DUEL TO THE DEATH
Christopher Anvil

The fight began on the 3rd of March, 2363, Terran Standard Time, a 0822 hours by the chronometer in
the cabin of the scout ship Torch.

It was at thismoment that thetiny bell just behind the left ear of Stellar Scout Anthony Conger began to
ring, and it was at this moment that the miniature transmitter atop the helmet of Conger's exploration suit
transmitted the ringing of the bell. Before Conger himself was fully aware what was happening, the ship's
L og had recorded the sound of the bell, and the exact time of itsdarm. The ship's transmitter had relayed
theinformation to asignal satellite overhead. The signal satellite had bounced the warning toward a
central collector station waiting to dam this message or any other like it through subspace for immediate
rlay toHQ on Terra

Before this process had time to more than begin, Conger felt abrief piercing sensation a theinsde of his
left knee, just above the top of one of the high sturdy bootsthat fit closaly over the exploration suit's
impenetrable skin.

Conger had timefor afedling of surprise, for arecognition that the bell sgnaled the passage of something
through the supposedly impassable wall of the suit, and for the realization that the bell and the brief pain
were connected. He was bending to find the cause, the indescribably sharp thorn or seed-pellet that must
have pierced the suit, when the sense of fatigue hit him. He continued to bend, and when he hit the
ground he hit it like a sack of mash that tilts and falls from the back of a colonist'struck.

Where Conger lay on the ground, some forty yards from his scout ship, he was among alow spreading
mosdike growth that looked like aminiature forest, and he, with his suit, had by contrast the appearance
of agigantic mechanism that had abruptly been turned off, and now lay motionless. If there had been
smdl creaturesin the forest, they might have explored Conger, marveling at the size and complexity of his
huge aien mechanism. They might have explored Conger, that is, if they could have penetrated the
carefully-designed suit.

Inside the suit, Conger lay motionless. But the suit was wide awake. The suit noted, and transmitted data
on, the extreme shallowness of Conger's bresthing, the drop in his body temperature, the dowing of his
pulse, the varying pattern of his brain waves, the dteration in his skin-resstance. Theringing of theadarm
bell cut off asfour little dots, parts of a pattern of dotsthat covered the inner surface of one of the thin
layers of the suit, heated and flowed in a molasses-like stream that spread alayer of sticky fibers over the
tiny hole a the back of the left knee of the suit. A tiny, microminiaturized receptor traveled spiderlike
down theinsde of the suit'sleft leg, paused at the knee, and swept its el ectronic gaze across the smooth
tight inner suit Conger wore, and that at one point held alittle droplet of clear blood. Thetiny receptor
sent back avery dightly fuzzy three-dimensiond image of this blood droplet. After that, the suit
maintained its even temperature, held the concentration of oxygen, carbon dioxide, and nitrogen &t the
proper levels, and reported continuoudy the respiration, pulse, blood pressure, and other indicators of
Conger's condition. And the suit held itsdlf in readiness to report and seal any new penetration of its
tough layers. But beyond that, there was nothing moreit could do, so it waited.

Outside, the messages sped toward the collector station, reached it, and were hurled in atight beam
through subspace to the relay that would send them on to HQ. At the relay, a phenomenon known as



"fringeradiation” sent afaint bubble of garbled transmisson expanding through space from therday at the
speed of light. If anyone there had been interested, he might have unraveled this garbled transmission, and
guessed at the sudden risein human activity caused by aminute droplet of blood many light-years away.

All thistook place outside the rough barrier of the suit designed to sed Conger from dl physica contact
with the planet he was exploring. Inside the tough but imperfect barrier of the exploration suit, and with
due dlowancefor scae, equaly great activity was taking place. The suit recorded what it could of this
activity by the crude monitors of blood pressure, pulse, temperature, rate of respiration. But the suit
lacked the means to detect the migration of white blood cellstoward a point several inches above the
droplet of blood that was the only visible evidence of what on alarger scale would have been called an
invasion. The suit could not seethis. It could not detect the rapid increase in the degth rate of the
polymorphonculear cells and the monocytes that now congregated severa inches below the left hip-joint.
The suit lacked the meansto infer, from the form of the brain waves, the minute changes that took place
in the controlling centers of the unconscious man's brain. There were only the gross manifestationsto
suggest the changesin nerve currents, the shiftsin eectric potentid, the violent activity at lymph nodes,
the alterationsin blood sugar and oxygen levels; the presence of foreign substancesthat entered the
blood stream, were swept to the heart, the lungs, back to the heart and on to reach the brain.

The suit could detect none of this. But it could detect the sudden start as Conger became conscious, as
the ancient mechanism that defended the body called, in its need, for help from the conscious entity that
occupied the body, and made the need unmistakably clear.

The suit recorded the abrupt dteration in brain waves, galvanic skin response, pulse, respiration, and
blood pressure. It could sense, for abrief moment, that Stellar Scout Anthony Conger was wide awake,
gpparently aware of hismission, aware of the darm that had rung in hisleft ear, conscious of the need to
correctly perform hisduty. Then the grossindicators by which the suit judged dtered wildly, and the suit
had no way to know Conger, suddenly aware of his body's need, had thrown off all thought of the duties
and ideol ogies impased on him from without. The suit could only detect the moment of abrupt stillness,
the indrawn breath, the sudden rush to an upright sitting position. The suit recorded the scream, dutifully
obeyed the commands of Conger's muscles, multiplied the power of his sudden spring from theyielding
forest of moss on which he lay, countermanded the attempt of hisright hand to rip away the confining suit
at histhroat, countermanded his attempts to tear off the helmet, obediently multiplied the power of each
wild movement that involved no injury to the man or the suit, recorded the desperate pleathat burst from
hislips, transmitted the one word, "God," to the ship that rested some forty yards away, detected but
could not interpret the sudden steadiness that followed the frenzy, recorded the look of determination that
passed over Conger's face, recorded the shift in al outward indicators, and the sudden fatering of the

pulse.

The singleword, "God," was transmitted to the sgnal satellite, and flashed through space to the collector,
as Conger lay motionless. Meanwhile, the suit detected anomalies, but did not know how to interpret
them. Conger lay unmoving. Within his body, the war was over, but the battle continued, just asisolated
combat unitswill fight on, unaware that on ahigher level the cause hasbeen lost. A last message traveled
out over the complex network leading from the control centers of the brain. The message traveled ong
many chains of nerve-cells, from axon to syngpse to dendrite, and should eventudly have reached dl
over the body. But at different points along the chains of neurons, the message was blocked between
axon and dendrite, and there it ended. The heart continued to pump feebly, stopped, and then under the
influence of chemical stimulation began to pump again. The violent resistance of neutrophilsand
monocytes continued in the abdomen, then in the region of the chest, reinforced by local cdllsthat spat
srange molecules at the dien hogt, that interlocked and clung to it, and then the fight continued dong a
lymph channdl, entered anew and vicious interlude a alymph node, continued more dowly, moving now
aong the throat of the motionless body, to pass under the angle of the jaw, the change in skin coloration



noted by awatching receptor in the suit, and duly recorded, transmitted, and relayed on atight beam
toward Terra.

And then, after afurther interval of quiet, the body moved.

The suit duly recorded the fact.

The eyes opened, and shut.

The hands clenched and flexed.

Thelungs drew in asudden deep bresth.

Pulse and respiration returned to norma.

The body stretched.

The eyes opened once more, and came to afocus.

They regarded atiny receptor poised just above the chin, clinging to the insde of the suit.

Anarm of the body hesitantly pulled free of the encumbering arm of the suit, and reached acrossthe
chest toward the receptor. The receptor entered a small niche at the edge of the transparent facepl ate.
The hand tested the strength of the niche, then returned to the arm of the suit.

The eyes closed.

Theword "God" arrived at the end of tight-beam transmission through subspace, reached therelay, and
was transmitted toward HQ, smultaneoudly with thefaint globular echo that sent it expanding at the
speed of light through the universe.

And at that moment, there were two nearly s multaneous transmissions, as viewed from apoint hafway
aong the transmission-line linking Conger's body and human HQ on the home planet.

From the human end of the line came the single order, " Jettison.”

* % %

From the other end, from Conger's motionless body, came atransmission the suit could not detect or
record, and that was outwardly signded only by alight reflexive narrowing of the eyesthat the suit duly
picked up. But the subject of the message passed, it could not detect.

Thismessage, in theform of impulses on atotaly different wave length from that usudly used for direct
human communication, brought a prompt answer, and transmission and reply flowed rapidly, imbued with
asense of urgency:

"I have the control centers. Not much damage to the hogt. But this organism isn't fully centrdized. There
isdtill resstance.”

"Y ou will overcomeit. What caused the ddlay?'

"The organism has a separate exoskel eton. Passing it was exquisitely painful, and even then, the
controlling organism was completely separate, covered by another exoskeleton.”

"But you are now in control ?*



"Yes. But thereisresstance.”

"What eseisit that troubles you? Y ou havent told us everything. Thereis something e sewrong. What is
it?"

"The exoskeleton is occupied by other small organisms. What | have may not be the ultimate control after
al"

"Y ou have the information banks?*
llYall
" Sugpend the vegetative functions and scan.”

The suit now recorded, and transmitted, thefall in rate of respiration, the dowing of heartbesat, and other
grossindications. Again, later it failed to detect the resumption of adifferent form of transmission.

"Y es. We have it. Resume the vegetative functions.”
"What isit? What does dl that mean?"

"Asnearly aswe can tell, it means you have afind equd to the greatest ever made in our whole history.
We a0 judge that you are in serious danger. The ultimate control mechanism islocated outside the
exokeleton, completely out of our reach on another planet. The exoskeleton is partiadly subject to
externd control.”

"It hasn't ressted in any way dnceinitid entry."

"Thereisatime-lag, smilar to that of impulses passed over anerve. Y our only hope of safety isto leave
the exoskeleton.”

"In scanning, | saw that thismay befata to the organism.”
"Thereisno timeto explain. Merge your consciousness with ours and let us control the organism.”

The suit now recorded arapid increase in oxygen-consumption, not accounted for by any violent physical
activity, and followed by thewithdrawal of both armsinto the suit. A moment later, both arms struck
violently at the large clear headplate, distorting the tough plastic, but not bresking it. Another violent
thrust produced asimilar bulge, but the plate did not break. A third attempt failed to cause more than a
minor distortion.

The one-word order from human HQ, " Jettison," now reached the end of subspace transmission, left the
collector, and flashed toward the communication satellite,

The auit, recording afurther increase in oxygen consumption, missed the messages that passed back and
forth in mounting desperation:

"Can't get out that way. Y ou will haveto return the organism to its vehicle, and follow the customary
procedure.”

