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Introduction

Not long ago there was an article in a scientific journal
describing some of the sensitive and complicated remote con-
trol devices used in atomic energy plants. In the course of the
description the instruments were labeled “waldoes.” This was
only an affectionate nickname, of course; it bore no relation
to their technical, multi-syllabic proper names. However, I
understand that the label is widely used by scientists and
technicians who are working with the remote control ma-
chines. They do not try to define the term; they dont need
to. Most of them know that i was invented in a science ficHon
story by Robert A. Heinlein, back in 1942, when he dreamed
up a fictional gadget for a similar (though non-radioactive)
use!

In Heinlein’s novelette Waldo the hero is a man suffering
from muscular dystrophy, or nearly complete failure of the
body’s muscles to work. To overcome the effects of the dis-
ease, Waldo, a very rich man and an inventor of genius into
the bargain, designs and has built a one-man space station
where there is every luxury—and no gravity. Under conditions
of no gravity, muscular dystrophy is practically unimportant,
for things do not weigh anything and Waldo can move about
without effort. However, he still has to control objects—start
them moving when he wants to, and guide and stop them
as needed: for even in gravity-less space things retain their
inertia and require some effort to start into motion and to
slow down or stop. To accomplish this, Waldo invents sen-
sitive and elaborate controlling machines—“waldoes”—that
make it possible for him to live practically alone on his private
moon.

Devices for handling radioactive materials in atomic energy
installations perform similar tasks—so naturally they are called
“waldoes” tao!

Other science fiction terms have been blithely appropriated
to describe some of the newest and most complicated ad-
vances of modern technology. Space ships, for instance, and



space stations are concepts that have been developed almost
from the very beginning in science fiction, but only now do
they begin to show promise of becoming reality within the
foreseeable future. Still other words have crept into our lan-
guage simply because they are apt and funny. For example,
a Bem (Bug-Eyed Monster) is a bogey from an alien planet,
but most of us are acquainted with 2 Bem or two right here
on Earth. Whatever the reason for the seepage of this ver-
nacular into our speech, it'is one of many signs that science
fiction has taken hold of the popular imagination and is be-
coming an accepted part of our modern folklore.

Of course, not all science fiction is as “near to reality”
as the above examples would lead one to think. While
many types of highly possible science fiction do exist, and are
represented in this collection, there are also varieties that are
as wildly fantastic as the purest fairy story. For example, one
of the tales in this book concerns a man who suddenly finds
himself shedding his skin every.24 hours, and another is about °
what might happen if one were able to travel into the future.
Both ideas are pure fantasy, as any scientist will tell you.

In this collection I have tried to present a representative
cross section of the best of modern science fiction. There is
endless variety among the stories, variety of subject matter,
plot, background, and sheer inventiveness: for one thing can
almost always be promised the reader of any good science
fiction anthology—a continuously intriguing procession of new
ideas, new plausibilifes and new improbabilities. When one
has the universe to play with and can invent new ones at will,
and furthermore can play with concepts about universes and
atoms that are far beyond anything recognized in the text-
books, one can have a magnificent time adventuring into new
scenes and exploring new dreams.

And this is just the sort of exploring adventure that awaits
you in the following pages. I liope you will have a wonderful
time as you read on!

GROFF CONKLIN



Assumption Unjustified

BY HAL CLEMENT

What would we think if, as Citizens of a Galactic Empire,
we were to land on a small planet of an unimportant sun end
find a civilization in the process of rapid development—much
behind ours, of course, but still recognizable? Our guidebook
might mention the planet, but we would be surprised at the
fact that its entry is already out of date because the civiliza-
tion is growing so fast.

Well, that is what happens when Thrykar and Tes land on
Earth. They visit us as tourists from an unimaginably distant
star system, and also to pick up some—supplies . . . The warm
brilliance with which Hal Clement has made it possible for us
to look at ourselves through the friendly though inhuman eyes
of these Visitors makes this one of the more unforgettable short
novels in modern science fiction.

Hal Clement is a scientist in his own right, a teacher of
biology. Once a New Englander, he now lives in Albuquerque,
New Mexico. His first science fiction story appeared in 1942.

Thrykar saw the glow that limned the broad pine trunk with
radiance and sent an indefinite shadow toward the spot where
he lay, and knew that extreme caution must direct his actions
from then on. He had, of course, encountered living crea-
tures as he had felt his way through the darkness down the
forested mountain side; but they had been small, harmless
animals that had fled precipitately as the sounds denoting his
size or the odors that warned of his alienness had reached
their senses. Artificial light, however, which he and Tes had
seen from the mountain top and which was now just below
him, meant intelligence; and intelligence meant—anything.

He felt the ridiculousness of his position. The idea of hav-
ing not only to conceal his intentions, but even his existence,

Hal Clement, ASSUMPTION UNJUSTIFIED. Copyright
1946 by Street and Smith Publications, Inc. Reprinted by per-

?ission gf Frederik Pohl from Astounding Science Fiction, Octo-
er 1946. .
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from intelligent beings could seem only silly to a member of a
culture that embraced literally thousands of physically differ-
ing races, and Thrykar did have a rising desire to stand on his
feet and walk openly down the main thoroughfare of the little
settlement in the valley. He resisted the temptation principally
because it was not an unexpected one; the handbook had
warned that such a reaction was probable—and wamed in the
strongest terms against yielding to it.

Instead of yielding, therefore, he resumed his crawling,
working his way headforemost downhill until he had reached
the tree. Hugging the rough trunk closely, he reared his eight
feet of snaky body to full height behind it, tapped out the
prearranged signal to Tes on the small communicator he car-
ried, and began carefully examining the town and the ground
between him and the outlying houses.

It was not a large town. About three thousand human be-
ings lived in it, though Thrykar was not familiar enough with
men to be able to judge that fact from the number of build-
ings. He did realize that some of the structures were probably.
not dwelling places; the purposes of the railway station be-
came fairly clear as a lighted train chugged slowly into motion
and snaked its way out of town to the north. Most of the
lights were concentrated within a few blocks of the station,
and it was only in that neighborhood that Thrykar could see
the moving figures of human beings. A few lighted windows,
and the rather thinly scattered street lamps, were all that be-
trayed the true size of the place.

There was another center of activity, however. As the sound
of the train died out in the distance, a rhythmic thudding
manifested itself to Thrykar’s auditory organs. It seemed to
come from his right, from that portion of the town nearest to
the foot of the mountain. Leaning out from behind his tree,
he could see nothing in that direction; but a fact which he
had only subconsciously noted before was brought to prom-
inence in his mind.

Only a few yards below him, the mountainside fell away
abruptly in a sheer clif which seemed, in the darkness, to
extend for some distance to either side of Thrykar’s position.
The undergrowth which covered the slope continued to the
very edge of this cliff; so the alien dropped once more to the
prone position and wormed his way downhill until he could
look over. He hadn’t improved matters much, as the darkness
was impenetrable to his eyes, but the sounds were a little
clearer. They were quite definitely coming from the right and
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below; and after a moment’s hesitation, Thrykar began
crawling along the cliff edge in that direction. The bushes,
which grew thicker here, hampered him somewhat; for the
flexibility of his body, which was no thicker than a man’s, was
offset by the great, triangular, finlike appendages which ex-
tended more than two feet outward on each side. These, too,
were fairly flexible, however, ribbed as they were with carti-
lege; and he managed to accommodate himself to the some-
what uncomfortable mode of travel.

He had gone less than a hundred yards when he found the
cliff edge to be curving outward and down, as though it were
the lip of a somewhat irregular vertical shaft cut into the
mountain. This impression was strengthened when the curve:
led back to the left, away from the source of sound that
Thrykar wished to investigate; but he continued to follow the
edge, and eventually reached its lowest point, which must
have been almost directly beneath the place at which he had
first looked over. At this point things became interesting.

On Thrykar's left—that is, within the shaft-the dripping of
water became audible; and at the same time the bushes and
irregular rocks disappeared, and he found himself on what
could be nothing but a badly kept road. He did not realize
its condition at first; but within a few feet he found a rivulet
flowing across it, in a fairly deep gully which it had cut in the
hard earth. Investigating this flow of water, he found that its
source was the shaftlike excavation, which was apparently full
of water almost to the level of the road. With growing enthu-
siasm, Thrykar found that the hole was fully a hundred and
fifty yards in the dimension running parallel to the face of the
mountain;.and he had learned during his descent that it had
fully half that measure in the other direction. If it were only
deep enough-—he was on the point of entering the water to
investigate, when he remembered the communicator, which
might suffer damage if wet, and from which he had promised
Tes not to separate himself. Instead of investigating the pit,
therefore, he turned back, following the road toward the
sounds which had first roused his curiosity.

His progress, on the legs which were so ridiculously short
for his height, was not rapid. In fifteen. minutes he had passed
two more of the water-filled pits and was approaching a third.
This he was able to examine in more detail than the others,
though he could not approach it so closely; for the road at this
point, and the water near it, were illuminated by the first of
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the town’s outlying street lamps. A few yards farther, on the
side of the road away from the pits, house lights began to be
‘visible; and, seeing them, Thrykar paused to consider.

The sound was evidently coming from farther inside the
town. If he went any further in his investigations, he not only
sacrificed the shelter of darkness, but could also expect a
heavier concentration of human beings. On the other hand,
his skin was dark in color, the lights were by no means numer-
ous, he was very curious about the sounds which had con-
tinued without interruption since he had first heard them, and
it would be necessary to confront a human being eventually,
in any case—though, if all went well, the human being would
never know it. Thrykar finally elected to proceed, with in-
creased caution.

He chose the side of the road away from the pits, as it was
somewhat darker at first, and offered some concealment in the
form of hedges and fences in front of the houses, which now
began to be more numerous. He walked, with his mincing
gait, close beside these, standing at his full height and letting
the great, independent eyes set on either side of his neckless,
rigidly set head rove constantly around the full circle of his
vision. One more pit was passed in this fashion; but a hundred
yards further down the road, on the right side, a wall began
which effectually cut off the sight of any more, if they existed.
It was a fence of boards, solidly built, and its top was fully
two feet above Thrykar’s head. The sounds appeared to be
coming from a point behind this barrier, but somewhat further
down the road.

Having come so far, the alien was human enough to dislike
the idea of having wasted his efforts. He crossed the road at
a point midway between two street lamps. Between the pits,
the brush-covered slope of the hill came down almost to the
thoroughfare; so he dropped flat once more to take advantage
of this cover as he approached the near end of the wall. He
had hoped to find access to the hinder side of the barrier,
but he found that, instead of beginning where it was first
visible, the portion along the road was merely a continuation
of a similar structure that came down the hillside; and Thrykar
considered it a waste of time to circumambulate the inclosure
on the chance of finding an opening.

Instead, he rose once more to his full height, and looked
carefully about him. The neighborhood still seemed deserted.
Pressing close against the boards, he reached up and let the
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tips of his four wiry tentacles curl over the top of the fence.
The appendages, even at the roots, were not much thicker
than a human thumb, for they were, anatomically, detached
portions of the great side fins rather than legs and feet modi-
fied for prehensile use; unless they could be wound com-
pletely around an object, they could not approach the
gripping or pulling strength of the human hand and arm.
Thrykar, however, let his supple body sag in an S-curve, and
straightened suddenly, leaping upward; and at the same in-
stant exerted all the strength of which the slender limbs were
capable. The effort proved sufficient to get the upper portion
of his body across the top of the fence, and during the few
seconds he was able to maintain the position he saw enough
to satisfy him.

There were two more of the pits inside the fence, dimly
lighted by electric bulbs. They contained practically no water,
and were enormously deep—the nearer, whose bottom was
visible to Thrykar, was over two hundred feet from the edge
to the loose blocks of stone that lay about in the depths. The
pits were quarries, quite evidently. The stone blocks and tools,
as well as the innumerable nearly flat faces on the granite
walls, showed that fact clearly. The noises that had aroused
the alien’s curiosity came from machines located at the bottom
of the nearer pit; and the existence of certain large pipes run-
ning up from them, as well as the almost complete absence of
water, assured him that they were pumps.

There was a further deduction to be drawn from the ab-
sence of water. These human beings were strictly air-breathers
—the handbook had told Thrykar and Tes that much; and it
followed that the pits farther along the mountain side, which
had been allowed to fill with water, must no longer be in use.
If they were as deep as these, there was an ideal hiding place
for the ship.

At that thought, Thrykar let himself slip down once more
outside the fence. He flexed his body once or twice to ease
the ache where the edges of the boards had cut into his flesh,
and started to stretch his tentacles for the same purpose; but
suddenly he froze to rigidity. Behind him, on the road down
which he had come, appeared a glow of yellow that bright-
ened swiftly—so swiftly that before he could move, its source
had swept into sight around the last shallow curve in the
route and he was pinned against the fence by the beams
from the twin headlights of an automobile.

As the vehicle reached the straight portion of the street the
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direct beams left him; but he knew he must have been
glaringly visible during the second or so in which they had
dazzled his eyes. He held his breath as the car approached;
and the instant it passed he plunged up the hillside for twenty
or thirty yards, wriggled his way under some dense bushes,
and lay as motionless as was physically possible for him. He
listened intently as the sound of the engine faded and died
evenly away in the distance, and finally gave a deep ex-
halation of relief. Evidently, hard as it was to believe, the oc-
cupant or occupants of the vehicle had not seen him.

It did not occur to Thrykar that, even if the driver had no-
ticed the weird form looming in his headlights beams, stopping
to investigate might be the farthest thing in the universe from
his resultant pattern of action. Thrykar himself, and every one
of his acquaintances—which were by no means confined to
members of his own race~would have looked into the matter
without a second thought about the safety or general advisa-
bility of the procedure.

He was a little shaken by the narrow shave. He should have
foreseen it, of course—it was little short of stupid to have
climbed the wall so close to the road; but what would be
self-evident to a professional soldier, detective, or house-
breaker did not come within the sphere of everyday life to a
research chemist on a honeymoon. If Thrykar had known any-
thing about Earth before starting his journey, he wouldn’t
have come near the planet. He had simply noted that there
was a refresher station near the direct route to the world

-which he and Tes had planned to visit on a vacation; and not

until he had cut his drive near the beacon on Mercury had he
bothered to read up on its details. They had been somewhat
dismayed at what they found, but the most practicable detour
would have consumed almost the entire vacation period in
flight; and, as Tes had said, what others had evidently done
he could do. Thrykar suspected that his wife might possibly
have an exaggerated idea of his abilities, but he had no objec-
tion to that. They had stayed.

The car did have one good effect on Thrykar; he became
much* more cautious. Having satisfied his curiosity about the
sounds, he began to retrace his way to the ship and Tes; but
this time he stayed well off the road, traveling parallel to it,
until the abandoned quarries prevented further progress on
that line. Even then he left the woods and went downhill only
far enough to permit him to enter the water without splashing.
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He swam rapidly across, holding the communicator out of the
water with one tentacle, and emerged to continue his trip on
the other side. He had wasted as little time as possible, as the
pit he had just crossed was the one so comparatively well
illuminated by the street lamp.

At the next one, however, he spent more time. Instead of
carrying the communicator with him, he cached it under a
bush near the road and disappeared entirely under water. It
was utterly black below the surface, and he had to trust en-
tirely to his sense of touch; and remeémbering what he had
seen of the walls of the empty quarries, he dared not swim
too rapidly for fear of braining himself against an outcrop of
granite. In consequence, it took him over half an hour to get
a good idea of the pit’s qualifications as a hiding place. The
verdict was mot too good, but possible. Thrykar finally
emerged, collected his communicator, and proceeded to the
next quarry.

He spent several hours in examining the great shafts. There
were seven altogether; two were in use, and inclosed by the
fence he had {ound, onc was rendered unusable by the em-
barrassing presence of the street lamp; so the remaining four
claimed all his attention. The one he had found first was the
last, and farthest from the town; but it was the adjacent one
which finally proved the most suitable. Not only was it the
only one at all set back from the road—a drive about twenty
yards in length led down to the water—but it was deeply
undercut about thirty-five feet below the surface, on the side
toward the mountain. The hollow thus made was not large
enough to hide the hull of the ship altogether, but it would
be a great help. Thrykar felt quite satisfied as he emerged
from the water after his second examination of this recess. Re-
covering the small case of the communicator from its last hid-
ing place, he tapped out the signal he had agreed on with
Tes to announce his return. Then he held it up toward the
mountain, moving it slowly from side to side and up and down
until a small hexagonal plate set in the case suddenly glowed
a faint red. Satisfied that he could find his ship when close
enough, the alien began his climb.

Just before entering the dense woods above the quarries,
he looked back at the town. Practically all the house lights
were extinguished now; but the station was still illuminated
and the street lamps glowed. The quarry pumps were stll
throbbing, as well; and, satisfied that he had created no sefi-
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ous disturbance by his presence, Thrykar resumed his climb.

It took his short legs a surprisingly long time to propel him
from the foot of the valley to the hollow near the mountain
top where the ship stll lay. He had hoped and expected to
complete the job of concealing the craft before the night was
over; but long before he reached it he had given up the plan.
After all, it was invisible until the searcher actually reached
the edge of the hollow; and he was practically certain that
no human beings would visit the spot—though the handbook
had mentioned that they still hunted wild animals both for
food and sport. He and Tes could alternate watches in any
case, and if a hunter or hiker did approach—steps could be
taken.

Twice during the climb he made use of the communicator,
each time wondering why it was taking so long to get back.
The third time, however, the plate glowed much more
brightly, and he began to follow the indicated direction more
carefully instead of merely climbing. It took him another half
hour to find the vessel; but at last he reached the-edge of the
small declivity and saw the dim radiance escaping from be-
hind the partly closed outer door of the air lock. He slipped
and stumbled down the slope, scrambled up the cleated metal
ramp that had been let down from the lock, and pushed his
way into the chamber.

Tes met him at the inner door, anxiety gradually disappear-
ing from her expression.

“What have you been doing?” she asked. “I got your return
signal, and began broadcasting for your finder; but that was
hours ago, and I was getting worried. You had no weapon,
and we don’t know that all Earth animals would fear to at-
tack us.”

“Every creature I met, fled,” replied her husband. “Of
course, 1 don’t know whether any of them would have at-
tacked an Earth being of my size. They may all have been
herbivorous, or something; but in any case, you know we
could get into awful trouble by carrying arms on a low-culture
planet.

“Howeéver, I've found an excellent place for the ship, very
close to the town. If I weren’t so tired, we could take it down
there now; but I guess we can wait until tomorrow night. The
whole business is going to take us several of this planet’s days,
anyway.”

