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CHAPTER |
imtation of Life

Rod Bl ake | ooked up with a deep chuckle. The sky of Mars was al nost bl ack

despite the small, brilliant sun, and the brighter stars and pl anets that
shone visibly, Earth nost brilliant of all, scarcely sixty million mles away.

“They’ Il have a fine tine chasing us, back there, Ted.” He nodded toward
the brilliant planet.

Ted Penton smiled beatifically.

“They’ re probably investigating all our known haunts. It’s their own
fault if they can't find us—eutl awi ng research on atomic power.”

“They had sone provocation, you must admt. Koel enberg should have been
nore careful. Wien a nan takes off sone three hundred square niles of
territory spang in the center of Europe in an atom c explosion, you can't
bl ame the rest of the world for being a bit skittish about atom c power
research.”

“But they might have had the wit to see that anybody that did get the
secret would not wait around for the Atom c Power Research Death Penalty, but
woul d I'ight out for parts and planets quite unknown and | eave the nmess in the
hands of a lawyer till the fireworks quieted down. It was obvious that when we
devel oped atom c power we’'d be the first nen to reach Mars, and nobody coul d
follow to bring us back unless they accepted the hated atom c power and used
it,” argued Bl ake.

“Wonder how ol d Janmi son Mont gormery Pal bor ough made out with our clains,
mused Penton. “He said he’'d have it right in three nonths, and this is the
third nonth and the third planet. We'll let the government stew,
and sail on, fair friend, sail on. | still say that was a ruined city we saw
as we | anded.”

“I think it was, nyself, but | renmenber the way you did that kangaroo
| eap on your neck the first time you stepped out on the noon. You certainly
saw stars.”

“W’'re professionals at wal ki ng under cockeyed gravities now. Moon
—enus—=

“Yes, but I'mstill not risking my neck on the attitude of a strange
pl anet and a strange race at the sane tine. W’'Il investigate the planet a bit
first, and yonder mudhole is the first stop. Cone on.”

They reached the top of one of the long rolling sand dunes and the
country was spread out below them It |ooked exactly as it had been fromthe
| ast dune that they had struggled up, just as utterly barren, utterly bl eak
and unendingly red. Like an iron planet, badly negl ected and rusted.

The nmudhol e was directly beneath them an expanse of red and brown
slime, dotted here and there with clunps of dark red foliage.

“The stuff |ooks |ike Japanese maple,” said Bl ake.

“Evidently doesn’t use chlorophyl to get the sun’s energy. Let’'s collect

a few sanmples. You have your violet-gun and | have mine. | guess it’'s safe to
split. There's a large group of things down on the left that look a little
different. 1'Il take themwhile you go strai ght ahead. Gather any fl owers,

fruits, berries or seeds you see. Few | eaves—eh, you know. What we got on
Venus. General junk. If you find a small plant, put on your gloves and yank it
out. If you see a big one, steer clear. Venus had sone peculiarly unpl easant
speci mens.”

Bl ake groaned. “You telling me. I'’mthe bright boy that fell for that



pretty fruit and clinmbed right up between the stenms of a scissor tree. Uhuh. |
shoot ‘em down. Go ahead, and good | uck.”

Penton swung off to the ieft, while Bl ake sl ogged ahead to a group of
wei rd- | ooki ng plants. They were dome-shaped things, three feet high, with a
dozen | ong, drooping, sword-shaped | eaves.

Cautiously Bl ake tossed a bit of stone into the center of one. It gave
of f a mournful, drumm ng boom but the |eaves didn't budge. He tried a rope on
one | eaf but the |eaf neither stabbed, grabbed, nor jerked away, as he had
hal f expected after his lesson with the ferocious plants of Venus. Bl ake
pulled a leaf off, then a few nore. The plant acted quite plant-Iike, which
pl easantly surprised him

The whol e regi on seened seeded with a nunmber of the things, nearly al
about the sane size. A ~few, sprinided here and there, were in various stages
of devel opnent, froma few protrudi ng sword-1eaves, to little threeinch dones
on up to the full-grown plant. Carefully avoiding the |arger
ones, Rod plucked two snmall ones and thrust theminto his speci nen bag. Then
he stood of f and | ooked at one of the dones that squatted so dejectedly in the
t hi ck, gumy nud.

“l suppose you have sonme reason for being like that, but a good solid
tree would put you all in the shade, and collect all the sunlight going. \Wich
is little enough.” He | ooked at them for sone seconds picturing a stout
Japanese nmaple in this outlandi sh red-brown gum

He shrugged, and wandered on, seeking sone other plant. There were few
others. Apparently this particular species throttled out other varieties very
t horoughly. He wasn’t very anxi ous anyway; he was much nore in~ terested in
the ruined city they had seen fromthe ship. Ted Penton was cauti ous.

Eventual | y Bl ake foll owed his w nding footsteps back toward the s’hip,
and about where his footsteps showed he’d gathered his first sanples, he
stopped. There was a Japanese maple there. It stood sonme fifteen feet tall
and the bark was beautifully regular in appearance. The | eaves were nearly a
quarter of an inch thick, and arranged with a peculiar regularity, as were the
branches. But it was very definitely a Japanese naple.

