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Rich ores made the little planet a bonanza for Earthmen, so they landed to reap a harvest. The problem was—did they really want to leave?
 
-
 
              The trap was anything but apparent. It waited with an air of complete innocence. Victims walked into it confidently, willingly, even eagerly—and never knew what hit them. About the confidence, willingness and eagerness of the four-man crew of scout-vessel 87D there could be no doubt whatever. They made it obvious with the way they came down. Out of a clear blue sky they swooped in their golden vessel with a crimson trim along its sides and its number writ large upon its pointed prow. Thunder poured from its tail in rhythmic bursts of sound so violent that leaves quivered on trees for miles around and birds were shocked to silence.
 
              With aggressive self-assurance they dumped the ship on a grassy flat and scrambled out while yet the noise of their arrival continued to echo and re-echo over hills and dales. They made a tough, space-hardened group outside the main port, greeting fresh air and solid earth with the grim satisfaction of those who have been without either for far too long.
 
              Reed Wingrove, the astrogator, said gleefully, "Gee whiz! What a sweet little lump of plasma. They should make us space-commodores for discovering this one." He was young, tall, fresh-featured and nursed the hope that he might be suitable material for big brass.
 
              "More likely they'll toss us in the clink," thought Jacques Drouillard, his black eyes taking in the surrounding scene. "We've overshot official limits by a slice of a lifetime. We had no right to come so far. They'll have written us off for dead by the time we get back."
 
              "Or as deserters," suggested Bill Maguire.
 
              "I take all responsibility for where we go or do not go," reminded Captain Walter Searle. A big, slow-speaking man, he spent much time with his thoughts.
 
              "Jacques can hear the awful sound of the years rushing past," Bill Maguire explained. There was a good-natured grin on his freckled Irish pan as he eyed the contrastingly swarthy Drouillard. "He never forgets that time and fair ladies wait for no doddering space-jerk."
 
              "Maybe he's got something there," put in Reed Wingrove sobering a lot. He pointed southward. "There's uranium under those hills. The frenzied way the counters clicked as we shot over them suggests that they're solid with the stuff. It might be the strike of the century, right where it's most needed, just beyond the exploratory rim. It's to be had for the taking, no price asked." He looked them over, added, "That is to say, no price other than the best years of our lives."
 
-
 
              Maguire met him eye for eye and said, "We've been shaken up together in a hot and noisy bottle for months and months and months. We're due for an equally long dose of the same medicine before we get back. Isn't that all the more reason for being happy now?" Smoothing his red hair, he sniffed appreciatively at the atmosphere, worked his boots around in the long, soft grass. "C'mon, let's get rid of the space-heebies and enjoy life between the spells of misery."
 
              "What makes you think you suffer?" asked Captain Searle, looking at each in turn. "You signed on for ten years, with your eyes wide open."
 
              "I got kidded by all that stuff about celestial Callisto," grumbled Drouillard. "Thought I'd get about twenty jaunts there and back. I didn't bargain for spending most of my term on one long trip. Sixty months to get here, sixty to return, plus the twelve we'll have to stay put while waiting for favorable planetary setups. That makes six years at one go. Six years is a heck of a long time." He rubbed his blue chin, making rasping sounds. "Too much to give for a hunk of uranium, large or small."
 
              "If we can give it," said Maguire. "It may belong to somebody else who doesn't want to sell." He gestured to one side, added, "I'm inclined to think so because here comes somebody else!"
 
              Leaning against the rim of a warm propulsion tube, he eased his gun in its holster, chewed a juicy stem of grass, and watched the newcomer's approach.
 
              The others reacted similarly, holding themselves prepared, but not alarmed. There was nothing frightening about the appearance of this world's highest life-form. Besides, they had complete confidence in their own power, an assurance born of human settlement of many scores of worlds, some hostile, some merely eerie. And, of course, they were blissfully unaware of the trap.
 
-
 
              The arrival was a half-pint humanoid, a fact that surprised them not at all. Grabbing the cosmos 'brings a sudden surfeit of surprises, after which one loses the capacity for amazement. One learns to expect anything, even a midget mock-up of oneself, and remains phlegmatic. So no eyebrows were lifted as this world's first representative came near.
 