“Did you see any of the intelligent race?” asked Tes.
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“Not exactly,” replied Thrykar. He told her of the encounter
with the automobile, while she prepared food for him; and
between mouthfuls he described the underwater hollow
where he planned to conceal the ship and from which they
could easily make the necessary sorties. Tes was enthusiastic,
though she was still not entirely clear as to the method Thrykar
planned to employ in obtaining what he wanted from a human
being without the latter’s becoming aware of the alien pres-
ence. Her husband smiled at her difficulty.

“As you said, it’s been done before,” he told her. “I'm going
to sleep now; I haven’t been so tired for years. I'll tell you all
about it tomorrow.” He rose, tossed the eating utensils into the
washer, and went back to the sleeping room. The tanks were
already full; he slid into his without a splash, and was asleep
almost before the water closed over him. Tes followed his ex-
ample.

He had not exaggerated his fatigue; he slept long after his
wife had risen and eaten. She was in the library when he
finally appeared, reading once again the few chapters the
handbook devoted to Earth and its inhabitants. One of her
eyes rolled upward toward him as Thrykar entered.

“It seems that these men are primitive enough to have a
marked tendency toward superstition—ascribing things they
don’t understand to supernatural intervention. Are you going
to try to pass off our present activities in that way?”

“I'm not making any effort in that specific direction,” he
replied, “though the reaction you mention may well occur.
They will realize that something out of the ordinary is hap-
pening; I don’t see how that can be avoided, unless we are ex-
tremely lucky and happen on an individual whose way of life
is such that he won’t be missed by his fellows for a day or so.
I'm sure, however, that a judicious use of anaesthetics will
prevent their acquiring enough data to reach undesirable con-
clusions. if you will let me have that book for a while, I'll try
to find out what is likely to affect their systems.”

“But I didn’t think we had much in the way of drugs, to
say nothing of anaesthetics, aboard,” exclaimed Tes.

“We haven’t; but we have a fair supply of the commoner
chemicals and reagents. Remember your husband’s occupa-
tion, my dear!” He took the book, smiling, and settled into a
sling. He read silently for about ten minutes, leafing rapidly
back and forth in a way that suggested he knew what he
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was looking for, but which made it very difficult for his wife to
read over his shoulder. She kept on trying.

Eventually Thrykar spent several consecutive minutes on
one page; then he looked up and said, “It looks as though
this stuff would do it. I'll have to see whether we have the
wherewithal to make it. Do you want to watch a chemist at
work, my beloved musician?”

She followed him, of course, and watched with an absorp-
tion that almost equalled his own as he inventoried their small
stock of chemicals, measured, mixed, heated and froze, dis-
tilled and collected; she had only the most general knowledge
of any of the physical sciences, but in watching she could
appreciate that her husband, in his own occupation, was as
much of an artist as she herself. It was this understanding,
shared by very few, of this side of his character that had led
her to marry an individual who was considered by most of
his acquaintances to be a rather stodgy and narrow-minded,
if brilliant, scientist.

Thrykar connected the exhaust tube of his last distillation
to a small rotary pump, confining the resultant gas in a cyl-
inder light enough to carry easily. Even Tes could appreciate
the meaning of that.

“If it’s a gas, how do you plan to administer it?” she asked.
“Judging from their pictures, these human beings are much
more powerful than we. You can’t very well hold a mask over
their faces, and even I know'it’s not practical to shoot a jet of
gas any distance. Why don’t you use a liquid or soluble solid
that can be carried by a small dart, for example?”

“The less solid equipment we carry and risk losing, the
better for all concerned,” replied Thrykar. “If the air is fairly
still and there is no rain, I can make them absorb a lungful of
this stuff quite easily. It has been done before, and on this
planet—you should pay more attention to what you read.” He
rolled an eye back at his wife. “Did you ever blow a bubble?”

Tes stood motionless for a moment, thinking. Then she
brightened. “Of course. I remember what you mean now. Pass:
ing to another phase of the problem, how and where do you
find a human being alone?”

“We attack that matter after moving the ship. We'll have to
watch them for a day or two, to learn something about their
habits in this neighborhood—the book is not very helpful. If a
lone hunter or traveler gets mear enough, the problem will
solve itself; but we can’t count on that. I've done all I can
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here, my dear. We'll have to wait till dark, now, to move the
ship.”

“All right,” replied Tes. “I'm going outside for a while; our
only daylight view of this planet was from high altitude. Even
if we can’t get close to any small animals, there may be plants
or rocks or just plain scenery that will be worth looking at.
Won't you come along?”

Thrykar acquiesced, with the proviso that neither of them
should wander far from the hollow in which the ship was
located. He was perfectly aware of his limitations in an un-
civilized environment, and knew that it wouldn'’t take a very
skillful stalker to approach them without their knowing it. In
the open, that cculd be dangerous; with the ship and its
equipment at hand, countermeasures could always be taken.

They went cut together, leaving the outer air lock door
open—it could have been locked and reopened electrically;
but Thrykar had once read of an individual in a position
similar to theirs who had returned to his ship to find the
power cut off by a burned-out relay, leaving him in a very
embarrassing position. The weather was overcast, as it had
been ever since their arrival, but there were signs that the
sun might soon break through. The woods were dripping wet,
which made them if anything more unpleasant for the aliens.
The temperature was, from their point of view, cool but not
uncomfortable.

There was plenty of animal life. Although none of the small
creatures permitted them to approach at all closely, the two
were able to examine them in considerable detail; retinal cells
rather smaller than those in the human eye and eyeballs more
than three times as large permitted them to distinguish clearly
objects for which a human being would have needed a fair-
sized opera glass. The bird life was of particular interest to
Tes; no such creatures had evcr evolved on their watery home
planet, and she made quite a collection of castoff feathers.

The largest animal they saw was a deer. It saw them at the
same moment, standing at the edge of the hollow at a point
where very few trees grew; it stared at them for fully half a
minute trying to digest a new factor in its existence. Then as
Tes made a slight motion toward the creature, it turned and
bounded off, disappearing at once below the edge of the cup.
They hastened toward the spot where it had stood, hoping
to catch a final glimpse, but they were far too slow, and noth-
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ing was visible among the trees when they got there. Tes
turned to her partner.

“Why isn'’t it possible to use an animal like that? It’s easily
large enough to take no harm, and must be at least as similar
to us as these human beings.” Thrykar rippled a fin negatively.

“I'm a chemist, not a biologist, and 1 don’t know the whole
story. It has something to do with the degree of development
of the donor’s nervous system. It may seem odd that that
should affect its blood, but it seems to—remember, every cell
of a creature’s body has the chromosomes and genes and
whatever else the biologists know about in that line, which
make it theoretically possible to grow a new animal of the
same sort from any of the cells. I don't believe it’'s been done
yet,” he added with a touch of humor, “but who am I tc say
it can’t be?”

Tes interrupted him with a gesture.

“Tell me, Thrykar, is that throbbing noise I hear now the
one produced by those pumps? I'm surprised that it should
be audible at this distance. Listen.” He did so, wondering for
a moment, then gave once more a sign of negation.

“It’s a machine of some kind, but I can’t say just what. It
doesn’t seem to be down there in the town—we’d be hearing
it more definitely from that direction. It might be almost any-
where among these mountains—not too far away, of course—
with echoes confusing us as to its point of origin. It can’t be
an aircraft, because it’s too loud and look outl Don’t move,
Tes!” He froze as he spoke, and his wife followed his example.
As the last words left his mouth, the pulsing drone increased
to a howling roar which, at last, had a definite direction.
The eyes of the aliens rolled upward to follow the silvery,
winged shape that fled across their field of vision scarcely five
hundred feet above them.

The pilot of the A-26 saw neither the aliens nor their ship.
He passed directly above the latter, so that it was out of his
direct vision; and although Thrykar and Tes felt horribly con-
spicuous in the almost clear area where they were standing,
the speed of the machine and the pilot’s preoccupation with
the task of navigating combined to prevent untimely revela-
tomns,

As the roar faded once more to a drone, Thrykar galva-
nized into action. He plunged into the hollow toward his ship;
and Tes, after a moment’s startled immobility, followed.

“What's the matter?” she called after him. “I don’t think
he saw us, and anyway it’s too late to do anything about it.”
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“That’s not the trouble,” replied Thrykar as he flung him-
self up the ramp into the ship. “You should have spotted that
yourself. You mentioned something this morning about the
tendency of man toward superstition. If he’s in that stage of
social development, he shouldn’t have more than the rudi-
ments of any of the physical sciences. The book said as much,
as I recall; and I want to check up on that, right now!” He
snatched up the volume, which fell open at the already well
thumbed section dealing with Earth, and began to read. Tes,
with an effort, forbore to interrupt; but she was not kept wait-
ing long. Her husband looked up presently, and spoke.

“It’s as I thought. According to this thing, mankind has as
one of its most advanced mechanisms the steam-powered lo-
comotive. I saw one last night, you may recall. I assumed
without really giving the matter much thought that the quarry
pumps were also steam-driven. It says here that animals are
even used for hauling or carrying loads over short distances.
That all ties in with a culture still influenced by supcrstition.
The book does not mention aircraft—and that machine wasn’t
steam-powered. Those were internal-combustion engines. I
think now that the pumps in the quarries had similar power
plants; and if men can make them at once light and powerful
enough to drive aircraft, they know more of molecular physics
and chemistry than they should.”

“But why should that be a man-made ship?” asked Tes.
“After all, we are here; why shouldn’t another spaceship have
come in at the same time? After all, Earth is a refresher
station.”

“For a variety of reasons,” replied Thrykar. “First, anyone
coming here for refreshing would keep out of sight, as we are
doing; and that ship flew in plain sight of the town below
here, and made racket enough to be heard for miles. Second,
that wasn’t a spaceship—you must have seen that it was driven
by rotating airfoils and supported by fixed ones. Why should
anyone from off the planet go to the trouble of bringing and
assembling such a craft here, when they must have infinitely
better transportation in the form of their spaceship? No, Tes,
that thing was man-made, and there’s something very wrong
with the handbook. It’s the latest revision on this sector, too
—the Earth material is only sixty or seventy years old. I hope
it isn’t so badly off on the biology and physiology end; we
certainly don’t want to cause injury to any man.”

“But what can you do, if the book can’t be trusted?”
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“Feel my way carefully, and go on the evidence already at
hand. We can’t very well leave now—you're safe, as you aren’t
of age yet, but I might be in rather bad shape by the time
we reached another refresher station. We'll carry on as
planned for the present, and move the ship down to the quarry
tonight. I just hope the human race isn’t so far advanced in
electronics as they seem to be elsewhere; if they are, we are
wide open to detection. I wonder how in blazes the individual
who reported on this planet could have come to do such a
slipshod job. Failure to measure their chemical or biological
advancement is forgivable; those wouldn’t be so obvious; but
missing aircraft, and electric lights, and internal-combustion
engines in general is a littl¢ too much. However,” he left the
vexing queéstion, “that is insoluble for the present. The other
point that arises, Tes, is the one you mentioned. I'm afraid they
won’t bear a superstitious attitude toward our activities, if they
become aware of them; and we'll have to be correspondingly
more careful. If you can think of anything that will help be-
tween now and nightfall, it will be appreciated.”

Neither of them did.

Bringing the little craft down the mountain side in the dark
was rather more diffcult than Thrykar had anticipated. He
was afraid to use micro-wave viewers because of the new-born
fear of the scientific ability of the human race; it was nec-
essary to drift downhill at treetop level, straining his eyes
through the forward ports, until the slope flattened out. The
lights of the town had been visible during the descent, and he
had kept well to their left; now he backed fifty feet up the
hill, turned on the reflection altimeter—whose tight, vertical
beam he hoped would not scatter enough to cause a reaction
in any nearby receivers—and crawled along the contour in
the general direction of the lights.

He had allowed more leeway than was strictly necessary,
and was some distance to the north of the quarries; but at last
the dial of the altimeter gave a sudden jump, and two aliens
looked carefully out of the ports as Thrykar let the ship de-
scend, a foot at a time. At last the hull touched something—
and sank in; they were at the first quarry. The ship lifted
again, a little higher this time for safety as its course slanted
in once more toward the mountain. Again a ficker of the
needle; again the cautious descent; but this time it was per-
mitted to sink on down after the hull made contact.

The ship stopped sinking when it was about three-fourths
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submerged, and Thrykar guided it carefully to the side of the
great pit where he had located the undeicut. While the nose
continued to bump gently against the granite, he let water
into_compartment after compartment until the hull was com-
pletely under water—he could have used the drive, but pre-
ferred to have the ship stable in its hiding place. He did use
power to ease into the hollow, which he located by use of an
echo-sounder; its impulses would not be detectable out of
the body of water in which they were used.

Leaving Tes to hold the ship in position temporarily,
Thrykar plunged out through the air lock and made fast, using
metal cables clipped to rings in the hull and extending to
bars set into cracks already in the rock. He could have drilled
holes specifically for the purpose, but not silently; and the
existing facilities were adequate. The work completed, he
tapped on the hull to signal Tes. She cut off all power, let the
ship settle into stability, and joined Thrykar in the water. It
was the first swim she had had since they had started the
trip, and they spent the next hour enjoying it.

A little more time was spent exploring the ground around
the quarry and out to the road; then, on the chance that the
next day might be more hectic than those preceding, they
sought the sleeping tanks. Thrykar, before sliding into the
cold water, set an alarm to awaken him shortly before sun-
rise.

Before the sun was very high, therefore, he and Tes were at
work. They explored once more, this time by daylight, the
environs of the pit; and among the bushes, heaps of crushed
rock, and broken blocks of granite they found a number of
good hiding places.

None was ideal; they wanted two, more or less visible from
each other, commanding views along at least a short stretch of
the road passing the quarry. One was very satisfactory in this
respect, but unfortunately it was situated on the side away
from the town and ‘covered that segment of road which they
planned to watch more to insure safety than in expectation of
results. On the other side, a space under several blocks was
found from which it was possible to view the other hiding
place and the quarry itself, but to see the road it was neces-
sary to craw] some twenty yards. As the crawl could be made
entirely under fair cover, Thrykar finally selected this space,
and stored the gas cylinders and auxiliary equipment therein.

From the point where he could see the road, Tes’ hiding
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place was invisible; and after a moment’s indecision he called
to her. He was sure no human beings were as yet in the
neighborhood, but he made his words brief. Then he crawled
back to the edge of the quarry. As his station was some dis-
tance up the hillside, he was fully sixty feet above the water;
but he launched himself over the lip of granite without hesita-
tion, and clove the surface with no more sound than a small
stone would have made from the same height.

He entered the submerged ship, inclosed two of the small
communicators such as he had used on the first night in water-
tight cases, and brought them to the surface. Climbing pain-
fully to where Tes was watching, he gave her one; then he
retumned to his own place, crossing above the quarry.

He settled down to his vigil, reasonably sure that the tiny
sets were not powerful enough to be picked up outside the
immediate vicinity, and relieved of the worry that Tes might
see something without being able to warm him.

They did not have long to wait. Tes was first to signal that
something was visible; before Thrykar could move to ask for
details, he himself heard the engine of the car. It sped on
down the road and into town—an ancient, rickety jalopy,
though the aliens had no standard with which to compare it.
Two more passed, going in the same direction, during the
next fifteen minutes. Each held a single human being—hired
men from the farms up the valley, going to town on various
errands for their employers, though the watchers had no means
of knowing this. After they had passed, nothing happened for

“nearly an hour.

At about eight o’clock, however, Tes signaled again; and this
time she tapped out the code they had agreed upon to indi-
cate a solitary pedestrian. Thrykar acknowledged the message,
but made no move. Again the traveler proved not to be alone;
within the next five minutes more than a dozen others passed,
both singly and in small groups. They were the first human
beings either of the aliens had seen at all clearly, and
they were at a considerable distance, though the eyesight
of the watchers did much to overcome this handicap. Practi-
cally all of them were carrying small parcels and books. They
varied in height from about half that of Thrykar to nearly
three quarters as tall, though, as individuals of a given size
tended to form groups to the exclusion of others, this was
not at once obvious to the watching pair.

And that was all. After those few chattering human beings
had passed out of sight and hearing into the town, the road
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remained deserted. Once only, shortly before noon, one of
the automobiles clattered back along it; Thrykar suspected it
to be one of those he had seen earlier, but had no proof, as
he was not familiar enough with either vehicles or drivers to
discern individual differences. As before, there was only one
occupant, who was not clearly visible from outside and up.
For some seven hours he was the only native of Earth to dis-
rupt the solitude.

Tes, younger and less patient than her husband, was the
first to grow weary in the vigil. Some time after the passage
of the lone car, she began tapping out on the communicator,
in the general code which he had insisted on her learning in
the conformity of the law, a rather irritated question about
the expected duration of the watch. Thrykar had been expect-
ing such an outbreak for hours, and was pleasantly surprised
at the patience his wife had displayed, so he replied, “One of
us should remain on guard until dark, at least; but there is no
reason why you shouldn’t go down to the ship for food and
rest, if vou wish. You might bring me something to eat, also,
when you've finished.”

He crawled back to the point from which he could see
Tes’ hiding place, and watched her move to the edge of the
quarry, poise, and dive; then he returned to his sentry duty.

His wife had eaten, rested, brought up food for him, and
been back at her place for some time before anything else
happened. Then it was Thrykar who saw the newcomer; and
in the instant of perception he not only informed Tes, but
formed a hypothesis which would account for the observed
motions of the human beings and implied the possibility of
productive action in a very short time.

The present passer turned out not to be alone; there were
two individuals, once more carrying books. Thrykar watched
them pass, mulling over his idea; and when they were out of
sight he signaled Tes to come over to his hiding place. She
came, working her way carefully among the bushes above
the quarry, and asked what he wanted.

“I think I know what is going on now,” he said. “These
people we have seen pass apparently live somewhere up the
road, and are required for some reason to spend much of the
day in town. It is therefore reasonable to assume that they
will all be returning the way they went, some time before
dark. I am quite sure that the two who just passed were among
those who went the other way this morning,
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“Therefore, 1 want you to watch here, while I work my
way down to the place where the little road from this quarry
joins the other. You will signal me when more of these people
approach; and I, concealed at the roadside, will be able to get
a first specimen if and when a solitary human being passes.
If others approach while I am at work, you can warn me; but
it should take only a few seconds, and the creature need not
be unconscious much longer than that. Even if others are fol-
lowing closely, I can arrange matters to seem as though it had.
a fall or some similar accident. I am assuming that no one will
come from the other direction; it'’s a chance we have to take,
but the amount of traffic so far today seems to justify it.”

“All right,” replied Tes. “I stay here and watch. I hope it
doesn’t take long; I'm getting mortally weary of waiting for
something interesting or useful to happen.”