"But you said yoursalves. . . What if the destruction order isdready on itsway?"
"Theresno help for it. Well just have to move fast. Get out of the way, and give us control."

"No. Thisisthe only way. | senseit.”



"Give us control! Thereésno timeto arguel”

"Theselimbs aren't even strained. That was no maximum effort. There are safety devices. . ."
"Give us control "

The suit recorded a sudden cessation of breath.

The singleword " Jettison" reached the communications satellite, flashed to the scout ship, triggered a
Specid circuit—
Simultaneoudly, the suit's receptors signaled the sudden bursting of the headplate, the unseating of gaskets

that sealed the oversize helmet to the body of the suit, and the violent thrust that brought the suit's
occupant amast out through the wide neck of the suiit.

The specid circuit in the ship some forty yards away flashed amessage to the suit, and following that, a
different message to another part of the ship.

Therewas abright flash at the midsection of the suit, and ablast of flame from the mouth of the suit.

The ship quivered, a puff of smoke escaped at the edges of the closed hatch, and a flash of flame showed
at asmall window, to befollowed by adull roiling visble within, and many spreading cracksin the
window itsdf.

The ship transmitted alast scene of the shattered burned remnant that had been Stellar Scout Anthony
Conger.

* * %

That message, followed by eectromagnetic silence, trailed out of the communications satellite, reached
the accumulator, streaked through subspace to the relay, ballooned out faint and shadowlikein dl
directions as an expanding sphere, and smultaneoudy hurtled into the communications network that
quickly cast it in clear visua three-dimensiona form onascreen a Lunal HQ.

A tal, strongly-built man, with three comets at his lapel, watched the screen closdly, then turned to a
shorter man with one comet at his lapel, who in response made brisk rubbing motions with his hands and
sad, "That ends that .

Thetaller man glanced around the little group of pae, grinning, dightly sick technicians and lesser officers,
and when he spoke, his voice grated.

"Play that over."
IIS'IJ?I
"Play that over. | want to seeit again.”

Asthe technicians turned to obey, the shorter of the two men, with one comet a hislapd, gave adight
nudge and said to the other, "Generd Matthews has a cast-iron ssomach. That's how the high command
isselected.” He glanced at Matthews, and there was no response. The superior of the two generaswas
studying the chaos on the screen. When it was over, he said:

"Play itagan."

One of the technicians bolted from the room.



The others bent numbly to their jobs, avoiding the Sght.

When it was over, for the third time, Matthews said, " Take the end of that, the last few seconds, and
make it up into blown-up stills. And I'll want representative tills of the rest of the incident. From
beginningto end.”

Asthetechnicians and lesser officers of the headquarters communications center obediently bent to their
tasks, the shorter man with one comet at hislape turned to sudy Matthewswith alook of puzzlement.

"Hell'sbdlls, the thing's deed.”

Matthews turned away and said as he walked off, "Come into my office for aminute.”
Asif drawn despite himsdlf, the other man followed.

Matthews sat down at alarge desk, and did across abox of cigars.

"Help yoursdf, Cutter,” he said, with no particular inflectionin hisvoice.

"Thanks," said Cutter. He glanced at Matthews uneasily. " Say, Brad, I'm sorry if | spoke out of turn out
there. | know you've got the rank, and al you've got to do is snap your fingersand I'll spend the rest of
my service life okaying requistionsfor brass polish.”

Matthews face strained in the effort to produce asmile, failed completely, and the resulting distortion
chilled Cuitter as no reprimand could have done.

"Sir," sad Cutter. "I'm very sorry. Please accept my gpologiesfor the. . . the undue familiarity.”
"Yes," sad Matthews, puzzled by this sudden shift of attitude.
"Weget...wdl ... pretty free and easy and informal out there on the frontier, Sr."

"Perfectly dl right,” said Matthews. "1 understand.” He made another attempt at a smile, as hisawareness
of the situation told him that only asmile would relieveit. Mathews did not redly fed like smiling, but he
was accustomed to supply lack of feding with conscious effort, and he supplied it now, lifting the corners
of hismouth conscioudy inimitation of awarm friendly smile.

Cutter wilted in hischair, al the easy assurance and camaraderie of frontier life burned awvay ina
redization of just how fataly he had angered his superior officer. Matthews grimace told him plainly what
volumes of words could never have expressed.

Matthews, seeing Cutter sink back visibly, took thisasasign of relaxation, and settled back himsdif,
pleased that he had been able to establish a proper atmosphere for what he had to say.

He cleared histhroat. "Y ou know, Cuitter, thisis a serious business. We have taken agreat many
precautions to protect our coloniesfrom infiltration by unknown life forms. Wedid this, first, purdly ona
theoretica bags. But three times recently, on three separate worlds, we have run into thisvery
phenomenon you've had a chance to seefirst-hand today. Y ou appreciate that it's a serious business if
our opponent, whatever it is, succeeds?"

"Yes, gr," said Cuitter dully.

"You see" said Matthews, "Thefirgt time this happened, it was the cause for amild aertness on the part
of the watch team. The breaching of the exploration suit merely meant that our man on the planet might
find himslf in trouble from poison or some exatic disease germs. So we didn't stop it quite asfast aswe



did today."
Cuitter, despite himsdlf, said, "What happened, sir?'

"The scout,” said Matthews, "gradually changed form. | don't know how to get this across without
sounding melodramatic. Before our eyes, we had ademonstration of physiologica control. Bodily
proportions changed, asif whatever it wasthat had gained control was putting its new captive through its
paces. Tedting theflexihbility of the protoplasm. Theniit reverted to the origind form.”

"What did it do then?"
"It started to get out of the exploration suit. We destroyed it."
Cutter hesitated. "'Sir, what of the next timeit happened?’

"The next time was just about the way it was today. We observed signs of a physiologica struggle that
just about matched what we had recorded from the first instance. We destroyed the suit, and the scout,
and the scout ship.”

"The three planets where this happened are close together?'

"Relatively speaking. Thefirst two happened to be planets of starsin the outstretched upper limb of the
congdlation, FisMgor. Thethird ar isroughly in linewith thefirst two. They areal, roughly, inthe
same region of space. All three planets are Class A, with breathable atmosphere, perfectly suitable for
colonization. Except for this”

Thetwo men sat slent amoment. Cutter said, "Haven't | read . . . Ian't there some literature about this
vay thing?"

Matthews nodded. "The records aren't complete, but there's enough to give agood idea. The old
magazines of technologica speculation have reference to just such asituation. And we have most of a
complete volume on this exact problem.”

There was a thud and the soft tone of agong, and Matthews lifted the cover of alow cabinet built into
thewall to theright of his desk. He took out astack of glossy ten by twelve photographs, in full and gridy
color, riffled through them dowly, and tossed one acrossto Cuiter.

"There's our problem."
Cutter looked at the photo, turned it around, and looked up in puzzlement.

Matthews said, "The head, shoulders, and upper body are dl in one piece. The head isn't even serioudy
burned. | doubt that the heart and lungs have been put out of action.”

Cutter started to speak, paused, then nodded dowly. He moistened hislips. "It's hard to appreciate that
damage likethismight not befata.”

"But that'swhat we're up againgt,” said Matthews.

* * *

The creature was no longer in pain, having blocked the synapses of al but afew of the nervesleading in
from the badly damaged surface of the body. Now, for thefirst time, it could spare the attention to
answer the call that was repegating over and over again, an urgent demand for information.

"It'sal right. Nothing serious was damaged. But this body has a capacity for pain unlike anything I've



experienced before.”
"We thought you had been destroyed.”

"The upper region of the body has only superficid damage. The lower region isin bad shape. Thereisn't
much | can salvage. I'll have to discard most of it to avoid poisoning by the decomposition products.”

"Canyou handleit done?'

"Not very well. I'm still under attack by the roving nuclested cdllsthat infest this body. I'm hoping that the
tissue damage will draw them to the surface so | can have freedom of movement in theinterior.”

"Stay at the control centers. Well send help.”

* % %

Cutter handed the photograph back to Matthews.
"What can we do to make sureit's dead?”
"Degtroy the planet.”

Cutter shook hishead. "Sir," he said earnestly, "awhole planet? | don't want to seem chicken-livered, but
couldn't we merdly find the remains of the scout ship and blast everything within ahundred-mile radius of
it?"

Matthews snapped a desk switch and studied a three-dimensiond stellar chart to one side of his desk.
Scattered sparsely among the stars were pale blue spheres. Matthews shone a pointer of light that
touched one of the spheres.

"Thisisour nearest base." He moved the pointer further out. "About here we will have our roving patrols.
From here on out to the trouble spot will take at least twenty days, and that's assuming we're fortunate.”

"Sir, how far could aman in that condition go in twenty days?"
Matthews, frowning, studied the chart. He looked back at the photographs.

Cutter said earnestly, "Sir, some day welll learn how to kill these cresturesjust aswekill ordinary germs.
But will we ever learn to put a planet back together? I've been out on the frontier, and, sir, | know how
badly we need every Class A planet we can get.”

Matthews, his eyes narrowed, studied the photograph, looked up, and cleared histhroat.

* * *

The creature was more comfortable now, free of the strain of single-handed effort it had felt before.
"Better?' said the voice.
"Much better. | think we have everything under control now. It's much easier with ateam.”

"As s00N as you can, we want you to strengthen the musculature of the host's chest and forelimbs. We
are going to move you, and you will haveto help.”

"No, not yet. The resources of this body are stretched amost to the limit. Before we can accomplish
anything ese, we have to regenerate the lower portions of the assmilative tract. And there are anumber
of organs we have to regenerate as soon as possible. For lack of their internal secretionsthereisan



overal loss of tone and an accumulating imbalance that is going to make a greeat dedl of trouble later on.”

"There won't be any later on unless we act promptly now. The datawe've received from the host's
information banks shows that greet precautions have been taken by this race's ultimate controlling
mechanism to prevent loss of control of even asingle one of its units. Everything that has happened thus
far isknown to this controlling mechanism. The control mechanism must know that theinitid attempt to
destroy thisunit failed. Itsreactionsin that first attempt were fast and decisive. Can we expect anything
lessnow?’

There was amoment's hesitation, then the reluctant reply.

"Youreright. I'll take care of it at once."

* % %

Matthews turned the photograph over, and shook his head.

"In twenty days, we don't know what will happen out there. The only way to destroy the creature, and
know that we've destroyed it, isto destroy the whole planet.”

"Sir, aman in that condition won't go anywherein a hurry. Even assuming the most fantastically rapid
healing, there are bound to be natura obstaclesto travel. We can't destroy the whole planet merely for
the purpose of getting certainty to the last decimd place.”

