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The Mad Pl anet The Mad Pl anet
by Murray Leinster

Editor's Notes by Bl ake Linton WIfong

This story from 1920 has everything: action-packed adventure set in
a distant future of giant insects and savage nen, |oads of science
(including evol utionary biol ogy, entonol ogy, and the greenhouse effect),
and passages of thought-provoking phil osophy and haunting poetic mgjesty.

It is also an exanple of the fam liar story |ine nythol ogi st Joseph
Canpbel | outlined in his bestseller The Hero with a Thousand Faces: "A
hero ventures forth fromthe world of conmon day into a region of
super natural wonder; fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive
victory is won; the hero conmes back fromthis nysterious adventure with
the power to bestow boons on his fellow man." This basic formula, Canpbell
expl ai ned, has been used and reused with countless variations since the
dawn of storytelling. Yet it is as exciting today as it was mllennia ago.

I ndeed, "The Mad Pl anet" was so popular with readers of Argosy
magazi ne that Leinster followed it the next year with a sequel called "The
Red Dust". A second sequel, "N ghtnmare Planet", appeared in 1953! Leinster
conbi ned altered versions of the three stories into one book, The
Forgotten Pl anet (1954).

In his lifetine of 20 years, Burl had never wondered what his grandfather had

t hought about his surroundi ngs. The grandfather had suffered an untinely,

unpl easant end, which Burl renmenbered vaguely as a fading succession of screans
as he was carried away at his nother's top speed.

Burl had rarely thought of the old man since. Surely he had never wondered what
hi s great-grandfather thought, and there certainly never entered his head such a
hypot heti cal question as what his nmany-times-great-grandfather--say of the year
1920--woul d have thought of Burl's world.

He was treadi ng cautiously over a brownish carpet of fungus growth, creeping
furtively toward the stream he generically called "water”. Towering overhead,
three man-hei ghts high, great toadstools hid the grayish sky from sight.
dinging to their foot-thick stalks were other fungi, parasites on growths that
had once been parasites themnsel ves.

Burl was a slender young man wearing a single garment tw sted about his wai st,
made fromthe wing-fabric of a great noth his tribesmen had slain as it emerged
fromits cocoon. Hs fair skin showed no trace of sunburn. He had never seen the
sun, though the sky was rarely hidden fromvi ew save by the giant fungi which,

al ong wi th nonster cabbages, were the only grow ng things he knew. C ouds
usual |y spread overhead, and when they did not, perpetual haze made the sun but
an indefinitely brighter part of the sky, never a sharply edged ball of fire.
Fant asti ¢ nosses, m sshapen fungi, col ossal nolds and yeasts, conprised the

| andscape about him

Once, as he dodged through the forest of huge toadstools, his shoul der touched a
cream col ored stal k, giving the whole fungus a tiny shock. Instantly, fromthe
unbrel |l ali ke mass of pul p overhead, a fine, inpal pable powder fell on himlike
snow. It was the season when toadstools sent out their spores, dropping them at
the first disturbance

Furtive as he was, he paused to brush themfrom his head and hair. He knew they
wer e deadly poison.

Burl woul d have been a curious sight to a 20th century nman. H s skin was pink,
like a child' s, and sported little hair. Even that atop his head was soft and
downy. His chest was larger than his forefathers', and his ears were capabl e of

i ndependent novenent, to catch threatening sounds fromany direction. The pupils
of his large, blue eyes could dilate to extrene size, allowing himto see in

al most conpl et e dar kness.

He was the result of 30,000 years of hunman adaptation to changes begun in the
latter half of the 20th century.
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Then, civilization had been high and apparently secure. Mankind had reached

per manent accord, and machi nery perforned all |abor; men needed only supervise
its operation. Everyone was well-fed and wel |l -educated, and it seened that unti
the end of tinme Earth would be home to a community of confortabl e human bei ngs,
pursui ng their studies and diversions, illusions and truths. Peace, privacy, and
freedom were uni ver sal

But just when nmen were congratul ati ng thensel ves on this new CGol den Age,
fissures opened slowy in the Earth's crust, and carbon di oxi de began pouring
out into the atmosphere. That gas had | ong been known to be present in the air,
and necessary to plant life. Plants absorbed its carbon, releasing the oxygen
for use again in a process called the "carbon cycle".

Scientists noted the Earth's increased fertility, but discounted it as the

ef fect of carbon di oxide rel eased by man's burning of fossil fuels. For years
the conti nuous exhalation fromthe world' s interior went unnoticed.

Constantly, however, the volume increased. New fissures opened, pouring into the
al ready | aden at nmosphere nore carbon dioxi de--beneficial in small anmounts, but
as the world |l earned, deadly in quantity.

The entire atnosphere grew heavy. It absorbed nore noi sture and becane humi d.
Rai nfall increased. Oimtes warmed. Vegetation becane nore |uxuriant--but the
air gradually became |ess exhilarating.

