, something to be done. It came at odd moments to trouble Farr—a dissatisfaction, like an unresolved chord in some deep chamber of his mind. It had no direct connection with the Anderviews and their murderer, no link with anything. It was something to be done, something he had forgotten…or never known…

Omon Bozhd spoke to him only once, approaching him in the lounge. He said in an offhand voice, “You are now aware of the threat you face. On Earth I may be unable to help you.”

Farr’s resentment had not diminished. He said, “On Earth you’ll probably be executed for murder.”

“No, Aile Farr Sainh, it will not be proved against me.”

Farr examined the pale narrow face. Iszic and Earther—evolved from different stock to the same humanoid approximation: simian, amphibian—there would never be a rapport or sympathy between the races. Farr asked curiously, “You didn’t kill them?”

“Certainly it is unnecessary to iterate the obvious to a man of Aile Farr’s intelligence.”

“Go ahead, iterate it. Reiterate it. I’m stupid. Did you kill them?”

“It is unkind of you to require an answer to this question.”

“Very well, don’t answer. But why did you try to pin it on me? You know I didn’t do it. What have you got against me?”

Omon Bozhd smiled thinly. “Nothing whatever. The crime, if crime it was, could never be proved against you. The investigation would delay you two or three days, and allow other matters to mature.”

“Why did you retract your accusation?”

“I saw I had made a mistake. I am hominid—far from infallible.”

Sudden anger threatened to choke Farr. “Why don’t you stop talking in hints and implications? If you’ve got something to say—say it.”

“Farr Sainh is himself pressing the matter. I have nothing to say. The message I had for him I delivered; he would not expect me to lay bare my soul.”

Farr nodded, grinned. “One thing you can be sure of—if I see a chance to spike the game you’re playing—I’ll take it.”

“I am a businessman,” said the Iszic. “I play no games.”

Every hour the star that was Home Sun brightened; every hour Earth was closer. Farr found himself unable to sleep. A sour lump formed in his stomach. Resentment, perplexity, impatience compounded into a malaise whose effects were physical. In addition, his scalp had never healed properly; it itched and smarted; he suspected that he had contracted an Iszic infection. The prospect alarmed him; he pictured the infection spreading, his hair falling out, his scalp bleaching to the watered-milk color of the Iszic skin. Nor did the mysterious inner urgency diminish. He sought through his mind; he reviewed the days and months, he made notes and outlines, synthesized and checked without satisfaction; he bundled the whole problem, all the notes and papers, into an angry ball and cast it aside.

And at last, after the longest, most exasperating voyage Farr had ever made the SS Andrei Simic drifted into the Solar System…


IX

Sun, Earth, the Moon: an archipelago of bright round islands, after a long passage through a dark sea. Sun drifted off to one side, Moon slipped away to the other. Earth expanded ahead: gray, green, tan, white, blue; full of clouds and winds, sunburn, frosts, draughts, chills and dusts; the navel of the universe, the depot, terminal, clearing-house, which the outer races visited as provincials.

It was at midnight when the hull of the Andrei Simic touched Earth. The generators sang down out of inaudibility, down through shrillness, through treble, tenor, baritone, bass, and once more out of hearing.

The passengers waited in the saloon, with the Anderviews like holes in a jaw from which teeth had been pulled. Everyone was taut and apprehensive, sitting forward in their seats, standing stiffly.

The pumps hissed, adjusting to the outer atmosphere; lights glared in through the ports. The entrance clanged open; there was a murmur of voices; Captain Dorristy ushered in a tall man with blunt intelligent features, cropped hair, dark-brown skin.

“This is Detective-Inspector Kirdy of the Special Squad,” said Dorristy. “He will investigate the deaths of Mr. and Mrs. Anderview. Please give him your cooperation; we’ll all be at liberty the sooner.”

No one spoke. The Iszic stood like statues of ice to one side. In deference to Earth convention they wore trousers and capes; their attitude conveyed suspicion, distrust, as if even on Earth they felt impelled to protect their secrets.

Three subordinate detectives entered the room, stared around curiously, and the tautness in the room increased.

Inspector Kirdy spoke in a pleasant voice, “I’ll delay you as little as possible. I’d like to speak to Mr. Omon Bozhd.”

Omon Bozhd inspected Kirdy through the viewer, which he now carried, but Detective-Inspector Kirdy’s right shoulder blazed into no banner of various lights; he had never visited Iszm; he had never ventured past Moon.

Omon Bozhd stepped forward. “I am Omon Bozhd.”

Kirdy took him to the Captain’s cabin. Ten minutes passed. An assistant appeared in the door. “Mr. Aile Farr.”

Farr rose to his feet, followed the assistant from the saloon.

Kirdy and Omon Bozhd faced each other, a study in contrasts: the one pale, austere, aquiline; the other dark, warm, blunt.

Kirdy said to Farr, “I’d like you to listen to Mr. Bozhd’s story, tell me what you think of it.” He turned to the Iszic. “Would you be kind enough to repeat your statement?”

“In essence,” said Omon Bozhd, “the situation is this. Even before leaving Jhespiano I had reason to suspect that the Anderviews were planning harm to Farr Sainh. I communicated my suspicions to my friends—”

“The other Iszic gentlemen?” asked Kirdy.

“Exactly. With their help I installed an inspection-cell in the Anderviews’ cabin. My fears were justified. They returned to their cabin, and here they themselves were killed. In my cabin I witnessed the occurrence. Farr Sainh of course had no part in the matter. He was—and is—completely innocent.”

They scrutinized Farr. Farr scowled. Was he so obviously ingenuous, so undiscerning?

Omon Bozhd turned a fraction of his eyes back to Kirdy. “Farr, as I say, was innocent. But I considered it wise to have him confined away from further danger, so I falsely accused him. Farr Sainh, understandably, refused to cooperate, and forestalled me. My accusation was arousing no conviction in Captain Dorristy, so I withdrew it.”

Kirdy turned to Farr. “What do you say to all this, Mr. Farr? Do you still believe Mr. Bozhd to be the murderer?”

Farr struggled with his anger. “No,” he said between his teeth. “His story is so—so utterly fantastic that I suppose it’s the truth.” He looked at Omon Bozhd. “Why don’t you talk? You say you saw the whole thing. Who did the killing?”

Omon Bozhd swung his viewer. “I have glanced over your laws of criminal procedure. My accusation would carry no great weight; the authorities would need corroborative evidence. That evidence exists. If and when you find it, my statement becomes unnecessary, or at best supplementary.”

Kirdy turned to his assistant. “Take skin-scrapings, breath and perspiration samples of all the passengers.”

After the samples were collected, Kirdy stepped into the saloon and made a statement. “I will question you separately. Those who so desire will be allowed to give their evidence with the cephaloscope as an adjunct, and these responses will naturally take on more weight. I remind you that cephaloscope evidence can not be introduced in court to prove guilt—only to prove innocence. The cephaloscope at worst can only fail to eliminate you from the suspects. I remind you further that refusal to use the cephaloscope is not only a privilege and a right, but considered by many a moral duty; hence those who prefer to give evidence without cephaloscope verification incur no prejudice. Use of the instrument is optional with you.”

The interrogations lasted three hours. First to be queried were the Iszic. They left the saloon one at a time, returning with identical expressions of bored patience. The Codain were interviewed next, then the Monagi, then the various other non-Earthers, and then Farr. Kirdy indicated the cephaloscope. “Use of the instrument is at your option.”

Farr was in a bad humor. “No,” he said. “I despise the contraption; you can take my evidence as I give it or not at all.”

Kirdy nodded politely. “Very well, Mr. Farr.” He consulted his notes. “You first met the Anderviews at Jhespiano, on Iszm?”

“Yes.” Farr described the circumstances.

“You had never seen them before?”

“Never.”

“I understand that during your visit to Iszm you witnessed a tree-raid.”

Farr described the event and his subsequent adventures. Kirdy asked one or two questions, then allowed Farr to return to the saloon.

One at a time the remaining Earthers were interrogated: Ralf and Willeran, the Wlewskas, the young students, until only Paul Bengston the gray-haired sanitary engineer remained. Kirdy accompanied the students back to the saloon. “So far,” he said, “either the cephaloscope or other evidence has cleared everyone I have interviewed—the other evidence consisting principally of the fact that the breath components of no one I have interviewed match the film detected on the wrist-band worn by Mrs. Anderview.”

Everyone in the room stirred. Eyes wandered to Paul Bengston, who went white and red by turns.

“Will you come with me, sir?”

He rose, took short steps forward, looked left and right, then preceded Kirdy into the Captain’s cabin.

Five minutes passed. Kirdy’s assistant appeared in the lounge. “We are sorry to have kept you waiting. You are all at liberty to debark.”

There was talk around the lounge—a sputter and hum. Farr sat silent. A pressure began to build up inside him: anger, frustration, humiliation. The pressure grew, and finally burst up, to flood his mind with fury. He jumped to his feet, strode across the lounge, climbed the steps to the Captain’s cabin.

Kirdy’s assistant stopped him. “Excuse me, Mr. Farr. I don’t think you’d better interrupt.”

“I don’t care what you think,” snapped Farr. He yanked at the door. It was locked. He rapped. Captain Dorristy slid it open a foot, pushed his square face out. “Well? What’s the trouble?”

Farr put his hand on Dorristy’s chest, pushed him back, thrust open the door, stepped inside. Dorristy started a punch for Farr’s face. Farr would have welcomed it as an excuse to strike back, to smash, to hurt. But one of the assistants stepped between.

Kirdy stood facing Paul Bengston. He turned his head. “Yes, Mr. Farr?”

Dorristy, seething, muttering, red in the face, stood back.

Farr said, “This man—he’s guilty?”

Kirdy nodded. “The evidence is conclusive.”

Farr looked at Bengston. His face blurred and swam and seemed to alter, as if by trick photography, with the candor and mild good humor becoming deceit and cruelty and callousness. Farr wondered how he could have been deceived. He bent a little forward; Paul Bengston met his eyes with defiance and dislike.

“Why?” he asked. “Why did all this happen?”

Bengston made no answer.

“I’ve got a right to know,” said Farr. “Why?”

Still no answer.

Farr swallowed his pride. “Why?” he asked humbly, “Won’t you please tell me?”

Paul Bengston shrugged, laughed foolishly.

Farr pled with him. “Is it something I know? Something I’ve seen? Something I own?”

An emotion close to hysteria seemed to grip Bengston. He said, “I just don’t like the way your hair is parted.” And he laughed till the tears came.

Kirdy said grimly, “I haven’t got any better from him.”

“What could be his motive?” asked Farr plaintively. “His reason? Why would the Anderviews want to kill me?”

“If I find out I’ll let you know,” said Kirdy. “Meanwhile—where can I get in touch with you?”

Farr considered. There was something he had to do…It would come to him, but in the meantime: “I’m going to Los Angeles. I’ll be at the Imperador Hotel.”

“Chump,” said Bengston under his breath.

Farr took a half-step forward. “Easy, Mr. Farr,” said Kirdy.

Farr turned away.

“I’ll let you know,” said Kirdy.

Farr looked at Dorristy. Dorristy said, “Never mind. Don’t bother to apologize.”


X

When Farr returned to the lounge, the other passengers had debarked and were passing through the immigration office. Farr hurriedly followed them out, almost in claustrophobic panic. The SS Andrei Simic, the magnificent bird of space, enclosed him like a clamp, a coffin; he could wait no longer to leave, to stand on the soil of Earth.

It was almost morning. The wind off the Mojave blew in his face, aromatic with sage and desert dust; the stars glinted, paling in the east. At the top of the ramp, Farr automatically looked up, searched out Auriga. There: Capella, there—the faintest of glitters—Xi Aurigae beside which swung Iszm. Farr walked down the ramp, planted his foot on the ground. He was back on Earth. The impact seemed to jar an idea into his head. Of course, he thought, with a feeling of relief: the natural thing to do, the obvious man to see: K. Penche.

Tomorrow. First to the Hotel Imperador. A bath in a hundred gallons of hot water. A hundred gallons of Scotch for a nightcap. Then bed.

Omon Bozhd approached. “It has been a pleasure knowing you, Farr Sainh. A word of advice: use vast caution. I suspect that you are still in great danger.” He bowed, walked away. Farr stood looking after him. He felt no disposition to scoff off the warning.

He passed immigration quickly, dispatched his luggage to the Imperador. By-passing the line of helicabs, he stepped down the shaft to the public tube. The disk appeared under his feet (always a thrill in the shaft, always the thought: suppose the disk doesn’t come? Just this once?).

The disk slowed to a stop. Farr paid his fare, summoned a one-man car to the dock, jumped in, dialed his destination, relaxed into the seat. He could not marshal his thoughts. Visions seeped through his mind: the regions of space, Iszm, Jhespiano, the many-podded houses. He sailed in the Lhaiz to Tjiere Atoll; he felt the terror of the raid on the fields of Zhde Patasz, the fall down the root into the dungeon, the confinement with the Thord—and later, the terrible experience on Zhde Patasz’s experimental islet…The visions passed; they were a memory, far away, farther than the light years to Iszm.

The hum of the car soothed him; his eyes grew heavy; he started to doze.

He pulled himself awake, blinking. Shadowy, phantasmagorical, this whole affair. But it was real. Farr forced himself into a sober frame of mind. But his mind refused to reason, to plan. The stimuli had lost their sting. Here in the tube, the sane normal underground tube, murder seemed impossible…

One man on Earth could help him: K. Penche, Earth agent for the Iszic houses, the man to whom Omon Bozhd brought bad news.

The car vibrated, jerked, shunted off the main tube toward the ocean. It twisted twice more, threading the maze of local tubes, and coasted finally to a stop.

The door snapped open, a uniformed attendant assisted him to the deck. He registered at a stereoscreen booth; an elevator lofted him two hundred feet to the surface, another five hundred feet to his room level. He was shown into a long chamber, finished in pleasant tones of olive green, straw, russet and white. One wall was sheer glass looking over Santa Monica, Beverly Hills and the ocean. Farr sighed in contentment. Iszic houses in many ways were remarkable, but never would they supersede the Hotel Imperador.

Farr took his bath, floating in hot water faintly scented with lime. Rhythmical fingers of cooler water jetted and surged, massaging his legs, back, ribs, shoulders…He almost fell asleep. The bottom of the tub elevated, angled gently to vertical, set him on his feet. Blasts of air removed his wetness; sunlamp radiation gave him a quick pleasant scorch.

He came out of the bath to find a tall Scotch-and-soda waiting for him; not a hundred gallons, but enough. He stood at the window, sipping, enjoying the sense of utter fatigue.

The sun came up; golden light washed in like a tide across the vast reaches of the world-city. Somewhere out there, in the luxury district that had once been Signal Hill, dwelt K. Penche. Farr felt an instant of puzzlement. Strange, he thought, how Penche represented the solution to everything. Well, he’d know whether that was right or not when he saw the man.

Farr polarized the window, light died from the room. He set the wall clock to call him at noon, sank into bed, and fell asleep.

The window depolarized; daylight entered the room. Farr awoke, sat up in bed, reached for a menu. He ticked off coffee, grapefruit, bacon, eggs, jumped out of bed, went to the window. The world’s largest city spread as far as he could see, white spires melting into the tawny haze, everywhere a trembling and vibration of commerce and life.

The wall extruded a table set with his breakfast; Farr turned away from the window, seated himself, ate and watched news on the stereoscreen. For a minute he forgot his troubles; after his long absence, he had lost the continuity of the news. Events which he might have overlooked a year ago suddenly seemed interesting. He felt a cheerful flush; it was good to be home on Earth.

The news-screen voice said, “Now for some flashes from outer space. It has just been learned that aboard the Red Ball Packet Andrei Simic two passengers, ostensibly missionaries returning from service in the Mottram Group—”

Farr watched, his breakfast forgotten, the cheerful glow fading.

The voice recounted the affair; the screen modeled the Andrei Simic: first the exterior, then a cutaway, with an arrow directing attention to ‘the death cabin’. How pleasant and unconcerned was this commentator! How remote and incidental he made the affair seem!

“—the two victims and the murderer have all been identified as members of the notorious Heavy Weather crime-syndicate. Apparently they had visited Iszm, third planet of Xi Aurigae, in an attempt to smuggle out a female house.”

The voice spoke on. Simulacra of the Anderviews and Paul Bengston appeared.

Farr clicked off the screen, pushed the table back into the wall. He rose to his feet, went to look out over the city. It was urgent. He must see Penche.

From the Size 2 cupboard he selected underwear, a suit of pale blue fiber, fresh sandals. As he dressed he planned out his day. First, of course, Penche…Farr frowned, paused in the buckling of his sandals. What should he tell Penche? Come to think of it, why would Penche worry about his troubles? What could Penche do? His monopoly stemmed from the Iszic; he would hardly risk antagonizing them.

Farr took a deep breath, shrugged aside these annoying speculations. It was illogical, but quite definitely the right place to go. He was sure of this; he felt it in his bones.

He finished dressing, went to the stereoscreen, dialed the office of K. Penche. Penche’s symbol appeared—a conventionalized Iszic house, with vertical bars of heavy type, reading K. Penche—Houses. Farr had not touched the scanning button; and his own image did not cross to Penche’s office, an act of instinctive caution.

A female voice said, “K. Penche Enterprises.”

“This is—” Farr hesitated and withheld his name. “Connect me to Mr. Penche.”

“Who is speaking?”

“My name is confidential.”

“What is your business, please?”

“Confidential.”

“I’ll connect you to Mr. Penche’s secretary.”

The secretary’s image appeared—a young woman of languid charm. Farr repeated his request. The secretary looked at the screen. “Send over your image, please.”

“No,” said Farr. “Connect me with Mr. Penche—I’ll talk directly to him.”

“I’m afraid that’s impossible,” said the secretary. “Quite contrary to our office procedure.”

“Tell Mr. Penche that I have just arrived from Iszm on the Andrei Simic.”

The secretary turned, spoke into a mesh. After a second her face melted, the screen filled with the face of K. Penche. It was a massive powerful face, like a piece of heavy machinery. The eyes burnt from deep rectangular sockets, bars of muscles clamped his mouth. The eyebrows rose in a sardonic arch; the expression was neither pleasant nor unpleasant.

“Who’s speaking?” asked K. Penche.

Words rose up through Farr’s brain like bubbles from the bottom of a dark vat. They were words he had never intended to say. “I’ve come from Iszm; I’ve got it.” Farr heard himself in amazement. The words came again. “I’ve come from Iszm…” He clamped his teeth, refused to vocalize; the syllables bounced back from the barrier.

“Who is this? Where are you?”

Farr reached over, turned off the screen, sank weakly back into his chair. What was going on? He had nothing for Penche. ‘Nothing’ meant a female house, naturally. Farr might be naive but not to that degree. He had no house—seed, seedling or sapling.

Why did he want to see Penche? Pent-up common-sense broke through to the top of his mind. Penche couldn’t help him…A voice from another part of his brain said, Penche knows the ropes; he’ll give you good advice…Well, yes, thought Farr weakly. This might be true enough.

Farr relaxed. Yes, of course—that was his motive. But, on the other hand, Penche was a businessman, dependent on the Iszic. If Farr were to go to anyone it should be to the police, to the Special Squad.

He sat back rubbing his chin. Of course, it wouldn’t hurt to see the man; maybe get it off his chest.

Farr jumped to his feet in disgust. It was unreasonable. Why should he see Penche? Give him just one good reason…There was no reason whatever. He came to a definite decision: he would have nothing to do with Penche.

He left the room, descended to the main lobby of the Imperador, crossed to the desk to cash a bank coupon. The coupon was screened to the bank; there would be a wait of a few seconds. Farr tapped his fingers on the counter impatiently. Beside him a burly frog-faced man argued with the clerk. He wanted to deliver a message to a guest, but the clerk was skeptical. The burly man began to bite off his words in anger; the clerk stood behind his glass bulwark, prim, fastidious, shaking his head. Serene in the strength given him by rules and regulations, he took pleasure in thwarting the large man.

“If you don’t know his name, how do you know he’s at the Imperador?”

“I know he’s here,” said the man. “It’s important that he get this message.”

“It sounds very odd,” mused the clerk. “You don’t know what he looks like, you don’t know his name…You might easily deliver your message to the wrong party.”

“That’s my look-out!”

The clerk smilingly shook his head. “Apparently all you know is that he arrived at five this morning. We have several guests who came in at that time.”

Farr was counting his money; the conversation impinged on his consciousness. He loitered, adjusting the bills in his wallet.

“This man came in from space. He was just off the Andrei Simic. Now do you know who I mean?”

Farr moved away quietly. He knew quite clearly what had happened. Penche had been expecting the call; it was important to him. He had traced the connection to the Imperador, and had sent a man over to contact him. In a far corner of the room he watched the large man lurch away from the desk in rage. Farr knew he would try elsewhere. One of the bell-boys or a steward would get him his information for a fee.

Farr started out the door, turned to look back. A nondescript middle-aged woman was walking toward him; he happened to meet her eyes, she looked aside, faltered the smallest trifle in her step. Farr had already been keyed to suspicion, or he might not have noticed. The woman walked quickly past him, stepped on the exit-band, was carried through the Imperador orchid garden and out upon Sunset Boulevard.

Farr followed, watched her melt into the crowds. He crossed to a traffic umbrella, took the lift to the helicab deck. A cab stood empty beside the shelter. Farr jumped in, picked a destination at random. “Laguna Beach.”

The cab rose into the southbound level. Farr watched from the rear port. A cab bobbed up a hundred yards astern, followed.

Farr called to the driver, “Turn off to Riverside.”

The cab behind turned.

Farr told his driver, “Put me down right here.”

“South Gate?” asked the driver, as if Farr were not in his right mind.

“South Gate.” Not too far from Penche’s office and display yard on Signal Hill, thought Farr. Coincidence.

The cab dropped him to the surface. Farr watched the pursuing cab descend. He felt no great concern. Evading a pursuer was a matter of utmost simplicity, a technique known to every child who watched the stereos.

Farr followed the white arrow to the underground shaft, stepped in. The disk caught him, bumped to a gentle halt. Farr called over a car, jumped in. The underground was almost made to order for shaking off a shadow. He dialed a destination, tried to relax into the seat.

The car accelerated, hummed, decelerated, halted. The door snapped open. Farr jumped out, rode the lift to the surface. He froze in his tracks. What was he doing here? This was Signal Hill—once spiked with oil derricks, now lost under billows of exotic greenery: ten million trees, bushes, shrubs, merging around mansions and palaces. There were pools and waterfalls, carefully informal banks of flowers: scarlet hibiscus, blazing yellow banneret, sapphire gardenia. The Hanging Gardens of Babylon were as nothing. Bel-Air was frowzy in contrast; Topanga was for the parvenus.

K. Penche owned twenty acres on the summit of Signal Hill. He had cleared off his land, ignoring protests and court orders, winning law-suits. Signal Hill now was crowned by Iszic tree houses: sixteen varieties in four basic types; the only models Penche was allowed to sell.

Farr walked slowly along the shaded arcade that once had been Atlantic Avenue. Interesting, he thought, that coincidence should bring him here. Well, he was this close; perhaps it might be a good idea to see Penche…

No! said Farr stubbornly. He had made the decision; no irrational compulsion was going to make him change his mind! An odd matter, that in all the vast reaches of Greater Los Angeles, he should wind up almost at K. Penche’s front door. Too odd; it went beyond mere chance. His subconscious must be at work.

He glanced behind him. No one could possibly be following, but he watched for a moment or two as hundreds of people, old and young, of all shapes, sizes and colors passed. By a subtle evaluation he fixed on a slender man in a gray suit; he struck a false note. Farr reversed his direction, threaded the maze of open-air shops and booths under the arcade, ducked into a palm-shaded cafeteria, stepped out of sight behind a wall of leaves.

A minute passed. The man in the gray suit came briskly past. Farr stepped out, stared hard into the well-groomed, well-pomaded countenance. “Are you looking for me, mister?”

“Why no,” said the man in the gray suit. “I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

“I hope I don’t see you again,” said Farr. He left the cafeteria, stalked to the nearest underground station, dropped down the shaft, jumped into a car. After a minute’s thought he dialed Altadena. The car hummed off. No easy relaxation now; Farr sat on the edge of his seat. How had they located him? Through the tube? Incredible.

To make doubly sure, he canceled Altadena, dialed Pomona.

Five minutes later he wandered with apparent casualness along Valley Boulevard. In another five minutes he located the shadow, a young workman with a vacant face. Am I crazy? Farr asked himself; am I developing a persecution complex? He put the shadow to a rigorous test, strolling around blocks as if looking for a particular house. The young workman ambled along behind him.

Farr went into a restaurant, called the Special Squad on the stereo-screen. He asked for and was connected with Detective-Inspector Kirdy.

Kirdy greeted him politely, and positively denied that he had assigned men to follow Farr. He appeared keenly interested. “Wait just a shake,” he said. “I’ll check the other departments.”

Three or four minutes passed. Farr saw the blank young man enter the restaurant, take an unobtrusive seat, order coffee.

Kirdy returned. “We’re innocent around here. Perhaps it’s a private agency.”

Farr looked annoyed. “Isn’t there anything I can do about it?”

“Are you being molested in any way?”

“No.”

“We really can’t do anything. Drop into a tube, shake ’em off.”

“I’ve taken the tube twice—they’re still after me.”

Kirdy looked puzzled. “I wish they’d tell me how. We don’t try to follow suspects anymore; they brush us off too easily.”

“I’ll try once more,” said Farr. “Then there’ll be fireworks.”

He marched out of the restaurant. The young workman downed his coffee, came quickly after.

Farr dropped down a tube. He waited, but the young workman did not follow. So much for that. He called over a car, looked around. The young workman was nowhere near. No one was near. Farr jumped in, dialed for Ventura. The car sped off. There was no conceivable way it could be traced or followed through the tubes.

In Ventura his shadow was an attractive young housewife who seemed out for an afternoon’s shopping.

Farr jumped into a shaft, took a car for Long Beach. The man who followed him in Long Beach was the slender man in the gray suit who had first attracted his attention at Signal Hill. He seemed unperturbed when Farr recognized him, shrugging rather insolently, as if to say, “What do you expect?”

Signal Hill. Back again; only a mile or two away. Maybe it might be a good idea after all to drop in on Penche.

No!

Farr sat down at an arcade cafe in full view of the shadow and ordered a sandwich. The man in the natty gray suit took a table nearby and provided himself with iced tea. Farr wished he could beat the truth out of the well-groomed face. Inadvisable; he would end up in jail. Was Penche responsible for this persecution? Farr reluctantly rejected the idea. Penche’s man had arrived at the Imperador desk while Farr was leaving. The evasion had been decisive there.

Who then? Omon Bozhd?

Farr sat stock-still; then laughed—a loud clear sharp bark of a laugh. People looked at him in surprise. The gray man gave him a glance of cautious appraisal. Farr continued to chuckle, a nervous release. Once he thought about it, it was so clear, so simple.

He looked up at the ceiling of the arcade, imagining the sky beyond. Somewhere, five or ten miles overhead, hung an air-boat. In the air-boat sat an Iszic, with a sensitive viewer and a radio. Everywhere that Farr went, the radiant in his right shoulder sent up a signal. On the viewer-screen Farr was as surreptitious as a lighthouse.

He went to the stereo-screen, called Kirdy.

Kirdy was vastly interested. “I’ve heard of that stuff. Apparently it works.”

“Yes,” said Farr, “it works. How can I shield it?”

“Just a minute.” Five minutes passed. Kirdy came back to the screen. “Stay where you are; I’ll send a man down with a shield.”

The messenger presently arrived. Farr went into the men’s room and wrapped a pad of woven metal around his shoulder and chest.

“Now,” said Farr grimly. “Now we’ll see.”

The slim man in the gray suit followed him nonchalantly to the tube shaft. Farr dialed to Santa Monica.

He rose to the surface at the Ocean Avenue station, walked north-east along Wilshire Boulevard, back toward Beverly Hills. He was alone. He made all the tests he could think of. No one followed him. Farr grinned in satisfaction, picturing the annoyed Iszic at the viewer-screen.

He came to the Capricorn Club—a large, rather disreputable-looking saloon, with a pleasant old-fashioned odor of sawdust, wax and beer. He turned in, went directly to the stereo-screen, called the Hotel Imperador. Yes, there was a message for him. The clerk played back the tape, and for the second time Farr looked into Penche’s massive sardonic face. The harsh deep voice was conciliatory; the words had been carefully chosen and rehearsed. “I’d like to see you at your earliest convenience, Mr. Farr. We both realize the need for discretion. I’m sure your visit will result in profit for both of us. I will be waiting for your call.”

The stereo faded; the clerk appeared. “Shall I cancel or file, Mr. Farr?”

“Cancel,” said Farr. He left the booth, went to the far end of the bar. The bartender made the traditional inquiry: “What’s yours, brother?”

Farr ordered. “Vienna Stadtbrau.”

The bartender turned, spun a tall oak wheel twined with hop vines, gay with labels. A hundred and twenty positions controlled a hundred and twenty storage-tubes. He pushed the bumper; a dark flask slipped out of the dispenser. The bartender squeezed the flask into a stein, set it before Farr. Farr took a deep swallow, relaxed, rubbed his forehead.

He was puzzled. Something very odd was going on; no question about it. Penche seemed reasonable enough. Perhaps, after all, it might be a good idea—wearily Farr put the thought away. Amazing how many guises the compulsion found to clothe itself. It was difficult to guard against all of them. Unless he vetoed out of hand any course of action that included a visit to Penche. A measure of uncompromising rigor, a counter-compulsion that set shackles on his freedom of action. It was a mess. How could a man think clearly when he could not distinguish between an idiotic subconscious urge and common sense?

Farr ordered more beer; the bartender, a sturdy apple-cheeked little man with pop-eyes and a fine mustache, obliged. Farr returned to his thinking. It was an interesting psychological problem, one that Farr might have relished in different circumstances. Right now it was too close to home. He tried to reason with the compulsion. What do I gain by seeing Penche? Penche had hinted of profit. He clearly thought that Farr had something he wanted.

It could only be a female house.

Farr had no female house; therefore—it was as simple as that—he gained nothing by going to Penche.

But Farr was dissatisfied. The syllogism was too pat; he suspected that he had oversimplified. The Iszic were also involved. They must also believe that he had a female house. Since they had attempted to follow him, they were ignorant of where he would deliver this hypothetical house.

Penche naturally would not want them to know. If the Iszic learned of Penche’s involvement, breaking his franchise was the least they would do. They might well kill him.

K. Penche was playing for high stakes. On the one hand he could grow his own houses. They would cost him twenty or thirty dollars apiece. He could sell as many as he liked at two thousand. He would become the richest man in the universe, the richest man in the history of Earth. The moguls of ancient India, the Victorian tycoons, the oil-barons, the Pan-Eurasian syndics: they would dwindle to paupers in comparison.

That was on the one hand. On the other—Penche at the very least would lose his monopoly. Recalling Penche’s face, the cartilaginous bar of his mouth, the prow of his nose, the eyes like smoked glass in front of a furnace—Farr instinctively knew Penche’s position.

It would be an interesting struggle. Penche probably discounted the subtle Iszic brain, the fanatic zeal with which they defended their property. The Iszic possibly underestimated Penche’s massive wealth and Earth’s technical genius. It was the situation of the ancient paradox: the irresistible force and the immovable object. And I, thought Farr, am in the middle. Unless I extricate myself, I will very likely be crushed…He took a thoughtful pull at his beer. If I knew more accurately what was happening, how I happened to become involved, why they picked on me, I’d know which way to jump. Yet—what power I wield! Or so it seems.

Farr ordered another beer. On sudden thought he looked up sharply, glanced around the bar. No one appeared to be watching him. Farr took the container, went to a table in a dark corner.

The affair—at least his personal participation in it—had stemmed from the Thord raid on Tjiere. Farr had aroused Iszic suspicion; they had imprisoned him. He had been alone with a surviving Thord. The Iszic had released hypnotic gas through a root-tubule. The Thord and Farr had been stupefied.

The Iszic had certainly searched him unit by unit, inside and out, mind and body. If he were guilty of complicity, they would know it. If he had seed or seedling on his person, they would know it.

What had they actually done?

They had released him; they had facilitated, in fact they had prompted, his return to Earth. He was a decoy, a bait.

Aboard the Andrei Simic—what of all that? Suppose the Anderviews were Penche’s agents. Suppose they had apprehended the danger that Farr represented and sought to kill him? What about Paul Bengston? His function might have been to spy on the first two. He had killed the Anderviews either to protect Penche’s interests, or cut himself a larger slice of the profits. He had failed. He was now in custody of the Special Squad.

The whole thing added up to a tentative, speculative, but apparently logical conclusion: K. Penche had organized the raid on Tjiere. It was Penche’s metal mole that the wasp-ship had destroyed eleven hundred feet underground. The raid had nearly been successful. The Iszic must have writhed in terror. They would trace the source, the organization of the raid, without qualm or restraint. A few deaths meant nothing. Money meant nothing. Aile Farr meant nothing.

And small cold chills played up Farr’s back.

A pretty blonde girl in gray sheen-skin paused beside his table. “Hi, Cholly.” She tossed her hair roguishly over her shoulder. “You look lonesome.” And she dropped into a seat beside him.

Farr’s thoughts had taken him into nervous territory; the girl startled him. He stared at her without moving a muscle, five seconds—ten seconds.

She forced an uneasy laugh, moved in her chair. “You look like you got the cares of the world on your head.”

Farr put his beer gently to the table. “I’m trying to pick a horse.”

“Out of the air?” She pushed a cigarette in her mouth, archly pushed it toward him. “Give me a light.”

Farr lit the cigarette, studying her from behind his eyelids, weighing her, probing for the false note, the non-typical reaction. He had not noticed her come in, nor had he seen her promoting drinks anywhere else around the bar.

“I could be talked into taking a drink,” she said carelessly.

“After I buy you a drink—then what?”

She looked away, refusing to meet his eyes. “I guess—I guess that’s up to you.”

Farr asked her how much, in rather blunt terms. She blushed, still looking across the bar, suddenly flustered. “I guess you made a mistake…I guess I made a mistake…I thought you’d be good for a drink.”

Farr asked in an easy voice, “You work for the bar, on commission?”

“Sure,” she said, half-defiantly. “What about it? It’s a nice way to pass the evening. Sometimes you meet a nice guy. Whatcha do to your head?” She leaned forward, looked. “Somebody hit you?”

“If I told you how I got that scab,” said Farr, “you’d call me a liar.”

“Go ahead, try me.”

“Some people were mad at me. They took me to a tree, pushed me inside. I fell down into a root, two or three hundred feet. On the way down I hit my head.”

The girl looked at him sidelong. Her mouth twisted into a wry grimace. “And at the bottom you saw little pink men carrying green lanterns. And a big white fluffy rabbit.”

“I told you,” said Farr.

She reached up toward his temple. “You’ve got a funny long gray hair.”

Farr moved his head back. “I’m going to keep it.”

“Suit yourself.” She eyed him coldly. “Are you gonna spring, or do I gotta tell you the story of my life?”

“Just a minute,” said Farr. He rose to his feet, crossed the room, to the bar. He motioned to the bartender. “That blonde at my table, see her?”

The bartender looked. “What about her?”

“She usually hang out here?”

“Never saw her before in my life.”

“She doesn’t work for you on commission?”

“Brother, I just told you. I never seen her before in my life.”

“Thanks.”

Farr returned to the table. The girl was sullenly rapping her fingers on the table. Farr looked at her a long moment.

“Well?” she growled.

“Who are you working for?”

“I told you.”

“Who sent you in here after me?”

“Don’t be silly.” She started to rise. Farr caught her wrist.

“Let go! I’ll yell.”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” said Farr. “I’d like to see some police. Sit down—or I’ll call them myself.”

She sank slowly back into the chair, then turned, flung herself against him, put her face up, her arms around his neck. “I’m so lonesome. Really, I mean it. I got in from Seattle yesterday. I don’t know a soul—now don’t be so hard to get along with. We can be nice to each other…can’t we?”

Farr grinned. “First we talk, then we can be nice.”

Something was hurting him, something at the back of his neck, where her hand touched. He blinked, grabbed her arm. She jumped up, tore herself loose, eyes shining with glee. “Now what, now what’ll you do?”

Farr made a lurch for her; she danced back, face mischievous. Farr’s eyes were watering, his joints felt weak. He tottered to his feet, the table fell over. The bartender roared, vaulted the bar. Farr took two staggering steps for the girl, who was composedly walking away. The bartender confronted her.

“Just a minute.”

Farr’s ears were roaring. He heard the girl say primly, “You get out of my way. He’s a drunk. He insulted me—said all kinds of nasty things.”

The bartender glared indecisively. “There’s something fishy going on here.”

“Well—don’t mix me up in it.”

Farr’s knees unhinged; a dreadful lump came up his throat, into his mouth. He sank to the floor. He could sense motion, he felt rough hands, and heard the bartender’s voice very loud, “What’s the trouble, Jack? Cantcha hold it?”

Farr’s mind was off somewhere, tangled in a hedge of glass branches. A voice gurgled up his throat. “Call Penche…Call K. Penche!”

“K. Penche,” someone voiced softly. “The guy’s nuts.”

“K. Penche,” Farr mumbled. “He’ll pay you…Call him, tell him—Farr…”


XI

Aile Farr was dying. He was sinking into a red and yellow chaos of shapes that reeled and pounded. When the movement stilled, when the shapes straightened and drew back, when the scarlets and golds blurred, deepened to black—Aile Farr would be dead.

He saw death coming, drifting like twilight across the sundown of his dying…He felt a sudden sharpness, a discord. A bright green blot exploded across the sad reds and roses and golds…

Aile Farr was alive once more.

The doctor leaned back, put aside his hypodermic. “Pretty close shave,” he told the patrolman.

Farr’s convulsions quieted; mercifully he lost consciousness.

“Who is the guy?” asked the patrolman.

The bartender looked skeptically down at Farr. “He said to call Penche.”

“Penche! K. Penche?”

“That’s what he said.”

“Well—call him. All he can do is swear at you.”

The bartender went to the screen. The patrolman looked down at the doctor, still kneeling beside Farr.

“What went wrong with the guy?”

The doctor shrugged. “Hard to say. Some kind of female trouble. So many things you can slip into a man nowadays.”

“That raw place on his head…”

The doctor glanced at Farr’s scalp. “No. That’s an old wound. He got it in the neck. This mark here.”

“Looks like she hit him with a slap-sack.”

The bartender returned. “Penche says he’s on his way out.”

They all looked down at Farr with new respect.

Two orderlies came into the bar. The doctor rose to his feet. “Here’s the ambulance.”

The orderlies placed stretcher poles one on each side of Farr; metal ribbons thrust beneath him, clamping over the opposing pole. They lifted him, carried him across the floor. The bartender trotted alongside. “Where you guys taking him? I got to tell Penche something.”

“He’ll be at the Long Beach Emergency Hospital.”

Penche arrived three minutes after the ambulance had gone. He strode in, looked right and left. “Where is he?”

“Are you Mr. Penche?” the bartender asked respectfully.

“Sure he’s Penche,” said the patrolman.

“Well, your friend was took to the Long Beach Emergency Hospital.”

Penche turned to one of the men who had marched in behind him. “Find out what happened here,” he said and left the bar.

The orderlies arranged Farr on a table, cut off his shoes. In puzzlement they examined the band of metal wrapped around his right shoulder.

“What’s this thing?”

“Whatever it is—it’s got to come off.”

They unwound the woven metal, washed Farr with antiseptic gas, gave him several different injections, moved him into a quiet room.

Penche called the main office. “When can Mr. Farr be moved?”

“Just a minute, Mr. Penche.”

Penche waited; the clerk made inquiries. “Well, he’s out of danger now.”

“Can he be moved?”

“He’s still unconscious, but the doctor says he’s okay.”

“Have the ambulance bring him to my house, please.”

“Very well, Mr. Penche. Er—are you assuming responsibility for Mr. Farr’s care?”

“Yes,” said Penche. “Bill me.”

Penche’s house on Signal Hill was a Class AA Type 4 luxury model, a dwelling equivalent to an average custom-built Earth house of 30,000 dollars value. Penche sold Class AA houses in four varieties for 10,000 dollars—as many as he could obtain—as well as Class A, Class BB and Class B houses. The Iszic, of course, grew houses infinitely more elaborate for their own use—rich ancient growths with complex banks of interconnecting pods, walls shining with fluorescent colors, tubules emitting nectar and oil and brine, atmospheres charged with oxygen and complex beneficiants, phototropic and photophobic pods, pods holding carefully filtered and circulated bathing pools, pods exuding nuts and sugar crystals and succulent wafers. The Iszic exported none of these, and none of the three-and four-pod laborer’s houses. They required as much handling and shipping space, but brought only a small fraction of the return.

A billion Earthers still lived in sub-standard conditions. North Chinese still cut caves into the loess, Dravidians built mud huts, Americans and Europeans occupied decaying apartment-tenements. Penche thought the situation deplorable; a massive market lay untapped. Penche wanted to tap it.

A practical difficulty intervened. These people could pay no thousands of dollars for Class AA, A, BB and B houses, even if Penche had them to sell. He needed three-, four-, and five-pod laborer’s houses—which the Iszic refused to export.

The problem had a classical solution: a raid on Iszm for a female tree. Properly fertilized, the female tree would yield a million seeds a year. About half these seeds would grow into female trees. In a few years Penche’s income would expand from ten million a year to a hundred million, a thousand million, five thousand million.

To most people the difference between ten million a year and a thousand million seems inconsequential. Penche, however, thought in units of a million. Money represented not that which could be bought, but energy, dynamic thrust, the stuff of persuasion and efficacy. He spent little money on himself, his personal life was rather austere. He lived in his Class AA demonstrator on Signal Hill when he might have owned a sky-island, drifting in orbit around Earth. He might have loaded his table with rare meats and fowl, precious conserves, the valued wines, curious liquors and fruits from the outer worlds. He could have staffed a harem with the houris of a Sultan’s dream. But Penche ate steak; he drank coffee and beer. He remained a bachelor, indulging himself socially only when the press of business allowed. Like certain gifted men who have no ear for music, Penche had only small taste for the accoutrements of civilization.

He recognized his own lack, and sometimes he felt a fleeting melancholy, like the brush of a dark feather; sometimes he sat slumped, savage as a boar, the furnaces glaring behind the smoked glass of his eyes, but for the most part K. Penche was sour and sardonic. Other men could be softened, distracted, controlled by easy words, pretty things, pleasure; Penche knew this well and used the knowledge as a carpenter uses a hammer, incurious about the intrinsic nature of the tool. Without illusion or prejudice he watched and acted; here perhaps was Penche’s greatest strength, the inner brooding eye that gauged himself and the world in the same frame of callous objectivity.

He was waiting in his study when the ambulance sank to the lawn. He went out on the balcony, watched as the orderlies floated out the stretcher. He spoke in the heavy harsh voice that penetrated like another man’s shout. “Is he conscious?”

“He’s coming around, sir.”

“Bring him up here.”


XII

Aile Farr awoke in a pod with dust-yellow walls, a dark brown ceiling vaulted with slender ribs. He raised his head and blinked around the pod. He saw square dark heavy furniture: chairs, a settee, a table scattered with papers and a model house or two, an antique Spanish buffet.

A wispy man with a large head and earnest eyes bent over him. He wore a white cloth jacket, he smelled of antiseptic: a doctor.

Behind the doctor stood Penche. He was a large man but not as large as Farr had pictured him. He crossed the room slowly, looked down at Farr.

Something stirred in Farr’s brain. Air rose in his throat, his vocal chords vibrated; his mouth, tongue, teeth, palate shaped words; Farr heard them in amazement.

“I have the tree.”

Penche nodded. “Where?”

Farr looked at him stupidly.

Penche asked, “How did you get the tree off Iszm?”

“I don’t know,” said Farr. He rose up on his elbow, rubbed his chin, blinked. “I don’t know what I’m saying. I don’t have any tree.”

Penche frowned. “Either you have it or you don’t.”

“I don’t have any tree.” Farr struggled to sit up. The doctor put an arm under his shoulders, helped him up. Farr felt very weak. “What am I doing here? Somebody poisoned me. A girl. A blonde girl in the tavern.” He looked at Penche with growing anger. “She was working for you.”

Penche nodded. “That’s true.”

Farr rubbed his face. “How did you find me?”

“You called the Imperador on the stereo. I had a man in the exchange waiting for the call.”

“Well,” said Farr wearily. “It’s all a mistake. How or why or what—I don’t know. Except that I’m taking a beating. And I don’t like it.”

Penche looked at the doctor. “How is he?”

“He’s all right now. He’ll get his strength back pretty soon.”

“Good. You can go.”

The doctor left the pod. Penche signaled a chair up behind him, sat down. “Anna worked too hard,” said Penche. “She never should have used her sticker.” He hitched his chair closer. “Tell me about yourself.”

“First,” said Farr, “where am I?”

“You’re in my house. I’ve been looking for you.”

“Why?”

Penche rocked his head back and forth, a sign of inward amusement. “You were asked to deliver a tree to me. Or a seed. Or a seedling. Whatever it is, I want it.”

Farr spoke in a level voice. “I don’t have it. I don’t know anything about it. I was on Tjiere Atoll during the raid—that’s the closest I came to your tree.”

Penche asked in a quiet voice that seemed to hold no suspicion, “You called me when you arrived in town. Why?”

Farr shook his head. “I don’t know. It was something I had to do. I did it. I told you just now I had a tree. I don’t know why…”

Penche nodded. “I believe you. We’ve got to find out where this tree is. It may take a while, but—”

“I don’t have your tree. I’m not interested.” He rose to his feet. He looked around, started for the door. “Now—I’m going home.”

Penche looked after him in quiet amusement. “The doors are cinched, Farr.”

Farr paused, looking at the hard rosette of the door. Cinched—twisted shut. The relax-nerve would be somewhere in the wall. He pressed at the dusty yellow surface, almost like parchment.

“Not that way,” said Penche. “Come back here, Farr…”

The door unwrapped itself. Omon Bozhd stood in the gap. He wore a skin-tight garment striped blue and white, a white cloche flaring rakishly back on itself, up over his ears. His face was austere, placid, full of the strength that was human but not Earth-human.

He came into the room. Behind came two more Iszic, these in yellow and green stripes: Szecr. Farr backed away to let them enter.

“Hello,” said Penche. “I thought I had the door cinched. You fellows probably know all the tricks.”

Omon Bozhd nodded politely to Farr. “We lost you for a certain period today; I am glad to see you.” He looked at Penche, then back at Farr. “Your destination seems to have been K. Penche’s house.”

“That’s the way it looks,” said Farr.

Omon Bozhd explained politely. “When you were in the cell on Tjiere, we anesthetized you with a hypnotic gas. The Thord heard it. His race holds their breath for six minutes. When you became dazed he leapt on you, to effect a mind transfer and fixed his will on yours. A suggestion, a compulsion.” He looked at Penche. “To the last moment he served his master well.”

Penche said nothing; Omon Bozhd returned to Farr. “He buried the instructions deep in your brain; then he gave you the trees he had stolen. Six minutes had elapsed. He took a breath and became unconscious. Later we took you to him, hoping this would dislodge the injunction. We met failure; the Thord astounded us with his psychic capabilities.”

Farr looked at Penche, who was leaning negligently against the table. There was tension here, like a trick jack-in-the-box ready to explode at the slightest shock.

Omon Bozhd dismissed Farr from his attention. Farr had served his purpose. “I came to Earth,” he told Penche, “on two missions. I must inform you that your consignment of Class AA houses cannot be delivered, because of the raid on Tjiere Atoll.”

“Well, well,” said Penche mildly. “Not so good.”

“My second mission is to find the man Aile Farr brings his message to.”

Penche spoke in an interested voice. “You probed Farr’s mind? Why weren’t you able to find out then?”