Thrykar made a gesture of agreement, and gathered his
equipment for the move.

Jackie Wade would have sympathized with Tes, had he
dreamt of her existence. He, too, was thoroughly Lured. Yester-
day hadn’t been so bad—the first day of school at least has
the element of interest inherent in new classes, possible new
teachers, and—stretching a point—even new books; but the
second day was just school. Five years of education had not
taught Jackie to like it; at the beginning of the sixth, it was
simply one of life’s less pleasant necessities.

He looked, for the hundredth time, at the clock placed by
intent at the back of the room. It lacked two minutes of dis-
missal time; and he began stealthily to gather the few books
he planned to take home for appearance’s sake. He had just
succeeded in buckling the leather strap about them when
the bell rang. He knew better than to make a dash for the
door; he waited until the teacher herself had risen, looked
over the class, and given verbal permission to depart. Fif-
teen seconds later he was in front of the school building.

His brother James, senior to him by two years and taller
by nearly a head, joined him a moment later. They started
walking slowly toward the country road, and within a minute
or two the other dozen or so boys from the valley farms had
caught up with them. When the last of these had arrived,
Jackie started to increase his pace; but his brother held him
back. He looked up in surprise.

“What's the matter?” he asked. “You getting rheumatism?”
Jimmy gestured toward small figures, some distance in front.
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“Fatty and Alice. Let "em get good and far ahead. We’re
going swimming, and Fatty’s a tattler if there ever was one.”

Jack nodded understandingly, and the group dawdled on.,
The shortest way to the quarries would have taken them
past the still active pits and—more to the point—past the houses
lying farthest out on the road. The adult inhabitants of one
or two of these dwellings had made themselves unpopular
with the boys by interfering with the swimming parties; so
before the country road was reached, the group turmed north
on a street which ran parallel to the desired route. This they
followed until it degenerated into a rutted country lane; then
they turned left again and proceeded to cross the fields and
through a small wood—the straggling edge of the growth that
covered the mountain—until the road was reached. It was ap-
proached with caution, the boys making an Indian stalk of
the business.

There was no sign of anyone, according to the “scouts”;
the two girls had presumably passed already. The party hastily
crossed the road, and ran down the drive that led to the most
secluded of the quarries. Thrykar was not the first to ap-
preciate this quality. Thirteen boys, from seven years of age
to about twice that, dived into convenient bushes, shed gar-
ments with more haste than neatness, and a moment later were
splashing about in the appallingly deep water.

They were all good swimmers; the parents of town and
valley had long since given up hope of keeping their offspring
out of the quarries all the time, and most of them had taken
pains to do the next best thing. Jackie and Jimmie Wade were
among the best.

Thrykar, whose journey down to the road had been inter-
rupted by the boisterous arrival of the gang, didn't think too
much of their swimming abilities; but he was fair-minded
enough to realize their deficiencies in that respect were prob-
ably for anatomical reasons. His first emotion at the sight of
them had been a fear that they would discover the hiding
place where the gas cylinders and Tes were concealed, and
he had returned thereto in a manner as expeditous as was
consistent with careful concealment. The fear remained as
he and Tes carefully watched from the edge of the pit; but
there was nothing they could do to prevent such a discovery.
On dry land they could not mave nearly so fast as they had
seen the boys run; and there were too many eyes about to
risk a drop over the edge into the water.

Two or three of the boys did climb the sides of the quarry
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some distance, to dive back down; but Thrykar, after seeing
the splashes they made on entry, decided they were not
likely to come much higher. He wondered how long they were
likely to stay; it was obvious that they had no motive but
pleasure. He also wondered if they would all leave together;
and as that thought struck him, he glanced at the gas cylinders
behind him,

The boys might have remained longer, but the local geog-
raphy influenced them to some extent. The quarry was on the
east side of the mountain, it was mid-afternoon, and most of
the water had been in shadow at the time of their arrival.
As the sun sank lower, depriving them of the direct heat that
was necessary to make their swimming costume comfortable
in mid-September, their enthusiasm began to decline. The
youngest one present remembered that he lived farther up
the valley than any of them, and presently withdrew, to return
fully clothed and exhorting one or two of his nearest neighbors
to accompany him.

Jackie Wade looked at the boy in surprise as he heard his
request.

“Why go so soon? Afraid of something?” he jeered.

“No,” denied the seven-year-old stoutly, “but it's getting
late. Look at the sun.”

“Go on home if you want, little boy,” laughed Jack, plunging
back into the water. He lived only a short distance out on the
road, and was no less self-centered than any other child of
ten. Two or three of the others, however, appreciated the
force of the argumnent the youngster had implied, rather than
the one he had voiced; and several more disappeared into the
bushes where the clothes had been left. One of these was
James, who had foresight enough to realize that the distance
bhome was not sufficient to permit his hair to dry. After all,
they weren’t supposed to swim in the quarry, and there was
no point in asking for trouble.

This action on the part of one of the oldest of the group
produced results; when Jackie clambered out of the water
again, none of the others was visible. He called his brother.

“Come on and dress, fathead!” was the answer of that youth.
Jackie made a face. “Why so soon?” he called back. “It can’t
even be four o’clock yet. 'm going to swim a while longer.”
He suited action to the word, climbing up the heaped blocks
of granite at the side of the quarry and diving from a point
higher than had any of the others that day.



AssumpTION UNJUSTIFIED 29

“You're yellow, Jim!” he called, as his head once more broke
the surface. “Bet you won’t go off from therel” His brother
reappeared at the water’s edge, dressed except for the under-
shirt he had used as a towel—which would be redonned, dry
or otherwise, before he reached home.

“You bet I won’t,” he replied as Jackie clambered out be-
side him, “and you-won’t either, not today. I'm going home,
and you know what Dad will do if you go swimming alone
and he hears about it. Come on and get dressed. Here’s your
clothes.” He tossed them onto a block of stone near the water.

A voice from some distance up the road called, “Jim! Jackiel
come onl” and Jim answered with a wordless yell.

“I'm going,” he said to his brother. “Hurry up and follow
us.” He turned his back, and disappeared toward the road.
Jackie madea face at his departing back.

In a mood of rebellion against the authority conferred by
age, he climbed back up to the rock from which he had just
dived, forcing Thrykar, who was making his best speed down
the hill with a load of equipment in his tentacles, to drop
behind the nearest cover. Jackie thought better of his intended
action, however; the dangers of swimming alone had been
well drilled into him at an early age, and there was a stratum
of common sense underlying his youthful impetuousness. He
clambered back down the rocks, sat down on the still warm
surface of the block where his clothes lay, and began to dry
himself. Thrykar resumed his silent progress downhill.

As he went, he considered the situation. The human being
was sitting on the stone block and facing the water; at the
moment, Thrykar was directly to his left, and still somewhat
above him. Tes was more nearly in front, and still further
above. If there was any wind at all, it was insufficient to
ripple the water; and Thrykar had recourse to a method that
was the equivalent of the moistened finger. He found that
there was a very faint breeze blowing approximately from
the east—from the rear of the seated figure. Thrykar felt thank-
ful for that, though the circumstance was natural enough.
With his skin still wet, Jackie felt the current of air quite
sharply, and had turned his back to it without thought.

It was necessary for Thrykar to get behind him. This en-
tailed some rather roundabout travel through the bushes and
among the blocks of stone; and by the time the alien had
reached a.position that satisfied him, the boy had succeeded
in turning his shorts right side out and donning them, and was
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working on the lace of one of his shoes—he had kicked ‘them
off without bothering to untie them.

Thrykar, watching him sedulously with one eye, set the
tiny cylinders on the ground, carefully checked the single
nozzle for dirt, and began to adjust the tiny valves. Satisfied
at last, he held the jet well away from his body.and teward
Jackie, and pressed a triggerlike release on the nozzle itself.
Watching carefully, he was able to see faintly the almost in-
visible bubble that appeared and grew at the jet orifice.

It was composed of an oily compound with high surface ten-
sion and very low vapor pressure; it could, under the proper
conditions, remain intact for a long time. It was being filled
with a mixture composed partly of the anaesthetic that Thry-
kar had compounded, and partly of hydrogen gas—the mixture
had been carefully ccmputed beforehand by Thrykar to be
just enough lighter than air to maintain a bubble a yard in
diameter in equilibrium.

He watched its growth carefully, releasing the trigger when
it seemed to have attained the proper size. Two other tiny
controls extruded an extra jet of the bubble fluid, and re-
leased another chemical that coagulated it sufficiently in the
region near the nozzle to permit its being detached without
rupture; and the almost invisible thing was foating across the
open space toward Jackie’s seat,

Thrykar would not have been surprised had the first cne
missed; but luck and care combined to a happier result. The
boy undoubtedly felt the touch of the bubble film, for he
twisted one arm behind his back as though to brush away a
cobweb; but he never completed the gesture. At the first touch
on his skin, the delicate film burst, releasing its contents; and
Jackie absorbed a lungful of the potent mixture with his next
breath. For once, the book appeared to be right.

Thrykar had been able, with difficulty, to keep the bubble
under observation; and as it vanished, he emerged from be-
hind the concealing stone and dashed toward his subject.
Jackie, seated as he was with feet clear of the ground, col-
lapsed backwards across the block of grarite; and by some
rairacle Thrykar maraged to reach him and cushion the fall
before his head struck the stone. The alien had not foreseen
this danger until after the release of the bubble.

He eased the small body down on its back, and carefully
‘examined the exposed chest and throat. A pulse was visible
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on the latter, and he gave a mutter of approval. Once more
the handbook had proved correct.

Thrykar opened the small, waterproof case that had been
with the equipment, and extracted a small bottle of liquid
and a very Earth-appearing hypodermic syringe. Bending over
the limp form on the rock, he opened the bottle and sniffed
as the odor of alcohol permeated the air. With a swab that
was attached to the stopper, he lightly applied some of the
fluid to an area covering the visible pulse; then, with extreme
care, he inserted the fine needle at the same point until he
felt it penetrate the tough wall of the blood vessel, and very
slowly retracted the plunger. The transparent barrel of the
instrument filled slowly with a column of crimson.

The hypodermic filled, Thrykar carefully withdrew it, ap-
plied a tiny dab of a collodionlike substance to the puncture,
sealed the needle with more of the same material, and re-
placed the apparatus in the case. The whole procedure, from
the time of the boy’s collapse, had taken less than two minutes.

Thrykar examined the body once more, made sure that the
chest was still rising and falling with even breaths and the
pulse throbbing as before. The creature seemed unharmed—
it seemed unlikely that the loss of less than ten cubic centi-
meters of blood could injure a being of that size in any case;
and knowing that the effects of the anaesthetic would dis-
appear in a very few minutes, Thrykar made haste to gather
up his equipment and return to the place where Tes was
waiting.

“That puts the first waterfall behind us,” he said as he
rejoined her. “I'll have to take this stuff down to the ship to
work on it—and the sooner it’s done, the better. Coming?”

“I think I'll watch until it recovers,” she said. “It shouldn’t
take long, and—I'd like to be sure we haven’t done anything
irreparable. Thrykar, why do we have to come here, and go
to all this deceitful mummery to steal blood from a race that
doesn’t know what it’s all about, when there are any number
of intelligent creatures who would donate willingly? That crea-
ture down there looks so helpless that I pity it rather in spite
of its ugliness.” .

“I understand how you feel,” said Thrykar mildly, folowing
the direction of her gaze and deducing that of her thoughts.
“Strictly speaking, a world such as this is an emergency station.
You know I tried to get a later vacation period, so that I'd
come up for refreshment before we left; but I couldn’t manage
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it. If we’d waited at home until I was finished, we might as
well have stayed there—there wouldn’t have been time enough
left to see anything of Blahn after we got there. There was
nothing to do but stop en toute, and this was the only place
for that, If we'd taken a mainliner, instead of our own ma-
chine, we could have reached Blahn in time for treatment, or
even received it on board; but I didn’t want that any more
than you did. I know this business isn’t too pleasant for a
civilized being, but I assure you that they are not harmed
by it. Look!”

He pointed downwards. Jackie was sitting up again, wear-
ing a puzzled expression which, of course, was lost on the
witnesses. He was a healthy and extremely active youngster,
so it was not the first time in his life he had fallen asleep
during the daytime; but he had never before done so with
a block of stone under him. He didn’t puzzle over it long; he
was feeling cold, and the other boys must be some distance
ahead of him by now-he dressed hastily, looked for and
finally found the books which Jimmy had neglected to bring
with his clothes, and ran off up the road.

Tes watched him go with a feeling of relief for which she
was unable to account. As soon as he was out of sight, Thrykar
picked up the gas cylinders and equipment case, made sure
the latter was sealed water-tight, and began once more to
struggle down the hill with the load. He refused Tes” assist-
ance, so she, unburdened, saved herself the climb by slipping
over the edge of the pit. She was in the tiny galley preparing
food by the time Thrykar came aboard; she brought him some
within a few minutes and remained in the laboratory t¢ watch
what he was doing.

He had transferred the sample of blood to a small, narrow-
necked flask, which was surrounded by a heating pad set for
what the book claimed to be the human blood temperature.
The liquid showed no sign of clotting; evidently some inhibit-
ing chemical had been in the hypodermic when the specimen
was obtained. Tes watched with interest as Thrykar bent over
the flask and permitted a thin stream of his own blood, flowing
from a valve in the great vein of his tongue, to mingle with
that of the human being. The valve, and the tiny muscles
controlling it, were a product of surgery; the biologists of
Thrykar's race had not yet succeeded in tampering with their
genes sufficiently to produce such a mechanism in the course
of normal development. The delicate operation was per-
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formed at the same time the individual received his first
“refreshment,” and was the most unpleasant part of the entire
process. Tes, not yet of age, was not looking forward to the
change with pleasure.

The flask filled, Thrykar straightened up. His wife looked
at the container with interegt. “Their blood doesn’t look any
different from ours,” she remiarked. “Why this mixing out-
side?P”

“There are differences sufficient to detect either chemically
or by microscope. It is necessary, of course, that there be
some difference; otherwise there would be no reaction on
the part of my own blood. However, when the blood is from
two different species, it is best to let the initial reaction take
place outside the body. That would be superfluous if my
donor was a member of our own race, with merely a differing
blood type. If you weren't the same as I, it would have saved
us a lot of trouble.”

“Why is it that two people who have been treated, like
you, are not particularly helpful to each other if they wish to
use each other’s blood?”

“In an untreated blood stream, there are leucocytes—little,
colorless, amoeboid cells which act as scavengers and defend-
ers against invading organisms. The treatment destroys those,
or rather, so modifies them that they cease to be independent
entities—I speak loosely; of course they are never really in-
dependent—and form a single, giant cell whose ramifications
extend throughout the body of the owner, and which is in
some obscure fashion tied in with, or at least sensitive to, his
nervous system. As you know, a treated individual can stop
voluntarily the bleeding from a wound, overcome disease and.-
the chemical changes incident to advancing age—in fact, have
a control over the bodily functions usually called “involuntary”
to a degree which renders him immune to all the more com-
mon causes of organic death.” One of his tentacles reached
out in a caress. “In a year or two you will be old enough for
the treatment, and we need no longer fear—separation.

“But to return to your question. The giant leucocyte, after a
few months, tends to break up into the original, uncontrollable
type; and about half the time, if that process is permitted to
reach completion, the new cells no longer act even as in-
efficient defenders; they attack, instead, and the victim dies
of leukemia. The addition to the blood stream of white cells
from another type of blood usually halts the breakdown—it’s
as though the great cell were intelligent, and realized it had
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to remain united to keep its place from being usurped; and in
the few cases where this fails, at least the leukemia is always
prevented.”

“I knew most of that,” replied Tes, “but not the leukemia
danger. I suppose that slight risk is acceptable, in view of the
added longevity. How long does that blood mixture of yours
have to stand, before you can use jt?”

“About four hours is best, I understand, though the precise
time is not too important. I'll take this shot before we go to
bed, let it react in me overnight, and tomorrow we’ll catch
another human being, get a full donation, and—then we can
start enjoying our vacation.”

Jackie Wade ran up the road, still hoping to catch up with
his brother. He knew he had fallen asleep, but was sure it had
been for only a moment; Jim couldn’t be more than five min-
utes ahead of him. He had not the slightest suspicion of what
had happened during that brief doze; he had lost as much
blood before, in the minor accidents that form a normal part
of an active boy’s existence. His throat did itch slightly, but he
was hardened to the activities of the mosquito family and its
relatives, and his only reaction to the sensation was mild an-
noyance.,

As he had hoped, he caught the others before they reached
his home, though the margin was narrow enough. Jim looked
back as he heard his brother’s running footsteps, and stopped
to wait for him; the other boys waved farewell and went on.
Jackie reached his brother’s side and dropped to a walk,
panting.

“What took you so long?” asked Jim. “I bet you went swim-
ming again!” He glared down at the younger boy.

“Honest, I didn’t,” gasped Jackie. “I was just comin’ on
slowly—thinking.”

“When did you start thinking, squirt?” An exploratory
hand brushed over his hair. “I guess you didn’t at that; it’s
almost as dry as mine. We’d both better stay outside a while
longer. Here, drop my books on the porch and find out what
time it is.”

Jackie nodded, took the books as they turned in at the
gate, and ran around to the small rear porch, where he
dropped them. Looking in through the kitchen window, he as-
certained that it was a few minutes after four; then he
jumped down the steps and tore after his brother. Together,
they managed to fill the hour and a half before supper with
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some of the work which they were supposed to have done
earlier in the day; and by the time their mother rang the
cow bell from the kitchen door, hair and undershirts were
dry. The boys washed at the pump, and clattered indoors tor
‘eat. No embarrassing questions were asked at the meal, and
the Wade offspring decided they were safe this time.

Undressing in their small room that night, Jackie said as
much. “How often do you think we can get away with it
Jim? I’s so close to the road, I'm always thinking someone will
hear us as they go by. Why don’t they like us to swim there,
anyway? We can swim as well as anyone.”

“I suppose they figure if we did get drowned they'd have
an awful time getting us out; they say it’s over a hundred
feet deep,” responded the older boy, somewhat absently.

Jackie looked up sharply at his tone. Jim was carefully re-
moving a sock and exposing a rather ugly scrape which ob-
viously had been fresh when the sock was donned. Jackie
came over to examine it. “How did you do that?” he asked.

“Hit- my foot against the rock the first time I dived. It’s a
little kit sore,” replied Jim.

“Hadn’t we better have Mother put iodine on it?”

“Then how do I explain where I got it, sap? Go get the
iodine yourself and I'll put it on; but don’t let them see you
getit.”