Soon manki nd's health was affected. Accustoned through | ong ages to breathing
air rich in oxygen and poor in carbon dioxide, nmen suffered. Only those living
on high plateaus or mountaintops renmai ned unaffected. Al the world's plants,

t hough nourished and growi ng to unprecedented size, could not dispose of the
continually increasing flood of carbon dioxide.

By the mddle of the 21st century it was generally recognized that a new
carboni f erous period was begi nning, when Earth's atnosphere would be thick and
hum d, unbreat habl e by man, when giant grasses and ferns would formthe only
veget ati on.

As the 21st century closed, the human race began reverting to savagery. The

| oW ands were unbearable, the air depressing and enervating. Life there becanme a
sickly, fever-ridden existence. Al mankind desired the highlands, and nen
forgot their two centuries of peace.

They fought destructively, each for a bit of |land where he night |ive and
breathe. Those forced to remain at sea level died in the poi sonous air.
Meanwhi | e, the danger zone crept up as the earth fissures tirelessly poured out
steady streans of foul gas. Soon men could not live within 500 feet of sea

| evel . The | ow ands went uncul tivated, becom ng jungles unparalleled since the
first carboniferous period.

Then nmen di ed of sheer inanition at 1,000 feet. The pl ateaus and mnount ai nt ops
were crowded with folk struggling for footholds and food beyond the invisible
menace that crept up, and up--

These events occured over many years, several generations. Between the
announcerent of the International Geophysical Institute that carbon dioxide in
the air had increased from.04%to .1% and the tine when at sea |l evel 6% of the
at mosphere was the deadly gas, nore than 200 years intervened.

Coming gradually as it did, the poisonous effect of the deadly stuff increased
insidiously. First |assitude, then heaviness of brain, then weakness of body.
The human popul ation of the entire world slowmy declined to a fraction of its
fornmer size. At last there was roomin plenty on the nountaintops--but the
danger | evel continued to rise.

There was but one solution. The human body woul d have to inure itself to the
poi son, or face extinction. It finally developed a toleration for the gas that
had wi ped out entire races and nations, but at a terrible cost. Lungs increased
in size to secure the oxygen of life, but the poison, inhaled at every breath,
left the few survivors sickly and perpetually weary. Their m nds | acked energy
to cope with new probl ems or comuni cate know edge.

So after 30,000 years, Burl crept through a forest of toadstools and fungus
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growt hs. He was ignorant of fire, nmetals, or the uses of stone and wood. A
single garnment covered him H s | anguage was a neager group of a few hundred

| abi al sounds, conveying no abstractions and few concrete things.

There was no wood in the scanty territory his tribe furtively inhabited. Wth
the increase in heat and hunidity the trees had died out. Those of northern
climes went first: oaks, cedars, and maples. Then pines, beeches, cypresses, and
finally even jungle forests vani shed. Only grasses and reeds, banboos and their
kin, flourished in the new, steamning atnosphere. The jungles gave place to dense
thickets of grasses and ferns, now becone treeferns again.

Then fungi took their place. Flourishing as never before on a planet of torrid
heat and perpetual miasnma, on whose surface the sun never shone directly because
of an ever-thickening bank of clouds hanging sullenly overhead, the fungi sprang
up. About the dank pools festering over the earth's surface, fungus grow hs
clustered. O every imgi nabl e shade and color, of all nonstrous forns and
mal i gnant purposes, of huge size and flabby vol ume, they spread over the |and.
The grasses and ferns gave way to them Squat footstools, flaking nolds,
evil-snelling yeasts, vast nounds of fungi inextricably mngled as to species,
but growi ng, forever grow ng and exhaling an odor of dark places.

The strange growt hs grouped thenselves in forests, horrible travesties of the
vegetation they had succeeded. They grew and grew with feverish intensity, while
above them fluttered gigantic butterflies and huge nmoths, sipping daintily of
their corruption.

O the animal world above water, insects alone endured the change. They

mul tiplied, and enlarged in the thickened air. The sole surviving vegetation--as
distinct fromfungi--was a degenerate form of the cabbages that had once fed
peasants. On those rank, colossal masses of foliage, stolid grubs and
caterpillars ate thenselves to maturity, then swung below in strong cocoons to
sl eep the sleep of netanorphosis fromwhich they enmerged to spread their w ngs
and fly.

The tiniest butterflies of fornmer days grew until their gaily col ored w ngs
measured in terns of feet, while the |arger enperor nmoths extended their purple
sails to a breadth of yards upon yards. The overshadowi ng fabric of their w ngs
woul d have dwarfed Burl.

Fortunately, they, the largest flying creatures, were harm ess. Burl's fellow
tribesnen sonetines found a cocoon ready to open, and waited patiently until the
beautiful creature within broke through its matted shell and emerged into the
sunl i ght.