Iszic courtesy was automatic, a reflex. Omon Bozhd bowed his head. “The Thord ordered Farr to forget; to remember only when his foot touched the soil of Earth. He had enormous power; Farr Sainh has a brain of considerable tenacity. We could only follow him. His destination is here, the house of K. Penche. I am able therefore to fulfill my second mission.”

Penche said, “Well? Spit it out!”

Omon Bozhd bowed. His own voice was calm and formal. “My original message to you is voided, Penche Sainh. You are receiving no more Class AA houses. You are receiving none at all. If ever you set foot on Iszm or in Iszic suzerainty, you will be punished for your crime against us.”

Penche nodded his head, his sign of inner sardonic mirth. “You discharge me, then. I’m no longer your agent.”

“Correct.”

Penche turned to Farr, spoke in a startling sharp voice. “The trees—where are they?”

Involuntarily Farr put his hand to the sore spot on his scalp.

Penche said, “Come over here, Farr, sit down. Let me take a look.”

Farr growled, “Keep away from me; I’m not cat’s-paw for anybody.”

Omon Bozhd said, “The Thord anchored six seeds under the skin of Farr Sainh’s scalp. It was an ingenious hiding place. The seeds are small. We searched for thirty minutes before we found them.”

Farr pressed his scalp with distaste.

Penche said in his hoarse harsh voice, “Sit down, Farr. Let’s find out where we stand.”

Farr backed against the wall. “I know where I stand. It’s not with you.”

Penche laughed. “You’re not throwing in with the Iszic?”

“I’m throwing in with nobody. If I’ve got seeds in my head, it’s nobody’s business but my own!”

Penche took a step forward, his face a little ugly.

Omon Bozhd said, “The seeds were removed, Penche Sainh. The bumps which Farr Sainh perhaps can feel are pellets of tantalum.”

Farr fingered his scalp. Indeed—there they were: hard lumps he had thought part of the scab. One, two, three, four, five, six…His hand wandered through his hair, stopped. Involuntarily he looked at Penche, at the Iszic. They did not seem to be watching him. He pressed the small object he found in his hair. It felt like a small bladder, a sac, the size of a grain of wheat; and it was connected to his scalp by a fiber. Anna, the blonde girl, had seen a long gray hair…

Farr said in a shaky voice, “I’ve had enough of this…I’m going.”

“No you’re not,” said Penche, without heat or passion. “You’ll stay here.”

Omon Bozhd said politely, “I believe that Earth law prohibits holding a man against his will. If we acquiesced, we become equally guilty. Is this not correct?”

Penche smiled. “In a certain restricted sense.”

“To protect ourselves, we insist that you perform no illegalities.”

Penche leaned forward truculently. “You’ve delivered your message. Now get the hell out!”

Farr pushed past Penche. Penche raised his arm, put his palm flat on Farr’s chest. “You’d better stay, Farr. You’re safer.”

Farr stared deep into Penche’s smouldering eyes. With so much anger and frustration and contempt to express, he found it hard to speak. “I’ll go where I please,” he said finally. “I’m sick of playing sucker.”

“Better a live sucker than a dead chump.”

Farr pushed aside Penche’s arm. “I’ll take my chances.”

Omon Bozhd muttered to the two Iszic behind him. They separated, went to each side of the sphincter.

“You may leave,” Omon Bozhd told Farr. “K. Penche cannot stop you.”

Farr stopped short. “I’m not kicking in with you either.” He looked around the pod, went to the stereo-screen.

Penche approved; he grinned at the Iszic.

Omon Bozhd said sharply, “Farr Sainh!”

“It’s legal,” Penche crowed. “Leave him alone.”

Farr touched the buttons. The screen glowed, focused into shape. “Get me Kirdy,” said Farr.

Omon Bozhd made a small signal. The Iszic on the right sliced at the wall, cut the communication tubule; the screen went dead.

Penche’s eyebrows rose. “Talk about crime,” he roared. “You cut up my house!”

Omon Bozhd’s lips drew back to show his pale gums, his teeth. “Before I am through—”

Penche raised his left hand; the forefinger spat a thread of orange fire. Omon Bozhd reeled aside; the fire-needle clipped his ear. The other two Iszic moved like moths; each jabbed the pod wall with meticulous speed and precision.

Penche pointed his finger once more. Farr blundered forward, seized Penche’s shoulder, swung him around; Penche’s mouth tightened. He brought up his right fist in a short uppercut; it caught Farr where ribs met belly; Farr missed with a roundhouse right, staggered back. Penche wheeled to face the three Iszic. They were ducking behind the sphincter, which cinched in after them. Farr and Penche were alone in the pod. Farr came lurching out from the wall and Penche backed away.

“Save it, you fool,” said Penche.

The pod quivered, jerked. Farr, half-crazy in the release of his pent rage, waded forward. The floor of the pod rippled; Farr fell to his knees.

Penche snapped, “Save it, I said! Who are you working for, Earth or Iszm?”

“You’re not Earth,” gasped Farr. “You’re K. Penche! I’m fighting because I’m sick of being used.” He struggled to gain his feet; weakness overcame him. He leaned back, breathless.

“Let’s see that thing in your head,” said Penche.

“Keep away from me. I’ll break your face!”

The floor of the pod flipped like a trampoline. Farr and Penche were jolted, jarred. Penche looked worried. “What are they doing?”

“They’ve done it,” said Farr. “They’re Iszic, these are Iszic houses! They play these things like violins.”

The pod halted—rigid, trembling. “There,” said Penche. “It’s over…Now—that thing in your head.”

“Keep away from me…Whatever it is, it’s mine!”

“It’s mine,” said Penche softly. “I paid to have it planted there.”

“You don’t even know what it is.”

“Yes I do. I can see it. It’s a sprout. The first pod just broke out.”

“You’re crazy. A seed wouldn’t germinate in my head!”

The pod seemed to be stiffening, arching like a cat’s back. The roof began to creak.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” muttered Penche. The floor was groaning, trembling. Penche ran to the sphincter, touched the open-nerve.

The sphincter stayed shut.

“They’ve cut the nerve,” said Farr.

The pod reared slowly up, like the bed of a dump-truck. The floor sloped. The vaulted roof creaked. Twang! A rib snapped, fragments sprang down. A sharp stick missed Farr by a foot.

Penche pointed his finger at the sphincter; the cartridge lanced fire into the sphincter iris. The iris retaliated with a cloud of vile steam.

Penche staggered back choking.

Two more roof ribs snapped.

“They’ll kill if they hit,” cried Penche, surveying the arched ceiling. “Get back, out of the way!”

“Aile Farr, the walking greenhouse…You’ll rot before you harvest me, Penche…”

“Don’t get hysterical,” said Penche. “Come over here!”

The pod tilted, the furniture began sliding down into the mouth; Penche fended it away desperately. Farr slipped on the floor. The whole pod buckled. Fragments of ribs sprang, snapped, clattered. The furniture tumbled over and over, piled upon Farr and Penche, bruising, wrenching, scraping.

The pod began to shake, the tables, chairs began to rise, fall. Farr and Penche struggled to win free, before the heavy furniture broke their bones.

“They’re working it from the outside,” panted Farr. “Pulling on the nerves…”

“If we could get out on the balcony—”

“We’d be thrown to the ground.”

The shaking grew stronger—a slow rise, a quick drop. The fragments of rib, the furniture began to rise, shake and pound like peas in a box. Penche stood braced, his hands against the table, controlling the motion, holding it away from their two soft bodies. Farr grabbed a splinter, began stabbing the wall.

“What are you doing?”

“The Iszic stabbed in here—hit some nerves. I’m trying to hit some other ones.”

“You’ll probably kill us!” Penche looked at Farr’s head. “Don’t forget that plant—”

“You’re more afraid for the plant than you are for yourself.” Farr stabbed here, there, up and down.

He hit a nerve. The pod suddenly froze into a tense, rather horrible, rigidity. The wall began to secrete great drops of a sour ichor. The pod gave a violent shake, and the contents rattled.

“That’s the wrong nerve!” yelled Penche. He picked up a splinter, began stabbing. A sound like a low moan vibrated through the pod. The floor humped up, writhed in vegetable agony; the ceiling began to collapse.

“We’ll be crushed,” said Penche huskily. Farr saw a shimmer of metal—the doctor’s hypodermic. He picked it up, jabbed it into the chalky green bulge of a vein, pulled the trigger.

The pod quivered, shook, pulsed. The walls blistered, burst. Ichor welled out, trickled into the entrance channel. The pod convulsed, shivered, fell down limp.

The shattered fragments of ribs, the broken furniture, Farr and Penche tumbled the length of the pod, out upon the balcony, through the dark.

Farr grabbed on the tendrils of the balustrade, broke his fall. The tendril parted; Farr dropped. The lawn was only ten feet below. He crashed into the pile of debris. Below him was something rubbery. It seized his legs, pulled with great strength: Penche.

They rolled out on the lawn. Farr’s strength was almost spent. Penche squeezed his ribs, reached up, grasped his throat. Farr saw the sardonic face only inches from his. He drew up his knees—hard. Penche winced, gasped, but held fast. Farr shoved his thumb up Penche’s nose, twisted. Penche rolled his head back, his grip relaxed.

Farr croaked, “I’ll tear that thing out—I’ll crush it—”

“No!” gasped Penche. “No.” He yelled, “Frope! Carlyle!”

Figures appeared. Penche rose to his feet. “There’s three Iszic in the house. Don’t let ’em out. Stand by the trunk—shoot to kill.”

A cool voice said, “There won’t be any shooting tonight.”

Two beams of light converged on Penche. He stood quivering with anger. “Who are you?”

“Special Squad. I’m Detective-Inspector Kirdy.”

Penche exhaled his breath. “Get the Iszic. They’re in my house—”

The Iszic came into the light.

Omon Bozhd said, “We are here to reclaim our property.”

Kirdy inspected them without friendliness. “What property?”

“It is in Farr’s head. A house-seedling.”

“Is it Farr you’re accusing?”

“They’d better not,” said Farr angrily. “They watched me every minute, they searched me, hypnotized me—”

“Penche is the guilty man,” said Omon Bozhd bitterly. “Penche’s agent deceived us. It is clear now. He put the six seeds where he knew we’d find them. He also had a root tendril; he anchored it in Farr’s scalp, among the hairs. We never noticed it.”

“Tough luck,” said Penche.

Kirdy looked dubiously at Farr. “The thing actually stayed alive?”

Farr suppressed the urge to laugh. “Stayed alive? It sent out roots—it put out leaves, a pod. It’s growing. I’ve got a house on my head!”

“It’s Iszic property,” declared Omon Bozhd sharply. “I demand its return.”

“It’s my property,” said Penche. “I bought it—paid for it.”

“It’s my property,” said Farr. “Whose head is it growing in?”

Kirdy shook his head. “You better all come with me.”

“I’ll go nowhere unless I’m under arrest,” said Penche with great dignity. He pointed. “I told you—arrest the Iszic. They wrecked my house.”

“Come along, all of you,” said Kirdy. He turned. “Bring down the wagon.”

Omon Bozhd made his decision. He rose proudly to his full height, the white bands glowing in the darkness. He looked at Farr, reached under his cloak, brought out a shatter-gun.

Farr ducked, fell flat.

The shatter-bolt sighed over his head. Blue fire came from Kirdy’s gun. Omon Bozhd glowed in a blue aureole. He was dead, but he fired again and again. Farr rolled over the dark ground. The other Iszic fired at him, ignoring the police guns: flaming blue figures, dead, acting under command-patterns that outlasted their lives. Bolts struck Farr’s leg. He groaned, lay still.

The three Iszic collapsed.

“Now,” said Penche, with satisfaction, “I will take care of Farr.”

Farr said, “Keep away from me.”

“Easy, Penche,” said Kirdy.

Penche halted. “I’ll give you ten million for what you’ve got growing in your hair.”

“No,” said Farr wildly. “I’ll grow it myself. I’ll give seeds away free…”

“It’s a gamble,” said Penche. “If it’s male, it’s worth nothing.”

“If it’s female,” said Farr, “it’s worth—” he paused as a police doctor bent over his leg.

“—a great deal,” said Penche dryly. “But you’ll have opposition.”

“From who?” gasped Farr.

Orderlies brought a stretcher.

“From the Iszic. I offer you ten million. I take the chance.”

The fatigue, the pain, the mental exhaustion overcame Farr. “Okay…I’m sick of the whole mess.”

“That constitutes a contract,” cried Penche in triumph. “These officers are witnesses.”

They lifted Farr onto the stretcher. The doctor looked down at him, noticed a sprig of vegetation in Farr’s hair. He reached down, plucked it out.

“Ouch!” said Farr.

Penche cried out. “What did he do?”

Farr said weakly, “You’d better take care of your property, Penche.”

“Where is it?” yelled Penche in anguish, collaring the doctor.

“What?” asked the doctor.

“Bring lights!” cried Penche.

Farr saw Penche and his men seeking among the debris for the pale shoot which had grown in his head, then he drifted off into unconsciousness.

Penche came to see Farr in the hospital. “Here,” he said shortly. “Your money.” He tossed a coupon to the table. Farr looked at it. Ten million dollars.

“That’s a lot of money,” said Farr.

“Yes,” said Penche.

“You must have found the sprout.”

Penche nodded. “It was still alive. It’s growing now…It’s male.” He picked up the coupon, looked at it, put it back down. “A poor bet.”

“You had good odds,” Farr told him.

“I don’t care for the money,” said Penche. He looked off through the window, across Los Angeles, and Farr wondered what he was thinking.

“Easy come, easy go,” said Penche. He half-turned, as if to leave.

“Now what?” asked Farr. “You don’t have a female house; you don’t deal in houses.”

K. Penche said, “There’s female houses on Iszm. Lots of them. I’m going after a few.”

“Another raid?”

“Call it anything you like.”

“What do you call it?”

“An expedition.”

“I’m glad I won’t be involved.”

“A man never knows,” Penche remarked. “You might change your mind.”

“Don’t count on it,” said Farr.


The Gift of Gab

Middle afternoon had come to the Shallows; the wind had died; the sea was listless and spread with silken gloss. In the south a black broom of rain hung under the clouds; elsewhere the air was thick with pink murk. Thick crusts of seaweed floated over the Shallows; one of these supported the Bio-Minerals raft, a metal rectangle two hundred feet long, a hundred feet wide.

At four o’clock an air horn high on the mast announced the change of shift. Sam Fletcher, assistant superintendent, came out of the mess hall, crossed the deck to the office, slid back the door, looked in. Where Carl Raight usually sat, filling out his production report, the chair was empty. Fletcher looked over his shoulder, down the deck toward the processing house, but Raight was nowhere in sight. Strange. Fletcher crossed the office, checked the day’s tonnage:


Rhodium trichloride...................4.01

Tantalum sulfide.........................0.87

Tripyridyl rhenichloride.............0.43



The gross tonnage, by Fletcher’s calculations, came to 5.31—an average shift. He still led Raight in the Pinch-bottle Sweepstakes. Tomorrow was the end of the month; Fletcher could hardly fail to make off with Raight’s Haig & Haig. Anticipating Raight’s protests and complaints, Fletcher smiled and whistled through his teeth. He felt cheerful and confident. Another month would bring to an end his six-months contract; then it was back to Starholme with six months pay to his credit.

Where in thunder was Raight? Fletcher looked out the window. In his range of vision was the helicopter—guyed to the deck against the Sabrian line-squalls—the mast, the black hump of the generator, the water tank, and at the far end of the raft, the pulverizers, the leaching vats, the Tswett columns, and the storage bins.

A dark shape filled the door. Fletcher turned, but it was Agostino, the day-shift operator, who had just now been relieved by Blue Murphy, Fletcher’s operator.

“Where’s Raight?” asked Fletcher.

Agostino looked around the office. “I thought he was in here.”

“I thought he was over in the works.”

“No, I just came from there.”

Fletcher crossed the room, looked into the washroom. “Wrong again.”

Agostino turned away. “I’m going up for a shower.” He looked back from the door. “We’re low on barnacles.”

“I’ll send out the barge.” Fletcher followed Agostino out on deck, headed for the processing house.

He passed the dock where the barges were tied up, entered the pulverizing room. The No. 1 Rotary was grinding barnacles for tantalum; the No. 2 was pulverizing rhenium-rich sea-slugs. The ball mill waited for a load of coral, orange-pink with nodules of rhodium salts.

Blue Murphy, who had a red face and a meager fringe of red hair, was making a routine check of bearings, shafts, chains, journals, valves and gauges. Fletcher called in his ear to be heard over the noise of the crushers, “Has Raight come through?”

Murphy shook his head.

Fletcher went on, into the leaching chamber where the first separation of salts from pulp was effected, through the forest of Tswett tubes, and once more out upon the deck. No Raight. He must have gone on ahead to the office.

But the office was empty.

Fletcher continued around to the mess hall. Agostino was busy with a bowl of chili. Dave Jones, the hatchet-faced steward, stood in the doorway to the galley.

“Raight been here?” asked Fletcher.

Jones, who never used two words when one would do, gave his head a morose shake. Agostino looked around. “Did you check the barnacle barge? He might have gone out to the shelves.”

Fletcher looked puzzled. “What’s wrong with Mahlberg?”

“He’s putting new teeth on the drag-line bucket.”

Fletcher tried to recall the line-up of barges along the dock. If Mahlberg, the barge-tender, had been busy with repairs, Raight might well have gone out himself. Fletcher drew himself a cup of coffee. “That’s where he must be.” He sat down. “It’s not like Raight to put in free overtime.”

Mahlberg came into the mess hall. “Where’s Carl? I want to order some more teeth for the bucket.”

“He’s gone fishing,” said Agostino.

Mahlberg laughed at the joke. “Catch himself a nice wire eel maybe. Or a dekabrach.”

Dave Jones grunted. “He’ll cook it himself.”

“Seems like a dekabrach should make good eatin’,” said Mahlberg, “close as they are to a seal.”

“Who likes seal?” growled Jones.

“I’d say they’re more like mermaids,” Agostino remarked, “with ten-armed starfish for heads.”

Fletcher put down his cup. “I wonder what time Raight left?”

Mahlberg shrugged; Agostino looked blank.

“It’s only an hour out to the shelves. He ought to be back by now.”

“He might have had a breakdown,” said Mahlberg. “Although the barge has been running good.”

Fletcher rose to his feet. “I’ll give him a call.” He left the mess hall, returned to the office, where he dialled T3 on the intercom screen—the signal for the barnacle barge.

The screen remained blank.

Fletcher waited. The neon bulb pulsed off and on, indicating the call of the alarm on the barge.

No reply.

Fletcher felt a vague disturbance. He left the office, went to the mast, rode up the man-lift to the cupola. From here he could overlook the half-acre of raft, the five-acre crust of seaweed and a great circle of ocean.

In the far northeast distance, up near the edge of the Shallows, the new Pelagic Recoveries raft showed as a small dark spot, almost smeared from sight by the haze. To the south, where the Equatorial Current raced through a gap in the Shallows, the barnacle shelves were strung out in a long loose line. To the north, where the Macpherson Ridge, rising from the Deeps, came within thirty feet of breaking the surface, aluminum piles supported the sea-slug traps. Here and there floated masses of seaweed, sometimes anchored to the bottom, sometimes maintained in place by action of the currents.

Fletcher turned his binoculars along the line of barnacle shelves, spotted the barge immediately. He steadied his arms, screwed up the magnification, focused on the control cabin. He saw no one, although he could not hold the binoculars steady enough to make sure.

Fletcher scrutinized the rest of the barge.

Where was Carl Raight? Possibly in the control cabin, out of sight.

Fletcher descended to the deck, went around to the processing house, looked in. “Hey, Blue!”

Murphy appeared, wiping his big red hands on a rag.

“I’m taking the launch out to the shelves,” said Fletcher. “The barge is out there, but Raight doesn’t answer the screen.”

Murphy shook his big bald head in puzzlement. He accompanied Fletcher to the dock, where the launch floated at moorings. Fletcher heaved at the painter, swung in the stern of the launch, jumped down on the deck.

Murphy called down to him, “Want me to come along? I’ll get Hans to watch the works.” Hans Heinz was the engineer–mechanic.

Fletcher hesitated. “I don’t think so. If anything’s happened to Raight—well, I can manage. Just keep an eye on the screen. I might call back in.”

He stepped into the cockpit, seated himself, closed the dome over his head, started the pump.

The launch rolled and bounced, picked up speed, shoved its blunt nose under the surface, submerged till only the dome was clear.

Fletcher disengaged the pump; water rammed in through the nose, converted to steam, spat aft.

Bio-Minerals became a gray blot in the pink haze, while the outlines of the barge and the shelves became hard and distinct, and gradually grew large. Fletcher de-staged the power; the launch surfaced, coasted up to the dark hull, grappled with magnetic balls that allowed barge and launch to surge independently on the slow swells.

Fletcher slid back the dome, jumped up to the deck.

“Raight! Hey, Carl!”

There was no answer.

Fletcher looked up and down the deck. Raight was a big man, strong and active—but there might have been an accident. Fletcher walked down the deck toward the control cabin. He passed the No. 1 hold, heaped with black-green barnacles. At the No. 2 hold the boom was winged out, with the grab engaged on a shelf, ready to hoist it clear of the water.

The No. 3 hold was still unladen. The control cabin was empty.

Carl Raight was nowhere aboard the barge.

He might have been taken off by helicopter or launch, or he might have fallen over the side. Fletcher made a slow check of the dark water in all directions. He suddenly leaned over the side, trying to see through the surface reflections. But the pale shape under the water was a dekabrach, long as a man, sleek as satin, moving quietly about its business.

Fletcher looked thoughtfully to the northeast, where the Pelagic Recoveries raft floated behind a curtain of pink murk. It was a new venture, only three months old, owned and operated by Ted Chrystal, former biochemist on the Bio-Minerals raft. The Sabrian Ocean was inexhaustible; the market for metal was insatiable; the two rafts were in no sense competitors. By no stretch of imagination could Fletcher conceive Chrystal or his men attacking Carl Raight.

He must have fallen overboard.

Fletcher returned to the control cabin, climbed the ladder to the flying bridge on top. He made a last check of the water around the barge, although he knew it to be a useless gesture—the current, moving through the gap at a steady two knots, would have swept Raight’s body out over the Deeps. Fletcher scanned the horizon. The line of shelves dwindled away into the pink gloom. The mast on the Bio-Minerals raft marked the sky to the northwest. The Pelagic Recoveries raft could not be seen. There was no living creature in sight.

The screen signal sounded from the cabin. Fletcher went inside. Blue Murphy was calling from the raft. “What’s the news?”

“None whatever,” said Fletcher.

“What do you mean?”

“Raight’s not out here.”

The big red face creased. “Just who is out there?”

“Nobody. It looks like Raight fell over the side.”

Murphy whistled. There seemed nothing to say. Finally he asked, “Any idea how it happened?”

Fletcher shook his head. “I can’t figure it out.”

Murphy licked his lips. “Maybe we ought to close down.”

“Why?” asked Fletcher.

“Well—reverence to the dead, you might say.”

Fletcher grinned crookedly. “We might as well keep running.”

“Just as you like. But we’re low on the barnacles.”

“Carl loaded a hold and a half—” Fletcher hesitated, heaved a deep sigh. “I might as well shake in a few more shelves.”

Murphy winced. “It’s a squeamish business, Sam. You haven’t a nerve in your body.”

“It doesn’t make any difference to Carl now,” said Fletcher. “We’ve got to scrape barnacles sometime. There’s nothing to be gained by moping.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said Murphy dubiously.

“I’ll be back in a couple hours.”

“Don’t go overboard like Raight now.”

The screen went blank. Fletcher reflected that he was in charge, superintendent of the raft, until the arrival of the new crew, a month away. Responsibility, which he did not particularly want, was his.

He went slowly back out on deck, climbed into the winch pulpit. For an hour he pulled sections of shelves from the sea, suspended them over the hold while scraper arms wiped off the black-green clusters, then slid the shelves back into the ocean. Here was where Raight had been working just before his disappearance. How could he have fallen overboard from the winch pulpit?

Uneasiness inched along Fletcher’s nerves, up into his brain. He shut down the winch, climbed down from the pulpit. He stopped short, staring at the rope on the deck.

It was a strange rope—glistening, translucent, an inch thick. It lay in a loose loop on the deck, and one end led over the side. Fletcher started down, then hesitated. Rope? Certainly none of the barge’s equipment.

Careful, thought Fletcher.

A hand-scraper hung on the king-post, a tool like a small adze. It was used for manual scraping of the shelves, if for some reason the automatic scrapers failed. It was two steps distant, across the rope. Fletcher stepped down to the deck. The rope quivered; the loop contracted, snapped around Fletcher’s ankles.

Fletcher lunged, caught hold of the scraper. The rope gave a cruel jerk; Fletcher sprawled flat on his face, and the scraper jarred out of his hands. He kicked, struggled, but the rope drew him easily toward the gunwale. Fletcher made a convulsive grab for the scraper, barely reached it. The rope was lifting his ankles, to pull him over the rail. Fletcher strained forward, hacked, again and again. The rope sagged, fell apart, snaked over the side.

Fletcher gained his feet, staggered to the rail. Down into the water slid the rope, out of sight among the oily reflections of the sky. Then, for half a second, a wave-front held itself perpendicular to Fletcher’s line of vision. Three feet under the surface swam a dekabrach. Fletcher saw the pink-golden cluster of arms, radiating like the arms of a starfish, the black patch at their core which might be an eye.

Fletcher drew back from the gunwale, puzzled, frightened, oppressed by the nearness of death. He cursed his stupidity, his reckless carelessness; how could he have been so undiscerning as to remain out here loading the barge? It was clear from the first that Raight had never died by accident. Something had killed Raight, and Fletcher had invited it to kill him too. He limped to the control cabin, started the pumps. Water sucked in through the bow orifice, thrust out through the vents. The barge moved out away from the shelves; Fletcher set the course to northwest, toward Bio-Minerals, then went out on deck.

Day was almost at an end; the sky was darkening to maroon; the gloom grew thick as bloody water. Geideon, a dull red giant, largest of Sabria’s two suns, dropped out of the sky. For a few minutes only the light from blue-green Atreus played on the clouds. The gloom changed its quality to pale green, which by some illusion seemed brighter than the previous pink. Atreus sank and the sky went dark.

Ahead shone the Bio-Minerals mast-head light, climbing into the sky as the barge approached. Fletcher saw the black shapes of men outlined against the glow. The entire crew was waiting for him: the two operators, Agostino and Murphy, Mahlberg the barge-tender, Damon the biochemist, Dave Jones the steward, Manners the technician, Hans Heinz the engineer.

Fletcher docked the barge, climbed the soft stairs hacked from the wadded seaweed, stopped in front of the silent men. He looked from face to face. Waiting on the raft they had felt the strangeness of Raight’s death more vividly than he had; so much showed in their expressions.

Fletcher, answering the unspoken question, said, “It wasn’t an accident. I know what happened.”

“What?” someone asked.

“There’s a thing like a white rope,” said Fletcher. “It slides up out of the sea. If a man comes near it, it snaps around his leg and pulls him overboard.”

Murphy asked in a hushed voice, “You’re sure?”

“It just about got me.”

Damon the biochemist asked in a skeptical voice, “A live rope?”

“I suppose it might have been alive.”

“What else could it have been?”

Fletcher hesitated. “I looked over the side. I saw dekabrachs. One for sure, maybe two or three others.”

There was silence. The men looked out over the water. Murphy asked in a wondering voice, “Then the dekabrachs are the ones?”

“I don’t know,” said Fletcher in a strained sharp voice. “A white rope, or fiber, nearly snared me. I cut it apart. When I looked over the side I saw dekabrachs.”

The men made hushed noises of wonder and awe.

Fletcher turned away, started toward the mess hall. The men lingered on the dock, examining the ocean, talking in subdued voices. The lights of the raft shone past them, out into the darkness. There was nothing to be seen.

Later in the evening Fletcher climbed the stairs to the laboratory over the office, to find Eugene Damon busy at the micro-film viewer.

Damon had a thin, long-jawed face, lank blond hair, a fanatic’s eyes. He was industrious and thorough, but he worked in the shadow of Ted Chrystal, who had quit Bio-Minerals to bring his own raft to Sabria. Chrystal was a man of great ability. He had adapted the vanadium-sequestering sea-slug of Earth to Sabrian waters; he had developed the tantalum-barnacle from a rare and sickly species into the hardy high-yield producer that it was. Damon worked twice the hours that Chrystal had put in, and while he performed his routine duties efficiently, he lacked the flair and imaginative resource which Chrystal used to leap from problem to solution without apparent steps in between.

He looked up when Fletcher came into the lab, then applied himself once more to the micro-screen.

Fletcher watched a moment. “What are you looking for?” he asked presently.

Damon responded in the ponderous, slightly pedantic manner that sometimes amused, sometimes irritated Fletcher. “I’ve been searching the index to identify the long white ‘rope’ which attacked you.”

Fletcher made a noncommittal sound, went to look at the settings on the micro-file throw-out. Damon had coded for ‘long’, ‘thin’, dimensional classification ‘E, F, G’. On these instructions, the selector, scanning the entire roster of Sabrian life forms, had pulled the cards of seven organisms.

“Find anything?” Fletcher asked.

“Not so far.” Damon slid another card into the viewer. ‘Sabrian Annelid, RRS-4924’, read the title, and on the screen appeared a schematic outline of a long segmented worm. The scale showed it to be about two and a half meters long.

Fletcher shook his head. “The thing that got me was four or five times that long. And I don’t think it was segmented.”

“That’s the most likely of the lot so far,” said Damon. He turned a quizzical glance up at Fletcher. “I imagine you’re pretty sure about this…long white marine ‘rope’?”

Fletcher ignored him, scooped up the seven cards, dropped them back into the file, looked in the code book, reset the selector.

Damon had the codes memorized and was able to read directly off the dials. “‘Appendages’—‘long’—‘dimensions D, E, F, G’.”

The selector kicked three cards into the viewer.

The first was a pale saucer which swam like a skate, trailing four long whiskers. “That’s not it,” said Fletcher.

The second was a black, bullet-shaped water-beetle, with a posterior flagellum.

“Not that one.”

The third was a kind of mollusk, with a plasm based on selenium, silicon, fluorine and carbon. The shell was a hemisphere of silicon carbide, with a hump from which protruded a thin prehensile tendril.

The creature bore the name ‘Stryzkal’s Monitor’, after Esteban Stryzkal, the famous pioneer taxonomist of Sabria.

“That might be the guilty party,” said Fletcher.

“It’s not mobile,” objected Damon. “Stryzkal finds it anchored to the North Shallows pegmatite dikes, in conjunction with the dekabrach colonies.”

Fletcher was reading the descriptive material. “‘The feeler is elastic without observable limit, and apparently functions as a food-gathering, spore-disseminating, exploratory organ. The monitor typically is found near the dekabrach colonies. Symbiosis between the two life forms is not impossible.’”

Damon looked at him questioningly. “Well?”

“I saw some dekabrachs out along the shelves.”

“You can’t be sure you were attacked by a monitor,” Damon said dubiously. “After all, they don’t swim.”

“So they don’t,” said Fletcher, “according to Stryzkal.”

Damon started to speak, then noticing Fletcher’s expression, said in a subdued voice, “Of course there’s room for error. Not even Stryzkal could work out much more than a summary of planetary life.”

Fletcher had been reading the screen. “Here’s Chrystal’s analysis of the one he brought up.”

They studied the elements and primary compounds of a Stryzkal Monitor’s constitution.

“Nothing of commercial interest,” said Fletcher.

Damon was absorbed in a personal chain of thought. “Did Chrystal actually go down and trap a monitor?”

“That’s right. In the water-bug. He spent lots of time underwater.”

“Everybody to their own methods,” said Damon shortly.

Fletcher dropped the cards back in the file. “Whether you like him or not, he’s a good field man. Give the devil his due.”

“It seems to me that the field phase is over and done with,” muttered Damon. “We’ve got the production line set up; it’s a full-time job trying to increase the yield. Of course I may be wrong.”

Fletcher laughed, slapped Damon on the skinny shoulder. “I’m not finding fault, Gene. The plain fact is that there’s too many avenues for one man to explore. We could keep four men busy.”

“Four men?” said Damon. “A dozen is more like it. Three different protoplasmic phases on Sabria, to the single carbon group on Earth! Even Stryzkal only scratched the surface!”

He watched Fletcher for a while, then asked curiously: “What are you after now?”

Fletcher was once more running through the index. “What I came in here to check. The dekabrachs.”

Damon leaned back in his chair. “Dekabrachs? Why?”

“There’s lots of things about Sabria we don’t know,” said Fletcher mildly. “Have you ever been down to look at a dekabrach colony?”

Damon compressed his mouth. “No. I certainly haven’t.”

Fletcher dialled for the dekabrach card.

It snapped out of the file into the viewer. The screen showed Stryzkal’s original photo-drawing, which in many ways conveyed more information than the color stereos. The specimen depicted was something over six feet long, with a pale seal-like body terminating in three propulsive vanes. At the head radiated the ten arms from which the creature derived its name—flexible members eighteen inches long, surrounding the black disk which Stryzkal assumed to be an eye.

Fletcher skimmed through the rather sketchy account of the creature’s habitat, diet, reproductive methods, and protoplasmic classification. He frowned in dissatisfaction. “There’s not much information here—considering that they’re one of the more important species. Let’s look at the anatomy.”

The dekabrach’s skeleton was based on an anterior dome of bone with three flexible cartilaginous vertebrae, each terminating in a propulsive vane.

The information on the card came to an end. “I thought you said Chrystal made observations on the dekabrachs,” growled Damon.

“So he did.”

“If he’s such a howling good field man, where’s his data?”

Fletcher grinned. “Don’t blame me, I just work here.” He put the card through the screen again.

Under ‘General Comments’, Stryzkal had noted, Dekabrachs appear to belong in the Sabrian Class A group, the silico-carbo-nitride phase, although they deviate in important respects. He had added a few lines of speculation regarding dekabrach relationships to other Sabrian species.

Chrystal merely made the comment, “Checked for commercial application; no specific recommendation.”

Fletcher made no comment.

“How closely did he check?” asked Damon.

“In his usual spectacular way. He went down in the water-bug, harpooned one of them, dragged it to the laboratory. Spent three days dissecting it.”

“Precious little he’s noted here,” grumbled Damon. “If I worked three days on a new species like the dekabrachs, I could write a book.”

They watched the information repeat itself.

Damon stabbed out with his long bony finger. “Look! That’s been blanked over. See those black triangles in the margin? Cancellation marks!”

Fletcher rubbed his chin. “Stranger and stranger.”

“It’s downright mischievous,” Damon cried indignantly, “erasing material without indicating motive or correction.”

Fletcher nodded slowly. “It looks like somebody’s going to have to consult Chrystal.” He considered. “Well—why not now?” He descended to the office, where he called the Pelagic Recoveries raft.



Chrystal himself appeared on the screen. He was a large blond man with a blooming pink skin and an affable innocence that camouflaged the directness of his mind; his plumpness similarly disguised a powerful musculature. He greeted Fletcher with cautious heartiness. “How’s it going on Bio-Minerals? Sometimes I wish I was back with you fellows—this working on your own isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

“We’ve had an accident over here,” said Fletcher. “I thought I’d better pass on a warning.”

“Accident?” Chrystal looked anxious. “What’s happened?”

“Carl Raight took the barge out—and never came back.”

Chrystal was shocked. “That’s terrible! How…why—”

“Apparently something pulled him in. I think it was a monitor mollusk—Stryzkal’s Monitor.”

Chrystal’s pink face wrinkled in puzzlement. “A monitor? Was the barge over shallow water? But there wouldn’t be water that shallow. I don’t get it.”

“I don’t either.”

Chrystal twisted a cube of white metal between his fingers. “That’s certainly strange. Raight must be—dead?”

Fletcher nodded somberly. “That’s the presumption. I’ve warned everybody here not to go out alone; I thought I’d better do the same for you.”

“That’s decent of you, Sam.” Chrystal frowned, looked at the cube of metal, put it down. “There’s never been trouble on Sabria before.”

“I saw dekabrachs under the barge. They might be involved somehow.”

Chrystal looked blank. “Dekabrachs? They’re harmless enough.”

Fletcher nodded noncommittally. “Incidentally, I tried to check on dekabrachs in the micro-library. There wasn’t much information. Quite a bit of material has been cancelled out.”

Chrystal raised his pale eyebrows. “Why tell me?”

“Because you might have done the cancelling.”

Chrystal looked aggrieved. “Now why should I do something like that? I worked hard for Bio-Minerals, Sam—you know that as well as I do. Now I’m trying to make money for myself. It’s no bed of roses, I’ll tell you.” He touched the cube of white metal, then noticing Fletcher’s eyes on it, pushed it to the side of his desk, against Cosey’s Universal Handbook of Constants and Physical Relationships.

After a pause Fletcher asked, “Well, did you or didn’t you blank out part of the dekabrach story?”

Chrystal frowned in deep thought. “I might have cancelled one or two ideas that turned out bad—nothing very important. I have a hazy idea that I pulled them out of the bank.”

“Just what were those ideas?” Fletcher asked in a sardonic voice.

“I don’t remember offhand. Something about feeding habits, probably. I suspected that the deks ingested plankton, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

“No?”

“They browse on underwater fungus that grows on the coral banks. That’s my best guess.”

“Is that all you cut out?”

“I can’t think of anything more.”

Fletcher’s eyes went back to the cube of metal. He noticed that it covered the Handbook title from the angle of the V in ‘Universal’ to the center of the O in ‘of’. “What’s that you’ve got on your desk, Chrystal? Interesting yourself in metallurgy?”

“No, no,” said Chrystal. He picked up the cube, looked at it critically. “Just a bit of alloy. I’m checking it for resistance to reagents. Well, thanks for calling, Sam.”

“You don’t have any personal ideas on how Raight got it?”

Chrystal looked surprised. “Why on earth do you ask me?”

“You know more about the dekabrachs than anyone else on Sabria.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you, Sam.”

Fletcher nodded. “Good night.”

“Good night, Sam.”

Fletcher sat looking at the blank screen. Monitor mollusks—dekabrachs—the blanked microfilm. There was a drift here whose direction he could not identify. The dekabrachs seemed to be involved, and by association, Chrystal. Fletcher put no credence in Chrystal’s protestations; he suspected that Chrystal lied as a matter of policy, on almost any subject. Fletcher’s mind went to the cube of metal. Chrystal had seemed rather too casual, too quick to brush the matter aside. Fletcher brought out his own Handbook. He measured the distance between the fork of the V and the center of the O: 4.9 centimeters. Now, if the block represented a kilogram mass, as was likely with such sample blocks—Fletcher calculated. In a cube, 4.9 centimeters on a side, were 119 cc. Hypothesizing a mass of 1000 grams, the density worked out to 8.4 grams per cc.

Fletcher looked at the figure. In itself it was not particularly suggestive. It might be one of a hundred alloys. There was no point in going too far on a string of hypotheses—still, he looked in the Handbook. Nickel, 8.6 grams per cc. Cobalt, 8.7 grams per cc. Niobium, 8.4 grams per cc.

Fletcher sat back and considered. Niobium? An element costly and tedious to synthesize, with limited natural sources and an unsatisfied market. The idea was stimulating. Had Chrystal developed a biological source of niobium? If so, his fortune was made.

Fletcher relaxed in his chair. He felt done in—mentally and physically. His mind went to Carl Raight. He pictured the body drifting loose and haphazard through the night, sinking through miles of water into places where light would never reach. Why had Carl Raight been pillaged of life?

Fletcher began to ache with anger and frustration, at the futility, the indignity of Raight’s passing. Carl Raight was too good a man to be dragged to his death into the dark ocean of Sabria.

Fletcher jerked himself upright, marched out of the office, up the steps to the laboratory.



Damon was still busy with his routine work. He had three projects under way: two involving the sequestering of platinum by species of Sabrian algae; the third an attempt to increase the rhenium absorption of an Alphard-Alpha flat-sponge. In each case his basic technique was the same: subjecting succeeding generations to an increasing concentration of metallic salt, under conditions favoring mutation. Certain of the organisms would presently begin to make functional use of the metal; they would be isolated and transferred to Sabrian brine. A few might survive the shock; some might adapt to the new conditions and begin to absorb the now necessary element.

By selective breeding the desirable qualities of these latter organisms would be intensified; they would then be cultivated on a large-scale basis and the inexhaustible Sabrian waters would presently be made to yield another product.

Coming into the lab, Fletcher found Damon arranging trays of algae cultures in geometrically exact lines. He looked rather sourly over his shoulder at Fletcher.

“I talked to Chrystal,” said Fletcher.

Damon became interested. “What did he say?”

“He says he might have wiped a few bad guesses off the film.”

“Ridiculous,” snapped Damon.

Fletcher went to the table, looked thoughtfully along the row of algae cultures. “Have you run into any niobium on Sabria, Gene?”

“Niobium? No. Not in any appreciable concentration. There are traces in the ocean, naturally. I believe one of the corals shows a set of niobium lines.” He cocked his head with birdlike inquisitiveness. “Why do you ask?”

“Just an idea, wild and random.”

“I don’t suppose Chrystal gave you any satisfaction?”

“None at all.”

“Then what’s the next move?”

Fletcher hitched himself up on the table. “I’m not sure. There’s not much I can do. Unless—” he hesitated.

“Unless what?”

“Unless I make an underwater survey, myself.”

Damon was appalled. “What do you hope to gain by that?”

Fletcher smiled. “If I knew, I wouldn’t need to go. Remember, Chrystal went down, then came back up and stripped the micro-file.”

“I realize that,” said Damon. “Still, I think it’s rather…well, foolhardy, after what’s happened.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not.” Fletcher slid off the table to the deck. “I’ll let it ride till tomorrow, anyway.”

He left Damon making out his daily check sheet, descended to the main deck.



Blue Murphy was waiting at the foot of the stairs. Fletcher said, “Well, Murphy?”

The round red face displayed a puzzled frown. “Agostino up there with you?”

Fletcher stopped short. “No.”

“He should have relieved me half an hour ago. He’s not in the dormitory; he’s not in the mess hall.”

“Good God,” said Fletcher, “another one?”

Murphy looked over his shoulder at the ocean. “They saw him about an hour ago in the mess hall.”

“Come on,” said Fletcher. “Let’s search the raft.”

They looked everywhere—processing house, the cupola on the mast, all the nooks and crannies a man might take it into his head to explore. The barges were all at dock; the launch and catamaran swung at their moorings; the helicopter hulked on the deck with drooping blades.

Agostino was nowhere aboard the raft. No one knew where Agostino had gone; no one knew exactly when he had left.

The crew of the raft collected in the mess hall, making small nervous motions, looking out the portholes over the ocean.

Fletcher could think of very little to say. “Whatever is after us—and we don’t know what it is—it can surprise us and it’s watching. We’ve got to be careful—more than careful!”

Murphy pounded his fist softly on the table. “But what can we do? We can’t just stand around like silly cows!”

“Sabria is theoretically a safe planet,” said Damon. “According to Stryzkal and the Galactic Index, there are no hostile life forms here.”

Murphy snorted, “I wish old Stryzkal was here now to tell me.”

“He might be able to theorize back Raight and Agostino.” Dave Jones looked at the calendar. “A month to go.”

“We’ll only run one shift,” said Fletcher, “until we get replacements.”

“Call them reinforcements,” muttered Mahlberg.

“Tomorrow,” said Fletcher, “I’m going to take the water-bug down, look around, and get an idea what’s going on. In the meantime, everybody better carry hatchets or cleavers.”

There was soft sound on the windows, on the deck outside. “Rain,” said Mahlberg. He looked at the clock on the wall. “Midnight.”

The rain hissed through the air, drummed on the walls; the decks ran with water and the mast-head lights glared through the slanting streaks.

Fletcher went to the streaming windows, looked toward the process house. “I guess we better button up for the night. There’s no reason to—” he squinted through the window, then ran to the door and out into the rain.

Water pelted into his face, he could see very little but the glare of the lights in the rain. And a hint of white along the shining gray-black of the deck, like an old white plastic hose.

A snatch at his ankles: his feet were yanked from under him. He fell flat upon the streaming metal.

Behind him came the thud of feet; there were excited curses, a clang and scrape; the grip on Fletcher’s ankles loosened.

Fletcher jumped up, staggered back against the mast. “Something’s in the process house,” he yelled.

The men pounded off through the rain; Fletcher came after.

But there was nothing in the process house. The doors were wide; the rooms were bright. The squat pulverizers stood on either hand, behind were the pressure tanks, the vats, the pipes of six different colors.

Fletcher pulled the master switch; the hum and grind of the machinery died. “Let’s lock up and get back to the dormitory.”



Morning was the reverse of evening; first the green gloom of Atreus, warming to pink as Geideon rose behind the clouds. It was a blustery day, with squalls trailing dark curtains all around the compass.

Fletcher ate breakfast, dressed in a skin-tight coverall threaded with heating-filaments, then a waterproof garment with a plastic head-dome.

The water-bug hung on davits at the east edge of the raft, a shell of transparent plastic with the pumps sealed in a metal cell amidships. Submerging, the hull filled with water through valves, which then closed; the bug could submerge to four hundred feet, the hull resisting about half the pressure, the enclosed water the rest.

Fletcher lowered himself into the cockpit; Murphy connected the hoses from the air tanks to Fletcher’s helmet, then screwed the port shut. Mahlberg and Hans Heinz winged out the davits. Murphy went to stand by the hoist-control; for a moment he hesitated, looking from the dark pink-dappled water to Fletcher, and back at the water.

Fletcher waved his hand. “Lower away.” His voice came from the loudspeaker on the bulkhead behind them.

Murphy swung the handle. The bug eased down. Water gushed in through the valves, up around Fletcher’s body, over his head. Bubbles rose from the helmet exhaust valve.

Fletcher tested the pumps, then cast off the grapples. The bug slanted down into the water.

Murphy sighed. “He’s got more nerve than I’m ever likely to have.”

“He can get away from whatever’s after him,” said Damon. “He might well be safer than we are here on the raft.”

Murphy clapped him on the shoulder. “Damon, my lad—you can climb. Up on top of the mast you’ll be safe; it’s unlikely that they’ll come there to tug you into the water.” Murphy raised his eyes to the cupola a hundred feet over the deck. “And I think that’s where I’d take myself—if only someone would bring me my food.”

Heinz pointed to the water. “There go the bubbles. He went under the raft. Now he’s headed north.”

The day became stormy. Spume blew over the raft, and it meant a drenching to venture out on deck. The clouds thinned enough to show the outlines of Geideon and Atreus, a blood-orange and a lime.

Suddenly the winds died; the ocean flattened into an uneasy calm. The crew sat in the mess hall drinking coffee, talking in staccato uneasy voices.

Damon became restless and went up to his laboratory. He came running back down into the mess hall.

“Dekabrachs—they’re under the raft! I saw them from the observation deck!”

Murphy shrugged. “They’re safe from me.”

“I’d like to get hold of one,” said Damon. “Alive.”

“Don’t we have enough trouble already?” growled Dave Jones.

Damon explained patiently. “We know nothing about dekabrachs. They’re a highly developed species. Chrystal destroyed all the data we had, and I should have at least one specimen.”

Murphy rose to his feet. “I suppose we can scoop one up in a net.”

“Good,” said Damon. “I’ll set up the big tank to receive it.”

The crew went out on deck where the weather had turned sultry. The ocean was flat and oily; haze blurred sea and sky together in a smooth gradation of color, from dirty scarlet near the raft to pale pink overhead.

The boom was winged out, a parachute net was attached and lowered quietly into the water. Heinz stood by the winch; Murphy leaned over the rail, staring intently down into the water.

A pale shape drifted out from under the raft. “Lift!” bawled Murphy.