              He got right up to them, displaying no fear, but examining them with a certain childish naiveté. Small, no more than three feet in height, he had perky, birdlike features and sharp, quickly darting eyes. A cone-shaped felt hat of vivid crimson sat on his head and was pulled so far down that it made his pointed ears stick out. His clothes were an equally vivid green with silver trimmings. His long, narrow, green shoes bore silver buttons. His only weapon was a gnarly stick upon which he leaned while he surveyed them with brilliant and beady optics.
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              "They're tiny," murmured Wingrove to the others. "We could have guessed it from that toy-town we spotted just before we dived." Offering the dwarf an ingratiating smile, he pointed to himself and said, "Reed Wingrove."
 
              Giving him a quick, piercing glance, the other made no response. They broke the embarrassing silence by introducing themselves one by one. Motionless except for his continually shifting orbs, the dwarf leaned on his stick and ruminated.
 
              After a while he said, "Rifkin," in a small, reedy voice.
 
              "He can speak, anyway," commented Drouillard. "That is something! We won't have to go double-jointed trying to make sign-talk. It's mighty tiring playing snake-arms. Now we can learn his language or teach him ours."
 
              "I fail to see," said Rifkin, in perfect English, "why that should be necessary."
 
              The effect was electric. Space-born phlegmaticism got thrown to the winds. Drouillard jumped a foot. Captain Searle pulled his gun, shoved it back, scowled around in search of the suspected ventriloquist. Maguire hastily unleaned from the propulsion tube, carelessly braced himself on the hotter part, farther back, burned his hand and yelped with pain.
 
              Taking a firm grip on himself, Wing rove asked, "You understand our mode of talk?"
 
              "Of course," said Rifkin, with disarming casualness. He used his gnarly stick to behead something like a daisy,
 
              "How the deuce—?" began Captain Searle, still watching the others for suspicious mouth-movements.
 
-
 
              Ignoring his commander, Wingrove went determinedly on. "Is English spoken here?" "How silly!" remarked Rifkin.
 
              There didn't seem to be a satisfactory retort to that one. It was too obvious for adverse comment. In fact "silly" was an understatement—it was downright ridiculous.
 
              Wingrove sought around for another angle, said, "Then how do you know it?"
 
              "I can fahn it," informed Rifkin, much as one would mention the obvious to a child. "Surely you know that? How can people communicate if they cannot fahn one another's speech-patterns?"
 
              "Morbleau!" Drouillard ejaculated. He stared around suspiciously, in unconscious imitation of Searle. "A chaque saint sa chandelle!"
 
              "Si chacun tire de son cote!" agreed Rifkin with devastating impartiality.
 
              Drouillard pulled out lumps of hair, then squatted on his heels and began to eat grass. He appeared to be working off something in the way of feelings. With mounting irritation, Captain Searle watched him for a while, then couldn't stand it any longer.
 
              "Stop ... doing ... THAT!" he bawled, with pauses for emphasis. He nudged the other with a heavy boot. As Drouillard came erect, Searle demanded, "Now, what was all that double-talk you just pulled?"
 
              "French," said Drouillard dreamily. "They speak it where I come from, in Canada." He bleared at the dwarf. "And he knows it!"
 
              "How can I possibly know it?" Rifkin contradicted. One cannot know what has never been learned!" He made a sniff of disgust. "I fahned it."
 
              "I'll take you up on that," Searle snapped back at him. "How do you fahn it?"
 
              "There is a prize question," decided Rifkin, twitching his pointed ears. "A veritable conundrum because if you do not know the answer, it is evident that you cannot fahn a speech-pattern yourselves."
 
              "Would I ask, if I could?" inquired Searle.
 
              "And if you cannot do it yourself," Rifkin went on, "there is no way in which I can explain it to you." His piercing little eyes met Searle's. "Could you make an earless stone appreciate your playing on a flute?"
 
              "No," 'Searle admitted.
 
              "Well, then, there you are!" Rifkin leaned his slight weight on his crooked stick. "I doubt whether Mab herself could explain it. Or Morgaine either, for that matter. You have asked me the impossible."
 
              "Let's leave it at that and consider ourselves lucky," Wingrove suggested to the dissatisfied Searle. "Here we are, landed undamaged, and in communication with the inhabitants, all within one hour. I bet we've busted a record."
 
              "Leave this to me," Searle ordered. He turned to Rifkin. "We are anxious to learn as much as possible about this world of yours and—"
 
              "Why?" asked Rifkin.
 
              Was there shrewd understanding in those sharp little eyes? A sparkle of cynicism, a depth of guile? No way of telling.
 