Then, before it could gather energy fromthe air, or its wings swell to strength
and firmess, the tribesnen attacked, tearing the filny, delicate wings fromits
body and the linbs fromits carcass. And when it lay helpless before them they
carried away the juicy, neat-filled linbs to be eaten, leaving the still living
body to stare helplessly at this strange world through nmultifaceted eyes, and
becone prey to voracious ants who woul d soon cl anmber upon it and carry it in
fragments to their underground city.

Not all insects were so hel pless or harm ess. Burl knew of wasps, alnobst the

Il ength of his own body, with instantly fatal stings. To all wasps, however, sone
other insect is predestined prey. The sphex feeds solely on grasshoppers; other
wasps eat flies only. Burl's furtive tribe feared thembut little.

Bees were simlarly aloof. They were hard-pressed for survival, those bees. Few
fl owers bl oonmed, and they were reduced desperate expedi ents: bubbling yeasts and
foul er things, occasionally the nectarless bloons of rank, giant cabbages. Burl
knew the bees. They droned overhead nearly as |arge as he, bul ging eyes gazing
at himw th abstracted preoccupation. And crickets, beetles, spiders--

Burl knew spiders! His grandfather had fallen prey to a hunting tarantula, which
had | eaped with incredible ferocity fromits excavated tunnel in the earth. The
vertical pit, two feet in dianeter, went down 20 feet. At the bottom the

bl ack-bel li ed nmonster waited for the tiny sounds that would warn it of
approachi ng prey (Lycosa fasciata).

Burl's grandfather had been careless, and his terrible shrieks as the horrible
nmonster darted fromthe pit and seized himhad |ingered vaguely in Burl's mind
ever since. Burl had seen, too, the nonster webs of another species of spider,
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and watched from afar as the huge, m sshapen creature sucked juices froma
three-foot cricket entangled in its trap.

Burl renenbered the stripes of yellow, black, and silver crossing its abodonen
(Epiera fasciata). He had been fascinated by the struggles of the inprisoned
insect, coiled in a hopeless tangle of sticky, gunmy ropes the thickness of
Burl's finger, cast about its body before the spider attenpted to approach.

Burl knew these dangers. They were part of his life. It was his and his
ancestors' accustonedness to themthat nade his exi stence possible. He evaded
them and survived. A nonent of carel essness, an instant's relaxation of his
habi tual caution, and he would be one with his forebears, forgotten neals of

| ong-dead, inhunan nonsters.

Three days before, Burl had crouched behind a bul ky, shapel ess fungus, watching
a furious duel between two huge horned beetles. Their jaws, gaping w de, clicked
and cl ashed on each other's arnor. Their |egs crashed |ike cynbals as their
pol i shed surfaces ground and struck each other. They fought over sone
particularly attractive bit of carrion.

Burl had watched until a gaping orifice appeared in the arnor of the smaller
beetle. It uttered a shrill cry, or seemed to. The noi se was, actually, the
tearing of the horny stuff beneath the jaws of its victorious adversary.

The wounded beetle's struggl es weakened. At last it collapsed, and the conqueror
pl acidly began to eat the conquered--alive.

After the nmeal was finished, Burl approached the scene with caution. An ant,
forerunner of many, was already inspecting the carcass.

Burl usually ignored ants. They were stupid, shortsighted insects, not hunters.
Save when attacked, they offered no injury. They were scavengers, seeking the
dead and dyi ng, but becane dangerous, vicious opponents if their prey were
questioned. They neasured fromthree inches, for tiny black ants, to a foot for
|l arge termtes.

Burl heard the tiny clickings of their |inbs as they approached. He hastily

sei zed the detached, sharp-pointed snout of the victim and fled.

Later, he inspected his find curiosly. The victimhad been a m notaur beetl e,
with a sharp-pointed horn like that of a rhinocerous to reinforce its offensive
armanent, al ready dangerous because of its wide jaws. A beetle's jaws work side
to side, instead of up and down, neking its protection conplete in no |ess than
three directions.

Burl exam ned the sharp, daggerlike instrument. He pricked his finger on its
point, and flung it aside as he crept to the hiding-place of his tribe. They
nunbered only 20: four nen, six wonen, the rest adol escents and children

Burl had wondered at the strange feelings that cane over hi mwhen he | ooked at
one of the girls. She was younger--perhaps 18--and fl eeter of foot than he. They
tal ked, sonetines, and Burl occasionally shared with her an especially succul ent
find of foodstuffs.

The next norning Burl found the horn where he had thrown it, sticking in the

fl abby side of a toadstool. He retrieved it, and gradually, far back in his
nmnd, an idea began to form He sat awhile with the thing in his hand,
considering it with a faraway look in his eyes. Fromtinme to time he stabbed at
a toadstool, awkwardly, but with gathering skill. Hi s inmaginati on began to work
fitfully. He visualized hinself stabbing food as the | arger beetle had stabbed
the former owner of the weapon he now possessed.