The line snapped taut; the net rose out of the water in a cascade of spray. In the center a six-foot dekabrach pulsed and thrashed, gill slits rasping for water.

The boom swung inboard; the net tripped; the dekabrach slid into the plastic tank.

It darted forward and backward; the plastic dented and bulged where it struck. Then it floated quiet in the center, head-tentacles folded back against the torso.

All hands crowded around the tank. The black eye-spot looked back through the transparent walls.

Murphy asked Damon, “Now what?”

“I’d like the tank lifted to the deck outside the laboratory where I can get at it.”

“No sooner said than done.”

The tank was hoisted and swung to the spot Damon had indicated; Damon went excitedly off to plan his research.

The crew watched the dekabrach for ten or fifteen minutes, then drifted back to the mess hall.



Time passed. Gusts of wind raked up the ocean into a sharp steep chop. At two o’clock the loudspeaker hissed; the crew stiffened, raised their heads.

Fletcher’s voice came from the diaphragm. “Hello aboard the raft. I’m about two miles northwest. Stand by to haul me aboard.”

“Hah!” cried Murphy, grinning. “He made it.”

“I gave odds against him of four to one,” Mahlberg said. “I’m lucky nobody took them.”

“Get a move on; he’ll be alongside before we’re ready.”

The crew trooped out to the landing. The water-bug came sliding over the ocean, its glistening back riding the dark disorder of the waters.

It slipped quietly up to the raft; grapples clamped to the plates fore and aft. The winch whined, the bug lifted from the sea, draining its ballast of water.

Fletcher, in the cockpit, looked tense and tired. He climbed stiffly out of the bug, stretched, unzipped the waterproof suit, pulled off the helmet.

“Well, I’m back.” He looked around the group. “Surprised?”

“I’d have lost money on you,” Mahlberg told him.

“What did you find out?” asked Damon. “Anything?”

Fletcher nodded. “Plenty. Let me get into clean clothes. I’m wringing wet—sweat.” He stopped short, looking up at the tank on the laboratory deck. “When did that come aboard?”

“We netted it about noon,” said Murphy. “Damon wanted to look one over.”

Fletcher stood looking up at the tank with his shoulders drooping.

“Something wrong?” asked Damon.

“No,” said Fletcher. “We couldn’t have it worse than it is already.” He turned away toward the dormitory.

The crew waited for him in the mess hall; twenty minutes later he appeared. He drew himself a cup of coffee, sat down.

“Well,” said Fletcher. “I can’t be sure—but it looks as if we’re in trouble.”

“Dekabrachs?” asked Murphy.

Fletcher nodded.

“I knew it!” Murphy cried in triumph. “You can tell by looking at the blatherskites they’re up to no good.”

Damon frowned, disapproving of emotional judgments. “Just what is the situation?” he asked Fletcher. “At least, as it appears to you?”

Fletcher chose his words carefully. “Things are going on that we’ve been unaware of. In the first place, the dekabrachs are socially organized.”

“You mean to say—they’re intelligent?”

Fletcher shook his head. “I don’t know for sure. It’s possible. It’s equally possible that they live by instinct, like social insects.”

“How in the world—” began Damon; Fletcher held up a hand. “I’ll tell you just what happened; you can ask all the questions you like afterwards.” He drank his coffee.

“When I went down under, naturally I was on the alert and kept my eyes peeled. I felt safe enough in the water-bug—but funny things have been happening, and I was a little nervous.

“As soon as I was in the water I saw the dekabrachs—five or six of them.” Fletcher paused, sipped his coffee.

“What were they doing?” asked Damon.

“Nothing very much. Drifting near a big monitor which had attached itself to the seaweed. The arm was hanging down like a rope—clear out of sight. I edged the bug in just to see what the deks would do; they began backing away. I didn’t want to waste too much time under the raft, so I swung off north, toward the Deeps. Halfway there I saw an odd thing; in fact I passed it, and swung around to take another look.

“There were about a dozen deks. They had a monitor—and this one was really big. A giant. It was hanging on a set of balloons or bubbles—some kind of pods that kept it floating, and the deks were easing it along. In this direction.”

“In this direction, eh?” mused Murphy.

“What did you do?” asked Manners.

“Well, perhaps it was all an innocent outing—but I didn’t want to take any chances. The arm of this monitor would be like a hawser. I turned the bug at the bubbles, burst some, scattered the rest. The monitor dropped like a stone. The deks took off in different directions. I figured I’d won that round. I kept on going north, and pretty soon I came to where the slope starts down into the Deeps. I’d been traveling about twenty feet under; now I lowered to two hundred. I had to turn on the lights, of course—this red twilight doesn’t penetrate water too well.” Fletcher took another gulp of coffee. “All the way across the Shallows I’d been passing over coral banks and dodging forests of kelp. Where the shelf slopes down to the Deeps the coral gets to be something fantastic—I suppose there’s more water movement, more nourishment, more oxygen. It grows a hundred feet high, in spires and towers, umbrellas, platforms, arches—white, pale blue, pale green.

“I came to the edge of a cliff. It was a shock—one minute my lights were on the coral, all these white towers and pinnacles—then there was nothing. I was over the Deeps. I got a little nervous.” Fletcher grinned. “Irrational, of course. I checked the fathometer—bottom was twelve thousand feet down. I still didn’t like it, and turned around, swung back. Then I noticed lights off to my right. I turned my own off, moved in to investigate. The lights spread out as if I was flying over a city—and that’s just about what it was.”

“Dekabrachs?” asked Damon.

Fletcher nodded. “Dekabrachs.”

“You mean—they built it themselves? Lights and all?”

Fletcher frowned. “That’s what I can’t be sure of. The coral had grown into shapes that gave them little cubicles to swim in and out of, and do whatever they’d want to do in a house. Certainly they don’t need protection from the rain. They hadn’t built these coral grottoes in the sense that we build a house—but it didn’t look like natural coral either. It’s as if they made the coral grow to suit them.”

Murphy said doubtfully, “Then they’re intelligent.”

“No, not necessarily. After all, wasps build complicated nests with no more equipment than a set of instincts.”

“What’s your opinion?” asked Damon. “Just what impression does it give?”

Fletcher shook his head. “I can’t be sure. I don’t know what kind of standards to apply. ‘Intelligence’ is a word that means lots of different things, and the way we generally use it is artificial and specialized.”

“I don’t get you,” said Murphy. “Do you mean these deks are intelligent or don’t you?”

Fletcher laughed. “Are men intelligent?”

“Sure. So they say, at least.”

“Well, what I’m trying to get across is that we can’t use man’s intelligence as a measure of the dekabrach’s mind. We’ve got to judge him by a different set of values—dekabrach values. Men use tools of metal, ceramic, fiber: inorganic stuff—at least, dead. I can imagine a civilization dependent upon living tools—specialized creatures the master-group uses for special purposes. Suppose the dekabrachs live on this basis? They force the coral to grow in the shape they want. They use the monitors for derricks or hoists, or snares, or to grab at something in the upper air.”

“Apparently, then,” said Damon, “you believe that the dekabrachs are intelligent.”

Fletcher shook his head. “Intelligence is just a word—a matter of definition. What the deks do may not be susceptible to human definition.”

“It’s beyond me,” said Murphy, settling back in his chair.

Damon pressed the subject. “I am not a metaphysicist or a semanticist. But it seems that we might apply, or try to apply, a crucial test.”

“What difference does it make one way or the other?” asked Murphy.

Fletcher said, “It makes a big difference where the law is concerned.”

“Ah,” said Murphy, “the Doctrine of Responsibility.”

Fletcher nodded. “We could be yanked off the planet for injuring or killing intelligent autochthones. It’s been done.”

“That’s right,” said Murphy. “I was on Alkaid Two when Graviton Corporation got in that kind of trouble.”

“So if the deks are intelligent, we’ve got to watch our step. That’s why I looked twice when I saw the dek in the tank.”

“Well—are they or aren’t they?” asked Mahlberg.

“There’s one crucial test,” Damon repeated.

The crew looked at him expectantly.

“Well?” asked Murphy. “Spill it.”

“Communication.”

Murphy nodded thoughtfully. “That seems to make sense.” He looked at Fletcher. “Did you notice them communicating?”

Fletcher shook his head. “Tomorrow I’ll take a camera out, and a sound recorder. Then we’ll know for sure.”

“Incidentally,” said Damon, “why were you asking about niobium?”

Fletcher had almost forgotten. “Chrystal had a chunk on his desk. Or maybe he did—I’m not sure.”

Damon nodded. “Well, it may be a coincidence, but the deks are loaded with it.”

Fletcher stared.

“It’s in their blood, and there’s a strong concentration in the interior organs.”

Fletcher sat with his cup halfway to his mouth. “Enough to make a profit on?”

Damon nodded. “Probably a hundred grams or more in the organism.”

“Well, well,” said Fletcher. “That’s very interesting indeed.”



Rain roared down during the night; a great wind came up, lifting and driving the rain and spume. Most of the crew had gone to bed: all except Dave Jones the steward and Manners the radio man, who sat up over a chess board.

A new sound rose over wind and rain—a metallic groaning, a creaking discord that presently became too loud to ignore. Manners jumped to his feet, went to the window.

“The mast!”

Dimly it could be seen through the rain, swaying like a reed, the arc of oscillation increasing with each swing.

“What can we do?” cried Jones.

One set of guy-lines snapped. “Nothing now.”

“I’ll call Fletcher.” Jones ran for the passage to the dormitory.

The mast gave a sudden jerk, poised long seconds at an unlikely angle, then toppled across the process house.

Fletcher appeared, stared out the window. With the mast-head light no longer shining down, the raft was dark and ominous. Fletcher shrugged, turned away. “There’s nothing we can do tonight. It’s worth a man’s life to go out on that deck.”

In the morning, examination of the wreckage revealed that two of the guy-lines had been sawed or clipped cleanly through. The mast, of lightweight construction, was quickly cut apart, and the twisted segments dragged to a corner of the deck. The raft seemed bald and flat.

“Someone or something,” said Fletcher, “is anxious to give us as much trouble as possible.” He looked across the leaden-pink ocean to where the Pelagic Recoveries raft floated beyond the range of vision.

“Apparently,” said Damon, “you refer to Chrystal.”

“I have suspicions.”

Damon glanced out across the water. “I’m practically certain.”

“Suspicion isn’t proof,” said Fletcher. “In the first place, what would Chrystal hope to gain by attacking us?”

“What would the dekabrachs gain?”

“I don’t know,” said Fletcher. “I’d like to find out.” He went to dress himself in the submarine suit.

The water-bug was made ready. Fletcher plugged a camera into the external mounting, connected a sound-recorder to a sensitive diaphragm in the skin. He seated himself, pulled the blister over his head.

The water-bug was lowered into the ocean. It filled with water, and its glistening back disappeared under the surface.

The crew patched the roof of the process house, jury-rigged an antenna.

The day passed; twilight came, and plum-colored evening.

The loudspeaker hissed and sputtered; Fletcher’s voice, tired and tense, said, “Stand by; I’m coming in.”

The crew gathered by the rail, straining their eyes through the dusk.

One of the dully glistening wave-fronts held its shape, drew closer, and became the water-bug.

The grapples were dropped; the water-bug drained its ballast and was hoisted into the chocks.

Fletcher jumped down to the deck, leaned limply against one of the davits. “I’ve had enough submerging to last me a while.”

“What did you find out?” Damon asked anxiously.

“I’ve got it all on film. I’ll run it off as soon as my head stops ringing.”



Fletcher took a hot shower, then came down to the mess hall and ate the bowl of stew Jones put in front of him, while Manners transferred the film Fletcher had shot from camera to projector.

“I’ve made up my mind to two things,” said Fletcher. “First—the deks are intelligent. Second, if they communicate with each other, it’s by means imperceptible to human beings.”

Damon blinked, surprised and dissatisfied. “That’s almost a contradiction.”

“Just watch,” said Fletcher. “You can see for yourself.”

Manners started the projector; the screen went bright.

“The first few feet show nothing very much,” said Fletcher. “I drove directly out to the end of the shelf, and cruised along the edge of the Deeps. It drops away like the end of the world—straight down. I found a big colony about ten miles west of the one I found yesterday—almost a city.”

“‘City’ implies civilization,” Damon asserted in a didactic voice.

Fletcher shrugged. “If civilization means manipulation of environment—somewhere I’ve heard that definition—they’re civilized.”

“But they don’t communicate?”

“Check the film for yourself.”

The screen was dark with the color of the ocean. “I made a circle out over the Deeps,” said Fletcher, “turned off my lights, started the camera and came in slow.”

A pale constellation appeared in the center of the screen, separated into a swarm of sparks. They brightened and expanded; behind them appeared the outlines, tall and dim, of coral minarets, towers, spires, and spikes. They defined themselves as Fletcher moved closer. From the screen came Fletcher’s recorded voice. “These formations vary in height from fifty to two hundred feet, along a front of about half a mile.”

The picture expanded. Black holes showed on the face of the spires; pale dekabrach-shapes swam quietly in and out. “Notice,” said the voice, “the area in front of the colony. It seems to be a shelf, or a storage yard. From up here it’s hard to see; I’ll drop down a hundred feet or so.”

The picture changed; the screen darkened. “I’m dropping now—depth-meter reads three hundred sixty feet…Three eighty…I can’t see too well; I hope the camera is getting it all.”

Fletcher commented: “You’re seeing it better now than I could; the luminous areas in the coral don’t shine too strongly down there.”

The screen showed the base of the coral structures and a nearly level bench fifty feet wide. The camera took a quick swing, peered down over the verge, into blackness.

“I was curious,” said Fletcher. “The shelf didn’t look natural. It isn’t. Notice the outlines on down? They’re just barely perceptible. The shelf is artificial—a terrace, a front porch.”

The camera swung back to the bench, which now appeared to be marked off into areas vaguely differentiated in color.

Fletcher’s voice said, “Those colored areas are like plots in a garden—there’s a different kind of plant, or weed, or animal on each of them. I’ll come in closer. Here are monitors.” The screen showed two or three dozen heavy hemispheres, then passed on to what appeared to be eels with saw edges along their sides, attached to the bench by a sucker. Next were float-bladders, then a great number of black cones with very long loose tails.

Damon said in a puzzled voice, “What keeps them there?”

“You’ll have to ask the dekabrachs,” said Fletcher.

“I would if I knew how.”

“I still haven’t seen them do anything intelligent,” said Murphy.

“Watch,” said Fletcher.

Into the field of vision swam a pair of dekabrachs, black eye-spots staring out of the screen at the men in the mess hall.

“Dekabrachs,” came Fletcher’s voice from the screen.

“Up to now, I don’t think they noticed me,” Fletcher himself commented. “I carried no lights, and made no contrast against the background. Perhaps they felt the pump.”

The dekabrachs turned together, dropped sharply for the shelf.

“Notice,” said Fletcher. “They saw a problem, and the same solution occurred to both, at the same time. There was no communication.”

The dekabrachs had diminished to pale blurs on one of the dark areas along the shelf.

“I didn’t know what was happening,” said Fletcher, “but I decided to move. And then—the camera doesn’t show this—I felt bumps on the hull, as if someone were throwing rocks. I couldn’t see what was going on until something hit the dome right in front of my face. It was a little torpedo, with a long nose like a knitting needle. I took off fast, before the deks tried something else.”

The screen went black. Fletcher’s voice said, “I’m out over the Deeps, running parallel with the edge of the Shallows.” Indeterminate shapes swam across the screen, pale wisps blurred by watery distance. “I came back along the edge of the shelf,” said Fletcher, “and found the colony I saw yesterday.”

Once more the screen showed spires, tall structures, pale blue, pale green, ivory. “I’m going in close,” came Fletcher’s voice. “I’m going to look in one of those holes.” The towers expanded; ahead was a dark hole.

“Right here I turned on the nose-light,” said Fletcher. The black hole suddenly became a bright cylindrical chamber fifteen feet deep. The walls were lined with glistening colored globes, like Christmas tree ornaments. A dekabrach floated in the center of the chamber. Translucent tendrils ending in knobs extended from the chamber walls and seemed to be punching and kneading the seal-smooth hide.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” said Fletcher, “but the dek doesn’t like me looking in on him.”

The dekabrach backed to the rear of the chamber; the knobbed tendrils jerked away, into the walls.

“I looked into the next hole.”

Another black hole became a bright chamber as the searchlight burnt in. A dekabrach floated quietly, holding a sphere of pink jelly before its eye. The wall-tendrils were not to be seen.

“This one didn’t move,” said Fletcher. “He was asleep or hypnotized or too scared. I started to take off—and there was the most awful thump. I thought I was a goner.”

The screen gave a great lurch. Something dark hurtled past, and into the depths.

“I looked up,” said Fletcher. “I couldn’t see anything but about a dozen deks. Apparently they’d floated a big rock over me and dropped it. I started the pump and headed for home.”

The screen went blank.

Damon was impressed. “I agree that they show patterns of intelligent behavior. Did you detect any sounds?”

“Nothing. I had the recorder going all the time. Not a vibration other than the bumps on the hull.”

Damon’s face was wry with dissatisfaction. “They must communicate somehow—how could they get along otherwise?”

“Not unless they’re telepathic,” said Fletcher. “I watched carefully. They make no sounds or motions to each other—none at all.”

Manners asked, “Could they possibly radiate radio waves? Or infrared?”

Damon said glumly, “The one in the tank doesn’t.”

“Oh, come now,” said Murphy, “are there no intelligent races that don’t communicate?”

“None,” said Damon. “They use different methods—sounds, signals, radiation—but all communicate.”

“How about telepathy?” Heinz suggested.

“We’ve never come up against it; I don’t believe we’ll find it here,” said Damon.

“My personal theory,” said Fletcher, “is that they think alike, and so don’t need to communicate.”

Damon shook his head dubiously.

“Assume that they work on a basis of communal empathy,” Fletcher went on, “that this is the way they’ve evolved. Men are individualistic; they need speech. The deks are identical; they’re aware of what’s going on without words.” He reflected a few seconds. “I suppose, in a certain sense, they do communicate. For instance, a dek wants to extend the garden in front of its tower. It possibly waits till another dek comes near, then carries out a rock—indicating what it wants to do.”

“Communication by example,” said Damon.

“That’s right—if you can call it communication. It permits a measure of cooperation—but clearly no small talk, no planning for the future or traditions of the past.”

“Perhaps not even awareness of past or future; perhaps no awareness of time!” cried Damon.

“It’s hard to estimate their native intelligence. It might be remarkably high, or it might be low; the lack of communication must be a terrific handicap.”

“Handicap or not,” said Mahlberg, “they’ve certainly got us on the run.”

“And why?” cried Murphy, pounding the table with his big red fist. “That’s the question. We’ve never bothered them. And all of a sudden, Raight’s gone, and Agostino. Also our mast. Who knows what they’ll think of tonight? Why? That’s what I want to know.”

“That,” said Fletcher, “is a question I’m going to put to Ted Chrystal tomorrow.”



Fletcher dressed himself in clean blue twill, ate a silent breakfast, and went out to the flight deck.

Murphy and Mahlberg had thrown the guy-lines off the helicopter and wiped the dome clean of salt-film.

Fletcher climbed into the cabin, twisted the inspection knob. Green light—everything in order.

Murphy said half-hopefully, “Maybe I better come with you, Sam—if there’s any chance of trouble.”

“Trouble? Why should there be trouble?”

“I wouldn’t put much past Chrystal.”

“I wouldn’t either,” said Fletcher. “But—there won’t be any trouble.”

He started the blades. The ram-tubes caught hold; the copter lifted, slanted up, away from the raft, and off into the northeast. Bio-Minerals became a bright tablet on the irregular wad of seaweed.

The day was dull, brooding, windless, apparently building up for one of the tremendous electrical storms which came every few weeks. Fletcher accelerated, thinking to get his errand over with as soon as possible.

Miles of ocean slid past; Pelagic Recoveries appeared ahead.

Twenty miles southwest from the raft, Fletcher overtook a small barge laden with raw material for Chrystal’s macerators and leaching columns; he noticed that there were two men aboard, both huddled inside the plastic canopy. Pelagic Recoveries perhaps had its troubles too, thought Fletcher.

Chrystal’s raft was little different from Bio-Minerals’, except that the mast still rose from the central deck, and there was activity in the process house. They had not shut down, whatever their troubles.

Fletcher landed on the flight deck. As he stopped the blades, Chrystal came out of the office—a big blond man with a round jocular face.

Fletcher jumped down to the deck. “Hello, Ted,” he said in a guarded voice.

Chrystal approached with a cheerful smile. “Hello, Sam! Long time since we’ve seen you.” He shook hands briskly. “What’s new at Bio-Minerals? Certainly too bad about Carl.”

“That’s what I want to talk about.” Fletcher looked around the deck. Two of the crew stood watching. “Can we go to your office?”

“Sure, by all means.” Chrystal led the way to the office, slid back the door. “Here we are.”

Fletcher entered the office. Chrystal walked behind his desk. “Have a seat.” He sat down in his own chair. “Now—what’s on your mind? But first, how about a drink? You like Scotch, as I recall.”

“Not today, thanks.” Fletcher shifted in his chair. “Ted, we’re up against a serious problem here on Sabria, and we might as well talk plainly about it.”

“Certainly,” said Chrystal. “Go right ahead.”

“Carl Raight’s dead. And Agostino.”

Chrystal’s eyebrows rose in shock. “Agostino too? How?”

“We don’t know. He just disappeared.”

Chrystal took a moment to digest the information. Then he shook his head in perplexity. “I can’t understand it. We’ve never had trouble like this before.”

“Nothing happening over here?”

Chrystal frowned. “Well—nothing to speak of. Your call put us on our guard.”

“The dekabrachs seem to be responsible.”

Chrystal blinked and pursed his lips, but said nothing.

“Have you been going out after dekabrachs, Ted?”

“Well now, Sam—” Chrystal hesitated, drumming his fingers on the desk. “That’s hardly a fair question. Even if we were working with dekabrachs—or polyps or club-moss or wire-eels—I don’t think I’d want to say, one way or the other.”

“I’m not interested in your business secrets,” said Fletcher. “The point is this: the deks appear to be an intelligent species. I have reason to believe that you’re processing them for their niobium content. Apparently they’re doing their best to retaliate and don’t care who they hurt. They’ve killed two of our men. I’ve got a right to know what’s going on.”

Chrystal nodded. “I can understand your viewpoint—but I don’t follow your chain of reasoning. For instance, you told me that a monitor had done for Raight. Now you say dekabrach. Also, what leads you to believe I’m going for niobium?”

“Let’s not try to kid each other, Ted.”

Chrystal looked shocked, then annoyed.

“When you were still working for Bio-Minerals,” Fletcher went on, “you discovered that the deks were full of niobium. You wiped all that information out of the files, got financial backing, built this raft. Since then you’ve been hauling in dekabrachs.”

Chrystal leaned back, surveyed Fletcher coolly. “Aren’t you jumping to conclusions?”

“If I am, all you’ve got to do is deny it.”

“Your attitude isn’t very pleasant, Sam.”

“I didn’t come here to be pleasant. We’ve lost two men; also our mast. We’ve had to shut down.”

“I’m sorry to hear that—” began Chrystal.

Fletcher interrupted: “So far, Chrystal, I’ve given you the benefit of the doubt.”

Chrystal was surprised. “How so?”

“I’m assuming you didn’t know the deks were intelligent, that they’re protected by the Responsibility Act.”

“Well?”

“Now you know. You don’t have the excuse of ignorance.”

Chrystal was silent for a few seconds. “Well, Sam—these are all rather astonishing statements.”

“Do you deny them?”

“Of course I do!” said Chrystal with a flash of spirit.

“And you’re not processing dekabrachs?”

“Easy, now. After all, Sam, this is my raft. You can’t come aboard and chase me back and forth. It’s high time you understood it.”

Fletcher drew himself a little away, as if Chrystal’s mere proximity were unpleasant. “You’re not giving me a plain answer.”

Chrystal leaned back in his chair, put his fingers together, puffed out his cheeks. “I don’t intend to.”

The barge that Fletcher had passed on his way was edging close to the raft. Fletcher watched it work against the mooring stage, snap its grapples. He asked, “What’s on that barge?”

“Frankly, it’s none of your business.”

Fletcher rose to his feet, went to the window. Chrystal made uneasy protesting noises. Fletcher ignored him. The two barge-handlers had not emerged from the control cabin. They seemed to be waiting for a gangway which was being swung into position by the cargo boom.

Fletcher watched in growing curiosity and puzzlement. The gangway was built like a trough with high plywood walls.

He turned to Chrystal. “What’s going on out there?”

Chrystal was chewing his lower lip, rather red in the face. “Sam, you came storming over here, making wild accusations, calling me dirty names—by implication—and I don’t say a word. I try to allow for the strain you’re under; I value the good will between our two outfits. I’ll show you some documents that will prove once and for all—” he sorted through a sheaf of miscellaneous pamphlets.

Fletcher stood by the window, with half an eye for Chrystal, half for what was occurring out on deck.

The gangway was dropped into position; the barge-handlers were ready to disembark.

Fletcher decided to see what was going on. He started for the door.

Chrystal’s face went stiff and cold. “Sam, I’m warning you, don’t go out there!”

“Why not?”

“Because I say so.”

Fletcher slid open the door; Chrystal made a motion to jump up from his chair; then he slowly sank back.

Fletcher walked out the door, crossed the deck toward the barge.

A man in the process house saw him through the window, and made urgent gestures.

Fletcher hesitated, then turned to look at the barge. A couple more steps and he could look into the hold. He stepped forward, craned his neck. From the corner of his eye, he saw the gestures becoming frantic. The man disappeared from the window.

The hold was full of limp white dekabrachs.

“Get back, you fool!” came a yell from the process house.

Perhaps a faint sound warned Fletcher; instead of backing away, he threw himself to the deck. A small object flipped over his head from the direction of the ocean, with a peculiar fluttering buzz. It struck a bulkhead, dropped—a fishlike torpedo, with a long needlelike proboscis. It came flapping toward Fletcher, who rose to his feet and ran crouching and dodging back toward the office.

Two more of the fishlike darts missed him by inches; Fletcher hurled himself through the door into the office.

Chrystal had not moved from the desk. Fletcher went panting up to him. “Pity I didn’t get stuck, isn’t it?”

“I warned you not to go out there.”

Fletcher turned to look across the deck. The barge-handlers ran down the troughlike gangway to the process house. A glittering school of dart-fish flickered up out of the water, struck at the plywood.

Fletcher turned back to Chrystal. “I saw dekabrachs in that barge. Hundreds of them.”

Chrystal had regained whatever composure he had lost. “Well? What if there are?”

“You know they’re intelligent as well as I do.”

Chrystal smilingly shook his head.

Fletcher’s temper was going raw. “You’re ruining Sabria for all of us!”

Chrystal held up his hand. “Easy, Sam. Fish are fish.”

“Not when they’re intelligent and kill men in retaliation.”

Chrystal wagged his head. “Are they intelligent?”

Fletcher waited until he could control his voice. “Yes. They are.”

Chrystal reasoned with him. “How do you know they are? Have you talked with them?”

“Naturally I haven’t talked with them.”

“They display a few social patterns. So do seals.”

Fletcher came up closer, glared down at Chrystal. “I’m not going to argue definitions with you. I want you to stop hunting dekabrach, because you’re endangering lives aboard both our rafts.”

Chrystal leaned back a trifle. “Now, Sam, you know you can’t intimidate me.”

“You’ve killed two men; I’ve escaped by inches three times now. I’m not running that kind of risk to put money in your pocket.”

“You’re jumping to conclusions,” Chrystal protested. “In the first place you’ve never proved—”

“I’ve proved enough! You’ve got to stop, that’s all there is to it!”

Chrystal slowly shook his head. “I don’t see how you’re going to stop me, Sam.” He brought his hand up from under the desk; it held a small gun. “Nobody’s going to bulldoze me, not on my own raft.”

Fletcher reacted instantly, taking Chrystal by surprise. He grabbed Chrystal’s wrist, banged it against the angle of the desk. The gun flashed, seared a groove in the desk, fell from Chrystal’s limp fingers to the floor. Chrystal hissed and cursed, bent to recover it, but Fletcher leaped over the desk, pushed him over backward in his chair. Chrystal kicked up at Fletcher’s face, caught him a glancing blow on the cheek that sent Fletcher to his knees.

Both men dived for the gun; Fletcher reached it first, rose to his feet, backed to the wall. “Now we know where we stand.”

“Put down that gun!”

Fletcher shook his head. “I’m putting you under arrest—civilian arrest. You’re coming to Bio-Minerals until the inspector arrives.”

Chrystal seemed dumbfounded. “What?”

“I said I’m taking you to the Bio-Minerals raft. The inspector is due in three weeks, and I’ll turn you over to him.”

“You’re crazy, Fletcher.”

“Perhaps. But I’m taking no chances with you.” Fletcher motioned with the gun. “Get going. Out to the copter.”

Chrystal coolly folded his arms. “I’m not going to move. You can’t scare me by waving a gun.”

Fletcher raised his arm, sighted, pulled the trigger. The jet of fire grazed Chrystal’s rump. Chrystal jumped, clapped his hand to the scorch.

“Next shot will be somewhat closer,” said Fletcher.

Chrystal glared like a boar from a thicket. “You realize I can bring kidnaping charges against you?”

“I’m not kidnaping you. I’m placing you under arrest.”

“I’ll sue Bio-Minerals for everything they’ve got.”

“Unless Bio-Minerals sues you first. Get going!”



The entire crew met the helicopter: Damon, Blue Murphy, Manners, Hans Heinz, Mahlberg and Dave Jones.

Chrystal jumped haughtily to the deck, surveyed the men with whom he had once worked. “I’ve got something to say to you men.”

The crew watched him silently.

Chrystal jerked his thumb at Fletcher. “Sam’s got himself in a peck of trouble. I told him I’m going to throw the book at him and that’s what I’m going to do.” He looked from face to face. “If you men help him, you’ll be accessories. I advise you, take that gun away from him and fly me back to my raft.”

He looked around the circle, but met only coolness and hostility. He shrugged angrily. “Very well, you’ll be liable for the same penalties as Fletcher. Kidnaping is a serious crime, don’t forget.”

Murphy asked Fletcher, “What shall we do with the varmint?”

“Put him in Carl’s room; that’s the best place for him. Come on, Chrystal.”

Back in the mess hall, after locking the door on Chrystal, Fletcher told the crew, “I don’t need to tell you—be careful of Chrystal. He’s tricky. Don’t talk to him. Don’t run any errands of any kind. Call me if he wants anything. Everybody got that straight?”

Damon asked dubiously, “Aren’t we getting in rather deep water?”

“Do you have an alternative suggestion?” asked Fletcher. “I’m certainly willing to listen.”

Damon thought. “Wouldn’t he agree to stop hunting dekabrach?”

“No. He refused point-blank.”

“Well,” said Damon reluctantly, “I guess we’re doing the right thing. But we’ve got to prove a criminal charge. The inspector won’t care whether or not Chrystal’s cheated Bio-Minerals.”

Fletcher said, “If there’s any backfire on this, I’ll take full responsibility.”

“Nonsense,” said Murphy. “We’re all in this together. I say you did just right. In fact, we ought to hand the sculpin over to the deks, and see what they’d say to him.”



After a few minutes Fletcher and Damon went up to the laboratory to look at the captive dekabrach. It floated quietly in the center of the tank, the ten arms at right angles to its body, the black eye-area staring through the glass.

“If it’s intelligent,” said Fletcher, “it must be as interested in us as we are in it.”

“I’m not so sure it’s intelligent,” said Damon stubbornly. “Why doesn’t it try to communicate?”

“I hope the inspector doesn’t think along the same lines,” said Fletcher. “After all, we don’t have an air-tight case against Chrystal.”

Damon looked worried. “Bevington isn’t a very imaginative man. In fact, he’s rather official in his outlook.”

Fletcher and the dekabrach examined each other. “I know it’s intelligent—but how can I prove it?”

“If it’s intelligent,” Damon insisted doggedly, “it can communicate.”

“If it can’t,” said Fletcher, “then it’s our move.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’ll have to teach it.”

Damon’s expression became so perplexed and worried that Fletcher broke into laughter.

“I don’t see what’s funny,” Damon complained. “After all, what you propose is…well, it’s unprecedented.”

“I suppose it is,” said Fletcher. “But it’s got to be done, nevertheless. How’s your linguistic background?”

“Very limited.”

“Mine is even more so.”

They stood looking at the dekabrach.

“Don’t forget,” said Damon, “we’ve got to keep it alive. That means, we’ve got to feed it.” He gave Fletcher a caustic glance. “I suppose you’ll admit it eats.”

“I know for sure it doesn’t live by photosynthesis,” said Fletcher. “There’s just not enough light. I believe Chrystal mentioned on the micro-film that it ate coral fungus. Just a minute.” He started for the door.

“Where are you going?”

“To check with Chrystal. He’s certainly noted their stomach contents.”

“He won’t tell you,” Damon said at Fletcher’s back.

Fletcher returned ten minutes later.

“Well?” asked Damon in a skeptical voice.

Fletcher looked pleased with himself. “Coral fungus, mostly. Bits of tender young kelp shoots, stylax worms, sea-oranges.”

“Chrystal told you all this?” asked Damon incredulously.

“That’s right. I explained to him that he and the dekabrach were both our guests, that we planned to treat them exactly alike. If the dekabrach ate well, so would Chrystal. That was all he needed.”



Later, Fletcher and Damon stood in the laboratory watching the dekabrach ingest black-green balls of fungus.

“Two days,” said Damon sourly, “and what have we accomplished? Nothing.”

Fletcher was less pessimistic. “We’ve made progress in a negative sense. We’re pretty sure it has no auditory apparatus, that it doesn’t react to sound, and apparently lacks means for making sound. Therefore, we’ve got to use visual methods to make contact.”

“I envy you your optimism,” Damon declared. “The beast has given no grounds to suspect either the capacity or the desire for communication.”

“Patience,” said Fletcher. “It still probably doesn’t know what we’re trying to do, and probably fears the worst.”

“We not only have to teach it a language,” grumbled Damon, “we’ve got to introduce it to the idea that communication is possible. And then invent a language.”

Fletcher grinned. “Let’s get to work.”

“Certainly,” said Damon. “But how?”

They inspected the dekabrach, and the black eye-area stared back through the wall of the tank. “We’ve got to work out a set of visual conventions,” said Fletcher. “The ten arms are its most sensitive organs, and presumably are controlled by the most highly organized section of its brain. So—we work out a set of signals based on the dek’s arm movements.”

“Does that give us enough scope?”

“I should think so. The arms are flexible tubes of muscle. They can assume at least five distinct positions: straight forward, diagonal forward, perpendicular, diagonal back, and straight back. Since the beast has ten arms, evidently there are ten to the fifth power combinations—a hundred thousand.”

“Certainly adequate.”

“It’s our job to work out syntax and vocabulary—a little difficult for an engineer and a biochemist, but we’ll have a go at it.”

Damon was becoming interested in the project. “It’s merely a matter of consistency and sound basic structure. If the dek’s got any comprehension whatever, we’ll put it across.”

“If we don’t,” said Fletcher, “we’re gone geese—and Chrystal winds up taking over the Bio-Minerals raft.”

They seated themselves at the laboratory table.

“We have to assume that the deks have no language,” said Fletcher.

Damon grumbled uncertainly, and ran his fingers through his hair in annoyed confusion. “Not proven. Frankly, I don’t think it’s even likely. We can argue back and forth about whether they could get along on communal empathy, and such like—but that’s a couple of light-years from answering the question whether they do.

“They could be using telepathy, as we said; they could also be emitting modulated X-rays, establishing long-and-short code-signals in some unknown-to-us subspace, hyperspace, or interspace—they could be doing almost anything we never heard of.

“As I see it, our best bet—and best hope—is that they do have some form of encoding system by which they communicate between themselves. Obviously, as you know, they have to have an internal coding-and-communication system; that’s what a neuromuscular structure, with feedback loops, is. Any complex organism has to have communication internally. The whole point of this requirement of language as a means of classifying alien life forms is to distinguish between true communities of individual thinking entities, and the communal insect type of apparent-intelligence.

“Now, if they’ve got an ant-or bee-like city over there, we’re sunk, and Chrystal wins. You can’t teach an ant to talk; the nest-group has intelligence, but the individual doesn’t.

“So we’ve got to assume they do have a language—or, to be more general, a formalized encoding system for intercommunication.

“We can also assume it uses a pathway not available to our organisms. That sound sensible to you?”

Fletcher nodded. “Call it a working hypothesis, anyway. We know we haven’t seen any indication the dek has tried to signal us.”

“Which suggests the creature is not intelligent.”

Fletcher ignored the comment. “If we knew more about their habits, emotions, attitudes, we’d have a better framework for this new language.”

“It seems placid enough.”

The dekabrach moved its arms back and forth idly. The visual-surface studied the two men.

“Well,” said Fletcher with a sigh, “first, a system of notation.” He brought forward a model of the dekabrach’s head, which Manners had constructed. The arms were of flexible conduit, and could be bent into various positions. “We number the arms 0 to 9 around the clock, starting with this one here at the top. The five positions—forward, diagonal forward, erect, diagonal back, and back—we call A, B, K, X, Y. K is normal position, and when an arm is at K, it won’t be noted.”

Damon nodded his agreement. “That’s sound enough.”

“The logical first step would seem to be numbers.”

Together they worked out a system of numeration, and constructed a chart:

The colon (:) indicates a composite signal: i.e. two or more separate signals.
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Damon said, “It’s consistent—but possibly cumbersome; for instance, to indicate five thousand, seven hundred sixty-six, it’s necessary to make the signal…let’s see: 0B, 5Y, then 0X, 7Y, then 0Y, 6Y, then 6Y.”

“Don’t forget that these are signals, not vocalizations,” said Fletcher. “Even so, it’s no more cumbersome than ‘five thousand, seven hundred and sixty-six’.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“Now—words.”

Damon leaned back in his chair. “We just can’t build a vocabulary and call it a language.”

“I wish I knew more linguistic theory,” said Fletcher. “Naturally, we won’t go into any abstractions.”

“Our basic English structure might be a good idea,” Damon mused, “with English parts of speech. That is, nouns are things, adjectives are attributes of things, verbs are the displacements which things undergo, or the absence of displacement.”

Fletcher reflected. “We could simplify even further, to nouns, verbs and verbal modifiers.”

“Is that feasible? How, for instance, would you say ‘the large raft’?”

“We’d use a verb meaning ‘to grow big’. ‘Raft expanded’. Something like that.”

“Humph,” grumbled Damon. “You don’t envisage a very expressive language.”

“I don’t see why it shouldn’t be. Presumably the deks will modify whatever we give them to suit their own needs. If we get across just a basic set of ideas, they’ll take it from there. Or by that time someone’ll be out here who knows what he’s doing.”

“O.K.,” said Damon, “get on with your Basic Dekabrach.”

“First, let’s list the ideas a dek would find useful and familiar.”

“I’ll take the nouns,” said Damon. “You take the verbs; you can also have your modifiers.” He wrote, ‘No. 1: water.’



After considerable discussion and modification, a sparse list of basic nouns and verbs was agreed upon, and assigned signals.

The simulated dekabrach head was arranged before the tank, with a series of lights on a board nearby to represent numbers.

“With a coding machine we could simply type out our message,” said Damon. “The machine would dictate the impulses to the arms of the model.”

Fletcher agreed. “Fine, if we had the equipment and several weeks to tinker around with it. Too bad we don’t. Now—let’s start. The numbers first. You work the lights, I’ll move the arms. Just one to nine for now.”

Several hours passed. The dekabrach floated quietly, the black eye-spot observing.

Feeding time approached. Damon displayed the black-green fungus balls; Fletcher arranged the signal for ‘food’ on the arms of the model. A few morsels were dropped into the tank.

The dekabrach quietly sucked them into its oral tube.

Damon went through the pantomime of offering food to the model. Fletcher moved the arms to the signal ‘food’. Damon ostentatiously placed the fungus ball in the model’s oral tube, then faced the tank, and offered food to the dekabrach.

The dekabrach watched impassively.



Two weeks passed. Fletcher went up to Raight’s old room to talk to Chrystal, whom he found reading a book from the micro-film library.

Chrystal extinguished the image of the book, swung his legs over the side of the bed, sat up.

Fletcher said, “In a very few days the inspector is due.”

“So?”

“It’s occurred to me that you might have made an honest mistake. At least I can see the possibility.”

“Thanks,” said Chrystal, “for nothing.”

“I don’t want to victimize you on what may be an honest mistake.”

“Thanks again—but what do you want?”

“If you’ll cooperate with me in having dekabrachs recognized as an intelligent life form, I won’t press charges against you.”

Chrystal raised his eyebrows. “That’s big of you. And I’m supposed to keep my complaints to myself?”

“If the deks are intelligent, you don’t have any complaints.”

Chrystal looked keenly at Fletcher. “You don’t sound too happy. The dek won’t talk, eh?” Chrystal laughed at his joke.

Fletcher restrained his annoyance. “We’re working on him.”

“But you’re beginning to suspect he’s not so intelligent as you thought.”

Fletcher turned to go. “This one only knows fourteen signals so far. But it’s learning two or three a day.”

“Hey!” called Chrystal. “Wait a minute!”

Fletcher stopped at the door. “What for?”

“I don’t believe you.”

“That’s your privilege.”

“Let me see this dek make signals.”

Fletcher shook his head. “You’re better off in here.”

Chrystal glared. “Isn’t that a rather unreasonable attitude?”

“I hope not.” He looked around the room. “Anything you’re lacking?”

“No.” Chrystal turned the switch, and his book flashed once more on the ceiling.

Fletcher left the room; the door closed behind him; the bolts shot home. Chrystal sat up alertly, jumped to his feet with a peculiar lightness, went to the door, listened.

Fletcher’s footfalls diminished down the corridor. Chrystal returned to the bed in two strides, reached under the pillow, brought out a length of electric cord, detached from a desk lamp. He had adapted two pencils as electrodes, notching through the wood to the lead, binding a wire around the graphite core so exposed. For resistance in the circuit he included a lamp bulb.

He went to the window. He could see the deck all the way down to the eastern edge of the raft, as well as behind the office to the storage bins at the back of the process house.

The deck was empty. The only movement was a white wisp of steam rising from the circulation flue, and the hurrying pink and scarlet clouds behind.

Chrystal went to work, whistling soundlessly between intently pursed lips. He plugged the cord into the baseboard strip, held the two pencils to the window, struck an arc, burnt at the groove which now ran nearly halfway around the window—the only means by which he could cut through the tempered beryl–silica glass.

It was slow work and very delicate. The arc was weak and fractious, fumes grated in Chrystal’s throat. He persevered, blinking through watery eyes, twisting his head this way and that, until five-thirty, half an hour before his evening meal, when he put the equipment away. He dared not work after dark, for fear the flicker of light would arouse suspicion.



The days passed. Each morning Geideon and Atreus brought their respective flushes of scarlet and pale green to the dull sky; each evening they vanished in sad dark sunsets behind the western ocean.

A makeshift antenna had been jury-rigged from the top of the laboratory to a pole over the living quarters. Early one afternoon Manners blew the general alarm in short jubilant blasts to announce a signal from the LG-19, putting into Sabria on its regular six-months call. Tomorrow evening lighters would swing down from orbit, bringing the sector inspector, supplies, and new crews for both Bio-Minerals and Pelagic Recoveries.

Bottles were broken out in the mess hall; there was loud talk, brave plans, laughter.

Exactly on schedule the lighters—four of them—burst through the clouds. Two settled into the ocean beside Bio-Minerals, two more dropped down to the Pelagic Recoveries raft.

Lines were carried out by the launch, the lighters were warped against the dock.

First aboard the raft was Inspector Bevington, a brisk little man, immaculate in his dark-blue and white uniform. He represented the government, interpreted its multiplicity of rules, laws and ordinances; he was empowered to adjudicate minor offences, take custody of criminals, investigate violations of galactic law, check living conditions and safety practices, collect imposts, bonds and duties, and, in general, personify the government in all of its faces and phases.

The job might well have invited graft and petty tyranny, were not the inspectors themselves subject to minute inspection.

Bevington was considered the most conscientious and the most humorless man in the service. If he was not particularly liked, he was at least respected.

Fletcher met him at the edge of the raft. Bevington glanced at him sharply, wondering why Fletcher was grinning so broadly. Fletcher was thinking that now would be a dramatic moment for one of the dekabrach’s monitors to reach up out of the sea and clutch Bevington’s ankle. But there was no disturbance; Bevington leaped to the raft without interference.

He shook hands with Fletcher, seeking up and down the dock. “Where’s Mr. Raight?”

Fletcher was taken aback; he had become accustomed to Raight’s absence. “Why—he’s dead.”

It was Bevington’s turn to be startled. “Dead?”

“Come along to the office,” said Fletcher, “and I’ll tell you about it. This last has been a wild month.” He looked up to the window of Raight’s old room where he expected to see Chrystal looking down. But the window was empty. Fletcher halted. Empty indeed! The window was vacant even of glass! He started down the deck.

“Here!” cried Bevington. “Where are you going?”

Fletcher paused long enough to call over his shoulder, “You’d better come with me!” then ran to the door leading into the mess hall. Bevington came after him, frowning in annoyance and surprise.

Fletcher looked into the mess hall, hesitated, came back out on deck, looked up at the vacant window. Where was Chrystal? As he had not come along the deck at the front of the raft, he must have headed for the process house.

“This way,” said Fletcher.

“Just a minute!” protested Bevington. “I want to know just what and where—”

But Fletcher was on his way down the eastern side of the raft toward the process house, where the lighter crew was already looking over the cases of precious metal to be transshipped. They glanced up when Fletcher and Bevington came running up.

“Did anybody just come past?” asked Fletcher. “A big blond fellow?”

“He went in there.” The lightermen pointed toward the process house.

Fletcher whirled, ran through the doorway. Beside the leaching columns he found Hans Heinz, looking ruffled and angry.

“Chrystal come through here?” Fletcher panted.

“Did he come through here! Like a hurricane. He gave me a push in the face.”

“Where did he go?”

Heinz pointed. “Out on the front deck.”

Fletcher and Bevington ran off, Bevington demanding petulantly, “Exactly what’s going on here?”

“I’ll explain in a minute,” yelled Fletcher. He ran out on deck, looked toward the barges and launch.

No Ted Chrystal.

He could only have gone in one direction: back toward the living quarters, having led Fletcher and Bevington in a complete circle.

A sudden thought hit Fletcher. “The helicopter!”

But the helicopter stood undisturbed, with its guy-lines taut. Murphy came toward them, looking perplexedly over his shoulder.

“Seen Chrystal?” asked Fletcher.

Murphy pointed. “He just went up them steps.”

“The laboratory!” cried Fletcher in sudden agony. Heart in his mouth he pounded up the steps, Murphy and Bevington at his heels. If only Damon were in the laboratory, not down on deck or in the mess hall.

The lab was empty—except for the tank with the dekabrach.

The water was cloudy, bluish. The dekabrach was thrashing from end to end of the tank, the ten arms kinked and knotted.

Fletcher jumped on a table, vaulted directly into the tank. He wrapped his arms around the writhing body, lifted. The supple shape squirmed out of his grasp. Fletcher grabbed again, heaved in desperation, raised it out of the tank.

“Grab hold,” he hissed to Murphy between clenched teeth. “Lay it on the table.”

Damon came rushing in. “What’s going on?”

“Poison,” said Fletcher. “Give Murphy a hand.”

Damon and Murphy managed to lay the dekabrach on the table. Fletcher barked, “Stand back, flood coming!” He slid the clamps from the side of the tank, the flexible plastic collapsed; a thousand gallons of water gushed across the floor.

Fletcher’s skin was beginning to burn. “Acid! Damon, get a bucket, wash off the dek. Keep him wet.”

