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Four In One
By Danpbn Kni ght (1953)

Ceorge Meister had once seen the nervous system of a man--a di splay specinen, achi eved by
coating the smallest of the fibers until they were coarse enough to be seen, then dissolving al
the unwanted tissue and replacing it with clear plastic. A marvelous job; that fellow on Torkas
Il had done it--what was his nane? At any rate: having seen the speci nen, Meister knew
approxi mately what he hinself nust | ook Iike at the present nonent.

O course, there were distortions: for exanple, he was al nbst certain that the neurons between
his visual center and his eyes had produced thenselves by at least thirty centineters. Al so, no
doubt, the systemas a whole was curled up and spread out rather oddly, since the
muscul ature it had originally controlled was gone; and he had noticed certain other changes which
m ght or m ght not be reflected by gross structural differences. The fact remai ned that he--al
that he could still call _hinself_--was nothing nore than a brain, a pair of eyes, a spinal cord,
and a spray of neurons.

Ceorge closed his eyes for a second. It was a thing he had |learned to do only recently, and he
was proud of it. That first |long period, when he had had no control whatever, had been very bad,
He had decided later that the paralysis had been due to the lingering effects of sone anaesthetic--
the agent, whatever it was, that had kept hi munconscious while his body was being--Well.

Ei ther that, or the neuron branches had sinply not yet knitted firmly in their new positions.
perhaps he could verify one or the other supposition at sonme future tinme. But at first, when he
had only been able to see and not to nove, knowi ng nothing beyond the nmonent when he had fallen
face first into that nmottled green and brown puddl e of gelatin... that had been upsetting.

He wondered how the others were taking it. There were others, he knew, because occasionally he
woul d feel a sudden acute pain down where his | egs belonged, and at the sane instant the notion of
the | andscape would stop with a jerk. That could only be same other brain, trapped like his,
trying to nove their conmon body in another direction

Usual |y the pain stopped i medi ately, and George could go on sendi ng nessages down to the nerve
endi ngs which had fornerly belonged to his fingers and toes, and the gel ati nous body woul d keep on
creeping slowy forward. Wen the pains continued, there was nothing to do but to stop noving
until the other brain quit--in which case George would feel like an unwilling passenger in a very
slow vehicle--or try to alter his own novenents to coincide, or at |east product: a vector with
the other brain's.

He wondered who else had fallen in--Vivian Bellis? Major GQunbs? Mss McCarty? O all three of
t hen? There ought to be sone way of finding out.

He tried | ooki ng down once nore, and was rewarded with a blurry view of a long, narrow strip of
mottl ed green and brown, nmoving very slowy forward along the dry stream bed they had been
crossing for the last hour or nmore. Twigs and shreds of dry vegetable matter were stuck to the
dusty, translucent surface.

He was inproving; the last tinme, he had only been able to see the thinnest possible edge of his
new body.

When he | ooked up again, the far edge of the stream bed was perceptibly closer. There was a
cluster of stiff-1ooking, dark-brown vegetabl e shoots just beyond, on the rocky shoul der; George
was aimng slightly to the left of it. It had been a plant very nuch like that one that he'd been
reaching for when he | ost his balance and got hinself into this condition. He might as well have a
good | ook at it, anyhow.

The plant would probably turn out to be of little interest. It would be out of all reason to
expect every new life formto be a startling novelty; and CGeorge was convinced that he had al ready
stunmbl ed into the nost interesting organismon this planet.

Sormething neisterii_, he thought. He had not settled on a species nane--he would have to |earn
nore about it before he decided--but neisterii_ certainly. It was his discovery, and nobody could
take it away fromhim O unhappily--himaway fromit.

It was a really lovely organism though. Primtive--less structure of its own than a jellyfish,

and only on a planet with light surface gravity, like this one, could it ever have haul ed itself
up out of the sea. No brain, no nervous systemat all, apparently. But it had the perfect
survival mechanism It sinply let its rivals develop highly organized nervous tissue, sat in one
pl ace (looking exactly |like a deposit of |eaves and other clutter) until one of themfell into it,

and then took all the benefit.

It wasn't parasitism either; it was a true synbiosis, on a higher |evel than any other planet,
so far as George knew, had ever devel oped. The captive brain was nourished by the captor
wherefore it served the captive's interest to nove the captor toward food and away from danger
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_You steer nme, | feed you._ It was fair.

They were close to the plant now, alnost touching it. George inspected it; as he had thought, it
was a conmon grass type, of no particular interest.

Now his body was tilting itself up a ridge he knew to be low, although fromhis eye level it
| ooked trenendous. He clinbed it |aboriously and found hinself |ooking down into still another
gully. This could go on, no doubt, indefinitely. The question was, did he have any choice?

He | ooked at the shadows cast by the | ow hangi ng sun, He was headi ng approxi mately northwest, or
directly away fromthe encanpnent. He was only a few hundred neters away; even at a crawl, he
coul d make the distance easily enough ... if he turned back

He felt uneasy at the thought, and didn't know why. Then it struck himthat his appearance was
not obviously that of a human being in distress; the chances were that he | ooked rather nore |ike
a nonster which had eaten and partially di gested one or nore people.

If he crawled into canp in his present condition, it was a certainty that he woul d be shot at
bef ore any questions were asked, and only a minor possibility that narcotic gas woul d be used
i nstead of a nmachine rifle.

No, he decided, he was on the right course. The idea was to get away from canp so that he
woul dn't be found by the relief party which was probably searching for himnow Get away, bury
himself in the forest, and study his new body: find out how it worked and what he could do with
it, whether there actually were others in it with him and if so, if there was any way of opening
conmmuni cations with them

It would take a long time, he thought, but he could do it, Linply, |ike a puddle of mush oozing
over the edge of a tablecloth, George started down into the gully.

The circunstances |leading up to George's fall into the something neisterii_ were, briefly, as
fol | ows:

Until as late as the mid-twenty-first century, a game invented by the ancient Japanese was stil
played by millions in the eastern hem sphere of Terra. The game was called _go . Although its

rules were alnost childishly sinple, its strategy included nore permnutati ons and was nore
difficult to master than that of chess.

_Go_ was played, at the height of its devel opment--just before the geol ogi cal catastrophe that
wi ped out nost of its devotees--on a board with nine hundred shall ow holes, using small pill-
shaped counters. At each turn, one of the two players placed a counter on the board, wherever he
chose, the object being to capture as much territory as possible by surrounding it conpletely.

There were no other rules; and yet it had taken the Japanese al nost a thousand years to work up
to that thirty-by-thirty board, addi ng perhaps one rank and file per century. A hundred years was
not too long to explore all the possibilities of that additional rank and file.

At the tine George Meister fell into the gel ati nous green-and-brown nonster. toward the end of
the twenty third century A D., a kind of _go_was being played in a three-dinensional field which
contained nore than ten billion positions. The gal axy was the board, the positions were star

systenms, nen were the counters. The loser's penalty was annihilation

The gal axy was in the process of being colonized by two opposing federations, In the early
stages of this conflict, planets had been rai ded, bonbs dropped, and a few battles had even been
fought by fleets of spaceships. Later that haphazard sort of warfare becane inpossible. Robot
fighters, carrying enough armanment to bl ow each other into dust, were produced in trillions. In
the space around the outer stars of a cluster belonging to one side or the other, they swarmed
I'i ke m nnows.

Wthin such a screen, planets were utterly safe fromattack and fromany interference with their
conmmerce ... unless the eneny succeeded in col onizing enough of the circunanbient star systens to
set up and nmintain a second screen outside the first. It was _go , played for desperate stakes
and under inpossible conditions.