Rod Bl ake’s jaw put a severe strain on the hinges thereof. It dropped
some three inches, and Bl ake stared. He stared with steady, blank gaze at that
perfectly imnpossible Japanese mapl e. He gawked dunbly. Then his jaw snapped
shut abruptly, and he cursed softly. The | eaves were stirring gently, and they
were not a quarter of an inch thick. They were paper thin, and delicately
vei ned. Further, the tree was visibly taller, and three new branches had
started to sprout, irregularly now They sprouted as he watched, grow ng not
as twigs but as fully formed branches extendi ng thensel ves gradually. As he
stared harder at themthey dwindled rapidly to | onger twi gs, and grew
normal | y.

Rod let out a loud yip, and made tracks rapidly extending thensel ves
toward the point where he'd | ast seen Ted Penton. Penton’s tracks curved off,
and Rod steaned down as fast as Mars’ light gravity permtted, to pull up
short as he rounded a corner of another sword-|eaf dome clunp. “Ted,” he
pant ed, “come over here. There's a—a—weird thing. A+t |ooks |ike a Japanese
mapl e, but it doesn’t. Because when you look at it, it changes.”

Rod stopped, and started back, beckoning Ted.

Ted didn’t nove.

“I don’t know what to say,” he said quite clearly, rather panting, and
soundi ng excited, though it was a quite unexciting remark, except for one
thing. He said it in Rod Bl ake s voi ce!

Rod stiffened. Then he backed away hurriedly, stunbled over his feet and
sat down heavily in the sand. “For the | ove of Fed—Fed, wh-what did you
s-s-say?”

“I don’t know wh-what to s-s-say.”

Rod groaned. It started out exactly like his own voice, changed rapidly
while it spoke, and wound up a fair imtation of Ted's. “Ch, Lord,” he



groaned, “l1’m going back to the ship. In a hurry.”

He started away, then | ooked back over his shoul der. Ted Penton was
nmovi ng now, swaying on his feet peculiarly. Delicately he picked up his left
foot, shook it gently, like a man trying to separate hinself froma piece of
flypaper. Rod noved even nore rapidly than he had before. Long, but rapidly
shrinking roots dangled fromthe foot, gooey nud dropping fromthem as they
shrank into the foot. Rod turned again with the violet-gun in his hand. It
thrunmmed to bl asting atomic energy, and a pencil beam of ravening ultra-violet
fury shot out and a hazy bail of |ight surrounded
it.

The figure of Ted Penton snmoked suddenly, and a hole the size of a golf
ball drove abruptly through the center of the head, to the acconpani nent of a
har sh whi ne of steam and spurts of oily snoke. The figure did not fall. It
slunped. It nelted rapidly, like a snowman in a furnace, the fingers ran
toget her, the remai nder of the face dropped, contracted, and becane horrible.
It was suddenly the face of a nman whose pouched and dull ed eyes had w t nessed
and enjoyed every evil the worlds knew, weirdly gl ow ng eyes that danced and
flamed for a nonment in screanming fury of deadly hate—and di ssolved with the
| ast dissolution of the withing face.

And the arms grew long, very long and nuch wider. Rod stood frozen while
the very wide and rapidly wi dening arnms beat up and down. The thing took off
and fl apped awkwardly away, and for an instant the |ast trace of the
hate-filled eyes glittered again in the sun

Rod Bl ake sat down and | aughed. He | aughed, and | aughed again at the
very funny sight of the nelting face on the bat-bodied thing that had fl own
away with a charred hole in the mddle of its grape-fruit-sized head. He
| aughed even | ouder when anot her Ted-Penton-thing came around the corner of
the vegetable clunp, on the run. He ained at the center of its head. “Fly
away!” he yelled as he pressed the little button down.

This one was cleverer. It ducked. “Rod—for the |ove of -Rod, shut up,” it
spoke.

Rod stopped, and considered slowy. This one talked with Ted Penton’s
voice. As it got up again he aimed nore carefully and fl ashed again. He wanted
it to fly away too. It ducked again, in another direction this time, and ran
in rapidly. Rod got up hastily and ran. He fell suddenly as some fibrous thing
| ashed out from behind and wrapped itself unbreakably about his arnms and body,
bi ndi ng hi m hel pl essly.

Pent on | ooked down at him panting heavily.

‘“What's the trouble, Rod; and why in blazes were you shooting your gun
at me?”

Rod heard hinself |augh again, uncontrollably. The sight of Ted' s
worried face rem nded himof the flying thing, with the nelted face. Like an
over heated wax figure. Penton reached out a deliberate hand and cracked him
over the face, hard. In a nonent Rod steadi ed, and Penton renoved the noose
fromhis arms and body. Bl ake sighed with relief.

“Thank God, it’'s you, Ted,” he said. “Listen, | saw you—you—not thirty
seconds ago. You stood over there, and | spoke to you. You answered in ny
voice. | started off, and your feet canme up out of the ground with roots on
them like a plant’s. | shot you through the forehead, and you nelted down
like a wax doll to a bat-thing that sprouted wi ngs and flew away.”

“Uhh—= said Penton soothingly. “Funny, at that. Wiy were you | ooking for
ne?”

“Because there’'s a Japanese nmaple where | was that grew while ny back
was turned, and changed its |eaves while | |ooked at it.”

“Ch, Lord,” said Penton unhappily, |ooking at Rod. Then nore soot hingly,
“I think we’d better ook at it.”

Rod | ed the way back on his tracks. Wen the mapl e shoul d have been in
sight, it wasn’t at all. \Wen they reached the spot where Rod' s tracks showed



it should have been, it wasn't there. There was only a somewhat wilted
swor d- bush. Rod stared blankly at it, then he went over and felt it
cautiously. It remained placidly squatted, a slightly bedraggled | unp of
veget ati on.