Burl could not inagine attacking one of the fighting insects. He could only
picture hinself, dimy, stabbing sonething that was food with this death-dealing
thing. It was no longer than his armand though clunmsy to the hand, an effective
and terribly sharp inplenent.

He thought: \Were was there food, food that lived, that would not fight back?
Presently he rose and nade his way toward the tiny river. Yellowbellied newts
swamin its waters. Aquatic |larvae of a thousand insects floated about its
surface or crawl ed along its bottom

Death lived there, too. G ant crayfish snapped horny claws at the unwary.
Mosquitos of four-inch wi ngspread sonetimes humed above the river. They were
dying out for lack of the plant juices on which nmales of the species |ived, but
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even so they were form dable. Burl had learned to crush themw th fragments of
fungus.

He crept furtively through the forest of m sshapen toadstools, brownish fungus
underfoot. Strange orange, red, and purple nolds clustered about the bases of
the creany toadstool stalks. Burl paused to run his sharp-poi nted weapon through
a fleshy stalk and reassure hinself that his plan was practicable.

He heard a tiny clicking, and froze into stillness. It was a troop of five
heavily | aden ants, each eight inches long, returning to their city. They noved
swiftly along the route marked with bl ack, odorous formc acid exuded fromthe
bodi es of their conrades. Burl waited until they passed, then went on

He came to the bank of the river. Green scumcovered much of its surface,
occasionally broken by a slowy enlarging gas bubble rel eased from deconposi ng
matter on the bottom In the center of the placid streamthe current ran faster,
and the water itself was visible.

Over the shining current, water-spiders ran swiftly. They had not shared in the
general increase in size of the insect world. Depending on surface tension to
support them an increase in size and wei ght woul d have deprived them of the
means of | oconoti on.

From the spot where Burl peered at the water, green scum spread out nmany yards
into the stream He could not see what swam wiggled, and crawl ed beneath the
evil-snelling covering. He | ooked up and down t he banks.

150 yards downstream an outcropping of rock nade a steep descent to the river,
fromwhich shelf-fungi stretched out. Dark red and orange above, light yellow
bel ow, they forned a series of platforns above the snoothly flow ng stream Burl
nmoved cautiously toward them

En route he saw one of the edible nushroons that forned nost of his diet, and
paused to break fromthe flabby fl esh an anmount that would feed himfor many
days. Oten, his people would find a store of food, carry it to their hiding

pl ace, then gorge thensel ves for days, eating, sleeping, eating, sleeping unti
all was gone.

Burl was tenpted to abandon his plan. He would give Saya of this food, and they
woul d eat together. Saya was the nmmi den who roused unusual enotions in Burl when
she was near, strange inpulses to touch and caress her. He did not understand.
He went on, after hesitating. If he brought her food, Saya woul d be pleased, but
if he brought her of the things that swamin the stream she would be nore

pl eased. Degraded as his tribe had beconme, Burl was yet a little nore
intelligent. He was an atavism a throwback to ancestors who had cultivated the
earth and subjugated its animals. He had a vague remmant of pride, unforned but
pot ent .

Burl's people herded together in a | eaderless group, comng to the sane hiding
pl ace to share the finds of the lucky and gather confort in nunbers. They had no
weapons. They bashed stones against the |inbs of insects they found partly
devoured, cracking them open for what scraps of sweet neat renained inside, but
sought safety fromenemes solely in flight and hiding. If Burl did what no man
bef ore had done, if he brought a whole carcass to his tribe, they would admire
hi m

He reached the rocky outcropping and |lay prostrate, staring into the water's
shal | ow depths. A huge crayfish, as long as Burl, leisurely crossed his vision
Smal | fishes and even huge news fled before the voracious creature.

Eventually the tide of underwater life resuned its activity. The wiggling
dragonfly grubs reappeared. Little flecks of silver swaminto view-a school of
tiny fish. Alarger fish appeared, noving slowy.

Burl's eyes glistened; his nouth watered. He reached down with his | ong weapon.
It barely touched the water. Disappointnent filled him yet the nearness and
apparent practicability of his schene spurred himon

He considered the situation. The shel f-fungi were below him He rose and noved
to a point just above them then thrust his spear down. They resisted its point.
Burl tested themtentatively with his foot, then dared to trust his weight to
them They held firmy. He clanbered onto themand lay flat, again peering over
t he edge.
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The large fish, as long as Burl's arm swamslowy to and fro bel ow. Burl had
seen the former owner of his spear strive to thrust it into an opponent. So when
the fish swam by, he thrust sharply downward. To Burl's astoni shnment, the spear
seened to bend where it entered the water, and missed its mark by inches. He
tried again and again.