-
 
              Searle went patiently on, "Mutual understanding is the basis of friendship which is essential if we are to maintain contact to our common profit." He waited for an effect that did not prove visible. "Now if one of my men could pay a courtesy call to your nearest town—"
 
              "He will be quite welcome," assured Rifkin. As an afterthought, he added, "In Ballygullion."
 
              "Where?" screamed Maguire, his red hair standing up like a brush.
 
              "Ballygullion," repeated Rifkin.
 
              "What's wrong with that?" demanded Searle, staring hard at Maguire.
 
              Pop-eyed, Maguire said, "Jeepers, that's where I was born!"
 
              "Natch!" observed Rifkin, airily treating the incomprehensible as obvious.
 
              Bunching his hands until the knuckles were white, Searle said to Rifkin, "Why the natch? How can he have been born here? This planet was completely unknown to us before our arrival." He let a puzzled and wary gaze run over the general scene. "There is something decidedly off-the-orbit about this place."
 
              "The town has any name one cares to give it," Rifkin explained, again in the manner of tutoring a kindergarten. "Some call it this, some call it that. It can have one name today, another name tomorrow. I can recall a rare occasion when three persons referred to it by the same name for a whole week, they being lazy-minded."
 
              "Pinch me awake," Drouillard requested, offering an arm to Wingrove.
 
              "What does it matter?" Rifkin asked. "One can easily fahn the name given to it by any person at any moment."
 
              "So now, being Wednesday, it is Ballygullion?" Maguire asked weakly.
 
              "If you like the name. You ought to like it. I fahned it when I looked at you and knew it should please you."
 
              "That settles it," snapped Searle. He gave Maguire the cold, authoritative eye. "Somebody's got to stick out his neck and get us the dirt. Who could be better than a native by birth? I accept your offer to go."
 
              "Who?" said Maguire, dazed. "Me?"
 
              They all chorused, "You!" Rifkin's eyes glittered as he took him away.
 
-
 
              It was ten days before Bill Maguire returned to find the crew preparing themselves for action. Struggling in through the main port, he breathed heavily, stared down at the ladder up which he had climbed.
 
              "Who's been stretching the stairs?"
 
              Putting down the gun which he had just oiled, Captain Searle glowered at him. "You're in the nick of time. We were about to set out and pull that midget burg apart until we found either you or your body."
 
              "Didn't know I was so much appreciated," said Maguire.
 
              "One man is a quarter of my crew," Searle went on, remaining severe. "I don't lose a man without making someone pay. What the heck detained you?"
 
              "Wine, women and song," informed Maguire, blissfully.
 
              "Huh?" Reed Wingrove dropped what he was doing.
 
              "Eh?' Drouillard stood up, snapped his fingers. He had the expression of one who wasn't there when the manna fell.
 
              "Sit down!" rapped Searle. He returned his attention to the impenitent prodigal. His voice was slightly acid. "I don't suppose the real purpose of our mission ever crossed your mind?"
 
              "Not while I could help it," Maguire agreed, displaying complete lack of shame. "Who'd bother about new frontiers, territorial developments or mineral deposits while roaming around with Mab?" Pursing his lips, he gave a low, ecstatic whistle. "She is tall, dark-eyed, sylphlike and gives me fizzy feelings all over. She makes me want to bury myself here for keeps."
 
              "What have they been pouring down your neck?" inquired Captain Searle, studying him closely.
 
              "Stuff called mead. It's made with honey, herbs and dew fresh off the grass. It's the most wonderful—"
 
              "There can't be honey without bees," Wingrove chipped in. "Are you trying to kid us there are bees here too, same as on Earth?"
 
              "Millions of them," declared Maguire. "Herds and herds of them. Big, fat, busy ones, all as tame as farmhouse cats. The local folk talk to them and the bees talk back. They can fahn each other, see?"
 
-
 
              "I don't see," said Searle, motioning Wingrove into silence. "Neither do I care." His gaze was still penetrating as he kept it on Maguire. "Who is this Mab who has watered down the goo you use for brains?"
 
              "One of Rifkin's twin daughters." Plainly, Maguire was too bemused to take umbrage. "The best of two pips. The other one is Peg, and she's something too! If it weren't for my civilized upbringing I could—"
 
              "Oh, no, you couldn't. One is too much for you, let alone two." Searle scowled at the metal bulkhead and muttered to nobody in particular. "Looks like we blundered when we picked this red-headed romantic. Now what?"
 
              "Let me go," suggested Drouillard, eagerly. His dark eyes were aflame with the zeal of a man offered a grab at lost opportunities.
 