Jackie nodded, and ran barefooted dowmstairs to the
kitchen, He found the brown bottle without difficulty, brought
it upstairs, watched Jim’s rather sketchy application of the
antiseptic, and returned the bottle to its place. When he
returned from the second trip Jim was in bed; so he blew out
the lamp without speaking and crawled under his own blan-
kets.

The next morning was bright and almost clear; but a few
thin cirrus clouds implied the possibility of another change in
the weather. The boys, strolling down the road toward school,
recognized the signs; they prompted a remark from Jackie as
they passed the second quarry.

“I bet the middle of a rainstorm would be a good time to
go swimming there. No one would be around, and you'd have
a good excuse for being wet.”

“You'd probably break your neck on the rocks,” replied his
brother. “They’re bad enough when it’s dry.” Jim’s foot was
bothering him a little, and his attitude toward the quarry was
a rather negative one. He had managed to conceal his trouble
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from their mother, but now he was limping slightly. They had
already fallen behind the other boys, who had met them at
the Wade gate, and there began to be a serious prospect of
their being late for school. Jim realized this as they entered
the town, and with an effort increased his pace; they managed
to get to their rooms with two or three minutes to spare, to
Jim’s relief. He had been foreseeing the need for a written
excuse, which might have been difficult to provide.

When they met at lunch time, Jim refused to discuss his
foot, and even Jackie began to worry about the situation. He
knew his elder brother would not lie about his means of ac-
quiring the injury, and it seemed very likely that the question
was going to arise. After school, there was no doubt of it.
Jimmy insisted that his brother not wait for him, but go home
and stay out of the way until he had faced the authorities;
Jackie was willing to avoid the house, but wanted to keep
with Jim until they got there. The older boy’s personality
triumphed, and Jackie went on with the main crowd, while
James limped on behind.

They did not swim, that day. The older boys had deter-
mined to play higher up the mountain side, and the younger
ones trailed along. They spent a riotous afternoon, with little
thought to passage of time; and Jackie heard the supper bell
ring when he was a hundred yards from the house. He took
to his heels, paused briefly at the pump, burst into the kitchen,
recovered his poise, and proceeded more sedately to the
dining room. His mother looked up as he entered, and asked
quietly, “Where’s Jimmy?”

That morning, as on the previous day, Thrykar had made
careful count -of the number of human beings passing the
quarry. Although only one automabile had passed the second
day, the number of pedestrians had tallied three times—
fifteen people had walked to town both mornings; two had
walked back in the afternoon, and thirteen had paused to
swim. He concluded that those fifteen could be counted on
as regular customers, when he laid his plans for the second
afternoon.

This time, he took up his station very near the road, con-
cealed as best he could behind bushes. Tes was at his station
of the day before, ready to give him warning of people ap-
proaching. He was not counting on a lone swimmer remaining
behind at the quarry; he hoped to snatch one of the passersby
from the road itself.
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In consequence, he was more than pleased to see that
the human beings did not stop to swim; the -first group to
pass consisted of twelve, whom he rightly assumed to be most
of the previous day’s swimmers, and the second was the pair
of girls, which Thrykar, of course, was unable to recognize as
such. There was one to go; and, though it seemed too good to
be true, there was every chance that that one would pass
alone.

He did. Tes signaled his approach, and Thrykar, not wait-
ing for anything more, started blowing a bubble. The wind
was against him today; he had to make a much larger one, of
heavier material, and “anchor” it to the middle of the road.
It was more visible, in consequence, than the other had been;
but he placed it in the shadow of a tree. Jimmy might not
have seen it even had he been less preoccupied. As it was,
he almost missed it; Thrykar had time to lay but one trap,
which he placed at the* center of the road; and Jimmy, from
long-established habit, walked on the left. In consequence, he
was downwind from the thing; and when it ruptured at his
grazing touch, the alien had no reason to be dissatisfied with
the result.

The boy hit the ground before Thrykar could catch him,
but there were no visible marks to suggest injury to his head
when the trapper examined him. Thrykar picked up the un-
conscious form with an effort, collected the books which had
fallen: from its hand, and staggered back to the place where
he had concealed the rest of his equipment.

This was not the place from which he had been watching;
there was more equipment this time, the operation would
take longer, and it would have been foolhardy to work so
close to the road. He had found another space between
large, discarded granite blocks about midway between road
and quarry; and this he made his operating room.

Before going to work, he applied an extra dose of the
anaesthetic directly to the boy’s nostrils; and he laid the
cylinder containing the substance close at hand. He uncased
a much larger needle, connected by transparent, flexible tub-
ing to a small jar graduated for volumetric measure; and, not
trusting his memory, he laid the book beside it, open to the
page which gave the quantity of blood that might safely be
removed from a human being—a quantity determined long
before by experiment.

As he had done the day before, he swabbed the unpro-
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tected throat with alcohol, and inserted the needle; a tiny
rubberlike bulb, equipped with a one-way valve, attached to
the jar, provided the gentle suction needed, and the con-
tainer slowly filled to the indicated graduation. Thrykar
promptly stopped pumping, extracted the needle, and sealed
the puncture as before. Then, before the blood had time to
cool appreciably, he removed a small stopper from the jar,
inserted his slender tongue, and spent the next two minutes
absorbing the liquid into his own circulatory system.

That accomplished, he quickly réplaced the apparatus in its
case. Then he exerted himself to pick up Jimmy’s body and
carry it back to the road, at the point where the boy had
fallen. There he laid him, face down, as nearly as he could
recall in the attitude in which he had collapsed; the books
were replaced near his left hand, and after a few minutes’
search the alien found a fair-sized fragment of granite, which
he placed near the boy’s foot to serve as a reason for falling.
He considered placing another under the head to account for
the loss of consciousness, but couldn’t bring himself to provide
the necessary additional bruise.

Looking around carefully to make sure none of the human
being’s property was unreasonably far from the body, Thrykar
returned to his watching place and set himself to await the
boy’s return to consciousness. He had no fears himself for the
subject’s health, but he remembered Tes’ reaction the day
before, and wanted to be able to reassure her.

He lay motionless, watching. He was beginning to feel
restless, and could tell that he was running a mild fever—the
normal result of the refresher reaction. He would be a trifle
below par for the rest of the day. That was not worrying him
seriously; he could rest until blackness fell, and as soon as that
desirable event had occurred, they could be out and away.

He did feel a little impatient with his subject, who was
taking a long time to regain consciousness. Of course, the
creature had received a far heavier dose of anaesthetic than
had the other, and had lost more blood; it might be a little
longer in recuperating, on that score; but he had occupied
fully ten minutes with the operation and stage-setting, which
was about twice as long as the total period of unconsciousness
of yesterday’s subject.

His patience wore thinner in the additional ten minutes that
elapsed before Jimmy Wade began to stir. His first motion
attracted the alien’s wandering attention, and Thrykar gath-
ered himself together preparatory to leaving. Jimmy moaned
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a little, stirred again, and suddenly rolled over on his back.
After a moment his eyes opened, to stare blankly at the over-
shadowing tree; then he rolled over again, this time obviously
under conscious control, and started to get to his feet. Thry-
kar, behind his concealing bush, did likewise. He was the
only one to complete the movement. The boy got as far as
his hands and knees, and was starting to get one foot under
him, when Thrykar saw the small body go limp as though it
had received a second shot of gas, and slump back into a
huddled heap on the road.

Thrykar stood frozen for a moment, as though he expected
to be similarly stricken; and even when he relaxed, he kept
both eyes fixed on the inert form for fully half a minute.
Then, heedless of the risk of being seen should the creature
regain its senses, he rushed out on the road and bent over
the body, simultaneously tapping out an urgent call to Tes.
Once more he picked Jimmy up, feeling as though his tentacles
were about to come out at the roots, and bore him carefully
back to the scene of the operation.

His emotions were almost indescribable. To say that he
{elt criminally guilty in causing serious injury to a sensitive
being would not be strictly true; although he had an intellec-
tual realization that human beings were social creatures in a
plane comparable to that of his own race, he could not sym-
pathize with them in the etymologically correct sense of the
word. At the same time, he was profoundedly shocked at
what he had done; and he experienced an even deeper feel-
ing of pity than had Tes the day before.

With careful tentacles he opened the loose shirt, and felt
for the heart he had located the day before. It was still beat-
ing, but fully twice as rapidly as it should have been; and so
weakly that for a moment Thrykar could not find it. The chest
was rising and falling slightly, in slow, shallow breaths. A man
would have detected at once the pallor underlying the tan
on the boy’s face, but it was unnoticeable to the alien.

Tes arrived and bent over the pair, as her husband per-
formed the examination. Thrykar told her what had hap-
pened in a few words, without looking up. She gave a single
word of understanding, and let a tentacle slide gently across
Jimmy’s forehead.

“What can you do?” she asked at last.

“Nothing, here. We'll have to get it down to the ship some-
how. I'm afraid to take it under water—none of them went
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more than a few feet below the surface yesterday, and none
stayed down for more than a few seconds. I hate to do it, but
we'll have to bring the ship up in broad daylight. I'll stay here;
you go down, cast off, and bring the ship over to this side of
the pit. Raise it just far enough to bring the upper hatch out
of the water. I'll keep this communicator, and when you are
ready to come up call me to make sure it’s safe.”

Tes whirled and made for the quarry without question or
argument; a few seconds later Thrykar heard the faint splash
as she hurled herself into the water. She must have worked
rapidly; a bare five minutes later Thrykar’s communicator be-
gan to click, and when he responded, the curved upper hull
of the spaceship appeared immediately at the near edge of
the quarry. Thrykar picked up the boy once more, carried
him to the water’s edge, eased him in and followed, holding
the head well above the surface. He swam the few feet nec-
essary, found the climbing niches in the hull with his own
appendages, crawled up the shallow curve of metal, and
handed the limp form in to Tes, who was standing below the
hatch. She almost fell as the weight came upon her, but
Thrykar had not entirely released his hold, and no damage
resulted. A few moments later Jimmy was stretched on a metal
table in a room adjacent to the control chamber, and the
ship was lying at the bottom of the quarry.

Tes had to go out once more for the equipment Thrykar
had left above, which included the all-important book. She
took only a few minutes, and reported that there was no sign
of any other human being.

Thrykar seized the book, although he had already practi-
cally memorized the section dealing with Earth and its natives.
He had already set the room thermostat at human blood tem-
perature for safety’s sake, and had the air not been already
saturated with moisture Jimmy’s clothes would have dried
very quickly, As it was, he was at least free from chill. The
chemist checked as quickly as possible the proper values for
respiration rate and frequency of heart beat, and sought for
information on symptoms of excessive exsanguination; but he
was unable to find the last. His original opinion about heart
beat and breathing was confirmed, however; the subject’s
pulse was much too rapid and his breathing slow and shallow.

There was only one logical cause, book or no book, symp-
toms or no symptoms. The only source of organic disturbance
of which Thrykar had any knowledge was his own removal of
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the creature’s blood. It was too late to do anything about that,
The extra dose of gas might be a contributing factor, but the
worried chemist doubted it, having seen the negligible effects
of the stuff on the human organism the day before.

“Why does that blasted handbook have to be right often
enough to make me believe it, and then, when I trust it on
something delicate, turn so horribly wrong?” he asked aloud.
“I would almost believe I was on the wrong planet, from what
it says of the cultural level of this race; then it describes their
physical make-up, and I know it’s right; then I trust it for the
right amount of blood to take, and—this. What’s wrong?”

“What does it say about their physical structure?” asked Tes
softly. “I know it is fantastically unlikely, but we might have
the wrong reference.”

“If that’s the case, we're hopelessly lost,” replied her hus-
band. “I know of no other race sufficiently like this in physical
structure to be mistaken for it for a single moment. Look—
there are close-ups of some of the most positive features. Take
the auditory organ—could that be duplicated by chance in an-
other face? And here—a table giving all the stuff I've been
using: standard blood temperature, coloration, shape, height,
representative weights, . . Tes!”

“What is wrong?”

“Look at those sizes and weights! I couldn’t have moved a
body that bulky a single inch, let alone carry one twenty yaldsl
You had the right idea; it is the wrong race . . . or . . . or
else—"

“Or else,” said Tes softly but positively. “It is the right
planet, the right race, and the right reference. Those values
refer to adult members of that race; we took as a donor an
immature member—a child.”

Thrykar slowly gestured agreement, inwardly grateful for
her use of the plural pronoun. “I'm afraid you must be right.
I took blood up to the limit of tolerance of an adult, with a
reasonable safety margin; this specimen can’t be half grown.
Yesterday’s must have been still younger. How could I possibly
have been so unobservant? No wonder it collapsed in this
fashion. I hope and pray the collapse may not be permanent—
by the way, Tes, could you make some sort of blindfold that
will cover its eyes without injuring them? They seem deeply
enough set to make that a fairly simple job. If it does recover
consciousness, there are still laws which should not be broken.”

“You could not be blamed for the mistake, anyway,” added
Tes, comfortingly. “This creature is as large as any we have
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seen in the open; and who would have thought that children
would have been permitted to run freely so far from adult
supervision?” She turned away in search of some opaque fabric
as she spoke.

“The question is not of blame, but of repairing my error,”
replied Thrykar. “I can only do my best; but that I certainly
will do.” He turned back to bock, boy, and laboratory.

One thing was extremely clear: the lost blood must be made
up in some fashion. Direct transfusion was impossible; the
creature’s body must do the work. Given time and material,
it was probably capable of doing so; but Thrykar was horribly
afraid that time would be lacking, and he had no means of
learning what materials were usable and acceptable to those
digestive organs. One thing he was sure would do no chemical
harm~—water; and he had almost started to pour some down
the creature’s throat when he recalled that he had heard these
beings speak with their mouths, and that there must conse-
quently be a cross-cennection of some sort between the ali-
mentary and pulmonary passages. If it was completely
automatic, well and good; but it might not be, and there was
in consequence a definite risk of strangling the child. He con-
sidered dircct iitravenvus injection of sterile water, but his
chemical knowledge saved him from that blunder.

Tes designed and applied a simple blindfold; after that, at
Thrykar’s direction, she made periodic tests of the subject’s
blood temperature, pulse, and respiration. That left her hus-
band free to think and read, in the forlorn hope of finding
something that would enable him to take positive action of
some sort. Simply sitting and watching the helpless little crea-
ture die before his eyes was as impossible for him as for any
human being with a heart softer than flint.

Unquestionably it could have uced some form of sugar; per-
haps dextrose, such as Thrykar himself could digest—perhaps
levulose or fructose or even starch. That was somethjng that
Thrykar could have learned for himself, even though the book
contained no information on the matter; for he was a chemist,
and a good one.

But he didn’t dare take another blood sample from those
veins, even for a test. And he didn’t dare resort to trial and
error; there would probably be only a single error.

A saliva test would have given him the answer, had he
dreamt that an important digestive juice could be found so
high in any creature’s alimentary canal. He didn’t; and the
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afternoon passed at a funereal tempo, with the faint breathing
of the victim of his carelessness sounding in his too-keen ears.

It must have been about sunset when Tes spoke to him.

“Thrykar, it’s changing a little. The heart seems stronger,
though it’s still very fast; and the blood temperature has gone
up several degrees. Maybe it will recover without help.”

The chemist whirled toward the table. “Gone up?” he ex-
claimed. “It was about where it should be before. If that thing
is running a fever—” He did not finish the sentence, but
checked Tes’ findings himself. They were correct; and looking
again at the figures in the book, he lost all doubt that the
creature was suffering from a fever which would have been
dangerous to a member of Thrykar's own race and was prob-
ably no less so to his. He stood motionless beside the metal
table, and thought still more furiously.

What had caused the fever? Certainly not loss of blood—
not directly, at least. Had the creature been suffering from
some disease already? Quite possible, but no way to make
sure. An organic tendency peculiar to the race, resulting from
lowered blood pressure, prolonged unconsciousness, or similar
unlikely causes? Again, no way to prove it. A previously ac-
quired injury? That, at least, gave hope of providing evidence.
He had noted no signs of physical disrepair during the few
moments he had seen the creature conscious, but it was more
or less covered with artificial fabric which might well have
concealed them. The exposed portion of the skin showed noth-
ing~or did it? Thrykar looked more closely at the well-tanned
legs, left bare from ankle to just below the knee by the cor-
duroy knickers.

One—the right—was perceptibly larger than its fellow; and
touching the brown skin, Thrykar found that it was noticeably
hotter. With clumsy haste he unlaced and removed the
sneakers, and peeled off the socks; and knew he had
the source of the trouble. On the right foot, at the joint of the
great toe, was an area from which the skin appeared to have
been scraped. All around this the flesh was an angry crimson;
and the whole foot was swollen to an extent that made Thry-
kar wonder how he had managed to get the shoe off. The
swelling extended up the leg, in lesser degree, almost to the
knee; the positions of the veins in foot and ankle were marked
by red streaks.

Ignorant as he was of human physiology, Thrykar could see
that he had a bad case of infection on his hands; taken in
connection with the fever, it was probably blood poisoning.
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And, even more than before, there was nothing he could do
about it.

He was right, of course, on all counts. Jimmy, in replacing
his sock over the scrape the day before, had assured himself
of trouble; the iodine had come far too late. By the next morn-
ing a battle royal was raging in the neighborhood of the in-
jury. His healthy blood had been marshaling its forces all night
and day, and struggling to beat back the organisms that had
won a bridgehead in his body; it might possibly have won
unaided had nothing further occurred; but the abrupt de-
struction of his powers of resistance by the removal of nearly
half a liter of blood had given the balance a heavy thrust in
the wrong direction. James Wade was an extremely ill young
man.

Tes, looking on as her husband uncovered the injured foot,
realized as clearly as he the seriousness of the situation. The
fear that she had been holding at bay for hours—an emotion
composed partly of the purely selfish terror that they might
do something for which the law could punish them, but more
of an honest pity for the helpless little being which had un-
wittingly aided her husband—welled up and sought expres-
sion; Thrykar’s next words set off the explosion.

“Thank goodness for this!” was what he said, beyond any
possibility of doubt; and his wife whirled on him.

“What can you mean? You find yet another injury you've
caused this poor thing, and you sound glad of it!”

Thrykar gave a negative flip of his great fins. “I'm sorry; of
course my words would give that impression. But that was not
what I meant. I am powerless to help the creature, and have
been from the first, though I stubbornly refused to admit the
fact to myself. This discovery has at least opened my eyes.

“I wanted to treat it myself before, because of the law
against making our presence known; and I wasted my time try-
ing to figure out means of doing so. I was attacking the wrong
problem. It is not to cure this being ourselves, so that our
presence will remain unsuspected; it is to get it to the care of
its own kind, without at the same time betraying the secret. I
suppose I assumed, without thinking, that the latter problem
was insoluble.”