He grew angry with the fish. Repeated strokes had left it untouched, and it was
insultingly unwary, not even trying to flee.

Finally, the big fish stopped directly beneath his eyes. Burl thrust straight
down with all his strenth. This tinme the spear, entering vertically, did not
seemto bend. Its point penetrated the scales of the swi nrer bel ow, transfixing
that lazy fish conpletely.

An uproar began. The fish, struggling to escape, and Burl, trying to draw it up
to his perch, made a huge comotion. Excited, he failed to notice an omni nous,
approaching ripple on the water

The unequal conbat continued. Burl clung desperately to the end of his spear
Then there was a trenmor in Burl's support; it gave way, falling into the stream
with a mighty splash. Burl submerged, eyes wi de open, facing death.

As he sank, he saw wavi ng before himthe gaping claws of the huge crayfish,

| arge enough to sever a linb with one stroke of their jagged jaws. Burl was sure
he woul d die, for he could not swm The only question was whet her he would
drown or be devoured first.

But the section of the shelf fungus that had col |l apsed beneath himwas |ighter
than water. It rapidly surfaced, with Burl still on top. The crayfish, deprived
of its prey, wandered off.

Burl's situation seemed scarely inproved, however. He was floating downstream
per ched- - weaponl ess, al one, and frightened--on a soggy, degenerate fungus. In
the water |urked death unseen, on the banks stal ked peril, and above, danger
fluttered on gol den w ngs.

He finally recovered his self-possession, and | ooked for his spear. It was
floating in the water, still transfixing the fish whose capture had endangered
Burl's life. The fish now floated lifelessly, belly upward.

Burl forgot his predi canent upon seeing his prey just out of reach. He gazed at
it, nouth watering, while his cranky craft went downstream spinning slowy in
the current. He hastened to the edge of the raft.

It tilted and nearly flung hi moverboard. Experinmenting, Burl soon found that it
remai ned stable if he lay flat across it. He wiggled into position, and waited
until the slow revolution of his vessel brought the spear shaft near. He
stretched his fingers and arm and grasped it.

A nmoment | ater he was tearing strips of flesh fromthe fish and cramm ng the
oily mess into his nouth with gusto. He had | ost his edi bl e mushroom yet Burl
ate contentedly of what he possessed. He happily visualized the delight with
whi ch Saya woul d receive a gift of part of the fish he had caught.

Burl suddenly realized he was being carried farther and farther from Saya.
Stricken with dumb sorrow, he lifted his head and | ooked | ongingly at the

river banks.

A nonot onous row of strangely col ored fungus growt hs. No healthy green, but

pal lid, creamcolored toadstools, sone bright orange, |avender, and purple

mol ds, vivid carmine "rusts" and m | dews, spreading up the banks fromthe turgid
slime.

In the faintly pinkish light filtering down through the ever-present clouds,
myriad flying objects were visible. Now and then a giant cricket or grasshopper
made its bulletlike flight fromone spot to another. Huge butterflies fluttered
gaily. Bees |unbered anxiously about, seeking the cross-shaped fl owers of
monst er cabbages. Occasionally, a slender-waisted, man-sized wasp flew alertly
past. And far above soared dragonflies, their spindlelike bodies thrice the

| ength of his own.

Burl ignored themall. He sat, an incongruous creature of pink skin and soft
brown hair on an orange fungus floating in m dstream despondent because the
current carried himforever farther fromthe slender-1linbed rmai den whose gl ance
caused an odd commotion in his breast.
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The day wore on. Once, just beyond the riverbank, Burl saw a band of |arge, red
Amazon ants, marching in orderly array, to raid a city of black ants, and steal
their eggs. The eggs would be hatched, and the small black creatures ensl aved by
the brigands. Amazon ants live solely by the | abor of their slaves; perforce
they are mghty warriors in their world.

Later, etched against the pervasive steam ng mst, Burl saw strangely shaped,
swol | en branches rearing fromthe ground. They were a hard-rinded fungus that
grew on itself in nockery of the vegetation that had vani shed fromthe earth.
He spi ed pear-shaped objects above sonme of which floated little clouds of snoke.
They, too, were fungi, puffballs, which when touched enit what seens a puff of
vapor. These woul d have towered above Burl's head had he stood beside them

As the day drew to an end, he saw in the distance what seened a range of purple
hills. Some 70 feet high, they were the agglonmeration of a form ess grow h,

mul tiplying its organisns upon itself until the whole became an irregular,
cone-shaped nound. Burl watched them apathetically.

Presently, he ate again of the oily fish. The taste pleased Burl, a rare break
fromhis diet of insipid nushrooms. He stuffed hinself, though the size of his
prey left nobst uneaten.

He kept his spear, despite the trouble it had caused. Burl, unusually stubborn
for his tribe, still associated the weapon with the food it had secured rather
than with his current difficulties. He exam ned it again; its sharpness was

uni npai r ed.