Matthews eyes glinted. "What would you do?"

"Blast the Site and everything for ahundred miles around, after getting complete pictures of the whole
region from overhead. If the ship, and the remains of the suit and body were till there, I'd call it aday. If
the body was gone, I'd roast everything within afifteen-hundred mile radius. I'd make sure that the ship
and the suit were completely destroyed. Pulverized. Burned to dust and the dust scattered. Then I'd ring
the planet with satdllite planet-busters, and if anything came up off it, then 1'd destroy the planet, and with
it the thing that was on itsway up. And, sir, I'd think | had assurance triply sure, compounded, and
cubed. And wed 4till have the planet for use later on.”

Matthews stroked his chin.
Cutter said, "Sir, we need planets.”

Matthews nodded. "All right. Theres afleet being formed off Sental 11 for the purpose of deding with all
of these planets. | would have said, 'Destroy the ot of them.' Perhaps your way is better. There seemsto
bevery littlerisk."

"Sir, sofar as| can see, therés no rik."

"Thereis, because were dedling with the unknown. Y ou don't lay down rulesto govern the unknown.
Y ou only try to confineit within certain borders. Y ou do this by controlling certain eements the unknown
hasin common with familiar things™"

Cutter nodded. "Yes, Sir. In this case, the unknown being material, and thus subject to the law of
gravitation, thiswhatever-it-is can't get off the planet without some means of transportation. And can't
move body, suit, or ship without showing it."

"Yes" said Matthews. "So it seems. But | am going to modify your plan to be on the safe side. If, on any
of these planets, you find the body or its remnants are not there, you will destroy the entire planet.”



Cutter drew adeep breath. "Yes, sr.”

"Sentd 11," said Matthews, "is on a short direct subspace route from here. Y ou can be there by thetime
thefleet isformed and ready. From there out, it'sal problematica. Y ou shouldn't hit any impassable
radiation barrier in that direction, but al we know about the region comes from the reports of scouts.
Who approached it from adifferent direction.”

"I'm sure we can make it with no trouble, sir. We only hit serious radiation barriers when wetry to go
outward, toward therim of the galaxy, or if we go too far laterally. The barriers ease out, like the walls of
afunnd, aswe movein toward the center. Thisregion isamost directly inward.”

Matthews nodded. "I'll wish you good luck, in any case. Y our orderswill be ready shortly. If, while
you're here, there's any message you want to send down to anyone on Earth—"

Cutter grinned. "Thereis. I'd like asolido hookup."

"Easy to arrange.” Matthews picked up one of the severa phones. A few moments later Cutter shook
hands, sduted, and |ft the room.

Matthews put the grim stack of ten by twelve color photos back in the wall cabinet by hisdesk, hit a
button marked "microfilm," and another marked "file," and sat down again at his desk.

Therewas athud and a click from the cabinet, then the office was quiet. Matthews put hishandsto his
temples, frowning.

He had aheadache, and afaint, sick, queasy feding.

He looked around the room depressed at the regulation gray he had seen hundreds of times before, with
no reaction.

Something waswrong, hetold himsdif.

But what?

* % %
Thethingwassck.

Clinging to the centers of control, holding itsdlf in phase againgt the growing fatigue, it dammed the nerve
impulses down the long tracts, conscious of their inevitable decay and autometic amplification by the
built-in mechanisms of the captured body. But the resstance was risng steadily. It grew progressively
harder to create the necessary tension to initiate the electrochemical process that ended in holding the
burned hands clenched and the large muscles of the armstightened. The chemica stocks of the body
were badly depleted, and poisons were accumulating. Strong talons clamped the sides of the body from
outsdein avisdike grip that interfered with respiration, and yet was not enough in itsdlf to givefull
support, or alow amoment's rest. From some uncaptured stronghold in the labyrinth of interconnected
neurons that was the cresture's brain came the faint but insstent hypnotically regular command ordering
the dissolution of the body's cdlls, and this command must be blocked while the need to override the
fatigue of the efferent nerve channelsroseto alevd that required every bit of conscious attention merdly
to maintain the grip of weakening muscles. And now, somehow, one of the large nucleated free-moving
cdlsfound itsway into this hidden place, and with a detectable sensation like agrowl of content forthwith
set about itsgridy work of dismemberment.

There was nothing to do now but scream for help, and with every impulse hurled along fast-clogging
nerve-channds, the scream went out. Each timeit was alittle wesker.



"It'sdl right," camethe answer. "Y oure dmogt there. Just alittlelonger. Hang on. Well have help to you
inamoment.”

* % %

Brigadier Genera Cuiter had never felt better. He had his memory of Dione's arms around his neck, and
when he thought about it he could fed her lipstight againgt his, and her tantdizing perfumerising to his
nogtrilsand dmaost drowning himin its mere memory. He had, in addition, afully independent command,
and amisson that could not have been &t the same time more Smple or more ominoudy important.
Perform it successfully, as no one with al hiswits could fail to do, and he would have commendation,
promotion, and a certain ineradicable increase in professional stature. Let the news leak out that he had
blocked an order to destroy three Class A planets, and he would have political backing al aong the
frontier. To add to this perfection, he had the ultimate in good fortune, afleet navigator who had struck a
lucky subspace route that knocked six days off the origina estimate, making it so much the more likely
that he could let thisfirst planet off with aminima dose. That would look better yet to every frontier
colonist who learned of it. And dll this, in turn, compounded his origina source of ecstasy. Could Dione,
aready weakening to the pleas of amere brigadier general, withstand the demands of amgjor genera
with the luster of glory on his name and with the whole body of border senatorsin his pocket? No, the
prospective mgor-genera told himsdf, she could not. His ambition, growing cramped in the constricted
bottleneck below the ultimate top levels of command, revived with arush. The star-flecked dreams of
youth returned, and he saw himself with hand upraised, in solitary splendor. The words of the oath of the
highest office open to any human in the known universe echoed in his ears, and through hisveinsthere
flowed like wine the intoxication of power.

* % %

The creature was conscious of misery, despair, and aSituation inside the captured body that bordered on
chaos. He was out of phase with thefina elements of the body's control centers, but he had till avague
remembered awareness of up-and-down motion, and of the voice soothing him:

"...admost madeit. Close enough. All that hasto be done now isto draw the body through a short
stretch of water and up onto the land. We can do thiswithout your help. Once on land, you'll be dl right,
and we've arranged for you to get agood deal more help. All we should losein the processisthe
trangporter. That's going irreversible aready, but we should be able to get everyoneout . . . There. ..
You'reon land. Safe.”

And that was dl he was conscious of for along long time.

When a last hefdt thefirgt flicker of awakening consciousness, the Stuation was far different. At firgt, he
found that he was unable to reorient himself, and he experienced amoment of panic before he discovered
that the control centers of the captured host organism had dightly changed phase. A first cautious contact
gave him an entirely different body-sense than what he had expected. Cautioudy, hetried again.

Thistime he redlized what had happened. The sensations of pain that he was trying to damp down were
no longer coming through. In their place was an awareness of physical good order. He opened the visua
receptors of the organism.

Abruptly he redized that he was Sitting on abeach, looking at long flat waves rushing up the sand. He
had a sense of well-being, aliveness, and awareness, that brought him to hisfeet in arush. Unthinking, he
sprinted down the beach, whirled, paused, and closed his eyes.

With an effort, he shifted himsdlf dightly out of phase, put the organism in aSitting position, and
considered what had just happened.



The voice reached him, amused: "What do you think?"

"Thisisthe best yet. It responds beautifully.” There was amoment of astonishment. "The lower limbs
have been regenerated!”

"The entire organism has been gone over. Welve done alot of work, believe me. There are parts of the
organism that gpparently never were properly developed. There were organs partialy clogged with
poisons, evidences of mistreatment and mal nutrition, energy directed aong the wrong nervetracts,
habitua enforcement of incorrect or distorted functions. Y ou have to remember that this organism was
just acdl inamuch larger group organism, and when the functions of that larger organism demanded it,
this comparatively smdl cdll was grossy distorted to fit the larger functions. Without that pressure, weve
been ableto put it into better condition than it's ever been in before.”

"It must have taken agreat many of usto do this."

"Yes, at first. But most of the work was sdf-maintaining once we had it properly started. Y ou should
have no trouble managing it al yoursdlf, except for onething.”

"What'sthat?'
"Theroving nucleated cells. Weve had agreat ded of irritating interference from them.”
"Could we wipe them out?"

"Probably. But they serve auseful function in keegping down other troublesome organisms. They're not
redlly dangerousto us unlesswe're in weak condition, or have to stay ill in some exposed location.
WEell haveto try to exist with them, until we can find some better way."

"Inthat case, | don't want to run thisorganism alone.”

"Y ouwon't haveto, for now. You'll only haveto do that if you should haveto give up your companions
intaking over other organisms.”

That wasthe last the voice had to say for the moment, and he found himsalf speculating on it. Everything
habitable on the planet was aready occupied by hiskind. What other organisms were there to take over?

* * %

Brigadier Generd Cutter studied the staff summaries, looking for the words he wanted to find. The scout
ship was "definitely located." That was good. The suit was "gpparently located.” That was
understandable, consdering the violent explosion that had partiadly ripped the suit apart. Good enough,
anyway. But the body of the stellar scout was " uncertainly located, possibly owing to complex biologica
degenerative changes.”

What the devil did that mean?

Cuitter picked up aphone. "Rodner?!

nGr?'

"What's this on the body? Isit found, or isn't it?"

"We're not certain about that, air.”

Why?



"Wll, gr, there's been agood ded of violence down there. And, of course, exposure. It's an dien planet.
We don't know just what the decay bacteria on the planet can do.”

Cutter scowled at the phone.

"| gathered that much from your report.”

"Yes gr."

"Wdl?'

G

"Sowhat?' said Cutter angrily. "What about the exposure and decay? What about the bacteria?”
"That's precisdly it, Sr. We don't know."

"Don't know what?'

"Ther effects, gr."

"

The voice was cool. "Well, of course, therefore we just can't say.”

Cutter held the phone out and looked at it. He put it back to his head and said, "Are you working on
anything right now that can't wait?"

"N-No, sr."
"Then cometo my office and well talk thisthing over.”
Cutter jammed the phone back inits cradle, and growled under his bregth.

The door opened and atall, dender, rather sensitive-looking staff officer stepped in. Cutter pinned him
with hisgaze.

"Now, then, what's this about the bacteriaand dl the rest of it?"
"Sir? Just whet | told you."
"Tdl itagain."