“That’s where it was,” said Blake dully. “But it isn’t there any nore. |
know it was there.”

“I't nmust have been an—er—irage,” decided Penton. “Let’s get back to the
ship. W’ ve had enough wal ki ng practice.”

Rod foll owed him wonderingly shaking his head. He was so wapped up in
his thoughts, that he nearly fell over Penton, when Ted stopped with a soft,
unhappy, gurgling noise. Ted turned around and | ooked at Rod carefully. Then
he | ooked ahead agai n.

“Whi ch,” he asked at length, “is you?”

Rod | ooked ahead of Penton, over his shoul der. Another Rod was al so
standing in front of Penton. “My God,” said Rod, “it’s ne this tinme!”

“l am of course,” said the one in front. It said it in Rod Bl ake’s
Voi ce.

Ted | ooked at it, and finally shut his eyes.

“I don't believe it. Not at all. W bist du gewesen, nein Freund?”

“Was sagst du?” said the one in front. “But why the Deutsch?”

Ted Penton sat down slowy and thoughtfully. Rod Bl ake stared at Rod
Bl ake bl ankly, slightly indignant.

“Let me think,” said Penton unhappily. “There nust be some way to tell
Rod went away fromne, and then |I come around the corner and find himlaughi ng
i nsanely. He takes a shot at ne. But it |ooks, and tal ks |like Rod. But he says
crazy things. Then | go for a walk with himer it—and neet another one that at
| east seens |ess insane than the first one. Well, well. | know Gernan of
course, and so does Rod. Evidently this thing can read m nds. Miust be like a
chanel eon, only nore so.”

‘~\What do you mean?” asked Rod Bl ake. It doesn't particularly matter
whi ch one.

“A chanel eon can assune any color it wants to at will. Lots of aninals
have learned to imtate other animals for safety, but it takes them
generations to do it. This thing, apparently, can assunme any shape or color at
will. Amnute ago it decided the best formfor the locality was a swordbush.
Sone of these things nmust be real plants then. Rod thought of a maple tree,

t hought of the advantages of a maple tree, so it decided to try that, having
read his mnd. That was why it was wilted-looking; this isn't the right kind
of country for maple trees. It lost water too fast. So it went back to the
swor d- bush.

“Now this one has decided to try being Rod Bl ake, clothes and all. But
| haven’t the foggiest notion which one is Rod Blake. It won't do a bit
of good to try himon | anguages we know, because he can read our m nds.
| know there nmust be some way. There nmust—there nmust—h yes. It’'s
sinmple. Rod, just burn nme a hole in that thing with your violet-gun.”

Rod reached for his gun at once with a sigh of relief and triggered
qui ckly. The phoney Rod nelted hastily. About half of it got down into the
boiling nmud before Rod incinerated the rest with the intense ultraviolet flare
of the pistol. Rod sighed. “Thank the Lord it was ne. | wasn’t sure for a
while, myself.”

Ted shook hinself, put his head in his hands, and rocked slowy. “By the
Ni ne Gods of the Nine Planets, what a world! Rod, for the |ove of heaven, stay
with ne hereafter. Permanently. And whatever you do, don’t |ose that pistolL
They can’t grow a real violet-gun, but if they pick one up, may God hel p us.
Let’'s get back to the ship, and away fromthis dammed place. | thought you
were mad. My error. It’s just the whol e bl oody planet that’s mad.”

“I was—for a while. Let’s nove.”

They noved. They noved hastily back across the sand dunes to the ship.
CHAPTER | |



The Secret of the Thushol

“They’' re centaurs,” gasped Bl ake. “WIIl you | ook at that one over there

—a nice little calico. There's a beautiful little strawberry roan. \Wat
peopl e! Wonder why the city is so dilapidated, if the people are still here in
some numbers. Set ‘er down, will you, Ted. They haven’'t anythi ng dangerous, or

they’ d have a better city.”

“Uhmm-+ suppose that’s right. But 1’'d hate to have one of those fellows
nudge me. They nust wei gh somet hing noticeable, even here—about twelve hundred
pounds back on Earth. |I'’msetting down in that square. You keep your hand on
that ten-inch ion-gun while |I step out.”

The ship settled with a soft thunpf in the deep sandy dust of the ruined
city square. Half a hundred of the centaurs were trotting leisurely up, with a
grizzled old Martian in the |l ead, his mane sparse and coarse. Ted Penton
st epped out of the | ock.

“Phol shth,” the Martian said after a nmonent’s inspection. He extended
hi s hands out horizontally fromhis shoul ders, palnms upward and enpty.

“Friends,” said Ted, extending his arns in a simlar gesture, “lI am
Pent on.”

“Fast hun Losht hu,” expl ai ned the centaur, indicating hinself. “Penshun.”

“He sounds like an ex-soldier,” cane Bl ake's voice softly. “Pension. Is
he O K ?”

“I think so. You can | eave that post anyway, and shut off the main
atomics, start auxiliary B, and close the roons. Lock the controls with the
conbi nati on and conme on out. Bring your ion-gun as well as your ultraviolet.
Lock the | ock doors.”

“Blazes. | want to conme out this afternoon. Ch well, O K " Blake went to
work hurriedly and efficiently. It was sonme thirty seconds before he was
through in the power room He stepped eagerly into the |ock

He stopped dead. Penton was on his back, noving feebly, the old centaur
bent over him with his [ong, powerful fingers fixed around the man’s throat.
Penton’ s head was shaking slowy back and forth on the end of his neck, in a
| oose, rather detached-I|ooking way.