He next stripped a sinew fromthe garnent about his m ddle and hung the fish
fromhis neck with it. That |left himboth hands free. Then he sat cross-1|egged
on the soggily floating fungus, |ike a pink-skinned Buddha, and watched the
shores go hy.

Ti me passed, and sunset drew near. Burl, never having seen the sun, did not
think of this as "sunset". To himit was the letting down of darkness fromthe
sky.

Far to the west, the thick mist turned gold, while the thicker clouds above
became bl urred nasses of dull red. Their shadows seemed | avender, fromthe
contrast of shades. The river's still surface reflected faithfully the nyriad
tints and shadi ngs, and the shining tops of giant nushroons aside the river

gl owed faintly pink

Dragonflies buzzed overhead in swift, angular flight, bodies glistening with
metallic luster in the rosy light. Great yellow butterflies flew lightly above
the stream Here, there, everywhere on the water appeared the shell-forned boats
of a thousand caddis flies.

Burl could have thrust his hand down into their cavities and seized the white
worns i nhabiting the strange craft. The huge bulk of a tardy bee droned heavily
overhead. He gl anced upward and saw the | ong proboscis and hairy hinder |egs
with their scanty |load of pollen, the conpound eyes with their expression of
stupi d preoccupation, and the sting that woul d nmean death alike for himand the
giant insect, were it used.

The crimson radi ance at the edge of the world di mmed. The purple hills had | ong
been left behind. Now the slender stalks of 10,000 round-doned nushroons |ined
the riverbank and beneath them spread fungi of all colors, fromrawest red to
pal est blue, fading slowy to a monochromatic background in the gl ow ng dusk
The buzzing, fluttering, and flapping of diurnal insects died slowmy down, while
froma million hiding places there crept soft and furry bodi es of great noths,
who preened thensel ves and snoot hed their feathery antennae before taking to the
air. Strong-linbed crickets set up their thunderous noise--grown gravely bass
with the increasing size of their sound organs--and there began to gather on the
wat er those slender spirals of tenuous mist that would presently bl anket the
streamin a mantle of fog

Ni ght fell. The clouds above seened to | ower and grow dark. Gradually, now a
drop and then a drop, the languid fall of large, warmraindrops that would drip
fromthe noisture-laden skies all night began.

Great disks of coolly glowing flane appeared al ong the stream s edge. The
mushroons there were faintly phosphorescent (Pl eurotus phosphoreus) and shone
coldly on the "rusts" and fake-fungi beneath. Here and there a ball of |anmbent
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flane appeared, drifting idly above the steam ng, festering earth.

30, 000 years before, nmen called them"w ll-0'-the-wi sps" but Burl sinply
accepted them as he accepted all that passed. Only a nman attenpting to advance
in the scale of civilization tries to explain everything. A savage or child is
content to observe without coment, unless he repeats | egends fromw se folk
possessed by the itch of know edge.

Burl watched a long tinme. The beacons of fireflies as long as his spear flashed
intermttently, illumnating the streamfor yards around. Softly fluttering

Wi ngs, in great beats that poured torrents of air onto him passed above.

The sky was full of w nged creatures. Their anguished cries, mating calls, and
wi ng beats broke the night. Above and all around the intense life of the insect
wor |l d went on ceasel essly, but Burl only rocked sadly back and forth on his
frail nmushroom boat because he was being carried fromhis tribe, and from
Saya--Saya of swift feet and white teeth, of shy smle. This, after he had dared
so greatly to bring her a gift of fresh neat, captured as never before!
Honesick, he lay on his floating atomall night. At |ast the nushroomraft
struck gently and remai ned grounded on a shallow in the stream

At daybreak, Burl gazed keenly about. He was 20 yards from shore, and the
greeni sh scum surrounded his now di sintegrating vessel. The river had w dened
until the other bank was barely visible through the haze above the surface, but
the nearer shore seened firmand no nore dangerous than the territory his tribe
i nhabited. He tested the water's depth with his spear, then was struck with the
mul ti pl e useful ness of that weapon. The water would cone but slightly above his
ankl es.

Burl timdly stepped down into the water, then nade for the bank. A soft

sonmet hing clung to one of his bare feet. Terrified, he ran faster, and stunbled
ashore. He stared down at his foot. A shapeless, flesh-colored pad clung to his
heel, and as Burl watched, it swelled slowy, while the pink of its winkled

f ol ds deepened.

It was sinply a | eech, sharing in the enlargenment nearly all the | ower world had
undergone, but Burl did not know that. He scraped frantically at it with the
side of his spear, and it fell off, |leaving a blotch of blood on his skin. It
lay, withing and pul sating, on the ground, and Burl fl ed.