The officer said patiently, "Owing to the time-lag prior to examination and to the uncertain effects of
bacterid action on the planet, wefind it imposs ble to sate definitely whether or not the remains we have
located are truly the remains of the stellar scout, Anthony Conger."”

Cutter smiled and nodded his head. "Very good. Now, Rodner, let's just look over that statement. And
before we do that, let's consider, if you don't mind, afew other aspects of this. Shall we? First of dl, you
have, if | remember correctly, asplendid record in your specidty, and it wasthisthat gained you a
temporary commission as mgor when you were inducted. Thisis correct, isit not, Rodner?"

The gt&ff officer, watching him with an incredulous ook, slammered, "Yes. Yes, that'strue, | believe.

"Well, well," Cutter sood up, beaming paternaly. "Major Rodner. It sounds nice, doesn't it? Much
better than, say Pvt. Rodner, or PFC Rodner, or, maybe, T/3 Rodner. Doesn't it?"



The hapless gaff officer opened hismouth, shut it, and swallowed. Asif despite himself, hismouth
opened up again. "Yes, Sr."

"Good," said Cutter. The paternd look vanished. "The trouble with temporary rank is, you can lose it
anytime. Y ou need to make your superiors happy if you want to keep it. | will now ask you aquestion:
What do you know about the condition of the stellar scout's body down on that planet?"

"Sir," said the staff officer desperately, "we have located severd sizable masses of proto . . . that is, body
tissue—"

"I know what protoplasm s, the generd grated.

"Wevefound severd szable masses of protoplasm, and have definitely identified badly burned human
body tissue in some of these masses. These tissue samples are apparently from the lower parts of the
body. The remains of the upper part of the body is more thoroughly decomposed—"

"That's natura, isn't it? Wouldn't the charring of the lower parts of the body dow down decay?"
"Yes gr."

"And the upper part of the body, being exposed to the elements, and there being nothing whatever to
dow down decay—that would be morelikely to be affected by the local decay bacteria, wouldn't it?

"Yes gar."

"And that would account for unusua chemical substancesin the body, wouldn't it?!
"Yes, dr. To adegree.”

"Then what's the problem? And you'd better give me astraight answer.”

"There are decay products that couldn't have been derived from normal body chemicas. Thereishair
that appears to be materialy unaffected by exposure, and yet its chemica structure does not correspond
to that of human hair. Photographs of the body show, from the purely physical standpoint of appearance,
aperfectly norma picture, consdering the circumstances. Chemicd andysis shows some things normal,
and some things abnormal. We're handicapped in working out a definite answer because we can't work
on the body at close range. We have to use servo-dissectors and anayzers, and avariety of
remote-control techniques that become awkward when the Situation is so far from routine.”

Cutter scowled. "And the net result isthat the outward appearance of the body isdl right, but the
chemicd dructureiswrong?'

"WEell, not entirely wrong. But—"
"Ninety per cent wrong?'

"Oh, no, sr."

"Fifty per cent?"

"If you mean, arefifty per cent of the compounds of the body, and of the decay products, wrong. No,
gr. Not that many."

"How many?'



"l wouldsay . ..oh...two per cent, roughly."
"Well, then . . . two per cent. That isn't much. After dl, were dedling with a strange planet.”

"Yes, ar.” The saff officer's face showed signs of astruggle for words. "But this two per cent happensto
be next to impossible for usto explain on any rationd basis."

"Obvioudy. Y ou don't know everything about the planet.”

"We can dlow for wide differencesin some directions, but not others. For instance, we recognize a
human face as human despite variationsin height of brow, prominence of cheekbones, width of skull,
gpacing of eyes, Sze of nogtrils, skin, eyes, and hair color, freckling, beard growth—there can bewide
vaiationsin these things, and they aren't critical. We know were dealing with genuine human
characterigtics, and there's no pecia effect of dealing with anything dien.”

Cutter nodded. "Wdll, then—What's the difficulty?"

"Well—Suppose someone wa ks in with everything perfectly normal except he has agrowth of beard
across the forehead, and his nose on upside down? Then what?'

Cuitter's heart seemed to skip abesat. "Y ou didn't mention—"

The staff officer looked asif hefdt sorry for Cutter. "Sir, that's just acomparison. The anomaly ison the
chemicd levd. But, believe me, it'sjust that bad.”

Cutter nodded. "All right. Y ou've given me astraight explanation. That'swhat | want. Now get out.”
The mgor hesitated, then saluted hurriedly, and went out.

Cutter blew out his breath. Matthews words echoed in hisears: "If, on any of these planets, you find the
body or its remnants are not there, you will destroy the entire planet.”

That was an order. It was recorded on tape in Matthews files, and a copy of the tape had been
forwarded to Cutter for hisown files, and clipped to the packet containing hiswritten orders.

Whether or not he, Cuitter, should destroy this planet depended on how literally heinterpreted his orders,
and on apurely technical guess as to whether the body was or was not there. And he was not personally
qudified to make the guess.

Cutter's gaze fell on his desk solido of Dione. As he watched, she seemed to smile up a him, arms
stretched out.

With an effort, Cutter picked up the staff summary, glanced fromiit to the solido, and wavered.

* % %

The powers of the captured body, once relieved of accumulations of poisons and self-defeating
nerve-currents, were intriguing. He dowed the body, stopped, whirled, and glanced back at the ground
he'd covered in abrief spurt. Not bad. He glanced up, crouched, sprang, caught the limb of alow
wegthered tree, and hauled himsdlf up into the knobby branches.

The voice spokein hishead. "A remarkably versatile organism. But hadn't you better go dow at firg?!

"No need. The control-information for every single move I've made is coded and stored away in one
section or another of the creaturesbrain. All | doisjust let it take over. Watch."



He glanced around.

Thetree grew at the edge of adeep rocky inlet. Briefly, he studied the clear water, then arced out from
thetree, split the water cleanly, and popped to the surface, aware of agrin that expressed his sense of
well-being perfectly.

The voicewas reproving. "If you'd gone just alittle bit to one side, you'd have split the cresture's skull.”

"Thepointis, | didn't go that little bit to one side. The control mechanisms are extremely accurate, once
freed of the cumulative poisons and alowed to function properly. | think basically thisisamuch more
finely-controlled organism than any of our others. The beauty of it is, most of the control is autométic. |
don't dways know just what the mechanism will do, but | have a sense of readiness. For instance, when
| looked out of thetree at the water, if | looked beyond the rock, | had afedling of unease and danger.
Thus| knew the body could not clear the rock. When | looked at the water in front of the rock, again |
had the feding—thistime more a sense of cramping. A little analysis showed that the body would either
strike the bottom, because of too steep adive, or strike the rock, because of too shdlow adive. There
was no way to avoid one of these difficulties without running into the other. When | looked to the side,
however, there was afeding of perfect ease and readiness. There wasreally no need to calculate
anything. It was all done by aprocess of comparison with stored data.”

"Then you are ready to test the body againgt our others?

"I'm ready, of course. But | don't think therell be much | need to do except to keep theinternal
processes and the functioning mechanism of the body in proper condition, and perhaps occasiondly
make a selection between alternatives. 1ts operation seemsto be largely automatic.”

"Inthat case, we might aswell start. We hope to have more specimens before too long, for comparison.”
"How 07"

"Severa remote-controlled vehicles have come down to examine the remains of the exoskeleton and the
host's body. Of course, weve heavily infiltrated the vehicles, in the samples of decomposing body tissue.
Thanksto the information we have from previoudy scanning your hogt's brain, we've been ableto locate
the circuits which control the vehicles. They redly aren't so much different from nerve circuits, basicaly.”

"What are you going to do?'

"Corrode and wear away a section of a separate circuit designed to trigger an explosion to destroy the
vehicles. Thisis nearly done. Then, when they can't strike back at us by destroying the vehicles, well
take over the vehicles. They are driven by mechanisms controlled by small motors, and these are
controlled in turn by plungers actuated by"—there was a minute pause—"solenoids. Movement of the Six
sets of plungers determines the eventua movement of the vehicles. The solenoids are small, and the
plungerslight. All we need doiscut the norma control circuit, and actuate the plungers mechanicaly."”

"That will warn them."

"Of course. We will do thisonly if they send the signal to destroy the remote-control vehicles. But they
have veacillated for sometime. The vehicleswereridiculoudy easy to infiltrate. The sham body we
congtructed was so closely accurate we doubt they can detect the difference. If they do attempt to
destroy the vehicles, we will smply send them up at the larger vehicles off-planet and try to manage just
one collision. All we need isto get just one of usinside any one of those ships. And now, if you are ready
for the test—"



"I'm ready."

* % %

Brigadier Genera Cutter strode back across the room, and dammed the staff summary onto the floor in
the corner. No matter how he approached the problem, it changed form before his eyes, and the solution
he had just arrived at seemed wrong.

The smple, obvious solution wasto say, "Destroy the planet.” For judtification, he could point to his
orders, and to theindecisive staff report. But that wasjust the trouble. The staff report was indecisve.
Angrily, Cutter turned to the photographs of the body. Certainly, that hideous shambles looked authentic.
He glanced at the detail ed dissection and andysis report. The dissection reports disclosed everything
normal, consdering the circumstances. Only the chemica structure seemed anomalous, and these
anomalies werefew and smdll. It took a specific type of biochemica training to begin to appreciate them.

Cutter shook his head. On the strength of these few submicroscopic differences, he was supposed to
destroy the planet. And if he did destroy the planet, it would, inevitably, raise an outcry dong thewhole
frontier. Inevitably, there would be an investigation. And thiswas the evidence he would have to present
to judtify his case for destroying the planet. He could see himself in the packed Senate chamber, a
microphone shoved up to hismouth, atri-di camera staring him in the face, the question put to him gently,

but inescapably:

"And you say, genera, your orders were to destroy the planet, if the scout's body was not there?”
"Yes gar."

"Now, generd, | ask you to look at this photograph. Have you seen this photograph before?"
"Yes, dr. Of coursg, | have."

"May | ask you, what isthis aphotograph of ?'

And there hewas. Hung up. What could he say? He could answer the question in different ways.
"Senator, thet isthe body of the stellar scout.”

"Now, generd, this photograph was taken on the planet you destroyed, was it not? It was taken just
before you issued your famous command to destroy the whole planet, was it not?"

"YS, s' r.ll
"And your orders were to destroy the planet if the body of the stellar scout was not there?'
"Yes gr."

"And yet you just said, thisis a photograph of the body? Then the body was there, wasit not? Y ou
don't argue, do you, that you took a photograph of something that wasn't there?”

And he was condemned out of his own mouth. On the other hand, he could answer differently. He could
sy

"Senator, that isan imitation body, constructed by an alien organism.”
"It is—what? What wasthat again?"