“But how can you know that the human race has a medical
science competent to deal with this problem?” asked Tes. “Ac-
cording to the handbook, their science is practically nonex-
istent; they’re still in the age of superstition. Now that I think
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of it, I once read a story that was supposed to take place on
Earth, and the men treated some member of our own race on
the assumption that he was an evil, supernatural being. Who-
ever wrote the story must have had access to information
about the planet.” Thrykar smiled for the first ime in hours
as he answered.

“Probably the same information used by whoever compiled
the Earth digest in this handbook. Tes, my dear, can’t you see
that whoever investigated this world couldn’t have stirred a
mile from the spot he landed—and must have landed in a very
primitive spot. He made no mention of electrical apparatus,
metallurgical development, aircraft—all the things we’ve seen
since we got here. Mankind must be in the age of scientific
development. That investigator was criminally lax. If it weren’t
for the letter of the law, I'd reveal myself to a human being
right now.

“All sciences tend to progress in relation to each other; and
I don’t believe that a race capable of creating the flying ma-
chine we saw two days ago would be lacking in the medical
skill to treat the case we have here. We will figure out a
means to get this being into the hands of its own people again,
and that will solve the problem. We should be able to get
away some time tonight.”

Tes felt a great weight roll from her mind. There seemed
little doubt that the program her husband had outlined was
practical.

“Tust how do you plan to approach a2 man, or group of them,
carrying an injured member of their own race—a child, at that
—~and get away not only unharmed, but unobserved?” she
asked, from curiosity rather than destructive criticism.

“It should not be difficult. There are several dwelling places
not far down the road. I can take the creature, place it in
plain sight in front of one of them, then withdraw to a safe
distance, and attract attention by throwing stones or starting
a fire or something of that sort. It must be dark enough by
now; we'll go up right away, and if it isn’t we can wait a little
while.”

It was. It was also raining, though not heavily; the boy’s
prediction of the morning had been fulfilled. Tes maneuvered
the little ship as close as possible to the quarry’s edge, while
Thrykar once again transferred his burden across the short but
unavoidable stretch of water. He pulled it out on dry, or com-
paratively dry, land, and signaled Tes to close the hatch and
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submerge. She was to wait for him just below the surface,
ready to depart the moment he returned.

That detail attended to, he turned, straightened up, and
.coiled and uncoiled his tentacles two or three times after the
manner of a man flexing his muscles for a severe task. He
realized that, in the transportation of a one-hundred-fifteen
pound body some three-quarters of a mile, he had taken on
a job to which his strength might barely be equal; but the
alternative of bringing the ship closer to the towm was un-
thinkable as yet. He bent over, picked Jimmy up, and started
toward the road, keeping to the right side of the drive that
led to the quarry.

It was even harder than he had expected. His muscles were
strained and sore from the unaccustomed. exertion earlier in
the day; and by the time he was halfway to the road he knew
that some other means of transportation would have to be
found. He let his supple body curve under its load, and gently
eased his burden to the ground.

Whether he had grown careless, or the rain had muffled
the scuffling sound of approaching human feet, he was never
sure; but he was unaware of the fact that he was not alone
until the instant a beam of light lanced out of the darkness
straight into his eyes, paralyzing him with astonishment and
dismay.

Jackie Wade had heard nothing, either; but that may be
attributed to Thrykar’s unshod feet, the rain, and Jackie’s own
preoccupation with the question of his brother’s whereabouts.
He was not yet actually worried, though his parents were
beginning to be. Once or twice before, one or the other of the
boys had remained at a comrade’s home for supper. They
were, however, supposed to telephone in such an event, and
the rather stringent penalties imposed for failure to do so had
made them both rather punctilious in that matter.

Jackie had not told about his brother’s sore foot; he had
simply offered, after supper, to go looking for him on the
chance that he might be at the home of a friend who did not
possess a telephone. He had no expectation that Jimmy would
be at the quarry; he could think of no reason why he should
be; but in passing the drive, he thought it would do no harm
to look. Jimmy might have been there, and left some indication
of the fact.

He knew the way well enough to dispense with all but oc-
casional blinks of the flashlight he was carrying; so he was
almost on top of the dark mass in the drive before he saw it.
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When he did he stopped, and, without dreaming for a mo-
ment that it .was more than a pile of brush or something of
that sort, left, perhaps, by one of the other boys, turned the
beam of his light on it.

He didn’t even try to choke back the yell of astonishment
and terror that rose to his lips. His gaze flickered over, ac-
cepted, and dismissed in one split second the body of his
brother stretched on the wet ground; he stared for a long mo-
ment at the object bent over it.

He saw a black, glittering wet body, wide and thick as his
own at the upper end, and tapering downwards; a dome-
shaped head set on top of the torso without any intermediary
neck; great, flat appendages, suggestive in the poor light of
wings, spreading from the sides of the body; and a pair of
great, staring, wide-set eyes that reflected the light of his flash
as redly as do human optics.

That was all he had time to see before Thrykar moved, and
he saw none of that very clearly. The alien straightened his
flexible body abruptly, at the same time rocking backwards on
his short legs away from Jimmy’s body; and the muscles in his
sinewy, streamlined torso and abdomen did not share any part
of the feebleness inherent in his slender tentacles. When he
straightened, it was with a snap; he did not merely come
erect, but leaped upward and backward out of the cone of
light, with his great fins spread wide for all the assistance they
could give. He completely cleared the enormous block of stone
lying beside the drive, and the sound of his descent on the
other side was drowned in Jackie’s second and still more heart-
felt yell.

For a moment Thrykar lay .where he had fallen; then he
recognized his surroundings, dark as it was. He was in the
space he had used that afternoon for an operating theater;
and with that realization he remembered the path among the
rocks and bushes which he had used in carrying the boy to
the ship. As silently as he could, he crept along it toward the
water; but as yet he did not dare signal Tes.

Behind him he heard the voice of the creature who had
seen him. It seemed to be calling—“Jimmy! Jimmy! Wake upl
What's the matter!”—but Thrykar could not understand the
words. What he did understand was the pound of running
feet, diminishing along the drive and turning down the road
toward the town. Instantly he rapped out an urgent signal to
Tes, and abandoning caution made his way as rapidly as pos-
sible to the quarry’s edge. A faint glow a few feet away
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marked the hatch in the top of the hull, and he plunged into
the water toward it. Thirty seconds later he was inside and at
the control board, with the hatch sealed behind him; and
without further preamble or delay, he sent the little ship
swooping silently upward, into and through the dripping
overcast, and out into the void away from Earth.

Jackie, questioned by his father while the doctor was at
work, told the full truth to the best of his ability; and was in
consequence sincerely grieved at the obvious doubt that
greeted his tale. He honestly believed that the thing he had
seen crouched over his brother’s body had been winged, and
had departed by air. The doctor had already noted and com-
mented on the wound in Jim’s throat, and the head of the
Wade family had been moved to find out what he could about
vampire bats. In consequence, he was doing his best to shake
his younger’s son’s insistence on the fact that he had seen
something at least as large as a man. He was not having much
Iuck, and was beginning to lose his temper.

Dr. Envers, entering silently at this stage and listening
without comment for several seconds, gleaned the last fact,
and was moved to interrupt.

“What's wrong with the lad’s story?” he asked. “I haven’t
heard it myself, but he seems to be sure of what he’s saying.
Also,” looking at the taut, almost tearful face of the boy sitting
before him, “he’s a bit excited, Jim. I think you’d better let
him get to bed, and thrash your question out tomorrow.”

“I don’t believe his story, because it’s impossible,” replied
Wade. “If you had heard it all, you'd agree with me. And I
don’t like—"

“It may, as you say, be impossible; but why pick on only
one feature to criticize?” He glanced at the open encyclopedia
indicated by Wade. “If you’re trying to blame Jimmy’s throat
wound on a vampire bat, forget it. Any animal bite would be
as badly infected as that toe, and that one looks as though it
had received medical treatment. It’s practically healed; it was
a clean puncture by something either surgically sterile, or so
nearly so that it was unable to offer a serious threat to the
boy’s health even in his present weak condition. I don’t know
what made it, and I don’t care very much; it’s the least of his
troubles.” ;

“I told you so!” insisted Jackie. “It wasn’t one of your crazy
little bats I saw. It was bigger than I am; it looked at me for a
minute, and then flew away.”
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Envers put his hand on the youngster’s shoulder, and looked
into his eyes for a moment. The face was flushed and the small
body trembling with excitement and indignation.

“All right, son,” said the doctor gently. “Remember, neither
your father nor I have ever heard of such a thing as you
describe, and it’s only human for him to try to make believe
it was something he does know about. You forget it for now,
and get some sleep; in the morning we’ll have a look to find
out just what it might have been.”

He watched Jackie’s face carefully as he spcke, and noted
suddenly that a tiny lump, with a minute red dot at the center,
was visible on his throat at almost the same point as Jimmy’s
wound. He stopped talking for a moment to examine it more
closely, and Wade stiffened in his chair as he saw the action.
Envers, however, made no comment, and sent the boy up to
bed without giving the father a chance to resume the argu-
ment. Then he sat in thought for several minutes, a half smile
on his face. Wade finally interrupted the silence.

“What was that on Jackie’s neckr” he asked. “The same sort
of thing that—"

“It was not like the puncture in Jimmy’s throat,” replied the
doctor wearily. “If you want a medical opinion, I'd say it was
a mosquito bite. If you'rg trying to connect it with whatever
happened to the other boy, forget it; if Jackie knew anything
unusual about it, he’d have told you. Remember, he’s been
trying to put stuffing in a rather unusual story. I'd stop worry-
ing about the whole thing, if I were you; Jimmy will be all
right when we get these strep bugs out of his system, and there
hasn’t been anything wrong with his brother from the first. I
know it’s perfectly possible to read something dramatic into a
couple of insect bites—I read ‘Dracula’ in my youth, too—but
if you start reading it back to me I'm quitting. Youre an
educated man, Jim, and I only forgive this mental wandering
because I know you've had a perfectly justifiable worry about
Jimmy.”

“But what did Jackie see?”

“Again I can offer only a medical opinion; and that is—noth-
ing. It was dark, and he has a normal imagination, which can
be pretty colorful in a child.”

But he was so insistent—"

‘The doctor smiled: “You were getting pretty positive your-
self when I walked in, Jim. There’s something in hurnan nature
that thrives on opposition. I think you’d better follow the pre-
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scription I gave for Jackie, and get to bed. You needn’t worry
about either of them, now.” Envers rose to go, and held out
his hand. Wade looked doubtful for a moment, then laughed
suddenly, got to his feet, shook hands, and went for the doc-
tor’s coat.

Like Wade, Tes had a few nagging worries. As Thrykar
turned away from the controls, satisfied that the ship was fol-
lowing the radial beanr emanating from the broadcaster cir-
cling Sol, she voiced them.

“What can you possibly do about that human being who
saw youP” she asked. “We lived for three Earth days keyed
up to a most unpleasant pitch of excitement, simply because
of a law which forbade our making curselves known to the
natives of that planet. Now, when you’ve done exactly that,
you don’t seem bothered at all. Are you expecting the creature
to pass us off as supernatural visitants, as they are supposed
to have accounted for the original surveyors?”

“No, ray dear. As I pointed out to you before, that jdea is
the purest nonsense. Humanity is obviously in a well advanced
stage of scientific advancement, and it is unthinkable that they
should permit such a theory to satisfy them. No—they know
about us, now, and must have been pretty sure since the sur-
veyors’ first visit.”

“But perhaps they simply dishelieved the individuals who
encountered the surveyors, and will similarly discredit the one
who saw you.”

“How could they do that? Unless you assume that all those
who saw us were not only congenital liars but were known
to be such by their fellows, and were nevertheless allowed
at large. To discredit thern any other way would require a
line of reasoning too strained to be entertained by a scientifi-
cally trained mind. Rationalization of that nature, Tes, is as
much a characteristic of primitive peoples as is superstition.
I repeat, they know what we are; and they should have been
permiitted galactic intercourse from the time of the first survey
—they cannot have changed much in sixty or seventy years,
at least in the state of material progress.

“And that, my dear, is the reason I am not worried about
having been seen. I shall report the whole affair to the authori-
ties as socn as we reach Blahn, and I have no doubt that they
will follow my recommendation—which will be to send an im-
mediate official party to contact the human race.” He smiled
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momentarily, then grew serious again. “I should like to apolo-
gize to that child whose life was risked by my carelessness,
and o its parents, who must have been caused serious anxiety;
and I imsgine I will be able to do so.” He turned to his wife.

“Tes, would you like to spend my next vacation on Earth?”






The Eagles Gather

BY JOSEPH E. KELLEAM

This story was published in April 1942. The Manhattan Proj-
ect was in its earliest stages. Atomic energy was known to re-
sult from the breakdown of uranium atoms into their stable
components, but atomic weapons were only a dream in the
minds of a few military planners. In this strangely forgotten
tale, Joseph Kelleam saw beyond the dream of the atomic
bomb to the final nightmare of an atomic armaments race in
a world nearly destroyed by war. The story ranks with the
best of science fiction's famous previsions of the Atomic Age.

There were no stars. The ruined landing field was lit by
dancing shadows from a huge bonfire. With forlorn, hollow
eyes the broken towers looked down upon the field, the leap-
ing flames, and the one battered space boat. Beyond the danc-
ing fire the night waited threateningly.

In the shadow of one of the rickety towers a man huddled
before a tiny flame and now and then turned his attention to
a bubbling pot that hung from a forked stick above the coals.
He was lean and broad-shouldered. The flickering coals occa-
sionally lit up his thin face—the somber, gray eyes, the high
cheekbones, the wide, sensitive mouth and the yellow curls
that fell across a high forehead. The man seemed to be lost
in thought, only turning his gaze away from the coals long
enough to look up at the dark sky or to stir the pot of stew.
When he moved to throw more wood upon the fire it was
with the lithe grace of a cat, and even his tattered uniform
took on a trim, military look from its wearer.

As the man stared into the fire he was listening to the
sound of an approaching ship, half-heard, far above him in the
dark sky. The noise of a descending ship increased, changed
from a whine to a scream, and from a scream to a roar.

Joseph Kelleam, THE EAGLES GATHER. Copyright 1942 by
Street and Smith Publications, Inc. Reprinted by permission of
Street and Smith Publications, Inc., from Astounding Science
Fiction, April 1942.
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There was a roar and a gush of flame. A long, billowing jet
"of fire swept over the landing field like a scythe, and another
space boat glided across the weed-strewn field. It stopped
near the silent space craft. Both the boats were small, bat-
tered, patched and repatched—little one-man boats that had
gone buzzing about space like wasps—as though the planets
and the asteroids were golden fruit ripe for the taking,

The man before the fire made no movement other than to
hitch his belt around so that a lean bronzed hand rested upon
the worn butt of a pistol. He sat there looking into the fire,
though he could hear the sound of feet stumbling through
the underbrush. The night was chill, and with his free hand
he pulled his patched leather jacket across his chest.

“Hello.” The visitor stood before him smiling a cold smile—
a little man with wide, drooping shoulders and eyes as blue
as chilled steel.

The man before the fire grunted and motioned with his
head for the newcomer to be seated.

“Smells good,” said the visitor as he sat down and looked
into the steaming pot. “That was white of you to build the fire.
I'd never 've landed without it. Not much power left, either.”
He sighed.

“That’s O. K. I figured there would be more boats along.
They’re coming home now—those that have power enough in
their engines to make the trip. My name’s Duane, Jim Duane.”

“They call me Captain,” said the little man. “I've got other
names, but mostly I answer to Captain. I'm a professional sol-
dier.” He added with a trace of a cold smile, “Like you.”

“Yeah,” Duane said wearily, “that’s my work. “Fightin’ for
the highest bidder. But when the war lords ran short of ura-
nium they sent me home.” He added with a malicious grin,
“Like you.”

“And damned lucky to get home. Plenty of boys marooned
up there.” Captain jerked his chin upward toward the dark,
mist-swept sky. “But they’ll ind more uranium. They’ll call us
back. Twenty years of fightin’ can’t end this way. The war
lords aren’t satisfied. There’ll be more power for those crates,
and guys like us will be gentlemen again, drawin’ monthly
wages in four figures.”

Duane shook his head. “It’s gone. They've hunted every-
where. Oh, they found plenty—enough for centuries. But they
burned it up in twenty years. They blasted the worlds apart.
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They fought like mad dogs. An’ now it’s gone. An’ I'm damned
glad.”

Captain’s eyes narrowed. “You don't talk like a fightin” man.”

Duane’s hand tightened upon his gun. “A man don’t talk
fight. Want to see how I fight?”

The little man shrugged his broad shoulders. “I only fight
for money. Perhaps we'll fight for different war lords some
day.”

The scuffling of boots through the undergrowth eased the
tension between the two. Two figures stumbled toward the
fire. Two men in tattered leather coats and ragged pants and
worn boots stopped as one, and stood there with downcast
eyes as though awaiting an invitation.

“Space-nuts,” said Captain none too softly.

One of the men looked up and patted a bulge in his coat.
“I got a can of tomatoes.” He smiled timidly. He was a thin
little man with a sunken chest and a long pointed nose. His
sunken eyes were black and dull.

Duane had seen hundreds like the two. There were men
who cracked up out there in space, men who broke under
the strain of the screaming, bellowing, fire-blasting wars.

“Throw the tomatoes in the pot,” he said carelessly. “Sit
down and warm. My name’s Duane, This is Captain—that’s his
name, he’s not my captain.”

The man drew a can opener from his pocket and produced
the tin of tomatoes. As he sawed at the lid he said listlessly,
“I'm Ted Shafer. Used to have my own ship. But I lost it.
’Bout a year ago I was shippin” on a freighter an’ they ma-
rooned me here. Said I was nuts. I'm not nuts. You can see
that I ain’t nuts. Well, I been livin’ around here for about a
year—livin’ off what I could find. There’s a ruined town over
there. Then I run into this feller about a week ago. His name
is. . .say, what’s your name? I keep forgettin’.”

The fourth man, a squat, paunched fellow with a red nose
and a thick unkempt beard, snorted. “The name’s Belton. Bill
Belton. You're gettin’ crazier and crazier. I been around here
for about six months. Only I wasn’t marooned. I jumped ship.
You guys got anything to drink?”

Captain swore. “Just a couple of bums. I oughta give 'em
the toe of my boot—"

Duane’s eyes narrowed. “It’s my fire,” he said softly.
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“0.K., 0. K. But they’re full of lice, I bet—"

Shafer and Belton sat by the fire, their shoulders slumped
forward.