              Maguire bridled at him. "Lay off, Casanova. You're not taking the girls back home." Defiantly, he leaned on the rim of a desk, then frowned in puzzlement and bent over to scan the floor. "Who's been raising the furniture? Couldn't you find anything better to do?"
 
              "Nobody's touched that desk," Wingrove told him. "It seems bigger because you are shorter. I noticed you looked slightly trimmed-down the moment you came back. Reckon you've worn two inches off your heels in hot pursuit of everything but what you came here for."
 
              "Nothing wrong with my heels," denied Maguire, raising a leg to examine his boot. "This desk has been upped an inch or two."
 
              "Sober yourself," Wingrove retorted. "You overdid the mead-stuff. You didn't have to be greedy."
 
              Searle chipped in with impatience. "Quit arguing." He regarded Maguire with authoritative disapproval. "What was that you said about taking these females back?"
 
              "They came along with me, just for the jaunt. I left them outside. Told them I wouldn't be long."
 
              "Holy smoke!" Drouillard made for the lock, moving fast to beat the others and get out before Searle could think up a contrary command.
 
              They heard him scramble hurriedly down the ladder. There came a brief chatter during which his deep tones underlay a pair of tinkling voices like little bells. More ladder noises. Drouillard reappeared, conducting his visitors with unwarranted proprietorship.
 
              "Here they are, Cap." He had the excitement of one suddenly endowed with a new interest in life.
 
-
 
              Searle looked them over slowly, methodically and with much of the suspicion of an elephant testing a pitfall. They were a pair of ash-blondes, curvaceous, tiny, and as alike as mirror-images of each other. He estimated their height as no more than thirty inches. Both wore crimson caps and bright green clothes trimmed with silver. Holding hands as they posed side by side, they regarded him with tip-tilted eyes, large, blue and guileless. There was a peculiar quality about those eyes and he had to think a while before he found a word to describe it: elfin.
 
              "Which is Mab?" he inquired.
 
              "Me." The one on the left dimpled at him.
 
              Leaning back in his chair, Searle sighed and said to Maguire, "So she is tall and dark-eyed?"
 
              "Well, isn't she?" Maguire pointed at the evidence, indicating the incontrovertible.
 
              They all had another look at Mab, a long, careful look. Manifestly she was blue-eyed and very small. Her dimples deepened.
 
              After a while, Searle uttered an emphatic, "No!"
 
              "All right," said Maguire. "Either you're blind or I'm nuts."
 
              Mab laughed in tiny tinkling tones.
 
              "He's nuts," opined Drouillard. "Space-happy and gone to seed." His own gaze nailed itself firmly on Peg. "But I don't blame him. I could go a bit nuts myself for that green-eyed one with the long chestnut locks." His gaze grew bold and ardent. "She resembles my dream girl."
 
              Nudging him, Reed Wingrove asked, "Which one with the long chestnut locks?"
 
              "Use your peepers," invited Drouillard, continuing to devour the object of his attention.
 
              "I'm using mine," interjected Maguire. "Peg is a blue-eyed blonde."
 
              "G'wan," Drouillard scoffed. "You can't look straight even at your own choice."
 
-
 
              Captain Searle breathed deeply, reclaimed his gun, hefted it in his hand to feel its weight and balance. When he spoke it was with the ponderous deliberation of one whose mind is made up.
 
              "Reed, show those two girls the way out. Close the lock behind them and keep it closed." The gun came up as Maguire and Drouillard tensed. "Not you two goofies. Neither of you. You're staying put. That's an order!" As Maguire backed away from him and got nearer to the lock, he added in tight tones, "Be careful, Bill. So help me, if you don't obey I'll let you have it!"
 
              "But you cannot," contradicted Mab in her small, chiming voice. "I have fahned that in the last resort you could not bring yourself to do it."
 
              Still holding Peg's midget hand, she exited through the lock, drifting out light-footed, with short, dainty steps. Maguire followed, like a sleepwalker. So did Drouillard.
 
              Silently, introspectively, Reed Wingrove closed the lock behind them. He returned to his place, his tread clanging loudly through the ship's plates. There was a faint, sweet scent in the air, an odor of femininity, beckoning, inviting. Captain Searle had not moved. He was sitting at the table, his unused weapon still in his grip, while his eyes stared bleakly at the wall.
 
              The minutes crawled by until Wingrove said, "Did you notice that curious design upon their silver buttons? It was on Rifkin's, too. Like four hearts arranged in a circle with their points brought together. It looked sort of familiar to me, but I'm darned if I can place it."
 