Bl ake roared and charged out of the Iock, his two powerful pistols
hastily restored to his hol sters. He charged out—-and sailed neatly over the
centaur’s back, underestimating Mars’ feeble grip. In an instant he was on his
feet again, and returning toward his friend when a skillful left forefoot
caught his legs, and sent himtunbling as the heavy bul k of an agile young
centaur | anded on his back. Blake turned; a smaller, |ighter
body far nore powerfully rmuscled. In a nmoment the Earthman broke the centaurs’
grip and started through the six or seven others that surrounded him

A grunted word of command di ssol ved the nél ée, and Bl ake stood up,
| eapi ng toward Penton

Penton sat on the ground, rocking slowy back and forth, his head
between his hands. “Ch, Lord, they all do it here.”

“Ted—are you all right?”

“Do | sound it?” Penton asked unhappily. “That old bird just opened up
nmy skull and poured a new set of brains in. Hypnotic teaching—a conplete
university education in thirty seconds—all done with hypnotismand no nmirrors
used. They have the finest education system God preserve us fromit.”

“Sht huntho ishthu thiu | oinal?” asked the old Martian pl easantly.

“I'shthu psoth lonthul timul,” groaned Penton. “The worst of it is, it
works. | know his |anguage as well as | know English.” Suddenly he nanaged a
slight grin. He pointed to Bl ake and said: “Blake onmpb phusthu ptsoth.”

The old centaur’s lined, sparsely bearded face smiled |like a pleased
child s. Blake | ooked at himuneasily.

“I don't like that fellow s fa—~ He stopped, hypnotized. He wal ked
toward the old Martian with blank eyes and the grace of an animated tailor’s
dunmy. He lay down in sections, and the old Martian's |ong, supple fingers
circled his neck. Gently they massaged the back of his spine up to the base of



his skull.

Penton smled sourly fromwhere he sat. “Ch, you don't like his face,
eh? Wait and see how you like his system”

The centaur straightened. Slowy Bl ake sat up. H's head continued to nod
and weave in a detached sort of way, till he gingerly reached up, felt around
for it and took it firmy in his hands. He rested his el bows on his knees.

‘W didn't both have to know his bl asted | anguage,” he managed bitterly
at last. “Languages always did give nme headaches anyway.”

Pent on wat ched hi m unsynpat hetically.

“I hate repeating things, and you'll find it useful, anyway.”

“You are fromthe third planet,” the Martian stated politely.

Penton | ooked at himin surprise, started up, then rose to his feet
gi ngerly.

“Cet up slowy, Blake, |I advise you for your own good.” Then to the
Martian: ‘Wiy, yes. But you knew How?”

“My great-great grandfather told me of this trip to the third pl anet
before he died. He was one of those that returned.”

“Returned? You Martians have been to Earth?” gasped Bl ake.

“l guessed that,” said Penton softly. “They' re evidently the centaurs of
legend. And | think they didn’t go alone fromthis planet.”

“Qur people tried to establish a colony there, nany, many years ago. It
didn't succeed. They died of |ung diseases faster than they could cross space.
The main reason they went in the first place was to get away fromthe thushol
But the thushol sinply imtated |ocal Earth-animals and thrived. So the people
cane back. We built many ships, hoping that since we couldn't go, the thusho
woul d. But they didn't like Earth.” He shook his head sorrowfully.

“The thushol. So that’s what you call ‘em” Blake sighed. ‘They must be
a pest.”

“They were then. They aren’t nuch any nore.”

“Ch, they don’t bother you any nore?” asked Penton

“No,” said the old centaur apathetically. “W're so used to them”

“How do you tell themfromthe thing they're imtating?” Penton asked
grimy. “That’'s what | need to know.”

“I't used to bother us because we couldn’t,” Loshthu sighed. “But it
doesn’t any nore.”

“l know-but how do you tell themapart? Do you do it by m ndreadi ng?”

“Ch, no. W don’t try to tell themapart. That way they don’t bother us
any nore.”

Penton | ooked at Loshthu thoughtfully for sonme tine. Bl ake rose
gingerly, and joined Penton in his enwapped contenpl ation of the grizzled
Martian. “tJhmmm” said Penton at |ast, “l suppose that is one way of | ooking
at it. | should think it would nake business rather difficult though. Al so
soci al relations, not knowi ng whether it was your wife or just a real good
imtation.”

“I know. We found it so for many years,” Loshthu agreed. “That was why
our people wanted to nove to Earth. But |l ater they found that three of the
ship commanders were thushol, so the people cane back to Mars where they could
live at least as easily as the thus hol.”

Penton nmentally digested this for some nmonents, while the half hundred
centaurs about stood patiently, apathetically notionless.

“W have nyths on Earth of centaurs, people like you, and of nagic
creatures who seened one thing, but when captured became snakes or tigers or
ot her unpl easant beasts, but if held | ong enough reverted to hunman shape and
woul d then grant a wish. Yes, the thushol are intelligent; they could have
granted a sinple Earth barbarian’s wi sh.”

Losht hu shook his head slowy.

“They are not intelligent, | believe. Maybe they are. But they have
perfect nmenories for detail. They would inmitate one of our nunber, at-
tend our schools, and so learn all we knew. They never invented anything for



t hensel ves.”

‘“What brought about the tremendous decline in your civilization? The
t hus hol ?”

The cent aur nodded.