"That isnot the body of the stellar scout. That isan imitation body constructed to midead us.”



"Itis?Why, generd, it'sabadly decomposed body, but it looks human to me. Here, show me anything
here that's nonhuman. Doesit have six or seven fingers? | don't see anything. Show me.”

"It isn't aquestion of appearance, senator. Obvioudy, a sham would be ineffective if the appearance
wereinaccurate. It isaquestion of the chemica structure of the body."

"Generd, when | look at you to seeif you're human, | don't haveto cut you up and run samples of you
through atest tube, do 17

Laughter in the chambers.

"No, senator, but if you found my body, ran it through atest tube, and discovered it was made of green
cheese, you'd be alittle suspicious, wouldn't you?'

"Wel—That'sapoint, | haveto admit, general. But | have here this sheaf of papers showing the results
of anatomica and chemical examination. The anatomica examination showed perfect normality.”

"The body wasin astate of considerable decomposition.”

"Yes, but if thishad been smply amatter of scraping together amass of materia and stamping it into an
outward human semblance—I'm thinking of that green cheese, generd, that you're made of—then the
anatomica examination would certainly have shownit, would it not?"

"Yes, dr. But what we're up against works more subtly that that.”

"All right. I'm open-minded. But we find nothing abnormal about the appearance of the body. Nothing an
ordinary human would notice. And we cut it up and find nothing abnormal about the structure of it. If any
doctor had been called to carry out a post-mortem, it would have seemed like a perfectly human body to
him. Any anatomist would think it was ahuman body. You say it was the chemicdl structure. | seeherein
thisreport along complicated series of anadyses. It looksto measif there are only afew substances out
of line. Here, point out to me afew of these abnormdities.”

"Wdl, here, senator, inthe hair, and here, inthe naills—"

"l see. Yes, and | dso know that this body was decomposing, on a strange planet, that there are natural
variations both in structure and in chemical balance among perfectly ordinary human individuas, and that
your orders were to destroy the planet if the body of the scout wasn't there. Did your orders say,
"Destroy the planet if the scout's fingernails aren't up to specifications?”

"No, sr. But—"

"But that's what you did, isn't it?You did destroy the planet, didn't you? Because these few chemical
compounds didn't happen to be just the way you wanted? Answer the question! ™

"Yes, gr. Because theimplications of those few chemica compounds—"

" 'Implications of the chemical compounds,™ mimicked the senator. "Let'sthink of the implications of your
actions, for achange. Do you know that planet would ultimately have supported three billion human
beings? Do you know you blasted out of existence the homes and futures of three billion people—for a
et of fingernails? Where will these people go? Their world isdestroyed! You destroyed it! And if you
destroy the future, the possibility of existence, of ahuman being, how isthat different from destroying the
human being himsdlf?1 indict you, generd, for the destruction, the murder of three billion colonists and
their descendents, down through the mists of time, they and their children and their children's children, in
uncountable multitudes, that can never exi<, that have been blotted out of existence, because you didn't



likeaman'sfingernald"

Cuitter, drenched in perspiration, looked at the phone resting on his desk, that he could pick up very
easly to cause the destruction of the planet and the ending of al doubt. He saw the phone through a
mental haze of imaginary shouting jeering people, senators and spectators, their accusing fingers pointed
a him, the bright lights dazzling him, his perspiring features reproduced in a billion homes.

"No," hesaid. "l can't doit. It isn't right. Nobody can ask meto do that."

Driven by the nightmare generated by his own brain, he picked up the phone.

"Sir?' camethewaiting voice.

"I want everything within ahundred-mile radius of that scout ship smashed to powder. That'sdl.”
"Yes, gr. About the servo-dissectors, sr—"

"Destroy them,” said Cutter shortly.

"Yes, gr."

Cutter hung up. He glanced at the solido of Dione. He looked at it for along time.

On the other end of the wire, the orders were going out. In one detail, they were different from what
Cuitter intended. The smple, obviousway to destroy the remote-control devices near the scout ship was
samply to leave them where they were. At the center of a hundred-mile radius of destruction, they would
be smashed to dust.

But Cutter had only said, "Destroy them." He hadn't specified how. Now the order went out. "Activate
the suicide circuits”

Cuitter, unaware of this, and seeing an end to his dilemma, began to bresthe easily again.

* % %

At Lunal HQ, Lieutenant Genera Bradley Matthews frowned and leaned back in his chair. He hadn't
had again an attack of sickness such as held had after Cutter left to make his cdl to Earth, but held had
plenty of indigestion. He was having an attack right now, and he asked himsdlf, Why? He frowned. It al
dated from that talk with Cutter. He leaned back, scowling, and after along while, dowly sat up.

He was remembering Cutter's hearty frontier manner, quickly dropped when alittle heat was applied. He
remembered Cutter's argumentsin favor of easy measuresto preserve planets for future colonists, and his
own reluctant agreement on easy measures, so long as the body of the scout wasthere.

But there was the cause of histrouble.
Cutter was the wrong man to carry out such ordersruthlesdy.

Matthews indigestion vanished in asudden burst of anger. His hand shot out and gripped a bright green
phone on hisdesk. He jerked it vicioudy off itscradle. A voicereplied, "Max. Priority." Matthews said,
"All traffic outward of Sentd 111 is quarantined, with immediate effect. The direct Sental-Earth subspace
route is closed, with immediate effect. Move reserve groups 1V, VI, and X forward dong the axis
Sentd-Fdlis. Halt dl traffic moving inward toward Sentd, or lateraly acrossthe axis Sental-Fdlis, or
breaking from subspace anywhere within range in the region outward of Sental. Attack and destroy
without question any traffic which disobeys the halt order. There are no exceptionsto the halt and



destroy ordersfor any circumstances whatever. Thereisto be no physica contact with any of the halted
shipsfor any reason whatever."

"Yes, dr. At once, Sr."

Matthews dammed the phone in its cradle, got up, paced the floor, and abruptly snapped on the
three-dimensiona gellar chart.

* * %
The voice spokeinddeits head, dmost smultaneoudy with its own shock:
"WHAT WASTHAT?'

Directly acrossfrom it was the grapple, alow armored cregture with retractile eyes, four very long snaky
limbs that spread out and disappeared in the marsh grass and alarge and asmall set of powerful pincers
a one end. The grapple had two of its snaky limbs bunched and pulled back, three of its eyeswere
extended on wiry stalks, and the large and the small pincers were poised, open, above the bunched
limbs. The pincers snapped shut with aloud click. Abruptly the eyes swiveled outward, and the limbs
violently unbunched, snaking out in the long marsh grass. The pincers dove out of sght in the grass. Two
of the eyesretracted dmost out of sght, and the third straightened, to wave siffly and gently among the
stalks of tufted grass. The armored body was motionless, like alow lichened rock among the mossy
hummocks.

Suddenly the voice said, "It had you!"

"| was cardless. Thisbody could have escaped. But | forgot that it had no experience with grapples. No
stored recognition patterns or get-away reflexes. It was my fault. | should have used direct control.”

"Thepointis, it had you. And yet, you did escape!”

Therewas abrief pause, and thisfact sank in, to be followed by blank astonishment. "It must have let go.
All | felt was the shock of capture. Then | wasfree.”

"Wewerein contact with both of you. It didn't let go.”
"But—that'simpossble.”

A faint gliding movement caught his attention. Abruptly he was aware that the low "rock™ which wasthe
grapple's body was no longer on the far side of the large mossy mound, but had imperceptibly eased
adongsdeof it. Then the grassrippled in along wave.

He hit the water with aflat dap. The hard grip at hisankles yanked him feet first through muck and grass.
A second limb snaked tight around his chest and waist, pinning hisarmsto his body. Eyes on wiry stalks
arched overhead. A large set of pincersloomed above him.

Inaflash he saw in clear detail a section of swamp he'd been looking at a moment before. Something
happened so fast he was aware only of abrief vague sensation of gripping something beside and around
himto thrust hisbody inrelaiontoiit.

He was standing forty feet from the gray "rock™ that was the grapple's armored body. Thistime he did
not remain standing there. With little urging on his part, the body sprang carefully and accurately from
hummock to hummock, eyes dert for any gray, rocklike thing anywhere ahead or to the side.

Thevoice spokein his head:



"WHAT DID YOU DO?'

*x %
Brigadier Generd Cutter looked at the phone, scowled, and said, "What'sthat?"

"Sir, the servosurgeon and servoandytic rockets aren't destroyed. The suicide circuits won't work.”
"Why bother with—Oh | see" He frowned.

"Instead, Sir, the probes mounting these devices are headed back toward the ship.”

"We can't havethat," said Cutter. "Put them back down near the scout ship, and blow them up with it.”
"Sir, they won't go back down. They don't respond to signal.”

Cuitter glanced at the solido of Dione. He hesitated possibly afifth of asecond. "Open up with fuson
guns. Burnthem up.”

"YS, s‘ r_"

Cutter held the phone and pressed down the short plastic bar in the phone's cradle. He glanced at the
solido of Dione. Helet up on the bar, and said, "Missile Electronics.”

Therewasabrief delay.
IIS r?l

"What are the odds that the suicide circuits on the servo-equipped probes we set down on that planet
would refuse to obey thetrigger sgnd?”

"Sir? Just about zero."
"And what chance isthere that the probes would then head up on their own and start for the ships?"

"Impossible, sir. Unless someone down there got into the circuits and atered them. Or, possibly, if they
had avery smal sensitive remote-control tool, and got it into the C-box."

"What'sin there?'

"Sir, I'm forbidden by regulationsto discussit. But if avery sengtive complex tool, capable of exerting a
small pressurein the right directions, was somehow gotten in there, the probe could be remote-flown
from outsde”

"Would thisbe hard?'

"It would be fantastically complicated. The tool would have to be collapsible, capable of being worked in
through anarrow channel, and remote-controlled somehow to exert pressurein theright directions. But
that's how it could be done.”

Cutter nodded. "Thank you."

He put the phoneinits cradle, and sat staring at the staff reports.

It stopped the swift running of the body across the marsh, and looked back toward the grapple. Only a



bit of the gray body was visible, blending with the low hummocks of moss and clumps of marsh grass.

Thistime, the shock of capture and escape was more violent. He could till fed the grip of thetight
contractilearms at waist and ankles. He could still see the eyes on stalks against the sky, and poised just
above him, the powerful pincers. His own reflexive fear of the pain the grapple could inflict on his hogt,
and through the nerves of his hogt, on him, was compounded by the host body's own reaction—a violent
pumping of blood and rapid respiration that built up the sensation of fear. Angrily, he thrust these fedings
aside, and concentrated instead on the memory of his escape.