Duane reached behind him into the shadows and brought
out a roll of bedding. He produced four plates and four tin
spoons and began to ladle out the mulligan. When he served,
Shafer and Belton were profuse with their thanks. Captain was
contemptuous.

“Mulligan,” he swore. “Damn, I've sat at tables with war
lords. Twenty courses on silver dishes and wine and liquor
enough for all. And everybody dressed like hell.”

Duane grinned. “Sorry I ain’t a war lord. Maybe you'd like
a punch in the nose.”

Captain took the proffered plate sullenly. “I'm sorry. I keep
forgettin’. Geez, I hope they dig up some more uranium soon.
It's hard to take this when you've been used to a monthly
salary that runs into four figures.”

Duane locked up at the dark sky that was vacant save
where a trailing mist tangled with the smoke from the fire.

“They won't find any more uranium. Not soon, anyway. I've
thought a lot about it. We wercn’t ready to conquer space.
We made a mess of it. Oh, we had the ships and the guns.
Mechanically we were perfect. It was us who was wrong. We
conquered space but we hadnt conquered ourselves. That
will come some day.”

“You sound like a parson,” Captain jeered.

Little Shafer mouthed his food wolfishly, now and then
drawing the back of his hand across his mouth and the tip
of his long pointed nose. “What makes you think we won't find
any more uranium?” he asked slyly.

Duane looked at him. The little man’s fingers were trem-
bling.

“Oh, we might find it,” Duane said, “but there’s no organi-
zation any more. It’s been blown to hell. If we do find uranium,
we'll lose it again. We're all washed up—for the time being,
anyway. We'll have to dig in here on old Terra and start from
scratch. Personally, I'm glad.”

Captain snorted. “Nurts.”

“There’s uranium aplenty left,” little Shafer said stubbornly.

Captain’s eyes narrowed. “Know where it is, punk?r”

Shafer avoided that steely glance. “Maybe I do and maybe
Idon’t,” he evaded.
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Belton scraped the last bit of grease from his plate and
belched contentedly. “I was rich once,” he told the fire.

Captain sneered. “You ain’t ever had the price of an extra
drink in your pocket.”

“I was rich once, just the same.” Bill Belton looked from
face to face pleadingly. A coal sputtered into the flame and
lit the high color on his bulby nose and swollen cheeks. “I
was rich once, richer than dirt.”

“O. K.,” Duane told him. “Maybe you were. Go ahead and
tell your tale and get it off your mind. I'm not sleeping to-
night, anyway.”

“Itll be a rum-soaked, mangy lie that he dreamed up be-
tween panhandling and fightin’ pink lizards.” Captain yawned.

Belton looked hurt and lowered his eyes to the fire.

“I was rich once. I was runnin’ a one-man mining boat out
of Achilles. It wasn’t much of a boat, but it was mine. An’ all
of a sudden I came across a freighter, a drifter. A meteor
had torn about a fourth of her away, and she was driftin’
and spinnin’ alone out there in space with all the stars a-twin-
klin’ down at her like diamonds sparklin’ on black velvet.

“So I boarded her, and every bit of oxygen had been ripped
from her, and there was all the poor boys there, dead and
frozen in O1d Father Time’s icebox. Well, that ship was loaded
with furs. She had been outward bound from Pallas, I reckon.
An’ those furs were all mine by rights of salvage. A king’s
ransom. I packed my boat with ’em until I hardly had room
to move about it.

“An’ then, just off Mars, a damned bunch of hellhounds
boarded me and cleaned me out and set me adrift in one of
those dinky little emergency boats.- I've thought of it and
thought of it. Those furs were mine. I was rich. They robbed
me. But I got the name of that boat. I saw the name. Some
day I'll catch some of those fellows. Or even one—"

While Belton was talking, little Shafer slowly slumped over
the fire and held his hands over the coals. His fingers were
shaking as though he had a chill. His dull, close-set eyes
glanced this way and that furtively.

And two pairs of eyes were upon him, Captain’s and
Duane’s. Captain reached into an inner pocket of his leather
jacket and produced a flask. Slowly he uncorked it and held
it toward the little man, then drew it back temptingly. Shafer’s
clutching, trembling fingers followed the flask.
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“You seem like a good little guy,” Captain said. “An’ you
look sick. Take it all. It’s all I've got, but—" He shrugged his
broad shoulders and smiled his cold smile.

Duane watched the little play before him. In his deep eyes
was pity for this little derelict and contempt for the man who
was leading him on.

“He thinks you know where some uranium is buried,” he
said mockingly. “He’ll trade you a drink for a ton of ura-
nium.

“Go to hell,” Captain told him. And then to Shafer, “Go
ahead. Drink her down. Don’t mind this space lawyer.”

The little man obliged. Belton watched, fascinated.

“Hell, don’t I get a nip?” he objected.

“Not a drop,” Captain’s cold eyes were murderous. “Can’t
you see, this little fellow’s a gentleman? I bet he’s seen better
days-"

“Haven’t we all?” Duane interrupted.

“Leave the little guy alone.” Captain thumped Shafer on
the back lustily. The little man smiled timidly and tilted the
flask again.

“Thanks.” He drew the baek of his hand across his mouth
and held out the flask to Captain.

Captain waved it away airily.

“Nix, I can tell when a guy needs a drink better than I do.
I bet you've seen better days. Bet you were richer than this
mug who yaps about findin’ a load of furs—like he was a
damned scavenger.”

Belton flushed. “Listen.” One hand stole within his tattered
jacket.

“Easy,” Duane said, and patted the womn butt of his gun.
Belton slumped back over the fire and began to mutter to
himself.

Shafer had taken another pull at the flask. A feverish light
was coming into his dull eyes.

“Furs,” he snorted contemptuously. “Dirty, stinkin’ furs]
Who gives a damn about furs? Why, I got a corner on all the
wealth in the world. The overlords will be beggin’ after me
some day. I'm richer than all the stars ’cause I got what every-
body wants.”

“I knew a guy who talked like that once,” put in Duane
softly. “He was singin’ a tune just like that in a two-bit bar.
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But he didn’t have money enough to pay for his last drink
and they threw him out into the street.”

“Shut up.” Captain smiled, confident that Duane had
played into his hand. “Never mind this cynic.”

Shafer looked at Duane and tried to sneer. “Think I'm lyin’,
eh? Well, youll see. I used to own my own boat, I did. An’
I found a mine, a nice, floatin’ mine. I didn’t have to stake it,
"cause I'm the only one who knows where it is.”

“Sure,” said Captain. -

“Tons and tons of uranium.” Shafer turned the words over
in his mouth as though they were bonbons.

“Sure,” said Captain softly. “Enough for all. We'll live like
kings.”

Shafer straightened and looked about him, frightened. His
eyes dulled again. “Youre trying to get me to talk. No, it’s
mine. All mine. I found it. Nobody else knows where it is.”

Again Captain patted Shafer’s thin shoulders, “We were just
interested in your story, weren’t we, men?”

Duane grunted his contempt.

Little Shafer took another pull at the flask. “Yes, sir,” he
said dreamily. “I was cruisin’ out there in space, ‘'way off the
space lanes, when I bumped into it. A little asteroid not over
half a mile across. And solid uraniur. I chartered it. I figgered
out its orbit to an inch. I used to could do that. An’ it’s mine.
Over an’ over I keep repeatin’ those figures to myself.

“I may forget cther things but I won’t forget that orbit. An’
I'll write it down when someone puts the cold cash in my
hand.”

He was silent for a moment. Then he took another drink and
began to talk to himself. “Yes, sir, I found an asteroid that’s
solid uranium. There I was, down on my luck, an’ cruisin’
around in my own ship, the Billikins—"

His thin hand went to his mouth as though to stop the
words. His eyes were filled with fear. A scream slipped be-
tween his bony fingers.

Bill Belton was on his feet, a groping hand within his coat.

“You,” he screamed. “Damn it, I'd know the name of that
ship in he]l. It was your ship. You took my furs.”

The little man’s trembling hands were thrust-out in protest.

“No!” he screamed. “No, no, no!l”

Slowly Belton’s hand came from his coat. His stubby, grimy
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fist clutched a long knife. “It was you,” he cried. He raised
the knife in a shining arc.

Then little Shafer’s fear changed to desperation. With a
scream he jumped back and clawed at his coat. He was quick
now. Fear had maddened him. A mean little pistol appeared
in his hand. He fired point-blank at Belton’s face.

Belton staggered and fell. His hands came up to a bleeding
face that was a face no more. He screamed a wild, bubbly
scream. Then he rolled into the fire, screamed again, struggled
to his feet, and fell again—and lay still.

“You tricked me, damn you all.” Shafer stood above the two
seated men and brandished his gun. His eyes were burning
now, little close-set pools of mad fire, His shaking hand stead-
ied and lowered the gun toward Duane.

Duane’s hand moved like a rattlesnake striking, Two stabs
of flame lanced into the night. Shafer stumbled and fell.

Duane turned his attention to Captain. The little man was
nursing a broken arm. A gun that had been leveled at Duane
was slipping from deadened fingers.

“You fool,” he cried. “You killed him. I believed that story.
He knew where the uranium was.”

Duane shrugged. “He was crazy. A killer. I know your kind,
Captain. I knew what you were thinking when he hinted that
he knew where a lode of uranium was. You were figuring then
that only you and Shafer would go away from this fire. You
had your gun on me just then, ready to polish me off if Shafer
missed.” '

“Damned blundering idiot,” Captain swore. “Oh, I wish I
had some of my men here.”

“Leave your gun and get out,” Duane told him.

“But it’s dark. 1 can’t go out there in the dark without a
gun.”

“Get out!” Duane’s words were like icy barbs. “Mornin’ will
be here soon.”

Captain struggled to his feet. He was sobbing with fear
and rage and pain. Slowly he moved away from the fire.

“And remember what I said,” Duane called after him. “Men
will conquer the stars some day—after they have conquered
themselves.”

Captain’s retreating figure faded into the night. The sound
of his stumbling footsteps died away.

Duane sat there before the little fire, staring intently into
the coals, oblivious of the two fallen figures that lay there in
the shadows. At length he arose. In the east a bit of silver
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was appearing. As he watched, the silver grew brighter; and
long spars of purple and rose stretched across the sky.

And as morning dawned the sweeping mists rose and dis-
appeared. The sky was empty—but clear and shining with
promise.






The Queen’s Astrologer

BY MURRAY LEINSTER

This is one of the very few medieval science fiction stories
ever written. I know of only one other, called “The Power,”
also from the prolific Leinster pen. In that tale, an alien from
another planet visits an uncomprehending and superstition-
ridden scholar of the Middle Ages. In the present one, on the
other hand, the science fiction is all native and local; no for-
eign interference! And it is astonishing how vividly real the
“science” in this story seems, despite its medieval trappings.

Murray Leinster was writing topnotch science fiction be-
fore some of the other authors in this book were born. His
first story under the Leinster pseudonym appeared in 1920,
although as Will Jenkins (his real name) he had been pub-
lished even before then.

When the stranger tapped furtively on the door of the
Queen’s Astrologer, in Ynarth, it was almost night. There was
snow on the gabled roofs of all the huddled houses, and snow
in the streets—all trodden and fouled by the footsteps of men
~—and there was a cap of snow resting rakishly on the head of
Robin Ghaur, high up on a pole in the central square.

The Queen had had Robin Ghaur executed some time
since, very edifyingly and lingeringly, and had had his head—
by special order neither flayed nor roasted nor crushed slowly
between the jaws of a monstrous vise—put up on display to re-
mind her subjects that rebellion was unhealthy. She had taken
other measures too, which most of her subjects tried not to
think about, but sometimes dreamed of. In consequence, the
town and the kingdom of Ynarth was quite desperately loyal
to the Queen in her palace which frowned down from the
heights above them.

The stranger had come into the town just before the gates

Murray Leinster, THE QUEEN’S ASTROLOGER. Copyright
1949 by Standard Magazines, Inc. Reprinted by permission of
the author and Oscar J. Friend from Thrilling Wonder Stories,
October 1949. .
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were closed at sunset, limping with a stick like a half-starved
beggar. He'd gone hobbling about the streets until he found
an inn which was properly poverty-stricken, and there he pro-
duced copper coins and bought food—which he wolfed—and
sat seeming to doze while he listened to the talk. But the talk
was not informative because the Queen had many spies. In
the end the stranger—speaking with a slight foreign accent—
had to ask the way to the house of the Queen’s Astrologer.

Now he tapped furtively on the door. There was a properly
impressive wait. Then a wide, vacuous face grinned through a
grilled opening, and the stranger put a coin between the bars.
It fell to the floor, and it rang like gold. So instantly the door
was opened, and the Astrologer’s servant grinned and slob-
bered, beckoning the stranger in. Then he closed and barred
the door again and without a word led the way upstairs.

The stranger paused when light struck his eyes. He was in
a great room with a huge fireplace at one end. It made a com-
forting noise as the flames roared up the chimney. There was
a stuffed alligator hanging from the ceiling and stuffed owls
and dried bats about the walls, and most impressive astrologi-
cal charts and instruments here and there. But the Queen’s
Astrologer himself, was dressed in a quite commonplace cos-
tume, and he was at work upon a curiously complicated de-
vice of glass tubing and liquids and a bellows. He looked up
and frowned.

The stranger, without a word, stripped off his beggar’s
clothing. As the tattered garments dropped, the rich costume
beneath made the Astrologer’s eyes widen. He stood up and
bowed gracefully.

“You have come far,” he said drily. “Your costume is that of
.a priest of Ars, from far beyond the mountains. I am over-
whelmed by the honor. We do not worship Ars in Ynarth, to
be sure, but I offer what professional courtesies may be ap-
propriate.”

The stranger nodded and took a seat with easy assurance.

“I expected courtesy. I hope for aid,” he said coldly.

The astrologer said as drily as before, “In everything the
Queen would approve of, I am at your service. Love-philters,
horoscopes, charms, magic of the three colors; anything that
is not treasonable I will be most happy to oblige a confrere.”
As the stranger looked at him quizzically, the astrologer ex-
plained:

“Our Queen is wise beyond comparison. She has spies, and
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spies upon spies, and spies upon spies upon spies. I assure you
that no sane man in Ynarth would even think a treasonable
thought. And I am a sane man.”

The stranger shrugged his shoulders.

“I had no thought of treason,” he observed. “It is a matter
of religion. You have heard of the great image of the god Ars,
in Scliit. It is fifteen spans high, of resonant golden plates and
clad in armor made of the bones of the enemies of our nation.
Doubtless you have heard of its great, glowing, single eye, as
red as fury, bright as hate and with the fires of hell within its
depths. The news may not have reached so far, but some
sacrilegious thief has been so skilful and so bold as to steal it.”

“I am properly shocked,” said the Queen’s Astrologer po-
litely. .

“I hope,” said the stranger, “for your aid in recovering it.”

“Now, unfortunately,” said the astrologer drily, “my magic
is not particularly strong in that branch. Lost cows, errant
wives, faithless sweethearts and the like—I have had some
success in finding such things. But idols” eyes—-no. I am afraid
I am a bit rusty in the magical processes potent in finding lost
idols’ eyes.”

“A fig for magic,” said the stranger contemptuously. “Pish
for astrology! Tosh for charms and incantations! I recognize
the device on which you are laboring. It deals with a matter
of which I have some knowledge.”

The astrologer started a little. He glanced at the apparatus,
and looked back to his visitor.

“Yes?” But he looked incredulous. “Indeed, I have had
some difficulties—"

The stranger said tolerantly, “Children hear the cries of
bats, which no adult can hear. You wondered, and sought to
know the reason. You made a whistle, which as you made it
ever more shrill reached a point where to your ears it was no
sound at all, yet children insisted that they still could hear it.
Eh? You work at a device to make a sound no ears can hear?”

The astrologer took a deep breath.

“Well, now!” hLe said. “I did not expect to find a fellow-
scientist in a priest of Ars! To be surel Dogs also hear these
sounds our ears cannot catch. The Queen—" '

He stopped then. The stranger smiled, not too pleasantly.
“In Scliit,” he said, “there are the holy dogs of the goddess
Tici, who hates all evildoers and reveals all crime. When per-
sons accused of crime deny it, they are led before the dogs,
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intermingled with other persons plainly innocent. The holy
dogs display their anger when the guilty ones approach. They
—ah—they have been trained to growl when they hear the
sound that to human ears is no sound at all.”

The Queen’s Astrologer said wrily:

“I have thought that had I a conscience, it would hurt me
sometimes in the service of my Queen. But I see that you
priests of Ars and Tici are of my kidney. Except—" here his
tone was polite—“much more advanced.”

“Truly,” said the stranger with some boastfulness. “We
know of many sounds which cannot be heard by men. Some
are too shrill and some are too deep. There is a sound which
rouses fear, though the hearer hears it not. There is a sound
which rouses amorous passion. Our love-charms do not fail in
the temple of Nus the love-goddess!”

The Queen’s Astrologer made a gesture of courteous inter-
ruption. He called his empty-faced servant and informed him
that the stranger would dine and lodge there. He commanded
the best possible meal for the two of them, to be fetched from
the very best inu of the town. The half-wit, stumbling, went
slouching down the stairs.

“You will be ill-served,” said the astrologer apologetically,
“but if I had a servant with all his wits, my clients—other
than the Queen—would think him a spy for the Queen and
would fear to ask my services. As it is, besides my official
position I have a good business in curses, love-potions and the
like aids to intended adultery. Since such things usually work
out anyhow, and since I always faithfully report everybody
who asks to have a pox put on the Queen—they invariably
turn out to have been her spies—I live quite gquietly and in
good favor with Her Majesty.” .

He busied himself drawing out a table and cutlery and
pouring a huge flagon of wine for his guest.

“But about the eye of Ars—” Then he paused and said in-
quiringly, “Should I make some respectful gesture when men-
toning his name?”

The stranger grinned. The astrologer went on drily:

“Your pardon. I thought that you might believe in your own
god. But I fear that I have no knowledge of the jewel at all.
It is of infinite value, I am sure. But no thief would dare to
offer it for sale in Ynarth. The Queen’s spies would seize him,
Her Majesty would condemn him to death for his crime, and
the jewel—"

“She would keep. To be sure. Yet it is in Ynarth,” said the
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stranger confidently. “Of that I am sure. Was there not some
disturbance here not too long since?”

The astrologer shrugged.

“Robin Ghaur led an insurrection,” he said in a carefully
toneless voice. “Her Majesty was pleased to summon him for a
private conversation, and he had the bad taste to observe that
Her Majesty’s lovers have short lives, and then he fled the
country. Her majesty was justly incensed.”

The priest of Ars drank of the wine from the flagon.

“And?”