Everyone was in a hurry; everyone's ancestors for seven generations had been in a hurry. You got
your education in a speeded-up, capsulized form You nated early and bred frantically. And if you
wer e assignhed to an advance ecol ogical team as George was, you had to work wi thout any decent
preparati on.

The sensible, the obvious thing to do in opening up a new planet with unknown |ife forns would
have been to begin with at |east ten years of immnol ogical study conducted fromthe inside of a
seal ed station. After the worst bacteria and viruses had been |icked, you night proceed to a
little cautious field work and exploration. Finally--total elapsed tine fifty years, say--the
col oni sts woul d be shipped in.

There sinmply wasn't that nuch tinme.

Five hours after the landing, Mister's team had unloaded fabricators and set up barracks
enough to house its two thousand, six hundred and twenty-eight nmenbers. An hour after that,
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Meister. Gunbs, Bellis and McCarty started out across the |evel cinder and ash left by the
transport's tail jets to the nearest living vegetation, six hundred nmeters away. They were to
trace a spiral path outward fromthe canp site to a distance of a thousand neters, and then return
with their specinmens--providing nothing too |arge and hungry to be stopped by a machine rifle had
previously eaten them

Mei ster, the biologist, was hung with collecting boxes to the point that his slender torso was
totally invisible. Major Gunbs had a survival kit, binoculars and a machine rifle. Vivian Bellis,
who knew exactly as nuch mineral ogy as had been contained in the three-nmonth course prescribed for
her rating, and no nore, carried a light rifle, a hammer and a speci men sack. Mss MCarty--no one
knew her first nanme--had no scientific function. She was the group's Loyalty Mnitor. She wore two
squat pistols and a bandolier bristling with cartridges. Her only job was to bl ow the crani um of f
any team nmenber caught using an unauthorized communi cator, or in any other way behaving oddly.

Al of themwere heavily gloved and booted, and their heads were covered by gl obul ar hel nets,
sealed to their tunic collars. They breathed through filtered respirators, so finely nmeshed that--
in theory--nothing | arger than an oxygen nol ecul e coul d get through

On their second circuit of the canp, they had struck a lowridge and a series of short, steep
gul lies, nost of them choked with the dusty-brown stal ks of dead vegetation. As they started down
into one of these, George, who was third in line--Crunbs | eading, then Bellis, and McCarty behi nd
Geor ge--stepped out onto a protruding slab of stone to exam ne a cluster of plant stal ks rooted on
its far side

Hs weight was only a little nore than twenty kil ograns on this planet, and the slab | ooked as
if it were firmy cemented into the wall of the gully. Just the same, he felt it shift under him
as soon as his weight was fully on it. He felt hinself falling, shouted, and caught a flashing
glinmpse of Gunbs and Bellis, standing as if caught by a high-speed canera. He heard a rattling of
stones as he went by. Then he saw what | ooked |ike a shabby bl anket of |eaves and dirt floating

toward him and he remenbered thinking, _It looks like a soft |anding, anyhow...._That was all
until he woke up feeling as if he had been prematurely buried, with no part of himalive but his
eyes.

Much later, his frantic efforts to nove had resulted in the first fractional success. Fromthen
on, his field of vision had noved fairly steadily forward, perhaps a neter in every fifty ninutes,
not counting the tines when soneone else's efforts had interfered with his own.

H s conviction that nothing remained of the old George Meister except a nervous system was not
supported by observation, but the evidence was regrettably strong. To begin with, the anaesthesia
of the first hours had worn off, but his body was not reporting the position of the torso, head
and four linbs he had fornmerly owned. He had, instead, a vague inpression of being flattened and
spread out over an enornous area. Wen he tried to nove his fingers and toes, the response he got
was so multiplied that he felt |ike a centipede. He had no sense of cranped nuscl es, such as woul d
normal ly be expected after a long period of paralysis: and he was not breathing. Yet his brain was
evidently being well supplied with food and oxygen; he felt clear-headed, at ease and heal t hy.

He wasn't hungry, either, although he had been using energy steadily for a long tine. There
were, he thought, two possible reasons for that, depending on how you | ooked at it ... one, that
he wasn't hungry because he no | onger had any stonach lining to contract; two, that he wasn't
hungry because the organismhe was riding in had been well nourished by the superfluous tissues
George had contri but ed.

Two hours later, when the sun was setting, it began to rain. George saw the big, slowfalling
drops and felt their dull inpacts on his "skin." He didn't know whether rain would do himany
damage or not, rather thought not, but crawl ed under a bush with large, fringed | eaves just to be
on the safe side. Wen the rain stopped it was dark, and he deci ded he mght as well stay where he

was until norning. He did not feel tired, and it occurred to himto wonder whether he still needed
to sl eep. He conposed hinself as well as he could to wait for the answer.
He was still wakeful after a long tine had passed, but bad nade no progress toward decidi ng

whet her this answered the question or prevented it from being answered, when he saw a pair of dim
lights coming slowly and erratically toward him

CGeorge watched themwith an attenti veness conpounded of professional interest and apprehension.
Gradual ly, as they cane closer, he nmade out that the lights were attached to long, thin stal ks
whi ch grew from an anbi guous shape bel ow-either light organs, like those of some deep-sea fish,
or sinply lum nescent eyes.

George noted a feeling of tension in hinmself which seenmed to suggest that adrenalin or an
equi val ent was being rel eased sonewhere in his system He promised hinself to follow this |ead at
the first possible monment; nmeanwhile he had a nore urgent problemto consider. Was this
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approachi ng organi smthe kind which the sonething _neisterii_ ate, or the kind which devoured the
sonmething _neisterii_? If the latter, what would he do about it?

For the present, at any rate, sitting where he was seened to be indicated. The body he inhabited
made use of canpuflage in its normal, or untenanted state, and was not equi pped for speed. So
George held still and watched, keeping his eyes half closed, while he considered the possible
nature of the approachi ng ani nal

The fact that it was nocturnal, he told hinself, nmeant nothing. Moths were nocturnal; so were
bats--no, the devil with bats, they were carnivores.... The |light-bearing creature cane nearer
and Ceorge saw the faint gleamof a pair of |ong, narrow eyes below the two stal ks. Then the
creature opened its nouth.

It had a great nmany teeth.

George found hinself cranmmed into some kind of crevice in a wall of rock, w thout any clear
recol l ecti on of how he had got there. He renenbered a flurry of branches as the creature sprang at
him and a nmonent's furious pain, and then nothing but vague, starlit glinpses of |eaves and
earth.

The thing was inpossible. How had he got away?

He puzzled over it until dawn cane, and then, |ooking down at hinself, he saw sonething that had
not been there before. Under the snooth edge of gelatinous flesh three or four projections of sone
kind were visible. It struck George that his sensation of contact with the stone underneath him
had changed, too. he seened to be standing on a nunmber of tiny points instead of lying flat.

He fl exed one of the projections experinentally, then thrust it out straight ahead of him It
was a |lunpy, single jointed caricature of a finger--or a |leg.

Ceorge lay still for a long tinme and thought about it with as nuch coherence as he could nuster.
Then he waggled the thing again It was there, and so were all the others, as solid and real as the
rest of him

He noved forward experinmentally, sending the sane nessages down to his finger-and-toe nerve ends
as before. Hi s body lurched out of the cranny with a swiftness that very nearly tunbled hi m down
over the edge of a mnor precipice.

Wiere he had crawed |like a snail before, he now scuttled Iike an insect.

But how.... No doubt, in his terror when the thing with the teeth attacked, he had unconsciously
tried to run as if he still had |legs. Was that all there was to it?