The circulatory system was still pumping brine into the tank. Fletcher tore off his trousers, which held the acid against his skin, gave himself a quick rinse, turned the brine-pipe around the tank, flushing off the acid.

The dekabrach lay limp, its propulsion vanes twitching. Fletcher felt sick and dull. “Try sodium carbonate,” he told Damon. “Maybe we can neutralize some of the acid.” On sudden thought he turned to Murphy, “Go get Chrystal. Don’t let him get away.”

This was the moment that Chrystal chose to stroll into the laboratory. He looked around the room in mild surprise, hopped up on a chair to avoid the water.

“What’s going on in here?”

Fletcher said grimly, “You’ll find out.” To Murphy: “Don’t let him get away.”

“Murderer!” cried Damon in a voice that broke with strain and grief.

Chrystal raised his eyebrows in shock. “Murderer?”

Bevington looked back and forth between Fletcher, Chrystal and Damon. “Murderer? What’s all this?”

“Just what the law specifies,” said Fletcher. “Knowingly and willfully destroying one of an intelligent species. Murder.”

The tank was rinsed; he clamped up the sides. The fresh brine began to rise up the sides.

“Now,” said Fletcher. “Hoist the dek back in.”

Damon shook his head hopelessly. “He’s done for. He’s not moving.”

“We’ll put him back in anyway,” said Fletcher.

“I’d like to put Chrystal in there with him,” Damon said with passionate bitterness.

“Come now,” Bevington reproved him, “let’s have no more talk like that. I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t like anything of what I hear.”

Chrystal, looking amused and aloof, said, “I don’t know what’s going on either.”

They lifted the dekabrach, lowered him into the tank.

The water was about six inches deep, rising too slowly to suit Fletcher.

“Oxygen,” he called. Damon ran to the locker. Fletcher looked at Chrystal. “So you don’t know what I’m talking about?”

“Your pet fish dies; don’t try to pin it on me.”

Damon handed Fletcher a breather-tube from the oxygen tank; Fletcher thrust it into the water beside the dekabrach’s gills. Oxygen bubbled up; Fletcher agitated the water, urged it into the gill openings. The water was nine inches deep. “Sodium carbonate,” Fletcher said over his shoulder. “Enough to neutralize what’s left of the acid.”

Bevington asked in an uncertain voice, “Is it going to live?”

“I don’t know.”

Bevington squinted sidewise at Chrystal, who shook his head. “Don’t blame me.”

The water rose. The dekabrach’s arms lay limp, floating in all directions like Medusa locks.

Fletcher rubbed the sweat off his forehead. “If only I knew what to do! I can’t give it a shot of brandy; I’d probably poison it.”

The arms began to stiffen, extend. “Ah,” breathed Fletcher, “that’s better.” He beckoned to Damon. “Gene, take over here—keep the oxygen going into the gills.” He jumped to the floor where Murphy was flushing the area with buckets of water.

Chrystal was talking with great earnestness to Bevington. “I’ve gone in fear of my life these last three weeks! Fletcher is an absolute madman; you’d better send up for a doctor—or a psychiatrist.” He caught Fletcher’s eye, paused. Fletcher came slowly across the room. Chrystal returned to the inspector, whose expression was harassed and uneasy.

“I’m registering an official complaint,” said Chrystal. “Against Bio-Minerals in general and Sam Fletcher in particular. As a representative of the law, I insist that you place Fletcher under arrest for criminal offenses against my person.”

“Well,” said Bevington, cautiously glancing at Fletcher. “I’ll certainly make an investigation.”

“He kidnaped me at the point of a gun,” cried Chrystal. “He’s kept me locked up for three weeks!”

“To keep you from murdering the dekabrachs,” said Fletcher.

“That’s the second time you’ve said that,” Chrystal remarked ominously. “Bevington is a witness. You’re liable for slander.”

“Truth isn’t slander.”

“I’ve netted dekabrachs, so what? I also cut kelp and net coelacanths. You do the same.”

“The deks are intelligent. That makes a difference.” Fletcher turned to Bevington. “He knows it as well as I do. He’d process men for the calcium in their bones if he could make money at it!”

“You’re a liar!” cried Chrystal.

Bevington held up his hands. “Let’s have order here! I can’t get to the bottom of this unless someone presents facts.”

“He doesn’t have facts,” Chrystal insisted. “He’s trying to run my raft off of Sabria—can’t stand the competition!”

Fletcher ignored him. He said to Bevington, “You want facts. That’s why the dekabrach is in that tank, and that’s why Chrystal poured acid in on him.”

“Let’s get something straight,” said Bevington, giving Chrystal a hard stare. “Did you pour acid into that tank?”

Chrystal folded his arms. “The question is completely ridiculous.”

“Did you? No evasions now.”

Chrystal hesitated, then said firmly, “No. And there’s no vestige of proof that I did so.”

Bevington nodded. “I see.” He turned to Fletcher. “You spoke of facts. What facts?”

Fletcher went to the tank, where Damon still was swirling oxygenated water into the gills. “How’s he coming?”

Damon shook his head dubiously. “He’s acting peculiar. I wonder if the acid got him internally?”

Fletcher watched the long pale shape for a half minute. “Well, let’s try him. That’s all we can do.”

He crossed the room, wheeled the model dekabrach forward. Chrystal laughed, turned away in disgust. “What do you plan to demonstrate?” asked Bevington.

“I’m going to show you that the dekabrach is intelligent and is able to communicate.”

“Well, well,” said Bevington. “This is something new, is it not?”

“Correct.” Fletcher arranged his notebook.

“How did you learn his language?”

“It isn’t his—it’s a code we worked out between us.”

Bevington inspected the model, looked down at the notebook. “These are the signals?”

Fletcher explained the system. “He’s got a vocabulary of fifty-eight words, not counting numbers up to nine.”

“I see.” Bevington took a seat. “Go ahead. It’s your show.”

Chrystal turned. “I don’t have to watch this fakery.”

Bevington said, “You’d better stay here and protect your interests; if you don’t, no one else will.”

Fletcher moved the arms of the model. “This is admittedly a crude setup; with time and money we’ll work out something better. Now, I’ll start with numbers.”

Chrystal said contemptuously, “I could train a rabbit to count that way.”

“After a minute,” said Fletcher, “I’ll try something harder. I’ll ask who poisoned him.”

“Just a minute!” bawled Chrystal. “You can’t tie me up that way!”

Bevington reached for the notebook. “How will you ask? What signals do you use?”

Fletcher pointed them out. “First, interrogation. The idea of interrogation is an abstraction which the dek still doesn’t completely understand. We’ve established a convention of choice, or alternation, like, ‘which do you want?’ Maybe he’ll catch on what I’m after.”

“Very well—‘interrogation’. Then what?”

“Dekabrach—receive—hot—water. (‘Hot water’ is for acid.) Interrogation: Man—give—hot—water?”

Bevington nodded. “That’s fair enough. Go ahead.”

Fletcher worked the signals. The black eye-area watched.

Damon said anxiously, “He’s restless—very uneasy.”

Fletcher completed the signals. The dekabrach’s arms waved once or twice, gave a puzzled jerk.

Fletcher repeated the set of signals, added an extra ‘interrogation—man?’

The arms moved slowly. “‘Man’,” read Fletcher. Bevington nodded. “Man. But which man?”

Fletcher said to Murphy, “Stand in front of the tank.” And he signaled, “Man—give—hot—water—interrogation.”

The dekabrach’s arms moved. “‘Null-zero’,” read Fletcher. “No. Damon—step in front of the tank.” He signaled the dekabrach. “Man—give—hot—water—interrogation.”

“‘Null’.”

Fletcher turned to Bevington. “You stand in front of the tank.” He signaled.

“‘Null’.”

Everyone looked at Chrystal. “Your turn,” said Fletcher. “Step forward, Chrystal.”

Chrystal came slowly forward, “I’m not a chump, Fletcher. I can see through your gimmick.”

The dekabrach was moving its arms. Fletcher read the signals, Bevington looking over his shoulder at the notebook.

“‘Man—give—hot—water.’”

Chrystal started to protest. Bevington quieted him. “Stand in front of the tank, Chrystal.” To Fletcher: “Ask once again.”

Fletcher signaled. The dekabrach responded. “‘Man—give—hot—water. Yellow. Man. Sharp. Come. Give—hot—water. Go.’”

There was silence in the laboratory.

“Well,” said Bevington flatly, “I think you’ve made your case, Fletcher.”

“You’re not going to get me that easy,” said Chrystal.

“Quiet,” rasped Bevington. “It’s clear enough what’s happened—”

“It’s clear what’s going to happen,” said Chrystal in a voice husky with rage. He was holding Fletcher’s gun. “I secured this before I came up here—and it looks as if—” he raised the gun toward the tank, squinted, his big white hand tightened on the trigger. Fletcher’s heart went dead and cold.

“Hey!” shouted Murphy.

Chrystal jerked. Murphy threw his bucket; Chrystal fired at Murphy, missed. Damon jumped at him, Chrystal swung the gun. The white-hot jet pierced Damon’s shoulder. Damon, screaming like a hurt horse, wrapped his bony arms around Chrystal. Fletcher and Murphy closed in, wrested away the gun, locked Chrystal’s arms behind him.

Bevington said grimly, “You’re in trouble now, Chrystal, even if you weren’t before.”

Fletcher said, “He’s killed hundreds and hundreds of the deks. Indirectly he killed Carl Raight and John Agostino. He’s got a lot to answer for.”



The replacement crew had moved down to the raft from the LG-19. Fletcher, Damon, Murphy and the rest of the old crew sat in the mess hall, six months of leisure ahead of them.

Damon’s left arm hung in a sling; with his right he fiddled with his coffee cup. “I don’t quite know what I’ll be doing. I have no plans. The fact is, I’m rather up in the air.”

Fletcher went to the window, looked out across the dark scarlet ocean. “I’m staying on.”

“What?” cried Murphy. “Did I hear you right?”

Fletcher came back to the table. “I can’t understand it myself.”

Murphy shook his head in total lack of comprehension. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’m an engineer, a working man,” said Fletcher. “I don’t have a lust for power, or any desire to change the universe—but it seems as if Damon and I set something into motion—something important—and I want to see it through.”

“You mean, teaching the deks to communicate?”

“That’s right. Chrystal attacked them, forced them to protect themselves. He revolutionized their lives. Damon and I revolutionized the life of this one dek in an entirely new way. But we’ve just started. Think of the potentialities! Imagine a population of men in a fertile land—men like ourselves except that they never learned to talk. Then someone gives them contact with a new universe—an intellectual stimulus like nothing they’d ever experienced. Think of their reactions, their new attack on life! The deks are in that same position—except that we’ve just started with them. It’s anybody’s guess what they’ll achieve—and somehow I want to be part of it. Even if I didn’t, I couldn’t leave with the job half-done.”

Damon said suddenly, “I think I’ll stay on, too.”

“You two have gone stir-crazy,” said Jones. “I can’t get away fast enough.”



The LG-19 had been gone three weeks; operations had become routine aboard the raft. Shift followed shift; the bins began to fill with new ingots, new blocks of precious metal.

Fletcher and Damon had worked long hours with the dekabrach; today would see the great experiment.

The tank was hoisted to the edge of the dock.

Fletcher signaled once again his final message. “Man show you signals. You bring many dekabrachs, man show signals. Interrogation.”

The arms moved in assent. Fletcher backed away; the tank was hoisted, lowered over the side, submerged.

The dekabrach floated up, drifted a moment near the surface, slid down into the dark water.

“There goes Prometheus,” said Damon, “bearing the gift of the gods.”

“Better call it the gift of gab,” said Fletcher grinning.

The pale shape had vanished from sight. “Ten gets you fifty he won’t be back,” Caldur, the new superintendent, offered them.

“I’m not betting,” said Fletcher, “just hoping.”

“What will you do if he doesn’t come back?”

Fletcher shrugged. “Perhaps net another, teach him. After a while it’s bound to take hold.”

Three hours went by. Mists began to close in; rains blurred the sky.

Damon, peering over the side, looked up. “I see a dek. But is it our dek?”

A dekabrach came to the surface. It moved its arms. “Many—dekabrachs. Show—signals.”

“Professor Damon,” said Fletcher, “your first class.”


Nopalgarth


I

Ixax at the best of times was a dreary planet. Winds roared through the jagged black mountains, propelling jets of rain and sleet which rather than softening the landscape tended to wash what soil existed into the ocean. Vegetation was scant: a few drab forests of brittle dendrons; wax-grass and tube-wort bunching out of crevices; lichens in sullen splotches of red, purple, blue and green. The ocean, however, supported extensive beds of kelp and algae; these, with a fairly abundant catalogue of marine animalculae, conducted the greater part of the planet’s photo-synthetic process.

In spite of, or because of, the challenge of the environment, the original amphibian animal, a type of ganoid batrachian, evolved into an intelligent andromorph. Assisted by an intuitive awareness of mathematical justness and harmony, with a visual apparatus that presented the world in tactile three-dimensional style rather than as a polychrome set of two-dimensional surfaces, the Xaxans were almost preordained to build a technical civilization. Four hundred years after their advent into space they discovered the nopal—apparently through the workings of sheer chance—and so involved themselves in the most terrible war of their history.

The war, lasting over a century, devastated the already barren planet. Scum crusted the oceans; the few sparse pockets of soil were poisoned by yellowish-white powder sifting out of the sky. Ixax had never been a populous world; the handful of cities now were rubble: heaps of black stone, liver-brown tile, chalk-white shards of fused talc, wads of rotting organic stuff, a chaos which outraged the Xaxan compulsion for mathematical exactness and nicety. The survivors, both Chitumih and Tauptu (so to transcribe the clicks and rattlings of the Xaxan communicative system), dwelt in underground fortresses. Distinguished by Tauptu awareness and Chitumih denial of the nopal, they nourished toward each other an emotion akin to but a dozen times more intense than Earthly hate.

After the first hundred years of war the tide of battle ran in favor of the Tauptu. The Chitumih were driven to their stronghold under the Northern Mountains; the Tauptu battle-teams inched forward, blasting the surface of defense-ports one by one, dispatching atomic moles against the mile-deep citadel.

The Chitumih, although aware of defeat, resisted with a fervor corresponding to their more-than-hate for the Tauptu. The rumble of approaching moles sounded ever louder; the outlying mole-traps collapsed, then the inner-ring of diversion-tunnels. Looping up from a burrow ten miles deep, an enormous mole broke into the dynamo chamber, destroying the very core of Chitumih resistance. The corridors went pitch-dark; the Chitumih tumbled forth blindly, prepared to fight with hands and stones. Moles gnawed at the rock; the tunnels reverberated with grinding sound. A gap appeared, followed by a roaring metal snout. The walls broke wide apart; there was a blast of anaesthetic gas, and the war was over.

The Tauptu climbed down across the broken rock, searchlights glowing from their heads. The able-bodied among the Chitumih were pinioned and sent to the surface; the crushed and mangled were killed where they lay.

War-Master Khb Tachx returned to Mia, the ancient capital, flying low through a hissing rainstorm—across a dingy sea, over a foreland pocked with great craters in the shape of earth-colored star-bursts, over a range of black mountains, and the charred rubble of Mia lay before him.

There was a single whole building in evidence, a long squat box of gray rock-melt, newly erected.

Khb Tachx landed his air-car, and ignoring the rain, walked toward the entrance of the building. Fifty or sixty Chitumih huddling in a pen slowly turned their heads, sensing him with the perceptors which fulfilled the function of eyes. Khb Tachx accepted the impact of their hate with no more attention than he gave the rain. As he approached the building a frantic rattle of torment sounded from within, and again Khb Tachx paid no heed. The Chitumih were more affected. They shrank back as if the pain were their own, and in clenched dull vibrations reviled Khb Tachx, defying him to do his worst.

Khb Tachx strode into the building, dropped to a level a half-mile below the surface, proceeded to the chamber reserved for his use. Here he removed his helmet, his leather cloak, wiped the rain from his gray face. Divesting himself of his other garments he scrubbed himself with a stiff-bristled brush, removing dead tissue and minute surface scales from his skin.

An orderly grated his finger-tips across the door. “You are awaited.”

“I will come at once.”

With a passionless economy of motion he dressed in fresh garments, an apron, boots, a long cape smooth as a beetle-shell. It so happened that these garments were uniformly black, although this was a matter of indifference to the Xaxans who differentiated surfaces by texture rather than color. Khb Tachx took up his helmet, a casque of striated metal, crowned by a medallion symbolizing the word tauptu—“purged”. Six spikes rose from the keel, three corresponding to the inch-high knuckles of bone along his cranial crest, the remaining three denoting his rank. After a moment’s reflection Khb Tachx detached the medallion, then pulled the helmet down over his bare gray scalp.

He left his chamber, walked deliberately along the corridor to a door of fused quartz, which slid soundlessly aside at his approach. He entered a perfectly circular room with vitreous walls and a high paraboloid dome. Insofar as the Xaxans derived pleasure from the contemplation of inanimate objects, they enjoyed the serene simplicity of these particular conformations. At a round table of polished basalt sat four men, each wearing a six-spike helmet. They immediately noticed the absence of the medallion from Khb Tachx’s helmet, and derived the import he meant to convey: that with the collapse of the Great Northern Fortress the need for distinction between Tauptu and Chitumih had ended. These five governed the Tauptu as a loose committee, without clear division of responsibility except in two regards: War-Master Khb Tachx directed military strategy; Pttdu Apiptix commanded those few ships remaining to the space-fleet.

Khb Tachx seated himself, and described the collapse of the Chitumih stronghold. His fellows apprehended him impassively, showing neither joy nor excitement, for they felt none.

Pttdu Apiptix dourly summed up the new circumstances. “The nopal are as before. We have won only a local victory.”

“Nevertheless, a victory,” Khb Tachx remarked.

A third Xaxan countered what he considered an extreme of pessimism. “We have destroyed the Chitumih; they have not destroyed us. We started with nothing, they everything: still we have won.”

“Immaterial,” responded Pttdu Apiptix. “We have been unable to prepare for what must come next. Our weapons against the nopal are makeshift; they harass us almost at will.”

“The past is past,” Khb Tachx declared. “The short step has been taken; now we will take the long one. The war must be carried to Nopalgarth.”

The five sat in contemplation. The idea had occurred many times to all of them, and many times they had drawn back from the implications.

A fourth Xaxan remarked abruptly, “We have been bled white. We can wage no more war.”

“Others now will bleed,” Khb Tachx responded. “We will infect Nopalgarth as the nopal infected Ixax, and do no more than direct the struggle.”

The fourth Xaxan reflected. “Is this a practical strategy? A Xaxan risks his life if he so much as shows himself on Nopalgarth.”

“Agents must act for us. We must employ someone not instantly recognizable as an enemy—a man of another planet.”

“In this connection,” Pttdu Apiptix remarked, “there is a first and obvious choice…”


II

A voice which quavered from fright or excitement—the girl at the ARPA switchboard in Washington could not decide which—asked to speak to “someone in charge”. The girl inquired the caller’s business, explaining that ARPA consisted of many departments and divisions.

“It’s a secret matter,” said the voice. “I gotta talk to one of the higher-ups, somebody connected with the top science projects.”

A nut, decided the girl, and started to switch the call to the public relations office. At this moment Paul Burke, an assistant director of research, walked through the foyer. Burke, loose-limbed, tall, with a reassuringly nondescript appearance, was 37, once-married, once-divorced. Most women found Burke attractive; the switchboard operator, no exception, seized the opportunity to attract his attention. She sang out, “Mr. Burke, won’t you speak to this man?”

“Which man?” asked Burke.

“I don’t know. He’s quite excited. He wants to talk to someone in authority.”

Burke took the phone. “Paul Burke speaking.”

“May I ask your position, Mr. Burke?” The voice evoked an instant image in Burke’s mind: an elderly man, earnest and self-important, hopping from one foot to the other in excitement.

“I’m an assistant director of research,” said Burke.

“Does that mean you’re a scientist?” the voice asked cautiously. “This is business that I can’t take up with underlings.”

“More or less. What’s your problem?”

“Mr. Burke, you’d never believe me if I told you over the phone.” The voice quavered. “I can’t really believe it myself.”

Burke felt a trace of interest. The man’s voice communicated its excitement, aroused uneasy prickles at the nape of Burke’s neck. Nevertheless, an instinct, a hunch, an intuition told him that he wanted nothing to do with this urgent old man.

“I’ve got to see you, Mr. Burke—you or one of the scientists. One of the top scientists.” The man’s voice faded, then strengthened as if he had turned his head away from the mouth-piece as he spoke.

“If you could explain your problem,” said Burke cautiously, “I might be able to help you.”

“No,” said the man. “You’d tell me I was crazy. You’ve got to come out here. I promise you you’ll see something you’ve never imagined in your wildest dreams.”

“That’s going pretty far,” said Burke. “Can’t you give me some idea what it’s all about?”

“You’d think I was crazy. And maybe I am.” The man laughed with unnecessary fervor. “I’d like to think so.”

“What’s your name?”

“Are you coming out to see me?”

“I’ll send someone out.”

“That won’t do. You’ll send the police, and then—there’ll—be—trouble!” He almost whispered these last words.

Burke spoke aside to the operator, “Get a tracer on this call.” Into the phone he said, “Are you in trouble yourself? Anyone threatening you?”

“No, no, Mr. Burke! Nothing like that! Now tell me the truth: can you come out to see me right now? I got to know!”

“Not unless you give me a better reason than you have.”

The man took a deep breath. “Okay. Listen then. And don’t say I didn’t warn you. I—” The line went dead.

Burke looked at the telephone in mingled disgust and relief. He turned to the operator. “Any luck?”

“I didn’t have time, Mr. Burke. He hung up too soon.”

Burke shrugged. “Crack-pot, probably…But still…” He turned away, neck still tingling eerily. He went to his office, where presently he was joined by Dr. Ralph Tarbert, a mathematician and physicist dividing his time between Brookhaven and ARPA. Tarbert, in his middle fifties, was a handsome lean-faced man, nervously muscular, with a shock of electric white hair of which he was very proud. In contrast to Burke’s rather rumpled tweed jackets and flannel slacks, Tarbert wore elegant and conservative suits of dark blue or gray. He not only admitted but boasted of intellectual snobbery, and affected a cynicism which Burke sometimes found frivolous enough to be irritating.

The unfinished telephone call still occupied Burke’s mind. He described the conversation to Tarbert who, as Burke had expected, dismissed the incident with an airy wave of the hand.

“The man was scared,” mused Burke, “no question about that.”

“The devil looked up from the bottom of his beer mug.”

“He sounded stone-sober. You know, Ralph—I’ve got a hunch about this thing. I wish I’d gone to see the man.”

“Take a tranquilizer,” suggested Tarbert. “Now, let’s talk about this electron-ejection thing…”

Shortly after noon a messenger brought a small package to Burke’s office. Burke signed the book, examined the package. His name and address had been printed with a ball-point pen; there was also an inscription: OPEN IN ABSOLUTE PRIVACY.

Burke ripped open the parcel. Inside he found a cardboard box, containing a dollar-size disk of metal, which he shook out into his hand. The disk seemed at the same time light and heavy: massive but weightless. With a soft exclamation Burke opened his hand. The disk floated in mid-air. Slowly, gently, it began to rise.

Burke stared, reached. “What the devil,” he muttered. “No gravity?”

The telephone rang. The voice asked anxiously, “Did you get the package?”

“Just this minute,” said Burke.

“Will you come to see me now?”

Burke took a deep breath. “What’s your name?”

“You’ll come alone?”

“Yes,” said Burke.


III

Sam Gibbons was a widower, two years retired from a prosperous used-car business in Buellton, Virginia, sixty-five miles from Washington. With his two sons at college, he lived alone in a big brick house two miles from town, on the crest of a hill.

Burke met him at the gate—a pompous man of sixty, with a pear-shaped body, an amiable pink face now mottled and trembling. He verified that Burke was alone, made sure that Burke was both a recognized scientist—”up on all that space and cosmic ray stuff”—and in a position of authority. “Don’t get me wrong,” said Gibbons nervously. “It’s gotta be this way. You’ll see why in a few minutes. Thank God I’m out of it.” He blew out his cheeks, looked up toward his house.

“What goes on?” asked Burke. “What’s all this about?”

“You’ll know soon enough,” said Gibbons hoarsely. Burke saw that he was staggering with fatigue, that his eyes were red-rimmed. “I’ve got to bring you to the house. That’s all I do. From then on it’s up to you.”

Burke looked up the driveway toward the house. “What’s up to me?”

Gibbons patted him nervously on the shoulder. “It’s all right; you’ll just be—”

“I’m not moving until I know who’s there,” said Burke.

Gibbons glanced furtively over his shoulder. “It’s a man from another planet,” he blurted through wet lips. “Mars maybe; I don’t know for sure. He made me telephone somebody he could talk to, and I got hold of you.”

Burke stared toward the front of the house. Behind a window, veiled by curtains, he glimpsed a tall square-shouldered shape. It never occurred to him to doubt Gibbons. He laughed uncertainly. “This is rather a shock.”

“You’re telling me,” said Gibbons.

Burke’s knees were stiff and weak; he felt an enormous reluctance to move. In a hollow voice he asked, “How do you know he’s from another planet?”

“He told me,” said Gibbons. “I believed him. Wait till you see him yourself.”

Burke drew a deep breath. “Very well. Let’s go. Does he speak English?”

Gibbons smiled in feeble amusement. “Out of a box. He has a box on his stomach and the box talks.”

They approached the house. Gibbons pushed the door open, motioned Burke to enter. Burke stepped forward, stopped short in the hall.

The creature who waited was a man, but he had arrived at his estate by a different route from that traveled by Burke’s forebears. He stood four inches taller than Burke, with a skin rough and gray as elephant hide. His head was narrow and long, his eyes blank and blind-looking, like cabochons of beer-colored quartz. A bony crest rose from his scalp, studded with three bony knobs. Striking down from his brow the crest became a nose, thin as a scimitar. The chest was deep and narrow, the arms and legs corded and ropy with sinew.

Burke’s faculties, numbed by the sheer drama of the situation, slowly returned. Studying the man, he sensed a harsh fierce intelligence, and became uneasily conscious of dislike and distrust—feelings which he strove to suppress. It was inevitable, he thought, that creatures of different planets must find each other uncomfortable and strange. Trying to compensate he spoke with a heartiness that rang false even to his own ears. “My name is Paul Burke. I understand you know our language.”

“We have studied your planet for many years.” The voice came in discrete and distinct words from an apparatus hanging over the alien’s chest: a muffled unnatural voice accompanied by hisses, buzzings, clicks and rattles, produced by vibrating plates along the creature’s thorax. A translation machine, thought Burke, which presumably retranslated English words into the clicks and rattles of the stranger’s speech. “We have wished to visit you before, but it is dangerous for us.”

“‘Dangerous’?” Burke was puzzled. “I can’t understand why; we’re not barbarians. Which is your home planet?”

“It is far away from your solar system. I do not know your astronomy. I can not name it. We call our planet Ixax. I am Pttdu Apiptix.” The box seemed to find difficulty with l’s and r’s, pronouncing them with a rasping and rattling of the glottal mechanism. “You are one of your world’s scientists?”

“I am a physicist and mathematician,” said Burke, “although now I hold an administrative position.”

“Good.” Pttdu Apiptix held up his hand, turned the palm toward Sam Gibbons who stood nervously at the back of the room. The small squat instrument he held chattered, shivering the air as a hammer-blow splinters ice. Gibbons croaked, fell to the floor in a strange round heap, as if all his bones had vanished.

Burke sucked in his breath, aghast. “Here! here!” he stammered. “What are you doing?”

“This man must not talk to others,” said Apiptix. “My mission is important.”

“Your mission be damned!” roared Burke. “You’ve violated our laws! This isn’t—”

Pttdu Apiptix cut him short. “Killing is sometimes a necessity. You must alter your way of thinking, because I plan that you help me. If you refuse I will kill you and find another.”

Burke’s voice refused to make itself heard. At last he said hoarsely, “What do you want me to do?”

“We are going to Ixax. There you will know.”

Burke remonstrated gently, as if addressing a maniac. “I can’t possibly go to your planet. I have my job to look after. I suggest that you come with me to Washington…” He stopped short, embarrassed by the other’s sardonic patience.

“I care nothing for your convenience, or your work,” said Apiptix.

On the verge of hysterical anger Burke trembled, leaned forward. Pttdu Apiptix displayed his weapon. “Do not be influenced by your emotional urges.” He twisted his face in a wincing grimace—the single change of facial expression Burke had noticed. “Come with me, if you wish to live.” He backed away, toward the rear of the house.

Burke followed on stiff legs. They went out a rear door into the back yard, where Gibbons had built himself a swimming pool and a tiled barbecue area.

“We will wait here,” said Apiptix. He stood motionless, watching Burke with the blank stolidity of an insect. Five minutes passed. Burke could not speak for a weakness of rage and apprehension. A dozen times he leaned forward on the brink of plunging at the Xaxan and taking his chances; a dozen times he saw the instrument in the harsh gray hand and drew back.

Out of the sky dropped a blunt metal cylinder the size of a large automobile. A section fell open. “Enter,” said Apiptix.

For the last time Burke weighed his chances. They were non-existent. He stumbled into the car. Apiptix followed. The section closed. There was an instant sensation of swift motion.

Burke spoke, holding his voice steady with great effort. “Where are you taking me?”

“To Ixax.”

“What for?”

“So that you will learn what is expected of you. I understand your anger, I realize that you are not pleased. Nevertheless you must grasp the idea that your life is changed.” Apiptix put away his weapon. “It is useless for you to—”

Burke could not control his rage. He flung himself at the Xaxan, who held him off with a rigid arm. From somewhere came a mind-cracking blaze of purple light, and Burke lost consciousness.


IV

Burke awoke in an unfamiliar place, in a dark chamber smelling of damp rock. He could see nothing. Under him was what seemed to be a resilient mat; exploring with his fingers he found a hard cold floor a few inches below.

He raised on his elbow. There was no sound to be heard: an absolute silence.

Burke felt his face, tested the length of his beard. There was bristle at least a quarter-inch long. A week had passed.

Someone was approaching. How did he know? There had been no sound; only an oppressive sense of evil, almost as palpable as a physical stench.

The walls glowed with sudden luminosity, revealing a long narrow chamber, with graceful vaulted ceiling. Burke raised himself on the pad, arms trembling, legs and knees flaccid.

Pttdu Apiptix, or someone closely resembling him, appeared in the doorway. Burke, tight in the chest from tension, giddy from hunger, staggered to his feet.

“Where am I?” His voice rasped huskily in his throat.

“We are on Ixax,” spoke the box on Apiptix’s chest.

Burke could think of nothing to say; in any event his throat had choked up.

“Come,” said the Xaxan.

“No.” Burke’s knees slackened from under him, he sank back on the mat.

Pttdu Apiptix disappeared into the corridor. Presently he returned with two other Xaxans who rolled a metal cabinet. They seized Burke, thrust a tube down his throat, pumped warm liquid into his stomach. Then without ceremony they withdrew the tube, departed.

Apiptix stood silently, and several minutes passed. Burke lay supine, watching from under his eyelids. Pttdu Apiptix was weirdly magnificent, demoniac and murderous though he might be. A glossy black shell like the carapace of a beetle hung down his back; on his head he wore a striated metal helmet with six baleful spikes raising from the crest. Burke shivered weakly and closed his eyes, feeling unpleasantly weak and helpless in the presence of so much evil strength.

Another five minutes passed, while the vitality slowly seeped back through Burke’s body. He stirred, opened his eyes, said fretfully, “I suppose now you’ll tell me why you’ve brought me here.”

“When you are ready,” said Pttdu Apiptix, “we will go to the surface. You will learn what is required of you.”

“What you require and what you’ll get are two different things,” growled Burke. Feigning lassitude, he leaned back on the mat.

Pttdu Apiptix turned, departed, and Burke cursed himself for his own perversity: what did he achieve lying down here in the dark? Nothing but boredom and uncertainty.

An hour later Pttdu Apiptix returned. “Are you ready?”

Wordlessly Burke raised himself to his feet, followed the black-shrouded figure along the passage, into an elevator. They stood close together, and Burke wondered at the contraction of his flesh. The Xaxan was representative of the universal type man: why the revulsion? Because of the Xaxan’s ruthlessness? Reason enough, thought Burke; still—

The Xaxan spoke, interrupting Burke’s train of thought. “Perhaps you ask yourself why we live below the surface?”

“I’m asking myself about many things.”

“A war drove us underground—a war such as your planet has never known.”

“This war is still going on?”

“On Ixax the war is ended; we have purged the Chitumih. We can walk on the surface again.”

Emotion? Burke wondered. Was intelligence without emotion conceivable? A Xaxan’s emotions were not necessarily commensurable with his own, of course; still they must share certain viewpoints, certain aspects of intelligent existence, such as the urge to survive, satisfaction in achievement, curiosity and puzzlement…

The elevator halted. The Xaxan stepped out, set off down the corridor. Burke followed reluctantly, sorting through a dozen wild and impractical stratagems. Somehow, in some way, he must exert himself. Pttdu Apiptix planned nothing good for him; action of any sort was preferable to this meek compliance. He must find a weapon, fight, run away, escape, hide—something, anything!

Apiptix wheeled around, gestured abruptly. “Come,” intoned his voice-box. Burke advanced slowly. Act! He chuckled sardonically, relaxing. Act, how? So far they had offered him no harm, still…A sound brought him up short: a terrible staccato rattle. Burke needed no help to understand; the language of pain was universal.

Burke’s knees wobbled. He put his hand to the wall. The rattle broke, vibrated, buzzed weakly away.

The Xaxan eyed him dispassionately. “Come,” spoke the voice-box.

“What was that?” whispered Burke.

“You will see.”

“I won’t come any farther.”

“Come, or you will be carried.”

Burke hesitated. The Xaxan moved toward him; Burke lurched forward in anger.

A metal door rolled aside; a chill sour wind sang through the gap. They emerged upon the dreariest landscape of Burke’s experience. Mountains like crocodile teeth rimmed the horizon; the sky was wadded with black and gray clouds, from which hung funereal smears of rain. The plain below was crusted with ruins. Corroded girders poked at the sky like dry insect legs; walls had fallen into tumbles of black brick and liver-brown tile; the sections still standing were blotched with fungus in sullen colors. In all the sad scene there was nothing fresh, nothing alive, no sense of change or better things to come; only decay and futility. Burke could not restrain a pang of compassion for the Xaxans, no matter what their transgressions…He turned back to the single erect building, that from which he and Pttdu Apiptix had emerged. In a pen he noticed a stir of movement. Burke looked closer, shot a glance of astounded appraisal toward Pttdu Apiptix, stared at the dark shapes within the pen. Men? Xaxans?

The box on the chest of Pttdu Apiptix answered his unspoken query. “Those are the remnant of the Chitumih. There are no more. Only the Tauptu remain.”

Burke walked slowly toward the pathetic huddle, pressing into the bitter gusts of wind. He came to the mesh, looked through. The Chitumih returned his inspection—seeming to feel him with their eyes, rather than look at him. They were a miserable tattered group, the skin rough and taut over their framework of bone. In racial type they appeared identical to the Tauptu, but here the similarity ended. Even in the shame and squalor of the pen their spirit burnt clear. The ancient tale, thought Burke: barbarism triumphant over civilization. He glared at Apiptix, whom he saw to be a vicious creature, barren of decency. Sudden fury surprised and overwhelmed Burke. He became light-headed and staggered forward, swinging his fists. The Chitumih buzzed soft encouragement, but to no avail. A pair of nearby Tauptu stepped forward. Burke was seized, pulled away from the pen, pressed against the wall of the building, held until he ceased struggling and went limp and panting.

Apiptix spoke through his voice-box, as if Burke’s futile assault had never occurred. “Those are the Chitumih; they are few and soon will be eliminated.”

Through the rock-melt walls came another terrified vibration.

“Torture?” cried Burke in a husky voice. “You torture the Chitumih—and let the others listen?”

“Nothing is done without reason. Come, you shall see.”

“I’ve seen enough.” Burke peered wildly around the horizon. He saw no succor and no place to run, only wet ruins, black mountains, rain, corrosion, crumble…Apiptix made a sign; the two Tauptu led Burke back into the building. Burke resisted. He kicked, hung limp, thrashed his body back and forth to no avail; the Tauptu carried him without effort along a short wide corridor, into a chamber flooded with a green-white glare. Burke stood panting, the two Tauptu still beside him. Again he tried to struggle loose, but their fingers were like tongs.

“If you are able to control your aggressive impulses,” spoke the emotionless voice-box, “you will be released.”

Burke choked off a bitter flow of words. Struggle was useless, undignified. He straightened himself, nodded curtly. The Tauptu stood back.

Burke looked around the room. Half-hidden behind a bank of what appeared to be electrical circuitry he saw a flat frame of shining metal bars. Against the wall four Xaxans stood in fetters; Burke recognized them for Chitumih through some quality he could not define: an inner sense which assured him that the Chitumih were decent, kind, courageous, his natural allies against the Tauptu…Apiptix came forward carrying what appeared to be a pair of lensless spectacles.

“At the moment there is much that you do not understand,” Apiptix told him. “Conditions are different from those on Earth.”

Thank God for the difference, thought Burke.

Apiptix continued. “Here on Ixax there are two sorts of people: the Tauptu and the Chitumih. They are distinguished by the nopal.”

“‘Nopal’? What is the nopal?”

“You are about to learn. First I wish to make an experiment, to test what might be called your psionic sensitivity.” He displayed the lensless spectacles. “These instruments are constructed of a strange material, a substance unknown to you. Perhaps you would like to look through them.”

A pulse of aversion for all things Tauptu jerked him back. “No.”

Apiptix extended the spectacles. He seemed to be grimacing in humor, though no muscle of his corded gray face quivered. “I must insist.”

With an effort Burke controlled his fury, snatched the spectacles, fitted them to his eyes.

There appeared to be no visual change, no refractive effect whatever.

“Examine the Chitumih,” said Apiptix. “The lenses add—let us say—a new dimension to your vision.”

Burke examined the Chitumih. He stared, bent his head forward. For an instant he saw—what? What was it he had seen? He could not remember. He looked again, but the lenses blurred his vision. The Chitumih wavered; there was a black fuzzy blot, like a caterpillar, across the top half of their bodies. Peculiar! He looked at Pttdu Apiptix. He blinked in surprise: here was the black blur as before—or something else?—what was it? Incomprehensible! It served as background to the head of Apiptix—something complex and indefinable, something vastly menacing. He heard a strange sound, a grating guttural growl—“Gher, gher.” Where did it come from? He pulled off the glasses, looked wildly about him. The sound ceased.

Apiptix clicked and buzzed; the voice-box asked, “What did you see?”

Burke tried to remember exactly what he had seen. “Nothing I could identify,” he said finally, but his mind had gone blank. Strange…And it came to him to wonder, half-wildly, what on earth’s going on? And then he remembered, I’m not on Earth…He asked aloud, “What was I supposed to see?”

The Xaxan’s reply was drowned in a staccato rattling yammer of pain. Burke clasped his hands to his head, and, beset by a strange drunken vertigo, swayed and tottered. The Chitumih were also affected; they drooped and two sank to their knees.

“What are you doing?” cried Burke hoarsely. “Why have you brought me here?” He could not look toward the machinery at the end of the chamber.

“For a very necessary reason. Come. You shall see.”

“No!” Burke plunged toward the door. He was caught and held. “I don’t want to see any more.”

“You must.”

The Xaxans swung Burke around, led him struggling across the room. Willy-nilly he was forced to look at the mechanism. A man lay spread-eagled face-down on the metal grill. Two cusps of complicated construction embraced his head; tight metal sleeves confined his arms, legs, torso. A film of cloth fragile as fog, transparent as cellophane, half-floated above his head and upper shoulders. To Burke’s astonishment the victim was no Chitumih. He wore the garments of a Tauptu; on a table nearby rested a helmet similar to that of Apiptix, displaying four prongs. A fantastic paradox! Burke watched in bewilderment as the process—punishment, torment, exhibition, whatever it might be—continued.

Two Tauptu approached the grill. Their hands were cased in white gloves. They kneaded the cloth which shrouded the victim’s head. The arms and legs squirmed. From the cusps issued a sudden silent vibration of blue light, a discharge of some sort of energy. The victim rattled and Burke struggled dizzily against the grip of the Xaxans. Once more the blue discharge, again the jerky mechanical reflex, like the kicking of a frog’s leg to electricity. The Chitumih by the wall clicked miserably; the Tauptu stood stern and inexorable.

The torturers kneaded, worked, pulled. Another burst of blue light, another despairing rattle; the Tauptu on the grill lay limp. The torturer removed the transparent bag, carried it gingerly away. Two other Tauptu removed the unconscious man, laid him unceremoniously on the floor. Then they seized one of the Chitumih, flung him on the grill. His arms and legs were pinioned; he lay frothing and straining in terror. The impalpable cloth was brought in, floating weightlessly in the air, arranged over the Chitumih’s head and shoulders.

The torture began…Ten minutes later the Chitumih, head lolling, was carried to the side of the room.

Apiptix handed the quivering Burke the spectacles. “Observe the purged Chitumih. What do you see?”

Burke looked. “Nothing. There is nothing.”

“Now look here. Quickly!”

Burke turned his head to look into a mirror. Something stiff and pompous reared above his head. Great bulbous eyes stared from beside his neck. Just a flicker of a vision, then he saw nothing. The mirror blurred. Burke tore off the glasses. The mirror was clear, revealing only his ashen face. “What was that?” he whispered. “I saw something…”

“That was the nopal,” said Apiptix. “You surprised it.” He took the spectacles. Two men seized Burke, carried him fighting and kicking to the grill. The sleeves rolled over his arms and legs; he was immobilized. The cloth was arranged over his head. He caught a final glimpse of the malignant, infinitely hateful face of Pttdu Apiptix; then a shuddering shock of pain pounded the nerves of his back-bone.

Burke bit his lips, strained to move his head. Another blast of blue light, another spasm of pain, as if the torturers were rapping his raw nerves with hammers. The muscles of his throat distended; he could hear nothing, he was unaware of his own screaming.

The flare vanished; there was only a kneading of white-gloved hands, a sucking burning sensation as of a scab being pulled from a sore. Burke tried to beat his head against the bars of the grill, moaned to think of his agony here on this evil black world…An excruciating shatter of blue energy; a pull, a rip, as if the spine had been broken out of his body; a deep insane rage, and then he lost consciousness.


V

Burke felt rather light-headed, as if he had been stimulated by some euphoric drug. He lay on a low resilient mat, in a chamber similar to that which he had occupied before.

He thought of his last conscious moments, of the torment, and sat up full of wild recollection. The doorway was open, unguarded. Burke stared, visions of escape racing through his head. He started to rise, then heard footsteps. The opportunity was lost. He returned to his former position.

Pttdu Apiptix appeared in the doorway, stolid and massive as an iron statue. He stood watching Burke. After a moment Burke rose slowly to his feet, prepared for almost anything.

Pttdu Apiptix came forward. Burke watched him in wary hostility. And yet—was this Pttdu Apiptix, for a fact? It seemed the same man; he wore the six-pronged helmet, and carried the voice-box slung over his chest. He was Pttdu Apiptix and he was not—for his semblance had altered. He no longer seemed evil.

The voice-box said, “Come with me; you will eat and I will explain certain things to you.”

Burke could find no words; it seemed as if his captor’s entire personality had changed.

“You are puzzled?” Apiptix asked. “For good reason. Come.”

Burke followed in a daze of perplexity to a large room furnished as a refectory. Apiptix motioned him to a seat, went to a dispenser, returned with bowls of broth and cakes of a dark substance like compressed raisins. Yesterday the man had tortured him, thought Burke; today he acts the part of a host. Burke examined the broth. He had few food prejudices, but the comestibles of a strange world, prepared from unknown substances, did not encourage his appetite.

“Our food is synthetic,” said Apiptix. “We cannot indulge in natural foods. You will not be poisoned; our metabolic processes are similar.”

Burke ignored his qualms and dipped into the broth. It was bland, neither pleasant nor otherwise. He ate in silence, watching Apiptix from the corner of his eye. No sudden, possibly illusory, change of manner could compensate for the cold-blooded facts: murder, kidnapping, torture.

Apiptix finished quickly, eating without nicety or grace, then sat with his eyes feeling at Burke, as if in saturnine reflection. Burke glared back sullenly. He thought of an enlarged photograph of a wasp’s head he had once seen. The eyes, great bulbs, fibrous, faceted, stolid, were similar to the eyes of the Xaxans.

“Naturally enough,” Apiptix remarked, “you are puzzled and resentful. You understand nothing of what has been happening. You wonder why I appear differently today than yesterday. Is this not true?”

Burke admitted that such was the case.

“The difference is not in me; it is in you. Look.” He pointed up into the air. “Look up there.”

Burke searched the ceiling. Spots swam before his eyes; he tried to blink them away. He saw nothing, and looked to Apiptix for explanation.

Apiptix asked, “What did you see?”

“Nothing.”

“Look again.” He pointed. “There.”

Burke looked, peering through the streaks and blotches in front of his eyes. Today they were unusually troublesome. “I can’t see…” He paused. He seemed to sense staring owlish eyes. When he tried to find them they swam and melted into the floating spots.

“Keep looking,” said Apiptix. “Your mind has no training. Presently the things will become clear.”

“What things?” asked Burke in perplexity.

“The nopal.”

“There’s nothing whatever.”

“Do you not see phantoms, impalpable shapes? It is easier, far easier, for an Earthman to see than a Xaxan.”

“I see spots before my eyes. That’s all.”

“Look carefully at the spots. That particular spot, for example.”

Wondering how Pttdu Apiptix could be aware of spots before someone else’s eyes, Burke studied the air. The blotch seemed to focus, to concentrate: ominous orbs stared at him; he sensed a shifting flutter of color. He exclaimed, “What is this? Hypnotism?”

“It is the nopal. It infests Ixax in spite of our efforts. You are finished eating? Come, once again you shall observe the Chitumih yet unpurged.”

They walked outside, into the black downpour of rain which seemed to fall almost continuously. Pools gleamed among the ruins, pallid as mercury; the jagged mountains behind could not be seen.

Pttdu Apiptix, ignoring the rain, stalked to the Chitumih enclosure. Only two dozen prisoners remained; they glared through the dripping mesh with eyes of hate, and now the hate included Burke.

“The last of the Chitumih,” said Apiptix. “Look at them again.”

Burke peered through the mesh. The air over the Chitumih was blurred. There were—he uttered a startled exclamation. The blur resolved. It now appeared that each of the Chitumih carried a strange and terrible rider, clinging to his neck and scalp by means of a gelatinous flap. A proud bank of bristles reared up behind each of the Chitumih heads, sprouting from a wad of dark fuzz the size and shape of a football. Two globes hung between the human shoulders and ears, apparently serving the same function as eyes. If eyes they were, they turned on Burke with the same hate and defiance which showed on the faces of the Chitumih.

Burke found his voice. “What are they?” he asked huskily. “The nopal?”

“They are the nopal. Parasites, abominations.” He made a gesture around the sky. “You will see many others. They hover over us, hungry, anxious to settle. We are anxious to rid our planet of the things.”

Burke searched the sky. The hovering nopal, if any, were inconspicuous in the rain. There—he thought to see one of the things, floating like a jellyfish in water. It was small and undeveloped; the spines were sparse, the bulbs which might or might not be eyes appeared no larger than lemons. Burke blinked, rubbed his forehead. The nopal disappeared, the sky was empty of all but dour wind, torn clouds. “Are they material?”

“They exist; therefore they are material. Is this not a universal truth? If you ask what kind of material, I cannot tell you. War has occupied us a hundred years, we have had no opportunity to learn.”