“His wife and two sons vanished,” said the astrologer. “Her
Majesty expressed indignation, saying that they also had fled
the realm. She vowed that she would hang any man who
dared to say she’d had them slain to spite Robin, moreover,
so no man dared to say it. But Robin appeared on the border
to avenge them, and indeed he raised a pretty force and de-
feated the Queen’s army in two pitched battles.”

“And?” said the stranger again.

“Two of the Queen’s spies got to him,” said the astrologer.
“Daring men, those spies. They kidnapped him from the very
midst of those rebels, and the rebellion fell to pieces. Robin
could rouse the Queen’s enemies to rage. All others but roused
their fears.”

The stranger nodded and grinned.

“The Queen took a great vengeance,” the astrologer added,
very carefully without intonation, “All the people of Ynarth
were required to observe the rebels, imbedded to their necks
in the masonry of a new structure the Queen was building.
Some, seeing their sons there, were so indiscreet as to go mad.
But indeed the rebels made a very dolorous sound, crying out
as they did. It took some of them near a week to die.”

The stranger in his rich garments nodded with an air of
complete satisfaction.

“Of course,” added the astrologer, “Robin Ghaur himself
was treated with special severity. He lived nearly ten days.
His head is in the public square now.”

“He,” said the stranger comfortably, “he had the eye of the
idol of Ars. I was sure of that. I seek your aid in finding it.”

There was a noise below. The half-witted servant climbed
the stairs with a great clatter. He carried a huge basket from
which savory odors issued. He put it on the table the astrol-
oger had pulled out and loutishly set plates, and exposed te
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view a steaming goose and a meat pie, a snowy-white bread
and all the proper adjuncts for a meal.

He made a gobbling noise and retired to the chimney-cor-
ner, where he made faces at the flames. The astrologer set
chairs and bowed to his guest. The stranger rose and took his
place. The astrologer carved. He seemed uneasily thoughtful.

“If you would tell me—"

The stranger-priest of Ars grunted with his mouth full.

“There are sounds we cannot hear,” he said complacently,
after an instant, “yet they affect our hearts. I spoke of the
sounds which cause fear. o

“In Scliit those sounds are made in the temple of the go
Plut, who rules the afterworld. They are very effective in pro-
moting piety. In the temple of Nus, the love-goddess, such
unhearable strains rouse her devotees to frenzy of another
sort, and their amorous transports are doubtless pleasing to
the goddess.” His tone was purest irony. “And I spoke of the
holy dogs of Tici, goddess of justice. I am myself a priest of
Ars, the god of war.”

The astrologer nodded.

“The image of Ars is made of resonant golden plates,” the
stranger repeated. He drank. “It quivers to sound like a thin
goblet to the chorus of a drinking-song. And—can a bell sound
with any but its own voice?”

The astrologer, chewing thoughtfully, shook his head.

“Of course not,” said the stranger. “Stand beneath a great
bell and shout at it, and it will reply with a tiny clanging of its
own voice. The eye of the image of Ars is a crystal, cunningly
carved by masters of old time. It rings, as a bell. But no man
can hear its voice. Nonetheless, it is a sound. It is a sound
which rouses hate.”

The astrologer ceased to chew. He stared. The priest of
Ars grinned.

“It would be instructive,” he said tolerantly, “to one who
but fumbles with the science of unhearable sounds, to see a
ceremony to the glory of Ars. The temple’s head addresses
the worshippers, recounting the evil deeds of a national en-
emy. The ringing crystal eye resounds to his voice. But it
resounds in the tones that men cannot hear, yet respond to,

“They rouse a mighty rage. The populace shouts. The
sound causes the crystal to reverberate yet again and so in-
crease their fury. Drums beat. Men howl and scream with the
hatred the crystal eye of Ars increases with every burst of
sound. When the worshippers are dismissed, they are as mad-
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men. They have been filled with carefully directed hatred.”

The Queen’s astrologer swallowed, and was still. The
stranger chuckled.

“Of course,” he said amiably, “they would feel rage in any
case. The unhemd sounds produce it. But they are hearing of
the villainy of a npational enemy when their rage is roused.
Did we choose, we the priests of Ars could rouse them sim-
ilarly against our king, or against even the priests of another
god. So the priests of Ars are most powerful of all in Scliit.”

The Queen’s Astrologer made a helpless gesture.

“But Robin Ghaur,” he said uneasily. “He surely—was it not
the honest rage of honest men which filled his followers?”

The stranger laughed. It was a very cynical laugh.

“Robin Ghaur,” he said zestfully, “was the son of a temple
dancer whom Robin Ghaur’s father stole away. He was a great
noble and he rode fast and far, and guarded himself after. It
was fifteen full years before the vigilance of his guards re-
laxed and we were able to kill man and woman together by
an assassin’s dagger.

“Doubtless this Robin Ghaur knew some of our temple se-
crets through his mother, before we killed her. He stole the
eye of Ars to rouse men’s hatred against his Queen. But—"
here the grin of the stranger-priest was pure malevolence—
“when the Queen’s spies neared him, waves of hatred spread
out about him. But the Queen’s spies hated him! He was in
their thoughts when fury rose, not the Queen! So once they
had him fast, no pleading nor any possible bribe would move
them, who hated him as the mobs in the temple of Ars hate
those we priests command them to.”

The astrologer was very pale, now.

“Indeed,” he said, unsmiling, “I had thought myself without
illusions. But I find that I believed in Robin Ghaur. I believed
in the despairing fury of those who followed him and won im-
possible battles. I thought it enviable to have the courage to
rebel, even without hope. But it does not seem enviable to
have rebelled because of unrealized devices created to make
men mad. It is not glorious, though futile, to have won vic-
tories because of the calculating science of the priests of Ars.
I am disillusioned. I was a fool.”

The stranger-priest of Ars was amused. He said benignly,
“And you a scientist! I shall aid you. with your device to make
sounds that none can hear. Ha! I will adjust your device to
the sound made in the temple of Nus. And when a buxom
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wench comes seeking a love-charm for some hulking peasant
lout she would have adore her, you shall fill her ears with a
sound she will not know of. She will only know that such
frenzied love possesses her that you being nearest are her in-
stant fierce desire! Any maid or matron you may fancy—"

The Queen’s Astrologer shook his head.*

“Now that,” he said unsteadily, “is something for the Queen
to know of. She has a fancy— But no. I am a fool. I have
been a scoundrel indeed, but I tock some heart from the be-
lief that there were better men than I. And you destroy that
belief.” He swallowed. “You are wiser than I, sir priest of Ars.
You are my guest. But you distress me. I know nothing of this
jewel that you seek. I cannot help you.”

The stranger said amiably, “Come, now! A great jewel, red
as fury, bright as hate, with all the fires of hell in its heart?
Such a treasure would not be lost! What spies captured Robin,
and where would they dare to ee, to sell so great a gem?
But find them, and I will ransom it for more gold than any
broker would pay. I cwe no vengeance for its theft. Not now!
Robin Ghaur paid his score. Ten days in dying, you tell mel”

The Queen’s Astrologer shivered a little.

“I think I pay a little, also. You do not know what comfort
it is to believe that other men are better than you are. It is a
warming thought to think that since wiser, greater men be-
lieve in kindly gods—gods vou cannot reach—that those gods
must somehow exist and may even tolerate the men too blind
to see them. This you have taken from me.”

The stranger-priest shrugged.

“I offer you much gold.”

“Which of course should pay for anything.” The Queen’s
Astrologer closed his eyes. “Let me think, now! Robin Ghaur’s
body they threw on a dung-hill-what was left of it—by the
Queen’s express command. None would dare remove or bury
it. The two spies who kidnapped him came to blows in the
Queen’s own presence as they disputed which had done most
to seize him. She had them hanged for insolence. There has
been a murder—yes—I think two—and a beating—"

He thought, his face drawn. After a matter of moments he
stood up. He scribbled on a parchment. He beckoned to his
servant. They went out of the room together. The Queen’s
Astrologer came back alone. The stranger said coldly:

“If you have sent news of me to the Queen, and I am
seized, I shall swear that you bade me come and recover the
eye of Ars, which somehow you had laid hands on.”
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The Queen’s Astrologer grimaced.

“If 1 had sent news to the Queen, I would have told her
you tempted me to treason. But I did not.” Then he said
humbly, “What I have done is to send my servant to the place
where 1 suspect the eye of Ars may be found. I did not sus-
pect until you told me of its powers. And I sent him because
a man with all his wits wouid not willingly go nor willingly
gain that jewel. We shall have to wait his return. And if you
would care to instruct me in the science of sounds which men
do not hear—"

The priest of Ars smiled contemptuously. But he drained
his goblet of wine and began to speak, precisely. Presently he
rose, and expounding as he worked, condescendingly modi-
fied the apparatus the Queen’s Astrologer had made.

“Ah, yes!” said the astrologer, over and over again as the
stranger from beyond the mountains made a point. “Most
remarkable! Most ingenious! Truly admirable!”

And in the face of such appreciation, the priest of Ars grew
beastful indeed. It is ona thing to pose as the mouthpiece of
an imaginary deity. It is quite another to receive the tribute
of admiration from a man who is able to understand without
hope of equalling your monstrous cleverness. The priest of
Ars showed off with enormous saiisfaction.

And time went on and time went on. The stranger-priest
grew a little drunk, what with wine and the astrologer’s rev-
erent attention. It grew past the time when guards could have
come to seize him had the Queen’s Astroioger betrayed him.
Presently he observed, somewhat tipsily, that if the astrolo-
ger’s servant were back, he would prove the effect of certain
sounds.

“He will come,” said the astrologer. “Tt may be that he had
to hide from a patrel of the Queen’s soldiers. They ride abroad
at night, seizing all who roam by darkness, on suspicion that
they plot against the Queen. But he is a knowa half-wit, and
I am secure in the Queen’s good favor. There is no need to
fear.”

The stranger-priest of Ars drank again. Later, lolling in his
chair, he went incontinently to sleep in the midst of slurred
boastings of the uses he had made of sounds which none could
hear. Then the Queen’s Astrologer paced up and down, frown-
ipg miserably.

The stranger had been snoring half an hour when a feeble
scratching came below. The astrologer hastened to open the
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door. It was the half-witted servant, his eyes wide with pure
animal terror. His breath came in gasps. He shivered. He
whimpered a little as the astrologer closed and barred the
great outer door. With shaking fingers he thrust something
very hard and small into his master’s hand. Then he seemed
to wish to collapse. But the astrologer led him up the stairs,
and put him before the fire, and poured a great mug of wine
for him.

“So you found it, certainly,” said the astrologer drily. His
eyes ran over his servant’s garments. They were stained with
filth, and splashed with ice, and there were ominous splotches
on them that looked like blood. “You cleansed the gem and
took it to the Queen’s castle as I bade you?”

The half-wit gobbled, whimpering.

“Ah!” said the astrologer. “You called at the gate, and they
knew you for my servant and admitted you, and sent you
even to the Queen, eh? Ah! And you gave it to the Queen
herself, with my scroll?”

The half-wit gobbled again, weeping in fear.

“I think I know the rest,” said the astrologer very quietly.
“The Queen summoned all her guards and courtiers, and told
them icily that by my magic I had recovered a jewel which
one of them had stolen from Robin Ghaur and had tried to
hide from her. She called them fools and witlings, eh?”

The half-wit cringed, remembering.

“How many did she order killed?” demanded the astrologer
hungrily. “She raged, eh? She began by purring sweetly, as is
her wont, and then as anger grew in her, her eyes flashed and
her face grew contorted, and her voice grew shrillp”

The half-wit moaned in remembered fear.

“She shrieked at them, eh? She screamed at them in rage
and hatred violent even for the Queen? And they began also
to rage? The great hall became a place of deadly quiet save
for her voice alone, but the eyes of all the guards and all her
noblemen began to glow like fireP They moved toward her,
with their faces drawn into masks of hate? They went quietly,
step by step, their hands clenching and unclenching as she
shrieked at them in her fury?”

The half-wit groveled. He wept for the terror now past.

“It would have been good to see,” said the astrologer, very
quietly. “Ah, it would have been good to see! And suddenly
the control of one would break, and he would leap upon her,
snarling, and his fellows—male and female alike—would howl
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like wolves and leap to destroy her with their teeth and nails!
Those gentle folk who have lived by her favor on the life-
blood of her people! It would have been good to seel They
tore her into small, revolting bits of skin and flesh, did they
not?

“And then the monstrous tumult continued, and their rage
turned upon each other, and they fought bloodily over the un-
tidy morsels that had been their Queen and screamed their
hatred, and knives flashed, and—"

The Queen’s Astrologer’s nostrils quivered. But the half-wit
wept and gobbled and pawed imploringly at his feet. Then
the astrologer took a deep breath,

“No, I am not angry with you,” he said softly. “You did as
I bade you, and waited until you could bring the gem back
to me after the Queen had seen it. You have done well.
Drink!”

He gave the gibbering creature more to drink. He looked
at the gem in his band. It flashed and flamed in the firelight.
It was as red as fury and as bright as hate, and there seemed
to be fires as of hell in its interior.

But the astrologer picked it up with a little distaste. He
put it in the wooden jaws of a clumsy vise. He struck
shrewdly, and the great gem split neatly into two irregular
halves. He spoke quietly to the half-wit slobbering over the
great mug of wine.

“A bell, once broken, has never the same voice again, no
matter how skilful the repair,” he said drily. “A bit of gum,
now, will mend this so my guest will scarce detect it, and in
any case will credit the disaster to Robin rather than to me.”
He cemented the two halves together again, very neatly. He
wiped away the excess cement. The break and repair did not
show at all.

“And I have much knowledge of the business,” he said.

He put the deadly gem upon the table where he and the
stranger had dined.

“Much knowledgei” he repeated ironically. “Now 1 too can
make sounds which none can hear but which rouse terror and
rage and lust and all that is evil in men. And I have learned
that all other men are scoundrels in no way better than my-
self.” Then he laughed without mirth. “Well, now! If there be
no man more honest than myself, then I have to act as if I
were an honest man and do what nobler men would do did
they exist! I have to try to bring a little of peace and justice
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and mercy to the kingdom of Ynarth, just as if I were such a
one as Robin tried to bel”

The half-wit yawned cavernously, and curled up on his
side by the fireplace. He slept like a puppy, twitching a little
in his sleep.

“The Queen and all her court well dead,” said the astrologer
in ironic meditation. “Madness struck them and they died. I
shall spread a tale that Robin laid a curse on them—on the
Queen and her court, and every king and queen who may
follow her, that madness shall fall on such as are tyrants. It
was a curse, of sorts, when he swallowed this gem! "Twill give
a touch of reason to a reign or two, ‘ere they perceive the
unreasonableness of such sanity.”

Then he glanced at the apparatus the stranger—the priest—
the scientist of Scliit had so deftly modified for him. He
grinned suddenly—wrily. “Meanwhile I study to learn if there
be any unhearable sound that will make honest men of those
it beats upon!”

He shrugged his shoulders. The sky was glowing faintly to
the east. He looked again at the jewel. Its fracture and repair
was imperceptible. Then he went to his snoring guest, to shake
him awake to be ready—in the guise of a limping beggar—to
slip out of the gates of the city the instant they were opened,
so that he could be lost among the mountains before the peo-
ple of Ynarth knew that their Queen was dead.



“"Derm Fool”

BY THEODORE STURGEON

Here is vintege Sturgeon, from his very youngest science fic-
tion and fantasy deys—1940, less than a year after he started
publishing. And what vintage! Imagine what cdd types of life
might develop on top of an entirely inaccessible mesa out in
our Western deserts if there were no interference from the
more “normal” life forms down below. Think in particular what
might happen i an alien spaceship had used it as a landing
field and inadvertently left behind an example of one of the
herpetological species of his planet.

Tcke it from there, and if you can come up with as hilari-
ously bizarre an evolutionary development as has Mr.
Sturgeon, ‘you should definitely write it up and sell it to e
fantasy magazine.

Mr. Sturgeon, who is one of the four or five really top
writers in science fiction, lives in a remarkable ship’s-cabin-
on-land hide-out in Rockland County, New York. There he
dreams up and installs household gadgets which make house-
keeping remarkably neat and easy, end naturally allow more
time for writing.

I am not generally a fussy man. A bit of litter around my two-
and-a-half-room dugout on the West Side seldom bothers me.
‘What trash that isn’t big enough to be pushed out in the hall-
way can be kicked around ll it gets lost. But today was diff-
erent. Myra was coming, and I couldnt have Myra see the
place this way.

Not that she cared particularly. She knew me well enough
by this time not to mind. But the particular kind of litter might
be a bit—disturbing.

After I had swept the floor I began looking in odd corners.
I didn’t want any vagrant breeze to send unexplainable evi-
dence fluttering out into the midst of the room—not while

Theodore Sturgeon, “DERM FOOL.” Copyright 1940 by Street
and Smith Publications, Inc. Reprinted by permission of the au-
thor from Unknown, March 1940.
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Myra was there. Thinking about her, I was almost tempted to
leave one of the things where she could see it. She was gen-
erally so imperturbable—it might be amusing to see her hys-
terical.

I put the unchivalrous thought from me. Myra had always
been very decent to me. I was a bit annoyed at her for mak-
ing me like her so much when she was definitely not my type.
Crawling under the bed, I found my slippers. My feet were
still in them. I set one on top of the mantel and went into
the other room, where I could sit down and wrench the foot
out of the other slipper. They were odd slippers; the left was
much bigger than the right. I swore and tugged at that right
foot. It came out with a rustle; I rolled it up in a ball and
tossed it into the waste-paper basket. Now let’s see—oh, yes,
there was a hand still clutching the handle of one of the
bureau drawers. 1 went and pried it off. Why the deuce
hadn’t Myra called me up instead of wiring? No chance to
head her off now. She'd just drift in, as usual. And me with
all this on my mind—

I got the index finger off the piano and threw it and the
left foot away, too. I wondered if I should get rid of the torso
hanging in the hall closet, but decided against it. That was a
fine piece. I might be able to make something good out of it;
a suitcase, perhaps, or a rainproof sports jacket. Now that I
had all this raw material, I might as well turn it to my ad-
vantage,

I checked carefully. My feet were gone, so I wouldn't have
to worry about them until the moming. My right hand, too;
that was good. It would be awful to shake hands with Myra
and have her find herself clinging to a disembodied hand. I
pulled at the left. It seemed a little loose, but I didn’t want
to force it. This wasn’t a painful disease as long as you let it
have its own way. My face would come off any minute now.
I'd try not to laugh too much; maybe I could keep it on until
she had gone.