Ceorge thought of the carnivore again, and of the stal ks supporting the organs which he had
t hought m ght be eyes. That would do as an experinment. He closed his own eyes and i magi ned t hem
rising outward, inmagined the nobile stalks growing growing.... He tried to convince hinself that
he had eyes like that, had always had them-that everyone who was anyone had eyes on stal ks.

Surely, something was happeni ng?

Ceorge opened his eyes again, and found hinmself | ooking strai ght down at the ground, getting a
view so close up that it was blurred, out of focus. Inpatiently, he tried to |l ook up. Al that
happened was that his field of vision noved forward a matter of ten or twelve centineters.

It was at this point that a voice shattered the stillness. It sounded |ike sonmeone trying to
shout through half a meter of lard. "Urghh! LIuhh! _Eeraghhr! "'

Ceorge | eaped convul sively, executed a neat turn and swept his eyes around a good two hundred
and forty degrees of arc. He saw nothing but rocks and lichens. On a closer inspection, it
appeared that a small green-and-orange larva or grub of some kind was noving past him George
regarded it with suspicion for a | ong nonent, until the voice broke out again:

"EIlIfff! ElIffneee!"

The voi ce, sonewhat higher this tine, came from behind. George whirled again, swept his nobile
eyes around- -

Around an inpossible wide circuit. H s eyes were on stal ks, and they were nobil e--whereas a
monent ago he had been staring at the ground, unable to | ook up. George's brain clattered into
hi gh gear. He had grown stalks for his eyes, all right, but they'd been |linp-just extensions of
the jellylike mass of his body, without a stiffening cell structure or rmuscular tissue to nove
them Then, when the voice had startled him he'd got the stiffening and the nmuscles in a hurry.

That nmust have been what had happened the previous night. Probably the process woul d have been
conpl eted, but nuch nore slowy, if he hadn't been frightened. A protective nechani sm obviously.
As for the voice--George rotated once nore, slowy, looking all around him There was no question
about it: he was alone. The voice, which had seened to cone from someone or somnething standi ng
just behind him nust in fact have issued fromhis own body.

The voice started again, at a less frantic volune. It burbled a fewtines, then said quite
clearly in a high tenor, "Wass happen' ? Weh am | ?"

CGeorge was floundering in a sea of bewildernent. He was in no condition to adapt quickly to nore
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new ci rcunst ances, and when a large, desiccated lunp fell froma nearby bush and bounced
soundl essly to within a meter of him he sinply stared at it.

He | ooked at the hard-shelled object, and then at the | aden bush fromwhich it had dropped.
Slowy, painfully, he worked his way through to a | ogical conclusion. The dried fruit had fallen
wi thout a sound. This was natural, because he had been totally deaf ever since his
met anor phosi s. But--he had heard a voice!l

Ergo, hallucination, or telepathy.

The voi ce began again. "He-elp! Onh, dear, | wi sh sonmeone woul d answer!"

Vivian Bellis. Gunbs, even if he affected that tenor voice, wouldn't say, "Oh, dear." Neither
woul d McCarty.

Ceorge's shaken nerves were returning to nornal. He thought intently, | get scared, grow | egs.
Bellis gets scared, grows a telepathic voice. That's reasonable, | guess--her first and only
instinct would he to yell. _

Ceorge tried to put hinmself into a yelling nbod. He shut his eyes and i magi ned hi msel f cooped up
inaterrifyingly alien nmedium w thout any control or know edge of his predicanent. He tried to
shout: "Vivian!"

He kept on trying, while the girl's voice continued at intervals. Finally she stopped abruptly
in the mddle of a sentence. CGeorge said, "Can you hear nme?"

"Who' s that--what do you want ?"

"This is George Meister, Vivian. Can you understand what |'m sayi ng?"

"What - - "

Ceorge kept at it. Hi s pseudo-voice, he judged, was a little garbled, just as Bellis's had been
at first. At least the girl said, "Ch, Ceorge--1 nmean M. Meister! Ch, |I've been so frightened.
Where are you?"

Ceorge expl ained, apparently not very tactfully, because Bellis shrieked when he was through and
then went back to burbling. George sighed, and said, "lIs there anyone el se on the prenises? Mjor
@Qunbs? Mss McCarty?"

A few mnutes later two sets of weird sounds began al nost sinultaneously. \Wen they becane
coherent, it was no trouble to identify the voices. Gunbs, the big, red-faced professiona
sol dier, shouted, "Wy the hell don't you watch where you're going, Meister? If you hadn't started
that rock slide we wouldn't be in this mess!"

M ss McCarty, who had had a seanmed white face, a jutting jaw, and eyes the color of nud, said
coldly, ""Meister, all of this will be reported. _All_ of it."

It appeared that only Meister and Gunbs had kept the use of their eyes. Al four of them had
some muscul ar control, though Gunbs was the only one who had made any serious attenpt to interfere
with George's |l ocomption. Mss MCarty, not to George's surprise, had managed to retain a pair of
functioning ears.

But Bellis had been bind, deaf and dunb all though the afternoon and night. The only term na
sense organs she had been able to use had been those of the skin--the perceptors of touch, heat
and cold, and pain. She had heard nothing, seen nothing, but she had felt every |leaf and stalk
they had brushed against, the cold inpact of every raindrop, and the pain of the toothy nonster's
bite. CGeorge's opinion of her went up several notches when he | earned this. She had been
terrified, but she hadn't been driven into hysteria or insanity.

It further appeared that nobody was doing any breathing, and nobody was aware of a
heart beat .

George woul d have |iked nothing better than to continue this discussion, but the other three
were united in believing that what had happened to themafter they got in was of |ess inmportance
than how they were going to get out.

"We can't get _out, " said George. "At least, | don't see any possibility of it in the present
state of our know edge. If we--"

"But we've got to get out!" said Vivian

"W'll go back to canp," said MCarty coldly. "Inmediately. And you'll explain to the
Loyalty Committee why you didn't turn back as soon as you regai ned consci ousness. "

"That's right," GQunbs put in self-consciously, "If you can't do anything, Meister, maybe the
other technical fellows can."

Ceorge patiently explained his theory of their probable reception by the guards at the canp.
McCarty's keen nmind detected a flaw. "You grew | egs, and stal ks for your eyes, according to your
own testinmony. If you weren't |ying you can also grow a nmouth. W'll announce ourselves as we
approach. "

"That may not be easy," George told her. "W couldn't get along with just a nouth, we'd need
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teeth, tongue, hard and soft palates, lungs or the equivalent, vocal cords, and sonme kind of
substitute for a diaphragmto power the whole business. I"'mwondering if it's possible at all,
because when Mss Bellis finally succeeded in making herself heard, it was by the nmethod we're
using now. She didn't--"

"You talk too nmuch," said McCarty. "Major Gunbs, Mss Bellis, you and | will try to forma
speaki ng apparatus. The first to succeed will receive a credit mark on his record. Conmmence."

Ceorge, being left out of the contest by inplication, used his tine in trying to restore his
hearing. It seemed to himlikely that the whatever-it-was _neisterii_ had some sort of division-of-
| abor principle built into it, since GQunbs and he--the first two to fall in--had kept their sight
wi t hout maki ng any special effort in that direction, while matters |ike hearing and touch had been
left for the |ateconers. This was fine in principle, and George approved of it, but he didn't |ike
the idea of Mss MCarty being the sole custodian of any part of the apparatus.

Even if he were able to persuade the other two to follow his | ead--and at the nonent this
prospect seemed dim-MCarty was certain to be a holdout. And it might easily be vital to all of
them at some tine in the near future, to have their hearing hooked into the circuit.