Something had happened. But what? Carefully he scanned the body's central nervous system, seeking
thefaint tracesthat would reved patterns of nerve connections set up briefly, used for abare instant, then
lost again. Thisfailing, he groped to recover the memory of what had happened. Holding the other
activities of the brain to abare quiet minimum, gradually he recovered the memory. Working from the
memory, he strove to gain a conscious knowledge of whatever it was that had enabled him to get avay
fromthe grapple.

Bit by hit, it became clearer, and as he remembered, he carefully traced the nerve paths, trying to locate
the exact form and sequence of nerve currentsthat had set the processin action.

After along slence, thevoice said, "Y ou haveit. That's what happened.”
"But will it work if I initiate the process conscioudy?'

Therewas amoment's heditation. "Try it and see.”

He hesitated.

"I'm not quite sure of the right sequence. It seemsto methereis some sort of master impulse that comes
firgt, and cuts out interference. But right after that—I don't know."

“Try anyway.”
"Yes But what if—"

"Try." The voice had an urgency that communicated itsalf to him, and told him that there was more than
curiosity behind the demand.

Carefully, trying to follow the remembered pattern, he sent out the nerve impul ses.

Cutter held the phoneto hisear. " Completely destroyed?’ heinssted.
"Yes, sir. Flashed to vapor. We got the ot of them in quick succession.”
"They were fill headed for the ships?’

"Yes, gr."

"We have complete records of the incident?”

"Yes, gr. Beginning to end.”

"All right. Carry out your ordersto destroy the scout ship and itsenvirons.”



"Yes gr."
Cutter put the phonein its cradle and got up. He had ahard problem to work out.

After what had happened so far, he was going to have to destroy the planet. There was no way out of
that. Hewould have to destroy the planet. After his superiors saw the record of what had happened
here, they would crush him if heleft without destroying the planet.

But he had to destroy it in such a way that it would look good to the colonists.

He began to pace the floor.

* % %

Theinitid nerveimpulse had gone out correctly, but now instead of finding himself in the plot of tufted
grass he had visudized, he was instead swamped with flashes of color, and asea of unfamiliar
verbdlizations that washed into his consciousness, drowning him in aflood too great to endure.

Desperately, he choked off the nerve impul ses, and the process, whatever it was, faded out entirely,
leaving him with afew strings of wordsthat his host's brain belatedly responded to, giving him the thought
behind the words:

"I've got to smash this planet. But how to do it and not antagonize the whole frontier?"
And from adeeper leve, the thought came through:

"... 1 ought to destroy it now. | ought to destroy it now. | ought to destroy it now . . ."
And from adtill deeper leve:

"Dione...Dione..."

Puzzled, very carefully, he permitted the nerve currentsto flow again.

And he picked up the welter of verbalizations. But thistime he found he was able, like abeast of prey
following atrall, to sift very carefully through the confusion for the familiar scent he wastracking.

* * *

Cutter was standing till, scowling. For amoment, he had completely lost track of his own thoughts. He
saw Dionée's solido, and was conscious of a sudden, almost embarrassing rush of emotion. An instant
later, he was aware of the desperate importance of destroying this planet before it wastoo late. He
reached for the phone, and paused, remembering al the irksome complications that would follow the
destruction of the planet.

Hewavered, seeing the angry colonists petitioning their representatives, and their representatives caling
him and grilling him on histhoughts, purposes, intents, and rationd judtifications. And it would al take
placein afantastic publicity display that could turnin any direction at dl, and leave him suddenly a
has-been as aresult of one wrong answer in a situation where the basic structure of right and wrong was
hidden like aref till he either hit it and was wrecked, or accidentally came through the unseen channel
and suddenly realized with surprise that the ordeal was over.

Butif hedidnt doit, if he didn't destroy the planet—

Suddenly exasperated beyond enduring, by al the pros, cons, and imponderables, Cutter suddenly threw
the whole mass of complications out of hismind.



The solido of Dione caught his eye, lush, seductive, demanding.
Demanding?
Cuitter blinked, studying the construction of the woman's jaw.

His gaze traveled the curving length of the lush body, came back to the jaw, flicked up to study the
shrewd eyes and empty face.

He spat an ugly curse, knocked the solido off the desk, cast a brief glance at the staff report, and picked
up aphone.

nGr?
"Check out four subnuclear triggers—"

"Sir, welve got haf-a-dozen checked out and ready to go. It's SOP on this category mission.”
"Y ou've also got suitable target areas salected, to destroy the planet?’

"Yes gar."

"Degtroy the planet.”

"Ya S r.'n

* % %

The host's brain interpreted the order, but there was alapse of time before the full meaning came through.
Even then he wasn't certain that thiswas what it actualy meant.

The voice was not so hesitant:

"Y ou're picking up the thought of the commander of a space fleet with the power to destroy this planet.
Y ou'vegot to stop him!"

"But | can't! How could |—"

"Weve had time to anayze the process you've followed. Y ou are using nerve paths that the host
creaturesrarely ever use, and are hardly aware exist. Ordinarily, agreat ded of training would be
necessary, just to develop the nervetracts, and specid organsinvolved. But in rebuilding this body, we
repaired damage resulting from neglect and disuse aswell asinjury. We didn't know where to stop, so
we evidently developed certain organsthat are till normally in process of evolutionary development.

Y ou've used these twice to escape destruction. Now you've got to do it again.”

"] don't know what to do!"

"The escape mechanism seems to operate when you visualize clearly the place to which you desireto
go."

"But if the whole planet isto be destroyed—"

"Before you received the auditory sensations a moment ago, there were visual sensations. If you could
filter out dl the distracting sensations, and concentrate on one clear visual picture—"

"Yes," hesaid suddenly. "I see



"Canyou doit?'

"My

Onceagain, helet the nerve currents flow, and thistime he struggled to recover the flashes of bright color
he had ignored before. At firgt, there was no visual sensation at dl. But as he carefully varied the current,
there was a brief glimpse of gray, and he concentrated on it intently.

* % %

Brigadier Generd Cutter was pacing the floor, cursing the vacillation that had led him to waver and
debate with himself when the only thing to do was obvious.

The basic cause of histrouble looked gppedingly up a him from the floor, arms outstretched. Cutter
booted the solido across the room, and felt avicious satisfaction asit smashed into the bulkhead.

Hefedt abrief wave of dizziness. Hisvison nearly blanked out. He caught the desk for support, and then
the phonewasringing.

By habit, he groped for it, and held it to his ear.

"Sir, the subnuclear triggers have impacted and fired.”

"The planet is destroyed?”

Therewas an ingtant's hesitation at this question, then the dutiful answer, "Yes, sr. Certainly.”
"Good."

Cutter hung up.

Hetold himsdlf that he should have felt relief at that comment. But he didntt.

The spdl of dizziness had passed away.

Cuitter looked up.

* % %

With the effort to control the nerve currents, and to focus precisaly on the gray visud image, had comea
desperate sense of urgency. He had lost consciousness of everything esein the effort to define that fuzzy
image. And when he had defined it, when he saw it clearly, there was a brief moment of unbearable
intengty, and then—asense of relief.

He was standing in agray-walled room, looking a a man—a host organism just like his own—replace a
black plastic "phone’ initsblack plastic "cradle.”

The man looked up—and stared.

* % %

Cutter saw the naked figure, its gppearance godlike in the definition of massive muscles and the hedthy
glow of smooth skin. For an ingtant, Cutter was unable to move.

The figure stepped forward and clasped him by both wrists.

There was asharp, piercing painin Cutter's forearms.



Suddenly Cuitter jerked back from the desk, and tried to wrench his hands loose.

The figure on the other Sde of the desk smiled, leaned forward, and rested its weight heavily on the
pinned wrists.

Cuitter tried to knock the phones from the desk. He tried to butt the massive figure that gripped him. The
dlent sruggle went on.

Abruptly, Cutter recovered from his shock.
He sucked in a deep breath, to shout at the top of hislungs.
Sight and sound began to fade. He felt abrief dizziness.

The godlike figure stood over the dumped generd, looked around the room thoughtfully—and then
vanished.

Hewaslondly.

The voice, amanifestation of awhole planet taken over and controlled by hiskind, was gone. Wiped out.
But it would spesk again, intime, if he could spread hiskind throughout the ships of thisfleet. To do that,
he had, hefound, to carefully scan the thoughts that came to him, find some that he could identify as
coming from one of the nearby ships, focusintensely on the visua sensations accompanying the thought,
and find a host organism that was aone. Then he need only restrict his atention to the visua sensations,
and when there was that undefinable moment of discontinuity, hefound himself physicaly closeto the
new host organism, which he seized by arm or throat long enough to pass one or two of hiskind, and
then he pinned the host organism till the origina consciousness of the host lost the struggle for control.

Then he moved on.
Soon he had a host organism on each ship of the fleet.

Unfortunately, not dl of the hostswere in controlling positions on their individua ships. To get a these
particular hosts required adeay while the reproductive process crested new master organisms. But the
delay was not important. His kind had gained control of the chief host organism, and that was what was
important.

* * *

The body of Brigadier General Cutter moved at the desk, straightened, and |ooked around. Two of the
phones were ringing. Cutter's hand picked up one of them. There was amoment of listening.

"Yes," said Cutter's voice. "Wewill check both of those planets. There's no reason whatever for a
change of plan. And then, when were through—

"Then well head back to Earth.”

Lieutenant Generd Bradley Matthews, the three comets of hisrank glinting at hislape, looked at the
incomplete transmission that had just comein:

"LANDING ON FELISIV TIME"

Matthews |ooked up a the communications officer.



"Thisisdl that camein?'

"Therewas alot of gibberish preceding it, Sir. The message ended abruptly at the word ‘time."
"Let'sseethe gibberish.”

nGr?

"The meaningless part of the message. Whereisit?'

The communications officer stared at him, then saluted and |eft theroom in arush.

Matthews |ooked back at the message.

"LANDING ON FELISIV TIME"

The voice was back.
Not quite the same voice.

Not, perhaps the voice of abrother, but the voice at least of acousin. Still, it was the voice. The voice
that told him he was not donein ahostile universe, but immersed in the affairs of hisown kind. Thevoice
that told him he was no longer one of alittle band of lonely explorers, but had the resources of a
civilization a his back.

To the eye and mind of the host organism, the planet was commonplace. To him, conscious of the ruling
speciesthat controlled al the diverse life forms, the planet was home.

When heleft, he intended to take home with him.