I put both hands around my throat and squeezed a little.
My neck popped and the skin sloughed dryly off. Now that
was all right. If I wore a necktie, Myra wouldn’t be able to
see the crinkling edges of skin just above my collarbone.

The doorbell buzzed and I started violently. As I stood up,
the skin of my calf parted and fell off like a cellophane gaiter.
I snatched it up and stuffed it under a sofa pillow and ran
for the door. As I reached it, one of my ears gave a warning
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crackle; I tore it off and put it in my pocket and swung the
door wide.

“David!” She said that, and it meant that she was glad to
see me, and that it had been eight months since the last time,
and she was feeling fine, and she was sorry she hadn’t written,
but then she never wrote letters—not to anybody.

She swooped past me into the room, paused as if she were
folding wings, shrugged out of her coat without looking to see
if I were there behind her to take it, because she knew I was,
crossed her long legs and three-pointed gently on the rug. I
put a cigarette into one extended hand and a kiss in the palm
of the other, and it wasn’t until then that she looked at me._

“Why—David! You're looking splendid! Come here. What
have you done to your faceP It’s all crinkly. It looks sweet.
You've been working too hard. Do I look nice? 1 feel nice.
Look, new shoes. Snake-skin. Speaking of snakes, how are you,
anyway?”

“Speaking of snakes, Myra, I'm going to pieces. Little
picces, that detach themselves from me and flutter in the
gusts of my furious laboring. Something has gotten under my
skin.”

“How awful,” she said, not really hearing me. She was look-
ing at her nails, which were perfect, “It isn’t because of me,
is it? Have you been pining away for me, David? David, you
still can’t marry me, in case you were going to ask.”

“I wasn’t going to ask, but it’s nice to know, anyway,” I
said. My face fell, and 1 grabbed it and hid it under my coat.
She hadn’t seen, thank heavens! That meant I was relatively
secure for a few hours. There remained only my left hand.
If T could get rid of it—good heavens! It was already gonel

It might be on the doorknob. Oh, she mustn’t see it! I went
into the foyer and searched hurriedly, I eouldn’t find it any-
where. Suppose it had caught in her wraps? Suppose it were
on the floor somewhere near where she was sitting? Now that
I was faced with it, I knew I couldn’t bear to see her hys-
terical. She was such a—a happy person to have around. For
the millionth time since that skinning knife had slipped, I mut-
tered, “Now, why did this have to happen to me?”

I went back into the living room. Myra was still on the floor,
though she had moved over under the light. She was toying
curiously with the hand, and the smile on her face was some-
thing to see. I stood there speechless, waiting for the storm. I
was used to it by this time, but Myra—
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She looked up at me swiftly, in the birdlike way she had.
She threw her glances so quickly that you never knew just
how much she had seen—under all her chatter and her glitter-
ing idiosyncrasies was as calm and astute a brain as ever hid
behind glamour.

The hand—it was not really a hand, but just the skin of one
~was like a cellophane glove. Myra slipped it on her own
and peeped through the fingers at me. “Hiya, fellow reptile,”
she giggled; and suddenly the giggles changed into frightened
little squeaks, and she was holding out her arms to me, and
ber lovely face was distorted by tears so that it wasn't lovely
any more, but sweet—oh, so darned sweet! She clung close to
me and cried pitifully, “David, what are we going to do/™”

I held her tight and just didn’t know what to say. She be-
gan talking brokenly: “Did it bite you, too, David? It bit m-me,
the little beast. The Indians worship it. Th-they say its bite
will ch-change you into a snake. . . . I was afraid. . . . Next
morning I began shedding my skin every twenty-four hours—
and I have ever since.” She snuggled even closcr, and her
voice calmed a little. It was a lovely voice, even now. “I could
have killed the snake, but I didnt because I had never seen
anything like it, and I thought you might like to have it—so
I sent it, and now it’s bitten you, and you're losing your skin
all the time, too, and—oh-h-h!”

“Myra, don't. Please, don’t. It didn’t bite me. I was skinning
it, and my knife slipped. I cut myself. The snake was dead
when I got it. So—you’re the one who sent it! I might have
known. It came with no card or letter; of course it was youl
How . . .how long have you been this way?”

“F-four months.” She sniffed, and wiped her pink nose on
my lapel because I had forgotten to put a handkerchief in my
breast pocket. “I didn’t care after . . . after I found out that
it didn’t hurt, and that I could count on when parts of my
skin would come off. I-thought it would go away after a
while. And then I saw your hand in a store window in
Albuquerque. It was a belt buckle—a hand holding a stick,
with the wrist fastened to one end of the belt and the stick
to the other; and I bought it and saw what it was, because
the hand was stuffed with the perfumed moulage you always
use for your humming-bird brooches and things—and anyway,
you were the only one who could have designed such a fas-
cinating belt, or who would have thought to use your own skin
just because . . . because you happened to have it around—
and I hated myself then and l-loved you for it—" She twisted
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out of my arms and stared into my eyes, amazement written
on her face, and joy. “And T do love you for it, right now,
David, now, and I never loved anyone else before and I don’t
care”—she plucked my other ear, and the skin rustled away
in her hand—*if you are all dilapidated!”

I saw it all now. Myra’s erazy desirs to climb a mesa, one
of those island tableaux of the desert, where flora and fauna
have gone their own ways these thousand thousand years;
her discovering the snake, and catching it for me because I
was a combination taxidermist and jeweler, and she had never
seen anything like it and thought I might want it. Crazy, brave
thing; she had been bitten and had said nothing to anybody
because “it didn’t hurt”; and then, when she found out that
I had the same trouble, she had come streaking to New York
to tell me it was her fault!

“If you feel that way abont it, Myra,” I said gently, “then
I don't care at all about this . . . this dry rot . . . little snake
in the grass—" I kissed her,

Amazing stuff, this cast-off skin. Regularly as clockwork, ev-
ery twenty-four hours, the epidermis would toughen, loosen
and slip off. It was astonishingly cohesive. My feet would
leave their skin inside my slippers, keeping the exact shape of
the limb on which it had grown. Flex the dead skin a couple
of times, and it would wrinkle in a million places, become
limp and flexible. The nails would come off, too, but only the
topmost layer of cells. Treated with tannic acid and afterward
with wool oil, it was strong, translucent and soft. It took shel-
lac nicely, and a finish of Vandyke-brown oil paint mixed with
bronze powder gave a beantiful old-gold effect. I didn’t know
whether I had an affliction or a commodity.

That snake— It was about four feet long, thicker at head
and tail than it was in the middle. It was a lusterless crange,
darker underneath than it was on top, but it was highly
Sourescent. It smelled strongly of honey and formic acid, if
you can imagine that for yourself. It had two fangs, but one
was on top of its mouth and the other on the lower jaw. Its
tongue was forked, but at the roots only; it had an epiglottis,
seven sets of rudimentary limbs and no scales. I call it a snake
because it was more nearly a snake than anything else. I think
that’s fair. Myra is mostly a Puckish angel, but you can still
call her a woman. See? The snake was a little of this and a
little of that, but I'll swear its origin was not of this earth. We
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stood there hand in hand, Myra and I, staring at the beast,
and wondering what to do about it all.

“We might get rich by renting it to side shows,” said Myra.

“Nobody would believe it. How about renting ourselves to
the A. M. A.P” L asked.

She wrinkled her nose and that was out. Tough on the
A .M. A,

“What are we going to do about it, David?” She asked me
as if she thought I knew and trusted me because of it, which
is a trick that altogether too many women know.

“Why, we’ll=" And just then came the heavy pounding on
the door.

Now, there is only one animal stupid enough to bang on a
door when there is a bell to ring, and that is a policeman. 1
told Myra to stay there in the lab and wait, so she followed
me into the foyer.

“You David Worth?” asked the man. He was in plain
clothes, and he had a very plain face.

“Come in,” I said.

He did, and sat down without being asked, eying the
whiskey decanter with little but evident hope. “M’name’s
Brett. H. Brett.”

“H. for Halitosis?” asked Myra gently.

“Naw, Horace. What do I look like, a Greek? Hey, head-
quarters’s checkin’ on them ornaments o’ y'rs, Mr. Worth.” The
man had an astonishing ability to masticate his syllables.
“They look like they’re made of human skin. Y'r a taxidoimist,
ain’tcha?”

“Iam. So?”

“So where'dja get th’ ror material? Pleece analysis says it’s
human skin. What do you say?”

I exchanged a glance with Myra. “Itis,” I said.

It was evidently not the answer Brett expected. “Hal!” he
said triumphantly. “Where'd you get it, then?”

“Grew it.”

Myra began to skip about the room because she was en-
joying herself. Brett picked up his hat from the floor and clung
to it as if it were the only thing he could trust. I began to
take pity on him.

“What did they do down there, Brett? Microscopic cross-
section? Acid and base analyses?”

“Yeah.”

“Tell me; what have they got down there—hands?”

“Yeah, and a pair o’ feet. Book ends.”
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“You' always did have Dbeautiful feet, darling,” caroled
Myra,

“Tell you what I'll do, Brett,” I said. I got a sheet of paper,
poiired some ink onto a blotter, and used it as a stamp pad.
I carefully put each fingertip in the ink and pressed it to the
paper. “Take that down to headquarters and give it to your
suspicious savants. Tell them to compare these prints with
those from the ornaments. Write up your reports and turn
them in with a recommendation that the whole business be for-
gotten; for if it isn’t I shall most certainly sue the city, and
you, and anyone else who gets in my way, for defamation
of character. I wouldn’t consider it impolite, Mr. Brett, if you
got out of here right away, without saying good night.” I
crossed the room and held the door open for him.

His eyes were slightly glazed. He rose and walked carefully
around Myra, who was jumping up and down and clapping
her hands, and scuttled out. Before I could close the door
again he whirled and stuck his foot in it.

“Lissen. I don’t know what's goin’ on here, see? Don’t you
or that lady try to leave here, see? I'm havin’ the place
watchéd from now on, see? You'll hear from me soon’s I get
to headquarters, see?”

“You're a big seesee,” said Myra over my shoulder; and be-
fore I could stop her she plucked off her nose and threw it in
the detective’s face. He moved away so fast that he left his
hat hanging in midair; seconds later we heard the violence of
his attempted passage down four flights of stairs when there
were only three.

Myra danced three times around the room and wound up
at the top of the piano—no mean feat, for it was a bulky old
upright. She sat there laughing and busily peeling off the
rest of her face.

“A certain something tells me,” I said when I could talk,
which was after quite awhile, “that you shouldn’t have done
that. But I'm glad you did. I don’t think Detective Inspector
Horace Halitosis Brett will be around any more.”

Myra gestured vaguely toward her bag. I tossed it to her,
and she began dabbing at nose and lips in the skillful, absent
way women have. “There,” she said when she had finished.
“Off with the old—on with the new.”

“You're the first woman in creation who gets beauty treat-
ments in spite of herself. Pretty neat.”
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“Not bad,” she said impersonally to her mirror. “Not bad,
Myral”

Thinking-of her, watching her, made me suddenly acutely
conscious of her. It happens that way sometimes. You know
you love the gal, and then suddenly you realize it. “Myra—"

I think she had a gag coming, but when she looked at me
she didn’t say anything. She hopped down off the piano and
came over to me. We stood there for a long time.

“You sleep in there,” I said, nodding toward the bedroom.
“rn-"

She put her arms around me. “David—"

“Mm-m-m?”

“I'll-have a nice torso for you at 12:48—"

So we stuck around and talked until 12:48.

It must have been about two weeks later, after we were
married, that she started breaking bottles in my laboratory.
She came into the laboratory one afternoon and caught me
cold. I was stirriug a thick mass in a beaker and sniffing at it,
and was so intent on my work that I never heard her come
in. She moved like thistledown when she wanted to.

“What are you cooking, darling?” she asked as she put away
a beautiful pair of arms she had just “manufactured.”

I put the beaker on the benich and stood in front of it. “Just
some . . . sort of . . . er. .. stickom I'm mixing up for—
Myra, beat it, will you? I'm busy as—"

She slid past me and picked up the beaker. “Hm-m-m.
Pretty. Snff. Honey and—formic acid. Using the smell of that
beast as a lead, are you? Dr. David Worth, trying to find a
cure for a gold mine. It’s a cure, isn’t it? Or trying to beP”
Her tone was very sweet. Boy, was she sore!

“Well . . . yes,” I admitted. I drew a deep breath. “Myra,
we can’t go on like this. For myself I don’t care, but to have
you spending the rest of your life shedding your epidermis
like a . . . a blasted cork oak—it’s too much. You've been swell
about it, but I can’t take it. You're too swell, and it’s too much
for my conscience. Every time I come in here and start stuffing
something of yours, I begin worrying about you. It hasn’t been
bad, so far—but, woman, think of it! The rest of your life,
sloughing off your hide, worrying about whether or not you
can find somewhere to take your face off when you’re not
home; trying to remember where you dropped a hand or a
leg. You— Myra, you're not listening.”
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“Of course I'm not. I never listen to you when you're talk-
ing nonsense.”

“Itisn’t nonsensel” [ was getting sore.

“I wonder,” she said dreamily, sloshing the mess around in
the beaker, “whether this thing will bounce.” She dropped it
on the floor and looked curiously. It didn’t bounce. I stood
there fumbling for a cuss word strong enough, and wondering
whether or not I could move fast enough to poke her one.

“David, listen to me. How long have you been a taxider-
mist?”

“Oh—eleven years. What's that got—"

“Never mind. And how much money have you saved in
eleven years?”

“Well, none, until recently. But lately—"

“Quiet. And you have eight hundred-odd in the bank now.
Those stuffed-skin gadgets sell faster than we can make them.
And just because you have some funny idea that I don’t like
to give you my—by-products, you want to cut the water off,
go back to stuffing squirrels and humming birds for buttons.
David, you're a fool—a derm fool.”

“That’s not very punny.”

She winced. “But here’s the main thing, David. You've got
this trouble, and so have I. We've been cashing in on it, and
will, if only you’ll stop being stupid about it. The thing I like
about it is that were partners—I'm helping you. I love you.
Helping you means more to me than— Oh, David, can’t you
seeP Can’t you?”

I kissed her. “And I thought you were just a good sport,” I
whispered. “And I thought some of it was mock heroics.
Myra—" Oh, well. She won. I lost. Women are funny that way.
But I still had an idea or two about a cure—

I'd been wrong about the indefatigable Inspector Brett. It
was Myra who found out that he was tailing us everywhere,
parking for hours in a doorway across the street, and some-
times listening at the door. I'd never have known it; but, as
I've pointed out before, Myra has superhuman qualities. When
she told me about it, I was inclined to shrug it off. He didnt
have anything on us. I had to laugh every time I thought of
what must have gone on at police headquarters when they
checked up on my fingerprints and those of the hands they
had bought in the stores.

The fact that it was human skin, and that the prints were
identical in doxens of specimens, must have given them a nasty



84 Crossroaps In TiME

couple of days. Prove that the axiom about two points and a
straight line is false, and where’s your whole science of geom-
etry? ‘And prove that there can be not only identical finger-
prints, but dozens of identical ones, and you have a lot of
experts walking around in circles and talking to themselves.

Brett must have appointed himself to crack this case. I was
quite willing to let him bang his head against a wall. It would
feel nice when he stopped. I should have known Myra better.
She had a glint in her eye when she talked about that gang
buster.

In the meantime I kept working on that cure. I felt like a
heel to skulk around behind Myra’s back that way. You see,
she trusted me. We'd had that one row about it, and I'd given
in. That was enough for her. She wouldn’t spy on me when I
was working alone in the lab; and I knew that if she did real-
ize it, suddenly, she would be deeply hurt. But this thing was
too big. I had to do what I was doing, or go nuts.

I bad a lead. The formic-honey idea was out, as a cure,
though certain ingredients in them, I was surc, had something
to do with the cause. That cause was amazingly simple. 1
could put it down here in three words. But do you think I
would? Heh. I've got a corner on this market—

But this was my lead: My hair never came off! And I wear
a miniscule mustache; every time my face came off it left the
mustache. I have very little body hair; now, with this trouble,
I had none. It came off, for the follicles were comparatively
widely separated. First, I thought that this phenomenon was
due to a purely physical anchorage of the skin by the hair
roots. But, I reasoned, if that had been the case, layer after
layer of skin would have formed under my mustache. But that
did not happen. Evidently, then, this amazing separative and
regenerative process was nullifiad by something at the hair
roots.. I could tell you what it was, too, but—1 should knife
myself in the back!"

I worked like a one-armed pianist playing Mendelssohn’s
“Spinning Song.” It took months, but by repeated catalysis
and refinement, I finally had a test tube full of clear golden
liquid. And—know what it was? Look: I hate to be repetitious,
but I'm not saying. Let it suffice that it can be bought by the
gallon at your comer drugstore. Nobody knew about it as a
cure for my peculiar disease—if you want to call it that—be-
cause as far as I know no one had ever seen the disease be-
fore. Bueno.

Then I went to work on the cause. It didn’t take long. As
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I have said, the most baflling thing about the trouble was its
simplicity.

In the windup, I had it. An injection to cause the trouble,
a lotion to cure or isolate it. I got ten gallons of each fluid—
no trouble, once I knew what to get—and then began worrying
about how to break the news to Myra.

“Kirro,” I said to her one day, “I want a. good face from
you tonight. I want to make a life mask of you. Have to get
all set first, though. You lose your face at 8:45, don’t you?
Well, come into the lab at 8:30. We'll plaster you with clay,
let it dry so that it draws the face off evenly, back it with
moulage, and wash the clay off after the moulage has hard-
ened. Am I brilliant?”

“You scintillate,” she said. “It’s a date.”

I started mixing the clay, though I knew I wouldn’t use it.
Not to take her face off, anyway. I felt like a louse.

She came in on time as if she hadn’t even looked at a clock
—how I envy her that trickl-and sat down. I dipped a cloth
in my lotion and swabbed her well with it. It dried immedi-
ately, penetrating deeply. She sniffed.

“What's that?”

“Sizing,” I said glibly.

“Oh. Smells like—"

“Shh. Someone might be listening.” That for you, dear
reader!

I went behind her with a short length of clothesline. She
lay back in the chair with her eyes closed, looking very lovely.
I leaned over and kissed her on the lips, drawing her hands
behind her. Then I moved fast. There was a noose at each
end of the line; I whipped one around her wrists, drew it
tight, threw it under the back rung of the chair, and dropped
the other end over her head. “Don’t move, darling,” I whis-
pered. “You'll be all right if you keep still. Thrash around and
you'll throttle yourself.” I put the clock where she could see
it and went out of there. I don’t want to hear my very best
beloved using that kind of language.

She quieted down after about ten minutes. “Davidl”

I tried not to listen.

“David—