              Searle made no reply. He continued to look blankly at the wall while his mind mulled over the situation.
 
-
 
              Three weeks crawled by with no sign of the absentees. Wingrove returned from one of the short walks which had become his habit of late, sat himself on the grass beside the grimly brooding Searle, and enjoyed the cool of the ship's shadow.
 
              "How about letting me visit the town, Captain? I might find something." 
 
              "No."
 
              "Why not go yourself, then?" 
 
              "No."
 
              "Oh, well." Wingrove lay back, shaded his eyes as he studied the bright sky. "Still stewing the problem?"
 
              "Yes." Searle chewed at his bottom lip. "I have examined it from every conceivable angle and it always gets me the same place—here, for keeps. We can handle the ship with its official minimum of four men, at a pinch, we might be able to manage with three. We can't take it home with two—it's impossible."
 
              "Yes, I know."
 
              "So we're stuck with this planet until one or both of those moonstruck loons sees fit to return."
 
              "We could be pinned down someplace worse," ventured Wingrove, indicating the azure sky, the lush landscape. "The longer I'm here the more homey it looks." Twisting on one side, he plucked a flower, held it out for the other's inspection. "Look—a bluebonnet."
 
              "What of it?" Searle gave it no more than a cursory glance.
 
              "There are bluebonnets way back on Earth."
 
              "Don't remind me," said Searle, ruefully.
 
              "And there are daisies and buttercups and wild mint. I found them all while mooching around the hills." He gave a short, peculiar laugh. "Fancy a hardened space-jerk taking an interest in daisies and buttercups. Shows how you get after too much of it."
 
              "Too much of what?" asked Searle, frowning at him.
 
              "There was a bird trilling at me by the waterfall," mused Wingrove, ignoring the question. "It had a wonderful song. I found it after a while. It was a bulbul, a thing like a thrush. They're on Earth too, in Persia, I think. Queer, isn't it?"
 
              "Similar conditions might produce similar effects, similar results."
 
              "Maybe," Wingrove conceded. "But I've a feeling that's not the whole story. The similarities are too numerous. Somewhere there's another and better explanation of so many coincidences." He pondered awhile, gnawing a grass-stem, then went on, "I noticed that four-heart sign again today, inscribed in various places, on walls and trees and rocks. Reckon it's some sort of tribal totem. Every time I see it I know it's familiar—but can't place it. Wish I could remember."
 
              "You didn't go anywhere near the town?"
 
              "No, Cap. I kept away, like you said."
 
              "Didn't meet anyone, either?"
 
              "That four-heart thing is a puzzle," said Wingrove, biting the stem. "It's got me worried."
 
              "You didn't meet anyone?" Searle persisted.
 
              "Dozens of times I've seen those four hearts on Earth, but can't pull out of my mind exactly—"
 
-
 
              Searle stood up, legs braced apart, and looked at him from beneath heavy brows. "Come on, out with it! Let's have no more evasions. You've loped off morning and afternoon for more than a week. You've gone with a gleam in your eyes and come back like a zombie. Who are you meeting?"
 
              "Melusine," Wingrove said reluctantly. He sat up, threw away the grass stalk.
 
              "Ah!" Searle screwed his right fist into the palm of his left hand. "Another of these midget charmers?"
 
              "She's charming, but no midget."
 
              "That's what you think!" said Searle, bitterly. He paced to and fro. "All this, after I'd warned you. I've told you time and time again of the powers they possess, powers we haven't got and don't properly understand."
 
              Wingrove said nothing.
 
              Ceasing his restless parading, Searle faced him and went on, "You know quite well what this Melusine is doing to you. She is extracting a pictured ideal from your innermost mind, focussing it upon herself, fooling your senses, making herself appear the solid, fleshy creation of your own dreams and desires. It's a combination of telepathy and hypnotism, or something akin to both. It's a psychological weapon, a redoubtable one, a formidable one, because it exploits the weakest chink in anyone's armor. It persuades a man to make a fool of himself for the only reason he is willing to become a fool. It is damnable!"
 
              "It is wonderful," said Wingrove, eyeing the sky.
 
              "Are you going to desert me, like the others?"
 
              "Not yet." Wingrove came erect. He picked up the bluebonnet, twiddled it idly between his fingers. "I'm being pulled two ways. Maybe I'm more stubborn than Bill and Jacques, or better disciplined, or less susceptible. Or maybe Melusine is slower, more gentle, and in no hurry to take me." His eyes met Searle's for the briefest moment. "I don't think she would like you to be left all alone."
 