‘W forgot how to nake space ships and great cities. W hoped that would
di scourage the thushol so they would | eave us. But they forgot too, so it
didn’t help.”

“CGood Lord,” Bl ake sighed, “how in the name of the N ne Planets do you
live with a bunch Iike that?”

Losht hu | ooked at Bl ake sl owy.

“Ten,” he said. “Ten planets. You can’'t see the tenth with any
practicable instrunent till you get out beyond Jupiter. Qur people discovered
it fromPluto.”

Bl ake stared at himow ishly. “But how can you live with this gang? Wth
a civilization like that—+ should think you d have found sonme neans of
destroying them?”

‘W did. We destroyed all the thushol. Sonme of the thushol hel ped us,
but we thought that they were our own people. It happened because a very w se,
but very foolish phil osopher cal cul ated how many t hushol could Ilive
parasitically on our people. Naturally the thushol took his calculations to
heart. Thirty-one percent of us are thus hol.”

Bl ake | ooked around with a swiftly unhappy eye.

“You nmean-sone of these here are thushol ?” he asked.

Losht hu nodded.

“Always. They reproduced very slowy at first, in the formof an ani mal
that was normally sonething Iike us, and reproduced as did other animls. But
then they learned to imtate the anc~l xe when they studied in our
| aboratories. Now they sinply split. One big one will split into several small
ones, and each small one will eat one of the young of our people, and take its
pl ace. So we never know which is which. It used to worry us.” Loshthu shook
his head slowy.

Bl ake’s hair rose slightly away fromhis head, and his jaw dropped away.
“My God,” he gasped. “Wiy didn't you do sonethi ng?”

“I'f we killed one we suspected, we mnight be wong, which would kill our
own child. If we didn’t, and just believe it our own child anyway, it at |east
gave us the confort of believing it. And if the imtation is so perfect one
can't tell the difference, what is the difference?”

Bl ake sat down again, quietly.

“Penton,” he sighed, at length, “those three nonths are up, let’s get
back to Earth—fast.”

Penton | ooked at him “l wanted to a long tinme back. Only | thought
of somet hing el se. Sooner or later, some other nman is going to come here with
atomc power, and if he brings sone of those thushol back to Earth with him
accidentally, thinking it’s his best friend—ell, 1'd rather kill ny own child
than live with one of those, but I'd rather not do either. They can reproduce
as fast as they can eat, and if they eat |ike an anteba

—cod help us. If you maroon one on a desert island, it will turn into a fish,
and swimhone. If you put it in jail it will turn into a snake and go down the
drain pipe. If you dunp it in the desert it will turn into a cactus and get
al ong real nice, thank you.”

“Good God.”

“And they won't believe us, of course. I'msure as blazes not going to
t ake one back to prove it. I'Il just have to get some kind of proof fromthis
Losht hu.”

“l hadn’t thought of that. What can we get?”

“All 1 can think of is to see what they can | et us have, then take al
we can, and make a return trip with reputable and wi dely believed zool ogi sts
and biologists to ook into this thing. Evolution has produced sone weird
freaks, but this is a freakier weirdness than has ever been conceived.”



“I still don't really believe it,’
firmy convinced of is ny headache.”

Bl ake said. “The only thing I am

“I't’s real enough and | ogi cal enough. Logical as hell. And hell on Earth
if they ever get there. Evolution is always trying to produce an aninmal that
can survive anywhere, conquer all enemes, the fittest of, the surviving fit.
Al life is based on one thing: protoplasm Basically, it’'s the sanme in every
creature, every living thing, plant and animal, am-ba and man. It is just
nodi fied slightly, hooked together in slightly different ways. The thushol are
built of protoplasm-but inflnitely nore adaptable protoplasm They can do
somet hing about it, nake it take the formof a bone cell and be part of a
t hi gh bone, or be a nerve cell in a brain. From sone of that
t en- second- col | ege-course Loshthu poured into ne, | gather that at first the
t hushol were good imtations outside, but if you cut into one, you could see
that the organs weren't there. Now they have everything. They went through
Martian nedical colleges, of course, and know all about what makes a centaur
tick, and so they make thenselves with the sanme kind of tickers. Ch, very
ni ce.”

‘They don’t know rmuch about us. Maybe with the X-ray fl uoroscope screen
we could have told those imtations of us,” suggested Bl ake.

“Ch, no, by no neans. If we knew the right form they' d read it in our
m nds, and have it. Adaptive protoplasm Just think, you couldn’t kill it in
an African jungle, because when a lion cane along, it would be a little, |ady
[ion, and when an el ephant showed up, it would be a hel pl ess baby el ephant. |f
a snake bit it, | suppose the dammed thing woul d
turn into sonething i mune to snake bites—a tree, or sonething like that.
just wonder where it keeps the very excellent brain it evidently has.”

“Well, let’'s find out what Loshthu can offer us by way of proofs.”

CHAPTER | I |
M nd- Readers and Conpany

It devel oped that the Martians had once had museuns. They still had
t hem because nobody was sufficiently interested to disturb their age-long
quiet. Martians lived centuries, and their nmenories were |ong; but once or
twice inalifetinme did a Martian enter the anci ent nuseuns.

Penton and Bl ake spent hours in them intensive hours under Loshthu's
gui dance. Loshthu had nothing but tinme, and Penton and Bl ake didn’'t want to
linger. They worked rapidly, collecting thin netal sheaves of docunents,
anci ent mechani sms, a thousand things. They baled themw th rope that they had
brought fromthe ship when they noved it nearer the museum Finally, after
hours of |abor, bleary-eyed fromwant of sleep, they started out again to the
shi p.