Hunching his neck against the rain Burke turned back to look at the imprisoned Chitumih. He had considered them noble in their defiance; now they seemed rather brutish. Odd. And the Tauptu, who had aroused his detestation…He considered Pttdu Apiptix who had kidnapped him and disrupted his life, who had murdered Sam Gibbons. Hardly a likeable person—still Burke’s revulsion had dwindled, and a certain grudging admiration mingled with his dislike. The Tauptu were harsh and hard, but they were men of uncompromising resolution.

A sudden idea occurred to Burke, and he eyed Apiptix suspiciously. Had he been victim to a marvelous and subtle job of brain-washing, which converted hate into respect, fostered illusions of non-material parasites? Not a convincing idea under the circumstances—but what could be more bizarre than the nopal itself?

He turned back to the Chitumih, and the nopal glared as before. He found it hard to think clearly; nevertheless certain matters had become clarified. “The nopal don’t concentrate on Xaxans alone?” he asked of Pttdu Apiptix.

“By no means.”

“One of them had settled on me?”

“Yes.”

“And you put me on that grill to purge this nopal?”

“Yes.”

Burke mulled the information over, with the cold rain trickling down his back. The toneless voice-box said, “Your irrational hates and sudden intuitions are less frequent, you will notice. Before we could deal with you, it was necessary that you be purged.”

Burke forbore to inquire the nature of the dealings. He looked up to find the small nopal floating near at hand, the eye-orbs glistening down at him. Five feet? Ten feet? Fifty feet? He could not determine the distance; it seemed vague, almost subjective. He asked, “Why don’t the nopal settle on me again?”

Apiptix made his stiff odd grimace. “They will do so. Then once more you must be purged. One month, more or less, they keep their distance. Perhaps they are afraid; perhaps the brain can hold them away this long. It is a mystery. But sooner or later they come down; then we are Chitumih and must be purged.”

The nopal exercised a morbid fascination; Burke found it hard to wrench his eyes away. One of the things had been joined to him! He shivered, feeling a rather irrational gratitude to the Tauptu for purging him—even though they had brought him to Ixax in the first place.

“Come,” said Apiptix. “You will learn what is required of you.”

Wet and cold, feet squelching in his shoes, Burke followed Apiptix back into the refectory. He felt utterly miserable. Apiptix, who took no heed of rain or wet, motioned Burke to a seat.

“I will tell you something of our history. A hundred and twenty years ago Ixax was a different world. Our civilization was comparable to yours, although in certain respects we were more advanced. We have long traveled space and your world has been known to us for several centuries.

“A hundred years ago a group of scientists—” He paused, peered quizzically at Burke. “The wetness disturbs you? You are cold?” Without waiting for reply he clicked and buzzed to an attendant, who brought a heavy blue glass mug of hot liquid.

Burke drank; the fluid was hot and bitter, evidently a stimulant. He presently felt more cheerful, even light-headed, while the water dripped from his clothes and ran in a puddle along the floor.

The voice-box spoke in a measured monotone, enunciating l’s and r’s with careful trills. “A hundred years ago certain of our scientists investigating what you call psionic activity discovered the nopal. In this fashion Maub Kiamkagx—” so the name came through the voice-box “—a man highly teletactile, was trapped in a faulty power modulating machine. For several hours energy played around him and into him. He was rescued, and the scientists resumed their tests, anxious to learn whether the experience had affected his abilities.

“Maub Kiamkagx had become the first Tauptu. When the scientists approached he looked at them in terror; the scientists likewise felt an illogical antagonism. They were puzzled and tried to locate the origin of their dislike, to no avail. Meanwhile Maub Kiamkagx was wrestling with his sensations. He apprehended the nopal, at first ascribing them to teletactility or even hallucination. Actually he was ‘tauptu’—purged. He described the nopal to the scientists who were incredulous. ‘Why haven’t you noted these horrible things before?’ they asked.

“Maub Kiamkagx formed the hypothesis which has driven us to victory over the Chitumih and their nopal: ‘The experience in the power-generator has killed the creature which preyed on me. This is my guess.’

“An experiment took place. A criminal was purged in a similar fashion. Maub Kiamkagx declared him clear of nopal. The scientists felt the same irrational hate for both men, but were impelled by their capacity for right-judging—” (an allusion to the peculiar Xaxan capacity for sensing mathematical and logical equivalence, which Burke failed to grasp) “—to doubt the hate, understanding its peculiar appropriateness if the statements of Maub Kiamkagx were accurate.

“Two of the scientists were purged. Maub Kiamkagx pronounced them ‘tauptu’. The remaining scientists in the group underwent purging—and this was the original nucleus of the Tauptu.

“The war started soon. It was bitter and cruel. The Tauptu became a miserable band of fugitives, living in ice-caves, torturing themselves monthly with energy, purging such Chitumih that they were able to capture. Eventually the Tauptu began to win the war, and only a month ago the war ended. The last Chitumih waits outside to be purged.

“That is the story. We have won the war on this planet. We have eliminated Chitumih resistance, but the nopal remain; and once a month we must torment ourselves on the energy grill. It is intolerable, and we will never quit our war until the nopal are destroyed. So the war is not over for us, but has merely entered a new phase. The nopal are few on Ixax, but this is not their home. Their citadel is Nopalgarth; Nopalgarth is the pest-hole. This is where they thrive in untold multitudes. From Nopalgarth they flit to Ixax with the speed of thought, to drop upon our shoulders. You must go to Nopalgarth; you must inspire destruction of the nopal. This is the next stage of the war against the nopal, which someday we must win.”

Burke was silent a moment. “Why can’t you go to Nopalgarth yourself?”

“On Nopalgarth the Xaxans are conspicuous. Before we could achieve our aim we would be persecuted, killed or driven away.”

“But why did you select me? What good can I do—even admitting that I agree to help you?”

“Because you will not be conspicuous. You can achieve more than we can.”

Burke nodded dubiously. “The inhabitants of Nopalgarth are men like myself?”

“Yes. They are of a species identical to your own. This is not surprising, since Nopalgarth is our name for Earth.”

Burke smiled skeptically. “You must be mistaken. There are no nopal on Earth.”

The Xaxan performed his wry wincing grimace. “You have not been aware of the infestation.”

A queasy apprehension rose in Burke’s throat. “I can’t see how this can be true.”

“It is true.”

“You mean that I had the nopal on Earth, before I came here?”

“You have had it all your life.”


VI

Burke sat looking into the turmoil of his own thoughts while the voice-box on the chest of Pttdu Apiptix droned relentlessly on.

“Earth is Nopalgarth. Nopal fill the air over your hospitals, rising from the dead, jostling about the new-born. From the moment you enter the world to the time you die, you carry your nopal.”

“Surely we’d know,” muttered Burke. “We’d have learned, just as you did…”

“We have a history thousands of years longer than yours. Only by accident did we find the nopal…It is enough to make us wonder what other matters take place beyond our knowing.”

Burke sat glum and silent, feeling the rush of on-coming tragic events beyond his power to avert. A number of other Xaxans, perhaps eight or ten, filed into the refectory, sat in a line facing him. Burke looked along the line of blade-nosed faces; the blind-looking mud-colored eyes stared back over him—passing judgment, so Burke felt obscurely. “Why do you tell me this?” he asked abruptly. “Why did you bring me here?”

Pttdu Apiptix sat straighter, massive shoulders square, gaunt face harsh and still. “We have cleansed our world at great cost. The nopal find no haven here. For a single month we are free—then the nopal of Nopalgarth slip down upon us, and we must torture ourselves to be purged.”

Burke considered. “And you wish us to clean Earth of the nopal.”

“This is what you must do.” Pttdu Apiptix said no more. He and his fellows sat back, judging Burke.

“It sounds like a big job,” Burke said uneasily. “Too big for one man—or for one man’s lifetime.”

Pttdu Apiptix gave his head a terse jerk. “How can it be easy? We have purged Ixax—and in the process Ixax has been destroyed.”

Burke, staring glumly into space, said nothing.

Pttdu Apiptix watched him a moment. “You wonder if the cure is not worse than the disease,” came his words.

“Such a thought occurred to me.”

“In a month the nopal will once more settle upon you. Will you allow it to remain?”

Burke remembered the purging process—anything but a pleasant experience. Suppose he did not purge himself when the nopal returned? Once secure upon his neck the nopal would be invisible—but Burke would know it to be there, the proud bush of spines spread like a peacock’s tail, the orbs peering owlishly over his shoulders. Fibrils, penetrating his brain, would influence his emotions, derive nourishment from heaven knew what intimate source…Burke drew a deep breath. “No, I won’t allow it to remain.”

“No more will we.”

“But to purge Earth of the nopal—” Burke hesitated, dazed by the scope of the problem. He shook his head in frustration. “I don’t see what can be done…Many different kinds of people live on Earth: different nationalities, religions, races—billions of people who know nothing of the nopal, who don’t want to know, who wouldn’t believe me if I told them!”

“I understand this very well,” Pttdu Apiptix replied. “The same situation existed on Ixax a hundred years ago. Only a million of us now survive, but we would fight the war again—or another war, if need be. If the Earth people do not cleanse their corruption, then we must do so.”

The silence was heavy. When Burke spoke his voice rang dull, like a bell heard under water. “You threaten us with war.”

“I threaten a war against the nopal.”

“If the nopal are driven from Earth they will merely collect on another world.”

“Then we will pursue them, until finally they are gone.”

Burke shook his head fretfully. Somehow, in a manner he could not quite identify, the Xaxan’s attitude seemed fanatic and irrational. But there was an enormous amount he failed to understand. Were the Xaxans imparting everything they knew? He said rather desperately, “I can’t make so big a commitment; I’ve got to have more information!”

Pttdu Apiptix asked, “What do you wish to know?”

“A great deal more than you’ve told me. What are the nopal? What kind of stuff are they made of?”

“These matters are extraneous to the issue, nevertheless I will try to satisfy you. The nopal are a life-form somehow related to conceptualizing—we know no more.”

“‘Conceptualizing’?” Burke was puzzled. “Thought?”

The Xaxan hesitated, as if he too might be confused by the difficulties of semantic exactness. “‘Thought’ means something different to us than to you. However, let us use the word ‘thought’ in your sense. The nopal travel through space faster than light, as fast as thought. Since we do not know the nature of thought, we are ignorant as to the nature of the nopal.”

The other Xaxans observed Burke with stolid dispassion, standing like a row of antique stone statues.

“Do they reason? Are they intelligent?”

“‘Intelligent’?” Apiptix made a curt clicking sound which the voice-box failed to translate. “You use the word to mean the kind of thinking that you and your fellow men perform. ‘Intelligence’ is an Earth-human concept. The nopal do not think as you think. If you gave a nopal one of your so-called ‘intelligence tests’ its score would be very low, and you would view it with amusement. Nevertheless it is able to manipulate your brain—much more easily than it can manipulate ours. The style of your thinking and the nature of your visual processes are quicker and more flexible than ours, and more susceptible to nopal suggestion. The nopal find fertile pasture among the brains of Earth. As to the intelligence of the nopal, it functions to augment the success of its existence. It realizes your capacity for horror and hides from view. It knows the Tauptu for its enemies and encourages hate in the Chitumih. It is crafty and fights for its life. It is not without initiative and resource. In the most general sense, it is intelligent.”

Annoyed by what he interpreted as condescension Burke said shortly, “Your ideas regarding ‘intelligence’ may or may not be logical; your ideas regarding the nopal seem cumbersome, and your purging methods absolutely primitive. Is it necessary to use torture?”

“We know no other way. Our energies have been engaged in warfare; we have had no time for research.”

“Well—the system won’t work on Earth.”

“You must make it work!”

Burke laughed hollowly. “The first time I tried it I’d be thrown into jail.”

“Then you must build an organization to prevent this, or to provide you with concealment.”

Burke shook his head slowly. “You make it sound so simple. But I’m only one man; I wouldn’t know where to start.”

Apiptix shrugged, an almost Earth-type gesture. “You are one man, you must become two. The two must become four; the four eight, and so on until all Earth is purged. This was the process we followed on Ixax. It has cleared Ixax of Chitumih, and so it is successful. Our population will restore itself, we will rebuild our cities. The war is no more than an instant in the history of our planet; so shall it be on Earth.”

Burke was unconvinced. “If Earth is infested with nopal, it should be decontaminated—no argument there. But I don’t want to start a panic, not even a general disturbance, let alone a war.”

“No more did Maub Kiamkagx,” intoned the voice-box of Pttdu Apiptix. “The war began only when the Chitumih discovered the Tauptu. The nopal urged them to hatred; they fought to annihilate the Tauptu. The Tauptu resisted, captured and purged Chitumih. There was war. Events may go the same way on Earth.”

“I hope not,” said Burke curtly.

“So long as the nopal of Nopalgarth are destroyed, and quickly, we will not be critical of your methods.”

There was another period of silence. The Xaxans sat frozen, Burke rested his forehead wearily in his hands. Confound the nopal, confound the Xaxans, confound the entire complicated mess! But—he was in it and there seemed no way to get out. And even though he could not find the Xaxans a likeable folk he was forced to admit the justice of their complaint. So: where was his choice? He had none. “I will do my best,” he said.

Apiptix showed neither satisfaction nor surprise. He rose to his feet. “I will teach you what we know of the nopal. Come.”

They returned through a damp corridor to the hall which Burke had labeled the ‘denopalization chamber’. The machinery was in use. With a crawling stomach Burke watched as a female, struggling and gasping, was fixed to the grill. His eyes—or was it another sense?—now saw the nopal clearly. It flinched in the glare of greenish light, spines swollen and askew, eye-bulbs pulsing, fuzzy thorax working helplessly.

Burke turned to Apiptix in disgust. “Can’t you use an anaesthetic? Is it necessary to be so harsh?”

“You misunderstand the process,” the Xaxan replied, and somehow the voice-box managed to convey an undertone of grim contempt. “The nopal is not troubled by the energy; it is weakened and dislodged by the turmoil of the brain—by the Chitumih’s certainty of pain. The Chitumih are housed beside the chamber where they can hear the cries of their fellows. It is unpleasant—but it weakens the nopal. Perhaps in time you will find more effective techniques on Earth.”

Burke muttered, “I hope so. I can’t stand too much of this torture.”

“You may be obliged to do so.” The voice-box spoke with its usual tonelessness.

Burke tried to turn his back on the denopalization grid, but could not restrain fascinated glances. There was frantic rattling and palpitation of the female’s thorax. The nopal clung desperately to the woman’s scalp; finally it was wrenched loose and carried off in the loose near-transparent sack.

“What happens now?” Burke asked.

“The nopal finally becomes useful. Possibly you have wondered about the sack, you have asked yourself how it contains the impalpable nopal?”

Burke acknowledged as much.

“The substance of the sack is dead nopal. We know no more about it than that, for it does not respond to investigation. Heat, chemicals, electricity—nothing of our physical world affects it. The stuff exhibits neither mass nor inertia; it coheres to nothing but itself. However the nopal cannot penetrate a film of the dead nopal-stuff. When we dislodge a nopal from a Chitumih, we capture it and crush it thin. This is very easy, for the nopal crumbles at a touch—when the touch is transmitted through the nopal-stuff.” He looked at the denopalizing machine and a wisp of nopal-cloth came floating over to him.

“How did you do that?” asked Burke.

“Telekinesis.”

Burke felt no particular surprise; in the context of what he had learned the procedure seemed quite natural, quite ordinary. He thoughtfully examined the nopal-stuff. It seemed vaguely fibrous, like a cloth woven of spider-web. There were certain implications to the fact of this material, its easy response to telekinesis…Apiptix spoke, breaking into his train of thought.

“Nopal-cloth is the lens-material of the spectacles through which you looked yesterday. We do not know why Chitumih can sometimes sense a nopal when light is filtered through a film of the nopal’s dead brother. We have speculated, but the laws which govern nopal-matter are not those of our own space. Perhaps this will be the spearhead of your attack on the nopal of Nopalgarth: the discovery and systematization of a new science. You have facilities and thousands of trained minds on Earth. On Ixax are only tired warriors.”

Burke thought wistfully of his old life, of the secure niche he could never re-occupy. He thought of his friends, of Dr. Ralph Tarbert, of Margaret—vital, cheerful Margaret Haven. He saw their faces and imagined their nopal, riding like pompous Old Men of the Sea. The picture was ludicrous and tragic. He could well understand the fanatic harshness of the Tauptu; under the same circumstances, he reflected, he might become equally intense. ‘Under the same circumstances’? The circumstances were the same.

The flat voice of the translation-box interrupted his thoughts. “Look.”

Burke saw a Chitumih struggling ferociously as the Tauptu took him to the denopalizing grill. The nopal towered over his head and neck like some fantastic war helmet.

“You are witness to a great occasion,” said Apiptix. “This is the last of the Chitumih. There are no more. Ixax is now purged.”

Burke heaved a deep sigh, and with it undertook responsibility for the task the Xaxans had thrust upon him. “In time Earth will be the same…In time, in time…”

The Tauptu clamped the last Chitumih to the grill, the blue flame chattered, the Chitumih rattled like a great threshing-machine. Burke turned away sick to his stomach, sick at heart. “We can’t do this!” he said hoarsely. “There must be some easy way to denopalize; we can’t torture, we can’t make war!”

“There is no easy way,” declared the voice-box. “There shall be no delay, we are determined!”

Burke glared at him in anger and surprise. A few minutes previously Apiptix himself had suggested the possibility of a research program on Earth; now he balked at the idea of delay. A curious inconsistency!

“Come,” said Apiptix abruptly. “You shall see what becomes of the nopal.”

They entered a long rather dim room, ranked with benches. A hundred Xaxans worked with steady intensity assembling mechanisms Burke could not identify. If they felt curiosity concerning Burke, he was unable to detect it.

Apiptix took him to a bench against the wall, where the operators of the denopalizing grid had brought the filmy bag containing the nopal. Tattered, ragged, its proud bank of spines crumpled, it stared out at its tormentors.

“Take it,” Apiptix told Burke. “Seize the bag.”

Burke obeyed gingerly. The bag felt crisp and frail; the nopal within crushed at his touch. “It feels brittle,” he said, “like dry old eggshell.”

“Peculiar,” said Apiptix. “But do you not deceive yourself? How can you feel something which is impalpable?”

Burke looked startled at Apiptix, then at the bag. How was it possible, indeed? He no longer felt the bag. It sifted through his fingers like a wisp of smoke. “I can’t feel it,” he said in a voice husky with astonishment.

“Certainly you can,” said Apiptix. “It is there, you can sense it and you already felt it.”

Burke reached out again. The bag at first seemed less tangible than before—but definitely it was there. As he gained certainty the tactile sensation increased in strength.

“Do I imagine it?” he asked. “Or is it real?”

“It is something you feel with your mind, not your hands.”

Burke experimented with the bag. “I move it with my hands. I push it. I can feel the nopal crush between my fingers.”

Apiptix regarded him quizzically. “Is not sensation the reaction of your brain to the arrival of neural currents? This, as I understand it, is the operation of Earth-style brains.”

“I know the difference between a sensation in my hand and one in my brain,” said Burke dryly.

“Do you?”

Burke started to reply, then halted.

Apiptix continued. “It is a misconception. You feel the bag with your mind, not your hands, even if the gestures of feeling accompany the act. You reach out, you receive a tactile impression. When you do not reach, you feel nothing—because normally you expect no sensation unless the act of reaching and touching is involved.”

“In that case,” Burke said, “I should be able to feel the nopal-cloth without use of my hands.”

“You should be able to feel anything without use of your hands.”

Teletactility, thought Burke: touch without use of the nerve-endings. Was not clairvoyance seeing without use of the eyes? He turned back to the bag. The nopal glared wildly from within. He conceived himself handling the sack, squeezing it. A quiver of sensation reached his mind, no more—a mere hint of crispness and lightness.

“Try to move the bag from one spot to another.”

Burke exerted his mind against the bag; bag and nopal shifted easily.

“This is fantastic,” he muttered. “I must have telekinetic ability!”

“It is easy with this material,” said Apiptix. “The nopal is thought, the bag is thought; what can be more easily moved by the mind than thought?”

Considering the question sheerly rhetorical, Burke made no response. He watched the operators seize the bag, thrust it down on the bench, crush it flat. The nopal, disintegrated into powder, merged with the fabric of the bag.

“There is no more to be seen here,” said Apiptix. “Come.”

They returned to the refectory. Burke slumped gloomily upon the bench in reaction to his previous mood of zeal and determination.

“You seem dubious,” Apiptix said presently. “Do you have questions?”

Burke considered. “A moment ago you mentioned something about the operation of the Earth-brain. Does the Xaxan-brain work differently?”

“Yes. Your brain is simpler and its parts are versatile. Our brains work by much more complicated means: sometimes to our advantage, sometimes not. Your brain allows you the image-forming capacity which you call ‘imagination’; we lack this. We lack your ability to combine incommensurable and irrational quantities and arrive at a new truth. Much of your mathematics, much of your thought, is incomprehensible to us—confusing, frightening, insane. But we have compensatory mechanisms in our brains: built-in calculators which instantly perform the computations you consider elaborate and toilsome. Instead of imagining—‘imaging’—an object, we construct an actual model of the object in a special cranial sac. Certain of us can create very complicated models. This capacity is slower and more cumbersome than your imagination, but equally useful. We think, we conceive, we observe the universe in these terms: the model which forms in our mind and which we can feel with our internal fingers.”

Burke reflected a moment. “When you equate the nopal to thought—do you mean Earth-thought or Xaxan-thought?”

Pttdu Apiptix hesitated. “The definition is too general. I used it in a broad sense. What is thought? We do not know. The nopal are invisible and impalpable, and when denied their own freedom of motion can easily be manipulated telekinetically. They feed on mental energy. Are they actually the stuff of thought? We do not know.”

“Why do you not merely pull the nopal away from the brain? Why is the torture necessary?”

“We have tried to do this,” said Apiptix. “We dislike pain as much as you. It is impossible. The nopal, in a final malignant fit, kills the Chitumih. On the denopalization grid we cause it so much pain that it withdraws its tap-roots, and so may be jerked loose. Is this clear? What else do you wish to know?”

“I’d like to know how to denopalize Earth without stirring up a hornet’s nest.”

“There is no easy way. I will give you plans and diagrams for the denopalizing machine; you must build one or more, and start purging your people. Why do you shake your head?”

“It’s a vast project. I still feel that there must be some easier way—”

“There is no easy way.”

Burke hesitated, then said, “The nopal are loathsome and parasitical, that’s agreed. Otherwise—what harm do they do?”

Pttdu Apiptix sat like a man of iron, cabochon eyes fixed on Burke—forming an inter-cranial model of his face and head, Burke now knew.

“They may prevent us from developing our psionic abilities,” Burke went on. “This, of course, I know nothing about, but it seems—”

“Forget your misgivings,” said the Xaxan’s voice-box with a menacing deliberation. “There is one great fact: we are Tauptu, we will not become Chitumih again. We do not wish to submit to torture once a month. We want your cooperation in our war against the nopal, but we do not need it. We can and will destroy the nopal of Nopalgarth unless you destroy them yourself.”

Once again Burke thought that it would be hard to feel friendship toward a Xaxan.

“Do you have any other questions?”

Burke considered. “I may not be able to read the plans for the denopalizing machine.”

“They have been adapted to your system of units and use many of your standard components. You will find no difficulty.”

“I’ll need money.”

“There will be no lack. We will supply you with gold, as much as you need. You must arrange to sell it. What else do you wish to know?”

“A matter which puzzles me—perhaps it’s rather trivial…”

“What is it that puzzles you?”

“Simply this. To dislodge the nopal you use fabric made from dead nopal. Where did the first piece of nopal-cloth come from?”

Apiptix stared fixedly from his mud-colored eyes. The voice-box muttered something incomprehensible. Apiptix rose to his feet. “Come, you now will return to Nopalgarth.”

“But you haven’t answered my question.”

“I do not know the answer.”

Burke wondered at the leaden quality to the voice from the supposedly expressionless translation-box.


VII

They returned to Earth in a comfortless black cylinder, battered from a hundred and fifty years of service. Pttdu Apiptix refused to discuss the means of propulsion except to speak vaguely of anti-gravity. Burke recalled the disk of antigravitic metal which—so long ago!—had enticed him to the house of Sam Gibbons in Buellton, Virginia. He tried to steer Pttdu Apiptix into a general discussion of anti-gravity, without success. So laconic, in fact, was the Xaxan that Burke wondered whether the subject might not be an equal mystery to both of them. He broached other topics, hoping to learn the extent of Xaxan knowledge, but Pttdu Apiptix for the most part refused to satisfy his curiosity. A secretive, taciturn, humorless race, thought Burke—then reminded himself that Ixax lay ruined after a century of ferocious war, a situation not conducive to cheery good-nature. Sadly he wondered what lay ahead for Earth.

Days passed and they approached the Solar System, a spectacle which remained invisible to Burke: there were no ports except in the control room from which he had been barred. Then, while he sat puzzling over the denopalization plans, Apiptix appeared, and with a brusque motion gave Burke to understand that the moment of disembarkation had arrived. He led Burke aft, into a tender as battered and corroded as the mother-ship. Burke was astonished to find his car clamped in the hold of the tender.

“We have monitored your television broadcasts,” Apiptix told him. “We know that your automobile, left neglected, would arouse attention adverse to our plans.”

“What of Sam Gibbons, the man you killed?” Burke asked tartly. “Do you think he won’t attract attention?”

“We removed the body. The fact of his death remains uncertain.”

Burke snorted. “He disappeared the same time I did. People in my office know that he telephoned me. I’ll have some explaining to do if anyone puts two and two together.”

“You must use your ingenuity. I advise you to avoid the company of your fellows as much as possible. You are now a Tauptu among Chitumih. They will show you no mercy.”

Burke doubted if the translation-box could convey the sarcastic edge to the comment which rose to his lips, and so restrained it.

The cylinder settled upon a quiet dirt road in the country; Burke alighted, stretched his arms. The air seemed wonderfully sweet—the air of Earth!

Dusk had not completely gone from the evening sky; the time was perhaps nine o’clock. Crickets chirped in blackberry thickets massed alongside the road; a dog bayed from a nearby farm.

Apiptix gave Burke last instructions. The toneless voice seemed muffled and conspiratorial after the echoing corridors of the vessel. “In your car are a hundred kilograms of gold. This you must convert into legal currency.” He tapped the parchment case which Burke carried. “You must build the denopalizer as quickly as possible. Remember that very shortly—in a matter of a week or two—the nopal will return to your brain. You must be prepared to purge yourself. This device—” he gave Burke a small black box “—emits signals which will keep me informed of your whereabouts. If you need help or further gold, break this seal, press this button. It will put you into communication with me.” With no further ceremony he turned back to the dark vessel. It rose, departed.

Burke was alone. Familiar dear old Earth! Never had he realized how deeply he loved his home-world! Suppose he had been forced to spend the rest of his life on Ixax? His heart went cold at the thought. Yet—he screwed up his face—this Earth, by his instrumentality, must flow with blood…Unless he could find some better way to kill the nopal…

Along a driveway, apparently leading to a nearby homestead, came the bobbing flicker of a flashlight. The farmer, aroused by his dog, had stirred himself to investigate. Burke climbed into his car, but the flashlight fixed on him.

“What’s goin’ on here?” called a gruff voice. Burke sensed rather than saw that the man carried a shotgun. “What are you doing, mister?” The voice was unfriendly. The nopal, clasped around the farmer’s head and faintly luminous, puffed and distended itself indignantly.

Burke explained that he had stopped to relieve himself. No other explanation seemed adequate to the circumstances.

The farmer made no comment, swung his light around the road, turned it back to Burke. “I advise you to get movin’. Something tells me you’re here for no good, and I’d just as soon let fly with my 12-gauge as look at you.”

Burke saw no reason to argue. He started the motor, drove away before the farmer’s nopal prompted him to carry out the threat. In the rear-view mirror he watched the flashlight’s baleful white eye diminish. Gloomily he thought, my home-coming welcome from the Chitumih…Lucky it wasn’t worse.

The dirt road became a county black-top. The tank was low on gas and at the first village, three miles down the road, Burke pulled into a service-station. A stocky young man with a sunburned face and sun-bleached blond hair emerged from under the lube rack. The spines of his nopal sparkled like a diffraction grating in the glare of the lights along the marquee; the eye-orbs peering owlishly toward Burke. Burke saw the spines give a quick jerk; the attendant stopped short, dropping his professional grin with startling suddenness. “Yes sir,” he said gruffly.

“Fill the tank, please,” said Burke.

The attendant muttered under his breath, went to the pump. When the tank was filled he took Burke’s money with averted gaze, making no move to check the oil or clean the windshield. He brought the change, thrust it through the window mumbling, “Thank you sir.”

Burke inquired the best route to Washington; the youth jerked a thumb: “Follow the highway,” and stalked sullenly away.

Burke chuckled sadly to himself as he turned out into the highway. A Tauptu on Nopalgarth and a snowball in hell had a lot in common, he reflected.

A big diesel truck and trailer roared past. With sudden alarm Burke wondered about the driver and the driver’s nopal, both peering ahead along the headlight-washed road. How much influence could the nopal exert? A twitch of the hand, a jerk of the steering-wheel…Burke drove hunched over the wheel, sweating at each set of oncoming headlights.

Without incident or accident he came to the outskirts of Arlington, where he lived in an unpretentious apartment. A gnawing at the stomach reminded him that he had eaten nothing for eight hours, and then only a bowl of Xaxan porridge. In front of a brightly-lit sandwich-and-malt shop he slowed and halted, looked uncertainly through the windows. A group of teen-agers lounged in knotty-pine booths; two young laborers in Frisco jeans sat hunched over hamburgers at the counter. Everyone seemed preoccupied with their own affairs, although all the nopal in the room shimmered nervously and peered out the window toward Burke. Burke hesitated, then in a fit of obstinacy, parked his car, entered the soda fountain, seated himself at the end of the counter.

The proprietor came forward wiping his hands on his apron, a tall man with a face like an old tennis ball. Above the white chef’s hat rose a magnificent plume of spines, four feet tall, glossy and thick. The eyes beside his head were as large as grapefruit: this was the largest and finest nopal Burke had yet seen.

Burke ordered a pair of hamburgers in a voice as neutral and unprovocative as he could manage. The proprietor half-turned away, then stopped, inspecting Burke sidewise. “What’s the trouble, buddy? You drunk? You act kinda funny.”

“No,” said Burke politely. “I haven’t had a drink for weeks.”

“You hopped up?”

“No,” said Burke with an edgy grin. “Just hungry.”

The proprietor turned slowly away. “I don’t need no wise-cracks. I got trouble enough without smart-alecks.”

Burke held his tongue. The proprietor petulantly slapped meat down on the griddle, and stood looking over his shoulder at Burke. His nopal seemed to have swiveled around so that it too stared at Burke.

Burke turned his head to find nopal-eyes watching from the knotty-pine booths. He looked up toward the ceiling; three or four nopal drifted across his line of sight, airy as milk-weed floss. Nopal everywhere, nopal large and small, pink and pale green, nopal like shoals of fish, nopal behind nopal down distances and perspectives that receded far beyond the walls of the room…The outer door swung open; four husky youths swaggered in and took seats next to Burke. From their conversation Burke gathered that they had been driving around town hoping to pick up girls, but without success. Burke sat quietly, conscious of a nopal’s rolling orb nauseatingly close to his face. He shrank away a trifle; as if at a signal the young man beside him turned, stared coldly at him. “Something bothering you, chum?”

“Nothing whatever,” said Burke politely.

“Sarcastic bastard, ain’tcha?”

The proprietor loomed over them. “What’s the trouble?”

“Just this guy acting sarcastic,” said the youth, drowning out Burke’s remarks.

A foot from Burke’s head the nopal’s eyes bobbed and ogled. All the other nopal in the room watched intently. Burke felt lonely and isolated. “I’m sorry,” he said evenly. “I meant no offense.”

“Would you like to settle it outside, chum? I’d be glad to help.”

“No, thanks.”

“Kinda chicken, ain’tcha?”

“Yep.”

The youth sneered, turned his back.

Burke ate the hamburgers which the proprietor spun contemptuously down before him, paid his check, went out the door. Behind came the four youths. Burke’s adversary said, “Look, chum, I don’t wanta be insulting, but I don’t like your face.”

“I don’t like it either,” said Burke, “but I’ve got to live with it.”

“With your fast line you oughta go on TV. You got a real wit.”

Burke said nothing, but tried to walk away. The offended young man jumped in front of him. “About that face of yours—since neither of us like it—why don’t I change it a little?” He swung his fist; Burke ducked. Another of the group pushed him from behind; he stumbled and the first hit him a hard blow. He fell to the graveled driveway; the four began kicking him. “Get the son of a bitch,” they hissed, “get him good.”

The proprietor rushed out. “Cut it out! Hear me? Stop it! I don’t care what you do, only don’t do it here!” He addressed Burke, “Get up, get goin’, and don’t come back, if you know what’s good for you!”

Burke limped to his car, got in. In front of the soda fountain the five looked after him. He started the car, drove slowly to his apartment, body throbbing from his new aches and bruises. A fine home-coming, he thought with bitterly amused self-pity.

He parked his car in the street, stumbled up the stairs, opened his door, limped wearily inside.

He stood in the center of the room looking around at the comfortably shabby furniture, the books, mementoes, general odds and ends. How dear and familiar these things were; how remote they had become. It was as if he had wandered into a room of his childhood…In the hall footsteps sounded. They stopped outside his door; there was a timid tap. Burke grimaced. This would be Mrs. McReady, his landlady, who was impeccably genteel, but on occasion talkative. Tired, bruised, discouraged and disheveled, Burke was in no mood for spurious politeness.

The tap sounded again, rather more insistent. Burke could not ignore it; she knew he was home. He limped over to the door, swung it open.

In the hallway stood Mrs. McReady. She lived in one of the first floor apartments, a frail nervously energetic woman of sixty, with well-brushed white hair, a delicate face and a fresh complexion on which, so she claimed, she used nothing but Castile soap. She carried herself erectly, spoke clearly and with precision; Burke had always regarded her as a charming Edwardian survival. The nopal riding her shoulders appeared grotesquely large. Its bank of spines rose pompous and arrogant, almost as tall again as Mrs. McReady. Its thorax was a great wad of dead-black fuzz, its sucker-flap almost enveloped her head. Burke was sickened and astounded: how could so slight a woman support so monstrous a nopal?

Mrs. McReady in her turn was surprised by Burke’s battered appearance. “Mr. Burke! What on earth has happened? Did you—” her voice dwindled and the last words fell out one at a time “—have some kind of accident…?”

Burke tried to reassure her with a smile. “Nothing serious. A mixup with a gang of hoodlums.”

Mrs. McReady stared, and from just below her ears the great orbs of the nopal peered at Burke. Her face became rather pinched. “Have you been drinking, Mr. Burke?”

Burke protested with an uneasy laugh. “No, Mrs. McReady—I’m not drunk and disorderly.”

Mrs. McReady sniffed. “You really should have left word of some sort, Mr. Burke. Your office has called several times, and men have been here inquiring for you: policemen, I should think.”

Burke explained that matters beyond his control had made normal procedures impossible, but Mrs. McReady paid no heed. She was now quite disturbed by Burke’s carelessness and lack of consideration; she had never thought Mr. Burke such a, yes, a boor! “Miss Haven also has telephoned—almost every day. She’s been terribly worried by your absence. I promised to let her know as soon as you arrived.”

Burke groaned between clenched teeth. It was unthinkable that Margaret should be involved in this business! He put his hands to his head, smoothed his rumpled hair, while Mrs. McReady watched with suspicion and disapproval.

“Are you ill, Mr. Burke?” She put the inquiry not from sympathy but out of her creed of dynamic kindness, which made her the terror of anyone she found abusing an animal.

“No, Mrs. McReady, I’m quite all right. But please don’t call Miss Haven.”

Mrs. McReady refused a commitment. “Good night, Mr. Burke.” She marched stiff-backed down the steps, upset and disgusted by Mr. Burke’s behaviour. She’d always thought him so pleasant and reliable! Directly to the telephone she went, and as she had promised, telephoned Margaret Haven.

Burke mixed himself a highball, drank it without pleasure. He soaked under a hot shower, gingerly shaved, then too tired and miserable to worry about his problems, crawled into bed and slept.

Shortly after dawn he awoke and lay listening to the morning-sounds: the whir of an occasional early automobile, a distant alarm-clock abruptly cut off, the twitter of sparrows: all so normal as to make his mission seem absurd and fantastic. Still—the nopal existed. He could see them drifting on the cool morning air like enormous big-eyed mosquitoes. Fantastic though the nopal might be they were by no means absurdities. According to Pttdu Apiptix he could count on no more than a further two weeks of grace. Then the nopal would overcome whatever resistance now existed and once again he would be chitumih…Burke shuddered, sat quickly up on the edge of his bed. He would become as cold and hard as the Xaxans; he would go to any length rather than become afflicted again; he would spare no one, not even—the doorbell rang. Burke tottered to the door, eased it open, dreading to see the face he knew would be there.

Margaret Haven faced him. Burke could not bear to look at the nopal clinging to her head. “Paul,” she said huskily, “what on earth is the matter with you? Where have you been?”

Burke took her hand, drew her into the apartment. With a leaden heart he felt the fingers become stiff and rigid. “Make some coffee,” he said in a dreary voice. “I’ll get some clothes on.”

Her voice followed him to the bedroom. “You look as if you’d been on a month-long drunk.”

“No,” he said. “I’ve been having, let us say, some remarkable adventures.”

He joined her five minutes later. Margaret was tall and long-legged, with an attractive tomboy abruptness of movement. In a crowd Margaret was inconspicuous but looking at her now Burke thought he had never known anyone more appealing. Her hair was dark and unruly, her mouth wide with a Celtic twitch at the corners, her nose crooked from a childhood automobile accident—but taken together her features produced a face of startling vivacity and expressiveness, where every emotion showed as clear as sunlight. She was twenty-four years old, and worked in an obscure division of the Department of the Interior. Burke knew her to be without guile, and innocent of malice as a kitten.

She watched him with a puzzled frown. Burke realized that she was awaiting some explanation for his absence, but try as he might he could think of no convincing story. Margaret, for all her own guilelessness, was instantly aware of falsity in others. So Burke stood in the living room, sipping coffee, refusing to meet Margaret’s eye.

Finally, in an attempt at decisiveness, he said, “I’ve been gone almost a month, but I can’t tell you where I’ve been.”

“‘Can’t’ or ‘won’t’?”

“A little of both. It’s something I’ve got to make a mystery of.”

“Government business?”

“No.”

“You’re not—in some kind of trouble?”

“Not the kind you’re thinking of.”

“I wasn’t thinking of any particular kind.”

Burke flung himself moodily down into a chair. “I haven’t been off with a woman nor smuggling in dope.”

She shrugged, and seated herself across the room. She inspected him with a clear dispassionate gaze. “You’ve changed. I can’t quite understand how—or why—but you’ve changed.”

“Yes. I’ve changed.”

They sat drinking coffee in silence. Margaret presently asked, “What are you going to do now?”

“I’m not going back to my job,” said Burke. “I’m resigning today, if I’m not already fired…Which reminds me…” He stopped short. He was about to say that he had a hundred kilograms of gold in the back of his car, worth roughly a hundred thousand dollars, and that he hoped no one had stolen it.

“I wish I knew what was wrong,” said Margaret. Her voice was calm, but her fingers trembled and Burke knew she was near to tears. Her nopal watched placidly, with no show of feeling other than a slow pulsation of its spines. “Things aren’t as they were,” she said, “and I don’t know why. I’m confused.”

Burke drew a deep breath. He gripped the arms of the chair, rose to his feet, crossed to where she sat. Their gazes met. “Do you want to know why I can’t tell you where I’ve been?”

“Yes.”

“Because,” he said slowly, “you wouldn’t believe me. You’d think I was a lunatic and have me committed—and I don’t want to spend any time in an asylum.”

Margaret made no immediate response. She looked away, and Burke could read on her face the startling speculation that perhaps Burke indeed was crazy. Paradoxically, the thought gave her hope: Paul Burke crazy was no longer mysterious, tight-lipped, surly, hateful Paul Burke, and she looked back at him with renewed hope.

“Are you feeling well?” she asked timidly.

Burke took her hand. “I’m perfectly well and perfectly sane. I’ve got a new job. It’s tremendously important—and we can’t see each other any more.”

She snatched her hand away. Pure detestation flashed from her eyes, mirroring the hate staring at him in the eye-globes of the nopal. “Very well,” she said in a thick voice. “I’m glad you feel this way—because I do too.”

She turned and ran from the apartment.

Burke drank his coffee thoughtfully, then went to the telephone. His first call brought him the information that Dr. Ralph Tarbert had already left for his Washington office.

Burke poured himself another cup of coffee, and after half an hour called Tarbert’s office.

The secretary took his name; ten seconds later Tarbert’s level voice sounded in the ear-piece. “Where in thunder have you been?”

“It’s a long bitter story. Are you busy?”

“Nothing overwhelming. Why?”

Had Tarbert’s tone changed? Could his nopal smell out a Tauptu across fifteen miles of city? Burke could not be sure; he was becoming hyper-sensitive and no longer trusted his own judgment. “I’ve got to talk to you. I guarantee you’ll be interested.”

“Good,” said Tarbert. “Are you coming down to the office?”

“I’d prefer that you come here, for several very good reasons.” Principally, thought Burke, I don’t dare to leave the apartment.

“Hmm,” said Tarbert carelessly. “This sounds mysterious, even sinister.”

“It’s all of that.”

The wire was silent. Presently Tarbert remarked in a cautious voice, “I assume that you’ve been ill? Or injured?”

“Why do you assume that?”

“Your voice sounds strange.”

“Even over the phone, eh? Well, I am strange. Unique, in fact. I’ll explain when I see you.”

“I’m coming immediately.”

Burke sat back in a mixture of relief and apprehension. Tarbert, like everyone else of Nopalgarth, might hate him so fervently as to refuse to help him. It was a delicate situation, one which required the most careful handling. How much to tell Tarbert? How much could Tarbert’s credulity ingest at a gulp? Burke had brooded hours over this particular question, but still had come to no decision.

He sat quietly looking out the window. Men and women walked the sidewalks: Chitumih, oblivious to their complacent parasites. It seemed that, as they passed, all the nopal peered up at him—although this might be his imagination. He still had no certainty that the doorknob-size orbs functioned as eyes. He searched the sky: the filmy forms were everywhere, floating wistfully over the throngs, envious of their more fortunate fellows. Focusing his mental gaze Burke saw ever greater numbers, many surrounding him, eyeing him hungrily. He looked through the air of the room: two, three; no four! He rose, went to the table where he had laid his case, opened it, took out a wisp of nopal-cloth. Forming it into a bag, he waited his opportunity, lunged. The nopal slipped away. Burke tried again, again the nopal darted aside. They were too quick for him; they moved like balls of quicksilver. And even if he caught one and crushed it, what then? One nopal subtracted from the billions infesting the planet: a process as futile as stepping on ants.

The doorbell rang; Burke crossed the room, cautiously opened the door. Ralph Tarbert stood in the hall, elegant in gray sharkskin, a white shirt, a black polka-dot tie. No casual observer could have guessed his occupation. Boulevardier, drama critic, avant-garde architect, successful gynecologist, yes; one high in the ranks of the world’s scientists, never. The nopal riding his head was not extraordinary, by no means as fine as Mrs. McReady’s. Evidently the mental quality of the man was not reflected in the style of his nopal. But the eye-orbs stared as balefully as any Burke had encountered.

“Hello, Ralph,” said Burke with guarded cordiality. “Come in.”

Tarbert entered warily. The nopal jerked its spines and shimmered in anger.

“Coffee?” asked Burke.

“No, thanks.” Tarbert looked curiously around the room. “On second thought, yes. Black, as I’m sure you remember.”

Burke filled a cup for Tarbert and refilled his own. “Sit down. This is going to take a bit of time.” Tarbert settled himself in a chair; Burke took a place on the couch.

“First,” said Burke, “you’ve come to the conclusion that I’ve undergone some searing experience which has completely changed my personality.”

“I notice a change,” Tarbert admitted.

“For the worse, I should imagine?”

“If you insist, yes,” Tarbert said politely. “I can’t quite identify the precise quality of the change.”

“However, you now decide that you dislike me. You wonder why you became friendly with me in the first place.”

Tarbert smiled thoughtfully. “How can you be so certain of all this?”

“It’s part of the whole situation; a very important part. I mention it so that you can discount it in advance and perhaps ignore it.”

“I see,” said Tarbert. “Go on.”

“I’ll eventually explain everything to your complete satisfaction. But until I do you’ve got to summon all your professional objectivity, and put this peculiar new dislike for me to the side. We can stipulate that it exists—but I assure you it’s artificial in origin, something outside us both.”

“Very well,” said Tarbert. “I’ll put a rein on my emotions. Continue. I’m listening—intently.”

Burke hesitated, carefully choosing his words. “In the broadest outline my story is this: I’ve stumbled upon an entirely new field of knowledge, and I need your help in exploring it. I’m handicapped by this aura of hate I carry with me. Last night I was attacked in the street by strangers; I don’t dare show myself in public.”

“This field of knowledge to which you refer,” Tarbert asked cautiously, “apparently it’s psychic in nature?”

“To a certain degree. Although I’d prefer not to use that particular word; it carries too many metaphysical connotations. I haven’t any idea what kind of terminology applies. ‘Psionic’ is better.” Noting Tarbert’s carefully composed expression, he said, “I didn’t bring you here to discuss abstract ideas. This business is about as psychic as electricity. We can’t see it, but we can observe its effects. This dislike which you feel is one of the effects.”

“I don’t feel it any longer,” mused Tarbert, “now that I’ve tried to pin it down…I notice a physical sensation, something of a headache, a touch of nausea.”

“Don’t ignore it, because it’s still there,” said Burke. “You’ve got to be on your guard.”

“Very well,” said Tarbert, “I’m on my guard.”

“The source of all this is a—” Burke groped for a word “—a force which I have temporarily escaped, and which now considers me a threat. This force works on your mind, hoping to dissuade you from helping me. I don’t know what pressures it will use, because I’m not sure how intelligent it is. It has enough awareness to know that I am a threat.”

Tarbert nodded. “Yes. I feel that. I feel the impulse, oddly enough, to kill you.” He smiled. “On the emotional, not the rational level, I’m glad to say. I’m intrigued…I never realized such things could be.”

Burke laughed hollowly. “Wait till you hear the whole thing. You’ll be much more than intrigued.”

“The source of this pressure, is it human?”

“No.”

Tarbert rose from his chair, took a more comfortable position on the couch beside Burke. His nopal fluttered and squirmed and glared. Tarbert glanced sidewise, raising his fine white eyebrows. “You moved away from me. Do you feel this same dislike toward me?”

“No, not at all. Look on that table there: notice that folded piece of cloth.”

“Where?”

“Right here.”

Tarbert squinted. “I seem to see something. I can’t be sure. Something indistinct and vague. It gives me the shudders, somehow—like fingernails on a blackboard.”

“You should be reassured,” said Burke. “If you can feel the same quality of emotion toward a piece of cloth as you do toward me, then you must realize the emotion has no rational basis.”

“I realize this,” said Tarbert. “Now that I’m aware of it I can keep it under control.” Something of his brittle urbanity had departed, laying bare the earnest personality he chose to camouflage. “Now there’s a peculiar snarling sound in my mind: ‘grr’ ‘grr’ ‘grr’. Like gears clashing, or someone clearing his throat…Odd. ‘Gher’ is more like it; a glottal ‘gher’. Is that telepathic, by any chance? What is ‘gher’?”

Burke shook his head. “I’ve no idea. I’ve heard the same thing.”

Tarbert gazed off into space, then closed his eyes. “I see peculiar flitting images—odd things, rather repulsive. I can’t make them out…” He opened his eyes, rubbed his forehead. “Strange…Do you perceive these—visions?”