              "That's mighty white of her," said Searle sarcastically. "Especially since she's no guarantee that sooner or later I might not devise a way of boosting off by myself."
 
              "You could never do that."
 
              "I know it, and so do you. But she doesn't. These folk want to let their world travel incognito by shutting the traps of everyone who finds it. They've a neat play. No bombs, no bullets, no bloodshed. All they need do is offer a guy his heart's desire—and shut him up by pressure of a woman's lips."
 
              "Ah!" sighed Wingrove. "What a beautiful fate."
 
-
 
              "It's not funny," snapped Searle, openly irritated. "It's serious. It's effective sabotage of Earth's plans. You know what is happening and why it is happening.
 
              You know you are being grossly deceived—and yet this Melusine still appeals to you?" "And how!"
 
              "Knowing all the time that she is not exactly as you see her? That what you do see is reflected cunningly from the depths of your own mind?"
 
              "It makes no difference. I can only go by how she looks. There's no other basis for judgment. She looks to me like the epitome of all I've ever wanted, even in her most insignificant habits, her smallest gestures and mannerisms. She couldn't suit me better if specially made to my specification."
 
              "You dumb monkey!" said Searle. "She is specially made to your specification."
 
              "I know." Unexpectedly, Wingrove hit back. "Could you want anything better than what you want the most?"
 
              "Leave me out of this," Searle countered. "You're the lovesick gump, not me." He resumed his pacing. "By hokey, they are even stronger than I'd thought, cleverer, more cunning, more expert."
 
              "You don't know the half of it," Wingrove assured. "You should try a taste for yourself. Melusine has a friend named Nivetta whom she could bring along to meet you and—"
 
              "So that's why she's been slow and gentle," rasped Searle. "That's why she's let you stick around a bit. She wants both birds! Not just you, but you and me! She'll be content when there's nothing here but an empty ship, rotting like a skeleton under the sun."
 
              "Oh, I don't know, Cap. We're planted for twelve months anyway. After a while, persuasion might work the other way and we can take them—"
 
              "You'll never get them back to Earth," declared Searle, positively, "Nor see it yourself, either. Not ever again." He went closer, speaking earnestly. "Look, Reed, we've found a bonanza loaded with uranium. Discovering such items is our job for which we are equipped and paid. Reporting such a discovery to Earth is our bounden duty. If we fail, if we lose ourselves and never turn up, it may be anything from fifty to live hundred years before another Earth ship rediscovers the place. You realize all that?"
 
              "You bet I do."
 
              "Then you will also realize that since these half-pints can fahn our speech-patterns—whatever that may mean—and discern our mind-pictures, they can also detect our purposes, our motives. If they don't approve of them, as well they may not, their best move is to destroy us or, at least, prevent our return. A ship is of no use without its crew. They have only to take away the crew—and the ship becomes a lump of junk corroding somewhere in the cosmos. It rots away and Earth's schemes go with it."
 
              "Better for the ship to rot rather than its crew," contributed a voice.
 
              Searle whirled around on one heel.
 
              It was Maguire, red-capped, green-clothed and slightly over four feet high.
 
-
 
              There were a dozen shorties with Maguire, some male, some female. Searle recognized Rifkin standing at one side of the group, also Mab clinging possessively to Maguire's arm. The entire bunch now came almost up to Maguire's shoulders instead of a little above his waist as formerly.
 
              Two liquid-eyed creatures on the left went toward Wingrove, moving with the sprightly grace of ballet dancers. One put her tiny hand in his huge paw.
 
              "Melusine," said Wingrove, looking at Searle.
 
              Searle took no notice. Edging closer to the ship's airlock, he spoke to Maguire. "You've shrunk. You're still shrinking. You're going down into your boots."
 
              "I know it," said Maguire. "This world does things to you if you aren't shielded by metal most of the time." He shrugged his indifference. "Do I care? I do not! I'm being reduced to proper size instead of staying big and ugly. So is Jacques. So is Reed. So are you as long as you hang around outside the ship."
 
              Putting a careful foot on the bottom rung of the ladder, Searle readied himself for a quick move.
 
              "I'm having fun while I'm young enough to enjoy it," Maguire went on. "It's doing me good and it's doing nobody else any harm, so I'm going to keep on having it. Just for a start I've become engaged to Mab."
 