They stepped out of the gloony dusk of the museuminto the sun-1lit
entranceway. | mediately, from behind a dozen pillars, a |eaping, flashing
group of nmen descended upon them tore the books, the instrunents, the data
sheaves fromtheir hands. They were upset, slugged, tranpled on and spun
around. There were shouts and cries and curses.

Then there was silence. Twel ve Pentons and thirteen Bl akes sat, lay or
stood about on the stone stairway. Their clothes were torn, their faces and
bodi es brui sed, there was even one bl ack eye, and another devel oping swiftly.
But twelve Pentons | ooked exactly alike, each clasping a bit of data materi al
Thirteen Bl akes were identical, each carrying a bit of factual nustiness under
his armor in his hand.

Losht hu | ooked at them and his lined, old face broke into a pl eased
snmle. “Ah,” he said. “There are nore of you. Perhaps some can stay with us to
tal k now. ”

Penton | ooked up at Loshthu, all the Pentons did. Penton was quite sure



he was the Penton, but he couldn’t think of any way to prove it. It was fairly
evi dent that thushol had decided to try Earth again. He began to wonder just-—=
“Losht hu, just why,” asked one of the Pentons in Penton’s voice, “did
t he thushol not stay on Earth if they could live there?”
Penton was quite sure he had been the one to think of that pani c—"'Pardon ne,
but wasn’t that the question | was going to ask?” said an-
other Penton in well-controlled fury. Penton snmiled gently. It seened evident
that—*"1 can apparently be spared the trouble of doing ny own talking. You
all help so,” said one of the nunerous Pentons angrily.
“Say, how in hell are we going to tell who's who?” demanded one of the
Bl akes abruptly.
“That dammed mi nd-thief stole nmy question before | had a chance—=
“Why you—you—you tal king! | was just about—=
“I think,” said one of the Pentons wearily, “you might as well stop

getting peeved, Bl ake, because they' |l all act peeved when you do. Wat do you
know. | beat all ny inmtators to the draw on that remark. A noble achi evenent,
you' Il find, Rod. But you mght just as well pipe down, and 1’|l pipe down,
and we' |l see what our good friend, Loshthu, has to say.”

“Eh,” sighed Loshthu. “You nmean about the thushol |eaving Earth? They
did not like it. Earth is a poor planet, and the people were barbarians.
Evidently they are not so now. But the thushol do not Iike work, and they
found richer sustenance on Mars.”

“l thought so,” said Penton. (Does it matter which one?) “They’ ve
decided that Earth is richer than Mars now, and want a new host. Don’t draw
that pistol, Blake! Unfortunately, nmy friend, we had twenty-five ionguns and
twenty-five violet-guns made up. If we’d had nore we woul d have nore
conpani ons. W were exceedingly unfortunate in equi ppi ng ourselves so well in
the matter of clothing, and being so. thoughtful as to plan all of it right,
so we carried a lot of each of the few kinds. Exceedingly. However, | think we
can inmprove things a little bit. | happen to renenber that one ion-gun is out
of commi ssion, and | had the coils out of two of the violet-guns to repair
them That makes three guns out of service. W will each stand up and fire,
one at a time, at the sand in front there. The line forns on the right.”

The Iine formed. “Now,” continued that particular Penton, “we wll each
lire, beginning with nyself, one at a tine. First ion, then violet. Wen one
of us evidences |lack of a serviceable gun, the others will join in renoving
himrapidly but carefully. Are we ready? Yes?” That Penton held up his
i on-gun, and pushed the button

It didn’t fire, and i mediately the portico stank with his snoke.

“That’ s one,” said the next Penton. He raised his ion-gun and fired.
Then his violet-gun. Then he raised it and fired again, at a rapidly
di ssol ving Bl ake. “That makes two. That one evidently found, when we fired at
the first one, that his didn't work. W have one nore to elimnate. Next?”

Presently anot her Bl ake vani shed. ‘Well, well,” said Penton pleasantly,
“the Bl ake-Penton odds are even. Any suggestions?”
“Yes,” said Blake tensely. “I’ve been thinking of a patch | put in one

suit that | ripped on Venus.” Another Bl ake vani shed under the nutual fire.

‘There’s one nore thing I want to know. Wy in blazes are those phonies
so blasted willing to kill each other, and though they know which is which
don’t kill us? And how did they enter the ship?” Rod denmanded. Or at least a
Rod.

“They,” said two Pentons at once. Another one | ooked at them “Bad
timng, boys. Rodney, ny son, we used a conbination |ock. These gentl enmen are
prof essi onal m nd-readers. Does that explain their possession of the guns?
|"ve been thinking right along of one way to elimnate these excessive
excrescences, consisting of you going into a huddle with your tribe, and
elimnating all but the one you know to be yourself, and | doing the sane.
Unfortunately, while they're perfectly willing to kill each other so |long as
they don't die, they will prevent their own deaths by adequate, unfortunately



adequat e defense.

“Now since these little gun tests and others have been nmade | think it
fairly evident that we are not going to |leave this planet until the two right
men are chosen and only two go into that ship with us. Fortunately they can't
go without us, because while they can read nminds, it takes nore than know edge
to navigate a space ship, at |least such know edge as they can get fromus. It
t akes understandi ng, which mere nmenmory will not supply. They need us.