“No,” said Burke. “I merely see the real thing.”

“Oh?” Tarbert stared. “You amaze me. Tell me more.”

“I want to build a rather sizable piece of equipment. I need a private site, safe from intruders. A month ago I could have selected among a dozen laboratories; now I can’t get cooperation anywhere. In the first place, I’m terminated with ARPA. In the second place everyone on Earth now hates my guts.”

“‘Everyone on Earth’,” Tarbert mused. “Does that imply that someone not on Earth does not hate you?”

“To a certain extent. You’ll know as much as I do inside of a week or two, and then you’ll have a choice—just as I had—whether to proceed with the matter or not.”

“Very well,” said Tarbert. “I can promote a workshop for you; in fact Electrodyne Engineering leaps to mind. They’re closed down, the whole plant is vacant. You probably know Clyde Jeffrey?”

“Very well.”

“I’ll speak to him; I’m sure he’ll let you use the place as long as you like.”

“Good. Can you call him today?”

“I’ll call him right now.”

“There’s the phone.”

Tarbert telephoned, and immediately secured informal permission for Burke to use the premises and equipment of the Electrodyne Engineering Company for as long as he wished.

Burke wrote Tarbert a check. “What’s this for?” asked Tarbert.

“That’s my bank-balance. I’ll need supplies and material. They’ll have to be paid for.”

“Twenty-two hundred bucks won’t buy very much.”

“Money is the least of my worries,” said Burke. “There’s a hundred kilograms of gold in the back of my car.”

“Good lord!” said Tarbert. “I’m impressed. What do you want to build at Electrodyne? A machine to make more gold?”

“No. Something called a denopalizer.” Burke watched Tarbert’s nopal as he spoke. Did it comprehend his words? He could not be sure. The bank of spines wavered and shimmered, which might mean much or nothing.

“What is a ‘denopalizer’?”

“You’ll soon know.”

“Very well,” said Tarbert. “I’ll wait, if I must.”


VIII

Two days later Mrs. McReady knocked at the door to Burke’s apartment—a knock delicate and ladylike, but nevertheless firm. Burke rose gloomily to his feet, opened the door.

“Good morning, Mr. Burke.” Mrs. McReady spoke with frigid courtesy. Her grotesquely large nopal puffed out at him like a turkey gobbler. “I’m afraid I have unpleasant news for you. I find that I will be needing your apartment. I will appreciate your locating another residence as quickly as possible.”

Burke nodded sadly. The request came as no surprise; in fact he had already furnished a corner of the Electrodyne Engineering workshop with a cot and a gasoline stove. “Very well, Mrs. McReady. I’ll be out in a day or so.”

Mrs. McReady’s conscience plainly troubled her. If only he had made a scene, or acted disagreeably, she could have justified her action to herself. She opened her mouth to speak, then, uncertainly, said only, “Thank you, Mr. Burke.”

Burke returned slowly into his living room. The episode followed the pattern he had come to expect. Mrs. McReady’s formality represented an antagonism no less intense than the physical attack of the four hoodlums. Ralph Tarbert, dedicated by profession and temperament to objectivity, admitted that he continually struggled against malice. Margaret Haven had telephoned in great trouble and anxiety. What was wrong? The loathing she suddenly felt for Burke she knew to be unnatural. Was Burke ill? Or had she herself become afflicted with paranoia? Burke found it hard to answer her, and wrestled with himself for wordless seconds. He could bring her nothing but grief, of one kind or another; this was certain. By every precept of decency he should force a clean break between them. In halting words he tried to put this policy into effect, but Margaret refused to listen. No, she declared, something external was responsible for their trouble; together they would defeat it.

Burke, oppressed by his responsibility and by sheer loneliness, could argue no further. He told her that if she’d come to the Electrodyne Engineering plant—this particular call took place the day after Mrs. McReady had asked him to leave—he’d explain everything.

Margaret, in a dubious voice, replied that she’d come immediately.

A half hour later she tapped at the door to the outer office. Burke came out of the workshop, snapped back the bolt. She entered slowly, uncertainly, as if she were wading into a pool of cold water. Burke could see that she was frightened. Even her nopal appeared agitated, its bank of spines glittering with a red and green iridescence. She stood in the middle of the room, emotions chasing themselves back and forth across her wonderfully expressive face.

Burke essayed a smile; from Margaret’s expression of alarm, it conveyed no message of cheer. “Come along,” he said in a false and brassy voice, “I’ll show you around.”

In the workshop she noticed his cot and the table with the camp stove. “What’s all this? Are you living here?”

“Yes,” said Burke. “Mrs. McReady became afflicted with the same distaste for me which you feel.”

Margaret looked at him numbly, then turned away. She became stiff and tense. “What’s that thing?” she asked in a husky voice.

“It’s a denopalizer,” said Burke.

She cast him a frightened glance over her shoulder, while her nopal shimmered and flickered and squirmed. “What does it do?”

“It denopalizes.”

“It frightens me,” said Margaret. “It looks like a rack, or a torture machine.”

“Don’t be frightened,” said Burke. “It’s not a mechanism for evil, even though it seems to be.”

“Then what is it?”

Now, if ever, was the time to confide in her—but he could not bring himself to speak. Why load her mind with his troubles, even assuming that she would believe him? In fact, how could she believe him? The tale was simply too far-fetched. He had been whisked to another planet; the inhabitants had convinced him that the people of Earth were all haunted by a particularly vile mind-leech. He and he alone could see these things: even now the creature which rode her shoulders glared at him full of hate! He, Burke, had been charged with the mission of exterminating these parasites; if he failed, the inhabitants of the far-away world would invade and demolish Earth. It was obvious megalomania; Margaret’s certain duty would be to call an ambulance for him.

“Aren’t you going to tell me?” asked Margaret.

Burke stood looking foolishly at the denopalizer. “I wish I could think of a convincing lie—but I can’t. If I told you the truth, you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Try me.”

Burke shook his head. “One thing you’ve got to believe: the hate you feel for me isn’t either your doing or mine. It’s a suggestion from something external to both of us—something that wants you to hate me.”

“How can that be, Paul?” she cried in distress. “You’ve changed! I know you have! You’re so different from what you were!”

“Yes,” Burke admitted. “I’ve changed. Not necessarily for the worse—although it may seem so to you.” He somberly inspected the denopalizing rack. “Unless I get busy I’ll be changing back to what I was before.”

Margaret impulsively squeezed his arm. “I wish you would!” She snatched her hand away again, took a step back, stared at him. “I can’t understand myself, I can’t understand you…” She turned, walked rapidly from the shop into the office.

Burke heaved a weary sigh, but made no move to follow. He checked the plans, drawn by Pttdu Apiptix in the Xaxan’s crabbed rendition of English symbols, returned to work. Time was running short. Overhead at all times drifted two, sometimes three or even four nopal, waiting for whatever mysterious signal they needed before settling upon Burke’s neck.

Margaret presently appeared in the doorway where she stood watching Burke. After a moment she crossed the floor of the workshop, took up Burke’s coffee-pot, looked into it, wrinkled her nose. Taking the pot into one of the lavatories, she cleaned it, filled it with water and made fresh coffee.

Ralph Tarbert had now appeared; the three drank coffee together. Margaret derived reassurance from Tarbert’s presence and tried to pry information from him. “Ralph, what is a denopalizer? Paul won’t tell me.”

Tarbert laughed uncomfortably. “A denopalizer? A machine used to denopalize—whatever that is.”

“Then you don’t know either.”

“No. Paul is very secretive.”

“Not for long,” said Burke. “Two more days, all will be made clear. Then the fun begins.”

Tarbert inspected the rack, the shelves of circuitry behind, the power lead-ins. “At a guess, it’s a piece of communication equipment—but whether for transmitting or receiving, I don’t know.”

“It frightens me,” said Margaret. “Every time I look at it something inside me squirms. I hear noises and see weird lights. Things like cans full of fishing-worms.”

“I have the same sensations,” said Tarbert. “Odd that a piece of machinery could affect a person like that.”

“Not so very odd,” said Burke.

Margaret glanced at him sidewise with a curled lip. Detestation all but threatened to swamp her self-control. “You sound absolutely sinister.”

Burke shrugged, in a manner Margaret thought callous and brutal. “I don’t intend to.” He looked up to the nopal floating above him, something like an enormous Portuguese Man-o’-war. This particular specimen dogged him day and night, eyes staring, spines fluffing and working in a ceaseless hungry quiver. “I’ve got to get back to work. There’s not much time.”

Tarbert put down his empty cup. Watching his expression, Margaret realized that he too was beginning to find Burke intolerable. What had happened to the old Paul Burke, the pleasant relaxed man with the easy good-nature? Margaret wondered about brain-tumors: weren’t they sometimes responsible for sudden changes in personality? She felt a rush of shame: the old Paul Burke was as he always had been; he deserved pity and understanding.

Tarbert said, “I won’t come tomorrow; I’ll be busy all day.”

Burke nodded. “Perfectly all right. But Tuesday I’ll be ready, and I’ll need you. You’ll be on hand?”

Margaret once again could hardly control her revulsion. Burke seemed so feral, so insane! Yes, insane! She certainly should take steps to have him examined, treated—

“Yes,” said Tarbert, “I’ll be on hand. How about you, Margaret?”

Margaret opened her mouth to speak, but Burke shook his head curtly. “We’d better do this by ourselves—at least on the first run.”

“Why?” asked Tarbert curiously. “Is there danger?”

“No,” said Burke. “Not for either of us. But a third party would complicate matters.”

“Very well,” said Margaret in a neutral voice. Under other circumstances her feelings would have been hurt; now she felt nothing. This machine was probably nothing but an aberration, a senseless agglomeration of parts…But if this were so, would Dr. Tarbert take Burke so seriously? Surely he’d notice any scientific irrationality—and he showed no signs that he had. Perhaps the machine was not a lunatic device after all. But if not, what was its purpose? Why should Burke wish to exclude her at the try-out?

She strolled away from Burke and Tarbert, slipped into the warehouse. Inconspicuous in a corner was an old door secured by a spring-lock. Margaret drew back the bolt, secured it: the door could now be opened from the outside.

She returned into the workshop. Tarbert was taking his leave; Margaret departed with him.

She slept very poorly and worked listlessly the next day. Monday evening she telephoned Ralph Tarbert, hoping for reassurance. He was not in, and Margaret spent another uneasy night. Something told her—instinct?—that tomorrow would be a very important day. Eventually she went to sleep, but when she awoke her mind was clouded with uncertainty. She sat dull-eyed over coffee until it was too late to go to work, then telephoned that she was ill.

At noon she tried once more to get in touch with Dr. Tarbert, but none of his associates knew where he could be found.

Driven by indefinable uneasiness, Margaret backed her car from the garage, drove southeast out Leghorn Road until a quarter-mile ahead she saw the gray blocks of Electrodyne Engineering. Beset by an unreasoning alarm she veered down a side road, accelerated and drove wildly for several miles. Then she pulled to the side of the road, collected her wits. She was behaving erratically, irrationally: why on earth all these crazy impulses? And these odd sounds in her head, and the peculiar hallucinations?

She made a U-turn and drove back to Leghorn Road. At the intersection she hesitated, then gritting her teeth, turned right toward Electrodyne Engineering.

In the parking lot were Burke’s old black Plymouth convertible and Dr. Tarbert’s Ferrari. Margaret parked, sat a moment or two in the car. There was no sound to be heard, no voices. She gingerly alighted, and now ensued another struggle within herself. Should she make use of the main entrance, walk boldly into the general office—or should she go around to the back and enter through the warehouse?

She chose the warehouse, and circled the building.

The door was as she had left it; she opened it, stepped into the dim interior.

She crossed the concrete floor, her footsteps seeming to echo in spite of her stealth.

Halfway to the workshop she paused weakly, like a swimmer in the middle of a lake who is uncertain of making the shore.

From the workshop came the murmur of voices, then a hoarse cry of anger: Tarbert’s voice. She ran to the door, looked through.

She was right. Burke was stark staring mad. He had strapped Dr. Tarbert to the bars of his devilish machine; he had fixed heavy contacts to Tarbert’s head. Now he was talking, a smile of devilish cruelty on his face. Margaret could catch only a few of his words over the pounding of the blood in her brain. “—rather less pleasant surroundings, on a planet called Ixax—” “—the nopal, as you’ll see—” “—relax, now, you’ll wake up tauptu—”

“Let me up from here,” bellowed Tarbert. “Whatever it is, I don’t want it!”

Burke, white-faced and haggard, gave him no more attention. He twisted a switch. A wavering bluish-violet glare cast flickering lights and shadows around the room. From Tarbert came an unearthly squeal of pain; he stiffened and strained at the straps.

Margaret watched in horrified fascination. Burke took up a swath of what seemed to be transparent plastic; he threw it over Tarbert’s head and shoulders. An apparent rigidity in its folds distended it, held it up from the tubing behind Tarbert’s head. To the intermittent flash of the crackling light and Tarbert’s awful cries, Burke began working and kneading at the transparent film.

Margaret recovered her senses. Gher, gher, gher! She looked about for a weapon, a bar of iron, a wrench, anything…There was nothing in sight. She half-started forth to attack him with her bare hands, thought better of it, and instead darted behind Burke into the office, where there was a telephone. Mercifully it was connected. The tone came instantly. She dialed for the operator. “Police, police,” she croaked. “Get me the police!”

A gruff masculine voice spoke; Margaret stammered out the address. “There’s a madman here; he’s killing Dr. Tarbert, torturing him!”

“We’ll send a cruiser over, miss. Electrodyne Engineering, Leghorn Road, right?”

“Yes. Hurry, hurry…” Her voice choked in her throat. She felt a presence behind her; she knew a freezing fear. Slowly, her neck stiff, the vertebrae seeming to grate on each other, she turned her head.

Burke stood in the doorway. He shook his head sorrowfully, then turned, walked slowly back to where the body of Tarbert lay convulsing, pumping up and down to the flash of the weird lights. He picked up the transparent film, resumed his work—kneading, tugging around Tarbert’s head.

Margaret’s legs gave way; she staggered against the jamb of the door. Numbly she wondered why Burke had not injured her. He was a maniac; he must have heard her calling for the police…Far away she heard the wail of a siren, swelling and singing, louder and louder.

Burke stood up. He was panting; his face was drawn and skull-like. Never had Margaret seen so evil a sight. If she had possessed a gun, she would have shot; if her knees had held her, she would have attacked with her hands…Burke was holding the film bagged around something. Margaret could see nothing within; nevertheless the sack seemed to move and tremble. Her brain gave a lurch; a black blur covered the bag…She was conscious of Burke stamping upon the bag—a desecration, she realized; the most hideous act of all.

The police entered; Burke threw a switch on his machine. As Margaret watched numbly the police advanced cautiously upon Burke, who stood waiting, tired and defeated.

They saw Margaret. “You all right, lady?”

She nodded, but could not speak. She sank down upon the floor and burst into wild tears. Two policemen carried her to a chair and tried to soothe her. Presently an ambulance arrived. Orderlies carried out the unconscious form of Dr. Tarbert; Burke was taken away in the police cruiser; Margaret rode in another, with a trooper driving behind in Margaret’s own car.


IX

Burke was ordered to the State Asylum for the Criminally Insane for observation, and there confined in a small white room with a pale blue ceiling. There was tempered glass in the windows and a lattice of steel beyond. The bed was boxed into the floor so that he could not crawl underneath; there was no provision by which he could hang himself: no hooks, brackets, electrical fixtures; even the door-hinges had sloping shoulders from which a cord or improvised rope would slide.

A small group of psychiatrists examined Burke at length. He found them intelligent but either bluff and windy or vague and tentative, as if they groped through an eternal fog of obfuscation, which might have arisen either from the difficulty of their subject or the falsity of their basic premises. In their turn, the psychiatrists found Burke articulate and polite, though they could not help but resent his air of sad derision as they applied the various tests, charts, drawings, and games by which they hoped to measure the precise degree of his abnormality.

In the end they failed. Burke’s insanity refused to reveal itself in any objective manner. Nevertheless the psychiatrists concurred in an intuitive diagnosis: “extreme paranoia”. They described him as “deceptively rational, his obsessions craftily veiled”. So craftily veiled indeed was his abnormality (they pointed out) that only trained psycho-pathologists like themselves could have recognized it. They reported Burke to be listless and withdrawn, with little interest in anything except the condition and whereabouts of his victim, Dr. Ralph Tarbert, whom he made repeated requests to see—requests which of course were denied. They required a further period in which to study Burke before making a definite recommendation to the court.

The days went on and Burke’s paranoia appeared to intensify. The psychiatrist noted symptoms of persecution. Burke gazed wildly around his chamber as if following floating shapes. He refused to eat and grew thin; he feared the dark so strongly that a night light was allowed him. On two occasions he was observed beating at the empty air with his hands.

Burke was suffering not only mentally but physically. He felt a constant tugging and twisting inside his brain, a sensation similar to his original denopalization, although mercifully less intense. The Xaxans had not warned him of these torments. If they were forced to submit to them once a month, in addition to the brilliant agonies of denopalization, Burke could sympathize with their determination to expunge the nopal from the universe.

The working at his mind grew ever more violent. He began to fear himself half-crazed in actuality. The psychiatrists propounded solemn questions, inspecting him owlishly, while the nopal riding in and out of the room on their shoulders watched with an almost equal degree of bland wisdom. The staff physician at last ordered sedation, but Burke resisted, fearing sleep. The nopal hung close above, staring into his eyes, the spines fluffing and jerking and spreading, like a chicken bathing in the sand. The physician called orderlies, Burke was grasped, the needle shoved home, and in spite of his furious determination to stay awake, he lapsed into stupor.

Sixteen hours later he awoke, and lay listlessly gazing at the ceiling. His headache had gone, he felt sodden and stuffy, as if sick with a cold. Recollections came slowly, in reluctant fragments. He raised his eyes, searched the air above his bed. No nopal could be seen—to his intense relief. He sighed, lay back on the pillow.

The door opened, an orderly wheeled in a cart with a tray of food.

Burke sat up, looked at the orderly. No nopal. The space over the man’s head was vacant; no baleful orbs stared down across the white-jacketed shoulders.

A thought came to Burke; he hunched back down. Slowly he raised his hand, felt the back of his neck. Nothing but his own skin and the bristle of his own hair.

The orderly stood watching him. Burke seemed quieter, almost normal. The staff psychiatrist, making his rounds, received the same impression. He held a short conversation with Burke, and could not escape the conviction that Burke had returned to normal. He therefore kept a promise he had made a few days earlier and telephoned Margaret Haven, informed her that she might visit Burke during the regular visiting hours.

That same afternoon Burke was notified that Miss Margaret Haven had come to see him. Burke followed the orderly to the cheerful waiting room, so deceptively like the lobby of a country hotel.

Margaret ran across the room, seized his two hands. She searched his face, and her own face, wan and thin, lit up with happiness. “Paul! You’re back to normal! I know! I can tell!”

“Yes,” said Burke, “I’m my own self again.” They sat down. “Where’s Ralph Tarbert?” he asked.

Margaret’s gaze wavered. “I don’t know. He dropped out of sight as soon as he had left the hospital.” She squeezed Burke’s hands. “I’m not supposed to talk of things like that; the doctor doesn’t want me to excite you.”

“Considerate of him. How long do they plan to keep me here?”

“I don’t know. Until they make up their minds about you, I suppose.”

“Hmf. They can’t keep me here forever, unless they get a formal commitment of some kind…”

Margaret turned her gaze aside. “As I understand it, the police have washed their hands of the case. Dr. Tarbert has refused to bring charges against you; he insists that you and he were conducting an experiment. The police think he’s just as—” she stopped short.

Burke laughed shortly. “Just as crazy as I am, eh? Well, Tarbert’s not crazy. It happens that he’s telling the truth.”

Margaret leaned forward, her face full of doubt and anxiety. “What’s going on, Paul? You’re doing something strange—it’s not just government work, I’m sure of that! And whatever it is, it worries me!”

Burke sighed. “I don’t know…Things have changed. Perhaps I was crazy, perhaps I spent a month involved in the strangest conceivable delusion. I’m not sure.”

Margaret looked away, and said in a low voice, “I’ve been wondering whether I acted correctly in calling the police. I thought you were killing Dr. Tarbert. But now—” she made a small nervous gesture “—now I don’t know.”

Burke said nothing.

“You’re not going to tell me?”

Burke grinned wanly, shook his head. “You’d think I was crazy for sure.”

“You’re not angry with me?”

“Of course not.”

The bell signaling the end of visiting hours rang; Margaret rose to her feet. Burke kissed her, and noticed that her eyes were moist. He patted her shoulder. “Someday I’ll tell you the whole story—perhaps as soon as I’m out of here.”

“You promise, Paul?”

“Yes. I promise.”

The next morning Dr. Kornberg, the institution’s head psychiatrist, looked in on Burke during his routine weekly check. “Well, Mr. Burke,” he asked bluffly, “how are you getting along?”

“Very well,” said Burke. “In fact I’m wondering when I can be released.”

The psychiatrist donned the quizzical non-committal expression with which he met this sort of question. “When we feel that we know what, if anything, is wrong with you. Frankly, Mr. Burke, you’re a puzzling case.”

“You’re not convinced that I’m normal?”

“Ha ha! We can’t make snap decisions merely on the basis of impressions! Some of our most disturbed people appear disarmingly normal. I don’t refer to you, of course—although you still exhibit a few rather puzzling symptoms.”

“Such as?”

The psychiatrist laughed. “That’s giving away professional secrets. ‘Symptoms’ perhaps is too strong a word.” He considered. “Well, let’s face it man to man. Why do you study yourself in the mirror five minutes at a time?”

Burke grinned painfully. “Narcissism, I suppose.”

The psychiatrist shook his head. “I doubt it. Why do you grope at the air over your head? What do you expect to find?”

Burke rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You apparently caught me at a yoga exercise.”

“I see.” The psychiatrist hoisted himself to his feet. “Well, well.”

“Just a minute, doctor,” said Burke. “You don’t believe me, you think me either facetious or craftily evasive: in either case, still paranoid. Let me ask you a question. Do you consider yourself a materialist?”

“I subscribe to none of the metaphysical religions, which includes—or excludes—them all, I suppose. Does that answer your question?”

“Not entirely. What I’m after is this: can you admit the possibility of events and experiences which are—well, out of the ordinary?”

“Yes,” said Kornberg warily, “to a certain extent.”

“And a man who had participated in one of these extraordinary events, and described it might well be considered insane?”

“Yes, certainly,” said Kornberg. “However, if you notified me that you had recently seen a blue giraffe on roller skates playing a harmonica, I wouldn’t believe you.”

“No, because it would be an absurdity, a burlesque of normality.” Burke hesitated. “I won’t go any farther—since I want to get out of here as soon as possible. But these actions you’ve observed—the looking into the mirror, feeling the air—all stem from circumstances which I regard as—well, remarkable.”

Kornberg laughed. “You’re certainly cautious.”

“Naturally. I’m talking to a psychiatrist at the lunatic asylum, who already considers me aberrated.”

Kornberg abruptly rose to his feet. “I’ve got to be on my rounds.”

Burke took care not to examine himself in the mirror, not to feel the air over his shoulders. A week later he was released from the asylum. All charges against him had been dropped, he was a free man.

Dr. Kornberg shook hands with him on his departure. “I’m curious as to the ‘remarkable circumstances’ you mentioned.”

“I am too,” said Burke. “I’m going out now to investigate them. Perhaps you’ll have me back before long.”

Kornberg shook his head in wry admonition; Margaret took Burke’s arm, led him to her car. Here she hugged him, kissed him enthusiastically. “You’re out! You’re free, you’re sane, you’re—”

“Unemployed,” said Burke. “Now I want to see Tarbert. Instantly.”

Margaret’s face, a water-clear mirror for her every emotion, displayed disapproval. She said with all-too-transparent airiness, “Oh, let’s not bother with Dr. Tarbert. He’s busy with his own affairs.”

“I’ve got to see Ralph Tarbert.”

Margaret stammered uncertainly, “Don’t you think—well, let’s go somewhere else.”

Burke smiled sardonically. Evidently Margaret had been instructed—or had decided for herself—that it would be best to steer Burke away from Tarbert. “Margaret,” he said softly, “you’re fooling with something you don’t understand. I’ve got to see Tarbert.”

Margaret cried in distress, “I don’t want you to be involved again…Suppose you—well, get all excited again!”

“I’ll get much more excited if I don’t see Tarbert. Please, Margaret. Today I’ll explain everything.”

“It’s not only you,” said Margaret miserably. “It’s Dr. Tarbert. He’s changed! He was so—well, civilized, and now he’s savage and bitter. Actually, Paul, I’m afraid of him. He seems evil!”

“I’m sure he isn’t. I’ve got to see him.”

“You promised to tell me how you got in that terrible situation.”

“So I did.” Burke heaved a deep sigh. “I’d like to keep you uninvolved as long as possible. But I promised and—let’s go see Tarbert. Where is he?”

“At Electrodyne Engineering. He moved in when you left. He’s become very queer.”

“I don’t wonder,” said Burke. “If all this is real—if I’m not a real maniac—”

“Don’t you know?”

“No,” said Burke. “I’ll find out from Tarbert. I hope I’m crazy. I’d be relieved and happy if I could believe I were.”

Margaret’s face showed her shock and bewilderment; nevertheless she said no more.

They drove slowly out Leghorn Road, Margaret’s reluctance to proceed becoming ever more marked. And Burke himself began to find reasons why visiting Tarbert was a poor idea. His brain flashed with crackles of pale light, sounded to a sibilant hiss, and there was a sensation almost like a thud in his auditory centers. A thud, a growl. “Gher—gher—gher—” the sound he had heard before, on Ixax. Or was Ixax an illusion, and he himself insane? Burke fretfully shook his head. The whole affair was insane. Impelled by some wild delusion he’d tied poor Tarbert to his home-made torture machine and no doubt nearly killed him. Tarbert might be difficult, even unpleasant…He definitely had no wish to see Tarbert. The closer they approached Electrodyne Engineering, the stronger grew his reluctance, and the louder grew the grating sound in his mind: “Gher—gher—gher.” The glimmer of light in his brain increased in intensity, swam before his eyes like visions. He saw blooming dark colors, an object repellently like a drowned woman floating deep in a black-green ocean, her long pale hair floating free…He saw waxy sea-weed crusted with colored stars, like blossoms on a hollyhock. He saw a vat of churning spaghetti, the strands drawn from quaking blue-green glass…Burke drew in his breath with a hiss, wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

Margaret looked hopefully toward him with each of his uneasy movements—but Burke clamped his mouth obstinately. When he saw Tarbert he’d know the truth. Tarbert would know.

Margaret drove into the parking lot. There was Tarbert’s car. On leaden feet Burke walked toward the door to the office. The growl inside his brain was absolutely menacing. Within the building lurked an evil presence; it was as if Burke were a prehistoric man in front of a dark cave which smelled of blood and carrion…

He tried the door to the office; it was locked. He knocked.

Somewhere within a presence stirred. Flee while there’s still time! Still time! Still time! Don’t wait! Don’t wait! Too late! Don’t wait! Still time!

Tarbert appeared in the doorway—a bloated monstrous Tarbert, a vile malevolent Tarbert. “Hello, Paul,” he sneered. “They finally let you out?”

“Yes,” said Burke in a voice he could not keep from trembling. “Ralph, am I crazy—or not? Can you see it?”

Tarbert looked at him with the cunning of a hungry shark. He meant to trap Burke, to involve him in misfortune and tragedy.

“It’s there.”

Burke’s breath rasped out through his constricted throat. Margaret’s frightened voice came from behind him. “What’s there? Tell me, Paul! What is it?”

“The nopal,” croaked Burke. “It’s sitting on my head, sucking at my mind.”

“No!” said Margaret, taking his arm. “Look at me, Paul! Don’t believe Tarbert! He’s lying! There’s nothing there! I can see you, and there’s nothing there!”

“I’m not crazy,” said Burke. “You can’t see it because you’ve got one too. It won’t let you see. It tries to make us believe Ralph is vicious—just as it made you think I was.”

Margaret’s face sagged in shock and incredulity. “I didn’t want to involve you,” said Burke, “but since you are, you might as well know what’s going on.”

“What is a ‘nopal’?” whispered Margaret.

“Yes,” said Tarbert hollowly, “what is a nopal? I don’t know either.”

Burke took Margaret’s arm, led her into the office. “Sit down.” Margaret gingerly took a seat; Tarbert leaned against the counter. “Whatever the nopal is,” said Burke, “it’s not nice. Evil spirit, familiar, mind-parasite—these are just names; they don’t describe the things. But they’re able to influence us. Right now, Margaret, they’re telling us to hate Tarbert. I never realized how powerful the things are until I turned down Leghorn Road.”

Margaret raised her hands to her head. “It’s on me now?”

Tarbert nodded. “I can see it. It’s not pretty.”

Margaret slumped into a chair, hands twisting in her lap. She turned Burke an uncertain white-faced grin. “You’re joking, aren’t you? Just trying to scare me?”

Burke patted her hand. “I wish I were. But I’m not.”

Margaret said, still unbelieving, “But why haven’t other people seen them? Why aren’t they known to scientists?”

“I’ll tell you the whole story.”

“Yes,” said Tarbert dryly. “I’ll be interested to hear it. I know absolutely nothing except that everyone carries a monster riding on their heads.”

“Sorry, Ralph,” said Burke, grinning. “I imagine it came as something of a shock?”

Tarbert nodded grimly. “You’ll never know.”

“Well, here’s the story…”


X

Evening had come; the three sat in the workshop, in a pool of light around the denopalizer. On the workbench an electric percolator bubbled.

“It’s a cruel situation,” said Burke. “Not only for us, but for everyone. I had to have help, Ralph. I had to drag you into it.”

Tarbert sat staring at the denopalizer. There was silence in the room, except for the chanted growling sound in Burke’s mind. Tarbert still seemed the embodiment of all danger and evil, but Burke, closing his mind to the idea, insisted that Tarbert was his friend and ally—even though he could not look into Tarbert’s malevolent countenance.

Burke stirred himself. “You still have a choice. After all, this is not your responsibility—not mine either for that matter. But now that you know what’s going on, you can still pull out if you like, and no hard feelings.”

Tarbert grinned sadly. “I’m not complaining. Sooner or later I’d have been involved. I’d just as soon be in at the beginning.”

“So would I,” said Burke with relief. “How long was I in the asylum?”

“About two weeks.”

“In about another two weeks the nopal will drop down on you. You’ll go to sleep, you’ll wake up thinking it was all a terrible nightmare. That’s how I felt. You’ll have no trouble forgetting it, because the nopal will help you forget.”

Tarbert’s eyes focused on a spot above Burke’s shoulder. He shivered. “With that thing looking at me?” He shook his head. “I don’t understand how you can bear hosting it, knowing what it is.”

Burke grimaced. “It’s doing its best to smother the revulsion…They choke away ideas they don’t like—achieve a certain degree of control. They can encourage the hostilities latent in everybody; it’s dangerous to be Tauptu in a world of Chitumih.”

Margaret stirred uneasily. “I don’t understand what you hope to do.”

“It’s not what we hope to do—it’s what we must do. The Xaxans have given us an ultimatum: clean up our planet, or they’ll clean it for us. They have the capabilities; they’re ruthless enough.”

“I can sympathize with their determination,” Tarbert said thoughtfully. “They’ve apparently suffered a great deal.”

“But they’re inflicting, or trying to inflict, this same suffering on us!” protested Burke. “I find them callous, harsh, domineering—”

“You saw them under the worst possible circumstances,” Tarbert pointed out. “They seemed to treat you as politely as possible. My impulse is to defer judgment on the Xaxans, until we know them better.”

“I know them well enough now,” growled Burke. “Don’t forget, I was witness to—” He stopped short. The nopal presumably were urging him to attack the Xaxans. Tarbert’s defense was probably the rational attitude…Still, on the other hand…Tarbert interrupted his speculations. “There’s a great deal I don’t understand,” he said. “For instance, they call Earth Nopalgarth; they want us to purge ourselves of nopal, ostensibly to cure a pest-hole condition. But the universe is very large and there must be many other worlds plagued by nopal. They can’t expect to tidy up the entire universe! You can’t eradicate mosquitoes by spraying one pool in a swamp.”

“According to what I was told,” said Burke, “this is precisely their aim. They’re conducting an anti-nopal crusade, and we’re the first converts. So far as Earth is concerned, it’s up to us. We’ve got a tremendous responsibility—and I don’t see how we’re going to discharge it.”

“But surely,” Margaret said uncertainly, “if these things exist, and you told people—”

“Who’d believe us? We can’t just start denopalizing each casual passer-by; we’d last about four hours. If we went to some remote island and set up a colony of Tauptu, and if by some chance we escaped persecution and extermination, we’d eventually touch off a Xaxan-type war.”

“Then—” Margaret started, but Burke interrupted her: “If we do nothing the Xaxans will destroy us. They’ve destroyed millions of Chitumih on Ixax; why should they hesitate to do the same here?”

“We must compose ourselves to quiet reflection,” said Tarbert. “I can think of a dozen questions I’d like to explore. Is there any way to expunge these damnable nopal other than the torture machine? Is it possible that the nopal are merely a part of the human organism, such as the so-called soul, or some kind of refracted image of the mental processes? Or possibly of the unconscious mind?”

“If they’re part of ourselves,” Burke pondered, “why should they seem so hideous?”

Tarbert laughed. “If I dangled your intestines in front of your face, you’d find them revolting enough.”

“True,” said Burke. He considered a moment. “In response to your first question: the Xaxans know of no way to purge the Chitumih except by the denopalizer. This of course does not mean that no other way exists. As for nopal being part of the human organism, they certainly don’t act like it. They float around hungrily, they cross to other planets, they act like independent creatures. If some kind of man–nopal symbiosis is involved, it seems all to the benefit of the nopal. So far as I know they confer no advantages upon their host—although I know of no active harm they do either.”

“Then why are the Xaxans so all-fired anxious to be rid of them, to cleanse the universe of the nopal?”

“Because they’re disgusting, I suppose,” said Burke. “That seems reason enough for them.”

Margaret shivered. “There must be something wrong with me…If these things exist, and you both say they do, I should feel more of this disgust—but I don’t. I’m just numb.”

“Your nopal clamps down on the proper nerve at the proper time,” said Burke.

“This fact,” said Tarbert, “would imply that the nopal possesses a considerable intelligence—and sets up a new collection of questions: does the nopal understand words or merely feel raw emotion? Apparently it lives upon a single host until the host dies, in which case it has opportunity to learn the language. But, on the other hand, it may not possess that large a memory-bank. Possibly no memory at all.”

Margaret said, “If it stays on a person until a person dies, then it’s to the nopal’s advantage to keep that person alive.”

“So it would seem.”

“This might account for premonitions of danger, hunches, and things like that.”

“Very possibly,” said Tarbert. “It’s one of the ideas we certainly would want to explore.”

There was peremptory knocking at the outside door. Tarbert rose to his feet; Margaret twisted around startled, hand to her mouth.

Tarbert slowly started for the door; Burke stopped him. “Let me go. I’m Chitumih, like everyone else.”

He started across the dim workshop, toward the office and the outer door. Halfway he stopped. He looked back. Margaret and Tarbert, in the little island of yellow light, stood immobile, waiting and watching.

He slowly turned, fighting against a fearful reluctance he had come to recognize.

The rap-rap-rap sounded again: a measured ominous sound.

Burke forced his laggard legs into motion, pushed himself through the dark office, past the long counter, to the door.

He looked out through the glass panel, strained to see into the night. The dim half-moon hung behind a tall cypress tree; in a shadow stood a massive dark shape.

Burke slowly opened the door. The figure stalked forward; the flash of head-lights from cars passing along Leghorn Road revealed rough gray skin, a jutting ridge of nose like a bent bow, opaque eyes: Pttdu Apiptix the Xaxan. Behind, in the darkness, more sensed than seen, loomed four other Xaxan shapes. All wore black beetle-shell cloaks and metal helmets with spikes along the ridge.

Apiptix gazed stonily down at Burke. All the hate and fear Burke had originally felt for the Tauptu surged back. He resisted; he thought of his nopal peering at the Xaxans across his shoulders, but to no avail.

Pttdu Apiptix came slowly forward—but now out on the highway a hundred feet away an automobile braked to a halt. A red light began blinking, a search-light swung toward the Electrodyne plant.

Burke jumped forward. “Behind the trees, quick! The Highway Patrol!”

The Xaxans moved into the shadow, to stand like a row of barbaric statues. From the patrol car came the sound of radio voices, then the door opened and two figures alighted.

Heart in throat Burke stepped forward. A flash-light played on his face. “What’s the trouble?” he asked.

There was no reply for a moment; nothing but a suspicious scrutiny. Then the trooper’s cool voice: “Nothing’s the trouble; we’re just making a check. Who’s inside the plant?”

“Friends.”

“You have authority to use this place?”

“Certainly.”

“Mind if we take a look around?” They advanced, not caring whether Burke minded or not. Their flash-lights turned here and there, never straying too far from Burke.

“What are you looking for?” Burke asked.

“Nothing in particular. Something’s wrong about this place, something fishy going on. There’s been trouble here before.”

With heart in mouth Burke watched their progress. Twice he started to call a warning; twice his voice caught in his throat. What could he tell them? They were oppressed by the nearness of the Xaxans; there was nervousness in the flick of their lights. Burke could see the shapes under the trees; the lights strayed toward them…Margaret and Tarbert appeared in the doorway. “Who is it?” called Tarbert.

“Highway Patrol,” said one of the troopers. “Who are you?”

Tarbert told them. After a moment the patrolmen turned back toward the highway. One of the flash-light beams played into the shadow of the cypress trees. The light hesitated, steadied. The patrolmen gasped. Their revolvers jerked out into their hands. “Come out of there—whoever you are!”

For answer there were two puffs of pink flame, two twinkling pink lines. The patrolmen flared, tumbled back, collapsed like empty sacks.

Burke cried out, stumbled forward, stopped short. Pttdu Apiptix looked at him briefly, then turned to the door. “Let us go in,” said the voice-box.

“But these men!” croaked Burke. “You’ve murdered them!”

“Calm yourself. The corpses will be removed; the automobile also.”

Burke looked toward the patrol car, now sounding to the metallic sound of the dispatcher’s voice.

“You don’t seem to understand what you’ve done! We can all be arrested, executed…” His voice died as he realized the nonsense he was talking. Apiptix, ignoring him, walked into the building with two of his fellows at his heels. The remaining two turned back toward the corpses. Burke shrank back with a crawling skin; Tarbert and Margaret retreated before the stalking gray shapes.

The Xaxans halted at the edge of the pool of light; Burke spoke to Tarbert and Margaret in a bitter voice. “If you harbored any lurking doubts—”

Tarbert nodded shortly. “I’ve discarded them.”

Apiptix approached the denopalizer, examined it without comment. He turned to Burke, “This man—” he indicated Tarbert “—is the single Tauptu on Earth. In the time available you might have organized an entire squadron.”

“I’ve been locked up,” said Burke in a surly tone. The hate he felt for Pttdu Apiptix—could it be completely nopal-inspired? “Also, I’m not sure that denopalizing a large number of persons is the best thing to do.”

“What else do you propose?”

Tarbert spoke soothingly. “We feel that we must learn more about the nopal. Perhaps there are easier ways to denopalize.” He scrutinized the Xaxans with bright interest. “Have you yourselves tried other means?”

Apiptix’s mud-colored eyes felt impassively over Tarbert. “We are warriors, not savants. The nopal of Nopalgarth come to Ixax; once a month we burn them away from our minds. They are your pests. You must take immediate steps against them.”

Tarbert nodded—with rather too easy an acquiescence, thought Burke resentfully. “We agree that you have cause for impatience.”

“We need time!” Burke exclaimed. “Surely you can spare us a month or two!”

“Why do you need time? The denopalizer is ready! Now you must use it!”

“There is such an enormous amount to be learned!” cried Burke. “What are the nopal? No one knows. They seem repulsive, but who knows? Perhaps they even exert a beneficial effect!”

“An amusing speculation.” Apiptix appeared anything but amused. “I assure you that the nopal are harmful; they have harmed Ixax by causing a war of a hundred years.”

“Are the nopal intelligent?” Burke continued. “Can they communicate with men? These are things we want to know.”

Apiptix regarded him with what seemed to be amazement. “From where do you derive these ideas? The nopal?”

“It’s possible. Sometimes I think the nopal is trying to tell me something.”

“To what effect?”

“I’m not sure. When I come close to a Tauptu there’s an odd sound in my mind: something like gher, gher, gher.”

Apiptix slowly turned his head, as if not trusting himself to look at Burke.

Tarbert said, “It’s true that we know very little. Remember, our tradition is to learn first, then act.”

“What is nopal-cloth?” asked Burke. “Can it be made from anything beside the nopal? And something else which puzzles me: where did the first piece of nopal-cloth come from? If a single man were accidentally denopalized, it’s hard to see how he could have personally fabricated the cloth.”

“These are irrelevances,” said the Xaxan voice-box.

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” said Burke. “They indicate an area of ignorance, which may exist for both of us. For instance, do you know when the first piece of nopal-cloth came into existence, and how?”

The Xaxan stared at him a moment, beer-colored eyes blank. Burke was unable to read his emotions. Finally the Xaxan said, “The knowledge, if it exists, can not help you destroy the nopal. Proceed then in accordance with your directions.”

The voice, though flat and mechanical, still managed to convey sinister overtones. But Burke, summoning all his courage, persisted: “We just can’t act blindly. There’s too much we don’t know. This machine destroys the nopal, but it can’t be the best method, or even the best approach to the problem! Look at your own planet: in ruins; your people: almost wiped out! Would you want to inflict the same disaster on Earth? Give us a little time to learn, to experiment, to get a grip on the subject!”

For a moment the Xaxan held to silence. Then the voice-box said, “You Earthmen are over-ripe with subtlety. For us the destruction of nopal is the basic and single issue. Remember, we do not need your help; we can destroy the nopal of Nopalgarth at any time: tonight, tomorrow. Do you wish to know how we will do this, if necessary?” Without waiting for answer he stalked to the table, lifted the scrap of nopal-cloth. “You have used this material, you know its peculiar qualities. You know that it is without mass and inertia, that it responds to telekinesis, that it is almost infinitely extensible, that it is impenetrable to the nopal.”

“So we understand.”

“If necessary, we are prepared to envelope Earth in a swath of nopal-cloth. We can do this. The nopal will be trapped and as Earth moves they will be pulled away from the brains of their hosts. The brains will hemorrhage and people of Earth will die.”

No one spoke. Apiptix continued. “This is a drastic recourse—but we will be tormented no longer. I have explained what must be done. Exterminate your nopal, or we will do so ourselves.” He turned away, and with his two comrades, crossed the workshop.

Burke followed, burning with indignation. Trying to keep his voice calm, he said to the tall black-cloaked backs: “You can’t expect us to perform miracles! We need time!”

Apiptix did not slow his pace. “You have one week.” He and his fellows passed out into the night. Burke and Tarbert followed. The two who had remained outside appeared from the shadow of the cypress trees, but the corpses and the patrol car were nowhere to be seen. Burke tried to speak, but his throat tightened and the words refused to come. As he and Tarbert watched, the Xaxans stood stiffly, then rose into the night, accelerating, blurring, disappearing into the spaces between the stars.

“How in the world do they do that?” Tarbert asked in wonder.

“I don’t know.” Nauseated and limp Burke sank down upon a step.

“Marvellous!” Tarbert said. “A dynamic people—they make us seem like clams.”

Burke gazed at him with suspicion. “Dynamic and murderous,” he said sourly. “They’ve mixed us a pot of trouble. This place will be swarming with police.”

“I don’t think so,” said Tarbert. “The bodies, the car, are gone. It’s an unfortunate affair—”

“Especially for the cops.”

“You’ve got nopal trouble,” Tarbert remarked, and Burke forced himself to believe that Tarbert was right. He rose to his feet; they returned inside.

Margaret waited in the outer office. “Are they gone?”

Burke nodded curtly. “They’re gone.”

Margaret shuddered. “I’ve never been so afraid in my life. It’s like swimming and seeing a shark come toward you.”

“Your nopal is twisting things,” said Burke hollowly. “I can’t think straight either.” He looked at the denopalizer. “I suppose I should take the treatment.” His head suddenly began to throb with pain. “The nopal doesn’t think so.” He sat down, closed his eyes. The ache slowly diminished.

“I’m not so sure it’s a good idea,” said Tarbert. “You’d better keep your nopal for a while. One of us has to enlist recruits for the squadron—as the Xaxan puts it.”

“Then what?” asked Burke in a muffled voice. “Tommy-guns? Molotov cocktails? Bombs? Who do we fight first?”

“It’s so brutal and senseless!” Margaret protested fiercely.

Burke agreed. “It’s a brutal situation—and we can’t do much about it. They allow us no freedom of action.”

“They’ve spent a century fighting these things,” Tarbert argued. “They probably know all there is to know about the nopal.”

Burke sat up in outrage. “Good heavens no! They admit they know nothing! They’re pushing us, trying to keep us off-balance. Why? A few days more or less—what’s the difference? There’s something peculiar going on!”

“Nopal-talk. The Xaxans are harsh, but they seem honest. Apparently they aren’t as ruthless as the nopal would have you think—otherwise they’d denopalize Earth at once without giving us the chance to do it ourselves.”

Burke tried to order his thoughts.

“Either that,” he said presently, “or they have another reason for wanting Earth denopalized but populated.”

“What reason could they have?” asked Margaret.

Tarbert shook his head skeptically. “We’re becoming over-ripe again, as the Xaxans would say.”

“They allow us no time whatever for research,” said Burke. “Personally I don’t want to embark on a project as big as this without studying it. It’s only reasonable that they give us a few months.”

“We’ve got a week,” said Tarbert.

“A week!” snarled Burke. He kicked the denopalizer. “If they’d allow us to work up something different, something easy and painless, we’d all be better off.” He poured a cup of coffee, tasted it, spat in disgust. “It’s been boiling.”

“I’ll make fresh,” Margaret said hurriedly.

“We’ve got a week,” said Tarbert, pacing with hands behind his back. “A week to conceive, explore and develop a new science.”

“Nothing to it,” said Burke. “It’s only necessary to fix on a method of approach, invent tools and research techniques, work up nomenclatures. Then it’s duck soup. We merely concentrate on the specific application: the swift denopalization of Nopalgarth. After sorting through and testing our ideas, we can take the rest of the week off.”

“Well, to work,” Tarbert said dryly. “Our starting point is the fact that the nopal exist. I’m watching your private nopal, and I can see that it doesn’t like me.”

Burke squirmed fretfully, aware—or at least imagining himself aware—of the entity on his neck.

“Don’t remind us,” said Margaret, returning with the percolator. “It’s bad enough simply knowing.”

“Sorry,” said Tarbert. “So we start with the nopal, creatures completely outside our old scheme of things. The simple fact of their existence is meaningful. What are they? Ghosts? Spirits? Demons?”

“What difference does it make?” growled Burke. “Classifying them doesn’t explain them.”

Tarbert paid him no heed. “Whatever they are, they’re built of stuff foreign to us: a new kind of matter, only semi-visible, impalpable, without mass or inertia. They seem to draw nourishment from the mind, from the process of thought, and their dead bodies respond to telekinesis, a most suggestive situation.”

“It suggests that thought is a process rather more substantial than we’ve heretofore believed,” said Burke. “Or perhaps I should say that there seem to be substantial processes going on, which relate to thought in some manner we can’t yet define.”

“Telepathy, clairvoyance, and the like—the so-called psionic phenomena—indicate the same, of course,” mused Tarbert. “It’s possible that nopal-stuff is the operative material. When something—a thought or a vivid impression—passes from one mind to another, the minds are physically linked—somehow, in some degree. Action at a distance can’t be allowed. In order to know the nopal, we might well concern ourselves with thought.”