              "Congratulations," said Searle, sardonically. His mind busied itself with the question of whether he could take Maguire in one swift snatch, toss him headlong through the lock and into the ship. Also whether he could trust Wingrove to follow of his own accord. Three would be enough to get the boat home. The missing Drouillard could be dug up by some later vessel and frogmarched out of the mess. His big hand tightened on an upper rung.
 
              "He schemes to grab you!" warned Rifkin.
 
              Maguire grinned and asked Searle, "What's the use of plotting when they can fahn you all the time?"
 
              Relaxing his grip, Searle growled, "What have you come for?" He kept his attention on Maguire, avoided looking at the others.
 
              "Jacques has got engaged too. So we're having a celebration. Having celebrations is a frequent amusement here. We want you along."
 
              "Why?"
 
              "Why not? No sense in you squatting in the ship holding communion with yourself while everyone else is swimming in joy. What good will that do you? Come on, Cap, we want you along, so how about—?"
 
              "I want you two along," Searle interjected. "And you'd better come fast. I can still be persuaded not to make entries in the log that'll cause both of you to be shot out of the service—but my patience is running dry."
 
              "Now there's a real threat," Maguire scoffed. "I can be drummed out of the ranks. The mere thought of it grieves me. It will grieve Jacques as much—or as little. He's planning to marry Peg and run a little joint called Cookery Nook. We're going to eat fresh food instead of powdered proteins and vitamin pills. We're going to drink mead instead of distilled water. We're going to sing songs and forget all about scout vessel 87D." His eyes slid sidewise at Wingrove. "So will Reed before long, if he knows what's good for him." The eyes returned to Searle. "Give up the fight, Cap, and be a willing loser."
 
              "You can go to blue blazes!" declared Searle.
 
              A dozen pair of sharp, shiny little eyes went over him before they took him at his word and went away. Sitting on the bottom rung of the ladder, elbows on knees, his head between his hands, he stared fixedly at the grass between his feet and the fading bluebonnet to one side.
 
              Maguire went, and Mab, and Rifkin and the rest. He knew that Wingrove also had gone, with Melusine and her companion. He was alone, terribly alone. With the useless bulk of 87D behind him, he sat there brooding, unmoving, a long, long time.
 
-
 
              He spent the next twenty-two days in his own company with his dessicated foods, his distilled water and utter silence. He spent most of this time entering the ship's log, mooching around a small radius, meditating bitterly, and playing with a friendly bronze beetle that could neither hear nor speak.
 
              By the twenty-second day he was fed up. He sat in precisely the same position as they had left him many days before, on the bottom rung of the ladder, elbows on knees, head between hands. Even the beetle had gone on some mysterious errand of its own.
 
              A slight rustling in the grass. His eyes raised a fraction, saw pointed green shoes with silver buttons. They were tiny and dainty.
 
              "Beat it!" His voice was hoarse.
 
              "Look at me."
 
              "Go away!"
 
              "Look at me." Her tones did not have the bell-like tinkling quality of the other's voices. She spoke softly and tenderly, in a way he had heard before.
 
              "Go away, I tell you."
 
              "You are not afraid of me ... Walter?"
 
              He shivered as memories flooded upon him. Unwillingly, reluctantly, his eyes came up. His vision became fixed on her tiny figure, her tiny, bright-eyed face, and saw neither as they really were. He saw a honey-blonde, brown-eyed, with full, generous lips. He arose slowly, his gaze still locked upon hers. Perspiration was shining on his forehead. His hands were bunched as he held them close at his sides.
 
              "Betty died in a Moon-ship crash. I knew you would look like her ... exactly like her ... you witch!" He swallowed hard, trying to let his brain retain command over his eyes. It was not easy. "But I know you are not Betty. You cannot be."
 
              "Of course you know." She moved nearer, slim-thighed, slim-hipped, even her walk characteristic of the walk he once had known. "I am, Nivetta—today. But tomorrow my name can be another." Her hand went up to tuck a dark gold curl; behind her ear, an old familiar gesture that did, things to him "If I am the picture you retain, the memory you treasure, am I not indeed both the memory and the picture? For always? Am I not ... Betty?"
 
-
 
              He put his hand over his eyes to shut out the sight of her. But then her scent reached him, the scent he knew. His words came out in a flood.
 
              "I did not tell Wingrove. I hoped he would discover it for himself and thus confirm my own ideas. I wandered around a little while he was going on his own walks, and one day I found a dolmen, a great stone fairy-table. The four hearts engraved upon it still showed a stalk from their center. I could see at a glance that it was a four-leafed clover."
 
              Her odor was strong now, and close to him. He was talking like a man fighting for time.
 