He was distracted at first by muttered comments between Gunbs and Vivian--"Getting anywhere?" "I
don't think so. Are you?"--interspersed between yawps, hunmi ng sounds and other irritating noises
as they tried unsuccessfully to switch over frommental to vocal conmunication. Finally MCarty
snapped, "Be quiet. Concentrate on form ng the necessary organs--don't bray |ike jackasses."

Ceorge settled down to his work, using the sane techni que he had found. effective before. Wth
his eyes shut, he inagined that the thing with all the teeth was approaching in darkness-tap
slither; tap; click. He wished valiantly for ears to catch the faint approaching sounds. After a
long tinme he thought he was beginning to succeed--or were those nmental sounds, unconsciously
emtted by one of the other three? _Cdick. Slither. Swi sh. Scrape._

Ceorge opened his eyes, genuinely alarnmed. A hundred neters away, facing himacross the shall ow
sl ope of rocky ground, was a uniformed man just emerging froma stand of bl ack, banboolike spears.
As Ceorge raised his eye stal ks, the man paused, stared back at him then shouted and raised his
rifle.

George ran. Instantly there was a babble of voices inside him and the nuscles of his "legs"
went into wild spasms. "Run, danmt!" he said frantically. "There's a trooper with--"

The rifle went off with a deafening roar, and George felt a sudden hi deous pain aft of his
spine. Vivian Bellis screaned. The struggle for possession of their common | egs stopped, and they
scuttled full speed ahead for the cover of a nearby boulder. The rifle roared again, and George
heard rock splinters screeching through the foliage overhead. Then they were plungi ng down the
side of a gully, up the other slope, over a |low hunmock and into a forest of tall, bare-linbed
trees.

Ceorge spotted a leaf-filled hollow and headed far it, fighting somebody "else's desire to keep
on running in a straight line.' They plopped into the hollow and stayed there while three running
men went past them and for an hour afterward.

Vi vian was noani ng steadily. Raising his eye stal ks cautiously, George was able to see that
several jagged splinters of stone had penetrated the nonster's gelatinous flesh near the far
rim... They had been very lucky. The shot had apparently been a near m ss--accountable only on
the grounds that the trooper had been shooting downhill at a noving target--and had shattered the
boul der behi nd them

Looki ng nore closely, George observed sonet hing which excited his professional interest. The
whol e surface of the nmonster appeared to be in constant slow fernent: tiny pits opening and
closing as if the flesh were boiling ... except that here the bubbles of air were not forcing
their way outward, but were being engulfed at the surface and pressed down into the interior

He coul d al so see, deep under the nottled surface of the huge | ens-shaped body, four vague clots
of darkness which nust be the living brains of Gunbs, Bellis, MCarty--and Meister

Yes, there was one which was radially opposite his own eye-stalks. It was an odd thing, George
reflected, to be | ooking at your own brain. No doubt you could get used to it in tinme.

The four dark spots were arranged cl ose together in an al nost perfect square at the center of
the I ens. The spinal cords, barely visible, crossed between themand rayed outward fromthe
center.

_Pattern,  George thought. The thing was designed to nake use of nore than one nervous system
It arranged themin an orderly fashion, with the brains inward for greater protection-and perhaps
for another reason. Perhaps there was even a provision for conscious cooperation anong the
passengers: a matrix that sonmehow pronoted the growh of communi cation cells between the separate
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brains.... If that were so, it would account for their ready success with tel epathy. George w shed
nmost acutely that he could get inside and find out.

Vivian's pain was di mnishing. Hers was the brain opposite George's, and she had taken nost of
the effect of the rock splinters. But the fragnents were sinking now, slowy, through the gelid
substance of the nonster's tissues. Watching carefully, George could see them nove. Wen they got
to the bottom they would be excreted, no doubt--just as the indigestible parts of their clothing
and equi prment had been.

CGeorge wondered idly which of the remaining two brains was MCarty's and which Gunbs's. The
answer was easy to find. To CGeorge's left, as he | ooked back toward the center of the nound, was a
pair of blue eyes set flush with the surface. They had |ids apparently grown fromthe nonster's
subst ance, but thickened and opaque.

To his right, George could nmake out two tiny openings, extending a few centineters into the
body, which could only be Mss MCarty's ears. George had an inpulse to see if he could devise a
met hod of dropping dirt into them

Anyhow, the question of returning to canp had been settled, at least for the nmoment. MCarty
sai d not hing nore about growi ng a set of speech organs, although George was sure she herself was
determ ned to keep on trying.

He didn't think she woul d succeed. \Watever the nechani smwas by which these changes in bodily
structure were acconplished, it seemed probable that amateurs |ike thensel ves could succeed only
under the pressure of considerable enotional strain, and then only wth conmparatively sinple
tasks which invol ved one new structure at a time. And as he had already told MCarty, the speech
organs in man were extraordinarily diverse and conplicated.

It occurred to George that the thing just mght be done by creating a thin nenbrane to serve as
a di aphragm and an air chanmber behind it, with a set of nuscles to produce the necessary
vi brations and nodul ate them He kept the notion to hinself.

He didn't want to go back. CGeorge was a rare bird: a scientist who was actually fitted for his
work and loved it for its own sake. And at the nonment he was sitting squarely in the middle of the
nmost powerful research tool that had ever existed in his field: a protean organism wth the
observer inside it, able to order its structure and watch the results; able to devise theories of
function and test themon the tissues of what was effectively his own body--able to construct new
organs, new adaptations to environnent!

Ceorge saw hinself at the point of an enornmous cone of new know edge; and sone of the
possibilities he glinpsed hunbl ed and awed hi m

He couldn't_ go back even if it were possible to do it without getting killed. If only he had
fallen into the dammed thing al one--No, then the others would have pulled himout and killed the
nonst er .

There were, he felt, too many probl ens demandi ng solutions all at once. It was hard to
concentrate; his mnd kept slipping maddeni ngly out of focus.

Vi vi an, whose pain had stopped sone tinme ago, began to wail again. Gunbs snapped at her. MCarty
cursed both of them George hinmself felt that he had had very nearly all he could take-cooped up
with three idiots who had no nore sense than to-

"Wait a minute," he said. "Do you all feel the same way? Irritable? Junpy? As if you'd been
wor ki ng for sixty hours straight and were too tired to sleep?" "Stop talking like a video ad,"
Vivian said angrily. "Haven't we got enough trouble without--"

"We're hungry," George interrupted. "W didn't realize it, because we haven't got the organs
that usually signal hunger. But the last thing this body ate was _us,_and that was at | east
twenty hours ago. We've got to find sonmething to ingest."

"Good Lord, you're right," said Gunbs. "But if this thing only eats people--1 nean to say--"

"I't never net any people until we |anded," George said curtly. "Any protein should do, but the
only way we can find out is to try. The sooner we start, the better." He started off in what he
hoped was the direction they had been following all along-directly away fromcanp. At |east, he
thought, if they put enough distance behind them they m ght get thoroughly | ost.

They noved out of the trees and down the long slope of a valley, over a wiry carpet of dead
grasses, until they reached a watercourse in which a thin trickle was still flow ng. Far down the
bank, partly screened by clunps of skeletal shrubbery, George saw a group of animals that |ooked
vaguely like miniature pigs. He told the others about it, and started cautiously in that
direction.

"Which way is the wind blow ng, Vivian?" he asked. "Can you feel it?"

file:/l/F|/rah/Damon%20Knight/Knight,%20Damon%20-%20Four%20In%200ne.txt (7 of 15) [1/17/03 2:33:20 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Damon%20K night/K night,%20Damon%20-%20Four%20l n%200ne.txt

She said, "No. | could before, when we were going downhill, but now !l think we're facing into
it."

"Good," said George. "W nay be able to sneak up on them™

"But--we're not going to eat _aninmals,_ are we?"