"Thereitis, gr," sad the communications officer. "That's an exact copy of theorigina.”
Matthews studied the sheet of paper:

AZAZRGHORABNLOKDLDMSARTEEDQHMFAEQNLARNLDAJHMCANEACHRDZRDANQ
A

Matthews glanced down the paper. The jumble of letters went on for better than two dozen lines, and it
all looked about the same.

"Just gibberish, gir," said the communications officer, frowning uneesily at the paper.

Matthews attention was caught by thefirst four letters, "AZAZ." Thefirg and last letters of the aphabet.
Idly, he wrote out the alphabet, and below it, the alphabet reversed. The A and Z were now opposite
each other at the beginning and end, so that when he glanced over the paired aphabets
counterclockwise, the letters at the two endsread "AZAZ."

"Sir," said the communications officer, "if anyone had wanted to send us a message, he could have used
the standard code.”

"Yes, but what if hadn't wanted the people around him to know what he was saying? Suppose he just
wanted them to think hewas sending . . . say . . . atest transmisson?”



"Well—"

Matthews felt more and more certain he was right. Ignoring the communications officer, he substituted the
letters of his paired aphabets, and wrote:

ITSIWY MOIPWOW
The communications officer cleared histhroat.

Matthews frowned at the paper. "1 T" was encouraging. "IT'S" wasal right. But what to do with
"JIWYMOIPWOW"

Matthews became conscious of the amount of time that could go down the hole while he wrestled with
this

He glanced up at the communi cations officer, saw the I-told-you-so look on hisface, and suddenly
remembered that rank has itsprivileges.

"Get to work onthis," said Matthews briskly, "and decipher it. I'm inclined to think it's asubgtitution
cipher of some kind. And demand an explanation of that 'Landing on Felis1V' message that came with
it"

The communications officer glanced at the sheet of gibberish, looked blank, said "Y es, Sir," sdluted, and
went out, leaving the copy on Matthews desk.

Matthews shoved it to one sSide, and tried to consder other matters. A landing on FdlisIV would
mean—what? That the planet was clearly safe? That Cutter's expedition had somehow already been
taken over?. That some unforeseeable emergency had forced the landing?

Frowning, Matthews pulled the sheet of paper over and looked at it:
AZAZRGHORABNLOK ...

Thevoicewas ill there,

Astheflegt moved, the voice moved with it, evidence that the fleet and every creature on it served as
transports for an invasion force of the master organism. All that was needed now was a supply of new
hosts. To that end, their suspicions must be stifled before they could arise.

A long message went out from the fleet to human headquarters. The main part of the message read:

... INFECTED PLANET DESTROYED BY SUBNUCLEARATTACK STPOTHER TWO
PLANETSHARMLESSSTP. .. COMMUNICATOR MALFUNCTION GARBLED MESSAGE
WHICH FOLLOWS. .. REMOTE TESTING DEVICES LANDING ON FELISIV STPPLANET
SEEMSOKAY SO FARBUT TIMEWILL TELL STPEND OF PRIOR TRANSMISSION STP. .
.MISSION COMPLETED STP RETURNING EARTH BY WAY OF SENTAL Il IMMEDIATELY
STP...

* k%
There was arap at the door, and Matthews looked up.
"Comein."

The communications officer, asick ook on hisface, camein and sduted. Wordlessy, he handed



Matthews a sheet of paper that read:

SHIPS COMPLEMENT SUFFERING FROM SOME KIND OF DISEASE OR SPIRIT
POSSESSION STP THERE ARE LONG PERIODS OF SILENCE WHEN THEY SEEM TO
MERELY INACTIVATE THEIRBODIESSTPTHEY ACT TOGETHER ASIF GUIDED BY
TELEPATHY STPI AM SYSTEMS REPAIR TECHNICIAN IRA BENTLEY STPTWICE THEY
HAVE GRABBED MEBY THEWRISTSAND HELD METILL DIZZINESSHIT ME STPI
THINK I AM IMMUNE STPDO NOT LET THEM RETURN TO EARTH STP

The communications officer cleared histhroat. "Simplest form of subgtitution cipher, sir, with ‘A’ inserted
between the ciphered words."

Matthews picked up the green phone by his desk.
"Max. Priority," said arespectful voice.

"The ships of General Cutter's expedition,” said Matthews carefully, "wherever they are found, areto be
attacked and destroyed without warning. They are to be attacked the instant they are recognized.”

"Yes gr.”
Matthews put the phone down and glanced at the communications officer, who saluted and went out.
Matthews briefly studied the star chart, and learned nothing new fromiit.

Therewsslittle to do now but wait.

* * %

"We have carefully developed the specia organs and nerve paths of each of these hogt-organismsin
order to take advantage of undeveloped capabilities of the hogt. At this distance, and without more
practice, we can't be certain, but the reports we have been able to get are not very reassuring. Y ou've
had more practice than the rest, so before we finish the approach to Sentd 11, perhaps you'd better tell us
if you agree with the other observations.”

* * %

Matthews did the coil back into hisfission gun, gave aquarter turn to lock it, thumbed down the safety,
and put the gun back in the open drawer, within easy reach. He returned his attention to the report on his
desk, turned the page, and read:

". .. But tdlepathy is only one of these hypothetical powers. Also mentioned frequently are:
precognition—the ability to at least partialy foresee coming events, clairvoyance—the ability to see,
without use of the visual organs of vison, and unrestricted by physica obstructions, clairaudience—the
same type of thing, as applied to hearing; tel eportation—the ability to transfer objects, including the body,
from one place to another, without visible physica means. There are many others, and aso variations of
the ones aready mentioned.

"Thorough scientific investigation of avariety of persons offering to demongtrate such powers has
reveded many instances of fakery, carefully detailed at the end of this report, and aso a number of
instancesin which no fakery was found, so that the investigators were evidently duped.

"Savefor afew examples drawn from ancient texts, which have gone through many trandations, there
appear to have been no instances of commercia or military application of these powers. Indeed, such
goplication isforbidden by variousinjunctions. Thisis gpparently with the purpose of forestdling in
advance any challenge for ademondration, since such commercia and military utilization could obvioudy



be highly profitable.

"Some few public demonstrations are reported to have taken place, but these can either be duplicated by
physica means, in which case their method of operation isclear, or they plainly must be instances of mass
hypnoss, hysteria, and confused memory on the part of the participants.

"Thus, impartid evauation of therecordsreveds. . . "

Matthews circled the word "teleportation,” and read again: "the ability to transfer objects, including the
body, from one place to another, without the use of visible physca means.”

Hewasthinking of Cutter's argument that a planet would be safeif ringed by subnuclear missiles,
snce—how could anything leave the surface of the planet without the use of physica means?

Matthews glanced at the deciphered message: THEY ACT TOGETHER ASIF GUIDED BY
TELEPATHY.

Assuming that some minute creature were able to invade the human body, and having invaded it, could
take control of it, vary itsform at will, and eventudly utilize powers that the human himsalf scarcely knew
existed, how could anyone possibly hope to withstand the creature? All that was needed was to blunder
onto aplanet occupied by it, and the fight was al over. If such acreature existed anywherein the
universe, what chance was there for humanity? First contact meant automatic defeat. How could there be
adefense againgt such creatures? All they had to do wasto seize control of one human, and al the rest
was just amatter of going through motions.

He picked up the green phone and spokeinto it, choosing his words carefully.

* % %

The voice was hopeful. "Were we wrong, then?"
"No," he said uneasily. "Far from it. Theinstant our ships gppear off Sentd 11, they'll be destroyed.”

"Unfortunately, we can't gpproach Earth without either making along circuit, or €lse pioneering some
new subspace approach—which might bring us out inside some physical object and destroy us—or else
coming in on the known subspace route to near Sental 11."

"The other two approaches give our opponents time to prepare. Couldn't we do as you did when you
seized control of Cutter and his ships?”

"Not thistime. They'rein pairs. They're well-armed. No doubt, after aterrific struggle, we would
eventudly get control of the ships of that fleet—assuming we could move fast enough when we broke out
of subspace—but what then? What if those shipswere destroyed? The controlling entity obvioudy isina
mood to do just that."

"Then wewill havetotry to bypassdl this. We will haveto try something else that these organisms seem
to be potentially capable of. We will haveto try to boost the power of these nonphysica effects. Possibly
we can form alinkage, act together a long range, and strike at the nerve center of the ultimate control
organism. But we will haveto act quickly. The longer wewait, the more likelihood of some disastrous
action that will destroy great numbers of the hogt, to no purpose.”

Lieutenant Genera Matthews heard the soft step, and looked up. Naked, eyes blazing with tension, the
godlike figure moved forward in ablur.

Matthews fired, whirled aside, and fired again, as a second figure appeared at the other side of his desk.



Powerful hands gripped his throat from behind.

Hisright hedl smashed down by reflex action, to snap the small bones of an unprotected foot, at the same
ingtant that the raised muzzle of his gun found the head of the figure behind him.

There was a sudden warmth at hisleft shoulder, but he was free, firing again and again, asthe room
around him turned into a daughterhouse, and then suddenly there was no more opposition.

Hefdt awave of dizziness, and amed the gun at his own head.

The dizziness faded.

Therewasan intense pain at hischest. A gray curtain seemed to fal before him to cut off hisvison.
He struggled in vain to raise the gun and squeeze the trigger.

But adelicate therma switch cemented to the roof of his mouth took note of the typica fal in body
temperature, and faithfully sent out itssigndl.

In adazzling flash, the room dissolved.

* % %

"Close" said the voice. "Our losses are nearly forty per cent. But the stubbornness of the opposition
makes no ultimate difference, since we won. Aswe had to win. Thereredly was no way they could have
won. Now it'sjust amatter of cleaning up.”

The messages began to comein now, calling for help from scattered parts of human-controlled space.
These messagestold of aspreading nightmarish life form, capable of using humanity as humanity uses
beasts of burden. The messages called for help from Earth. The replies were dways soothing, and the
help quickly forthcoming. Once the help arrived, there wererarely any further complaints. The diminishing
flow of messagesthat camein told the story of an interstellar human civilization Sixty per cent, eighty per
cent, ninety per cent overcomein afight carried out without quarter by an overwhemingly superior
opponent.

And then, at last, the messages cdlling for help camein no longer.

Thefight appeared over.

It was then, at the moment of find victory, that the radiation barriers began to vary in strength.
The voice was concerned:

"This oscillation of the radiation barriers has never happened before?!

"No. | find no mention of it in any of the records available to the e ectronic computers the humans used.
No record at al."