Burke wearily shook his head. “We know no more about thought than we do about the nopal. Even less. Encephalographs record a by-product of thought. Surgeons report that certain parts of the brain are associated with certain kinds of thought. We suspect that telepathy occurs instantaneously, if not faster—”

“How could anything be faster than instantaneous?” Margaret inquired.

“It could arrive before it started. In which case it’s called precognition.”

“Oh.”

“In any event it seems that thought is a different stuff from our usual matter, that it obeys different laws, acts through a different medium, in a different dimension-set, in short, works through a different space—implying a different universe.”

Tarbert frowned. “You’re getting a little carried away; you’re using the word ‘thought’ rather too easily. After all, what is ‘thought’? So far as we know, it’s a word to describe a complex of electrical and chemical processes in our brains, these more elaborate, but intrinsically no more mysterious, than the operation of a computer. With all the good will and predisposition in the world, I can’t see how ‘thought’ can work metaphysical miracles.”

“In this case,” said Burke, somewhat tartly, “what do you suggest?”

“Just for a starter, some recent speculations in the field of nuclear physics. You’re naturally aware how the neutrino was discovered: more energy went into a reaction than came out of it, suggesting that an undiscovered particle was at work.

“Well, new, rather more subtle, discrepancies have shown themselves: parities and indexes of strangeness don’t come out quite right, and it seems that there’s a new and unsuspected ‘weak’ force at work.”

“Where does all this take us?” demanded Burke, then forced himself to erase his exasperated frown and replace it with a somewhat pallid smile. “Sorry.”

Tarbert made an unworried gesture. “I’m watching your nopal…Where does all this take us? We know of two strong forces: nuclear-binding energy, electro-magnetic fields; and—if we ignore the beta decay force—one weak force: gravity. The fourth force is far weaker than gravity, even less perceptible than the neutrino. The implications seem to be—or at least, may be—that the universe has a shadow counterpart, completely congruent, based upon this fourth force. It’s still all one universe naturally and there’s no question of new dimensions or anything bizarre. Just that the material universe has at least another aspect composed of a substance, or field, or structure—whatever you want to call it—invisible to our senses and sensor mechanisms.”

“I’ve read something of this in one of the journals,” said Burke. “At the time I didn’t pay too much attention…I’m sure you’re on the right track. This weak-force universe, or para-cosmos, must be the environment of the nopal, as well as the domain of psionic phenomena.”

Margaret was moved to exclaim. “But you insisted that this fourth-force ‘para-cosmos’ is undetectable! If telepathy isn’t detectable, how do we know it exists?”

Tarbert laughed. “A lot of people say it doesn’t exist. They haven’t seen the nopal.” He turned a wry glance at the space over Burke’s and Margaret’s heads. “The fact is that the para-cosmos is not quite undetectable. If it were, the discrepancies by which the fourth force has been discovered would never have been noticed.”

“Assuming all this,” said Burke, “and of course we’ve got to assume something, it appears that the fourth force, if sufficiently concentrated, can influence matter. More accurately, the fourth force influences matter, but only when the force is intensely concentrated do we notice the effect.”

Margaret was puzzled. “Telepathy is a projection or a beam of this ‘fourth force’?”

“No,” said Tarbert. “I wouldn’t think so. Remember, our brains can’t generate the ‘fourth force’. I don’t think we need to stray too far from conventional physics to explain psionic events—once we assume the existence of an analogue universe, congruent to our own.”

“I still don’t see it,” said Margaret. “And isn’t telepathy supposed to be instantaneous? If the analogue world is exactly congruent to our own, why shouldn’t events take place at the same speed?”

“Well—” Tarbert considered a few minutes. “Here’s some more hypotheses—or I’ll even call it ‘induction’. What we know of telepathy and the nopal suggests that the analogue particles enjoy considerably greater freedom than our own—balloons compared to bricks. They’re constructed of very weak fields, and also, much more importantly, aren’t constrained to rigidity by the strong fields. In other words, the analogue world is topologically congruent to our own but not dimensionally. In fact, dimensions have no real meaning.”

“If so, ‘velocity’ is also a meaningless word, and ‘time’ as well,” said Burke. “This may give us a hint as to the theory of the Xaxan space-ships. Do you think it’s possible that somehow they enter the analogue universe?” He held up his hand as Tarbert started to speak. “I know—they’re already in the analogue universe. We mustn’t confuse ourselves with fourth-dimensional concepts.”

“Correct,” said Tarbert. “But back to the linkage between the universes. I like the balloon-brick image. Each balloon is tied to a brick. The bricks can disturb the balloons, but vice-versa, not so easily. Let’s consider how it works in the case of telepathy. Currents in my mind generate a corresponding flow in the para-cosmos analogue of my mind—my shadow-mind, so to speak. This is a case of the bricks jerking the balloons. By some unknown mechanism, maybe by my analogue self creating analogue vibrations which are interpreted by another analogue personality, the balloons jerk the bricks; the neural currents are transferred back to the receiving brain. If conditions are right.”

“These ‘conditions’,” said Burke sourly, “may very well be the nopal.”

“True. The nopal apparently are creatures of the para-cosmos, constructed of balloon-stuff, and for some reason viable in either of the universes.”

The coffee had percolated; Margaret poured. “I wonder,” she asked, “if possibly the nopal have no existence in this universe whatever?”

Tarbert raised his eyebrows in pained protest—a demonstration Burke thought rather exaggerated. “But I can see them!”

“Perhaps you only think you do. Suppose the nopal existed only in the other cosmos, and preyed only on the analogues? You see them by clairvoyance, or rather, your analogue sees them—and it’s so clear and vivid you think the nopal are real material objects.”

“But my dear young lady—”

Burke interrupted. “It’s quite sensible. I saw the nopal too; I know how real they appear. But they neither reflect nor radiate light. If they did, they’d appear on photographs. I don’t believe they do have any base-world reality whatever.”

Tarbert shrugged. “If they can prevent us from recognizing them in the natural state, they could do the same for photographs.”

“In many cases photographs are scanned by mechanical means. Irregularities could not help but show up.”

Tarbert glanced at the air beside Burke’s shoulder. “If you’re right, why aren’t the Xaxans aware of the situation?”

“They admit they know nothing of the nopal.”

“They could hardly ignore something so basic,” argued Tarbert. “The Xaxans are scarcely naïve.”

“I’m not so sure. Tonight Pttdu Apiptix acted unreasonably. Unless…”

“Unless what?” asked Tarbert with what Burke considered undue sharpness.

“Unless the Xaxans have some sort of ulterior motive. That’s what I was about to say. I know it’s ridiculous. I saw their planet; I know what they’ve suffered.”

“There’s certainly a great deal we don’t understand,” Tarbert admitted.

“I’d breathe a lot easier if a nopal weren’t actually resting on my actual neck,” said Margaret. “If it’s only harassing my analogue—”

Tarbert leaned quickly forward. “Your analogue is part of you, don’t forget. You don’t see your liver, but it’s there and functioning. Just so your analogue.”

“You agree that Margaret may be right?” asked Burke cautiously. “That the nopal actually is confined to the para-cosmos?”

“Well, it’s as good a guess as any other,” said Tarbert grudgingly. “I can think of two arguments counter. First the nopal-cloth, which I move with these, my own personal hands. Second, the control exerted by the nopal over our emotions and perceptions.”

Burke jumped to his feet, paced back and forth. “The nopal might exert its influence through the analogue, so that when I think I’m touching nopal-cloth I’m only grasping air, that it’s really the analogue who does the work—in fact, this is the implication of the previous theory.”

“In this case,” said Tarbert, “why can’t I visualize myself chopping up nopal with an imaginary axe?”

Burke felt a twinge of alarm. “No reason at all, I suppose.”

Tarbert appraised the wisp of nopal-cloth. “No mass, no inertia—at least not in the base universe. If my telekinetic powers are up to it I should be able to manipulate this nopal-stuff.” The film rose limply into the air. Burke watched in revulsion. Disgusting stuff. It made him think of corpses, corruption, death.

Tarbert turned his head sharply. “Are you resisting me?”

Tarbert’s arrogance, never his most endearing quality, was becoming intolerable, thought Burke. He started to say as much, then noting the malicious amusement in Tarbert’s eyes, clamped shut his mouth. He glanced at Margaret, to find her watching Tarbert with a loathing equal to his own. The two of them perhaps might be able to…

Burke caught himself up short, appalled by the direction of his thoughts. The nopal had infected him, this was only too clear. On the other hand—why should not a man have an idea of his own? Tarbert had become twisted and malevolent: sheer dispassionate judgment could discern as much. Tarbert was tool to the alien creatures, not Burke! Tarbert and the Xaxans: enemies to Earth! Burke must counter them, or everyone would be destroyed…Burke watched vigilantly as Tarbert concentrated on the nopal-cloth. The smoky wisp shifted, changed shape slowly, reluctantly.

Tarbert laughed rather nervously. “It’s hard work. In the para-cosmos the stuff is probably fairly rigid…Care to try?”

“No,” said Burke in a throaty voice.

“Nopal-trouble?”

Burke wondered why Tarbert jeered so offensively.

Tarbert said, “Your nopal is excited. Its plumes are fluttering and flickering…”

“Why pick on the nopal?” Burke heard himself saying. “Other things are happening.”

Tarbert gave him a sidelong glance. “That’s a curious thing to say.”

Burke halted in his pacing, rubbed his face. “Yes. Now that you mention it.”

“Did the nopal put the words in your mouth?”

“No…” But Burke was not completely certain. “I had an intuition, something of the sort. The nopal probably was responsible. It gave me a quick glimpse of—something.”

“‘Something’? Such as?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even remember it.”

“Hmmf,” said Tarbert. He turned his attention back once more to the wad of nopal-cloth, causing it to rise, fall, twist and spin. Suddenly he sent it darting twenty feet across the room, then gave a hideous laugh. “I’ve just battered hell out of a nopal.” He looked speculatively at Burke, turned his gaze over Burke’s head.

Burke found himself on his feet, lurching slowly toward Tarbert. In his brain sounded the guttural now-familiar vocable: gher gher gher…

Tarbert drew back. “Don’t let the thing dominate you, Paul. It’s afraid, it’s desperate.”

Burke halted.

“If you don’t beat it we’ve lost our fight—before we’ve even started.” Tarbert looked from Burke to Margaret. “Neither of you hate me. Your nopal fear me.”

Burke looked at Margaret. Her face was tight and strained. Her eyes met his.

Burke took a deep breath. “You’re right,” he said huskily. “You’ve got to be right.” He returned to his seat. “And I’ve got to restrain myself. Your playing with that nopal-stuff does something to me, you’ll never know…”

“Don’t forget that I was ‘Chitumih’ myself once,” said Tarbert, “and I had to put up with you.”

“You’re hardly tactful.”

Tarbert grinned, turned his attention back to the wad of nopal-stuff. “This is an interesting process. If I work hard I can wad it up…I suppose that given enough time I could wipe out much of the nopal population…”

Burke, seating himself, watched Tarbert with a stony gaze. After a moment he forced himself to relax. With the easing of taut muscles came the knowledge that he was very tired.

Tarbert said thoughtfully, “Now I’ll try something else. I form two pads of nopal-stuff, I catch a nopal between; I squeeze…There’s resistance; then the thing collapses. Like cracking a walnut.”

Burke winced. Tarbert looked at him with interest. “Certainly you don’t feel that?”

“Not directly.”

Tarbert mused. “It’s nothing to do with your own nopal.”

“No,” said Burke drearily. “It’s just a twinge—induced fear—” he lacked both interest and energy to continue. “What time is it?”

“Almost three o’clock,” said Margaret. She looked longingly toward the door. Like Burke she felt limp and drawn. How wonderful to be home in bed, indifferent to the nopal and all these strange problems…

Tarbert, absorbed in his game of nopal-smashing, seemed fresh as the morning sun. A nauseous business, thought Burke. Tarbert was like an unpleasant urchin catching flies…Tarbert glanced at him, frowning, and Burke sat up in his chair, aware of a new tension. From a state of listless disapproval, he had begun to take a gradually more active interest in the game, and now found himself resisting Tarbert’s manipulations of the nopal-stuff with all his will. He was committed; hostility became overt between the two men. Beads of sweat started from Burke’s forehead, his eyeballs thrust from their sockets. Tarbert sat rigid, face pinched and white as a skull. The nopal-stuff quivered; wisps and torn fragments wavered back and forth, into and away from the parent substance.

An idea came to Burke’s mind, grew into conviction: this was more than an idle contest—much more! Happiness, peace, survival—all, everything, depended on the outcome. Holding the nopal-stuff rigid was not enough; he must wield it, slash at Tarbert, cut the vital cord, the umbilicus…The nopal-stuff streamed and shifted to Burke’s fervor, edged toward Tarbert. Something new occurred, something unforeseen and frightening. Tarbert ballooned with mental energy. The nopal-stuff was whisked from Burke’s mental-grip, flung far out of his control.

The game was at an end; likewise the contest of wills. Burke and Tarbert looked at each other, startled and bemused. “What happened?” asked Burke in a strained voice.

“I don’t know.” Tarbert rubbed his forehead. “Something came over me…I felt like a giant—irresistible.” He laughed wanly. “It was quite a sensation…”

There was silence for a moment. Then Burke said in a shaky voice, “Ralph, I can’t trust myself; I’ve got to get rid of this nopal. Before it makes me do something—bad.”

Tarbert considered for another long minute. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said at last. “If we’re constantly at odd’s-ends, we’ll accomplish nothing.” He rose slowly to his feet. “Very well, I’ll denopalize you. If Margaret can put up with two fiends incarnate instead of just one.” He chuckled feebly.

“I can stand it. If it’s necessary.” And she muttered, “I suppose it is…I hope it is. In fact, I know it must be.”

“Let’s get it over with.” Burke stood up, forced himself toward the denopalizer. The rage and reluctance of the nopal pressed at him, sapped the strength of his muscles.

Tarbert looked sourly at Margaret. “You’d better go.”

She shook her head. “Please let me stay.”

Tarbert shrugged; Burke was too weary to insist. A step toward the denopalizer, another step, a third—it was like walking through deep mud. The nopal’s efforts became frantic; lights and colors played across Burke’s field of vision; the grating sound was an audible croak: “Gher—gher—gher…”

Burke stopped to rest. The colors crawling before his eyes took on queer forms. If only he could see; if only he would look…

Tarbert, watching him, frowned. “What’s the trouble?”

“The nopal is trying to show me something—or letting me see…I’m not looking correctly.” He closed his eyes, hoping to discipline the black smears, the golden whorls, the skeins of fibrous blue and green.

Tarbert’s voice came plangent through the darkness. He seemed irritated. “Come, Paul—let’s get it over with.”

“Wait,” said Burke. “I’m getting the hang of it. The trick is to look through your mental eyes—your mind’s-eye. The eyes of your analogue. Then you see…” His voice dwindled into a soft sigh, as the flickerings steadied and for a brief moment composed themselves. He was looking across a wild strange panorama, composed of superimposed black and gold landscapes, and like a scene through a stereoscopic viewer it was both clear and distorted, familiar and fantastic. He saw stars and space, black mountains, green and blue flames, comets, watery sea-bottoms, molecules moving, networks of nerves. If he chose to use his analogue hand, he could reach to every point of this multi-phase region, and still it extended across a greater and more complicated space than all the familiar universe. He saw the nopal, much more substantial than the wisps of film and froth he had glimpsed before. But here in this analogue cosmos they were unimportant, secondary to a colossal shape crouching in an indefinable mid-region, a black corpulence in which floated half-unseen a golden nucleus, like the moon behind clouds. From the dark shape issued a billion flagellae, white as new corn-silk, streaming and waving, reaching into every corner of this complicated space. At the end of certain strands Burke sensed dangling shapes, like puppets on a string, like plump rotten fruit, like hanged men on a rope. The fibrils reached near and far. One came into Electrodyne Engineering, where it clamped to Tarbert’s head with a sensitive palp like a rubber suction-cup. Along the strand nopal clustered; they seemed to be gnawing, rasping. Burke understood that when they gnawed sufficiently the fibril would draw back in frustration, leaving a naked unprotected scalp. Directly over his own head wavered another of the fibrils, ending in an empty sucker-palp. Burke could follow back along the length of the fibril, across distances which were at once as far as the end of the universe, and as close as the wall; he could look into the focus of the gher. The glazed yellow nucleus studied him with so avid, so intent and intelligent a malice that Burke mumbled and muttered.

“What’s the trouble, Paul?” came Margaret’s anxious voice. He could see her too: clearly and recognizably Margaret, although her image wavered as if caught in a column of heated air. Now he could see many people; if he wanted he could talk to any of them: they were as far as China but as close as the tip of his nose. “Are you all right?” spoke the vision of Margaret, in wordless words, in soundless sounds.

Burke opened his eyes. “Yes,” he said. “I’m all right.”

The vision had lasted a second, two seconds. Burke looked at Tarbert; they stared eye to eye. The gher controlled Tarbert; it controlled the Xaxans; it had controlled Burke himself until the nopal had gnawed away the fibril. The nopal—fussy, limited little parasites!—striving to survive they had betrayed their great enemy!

“Let’s get started,” said Tarbert.

Burke said cautiously, “I want to think things over a bit.”

Tarbert studied him with a bland blind look. Cold eddies played along Burke’s nerves. The gher was instructing its agent. “Did you hear me?” asked Burke.

“Yes,” said Tarbert in a syrup-sweet voice. “I heard you.” His eyes—to Burke’s imagination—shone with a dull golden shine.


XI

Burke rose to his feet and walked, a slow step at a time. Two feet from Tarbert he halted, looking into the face of his friend, trying to achieve objectivity. He failed; he felt horror and hate. How much derived from the nopal? Compensate! he told himself. Over-compensate!

“Ralph,” he said in as even a voice as he could manage, “we’ve got to make quite an effort. I know what the gher is. It rides you just like the nopal rides me.”

Tarbert shook his head, grinning like a haggard gray fox. “That’s your nopal talking.”

“And the gher talks through you.”

“I don’t believe that.” Tarbert himself was striving for objectivity. “Paul—you know what the nopal are. Don’t underestimate their cunning!”

Burke laughed sadly. “This is like an argument between a Christian and a Moslem: each thinks the other a misguided heathen. Neither of us can convince the other. So—what are we going to do?”

“I think it’s important that you be denopalized.”

“For the benefit of the gher? No.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

“I don’t know. This business becomes ever more complicated. For the moment we can’t trust ourselves to think straight—let alone trust each other. We’ve got to straighten things out.”

“I agree completely.” Tarbert seemed to relax, to ponder. Almost absent-mindedly he toyed with the floating wad of nopal-stuff, kneading it with vast authority, forming it into a pillow of apparent density.

Careful!

“Let’s see if we can find our lowest common denominator of agreement,” said Tarbert. “I feel that the denopalization of Earth is our prime concern.”

Burke shook his head somberly. “Our basic duty is—”

“This.” Tarbert acted. The nopal-stuff lurched, spun through the air, thrust down over Burke’s head. The spines of the nopal momentarily supported, distended the substance; then they crumpled. The pressure on Burke’s head was palpable; he felt as if he were smothering. With his fingers he tried to claw the stuff away; with his mind he tried to banish it, but Tarbert had the advantage of impetus. The nopal suddenly shivered, collapsed like an egg-shell. Burke felt jolting shock, as if a hammer had tapped his exposed brain. His vision swarmed with blazing blue lightning-flashes, bursts of glowing yellow.

The pressure ceased; the lights faded. In spite of his rage at Tarbert’s treachery, in spite of the pain and dazzle, he recognized a new state of well-being. It was as if a sodden head-cold had been cured; as if, while choking, his lungs had opened to fresh air.

He could afford no time for introspection. The nopal was crushed: all to the good; what of the gher? He focused his mental gaze. To all sides floated the nopal, fluttering their plumes like outraged harridans. The arm of the gher hung overhead. Why did it hesitate, why was its motion so uncertain? It hovered closer, drifted gingerly down; Burke ducked, reached for the tatters of the crushed nopal, at the collapsed mantle of nopal-stuff, pulling it over his head. The sucker slid down again, feeling, exploring. Burke dodged away once more, smoothing the protective mantle about his skull. Margaret and Tarbert watched in wonder. The nopal nearby jerked and quivered in excitement. Far away loomed the gher—half the distance of the universe?—bulking like a mountain into the night sky.

Burke became furious. He was free; why should he submit to the gher? He seized a fragment of nopal-stuff in his hand, in the hand of his analogue, whirled it up, beat at the sucker, at the fibril. The sucker curled back like the lip of a snarling dog, swayed, withdrew in annoyance.

Burke laughed wildly. “Don’t like that, eh? I’ve just started!”

“Paul,” cried Margaret. “Paul!”

“Just a minute,” said Burke. He slashed at the sucker—again, again. There was restraining friction. Burke looked around. At his side stood Ralph Tarbert, clutching at the nopal-matter, straining against Burke’s efforts. Burke pulled and heaved, to no avail…Was this Tarbert, after all? It looked like him, yet with a curious distortion…Burke blinked. He was wrong. Tarbert sat half-sprawled in his chair, eyes half-closed…Two Tarberts? No! One of them naturally would be his analogue, acting at the bidding of Tarbert’s mind. But how did the analogue detach itself? Was it an entity in itself? Or was the separation only apparent, the result of para-cosmos distortion? Burke peered into the haggard face. “Ralph, do you hear me?”

Tarbert moved, straightened up in his chair. “Yes, I hear you.”

“Do you believe what I told you about the gher?”

There was a moment’s hesitation. Then Tarbert gave a great sad sigh. “Yes. I believe you. There was something—I don’t know what—controlling me.”

Burke studied him a moment. “I can fight the gher, if you won’t resist me.”

Tarbert gave a weak laugh. “Then what? The nopal again? Which is worse?”

“The gher.”

Tarbert closed his eyes. “I can’t guarantee anything. I’ll try.”

Burke looked back into the para-cosmos. Far away—or was it close at hand?—the orb of the gher flickered with caution and alarm. Burke took a fragment of nopal-stuff, tried to form it, but in the hands of his analogue the stuff was tough and refractory. By dint of great effort Burke worked the material, and finally achieved a lumpy bar. He confronted the far brooding form, feeling trivial, an infinitesimal David before a colossal Goliath. To attack, he must wield the bar across an immense gap…Burke blinked. Was the distance so far? Was the gher, after all, so enormous? The perspectives twinkled and shifted, like the angles in a visual puzzle—and abruptly the gher seemed to hang no more than a hundred feet away—or perhaps as close as ten feet…Burke jerked back startled. He hefted the bar, swung it sidewise. It struck the black hulk and collapsed as if it were foam. The gher—a hundred miles, a thousand miles distant—ignored Burke, the indifference more insulting than hostility.

Burke glowered toward the monstrous thing. The internal orb swam and bulged, the myriad capillaries glistened with silken luster. He shifted his gaze, traced the fibril running to Tarbert’s head. He reached out, seized it, pulled hard. There was resistance, then the fibril parted, the sucker fell loose, twitching and squirming. The creature was not absolutely invulnerable; it could be hurt! Nopal settled swiftly for Tarbert’s unprotected scalp; Burke could see the mental emanations blooming like a luminous flower. One enormous nopal reached the prize first—but Burke interposed a fragment of nopal-stuff, encasing Tarbert’s head. The nopal drew back frustrated, the orbs solemn and minatory. The gher abandoned its placidity; the golden orb rolled and wallowed furiously.

Burke turned his attention to Margaret. Her nopal glared back at him, aware of its danger. Tarbert raised his hand to deter Burke from hasty action. “Better wait—we might need someone to front for us. She’s still a Chitumih…”

Margaret sighed; her nopal calmed itself. Burke looked back to the gher, now remote, at the end of the universe, swimming in a cool black flux.

Burke poured himself a cup of coffee, settled into a chair with a sigh of fatigue. He watched Tarbert who was staring into mid-air with a rapt expression. “Do you see it?”

“Yes. So that’s the gher.”

Margaret shuddered. “What is it?”

Burke described the gher and the bizarre environment in which it lived. “The nopal are its enemies. The nopal are semi-intelligent, the gher displays what I would call an evil wisdom. As far as we’re concerned one is no better than the other. The nopal is more active. It seems that after gnawing about a month it can break the gher’s fibril, and displace the gher’s sucker-pad. I tried chopping at the gher, unsuccessfully. It’s the toughest object there—presumably because of the energy available to it.”

Margaret, sipping coffee, looked critically at Burke over her cup. “I thought you couldn’t be denopalized except by that machine…But now—”

“Now that I lack my nopal, you hate me again.”

“Not so much,” said Margaret. “I can control it. But how—”

“The Xaxans were quite explicit. They told me that the nopal could not be pulled loose from the brain. They never tried smashing the nopal into a mat. The gher wouldn’t allow it. Tarbert was too quick for the gher.”

“An accident, pure and simple,” said Tarbert modestly.

“Why aren’t the Xaxans aware of the gher?” Margaret demanded. “Why didn’t the nopal let them see it, or show it to them, as they did with you?”

Burke shook his head. “I don’t know. Possibly because the Xaxans aren’t susceptible to visual stimuli. They don’t see in the sense that we do. They form three-dimensional models inside their brains, which they interpret by means of tactile nerve-endings. The nopal, remember, are flimsy creatures—stuff of the para-cosmos, balloons compared to the bricks we’re made of. They can excite relatively feeble neural currents in our minds—enough for visual stimulation, but perhaps they can’t manipulate the more massive mental processes of the Xaxans. The gher made a mistake when it sent the Xaxans to organize Earth. It ignored our susceptibility to hallucination and visions. So we’re in luck—temporarily. For the first round at least, neither nopal nor gher have won. They’ve only alerted us.”

“The second round is coming up,” said Tarbert. “Three people won’t be hard to kill.”

Burke rose uneasily to his feet. “If only there were more of us…” He scowled toward the denopalizing machine. “At least we can ignore that brutal thing.”

Margaret looked anxiously toward the door. “We should leave here—go someplace where the Xaxans can’t find us.”

“I’d like to hide,” said Burke. “But where? We can’t dodge the gher.”

Tarbert looked off into space. “It’s an ugly thing,” he said presently.

“What can it do?” quavered Margaret.

“It can’t hurt us from the para-cosmos,” said Burke. “It’s tough, but it’s still no harder than thought.”

“There’s an awful lot of it,” said Tarbert. “A cubic mile? A cubic light-year?”

“Maybe just a cubic foot,” said Burke. “Maybe a cubic inch. Physical measurements don’t mean anything; it’s how much energy it’s able to turn against us. If for example—”

Margaret jerked around, held up her hand. “Sh.”

Burke and Tarbert looked at her in surprise. They listened, but heard nothing.

“What did you hear?” Burke asked.

“Nothing. I just feel cold all over…I think the Xaxans are coming back.”

Neither Burke nor Tarbert thought to question the accuracy of her feelings. “Let’s go out the back way,” said Burke. “They won’t be here for any good purpose.”

“In fact,” said Tarbert, “they’re here to kill us.”

They crossed the workshop to the sliding doors which opened into the dark warehouse, stepped through. Burke slid the doors together, leaving a half-inch crack.

Tarbert muttered, “I’ll check outside. They might be watching the back.” He disappeared into the dark. Burke and Margaret heard his footsteps echoing stealthily across the concrete floor.

Burke put his eye to the crack. Across the shop the door into the office eased open. Burke saw a flicker of movement, then the room exploded with soundless purple glare.

Burke staggered away from the crack. A purple flickering light, thick as smoke, followed him.

Margaret grasped his arm, supported him. “Paul! Are you—”

Burke rubbed his forehead. “I can’t see,” he said in a muffled voice. “Otherwise I’m all right.” He tried to look with the vision of his analogue—which might or might not be similarly affected. Straining into the dark the scene began to come clear to him: the building, the screen of cypress trees, the ominous shapes of four Xaxans. Two stood in the office; one patrolled the front of the building; one circled around toward the warehouse entrance. From each a pale fiber led to the gher. Tarbert was at the outer door. If he opened it, he would meet the approaching Xaxan.

“Ralph!” hissed Burke.

“I see him,” Tarbert’s voice came back. “I’ve thrown the bolt on the door.”

With hammering pulses they heard the quiet sound of the outside latch being tried.

“Perhaps they’ll go away,” whispered Margaret.

“Small chance of that,” said Burke.

“But they’ll—”

“They’ll kill us, if we let them.”

Margaret was breathlessly silent a moment. Then she asked, “How can we stop them?”

“We can break their connection to the gher. Try to, at least. That might dissuade them.”

The door creaked.

“They know we’re here,” said Burke. He stared into nothingness, willing himself to see through his analogue’s eyes.

Two Xaxans had entered the workshop. One of these, Pttdu Apiptix, took a slow stride toward the sliding doors—another and another. Staring into the para-cosmos, Burke traced the fibril which led to the gher. He reached forth his analogue hand, seized it, pulled. This time the struggle was intense. The gher by some means stiffened the fiber, and caused it to vibrate, and Burke felt a pang of vague pain as he heaved and pulled. Apiptix chattered with rage, clutched at his head. The fibril broke, the palp slipped away. Down upon the crested head plumped a nopal, plumes fluttering complacently, and Apiptix groaned in dismay.

The back door to the warehouse jarred. Burke turned, to see Tarbert twisting at another fibril. It broke, a second Xaxan lost his link to the gher.

Burke looked back through the crack into the workshop. Apiptix stood rigid, as if stunned. Two of his fellows entered the room, to stare at him. Burke reached forth with his analogue hands, broke one of the fibrils. Tarbert broke the other. The Xaxans came to a rigid halt, as if stunned. Nopal immediately settled on their heads.

Burke, standing with eye to crack, watched in a turmoil of indecision. If the Xaxans had been acting under compulsion of the gher, all might be well. On the other hand, they were now Chitumih and he Tauptu—an equal incentive to murder.

Margaret tugged at Burke’s arm. “Let me go out there.”

“No,” whispered Burke. “We can’t trust them.”

“The nopal are back on them again, aren’t they?”

“Yes.”

“I can feel the difference. They won’t bother me.” Without waiting for Burke’s reply she pushed open the door, entered the shop.

The Xaxans stood motionless. Margaret approached, confronted them. “Why did you try to kill us?”

The chest-plates of Pttdu Apiptix clicked, stuttered; the voice-box spoke. “You did not obey our orders.”

Margaret shook her head. “That’s not true! You told us we could have a week to make our arrangements. It’s been only a few hours!”

Pttdu Apiptix seemed discomfited, uncertain. He turned toward the office door. “We will go.”

“Do you still intend to harm us?” asked Margaret.

Pttdu Apiptix made no direct reply. “I have become Chitumih. All of us are Chitumih. We must be purged.”

Burke left the shelter of the warehouse and rather sheepishly came forward. The nopal newly established on Pttdu Apiptix ruffled its plumes furiously. Apiptix jerkily raised his hand; Burke moved more quickly. He seized the wad of nopal-stuff, thrust it down upon the Xaxan. The nopal was smashed, felted down over the crested gray head. Pttdu Apiptix staggered to the jolt of pain, peered drunkenly toward Burke.

“You are no longer Chitumih,” said Burke. “You are no longer a creature of the gher.”

“The ‘gher’?” inquired the voice-box, ridiculously toneless. “I do not know of the ‘gher’.”

“Look into the other world,” said Burke. “The world of thought. You will see the gher.”

Pttdu Apiptix gazed at him blankly. Burke amplified his instructions. The Xaxan shuttered his eyes, lizard-gray membranes folding across the dull surfaces. “I see strange shapes. They make no solidity. I can feel a pressure…”

There was a moment of silence. Tarbert entered the shop.

The Xaxan’s chest-plates suddenly rattled like hail. The voice-box gurgled, stammered, apparently balked by concepts not included in its index. It spoke. “I see the gher. I see the nopal. They live in a land my brain cannot form…What are these things?”

Burke slumped down into a chair. He poured himself some coffee, emptying the pot. Margaret automatically went to make fresh. Burke drew a deep breath, explained what little he knew of the para-cosmos, including the area of his and Tarbert’s theorizing. “The gher is to the Tauptu what the nopal is to the Chitumih. A hundred and twenty years ago, the gher was able to dislodge the nopal from one Xaxan—”

“The first Tauptu.”

“The first Tauptu on Ixax. The gher provided the original sample of nopal-stuff—where else could it come from? The Tauptu were to become warriors for the gher, crusading from planet to planet. The gher sent you here to Earth, to expel the nopal, to lay bare the brains of Earth. Eventually the nopal would be eradicated; the gher would be supreme in the para-cosmos. So the gher hoped.”

“So the gher still hopes,” said Tarbert. “There’s very little to prevent it.”

“I must return to Ixax,” said Pttdu Apiptix. Even the mechanical delivery of the voice-box could not conceal his desolation of spirit.

Burke chuckled morosely. “You’ll be seized and penned up as soon as you show your face.”

The Xaxan’s chest-plates rang with an incisive angry clicking. “I wear the six-prong helmet. I am Space Lord.”

“That makes no difference to the gher.”

“Must we fight another war then? Must there be a new division into Tauptu and Chitumih?”

Burke shrugged. “More likely either the nopal or the gher will kill us before we can start any such war.”

“Let us kill them first.”

Burke laughed shortly. “I wish I knew how.”

Tarbert started to speak, then relapsed into silence. He sat with eyes half-closed, attention fixed on the other world. Burke asked, “Well, Ralph, what do you see?”

“The gher. It seems to be agitated.”

Burke channeled his own gaze into the para-cosmos. The gher hung in the analogue of the night sky, among great blurred star-spheres. It shivered and jerked; the central orb rolled like a pumpkin in a dark lake. Burke watched in fascination, and seemed to see in the background a wild remote landscape.

“Everything in the para-cosmos has a counterpart in the basic universe,” mused Tarbert in a detached voice. “What object or creature in our universe is the counterpart of the gher?”

Burke jerked his gaze away from the gher, stared at Tarbert. “If we could locate the gher’s counterpart—”

“Precisely.”

Fatigue forgotten, Burke hitched himself forward in his chair. “If it’s true for the gher, it should be equally true for the nopal.”

“Precisely,” said Tarbert a second time.

Apiptix came forward. “Denopalize my men. I wish to observe your technique.”

Even without nopal or gher to distort his judgment, there could never be a camaraderie between Earthman and Xaxan, thought Burke. At their best they showed no more warmth or sympathy than a lizard. Without comment he took up the pillow of nopal-stuff and in quick succession crushed the three nopal, matting the fragments over the crested skulls. Then without warning he did the same for Margaret. She gasped, collapsed into her chair.

Apiptix paid her no heed. “These men are now insulated from further nuisance?”

“So far as I know. Neither nopal nor the gher seem able to penetrate the mat.”

Pttdu Apiptix stood silent, evidently peering into the para-cosmos. After a moment his chest plates gave a rattle of annoyance. “The gher does not appear clearly to my visual organ. And you see it well?”

“Yes,” said Burke. “When I concentrate on seeing it.”

“And you can define its direction.”

Burke pointed, up and off at a slant. Pttdu Apiptix turned to Tarbert. “You are agreed as to this?”

Tarbert nodded. “That’s where I see it, too.”

The horny chest-plates gave another rattle of annoyance. “Your visual system differs from mine. To me it appears—” the voice-box chattered as it came upon an untranslatable idea “—in all directions.” He stood silently a moment, then said, “The gher has caused my people great hardship.”

Something of an understatement, thought Burke. He went to the window. The eastern sky was dim with approaching dawn.

Apiptix turned to Tarbert. “You made remarks about the gher, which I failed to comprehend. Will you repeat them?”

“With pleasure,” said Tarbert politely, and Burke grinned to himself. “The para-cosmos apparently is subsidiary to the normal universe. The gher would therefore seem to be the analogue of a material creature. The same of course applies to the nopal.”

Apiptix stood quiet, as he digested the implications of the statement. His voice-box spoke. “I see the truth of all this. It is a great truth. We must seek out this beast and destroy it. Then we must do the same for the nopal. We will find their home environment and destroy it, and in this manner destroy the nopal.”

Burke turned away from the window. “I’m not sure that this is an unalloyed blessing. It might do the Earth people great harm.”

“In what way?”

“Consider the consequences if everyone on Earth suddenly becomes clairvoyant and telepathic?”

“Chaos,” muttered Tarbert. “Divorces by the hundreds.”

“No matter,” said Apiptix. “This must not be considered. Come.”

“‘Come’?” asked Burke in surprise. “Where?”

“To our space-ship.” He made a motion. “Hurry. Daylight is almost here.”

“We don’t want to go aboard your space-ship,” argued Tarbert in the voice of one reasoning with a petulant child. “Why should we?”

“Because your brains see into the over-world. You will lead us to the gher.”

Burke protested, Tarbert argued, Margaret sat in apathy. Apiptix made a peremptory gesture. “Be quick. Or you will be killed.”

The flat intonations gave the threat a dire and immediate significance. Burke, Tarbert and Margaret hastily walked from the building.


XII

The Xaxan space-ship was a long flattened cylinder, with a row of turrets along the top surface. The interior was harsh and comfortless and smelled of Xaxan materials and of the acrid leathery odor of the Xaxans themselves. Above, cat-walks communicated with the turrets. Forward were controls, dials, gauges, instruments; to the stern were engines hooded under pods of pinkish metal. The three Earth-people were assigned no specific quarters and none seemed available for any members of the crew. When not occupied with one duty or another, the Xaxans sat stolidly on benches, occasionally exchanging a rattle of conversation.

Apiptix spoke only once to the Earth-people: “In which direction lies the gher?”

Tarbert, Burke and Margaret concurred that the gher was to be found in that direction marked by the constellation Perseus.

“How far, or is this revealed to you?”

None of the three could hazard so much as a guess.

“In this case we will proceed until there is a sensible change in its direction.” The Xaxan marched away.

Tarbert sighed ruefully. “Will we ever see Earth again?”

“I wish I knew,” said Burke.

Margaret said, “Not even a toothbrush. Not even a change of underclothes.”

“You might borrow something of the sort from one of the Xaxans,” Burke suggested. “Apiptix is lending Tarbert his electric razor.”

Margaret gave him a sour smile. “Your humor is just a trifle misplaced.”

“I’d like to know how all of this works,” said Tarbert, looking up and down the compartment. “The propulsion system is like nothing I’ve ever heard of.” He signaled Apiptix, who, after an impersonal and incurious stare, approached. “Perhaps you’ll explain the working of the engines to us,” Tarbert suggested.

“I know nothing of this matter,” stated the voice-box. “The ship is very old; it was built before the great wars.”

“We’d like to learn how the engines operate,” said Burke. “As you know we don’t even recognize velocities higher than light-speed.”

“You may look as you like,” said Apiptix, “because there is nothing to see. As to sharing our technology with you, I think it unlikely. You are a volatile and tendentious race; it is not to our interest that you over-run the galaxy.” He stalked away.

“A graceless set of barbarians,” growled Tarbert.

“They don’t display much charm, for a fact,” said Burke. “On the other hand they don’t seem afflicted with any of the human vices.”

“A noble race,” said Tarbert. “Would you want your sister to marry one?”

Conversation lapsed. Burke tried to look into the para-cosmos. He realized a dim image of the ship, which might have been a function of the image-forming faculty of his mind rather than ‘clairvoyance’, but no more: beyond was darkness.

From sheer fatigue the three slept. When they awoke, they were fed, but otherwise ignored. They wandered the ship without hindrance, and found mechanisms of incomprehensible purpose, fabricated by methods and procedures which seemed quaint and strange.

The voyage continued, and only the motion of hour- and minute-hands gave a measure of time. Twice the Xaxans performed some operation which allowed the ship to coast in normal interstellar space, in order that the Earth-people could indicate the direction of the gher, after which the course was adjusted and the ship urged once again into motion. During these halts it seemed as if the gher had relaxed from its previous baleful concentration. The yellow orb floated at the top, like an egg yolk in a cup of ink. As to its distance, this was yet indefinite; in the para-cosmos ‘distance’ had no precise measurement, and Burke and Tarbert uneasily contemplated the possibility that the gher might inhabit a remote galaxy. But on the third halt, the gher no longer hung before them, but to the stern, in the precise direction of a dim red star. The gher now was enormous and brooding, and even as they gazed at the black hulk the yellow orb came tumbling around to occupy the frontal surface. It was difficult to evade a sensation that this was an organ of perception.

The Xaxans turned the ship, proceeded back along the way they had come. When they next brought it out of quasi-space, the red star hung below, attended by a single cool planet. Focusing his perceptions, Burke saw the loom of the gher superimposed upon the disk of the planet.

Here was the home of the gher. The landscape of the planet dominated the background: a dark strange land of faintly iridescent swamps and regions of what seemed cracked and caked mud. The gher occupied the center of the landscape, its filaments spreading in all directions, the orb rolling and pulsing.

The ship went into orbit around the planet. The surface, by telescopic magnification, appeared flat, almost featureless, marked by an occasional oily swamp. The atmosphere was rare, cold and mephitic. At the poles were tumbles of a black crusty substance, like charred paper. There was nothing to indicate the presence of life, neither artifacts, ruins, or illumination; and indeed the single noteworthy feature of the planet was a great chasm in the high latitudes, a crevasse like a split in an old croquet ball.

Burke, Tarbert, Pttdu Apiptix and three other Xaxans arrayed themselves in air-suits, entered the tender. It detached itself from the ship and drifted down toward the surface. Burke and Tarbert, examining the flat panorama, finally agreed on the location of the gher: a small lake or pond at the center of a wide basin, into which the sunlight struck at a long slant.

The tender keened through the upper atmosphere, settled upon a low knoll a half-mile from the pond.

The group alighted into the wan red sunlight, to stand upon a surface of shale and gravel. A few yards distant was a black knee-high growth of what seemed lichen: a crumbling efflorescence, like carbonized cabbage leaves. The sky was purple above, shading to a sulphurous brown at the horizons; the basin was a dismal expanse tinted maroon by the sunlight. At the center the ground became moist and black, altered first to a glistening slime, then finally to liquid. Humping from the surface was a leathery black sac.

Tarbert pointed. “There is the gher.”

“Insignificant, isn’t it,” said Burke, “compared to its analogue.”

Apiptix blinked and stared into the para-cosmos. “It knows we are here.”

“Yes,” said Burke. “It definitely does. It’s quite agitated.”

Apiptix brought forth his weapon, strode off down the slope. Burke and Tarbert followed, then halted in wonder. In the para-cosmos the gher heaved and convulsed, then began to exude a vapor, which ordered itself into a tall shadow: a semi-human shadow towering—how far? A mile? A million miles? The gher seemed to loosen, to relax while the shadow condensed, absorbing substance from the gher. It became hard and dense. Burke and Tarbert called out in trepidation. Apiptix swung around. “What is the matter?”

Burke pointed into the sky. “The gher is building something. A weapon.”

“In the para-cosmos? How can it hurt us?”

“I don’t know. If it concentrates enough weak energy—billions of ergs—”

“That’s what it’s doing!” cried Tarbert. “There it is!”

A hundred feet ahead appeared a dense black bipedal body, something like a headless gorilla, eight or ten feet tall. It had long arms ending in pincers; the feet were equipped with talons. It hopped forward with sinister intent.

Apiptix and the Xaxans aimed their weapons. A purple blaze struck at the gher-creature, which gave no sign of hurt. Giving a great bound it leapt at the foremost Xaxan. Whether through discipline, fanatic courage or hysteria the Xaxan met its charge, grappled it hand to hand. The fight was short and horrid; the Xaxan was torn apart and his viscera scattered across the caked gray mud. His weapon fell at Tarbert’s feet. Tarbert seized it and yelled in Burke’s ear: “The gher!” and set off at a shambling run toward the pond. Burke’s knees were like jelly. With great effort he forced himself to follow.

The monster stood rocking on its black legs, torso glowing in the blaze of the Xaxan weapons. Then it turned and lumbered after Tarbert and Burke, who ran across the oozing surface in an episode as terrifying and unreal as the most fearful of nightmares.

Smoking and torn, the creature caught up with Burke, struck him a blow that knocked him cart-wheeling, continued after Tarbert, who slogged with great effort across the glistening slime. Denser and heavier, the monster floundered but lurched forward. Burke picked himself up, looked wildly around. Tarbert, now in range of the gher, aimed the unfamiliar weapon. The black creature stalked forward; Tarbert turned a fearful glance over his shoulder, and still fumbling with the weapon tried to dodge aside. His feet slid in the muck, he fell. The monster leapt forward, tramped upon Tarbert, then reached down with its pincers. Burke, staggering forward, grappled the creature from the rear. It felt as hard as stone, and as heavy, but Burke was able to thrust it off-balance, and it too toppled into the slime. Burke groped for the weapon, found it, frantically tried to find the trigger. The monster pulled itself erect and plunged at Burke, pincers wide. Close past Burke’s ear spit a stream of magenta fire. It struck the gher, which exploded. The headless black creature seemed to go porous, then fell apart into shreds and wisps. The para-cosmos fractured in a great gush of soundless energy, green and blue and white. When Burke once more regained his extra-world vision the gher was gone.

He went to Tarbert, helped him to his feet; all limped back to solid footing. The pond behind them lay flat and featureless.

“A most peculiar creature,” said Tarbert, in a voice still strained and choked. “Not at all nice.”

They stood looking at the pond. A breath of the cold air pushed sluggish ripples over the surface. The pool seemed barren and empty, devoid of the meaning which the presence of the gher had given it.

“It must have been a million years old,” said Burke.

“A million? Maybe much older.” And both Burke and Tarbert looked up at the dim red sun, appraising its past and wondering about the history of the planet. The Xaxans stood in a group not far distant, looking over the pond of the gher.

Burke spoke again. “I’d guess that when it couldn’t derive sustenance from the physical world it turned to the para-cosmos and became a parasite.”

“It’s a strange kind of evolution,” said Tarbert. “The nopal must have evolved along similar lines, probably under similar physical conditions.”

“The nopal…They seem such trivial creatures.” And Burke turned his gaze into the para-cosmos, wondering if nopal were evident. He saw, as before, the ranked landscapes, the intricate foliations, the mapped connections, the pulsing lights. Certain far nopal—riding Xaxans? or Earth-folk? he couldn’t be sure—surveyed him with malevolent distrust. Elsewhere were others, with bulging eyes and vibrating plumes. These, so it seemed, were small and undeveloped, and seemed to flow in a stately parade from somewhere near at hand. This judgment might well be faulty, so deceptive were all appraisals of distance. As he studied the nopal, wondering as to their nature and where they derived he heard Tarbert’s voice. “Do you get the impression of a grotto?”

Burke peered into the para-cosmos. “I see cliffs—irregular walls. A crevasse? Would it be the same one we saw coming down?”

Apiptix called to them. “Come, we return to the ship.” His mood seemed morose. “The gher has been destroyed. There are no more Tauptu. Only Chitumih. The Chitumih have won. We will alter this.”

Burke spoke hurriedly to Tarbert. “It’s now or never. We’ve got to make a move.”

“How do you mean?”

Burke nodded toward the Xaxans. “They’re ready to wipe out the nopal. We’ve got to hold them off.”

Tarbert hesitated. “Do we have any option?”

“Certainly. The Xaxans couldn’t find the gher without our help. They won’t be able to find the nopal. It’s up to us.”

“If we can get away with it…There’s a possibility that with the gher gone they might relax, see reason…”

“We can try. If reason doesn’t work, we’ve got to use something else.”

“Such as what?”

“I wish I knew.”

They followed the Xaxans up the slope toward the tender. Burke stopped short. “I’ve had a thought.” He explained his idea to Tarbert.

Tarbert was dubious. “What if the stage effects don’t come off?”

“They’ve got to come off. I’ll do the reasoning, you take care of the persuasion.”