"Yes, how about it, Meister?" Gunbs put in. "I don't say |I'ma squeam sh fellow, but after all--

George, who felt a little squeanish hinmself--like all the others, he had been brought up on a
di et of yeasts and synthetic protein--said testily, "What el se can we do? You' ve got eyes--you can
see that it's autum here. Autumm after a hot sumrer, at that. Trees bare, streanms dried up. W
eat neat, or go without--unless you' d rather hunt for insects?"

Qunbs, shocked to the core, muttered for a while and then gave up

Seen at closer range, the animals | ooked | ess porcine and even |ess appetizing than before.
They had |ean, segnented, pinkish-gray bodies, four short legs, flaring ears, and bl unt
scimtarlike snouts with which they were rooting in the ground, occasionally turning up sonething
whi ch they gul ped, ears fl apping.

CGeorge counted thirty O them grouped fairly closely in a little space of clear ground between
the bushes and the river. They noved slowy, but their short |egs | ooked powerful; he guessed that
they could run when they had to.

He inched forward, keeping his eye stalks | ow, stopping instantly whenever one of the beasts
| ooked up. Moving with increasing caution, he had got to within ten neters of the nearest when
McCarty said abruptly:

"Meister, has it occurred to you to wonder just _how_we are going to eat these aninals?"

"Don't be foolish," he said irritably. "W'Il--" He stopped.

Wait a minute--did the thing's nornal nethod of assimilation stop as soon as it got a tenant?
Were they Supposed to grow fangs and a gullet and all the rest of the apparatus? | npossible;
they'd starve to death first. But on the other hand--_dam_ this fuzzy-headed feeling--
woul dn't it have to stop, to prevent the tenant from being digested with his first neal ?

"Wl 1 ?" McCarty demanded.

That was wrong, CGeorge knew but he couldn't say why; and it was a distinctly unpl easant thought.
Or-- even worse, suppose the neal becanme the tenant, and the tenant the neal ?

The nearest aninmal's head went up, and four tiny red eyes stared directly at George. The fl oppy
ears snapped to attention

It was no time for speculation. "He's seen us!" George shouted nentally. "_Run!_

The scene exploded into notion. One instant they were lying still in the prickly dry grass; the
next they were Skimm ng at express-train speed across the ground, with the herd gall opi ng away
strai ght ahead of them The hans of the nearest beasts |oonmed up closer and cl oser, boundi ng
furiously; then they had run it down and vaulted over it.

Casting an eye backward, George saw that it was |lying notionless in the grass--unconscious or
dead.

They ran down another one. _The anaesthetic, George thought lucidly. _One touch does it._ And
anot her, and another. O course we can digest them he thought with relief. It has to be
selective to begin with, or it couldn't have separated out our nervous tissue.

Four down. Six down. Three nore together as the herd bunched between the | ast arm of the thicket
and the steep river bank; then two that tried to double back; then four stragglers, one after the
ot her.

The rest of the herd disappeared into the tall grass up the slope; but fifteen bodies were
strewn behind them

Taki ng no chances, Ceorge went back to the beginning of the line and edged the nonster's body
under the first carcass.

"Crouch down, CGunbs," he said. "W have to slide under it ... that's far enough. Leave the head
hangi ng over."

"What for?" said the soldier

"You don't want his brain in here with us, do you? W don't know how many this thing is equi pped
to take. It might even Iike this one better than one of ours. But | can't see it bothering to keep
the rest of the nervous system if we nmake sure not to eat the head--"

"Ch!" said Vivian faintly.

"I beg your pardon, Mss Bellis," George said contritely. "It shouldn't be too unpl easant,
though, if we don't let it bother us. It isn't as if we had taste buds, or--"

"It's all right," she said. "Just please let's not talk about it."

"I should think not," Gunbs put in. "Alittle nore tact, don't you think, Mister?"

Accepting this reproof, George turned his attention to the corpse that lay on the nonster's
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gl abrous surface, between his section and Gunbs's. It was sinking, just visibly, into the flesh. A
cl oud of opacity was spreading around it.

When it was al nost gone, and the neck had been severed, they noved on to the next. This tine, at
George's suggestion, they took aboard two at once. Gradually their irritable nood faded; they
began to feel at ease and cheerful, and George found it possible to think consecutively
wi t hout having vital points slip out of his reach.

They were on their eighth and ninth courses, and CGeorge was happily engaged in an intricate
chain of speculation as to the nonster's circulatory system when Mss MCarty broke a | ong
sil ence to announce:

"I have now perfected a nethod by which we can return to canp safely. W will begin at once."

Startl ed and di smayed, George turned his eyes toward McCarty's quadrant of the nonster
protruding fromthe rimwas a stringy, jointed Sonething that |ooked Iike--yes, it was!--a
grot esque but recogni zabl e arm and hand. As he watched, the lunpy fingers funbled with a bl ade of
grass, tugged, uprooted it.

"Maj or Gunbs!" said McCarty. "It will be your task to |locate the following articles, as quickly
as possible. One. A surface suitable for witing. | suggest a large leaf, light in color, dry but
not brittle. O a tree fromwhich a | arge section of bark can be easily peeled. Two. A pignent. No
doubt you will be able to discover berries yielding suitable juice. If not, nud will do. Three. A
twig or reed for use as a pen. Wien you have directed ne to all these essential itenms, | wll
enploy themto wite a nessage outlining our predicanent, we will read the result and poi nt out
any errors, which I will then correct. Wien the nessage is conpleted, we will return with it to
the canp, approaching at night, and deposit it in a conspicuous place. W will retire unti

daybreak, and when the nessage has been read we will approach again. Begin, Mjor."

"Well, yes," said Gunbs, "that ought to work, except--1 suppose you' ve worked out sone system
for holding the pen, Mss MCarty?"

"Fool ," she replied, "I have nade a hand, of course.™

"Well, in that case, by all nmeans. Let's see, | believe we might try this thicket first--" Their

comon body gave a lurch in that direction
CGeorge held back. "Wait a minute," he said desperately. "Let's at |east have the commopn sense to

finish this neal before we go. There's no telling when we'll get another."
McCarty denmanded, "How | arge are these creatures, Myjor?
"Ch--about sixty centineters long, | should say."

"And we have consuned nine of them is that correct?" "Nearer eight," George said. "These two
are only half gone."

"In Gther words," MCarty said, "W have had two apiece. That should be anple. Don't you agree,
Maj or ?"

Ceorge said earnestly, "You're wong, Mss MCarty. You' re thinking in ternms of human food
requi renents, whereas this organismhas a different netabolic rate and at | east three tinmes the
mass of four human beings. Look at it this way--the four of us together had a mass of about three
hundred kil os, and yet twenty hours after this thing absorbed us, it was hungry again. Wll, these
ani mal s woul dn't wei gh nuch nore than twenty kil os apiece at one G -and according to your schemne
we' ve got to hold out until sometine after daybreak tonorrow "

"Sonething in that," GQunbs said. "Yes, on the whole, Mss MCarty, | think we had better forage
while we can. It won't take us nore than half an hour |onger, at this rate."

"Very well. Be as quick as you can."

They noved on to the next pair of victins. George's brain was working furiously. It was no good
arguing with McCarty, and Gunbs was not nuch better, but he had to try. If he could only convince
@Qunbs, then Bellis would fall in with the mgjority--nmaybe. It was the only hope he had.

"@unbs," he said,'' have you given any thought to what's going to happen to us when we get back?"

"Not quite ny line, you know. Leave that to the technical fellows |ike yourself."

"No, that isn't what | nean. Suppose you were the C.O of this team and four other people had
fallen into this organisminstead of us--"

"What, what? | don't follow"

Ceorge patiently repeated it.