              "Then I remembered that Mab and Peg are favored names among your kind, and that Morgaine was better known as Morgan le Fay. I remembered it is legendary among us that in the far-off, almost forgotten times your people went away because they were resented, not wanted. They went away, taking with them the seeds of their herbs, fruits and flowers, their incomprehensible arts, their misunderstood sciences which many still call magic. They went in some strange manner of their own, looking for another friendlier world resembling the one they knew of old, seeking the rainbow's end."
 
              She did not speak as he finished, but there was a butterfly touch upon his hairy hand. Her forefinger linked with his thumb. It was an entirely personal gesture which only he and she had known. It was, it must be—Betty!
 
              A rush of nostalgic feeling overcame him. He gave himself up to it because surrender was easier than resistance and more satisfying. His loneliness finished, his solitude ended, he looked straight into her eyes and saw only the eyes so well remembered.
 
              Together they walked through the fields and the flowers, away from the ship, away from that far distant world of forgotten things.
 
* * *
 
              About the self-confidence and bumptiousness of the four-man crew of scout vessel 114K there could be no doubt at all. Tumbling hurriedly out of the lock, they sniffed the fresh air, patted the good earth, celebrated their successful landing with raucous shouts and some horseplay.
 
              Two of them found a crumbling pile of metal, vaguely cylindrical in outline, a few hundred yards to the north. They investigated it with no more than perfunctory interest, kicked some of its shapeless, powdery pieces, went leap-frogging back to their ship.
 
              "Man, are we lucky!" exulted Gustav Berners, a big Swede, speaking to Captain James Hayward. He chuckled deep down in his chest as he watched the other two members of the crew indulging in an impromptu wrestling match. "When that space storm tossed us umpteen months beyond the limits of exploration, I thought we were goners. Who'd have guessed we'd fall right into the lap of a world like this? Just like home. I feel at home already."
 
              "Home," echoed Hayward. "The sweetest word in any space-jerk's life."
 
              "Enough uranium to last a million years," Berners went on. "Coming over that hill the counters jiggled like we were already worth a million credits apiece. And it's to be had for the taking. No bull-headed aborigines to fight for it."
 
              Hayward said, "Don't go by first appearances."
 
              "Here's a first appearance," announced one of the wrestling pair, ceasing to maul his buddy.
 
              Excitedly they clustered around the gnome-like figure which had come upon the scene, taking in his human shape, tiny stature, crimson cap, green clothes and silver trimmings.
 
              "They're small," commented Hayward. "Semi-civilized pygmies. I guessed as much from that toy-town we glimpsed just before we made our bump." Offering the gnome a cordial smile, he pointed to himself and said, "James Hayward."
 
-
 
              Giving him a quick, darting glance, the other made no reply. They filled in the silence by introducing themselves one by one. Motionless except for his bright, agile optics, the other leaned upon his gnarly stick, eyeing them sharply and. ruminating.
 
              After a while, he said, "Waltskin," in a thin, reedy voice.
 
              "Hah!" said one of the crew. "Let's call him Walter." With humor unconsciously prophetic, he sang, "Walter, Walter, lead me to the altar."
 
              "He can talk, at any rate," observed Hayward. "Now we won't have to play snake-arms trying to make him understand. We can learn his language or teach him ours."
 
              "Neither will be necessary," assured the newcomer, with perfect diction.
 
              They were mutually dumbfounded.
 
              After they had got over it, Berners whispered to Hayward, "This is going to make things dead easy. It will be like taking candy from a kitten."
 
              "You're getting mixed," said Hayward. "You mean like taking bad fish from a child." He grinned and turned his attention to the dwarf. "How come you know our language?"
 
              "I do not know it. I can fahn it. How can people communicate if they cannot fahn each other's speech-patterns?"
 
              That was too tough for Hayward. He shrugged it off, saying, "I don't get it. I've been around plenty, but this is a new one on me." He looked hopefully toward the distant town, pondering the chances of a little relaxation. "Well, we'll have a tale to tell when we get back."
 
              "When you get where?" asked Waltskin. The sun glowed on the peculiar four-heart sign ornamenting his silver buttons.
 
              "When we get back" Hayward repeated.
 
              "Oh, yes," said the other, with subtle change of emphasis. "When you get back."
 
              He used his gnarly stick to decapitate something resembling a daisy and waited for the next conversational move leading toward the inevitable end. And in due time his eyes glittered as he conducted the first victim away.
 
 
 
The End
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