He found hinself in another toadstool forest, and finally paused. He recognized
the type of fungus growths around him and began eating voraciously. In Burl the
sight of food al ways produced hunger--Nature's conpensation for his lack of an
instinct to store food.

Burl's heart was snmall within him He was far from Saya and his tribe. Just 40
mles separated them but Burl did not think of distances. He had conme down the
river. He was alone in a land he had never known or seen

Food was plentiful. The nushroons surroundi ng himwere edible, a supply of
sustenance Burl's whole tribe could not have eaten in nmany days, but that very
fact made himthink of Saya. He suddenly renenbered the large oily fish he had
caught for her, still hanging down his back fromthe sinew about his neck

He took it and fingered it all over, getting his hands and hinmsel f thoroughly
greasy in the process, but he could eat no nore. The thought of Saya's pleasure
at the sight of it gave himrenewed determ nation.

Wth all the imrediacy of a child or savage he set off. He had cone al ong the
bank of the stream He would return along the bank of the stream

Thr ough the awkward ai sl es of the nmushroom forest he noved, eyes and ears open
for danger. Several times he heard the omnipresent clicking of ants on their

mul tifarious businesses in the wood, but he ignored those shortsighted foragers.
He feared only one kind of ant, the arny ant, which sonetinmes travels in hordes
of millions, eating all in its path. Ages ago, when they were tiny creatures not
an inch long, even the largest aninmals fled fromthem Now that they nmeasured a
foot long, not even the gorged spiders whose di stended bellies were a yard thick
dared chal | enge them

The nushroom forest ended. A cheerful grasshopper (Ephigger) nunched at sone
dainty it had found. Its hind | egs were bunched beneath it in perpetua

readi ness for flight. But a nonster wasp--as long as Burl hinself--suddenly
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dropped fromthe sky and seized the |uckl ess feaster

The battle was brief. The wasp's flexi ble abdomen curved delicately. Precise as
a surgeon's scalpel, its sting entered the jointed arnor just beneath the head
of its prey. Al struggle ceased.

The wasp grasped the paral yzed--not dead--insect and fl ew away. Burl grunted,
and passed on.

The ground grew rough, inpeding Burl's progress. He clanbered arduously up steep
sl opes and cautiously down their farther sides. Once he clinbed through a nmass
of small nushroons so densely tangled that he had to smash them wi th bl ows of
his spear to clear a path. They shed torrents of a fiery red liquid that rolled
of f his greasy breast and sank into the ground (Lactarius deliciosus).

Over confi dence now possessed Burl. He wal ked | ess cautiously, nore boldly. The
fact that he had struck sonething and destroyed it | ent himfool hardy courage.
He clinbed to the top of a red clay cliff, 100 feet high. Erosion fromthe river
had carved it ages ago, but now the riverbank canme no nearer than a
quarter-mle.

Shel f-fungi, large and snall, white, yellow, orange, and green, in indescribable
confusion and | uxuriance, covered the cliffside. Froma point halfway up the
cliff the inch-thick cable of a spider's web stretched down to an anchorage on
the ground. The geonetrical pattern of the web glistened evilly.

Sonewhere anong the cliffside fungi the huge creature waited until sone
unfortunate prey should struggle helplessly in its nonster snare. The spider

wai ted notionless, inplacably patient, invicibly certain of prey, utterly
merciless to its victins.

Burl strutted at the cliff's edge, a silly little pink-skinned creature with an
oily fish slung about his neck, a draggled fragnent of noth's w ng about his

m ddl e, and a minotaur beetle's nose in his hand. He | ooked scornfully down on
the whitely shining trap. He had struck nmushroons, and they had fallen before
him He feared nothing.

60 paces before him a shaft sank vertically in the sandy, clayey soil

Carefully rounded, lined with silk, it descended 30 feet, then enlarged into a
chanber where the owner and digger of the shaft m ght rest. An inconspi cuous
trapdoor, canouflaged with nud and earth, sealed the top of the hole. Only a
keen eye coul d have perceived the opening. But a keen eye now peered out froma
tiny crack, the eye of the engi neer of the underground dwelling.

Ei ght hairy |l egs surrounded the creature that hung notionless at the top of the
shaft. Two pairs of ferocious nandi bl es stretched before its fierce nouthparts
Two eyes glittered evilly in the darkness of the burrow. Rough, nangy, brown fur
covered the huge nisshapen gl obe of its body.