"Yes, | see what you nean. And so--"

"What orders would you give?"

Qunbs thought a nmonent. "Turn the thing over to the bio section, | suppose. \Wat else?"

"You don't think you night order it destroyed as a possi bl e nmenace?"

"Good Lord, | suppose | nmight. No, but you see, we'll be careful what we say in the note. W'll
point out that we're a, valuable specinen, and so on. Handle with care.” "All right," George said,
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"but suppose that works, then what? Since it is out of your line, I'Il tell you. N ne chances out
of ten, bio section will classify us as a possible eneny weapon. That neans, first of all, that
we'll go through a full-dress interrogation--and | don't have to tell you what that can be like."

"Mpj or GQunbs," said McCarty stridently, "Meister will be executed for disloyalty at the first
opportunity. You are forbidden to talk to him under the sane penalty."

"But she can't stop you fromlistening to ne," CGeorge said tensely. "In the second place, Gunbs,
they'lIl take sanples. Wthout anaesthesia. And finally, they'll either destroy us just the sane,
or they'll send us back to the nearest strong point for nmore study. W will then be Federation
property, Gunmbs, in a top-secret category, and since nobody in Intelligence will ever dare to take
the responsibility of clearing us, we'll _stay there.

"Qunbs, this _is_a valuable specinen, but it will never do anybody any good if we 80 back to
canp. Whatever we di scover about it, even if it's know edge that could save billions of lives,
that will be top-secret too, and it'll never get past the walls of Intelligence... If you're stil

hopi ng that they can get you out of this, you' re wong. This isn't like linb grafts, _your whole
body_ has been destroyed. Gunbs, everything bur your nervous system and your eyes. The only new

body we'll get is the one we nmake ourselves. W' ve got to stay here and--and work this out
oursel ves."
"Mpj or GQunbs," said McCarty, "I think we have wasted enough tine. Begin your search for the

materials | need."”

For a nonent Gunbs was silent, and their collective body did not nove.

Then he said: "Yes, that was a leaf, a twig and a bunch of berries, wasn't it? O nud. Mss
McCarty, unofficially of course, there's one point |I'd |like your opinion on. Before we begin. That
is to say, | daresay they'll be able to patch together sone sort of bodies for us, don't you
thi nk? | mean, one technical fellow says one thing, another says the opposite. Do you see what |'m
driving at?"

CGeorge had been watching McCarty's new linb uneasily. It was flexing rhythnically and, he was
al rost certain, growing mnutely larger. The fingers groped occasionally in the dry grass,
plucking first a single blade, then two together, finally whol e tuft. Now she said: "I have no
opi nion, Major. The question is irrelevant. Qur duty is to return to canp. That is all we need to
know.

"Ch, | quite agree with you there," said Gunbs. "And besides, there really isn't any
alternative, is there?"

Ceorge, staring down at one of the fingerlike projections visible belowthe rimof the nonster
was passionately willing it to turn into an arm He had, he suspected, started much too |ate.

"The alternative," he said, "is sinply to keep on going as we are. Even if the Federation hol ds
this planet for a century, there'll be places on it that will never be explored. W'Il be safe."

"I mean to say," added GQunbs as if he had only paused for thought, "a fellow can't very well cut
hi nsel f off fromcivilization, can he?"

Again CGeorge felt a novenent toward the thicket, again he resisted it. Then he found hinself
over powered, as another set of nuscles joined thenselves to Gunbs's. Quivering, crabw se, the

sonething neisterii_ noved half a meter. Then it stopped, straining.

And for the second tine that day, George was forced to revise his opinion of Vivian Bellis.

"I believe you, M. Meister--George," she said. "I don't want to go back-. Tell nme what you want
me to do."

"You' re doing beautifully now, " George said after a speechless instant. "Except if you can grow
an arm | inmagine that will be useful.”

The struggle went on.

"Now we know where we are," said McCarty to Gunbs.

"Yes. Quite right."

"Maj or Gunbs," she said crisply, "you are opposite ne, | believe?"

"Am | ?" said Gunbs doubtfully.

"Never mind. | believe you are. Now. is Meister to your left or right?"

"Left. | know that, anyhow. Can see his eye stal ks out Of the corner of ny eye."

"Very well." MCarty's armrose, with a sharp-pointed fragnent of rock clutched in the bl obby

fingers.

Horrified, George watched it bend backward across the curve of the nonster's body. The |ong,
kni fe-sharp point probed tentatively at the surface three centineters short of the area over his
brain. Then the fist nmade an abrupt up-and-down novenent and a fierce stab of pain shot through
hi m

"Not quite long enough, | think," MCarty said. She flexed the arm then brought it back to
al nrost the same Spot and stabbed again.
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"No," she said thoughtfully. "It will take a little |longer," then, "Mijor Gunbs, after my next
attenpt you will tell me if you notice any reaction in Meister's eye stalks." The pain was stil
t hrobbi ng al ong George's nerves. Wth one half-blinded eye he watched the enbryonic armthat was
growi ng, too slowy, under the rim with the other, fascinated, he watched McCarty's arm | engthen
slowy toward him

It was growing visibly, he suddenly realized--but it wasn't getting any nearer. In fact,
i ncredi bly enough, it seened to be |osing ground.

The nonster's flesh was fl owi ng away under it, expanding in both directions.

McCarty stabbed again, with vicious strength. This time the pain was | ess acute.

"Maj or ?" she said, "any result?"

"No," said Gunbs, "no, | think not. W seemto be noving forward a bit, though, Mss MCarty."

"Aridiculous error," she replied. "W are being forced _back._Pay attention, Mjor.

"No, really," he protested. "That is to say, we're noving toward the thicket. Forward to ne,
backward to you."
"Maj or GQunbs, | am noving forward, you are noving back."

They were both right, George discovered: the nonster's body was no |onger circular, it was
extending itself along the Gunbs-MCarty axis. A suggestion of concavity was becomng visible in
the center. Below the surface, too, there was notion.

The four brains now forned an obl ong, not a square.

The positions of the spinal cords had shifted. H s own and Vivian's seenmed to be about where
they were, but Gunbs's now passed under MCarty's brain, and vice versa.

Havi ng increased its mass by sonme two hundred kilos, the sonething _neisterii_ was fissioning
into two individuals--and tidily separating its tenants, two to each. Gunbs and Meister in one,
McCarty and Bellis in the other

The next time it happened, he realized, each product of the fission would be reduced to one
brain--and the tinme after that, one of the new individuals out of each pair would be a nonster in
the primary or untenanted state, quiescent, canouflaged, waiting to be stunbled over.

But that nmeant that, |ike the conmon anpeba, this fascinating organismwas inmortal. It never
died, barring accidents; it sinply grew and di vi ded.

Not the tenants, though, unfortunately-their tissues would wear out and die.

O woul d they? Human nervous tissue didn't proliferate as George's and Mss MCarty's had done;
neither did _any_ human tissue build new cells fast enough to account for George's eye stal ks or
Mss MCarty's arm

There was no question about it: none of that new tissue could possibly be human; it was al
counterfeit, produced by the nonster fromits own substance according to the structural blueprints
in the nearest genuine cells. And it was a perfect counterfeit: the new tissues knit with the old,
neur ones coupled with dendrites, muscles contracted or expanded on command. The imtation
_wor ked. _

And therefore, when nerve cells wore out, they could be replaced. Eventually the | ast human cel
woul d go, the human tenant woul d have becone totally nonster--but "a difference that makes no
difference is no difference." Effectively, the tenant would still be human--and he woul d be
i Mmortal .

Barring accidents. O nurder.