Tarbert gave a mournful laugh. “I don’t know if I can persuade that hard.”

Pttdu Apiptix, standing beside the tender, motioned to them brusquely. “Come, there is still our final great task: we must destroy the nopal.”

“It isn’t quite that simple,” said Burke cautiously.

The Xaxan held his gray arms wide, fists clenched, each knuckle a knob of white bone: a gesture of exultation or triumph. The voice from the box was nevertheless flat and unaccented. “Like the gher, they must have their kernels in the base universe. You located the gher without difficulty, you shall do the same for the nopal.”

Burke shook his head. “Nothing good would come of it. We’ve got to think of something else.”

Apiptix abruptly dropped his arms, peered at Burke with topaz eyes. “I fail to understand. We must win our war.”

“Two worlds are involved. We must consider the best interests of both. For Earth any sudden destruction of the nopal would mean disaster. Our society is based upon individuality, privacy of thought and intent. If everyone suddenly achieved a psionic capacity, our civilization would become chaos. Naturally we do not care to inflict this disaster upon our planet.”

“Your wishes are immaterial! We are the ones who have suffered and you must follow our instructions.”

“Not when they’re irrational and irresponsible.”

The Xaxan considered him a moment. “You are bold. You must know that I can force you to obey me.”

Burke shrugged. “Conceivably.”

“You would tolerate these parasites?”

“Not permanently. In the course of years we shall either destroy them or make them socially useful. Before this happens we’ll have had time to adjust ourselves to psionic realities. And another consideration: we have our own war on Earth—the ‘cold war’, against a particularly odious kind of enslavement. With psionic capabilities, we can easily win this war, with a minimum of bloodshed, to the ultimate benefit of everyone. For us, we gain nothing and lose everything by destroying the nopal—at this moment.”

The flat tones of the Xaxan’s voice-box were almost sardonic. “As you remarked, the interests of two worlds are involved.”

“Precisely. To destroy the nopal would injure your world as much as ours.”

Apiptix jerked back his head in surprise. “Absurd! After a hundred and twenty years you expect us to stop short of our goal?”

“You are obsessed with the nopal,” said Burke. “You forget the gher, which forced the war upon you.”

Apiptix looked off toward the sullen pond. “The gher is dead. The nopal remain.”

“Which is fortunate, since they may be crushed and used as protection—against themselves and all the other parasites of the para-cosmos.”

“The gher is dead. We shall destroy the nopal. Then we will need no more protection.”

Burke gave a short laugh. “Now who’s absurd?” He pointed to the sky. “There are millions of worlds like this one. Do you think the gher and the nopal are unique, the only creatures who inhabit the para-cosmos?”

Apiptix drew back his head like a startled turtle. “There are others?”

“Look for yourself.”

Apiptix stood rigid, straining to perceive the para-cosmos. “I see shapes I cannot understand. One in particular—an evil creature…” He looked at Tarbert who stood staring fixedly into the sky, then returned to Burke. “Do you see this creature?”

Burke looked into the sky. “I see something almost like the gher…It has a bulging body, two large eyes, a beaked nose, long tentacles…”

“Yes. This is what I see.” Apiptix stood silently. “You are right. We need the nopal for protection. Temporarily at least. Come; we will return.”

He marched away up the slope. Burke and Tarbert came behind. “You project a vivid octopus,” said Burke. “It even gave me a twinge.”

“I almost tried a Chinese dragon,” said Tarbert. “The octopus was probably more legitimate.”

Burke halted, searched the para-cosmos. “We really weren’t conning him. Not altogether. There must be other things like nopal and gher. I seem to see something far far away—like a tangle of angle-worms…”

“Sufficient unto the day the evil thereof,” said Tarbert in sudden exhilaration. “Let’s go home and scare hell out of the commies.”

“A noble thought,” said Burke. “We’ve also got a hundred kilograms of gold in the back of my car.”

“Who needs gold? All we need is clairvoyance and the black-jack tables at Las Vegas. It’s a system nobody can beat.”

The tender swung up from the ancient planet, slanting across the great crevasse which split the surface to an unknown depth. Looking down Burke saw puffs and plumed shapes drifting up, moving across space to a place in the para-cosmos where a distorted but familiar globe shone a lambent greenish-yellow. “Dear old Nopalgarth,” said Burke. “Here we come.”


The Narrow Land

A pair of nerves joined across the top of Ern’s brain; he became conscious, aware of darkness and constriction. The sensation was uncomfortable. He tensed his members, thrust at the shell, meeting resistance in all directions except one. He kicked, butted and presently created a rupture. The constriction eased somewhat. Ern squirmed around, clawed at the membrane, tore it back and was met by a sudden unpleasant exudation: the juices of a being not himself. It wrenched around, reached forth. Ern recoiled, struck back the probing members, which seemed ominously strong and massive.

There was a period of passivity. Each found the other hateful: they were of the same sort, yet different. Presently the two small creatures fought, with little near-inaudible squeaks and chitters.

Ern eventually strangled his opponent. When he tried to detach himself, he found that an adhesion of tissue had occurred, that the two were now one. Ern expanded himself, surrounded and fused with the defeated individual.

For a further period Ern rested, exploring his consciousness. The constriction once again became oppressive. Ern thrust and kicked, creating a new rupture, and the shell split wide.

Ern struggled forth into soft slime, then up into a glare of light, an acrid dry void. From above came a harsh cry. An enormous shape hurtled down. Ern dodged, evaded a pair of clicking black prongs. He flapped, paddled, slid down into cool water, where he submerged himself.

Others inhabited the water; Ern saw their dim shapes to all sides. Some were like himself: pale pop-eyed sprats, narrow-skulled with wisps of film for crests. Others were larger, with the legs and arms definitely articulated, the crests stiffer, the skin tough and silver-gray. Ern bestirred himself, tested his arms and legs. He swam, carefully at first, then with competence. Hunger came; he ate: larvae, nodules on the roots of reeds, trifles of this and that.

So Ern entered his childhood, and gradually became wise in the ways of the waterworld. Duration could not be measured; there was no basis for time: no alteration of light and darkness, no change except for Ern’s own growth. The only notable events of the sea-shallows were the tragedies. A water-baby frolicking too far, too recklessly, offshore might be caught in a current and swept out under the storm-curtain. The armored birds from time to time carried away a very young baby basking at the surface. Most dreadful of all was the ogre who lived in one of the sea-sloughs: a brutish creature with long arms, a flat face and four bony ridges over the top of its skull. On one occasion Ern almost became its victim. Skulking under the roots of the swamp-reeds, the ogre lunged forth; Ern felt the swirl of water and darted away, the ogre’s grasp so near that the claws scraped his leg. The ogre pursued, making idiotic sounds, then jerking aside seized one of Ern’s playfellows, and settled to the bottom to munch upon its captive.

After Ern grew large enough to defy the predator birds, he spent much time on the surface, tasting the air and marveling at the largeness of the vistas, though he understood nothing of what he saw. The sky was a dull gray fog, somewhat brighter out over the sea, never changing except for an occasional wind-whipped cloud or a trail of rain. Close at hand was the swamp: sloughs, low-lying islands overgrown with pallid reeds, complicated black shrubs of the utmost fragility, a few spindly dendrons. Beyond hung a wall of black murk. On the seaward side the horizon was obscured by a lightning-shattered wall of cloud and rain. The wall of murk and the wall of storm ran parallel, delineating the borders of the region between.

The larger of the water-children tended to congregate at the surface. There were two sorts. The typical individual was slender and lithe, with a narrow bony skull, a single crest, protuberant eyes. His temperament was mercurial; he tended to undignified wrangling and sudden brisk fights which were over almost as soon as they started. The sex differences were definite: some were male, half as many were female.

In contrast, and much in the minority, were the twin-crested water-children. These were more massive, with broader skulls, less prominent eyes and a more sedate disposition. Their sexual differentiation was not obvious and they regarded the antics of the single-crested children with disapproval.

Ern identified himself with this latter group though his crest development was not yet definite, and, if anything, he was even broader and more stocky than the others. Sexually he was slow in developing, but he seemed definitely masculine.

The oldest of the children, single- and double-crested alike, knew a few elements of speech, passed down the classes from a time and source unknown. In due course Ern learned the language, and thereafter idled away long periods discussing the events of the sea-shallows. The wall of storm with its incessant dazzle of lightning was continually fascinating, but the children gave most of their attention to the swamp and rising ground beyond, where, by virtue of tradition transmitted along with the language, they knew their destiny lay, among the ‘men’.

Occasionally ‘men’ would be seen probing the shore mud for flatfish, or moving among the reeds on mysterious errands. At such times the water-children, impelled by some unknown emotion, would instantly submerge themselves, all except the most daring of the single-crested who would float with only their eyes above water, to watch the men at their fascinating activities.

Each appearance of the men stimulated discussion among the water-children. The single-crested maintained that all would become men and walk the dry land, which they declared to be a condition of bliss. The double-crested, more skeptical, agreed that the children might go ashore—after all, this was the tradition—but what next? Tradition offered no information on this score, and the discussions remained speculative.

At long last Ern saw men close at hand. Searching the bottom for crustaceans, he heard a strong rhythmic splashing, and looking up, saw three large long figures: magnificent creatures! They swam with power and grace; even the ogre might avoid such as these! Ern followed at a discreet distance wondering if he dared approach and make himself known. It would be pleasant, he thought, to talk with these men, to learn about life on the shore…The men paused to inspect a school of playing children, pointing here and there, while the children halted their play to stare up in wonder. Now occurred a shocking incident. The largest of the double-crested water-children was Zim the Name-giver, a creature, by Ern’s reckoning, old and wise. It was Zim’s prerogative to ordain names for his fellows: Ern had received his name from Zim. It now chanced that Zim, unaware of the men, wandered into view. The men pointed, uttered sharp guttural cries and plunged below the surface. Zim, startled into immobility, hesitated an instant, then darted away. The men pursued, harrying him this way and that, apparently intent on his capture. Zim, wild with fear, swam far offshore, out over the gulf, where the current took him and carried him away, out toward the curtain of storm.

The men, exclaiming in anger, plunged landward in foaming strokes of arms and legs.

In fascinated curiosity Ern followed: up a large slough, finally to a beach of packed mud. The men waded ashore, strode off among the reeds. Ern drifted slowly forward, beset by a quivering conflict of impulses. How, he wondered, could beings so magnificent hound Zim the Name-giver to his doom? The land was close; the footprints of the men were plain on the mud of the beach; where did they lead? What wonderful new vistas lay beyond the line of reeds? Ern eased forward to the beach. He lowered his feet and tried to walk. His legs felt limp and flexible; only by dint of great concentration was he able to set one foot before the other. Deprived of the support of the water his body felt gross and clumsy. From the reeds came a screech of amazement. Ern’s legs, suddenly capable, carried him in wobbling leaps down the beach. He plunged into the water, swam frantically back along the slough. Behind came men, churning the water. Ern ducked aside, hid behind a clump of rotting reeds. The men continued down the slough, out over the shallows where they spent a fruitless period ranging back and forth.

Ern remained in his covert. The men returned, passing no more than the length of their bodies from Ern’s hiding place, so close that he could see their glittering eyes and the dark yellow interior of their oral cavities when they gasped for air. With their spare frames, prow-shaped skulls and single crests they resembled neither Ern nor Zim, but rather the single-crested water-children. These were not his sort! He was not a man! Perplexed, seething with excitement and dissatisfaction, Ern returned to the shallows.

But nothing was as before. The innocence of the easy old life had departed; there was now a portent in the air which soured the pleasant old routines. Ern found it hard to wrench his attention away from the shore and he considered the single-crested children, his erstwhile playmates, with new wariness: they suddenly seemed strange, different from himself, and they in turn watched the double-crested children with distrust, swimming away in startled shoals when Ern or one of the others came by.

Ern became morose and dour. The old satisfactions were gone; there were no compensations. Twice again the men swam out across the shallows, but all the double-crested children, Ern among them, hid under reeds. The men thereupon appeared to lose interest, and for a period life went on more or less as before. But change was in the wind. The shoreline became a preoccupation with Ern: what lay behind the reed islands, between the reed islands and the wall of murk? Where did the men live, in what wonderful surroundings? With the most extreme vigilance against the ogre Ern swam up the largest of the sloughs. To either side were islands overgrown with pale reeds, with an occasional black skeleton-tree or a globe of tangle-bush: stuff so fragile as to collapse at a touch. The slough branched, opening into still coves reflecting the gray gloom of the sky, and at last narrowed, dwindling to a channel of black slime.

Ern dared proceed no farther. If someone or something had followed him he was trapped. And at this moment a strange yellow creature halted overhead to hover on a thousand tinkling scales. Spying Ern it set up a wild ululation. Off in the distance Ern thought to hear a call of harsh voices: men. He swung around and swam back the way he had come, with the tinkle-bird careening above. Ern ducked under the surface, swam down the slough at full speed. Presently he went to the side, cautiously surfaced. The yellow bird swung in erratic circles over the point where he had submerged, its quavering howl now diminished to a mournful hooting sound.

Ern gratefully returned to the shallows. It was now clear to him that if ever he wished to go ashore he must learn to walk. To the perplexity of his fellows, even those of the double-crests, he began to clamber up through the mud of the near island, exercising his legs among the reeds. All went passably well, and Ern presently found himself walking without effort though as yet he dared not try the land behind the islands. Instead he swam along the coast, the storm-wall on his right hand, the shore on his left. On and on he went, further than he had ever ventured before.

The storm-wall was changeless: a roil of rain and a thick vapor lanced with lightning. The wall of murk was the same: dense black at the horizon, lightening by imperceptible gradations to become the normal gray gloom of the sky overhead. The narrow land extended endlessly onward. Ern saw new swamps, reed islands; shelves of muddy foreshore, a spit of sharp rocks. At length the shore curved away, retreated toward the wall of murk, to form a funnel-shaped bay, into which poured a freezingly cold river. Ern swam to the shore, crawled up on the shingle, stood swaying on his still uncertain legs. Far across the bay new swamps and islands continued to the verge of vision and beyond. There was no living creature in sight. Ern stood alone on the gravel bar, a small gray figure, swaying on still limber legs, peering earnestly this way and that. The river curved away and out of sight into the darkness. The water of the estuary was bitterly cold, the current ran swift; Ern decided to go no farther. He slipped into the sea and returned the way he had come.

Back in the familiar shallows he took up his old routine: searching the bottom for crustaceans, taunting the ogre, floating on the surface with a wary eye for men, testing his legs on the island. During one of the visits ashore he came upon a most unusual sight: a woman depositing eggs in the mud. From behind a curtain of reeds Ern watched in fascination. The woman was not quite so large as the men and lacked the harsh male facial structure, though her cranial ridge was no less prominent. She wore a shawl of a dark red woven stuff: the first garment Ern had ever seen, and he marveled at the urbanity of the men’s way of life.

The woman was busy for some time. When she departed, Ern went to examine the eggs. They had been carefully protected from armored birds by a layer of mud and a neat little tent of plaited reeds. The nest contained three clutches, each a row of three eggs, each egg carefully separated from the next by a wad of mud.

So here, thought Ern, was the origin of the water-babies. He recalled the circumstances of his own birth; evidently he had emerged from just such an egg. Rearranging mud and tent, Ern left the eggs as he had found them and returned to the water.

Time passed. The men came no more. Ern wondered that they should abandon an occupation in which they had showed so vigorous an interest; but then the whole matter exceeded the limits of his understanding.

He became prey to restlessness once again. In this regard he seemed unique: none of his fellows had ever wandered beyond the shallows. Ern set off along the shore, this time swimming with the storm-wall to his left. He crossed the slough in which lived the ogre, who glared up as Ern passed and made a threatening gesture. Ern swam hastily on, though now he was of a size larger than that which the ogre preferred to attack.

The shore on this side of the shallows was more interesting and varied than that on the other. He came upon three high islands crowned with a varied vegetation—black skeleton trees; stalks with bundles of pink and white foliage clenched in black fingers; glossy lamellar pillars, the topmost scales billowing out into gray leaves—then the islands were no more, and the mainland rose directly from the sea. Ern swam close to the beach to avoid the currents, and presently came to a spit of shingle pushing out into the sea. He climbed ashore and surveyed the landscape. The ground slanted up under a cover of umbrella trees, then rose sharply to become a rocky bluff crested with black and gray vegetation: the most notable sight of Ern’s experience.

Ern slid back into the sea, swam on. The landscape slackened, became flat and swampy. He swam past a bank of black slime overgrown with squirming yellow-green fibrils, which he took care to avoid. Some time later he heard a thrashing hissing sound and looking to sea observed an enormous white worm sliding through the water. Ern floated quietly and the worm slid on past and away. Ern continued. On and on he swam until, as before, the shore was broken by an estuary leading away into the murk. Wading up the beach, Ern looked far and wide across a dismal landscape supporting only tatters of brown lichen. The river which flooded the estuary seemed even larger and swifter than the one he had seen previously, and carried an occasional chunk of ice. A bitter wind blew toward the storm-wall, creating a field of retreating white-caps. The opposite shore, barely visible, showed no relief or contrast. There was no apparent termination to the narrow land; it appeared to reach forever between the walls of storm and gloom.

Ern returned to the shallows, not wholly satisfied with what he had learned. He had seen marvels unknown to his fellows, but what had they taught him? Nothing. His questions remained unanswered.

Changes were taking place; they could not be ignored. The whole of Ern’s class lived at the surface, breathing air. Infected by some pale dilution of Ern’s curiosity, they stared uneasily landward. Sexual differentiation was evident; there were tendencies toward sexual play, from which the double-crested children, with undeveloped organs, stood contemptuously aloof. Social as well as physical distinctions developed; there began to be an interchange of taunts and derogation, occasionally a brief skirmish. Ern ranged himself with the double-crested children, although on exploring his own scalp, he found only indecisive hummocks and hollows, which to some extent embarrassed him.

In spite of the general sense of imminence, the coming of the men took the children by surprise.

In the number of two hundred the men came down the sloughs and swam out to surround the shallows. Ern and a few others instantly clambered up among the reeds of the island and concealed themselves. The other children milled and swam in excited circles. The men shouted, slapped the water with their arms; diving and veering they herded the water-children up the slough, all the way to the beach of dried mud. Here they chose and sorted, sending the largest up the beach, allowing the fingerlings and sprats to return to the shallows, taking the double-crested children with sharp cries of exultation.

The selection was complete. The captive children were marshaled into groups and sent staggering up the trail; those with legs still soft were carried.

Ern, fascinated by the process, watched from a discreet distance. When men and children had disappeared, he emerged from the water, clambered up the beach to look after his departed friends. What to do now? Return to the shallows? The old life seemed drab and insipid. He dared not present himself to the men. They were single-crested; they were harsh and abrupt. What remained? He looked back and forth, between water and land, and at last gave his youth a melancholy farewell: henceforth he would live ashore.

He walked a few steps up the path, stopped to listen.

Silence.

He proceeded warily, prepared to duck into the undergrowth at a sound. The soil underfoot became less sodden; the reeds disappeared and aromatic black cycads lined the path. Above rose slender supple withes, with gas-filled leaves half-floating, half-supported. Ern moved ever more cautiously, pausing to listen ever more frequently. What if he met the men? Would they kill him? Ern hesitated and even looked back along the path…The decision had been made. He continued forward.

A sound, from somewhere not too far ahead. Ern dodged off the path, flattened himself behind a hummock.

No one appeared. Ern moved forward through the cycads, and presently, through the black fronds, he saw the village of the men: a marvel of ingenuity and complication! Nearby stood tall bins containing food-stuffs, then, at a little distance, a row of thatched stalls stacked with poles, coils of rope, pots of pigment and grease. Yellow tinkle-birds, perched on the gables, made a constant chuckling clamor. The bins and stalls faced an open space surrounding a large platform, where a ceremony of obvious import was in progress. On the platform stood four men, draped in bands of woven leaves, and four women wearing dark red shawls and tall hats decorated with tinkle-bird scales. Beside the platform, in a miserable gray clot, huddled the single-crested children, the individuals distinguishable only by an occasional gleam of eye or twitch of pointed crest.

One by one the children were lifted up to the four men, who gave each a careful examination. Most of the male children were dismissed and sent down into the crowd. The rejects, about one in every ten, were killed by the blow of a stone mallet and propped up to face the wall of storm. The girl-children were sent to the other end of the platform, where the four women waited. Each of the trembling girl-children was considered in turn. About half were discharged from the platform into the custody of a woman and taken to a booth; about one in every five was daubed along the skull with white paint and sent to a nearby pen where the double-crested children were also confined. The rest suffered a blow of the mallet. The corpses were propped to face the wall of murk…Above Ern’s head sounded the mindless howl of a tinkle-bird. Ern darted back into the brush. The bird drifted overhead on clashing scales. Men ran to either side, chased Ern back and forth, and finally captured him. He was dragged to the village, thrust triumphantly up on the platform, amid calls of surprise and excitement. The four priests, or whatever their function, surrounded Ern to make their examination. There was a new set of startled outcries. The priests stood back in perplexity, then after a mumble of discussion signaled to the priest-women. The mallet was brought forward—but was never raised. A man from the crowd jumped up on the platform, to argue with the priests. They made a second careful study of Ern’s head, muttering to each other. Then one brought a knife, another clamped Ern’s head. The knife was drawn the length of his cranium, first to the left of the central ridge, then to the right, to produce a pair of near-parallel cuts. Orange blood trickled down Ern’s face; pain made him tense and stiff. A woman brought forward a handful of some vile substance which she rubbed into the wounds. Then all stood away, murmuring and speculating. Ern glared back, half-mad with fear and pain.

He was led to a booth, thrust within. Bars were dropped across the aperture and laced with thongs.

Ern watched the remainder of the ceremony. The corpses were dismembered, boiled and eaten. The white-daubed girl-children were marshaled into a group with all those double-crested children with whom Ern had previously identified himself. Why, he wondered, had he not been included in this group? Why had he first been threatened with the mallet, then wounded with a knife? The situation was incomprehensible.

The girls and the two-crested children were marched away through the brush. The other girls with no more ado became members of the community. The male children underwent a much more formal instruction. Each man took one of the boys under his sponsorship, and subjected him to a rigorous discipline. There were lessons in deportment, knot-tying, weaponry, language, dancing, the various outcries.

Ern received minimal attention. He was fed irregularly, as occasion seemed to warrant. The period of his confinement could not be defined, the changeless gray sky providing no chronometric reference; and indeed, the concept of time as a succession of definite interims was foreign to Ern’s mind. He escaped apathy only by attending the instruction in adjoining booths, where single-crested boys were taught language and deportment. Ern learned the language long before those under instruction; he and his double-crested fellows had used the rudiments of this language in the long-gone halcyon past.

The twin wounds along Ern’s skull eventually healed, leaving parallel weals of scar-tissue. The black feathery combs of maturity were likewise sprouting, covering his entire scalp with down.

None of his erstwhile comrades paid him any heed. They had become indoctrinated in the habits of the village; the old life of the shallows had receded in their memories. Watching them stride past his prison Ern found them increasingly apart from himself. They were lithe, slender, agile, like tall keen-featured lizards. Ern was heavier, with blunter features, a broader head; his skin was tougher and thicker, a darker gray. He was now almost as large as the men, though by no means so sinewy and quick: when need arose, they moved with mercurial rapidity.

Once or twice Ern, in a fury, attempted to break the bars of his booth, only to be prodded with a pole for his trouble, and he therefore desisted from this unprofitable exercise. He became fretful and bored. The booths to either side were now used only for copulation, an activity which Ern observed with dispassionate interest.

The booth at last was opened. Ern rushed forth, hoping to surprise his captors and win free, but one man seized him, another looped a rope around his body. Without ceremony he was led from the village.

The men offered no hint of their intentions. Jogging along at a half-trot, they took Ern through the black brush in that direction known as ‘sea-left’: which was to say, with the sea on the left hand. The trail veered inland, rising over bare hummocks, dropping into dank swales dark under the rank black fronds of dendrons.

Ahead loomed a great copse of umbrella trees, impressively tall, each stalk as thick as the body of a man, each billowing leaf large enough to envelop a half-dozen booths like that in which Ern had been imprisoned.

Someone had been at work. A number of the trees had been cut, the poles trimmed and neatly stacked, the leaves cut into rectangular sheets and draped over ropes. The racks supporting the poles had been built with meticulous accuracy, and Ern wondered who had done such precise work: certainly not the men of the village, whose construction even Ern found haphazard.

A path led away through the forest: a path straight as a string, of constant width, delineated by parallel lines of white stones: a technical achievement far beyond the capacity of the men, thought Ern.

The men now became furtive and uneasy. Ern tried to hang back, certain that whatever the men had in mind was not to his advantage, but willy-nilly he was jerked forward.

The path made an abrupt turn, marched up a swale between copses of black-brown cycads, turned out upon a field of soft white moss, at the center of which stood a large and splendid village. The men, pausing in the shadows, made contemptuous sounds, performed insulting acts—provoked, so Ern suspected, by envy, for the village across the meadow surpassed that of his captors as much as that village excelled the environment of the shallows. There were eight precisely spaced rows of huts, built of sawed planks, decorated or given symbolic import by elaborate designs of blue, maroon and black. At the sea-right and sea-left ends of the central avenue stood larger constructions with high-peaked roofs, shingled, like all the others, with slabs of biotite. Notably absent were disorder and refuse; this village, unlike the village of the single-crested men, was fastidiously neat. Behind the village rose the great bluff Ern had noticed on his exploration of the coast.

At the edge of the meadow stood a row of six stakes, and to the first of these the men tied Ern.

“This is the village of the ‘Twos’,” declared one of the men. “Folk such as yourself. Do not mention that we cut your scalp or affairs will go badly.”

They moved back, taking cover under a bank of worm-plants. Ern strained at his bonds, convinced that no matter what the eventuality, it could not be to his benefit.

The villagers had taken note of Ern. Ten persons set forth across the meadow. In front came four splendid ‘Twos’, stepping carefully, with an exaggerated strutting gait, followed by six young One-girls, astoundingly urbane in gowns of wadded umbrella leaf. The girls had been disciplined; they no longer used their ordinary sinuous motion but walked in a studied simulation of the Two attitudes. Ern stared in fascination. The ‘Twos’ appeared to be of his own sort, sturdier and heavier than the cleaver-headed ‘Ones’.

The pair in the van apparently shared equal authority. They comported themselves with canonical dignity, and their garments—fringed shawls of black, brown and purple, boots of gray membrane with metal clips, metal filigree greaves—were formalized and elaborate. He on the stormward side wore a crest of glittering metal barbs; he on the darkward side a double row of tall black plumes. The Twos at their back seemed of somewhat lesser prestige. They wore caps of complicated folds and tucks and carried halberds three times their own length. At the rear walked the One-girls, carrying parcels. Ern saw them to be members of his own class, part of the group which had been led away after the selection ritual. Their skin had been stained dark red and yellow; they wore dull yellow caps, yellow shawls, yellow sandals, and walked with the mincing delicate rigidity in which they had been schooled.

The foremost Twos, halting at either side of Ern, examined him with portentous gravity. The halberdiers fixed him with a minatory stare. The girls posed in self-conscious attitudes. The Twos squinted in puzzlement at the double ridges of scar tissue along his scalp. They arrived at a dubious consensus: “He appears sound, if somewhat gross of body and oddly ridged.”

One of the halberdiers, propping his weapon against a stake, unbound Ern, who stood tentatively half of a mind to take to his heels. The Two wearing the crest of metal barbs inquired, “Do you speak?”

“Yes.”

“You must say ‘Yes, Preceptor of the Storm-Dazzle’; such is the form.”

Ern found the admonition puzzling, but no more so than the other attributes of the Twos. His best interests, so he decided, lay in cautious cooperation. The Twos, while arbitrary and capricious, apparently did not intend him harm. The girls arranged the parcels beside the stake: payment, so it seemed, to the One-men.

“Come then,” commanded he of the black plumes. “Watch your feet, walk correctly! Do not swing your arms; you are a Two, an important individual; you must act appropriately, according to the Way.”

“Yes, Preceptor of the Storm-Dazzle.”

“You will address me as ‘Preceptor of the Dark-Chill’!”

Confused and apprehensive, Ern was marched across the meadow of pale moss. The trail, demarcated now by lines of black stones, bestrewn with black gravel, and glistening in the damp, exactly bisected the meadow, which was lined to either side by tall black-brown fan-trees. First walked the preceptors, then Ern, then the halberdiers and finally the six One-girls.

The trail connected with the central avenue of the village, which opened at the center into a square plaza paved with squares of wood. To the darkward side of the plaza stood a tall black tower supporting a set of peculiar black objects; on the stormward side an identical white tower presented lightning symbols. Across and set back in a widening of the avenue was a long two-story hall, to which Ern was conducted and lodged in a cubicle.

A third pair of Twos, of rank higher than the halberdiers but lower than the Preceptors—the ‘Pedagogue of the Storm-Dazzle’ and the ‘Pedagogue of the Dark-Chill’—took Ern in charge. He was washed, anointed with oil, and again the weals along his scalp received a puzzled inspection. Ern began to suspect that the Ones had used duplicity; that, in order to sell him to the Twos, they had simulated double ridges across his scalp; and that, after all, he was merely a peculiar variety of One. It was indeed a fact that his sexual parts resembled those of the One-men rather than the epicene, or perhaps atrophied, organs of the Twos. The suspicion made him more uneasy than ever, and he was relieved when the pedagogues brought him a cap, half of silver scales, half of glossy black bird-fiber, which covered his scalp, and a shawl hanging across his chest and belted at the waist, which concealed his sex organs.

As with every other aspect and activity of the Two-village there were niceties of usage in regard to the cap. “The Way requires that in low-ceremonial activity, you must stand with black toward Night and silver toward Chaos. If a ritual or other urgency impedes, reverse your cap.”

This was the simplest and least complicated of the decorums to be observed.

The Pedagogues found much to criticize in Ern’s deportment.

“You are somewhat more crude and gross than the usual cadet,” remarked the Pedagogue of Storm-Dazzle. “The injury to your head has affected your condition.”

“You will be carefully schooled,” the Pedagogue of Dark-Chill told him. “As of this moment, consider yourself a mental void.”

A dozen other young Twos, including four from Ern’s class, were undergoing tutelage. As instruction was on an individual basis, Ern saw little of them. He studied diligently and assimilated knowledge with a facility which won him grudging compliments. When he seemed proficient in primary methods, he was introduced to cosmology and religion. “We inhabit the Narrow Land,” declared the Pedagogue of Storm-Dazzle. “It extends forever! How can we assert this with such confidence? Because we know that the opposing principles of Storm and Dark-Chill, being divine, are infinite. Therefore, the Narrow Land, the region of confrontation, likewise is infinite.”

Ern ventured a question. “What exists behind the wall of storm?”

“There is no ‘behind’. STORM-CHAOS is, and dazzles the dark with his lightnings. This is the masculine principle. DARK-CHILL, the female principle, is. She accepts the rage and fire and quells it. We Twos partake of each, we are at equilibrium, and hence excellent.”

Ern broached a perplexing topic: “The Two-women do not produce eggs?”

“There are neither Two-women nor Two-men! We are brought into being by dual-divine intervention, when a pair of eggs in a One-woman’s clutch are put down in juxtaposition. Through alternation, these are always male and female and so yield a double individual, neutral and dispassionate, symbolized by the paired cranial ridges. One-men and One-women are incomplete, forever driven by the urge to couple; only fusion yields the true Two.”

It was evident to Ern that questioning disturbed the Pedagogues and he desisted from further interrogation, not wishing to call attention to his unusual attributes. During instruction he had sensibly increased in size. The combs of maturity were growing up over his scalp; his sexual organs had developed noticeably. Both, luckily, were concealed, by cap and shawl. In some fashion he was different from other Twos, and the Pedagogues, should they discover this fact, would feel dismay and confusion, at the very least.

Other matters troubled Ern: namely the impulses aroused within himself by the slave One-girls. Such tendencies were defined to be ignoble! This was no way for a Two to act! The Pedagogues would be horrified to learn of his leanings. But if he were not a Two—what was he?

Ern tried to quell his hot blood by extreme diligence. He began to study the Two technology, which like every other aspect of Two society was rationalized in terms of formal dogma. He learned the methods of collecting bog iron, of smelting, casting, forging, hardening and tempering. Occasionally he wondered how the skills had first been evolved, inasmuch as empiricism, as a mode of thought, was antithetical to the Dual Way.

Ern thoughtlessly touched upon the subject during a recitation. Both Pedagogues were present. The Pedagogue of Storm-Dazzle replied, somewhat tartly, that all knowledge was a dispensation of the two Basic Principles.

“In any event,” stated the Pedagogue of Dark-Chill, “the matter is irrelevant. What is, is, and by this token is optimum.”

“Indeed,” remarked the Pedagogue of Storm-Dazzle, “the very fact that you have formed this inquiry betrays a disorganized mind, more typical of a ‘Freak’ than a Two.”

“What is a ‘Freak’?” asked Ern.

The Pedagogue of Dark-Chill made a stern gesture. “Once again your mentality tends to random association and discontent with authority!”

“Respectfully, Pedagogue of Dark-Chill, I wish only to learn the nature of ‘wrong’, so that I may know its distinction from ‘right’.”

“It suffices that you imbue yourself with ‘right’, with no reference whatever to ‘wrong’!”

With this viewpoint Ern was forced to be content. The Pedagogues, leaving the chamber, glanced back at him. Ern heard a fragment of their muttered conversation. “—surprising perversity—” “—but for the evidence of the cranial ridges—”

In perturbation Ern walked back and forth across his cubicle. He was different from the other cadets: so much was clear.

At the refectory, where the cadets were brought nutriment by One-girls, Ern covertly scrutinized his fellows. While only little less massive than himself, they seemed differently proportioned, almost cylindrical, with features and protrusions less prominent. If he were different, what kind of person was he? A ‘Freak’? What was a ‘Freak’? A masculine Two? Ern was inclined to credit this theory, for it explained his interest in the One-girls, and he turned to watch them gliding back and forth with trays. In spite of their One-ness, they were undeniably appealing…

Thoughtfully Ern returned to his cubicle. In due course a One-girl came past. Ern summoned her into the cubicle and made his wishes known. She showed surprise and uneasiness, though no great disinclination. “You are supposed to be neutral; what will everyone think?”

“Nothing whatever, if they are unaware of the situation.”

“True. But is the matter feasible? I am One and you are a Two—”

“The matter may or may not be feasible; how will the truth be known unless it is attempted, orthodoxy notwithstanding?”

“Well, then, as you will…”

A monitor looked into the cubicle, to stare dumbfounded. “What goes on here?” He looked more closely, then tumbled backward into the compound to shout: “A Freak, a Freak! Here among us, a Freak! To arms, kill the Freak!”

Ern thrust the girl outside. “Mingle with the others, deny everything. I now feel that I must leave.” He ran out upon the central avenue, looked up and down. The halberdiers, informed of emergency, were arraying themselves in formally appropriate gear. Ern took advantage of the delay to run from the village. In pursuit came the Twos, calling threats and ritual abuse. The sea-right path toward the pole forest and the swamp was closed to him; Ern fled sea-left, toward the great bluff. Dodging among fan trees and banks of worm-weed, finally hiding under a bank of fungus, he gained a respite while the halberdiers raced past.

Emerging from his covert, Ern stood uncertainly, wondering which way to go. Freak or not, the Twos had exhibited what seemed an irrational antagonism. Why had they attacked him? He had performed no damage, perpetrated no wilful deception. The fault lay with the Ones. In order to deceive the Twos they had scarred Ern’s head—a situation for which Ern could hardly be held accountable. Bewildered and depressed, Ern started toward the shore, where at least he could find food. Crossing a peat-bog he was sighted by the halberdiers, who instantly set up the outcry: “Freak! Freak! Freak!” And again Ern was forced to run for his life, up through a forest of mingled cycads and pole-trees, toward the great bluff which now loomed ahead.

A massive stone wall barred his way: a construction obviously of great age, overgrown with black and brown lichen. Ern ran staggering and wobbling along the wall, with the halberdiers close upon him, still screaming: “Freak! Freak! Freak!”

A gap appeared in the wall. Ern jumped through to the opposite side, ducked behind a clump of feather-bush. The halberdiers stopped short in front of the gap, their cries stilled, and now they seemed to be engaged in controversy.

Ern waited despondently for discovery and death, since the bush offered scant concealment. One of the halberdiers at last ventured gingerly through the wall, only to give a startled grunt and jump back.

There were receding footsteps, then silence. Ern crawled cautiously from his hiding place, and went to peer through the gap. The Twos had departed. Peculiar, thought Ern. They must have known he was close at hand…He turned. Ten paces distant the largest man he had yet seen leaned on a sword, inspecting him with a brooding gaze. The man was almost twice the size of the largest Two. He wore a dull brown smock of soft leather, a pair of shining metal wristbands. His skin was a heavy rugose gray, tough as horn; at the joints of his arms and legs were bony juts, ridges and buttresses, which gave him the semblance of enormous power. His skull was broad, heavy, harshly indented and ridged; his eyes were blazing crystals in deep shrouded sockets. Along his scalp ran three serrated ridges. In addition to his sword, he carried slung over his shoulder a peculiar metal device with a long nozzle. He advanced a slow step. Ern swayed back, but for some reason beyond his own knowing was dissuaded from taking to his heels.

The man spoke, in a hoarse voice: “Why do they hunt you?”

Ern took courage from the fact that the man had not killed him out of hand. “They called me ‘Freak’ and drove me forth.”

“‘Freak’?” The Three considered Ern’s scalp. “You are a Two.”

“The Ones cut my head to make scars, then sold me to the Twos.” Ern felt the weals. On either side and at the center, almost as prominent as the scars, were the crests of an adult, three in number. They were growing apace; even had he not compromised himself, the Twos must have found him out on the first occasion he removed his cap. He said humbly: “It appears that I am a ‘Freak’ like yourself.”

The Three made a brusque sound. “Come with me.”

They walked back through the grove, to a path which slanted up the bluff, then swung to the side and entered a valley. Beside a pond rose a great stone hall flanked by two towers with steep conical roofs—in spite of age and dilapidation a structure to stagger Ern’s imagination.

By a timber portal they entered a courtyard which seemed to Ern a place of unparalleled charm. At the far end boulders and a great overhanging slab created the effect of a grotto. Within were trickling water, growths of feathery black moss, pale cycads, a settle padded with woven reed and sphagnum. The open area was a swamp-garden, exhaling the odors of reed, water-soaked vegetation, resinous wood. Remarkable, thought Ern, as well as enchanting: neither the Ones nor the Twos contrived except for immediately definable purpose.

The Three took Ern across the court into a stone chamber, also half-open to the refreshing drizzle, carpeted with packed sphagnum. Under the shelter of the ceiling were the appurtenances of the Three’s existence: crocks and bins, a table, a cabinet, tools and implements.

The Three pointed to a bench. “Sit.”

Ern gingerly obeyed.

“You are hungry?”

“No.”

“How was your imposture discovered?”

Ern related the circumstances which led to his exposure. The Three showed no disapproval, which gave Ern encouragement. “I had long suspected that I was something other than a ‘Two’.”

“You are obviously a ‘Three’,” said his host. “Unlike the neuter Twos, Threes are notably masculine, which explains your inclinations for the One-woman. Unluckily there are no Three females.” He looked at Ern. “They did not tell how you were born?”

“I am the fusion of One-eggs.”

“True. The One-woman lays eggs of alternate sex, in clutches of three. The pattern is male-female-male; such is the nature of her organism. A sheath forms on the interior of her ovipositor; as the eggs emerge, a sphincter closes, to encapsulate the eggs. If she is careless, she will fail to separate the eggs and will put down a clutch with two eggs in contact. The male breaks into the female shell; there is fusion; a Two is hatched. At the rarest of intervals three eggs are so joined. One male fuses with the female, then, so augmented, he breaks into the final egg and assimilates the other male. The result is a male Three.”

Ern recalled his first memory. “I was alone. I broke into the male-female shell. We fought at length.”

The Three reflected for a lengthy period. Ern wondered if he had committed an annoyance. Finally the Three said, “I am named Mazar the Final. Now that you are here I can be known as ‘the Final’ no longer. I am accustomed to solitude; I have become old and severe; you may find me poor company. If such is the case, you are free to pursue existence elsewhere. If you choose to stay, I will teach you what I know, which is perhaps pointless activity, since the Twos will presently come in a great army to kill us both.”

“I will stay,” said Ern. “As of now I know only the ceremonies of the Twos, which I may never put to use. Are there no other Threes?”

“The Twos have killed all—all but Mazar the Final.”

“And Ern.”

“And now Ern.”

“What of sea-left and sea-right, beyond the rivers, along other shores? Are there no more men?”

“Who knows? The Wall of Storm confronts the Wall of Dark; the Narrow Land extends—how far? Who knows? If to infinity then all possibilities must be realized; then there are other Ones, Twos and Threes. If the Narrow Land terminates at Chaos, then we may be alone.”

“I have traveled sea-right and sea-left until wide rivers stopped me,” said Ern. “The Narrow Land continued without any sign of coming to an end. I believe that it must extend to infinity; in fact it is hard to conceive of a different situation.”

“Perhaps, perhaps,” said Mazar gruffly. “Come.” He conducted Ern about the hall, through workshops and repositories, chambers crowded with mementoes, trophies and nameless paraphernalia.

“Who used these marvellous objects? Were there many Threes?”

“At one time there were many,” intoned Mazar, in a voice as hoarse and dreary as the sound of wind. “It was so long ago that I cannot put words to the thought. I am the last.”

“Why were there so many then and so few now?”

“It is a melancholy tale. A One-tribe lived along the shore, with customs different from the Ones of the swamp. They were a gentle people, and they were ruled by a Three who had been born by accident. He was Mena the Origin, and he caused the women to produce clutches with the eggs purposely joined, so that a large number of Threes came into being. It was a great era. We were dissatisfied with the harsh life of the Ones, the rigid life of the Twos; we created a new existence. We learned the use of iron and steel, we built this hall and many more; the Ones and Twos both learned from us and profited.”

“Why did they war upon you?”

“By our freedom we incurred their fear. We set out to explore the Narrow Land. We traveled many leagues sea-left and sea-right. An expedition penetrated the Dark-Chill to a wilderness of ice, so dark that the explorers walked with torches. We built a raft and sent it to drift under the Wall of Storm. There were three Ones aboard. The raft was tethered with a long cable; when we pulled it back the Ones had been riven by dazzle and were dead. By these acts we infuriated the Two preceptors. They declared us impious and marshaled the Ones of the swamp. They massacred the Ones of the shore, then they made war on the Threes. Ambush, poison, pitfall: they showed no mercy. We killed Twos; there were always more Twos, but never more Threes.

“I could tell long tales of the war, how each of my comrades met death. Of them all, I am the last. I never go beyond the wall and the Twos are not anxious to attack me, for they fear my fire gun. But enough for now. Go where you will, except beyond the wall, where the Twos are dangerous. There is food in the bins; you may rest in the moss. Reflect upon what you see; and when you have questions, I will answer.”

Mazar went his way. Ern refreshed himself in the falling water of the grotto, ate from the bins, then walked upon the gray meadow to consider what he had learned. Here Mazar, becoming curious, discovered him. “Well then,” asked Mazar, “and what do you think now?”

“I understand many things which have puzzled me,” said Ern. “Also I regret leaving the One-girl, who showed a cooperative disposition.”

“This varies according to the individual,” said Mazar. “In the olden times we employed many such as domestics, though their mental capacity is not great.”

“If there were Three-women, would they not produce eggs and eventually Three-children?”

Mazar made a brusque gesture. “There are no Three-women; there have never been Three-women. The process allows none to form.”

“What if the process were controlled?”

“Bah. The ovulation of One-women is not susceptible to our control.”

“Long ago,” said Ern, “I watched a One-woman preparing her nest. She laid in clutches of three. If sufficient eggs were collected, rearranged and joined, in some cases the female principle would dominate.”

“This is an unorthodox proposal,” said Mazar, “and to my knowledge has never been tried. It cannot be feasible…Such women might not be fertile. Or they might be freaks indeed.”

“We are a product of the process,” Ern argued. “Because there are two male eggs to the clutch, we are masculine. If there were two female and one male, or three female, why should not the result be female? As for fertility, we have no knowledge until the matter is put to test.”

“The process is unthinkable!” roared Mazar, drawing himself erect, crests extended. “I will hear no more!”

Dazed by the fury of the old Three’s response, Ern stood limp. Slowly he turned and started to walk sea-right, toward the wall.

“Where are you going?” Mazar called after him.

“To the swamps.”

“And what will you do there?”

“I will find eggs and try to help a Three-woman into being.”

Mazar glared and Ern prepared to flee for his life. Then Mazar said, “If your scheme is sound, all my comrades are dead in vain. Existence becomes a mockery.”

“Perhaps nothing will come of the notion,” said Ern. “If so, nothing is different.”

“The venture is dangerous,” grumbled Mazar. “The Twos will be alert.”

“I will go down to the shore and swim to the swamp; they will never notice me. In any case, I have no better use to which to put my life.”

“Go then,” said Mazar in his hoarsest voice. “I am old and without enterprise. Perhaps our race may yet be regenerated. Go then, take care and return safely. You and I are the only Threes alive.”



Mazar patrolled the wall. At times he ventured out into the pole-forest, listening, peering down toward the Two village. Ern had been gone a long time, or so it seemed. At last: far-off alarms, the cry of “Freak! Freak! Freak!”

Recklessly, three crests furiously erect, Mazar plunged toward the sound. Ern appeared through the trees, haggard, streaked with mud, carrying a rush-basket. In frantic pursuit came Two halberdiers and somewhat to the side a band of painted One-men. “This way!” roared Mazar. “To the wall!” He brought forth his fire-gun. The halberdiers, in a frenzy, ignored the threat. Ern tottered past him; Mazar pointed the projector, pulled the trigger: flame enveloped four of the halberdiers who ran thrashing and flailing through the forest. The others halted. Mazar and Ern retreated to the wall, passed through the gap. The halberdiers, excited to rashness, leapt after them. Mazar swung his sword; one of the Twos lost his head. The others retreated in panic, keening in horror at so much death.

Ern slumped upon the ground, cradling the eggs upon his body.

“How many?” demanded Mazar.

“I found two nests. I took three clutches from each.”

“Each nest is separate and each clutch as well? Eggs from different nests may not fuse.”

“Each is separate.”

Mazar carried the corpse to the gap in the wall, flung it forth, then threw the head at the skulking One-men. None came to challenge him.

Once more in the hall Mazar arranged the eggs on a stone settle. He made a sound of satisfaction. “In each clutch are two round eggs and one oval: male and female; and we need not guess at the combinations.” He reflected a moment. “Two males and a female produce the masculine Three; two females and a male should exert an equal influence in the opposite direction…There will necessarily be an excess of male eggs. They will yield two masculine Threes; possibly more, if three male eggs are able to fuse.” He made a thoughtful sound. “It is a temptation to attempt the fusion of four eggs.”

“In this case I would urge caution,” suggested Ern.

Mazar drew back in surprise and displeasure. “Is your wisdom so much more profound than mine?”

Ern made a polite gesture of self-effacement, one of the graces learned at the Two school. “I was born on the shallows, among the water-babies. Our great enemy was the ogre who lived in a slough. While I searched for eggs, I saw him again. He is larger than you and I together; his limbs are gross; his head is malformed and hung over with red wattles. Upon his head stand four crests.”

Mazar was silent. He said at last: “We are Threes. Best that we produce other Threes. Well then, to work.”

The eggs lay in the cool mud, three paces from the water of the pond.

“Now to wait,” said Mazar. “To wait and wonder.”

“I will help them survive,” said Ern. “I will bring them food and keep them safe. And—if they are female…”

“There will be two females,” declared Mazar. “Of this I am certain. I am old—but, well, we shall see.”
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