“We will, therefore, march dutifully to the ship, and each of us will
repl ace his guns carefully in the prepared racks. | know that |1’ mthe right
Pent on—but you don’t. So no nmovenent will be made wi thout the unani nbus
agreement of all Pentons and Bl akes.”

Bl ake | ooked up, white-faced.

“I'f this wasn’t so world-shakingly serious, it would be the damedest

com c opera that ever happened. I'mafraid to give up ny gun.”
“I'f we all give themup, | think it puts us even. W have sone advant age
in that they don't want to kill us, and if worst cones to worst, we could take

themto Earth, making damed sure that they didn't get away. On Earth we could
have protoplasmic tests nmade that would tell the story. By the way, that

suggests sonething. Yes indeed, | think we can nake tests here. Let us repair
to this ship.”
CHAPTER | V

Penton’ s Strategy

The Bl akes sat down and stayed down. “Ted, what in blazes can we do?”
H s voice was alnost tearful. “You can't tell one of these ghastly things from
another. You can’'t tell one fromnme. W can t—=

“Ch, Cod,” said another Blake, “that’s not nme. That’'s just another one
of those dammed mind stealers.”

Anot her one groaned hopel essly.

‘That wasn’t either.” They all |ooked helplessly at the |line of Pentons.
“lI don’t even know who's ny friend.”

Fenton nodded. Al the Pentons nodded, |ike a grotesquely sol enn chorus
preparing to recite some blessing. They snmiled in superhuman unity. “That'’s
all right,” they said in perfect harnony. ‘Well, well. A new stunt. Now we all
tal k together. That nmakes things easier. | think there may be a way to tel

the difference. But you nust absolutely trust nme, Blake. You must give up your
guns, putting all faith in my ability to detect the right one, and if |’ m
wrong, realize that I will not know. W can try such sinmple tests as al cohol
whi skey, to see if it makes them drunk, and pepper to see if it bums their

t ongues—=

“I't won’t work,” said Blake tensely. “Lord, Penton, | can’t give up ny
guns—+ won't—=
Penton, all the Pentons sniled gently. “I'"mhalf again ‘as fast as you

are, Blake, and no Martian-born imtation of you is going to be faster. Maybe
these Martian imtations of ne are as fast as | am But you know perfectly
well that | could ray the whole gang of you, all ten of you, out of existence
bef ore any one of you could nove a finger. You know that, don’t you, Rod?”

“Lord, yes, but Ted, Ted, don’'t do that—don't make me give up ny
guns—’'ve got to keep them Wiy should | give up mine, if you keep yours?”

“That probably was not you speaking, Rod, but it doesn't matter. If it
wasn't what you thought, we could do something about it. Therefore, that is
what you wanted to say, just as this is what | wanted to say, whether | said
it or not. Oh, Lord preserve us. It talks with nmy voice! But anyway, the
situation is this; one of us has to have unquestioned superiority over the
ot her gang. Then, the one with the whip hand can devel op proof of identity,
and enforce his decisions. As it is, we can't.”

“Let me be that one, then,” snapped one Bl ake.

“I didn’t nmean that,” sighed another. “That wasn't ne.”

“Yes it was,” said the first. “I spoke w thout thinking. Go ahead. But



how are you going to nake the others give up their guns? I'mw lling. You
can't make then®”

“Ch, yes | can. | have ny faithful friends, here,” said Penton grinly,
his el even hands waving to his el even counterparts. ‘They agree with ne this
far, being quite utterly selfish.”

“But what’s your system Before | put nmy neck in the noose, | have to
know t hat noose isn't going to tighten on it.”

“I'f I had a sound systemin mnd—+'mcarefully refraining from
devel opi ng one—they’'d read it, weigh it, and wouldn't agree at all. They stil
have hopes. You see that pepper and al cohol systemwon't work perfectly
because they can read in ny mnd the proper reaction, and be drunk, or have an
i nfl aned tongue at will, being perfect actors. I'mgoing to try just the sane.
Rod, if you ever trusted ne, trust me now.”

“All right, come on. We'll go to the ship, and any one of these things
that doesn’t part with its gun is not me. Ray it.”

Bl ake rose jerkily, all ten of him and went down to the ship.

The Pentons followed faithfully after. Abruptly Penton rayed one Bl ake.
H s shoul der bl ades had humped curiously and swiftly. Wngs were devel opi ng.
‘That hel ps,” said Penton, hol stering his guns.

The Bl akes went on, white-faced. They put the weapons in the racks in
the lock stoically. The Martians had seen the, to them inconceivably swft
nmoverent s of Penton’s gun hands, and Penton knew that he, hinself, had done
the raying that time. But he still didn't know a way to prove it without
causi ng a general nél ée which would bring about their own deaths. That wasn't
so inmportant. The trouble was that given fifty years, the rest of the world
woul d descend on this planet unwaned. Then all Earth woul d be destroyed. Not
with flane and sword and horrible casualty lists, but silently and
undet ect abl y.

The Bl akes canme out, unarned. They shuffled and noved about uneasily,
tensely, under the watchful eyes of eleven Pentons armed with terrifically
deadl y weapons.

Several Pentons went into the ship, to come out bearing pepper
saccharine tablets, alcohol, the nedicine chest. One of them gathered them
toget her and | ooked themover. “W' |l try pepper,” he said, rather unhappily.

“Li ne up!”

The Bl akes lined up, hesitantly. “I’"mputting nmy life in your hands,
Ted,” said two of themin identical, plaintive tones.