"And thereisno memory of it. We have lost acomparatively smal percentage of them, and the memories
of those we have al agree. This has never happened before. We know that we have completely
conquered the human race, that we have occupied Earth, its home planet, and that we now control the
race and all itsresources. We know in addition that there is one more radiation barrier, inward, toward
the center of the galaxy, that they had not yet reached on their own. Thus, they occupied avery large box
of gpace. We now control them, and through them the suns and planets within the large volume of space.
But we actualy know nothing of the nature of these radiation barriers, except that they are fatd. So, how



will we—"

The frequency of the oscillations varied, al around the enclosed volume of space, asif seeking avaue at
which space itsdf would respond.

There was the sudden flare of innumerable points of light.

The stars seemed to multiply.

Spacelitin adazzling haze asinterstdlar dust burned white.
Spaceshipsflared and burst.

The atmospheres of planetslit in dazzling aurora displays.

The oscillations came to another fine adjustment.

The stars seemed to dull, astheir planetsblazed in afiery glow.
TheVoice cried out, then died away.

Theradiation barrier farthest out, toward the rim of the galaxy, began to movein, toward the center.

* * *

Lieutenant General Bradley Matthews became aware of consciousness. An ingtant later, he remembered
hislast physicd actions. Hefdt agrim satisfaction that he had been able to take afew of them with him,
and that he had blocked their attempt to capture him. But then, why could he il think? Where was he
now?

"Steady," said aquiet feminine voice, very closeto him.

Matthews tried to speak, but was unable. He thought, putting the thought in words, "Wheream 17"
"In cubicle 68654 tier AA layer AB of thetrangt ship Arcturus.”

Maithews thought this over for along time.

"| don't understand. How did | come to be here?"

"Y ou volunteered on New Mars, made the necessary qudifications trip through a colonization center,
discovered the type of planet for which you were best suited, reported for thefirgt trip, and—here you
ae"

"| volunteered on New Mars, you say?'
"That'sright. | haveyour filea my elbow."
"l ssemto have. . . wdl, lost my memory. Possibly you could tell me alittle more.”

"Y our ageistwenty-four. Y our field of specidization is densitization, with particular emphasis on cooling
control. You received your B.S. at Max Mann University on New Mars, took your M.S. and Ph.D.
(elementary) at the same schooal. Y ou transferred to Interstel on New Earth and took your Ph.D.
intermediate and Ph.D. (advanced) at Interstel. While you were preparing to take the quaifying exams
for your electorate, there was an incident in which another student molested agirl you wereinterested in,
was severely beaten, and died from the effects. Y ou were accused of mandaughter. Because of lack of



conclusive evidence, an indeterminate verdict was returned againgt you. Y ou were expelled from
Interstel, and for lack of proper educationa qudifications, could obtain only menid employment on New
Earth. Y ou returned to New Mars, received your Dns.El., cum laude, but because the scandal followed
you from New Earth, you decided to leave on the next colonization expedition. Word came that an
elimination was going to have to be carried out in Nineteen Prime, with an advance of the Border in that
region. Thismeant agrest dedl of planet-recovery work, with high tax-free pay. Y ou volunteered. Does
any of that ring abdl?'

"I'm alittle hazy on thisideaof ‘dimination.’ What'sthat?"

"Wel—" the feminine voice hesitated. "Of course, your Stat sheet showsyou aren't qudified to
understand military specs.”

"Oh, of course nat,” replied Matthews. "But it ssemsto me | should have some kind of rough idea."

"Y ou have to take specs outside your own field for granted. When there's an ‘dimination,’ that means
there's planet-forming work afterward. That's absolutely al you need to know."

Matthews thought came out with what, if he had spoken, would have been a harsh rasping note:
"If you don't know what it means, look it up.”
Therewas a short tense silence, then the click of switches.

A 4iff feminine voice said, "Here you are, then. Quote: Owing to the danger of infiltration by quasi-human
lifeforms, menta parasites, telepathic life forms, squoits, class-A complex wave-forms, and others
summarized in Table 61 below, external compartmentalization isanecessity. Thus, asthe race moves
inward, quasi-Earths are seeded well in advance of the actua border regions. Using deep hypnotic
techniques and refined methods of planet-forming, the initial generations on these quas-Earthsareled to
believethat they have avery long, though somewnhat confused, history, usudly interrupted by one or
more natural catastrophes that have apparently disarranged the 'evidence.’ Bdlieving firmly that they are
the original and only humans, they proceed to colonize the surrounding region of space.

" 'If successful, they arein due time made aware of their actua line of descent, and are dllowed tojoin
forceswith the "elder race.” If, however, they are invaded by any of the aforementioned life forms, or
others not yet discovered, we learn of the danger through taps on their communications system,
observation by molecularized detectors, and other means which need not be detailed here. Insuch a
case, the entire affected compartment of spaceis subjected to a complex process based on substrate
energetics. Theresult of this processisthe dimination of dl organized life within the affected
compartment.

"'Following this"dimination,” the nearer energy wal of the compartment is advanced roughly two-thirds
of the distance to the farther wall, the necessarily dow and expensive planet-forming work is carried out,
anew pseudo-earth is seeded in the farther third of the compartment, the outer energy wall iswithdrawn,
and the inhabitants of the new pseudo-earth, earnestly believing that they arethe origind and only
humans, proceed to carry forward the work of colonization.

""This roundabout procedure is anecessity, to prevent infiltration into the actual main body of the human
race. This process assures us that the infiltration gains access only to alimited portion of the space under
human control, and acquires only the comparatively limited knowledge available to the pseudo-earth
race. Before the infiltrating conqueror hastime to realize that the preconceptions of the humansit has
conquered arefalsg, it iswiped out.



"'External compartmentalization limits the unavoidable disasters, and enables us, thetrue, origind, Earth
race, to continue human colonization of space.’

"End quote," said the prim femininevoice. "And | hope it hepsyou orientate yoursdlf, though frankly, |
don't think you can understand it without proper qualification.”

Matthews gave akind of menta grunt, as he dowly absorbed the fact that hiswhole region of space, with
itshillions of inhabitants, had been blotted out of existence. At least, he thought grimly, they hadn't gotten
it.

"What'sthat?' said the feminine voice, strongly tinged with curiosity.
"| ill don't have any clear memory. Areyou sure thereisn't something you've left out?!

The feminine voice hesitated, then said, ™Y ou were depressed when you came on board. Y ou said you
had a premonition you would never survive thetrip. And you said that after what you'd seen of the way
thingswork out, you didn't much care. I know, because I'm aMed.El., and you talked to me about it. |
was assigned to handle your group of the planet-forming crew. Don't you redly remember anything?"

Matthewstold himsdlf that from what little hed experienced of thisonly, true, origind Earth race, he
could see how anyone who'd spent twenty-four yearsin it could be alittle disheartened. But why fold up
and quit? Why let arace case-hardened into an academic caste-system get off that easily? A few cracks
on the right joints and nerve-centers ought to loosen them up alittle.

"Yousay I'maDnsEL?"
"YS"
"How doesthat compare with aMed.El.?"

"Well—" she hesitated. " Some people say aDns.El. makesyou aprofessond. I. . . | don't know." Her
voice brightened. "I don't have any prejudices mysdlf.”

Matthews made a hard effort, and ranks of abstruse formulas, and masses of specialized knowledge rose
before his conscious attention, and seemed to passin review before him. Someone, he could see, had
labored hard and long to acquire dl this knowledge, and what was he a the end? A mere Dns.El., not
truly aprofessond.

Struggling to form some kind of overal menta picture, and to acquire an ingght into the inner meaning of
al thisknowledge, Matthews made the startling discovery that no understandable unifying viewpoint was
to befound. None had ever been offered. All this maze of technicditieslay onthe mind like adead
weight, crammed at top speed and largely undigested. But naturally, it would haveto be, if onewished to
acquire hisDns.El. and gtart making aliving sometimein thefirg haf of hislife,

Matthewsthrew it al out of his consciousness. Hed seen enough to know that he could familiarize
himsalf with it rgpidly when he decided to. That was dl he needed to know about it now. There were
other mattersto be looked into.

"And I'm twenty-four, isthat right?’
"Yes," sadthegirl, her voicetense.

Twenty-four. That gave plenty of time to get something accomplished, assuming he wasn't cut off right at
the beginning. What was the tensenessin her voice for? Spurred by an ingtinct that seldom, if ever, failed



him, he delved earnestly into the memory that opened up to him like the pages of a book.
"You're Sylvia?' hethought.
"Yes" shesad, eagerly.

"It's coming back to me. | remember that long talk we had, and the moonlight shining in the big window in
thelounge.”

"Oh, I'm so glad. | was afraid—L ook, you do remember now?"
"Yes, | remember. Perhapsaat first | didn't redly want to remember.”

"Amnesiais often an escgpe mechanism,” she said knowledgesbly. Matthews could see, from memory,
that the girl wasfairly pretty. Her figure wasn't bad either. But there was something about her habit of
thought that grated on him, and he told himsdlf, being careful not to verbaize it, that possibly he could find
anill-educated Ph.D. (advanced) alittle lessfrozen into the rut.

"Excuse me," she added contritely. "Of course, you can't understand that. It's just the way we Med.El's
tak."

"Oh, of course. What were you worried about?'

"Well, sometimes someone comes out of depth with a—Well, some of them argue and insst they're redly
someone ese. The psychologists say it's a 'traumatic transference psychosis.' It'sout of my field, and |
redlly don't know much about it—"

And neither do they, he thought, being careful not to verbdize, but they've got anamefor it, so, of
course, it'sdl right.

". .. But the psychologists say it'savery serious condition. | was afraid when the amnesialasted so
long—But it'sdl right, because you remember. Of course, the trouble s, you were motivated badly.”

"My mativationisdl right now."

"Of course. There's often aheterochronic effect in the dleviation of motivationa deterioration.” She made
alittle sound of distress. "But of course, you can't understand.” Asif sensing that possibly she had
trodden heavily on hissenghilities, she said hadtily, "In jugt alittle while, when you go to work on the
planets, I'll be the one who doesn't understand. | think it's dways so nice when there's an elimination,
don't you? It makes so many opportunities. Here, I'll bring you out."

Matthews considered the fact that the "dimination” she was o happy about had resulted in the death of
billions of hisown people. But, of course, she didn't know. It was out of her province,

There was astrange sensation as the warm liquid drained away from him, and light burst on hiseydlids.
There was an instant when a voice seemed to say to him, "Y ou see how they are, and the way they think.
These so-called 'only true humans in this particular space-time compartment are caught in atrap of the
mind. They will finaly end up in very much the state of insects, on agrand scale, if we can't break them
loose somehow. Y ou happen to be the forty-seventh instrument we've chosen to initiate the attempt. Can
you a least understand the point? Will you at least try to do your best?"

"Dont worry," Matthews thought grimly. ™Y ou can count on me."