M ss McCarty was saying, "Mjor Gunmbs, you are being ridiculous The explanation is quite
obvi ous. Unless you are deliberately deceiving nme, for what reason | cannot inmagine, then our
efforts to nove in opposing directions nmust be pulling this creature apart.”

McCarty was evidently confused in her geonetry. Let her stay that way--it would keep her off
bal ance until the fission was conplete. No, that was no good. George hinself was out of her reach
al ready, and getting farther~ away--but how about Bellis? Her brain and McCarty's were, if
anyt hi ng, cl oser together....

What to do? If he warned the girl, that would only draw McCarty's attention to her sooner
Unl ess he could misdirect her at the sanme tine--

There wasn't nuch tine left, he realized abruptly. If he was right in thinking that sone
physi cal |inkage between the brains had occurred to nake comuni cation possible, those cells
couldn't hold out nuch |onger; the gap between the two pairs of brains was w dening steadily.

"Vivian!" he said.

"Yes, Ceorge?”

Rel i eved, he said rapidly, "listen, we're not pulling this body apart, it's splitting. That's
the way it reproduces. You and | will be in one half, Gunbs and McCarty in the other. If they
don't give us any trouble, we can all go where we pl ease--"
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"Ch, I'mso glad!"

What a warm voi ce she had... "Yes," said George nervously, "but we may have to fight them it's
up to them So grow an arm Vivian."

"Il try," she said doubtfully. "I don't know-"

McCarty's voice cut across hers. "Ah. Mjor Gunbs, Since you have eyes, it will be your task to
see to it that those two do not escape. Meanwhile, | suggest that you, also, grow an arm"

"Doi ng ny best," said Gunbs.
Puzzl ed, George gl anced downward, past his own half forned arm there, alnost out of sight, was
a fleshy bul ge under GQunbs's section of the rim The najor had been working on it in secret,

keeping it hidden ... and it was already better devel oped than George's.
"Ch-oh," said Gunbs abruptly. "Look here, Mss MCarty, Mister's been | eading you up the garden
path. Look here, | nean, you and | aren't going to be in the sane half. How could we be? W're on

_opposite sides_ of the blasted thing. It's going to be you and Mss Bellis, ne and Meister."
The nonster was developing a definite waistline. The spinal cords had rotated, now, so that
there was cl ear space between themin the center
"Yes," said McCarty faintly. " Thank_ you, Mijor Gunbs."
"CGeorge!" cane Vivian's frightened voice, distant and weak. "Wat shall | do?"
"Grow an arm" he shouted. There was no reply.

IV

Frozen, Ceorge watched McCarty's arm the rock fragment still clutched at the end of it, rise
into view and swing leftward at full stretch over the bubbling surface of the nonster. He had tine
to see it bob up and viciously down again; time to think, _Still short, thank God--that's

McCarty's right arm it's farther fromVivian's brain than it was frommne; _tine, finally, to
realize that: he could not possibly help her before McCarty | engthened the armthe few centineters
nore that were necessary. The fission was not nore than half conplete; and he could no nore nove
to where he wanted to be than a Sianmese twin could wal k around his brother

Then his time was up. A flicker of notion warned him and he | ooked back to see a | unpy,

di storted pseudo-hand clutching for his eye stalks.

Instinctively he brought his own hand up, grasped the other's wist and hung on desperately. It
was hal f again the size of his, and so strongly nuscled that although his |everage was better, he
couldn't force it back or hold it away; he could only keep the systemoscillating up and down,
adding his strength to Gunbs's so that the mark was overshot.

Qunbs began to vary the force and rhythm of his novenments, trying to catch himoff guard. A
thick finger brushed the base of one eye stalk

"Sorry about this, Meister," said Qunbs's voice. "No hard feelings init, on ny side. Between us
(oof) | don't fancy that McCarty wonan nuch--but (ugh! alnbst had you that tinme) beggars can't be
choosers. Ah. Wy | see it, |'ve got to |look after nyself; nean to say (ugh) if I don't, who will?
See what | nean?"

Ceorge did not reply. Astonishingly enough, he was no |onger afraid, either for hinself or for
Vivian; he was angry. power from somewhere was surging into his arm fiercely concentrating, he
thought _Bigger! Stronger! Longer! Mre arm _

The armgrew. Visibly it added substance to itself, it |lengthened, thickened, bulged wth
muscle. So did Gunbs's.

He began another arm So did Gunbs.

Al'l around himthe surface of the nonster was bubbling violently. And George realized finally,
the Ienticular bulk of it was perceptibly shrinking. Its curious breathing systemwas inadequat e;
the thing was cannibalizing itself, destroying its own tissues to nake up the difference.

How smal|l could it get and still support two hunan tenants?

And which brain would it dispense with first?

He had no leisure to think about it. Scrabbling in the grass with his second hand, Gunbs had
failed to find anything that woul d serve as a weapon; now, with a sudden lurch, he swung their
entire body around.

The fission was conpl ete.

That thought rem nded George of Vivian and McCarty. He risked a split second's gl ance behind
him saw nothing but a featurel ess ovoid mound, and | ooked back in tine to see Gunbs's hal f-grown
right fist pluck a | ong, sharp pointed dead branch out of the grass. In the next instant the thing
came whi ppi ng at his eyes.

The Iip of the river bank was a meter away to the left. George nmade it in one abrupt surge. They
slipped, tottered, hesitated, hands clutching wildly--and toppled, end over end, hurtling in a
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cl oud of dust and pebbl es down the breakneck slope to a neaty smash at the bottom

The uni verse nmade one nore giant turn around them and cane to rest. Half blinded, George groped
for the hold he had lost, found the wist and seized it.

"Ch, Lord," said Gunbs's voice, "that's done me. |'mhurt, Meister. Go on, man, finish it, wll
you? Don't waste tine."

Ceorge stared at him suspiciously, without relaxing his grip. "Wiat's the matter with you?"

"I tell you I'mdone," said CGunmbs pettishly. "Paralyzed. | can't nove."

They had fallen, George saw, onto a small boul der, one of many with which the river bed was
strewn. This one was roughly conical; they were draped over it, and the blunt point was directly
under Qunbs's spinal- cord, a few centineters fromthe brain

"Qunbs," he said, "that nmay not be as bad as you think. If |I can show you it isn't, will you
give up and put yourself under mny orders?"

"How do you nean? My spine's crushed."

"Never mind that now. WIIl you or won't you?"

"Why, vyes," said GQunbs. "That's very decent of you, Mister, nmatter of fact. You have ny word,
for what it's worth."

"Al'l right," said George. Straining hard, he nmanaged to get their body down off the boul der
Then he stared up at the slope down which they had tunbled. Too steep; he'd have to find an easier
way back. He turned and started off to eastward, paralleling the thin streamthat still flowed in
the center of the watercourse.

"What's up now?" Cunbs asked after a nonent.

"We've got to find a way up to the top." George said inpatiently. "I nmay still be able to help
Vivian."

"Ah, yes. Afraid | was thinking about myself, Meister. If you don't nmind telling ne--"

She couldn't still be alive, George was thinking despondently, but if there were any small
chance-- "You'll be all right," he said. "If you were still in your old body that would be a fata

injury, or permanently disabling, anyhow, but not in this thing. You can repair yourself as easily
as you can grow a new linb."
"Good Lord," said Gunbs. "Stupid of nme not to think of that. But | ook here, Mister, does that

mean we were sinply wasting our tinme trying to kill one another? | nean to say--"

"No. If you'd crushed ny brain, | think the organi smwould have digested it, and that woul d be
the end of nme. But short of anything that drastic, | believe we're imortal."

"Imortal ," said Gunmbs. "CGood Lord.... That does rather put another face on it, doesn't it?"