Four Pentons | aughed shortly. “1 knowit. Line up. Come and get it.”

“First,” he sighed, after a nmonment, “stick out the tongue, patient.”

Wth unsteady hands he put a bit of pepper fromthe shaker on the
fellow s tongue. The tongue snapped in instantly, the Bl ake cl apped his hands
to his mouth, gurgling unpleasantly. ‘Waaar!” he gasped. “Waar—
achooo—dammt !”

Wth hands like flashing light, Penton pulled his own, and a neighbor’s
ion-gun. In a fiftieth of a second all but the single gaggi ng, choking,
coughi ng Bl ake were stinking, snoking, swiftly dissolving and fl ow ng rubbish.
The ot her Penton nethodically hel ped destroy them

Bl ake stopped gagging in surprise.

“My God, it mght not have been the right one!” he gasped.

The ten Pentons sighed softly. “That finally proves it. Thank God.
Definitely. That | eaves ne to find. And it won't work agai n, because while you
can’t read ny mind to find the trick that told, these brothers of nine have.
The very fact that you don’'t know how I knew, proves that | was right.”

Bl ake stared at himdunbly. “I was the first one—= he nanaged between a
cough and a sneeze.

“Exactly. Go on inside. Do sonething intelligent. Use your head. See
what you can think of to |l ocate ne. You have to use your head in sone such way
that they don't mind-read it first, though. Go ahead.”

Bl ake went, slowfooted. The first thing he did was to cl ose the
| ockdoor, so that he was safely alone in the ship. Blake went into the contro



room donned an air-suit conplete with hel met, and pushed a control handl e
over. Then a second. Presently he heard curious bunpings and thunpi ngs, and
strange floppings and whi nperi ngs. He went back rapidly, and rayed a supply
chest and two crates of Venusian specinmens that had sprouted | egs and were
rapidly growing arns to grasp ray pistols. The air in the ship began to | ook
thick and greenish; it was col der

Contentedl y Bl ake wat ched, and opened all the room doors. Anot her
slithering, thunping noise attracted him and with careful violet-gun work he
renoved an unnoticed, extra pipe that was crawling fromthe crossbrace
hangers. It broke up into |l engths that rolled about unpleasantly. Rod rayed
themtill the smallest only, the size of golf balls with curious blue-veined
| egs, staggered about uncertainly. Finally even they stopped wiggling.

Hal f an hour Rod waited, while the air grew very green and thick
Finally, to make sure, he started some ot her apparatus, and watched the
t her nronet er go down, down till mpisture grew on the walls and becane frost,
and no nore changes took place. Then he went around with an opened ion-gun
with a needl e beam and poked everything visible with
it.

The suction fans cleared out the chlorine-foul ed atmosphere in two
m nutes, and Bl ake sat down wearily. He ffipped over the m crophone sw tch and
spoke into the little disc. “l1’ve got ny hand on the main ion-gun control
Penton, | love you like a brother, but | Iove Earth nmore. If you can induce
your boy friends to drop their guns in a neat pile and retire—

0. K If not, and | nean if not within thirty seconds, this ion-gun is going
into action and there won't be any nore Pentons. Now, drop!”

Ginning broadly, with evident satisfaction, ten Pentons deposited
twenty heart-cores of ultra-essence of destruction, and noved off. “Way off,”
said Blake grimy. They noved.

Bl ake coll ected twenty guns. Then he went back into the ship. There was
a fine | aboratory at one end, and with grimsatisfaction, he took down three
cotton-stoppered tubes, being very careful to handle themw th rubber gl oves.
“You never did nan a good turn before, tetanus, but | hope you spread high
wi de and handsone here—=-

He dunped theminto a beaker of water, and took beaker and glass down to
the lock and out. The ten waited at a di stance.

“Al'l right, Penton. | happen to know you took a shot of tetanus
antivacci ne some while ago, and are imrune. Let’'s see if those blasted brain
steal ers can steal the secret of something we know how to make, but don’t know
anyt hi ng about. They can gain safety by turning into a chicken, which is
i mune, but not as human creatures. That’s a concentrated dose of tetanus. Go
drink it. W can wait ten days if we have to.”

Ten Pentons marched boldly up to the beaker, resting beside the ship.
One stepped forward to the gl ass—and nine kept right on stepping. They stepped
into the lee of the ship where the ion-gun could not reach

Bl ake hel ped Penton into the ship with a broad grin.

“Am 1 right?”

“You're right,” sighed Penton, “but God knows why. You can’t get tetanus
by swallowing it, and | ockjaw doesn’t devel op so quickly as ten days.”

“I didn't know for sure,” grinned Bl ake. ‘They were too busy trying to
find out what | was doing to follow your mnd. Ah—there they go. WIIl you ray
them or shall 1?" asked Bl ake politely, sighting the ion-gun at the nine
flapping, rapidly vanishing things scuttling across the red, rusty planet. The
ship dipped sharply in pursuit. “There’s one thi ng—ahhh—= he strai ghtened as
the incredible glare died in thin air. “I want to know. How in blazes did you
pi ck me out?”

“To do what you did requires sone five hundred different sets of nuscles
in a beautifully coordi nated neuronuscul ar hookup, which | didn't believe
those things could inmtate without a conplete dissection. | took the chance it
was you.”



“Five hundred sets of muscles! Wat the heck did | do?”

“You sneezed.”

Rod Bl ake blinked slowy, and slowy his jaw tested again its supports
and their flexibility.