The bank was becoming a little | ower, and at one point, where the raw earth was thickly seeded
with boulders, there was a talus slope that |looked as if it could be clinbed. George started up
it.

"Meister," said Gunbs after a noment.

"What do you want ?"

"You're right, you know-1'mgetting sone feeling back already.... Look here, Meister, is there
anything this beast _can't_ do? | nmean, for instance, do you suppose we could put ourselves back
together the way we were, with all the--appendages, and so on?"

"It's possible," George said curtly. It was a thought that had been in the back of his mind, but
he didn't feel like discussing it with Gunbs just now They were hal fway up the sl ope.

"Well, in that case-" said Gunbs neditatively. "The thing has _nilitary_ possibilities, you
know. Man who brought a thing like that direct to the War Departnment could wite his own ticket,
more or less.”

"After we split up," George said, "you can do whatever you pl ease."

"But, dammit," said Gunbs in an irritated tone, "that won't do."

"Wy not ?"

"Because, " said Gunbs, "they mght find you. H s hands reached up abruptly, grasped a snal
boul der, and before George could stop him pried it sidew se out of its socket in the earth.

The | arger boul der above it trenbl ed, dipped and | eaned ponderously outward. Ceorge, directly
under neat h, found that he could nove neither forward nor back

"Sorry again," he heard GQunbs saying, with what sounded |ike genuine regret. "But you know the
Loyalty Committee. | sinmply can't take the chance."

The boul der seenmed to take forever to fall. George tried twice nore, with all his strength, to
nmove out of its path. Then, instinctively, he put his arns up straight under it.

At the last possible instant he noved themto the left, away fromthe center of the toppling
gray nmss.

I't struck.
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George felt his arnms breaking Iike tw gs, and saw a | oom ng grayness that blotted out the sky;
he felt a sl edgehamer inpact that nade the earth shudder beneath him

He heard a splattering sound.

And he was still alive. That astonishing fact kept himfully occupied for a long tine after the
boul der had clattered its way down the slope into silence. Then, finally, he | ooked down to his
right.

The resistance of his stiffened arnms, even while they broke, had been barely enough to | ever the
falling body over, a distance of sonme thirty centineters.... The right half of the nonster was a
flattened, shattered ruin. He could see a few fl ecks of pasty gray matter, nelting nowinto green-
brown translucence as the mass flowed slowy together again

In twenty minutes the |ast remmants of a superfluous spinal cord had been reabsorbed, the
nonster had collected itself back into its normal |ens shape, and George's pain was dim ni shing.
In five mnutes nore his nended arnms were strong enough to use. They were al so nore convincingly
shaped and colored than before--the tendons, the fingernails, even the winkles of the skin
were in good order. In ordinary circunstances this discovery would have | eft George happily
benused for hours; now, in his inpatience, he barely noticed it. He clinbed to the top of the
bank.

Thirty meters away a hunped green-brown body like his own |lay notionless on the dry grass.

It contained, of course, only one brain. \Wose?

McCarty's, alnobst certainly; Vivian hadn't had a chance.

But then how did it happen that there was no visible trace of MCarty's arn®

Unnerved, George wal ked around the creature for a closer inspection

On the far side he encountered two dark-brown eyes, with an oddly unfinished appearance. They
focused on himafter an instant, and the whole body quivered slightly, noving toward him

Vivian's eyes had been brown; Ceorge renenbered themdistinctly. Brown eyes with heavy dark
| ashes in a tapering slender face.... But did that prove anything? Wiat color had McCarty's eyes
been? He couldn't remenber for certain.

There was only one way to find out. George noved doser, hoping fervently that the sonething
_neisterii_ was at |east advanced enough to conjugate, instead of trying to devour nmenbers of its
own speci es. ..

The two bodi es touched, clung and began to flow together. Watching, GCeorge saw the fissioning
process reverse itself: frompaired | enses the alien flesh nelted into a slipper shape, to an
ovoid, to Il ens shape again. His brain and the other drifted closer together, the spinal cords
crossing at right angl es.

And it was only then that he noticed an oddity about the other brain: it seened to be |ighter
and larger than his, the outline a trifle sharper.

"Vivian?" he said doubtfully. "Is that you?" No answer. He tried again, and again. Finally:

"Ceorge! Oh, dear--1 want to cry, but | can't seemto do it."

"No | achrymal gl ands," George said automatically. "Unh, Vivian?"

"Yes, Ceorge." That warm voice again...

"What happened to Mss MCarty? How did you--I nean, what happened?"

"I don't know. She's gone, isn't she? | haven't heard her for a long tine."

"Yes," said George, "she's gone. You nean you don't _know?_Tell ne what you did."

"Well, | wanted to nmake an arm because you told me to,but | didn't think | had time enough. So
I made a skull instead. And those thing to cover ny spine--"

"Vertebrae." _Now why, he thought dazedly, _didn't | think of that?_ "And then?" he said.

"I think I"'mcrying now," she said. "Yes, | am It's such a relief. And then, after that,
not hi ng. She was still hurting nme, and | just lay here and thought how wonderful it would be if

she weren't here with nme. And then, after a while, she wasn't. Then | grew eyes to | ook for you."

The expl anation, it seened to George, was nore perplexing than the enigma. Staring around in a
vague search for enlightennent, he caught sight of sonething that had escaped his notice before.
Two neters to his left, just visible in the grass, was a danmp-1looking grayish lunp, with a
suggestion of a stringy extension trailing off fromit.

There nust, he deci ded suddenly, be sone mechanismin the sonething neisterii_ for disposing of
tenants who failed to adapt thenselves--brains that went into catatonia, or hysteria, or suicida
frenzy. An eviction clause.

Sonehow, Vivian had managed to stinulate that nmechanism-to convince the organismthat MCarty's
brain was not only superfluous but dangerous--"poisonous"” was the word.

Mss MCarty---it was the final ignom ny--had not been digested, but excreted.

By sunset, twelve hours later, they had made a good deal of progress. They had reached an
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under st andi ng very agreeable to them both; they had hunted down another herd of the pseudo-pigs
for their noon neal; and, for divergent reasons---on CGeorge's side because the nmonster's nornma
met abol i smwas grossly inefficient when it had to nove quickly, and on Vivian's because she
refused to believe that any man could be attracted to her in her present condition--they had begun
a serious attenpt to reshape thensel ves

The first trials were extraordinarily difficult, the rest surprisingly easy. Again and again
they had to let thensel ves col |l apse back into anoeboid masses, victinms of some onmitted or
mal f uncti oni ng organ; but each failure snmoothed the road; eventually they were able to stand
breat hl ess but breathing, swaying but erect, face to face--two protean giants in the fortunate
di mess, two sketches of self-created Man

They had also put thirty kilometers between thensel ves and the Federation canp. Standing on the
crest of a ridge and | ooking southward across the shallow valley, CGeorge could see a faint

funereal glow the mning machi nes chewing out netals to feed the fabricators that spawn a billion
shi ps.

"We'll never go back, will we?" said Vivian

"No," said George soberly. "They'll conme to us, in time. W have lots of time. W're the
future.'

And one thing nore, a Snall thing, but inportant to George; it marked his sense of
acconpl i shnent, of one phase ended and a new one begun. He had finally conpleted the nane of his
di scovery--not, as it turned anything _nmeisterii_ at all. _Spes hominis_:

Man' s hope.

file:/l/F|/rah/Damon%20Knight/Knight,%20Damon%20-%20Four%20In%200ne.txt (15 of 15) [1/17/03 2:33:20 AM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/Damon%20Knight/Knight,%20Damon%20-%20Four%20In%20One.txt