I mpl acably malignant, incredibly ferocious, was the brown hunting spider, the
American tarantula (Mygale Hentzii). Its body was over two feet in dianeter. Its
hairy | egs, outstretched, would cover a circle three yards across. Eyes
glistening, jaws slavering, it watched Burl

And Burl strutted at the cliff's edge, puffed up with a sense of inportance. The
white snare of the spinning spider bel ow anused him He knew the spider would
not leave its web to attack. Using his spear, he shoved a chunk of fungus
growing at his feet down the cliffside into the col ossal web. The bl ack bul k of
the hi dden spider swng out to investigate. Burl kept pace with it, knocking
nmore | unps of shel f-fungus | oose, and | aughing as they narrowy m ssed the
confused, bl ack-and-silver creature. Then--

The trap door clicked faintly, and Burl whirled. H's | aughter becane a scream
Approaching with incredi bl e speed, the nonster tarantul a opened its dripping

j aws. Mandi bl es gapi ng wi de, poison fangs unsheathed, the creature was 30 paces
away, 20, 10. It leaped into the air, all eight |egs extended to seize!

Still screaming, Burl thrust out his arns to ward off the inpact. In his terror,
his grasp on his spear becane agoni zed. The spear point shot out, and the
tarantula fell onit. Nearly a quarter of the spear entered the body of the
feroci ous thing.
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Transfixed on the spear, the nonster withed nightmarishly, still struggling to
reach Burl, who hinself was transfixed with horror. Mandi bl es clashed, awfu
sounds cane fromthe beast. One of the attenuated, hairy | egs rasped across
Burl's forearm He instinctively stepped backward--off the edge of the cliff.
Down t hrough space, eyes glassy with panic, the two creatures--man and skewered
tarantula--fell together. Wth a strangely elastic crash and crackling, they hit
t he web bel ow.

Burl could be no nore fear-struck. Struggling madly in the gummy coils of an

i mmense web, ever binding himnore tightly, with a wounded creature stil
striving to reach himw th poison fangs--Burl had reached the linit of panic.

He fought nmadly to break the coils about him H's arns and breast were greasy
fromthe oily fish; the sticky web did not adhere to them but his | egs and body
were inextricably fastened by the elastic threads spread for just such prey as
he.

He paused, exhausted. Then he saw, five yards away, the silvery and bl ack
monster waiting patiently for himto tire. It judged the nonent propitious. The
tarantula and man were one in its eyes, one struggling thing that had fallen
opportunely into its snare. They noved but feebly now The spider advanced
delicately, swinging its huge bulk ninbly along the web, paying out a cable
after it, coning inexorably closer.

Burl's arnms were free because of the greasy coating they had received. He waved
themwi ldly, shrieking at the approaching, pitiless nonster. It paused. Those
movi ng arnms suggest ed mandi bl es that night wound or sl ap.

Spi ders take few hazards. This one was no exception. |Its spinnerets becane busy,
and with one of its eight legs, it flung a sheet of gunmy silk inpartially over
both tarantula and nman.

Burl fought the descending shroud, striving vainly to thrust it away. Wthin

m nutes he was covered in a silken cloth that hid even the light fromhis eyes.
He and his eneny, the giant tarantula, were beneath the same covering, though
the tarantul a moved but weakly.

The shower ceased. The web spider had decided they were hel pless. Burl felt the
cables of the web give slightly, as the spider approached to sting and suck the
sweet juices fromits prey.

Burl froze in an ecstasy of terror, waiting for poison fangs to be thrust into
him He knew the process, having seen the leisurely way giant spiders delicately
stung their prey, then withdrewto wait patiently for the venomto take effect.
When their victimceased to struggle, they drew near again, and sucked the sweet
juices fromthe body until what was once a creature vibrant with |ife becane a
shrunken, w thered husk--to be flung fromthe web at nightfall. Mst spiders are
tidy housekeepers, destroying their snares daily to spin anew.

The bl oated, evil creature noved neditatively about the shining sheet of silk it
had cast over Burl and the giant tarantula. Now only the tarantul a noved feebly.
Its body, outlined by a bulge in the concealing shroud, throbbed faintly as it
struggled with the spear in its vitals. The rounded protuberance offered an

obvi ous target. The web spider noved quickly forward, and stung.

Gal vani zed into fresh tornent by this new agony, the tarantula withed in a very
hell of pain. Its |egs struck out purposelessly, in horrible gestures of
delirious suffering. Burl screamed as one touched him and struggl ed hinself.
Hi s arms and head were free beneath the sil ken sheet because of the grease and
oil coating them Striving to escape his deadly nei ghbor, Burl clutched at the
threads about him They did not break, but parted, and a tiny opening appeared.
One of the tarantula's attenuated |inbs touched himagain. Wth the strength of
utter panic he haul ed hinself away. The opening enlarged, Burl's head energed
into open air, and he stared down 20 feet on an open space carpeted with
chitinous remains of his captor's forner victins.

Burl's head, breast, and arnms were free. But his | ower body was held firmby a
gummy snare far nore tenaci ous than any birdlinme ever manufactured by man.

He hung a nonent in his tiny window, despairing. He saw, at a little distance,
the nonster spider, waiting patiently for its poison to take effect and the
struggling of its prey to cease. And the tarantul a was weakening, only
shudderi ng now.
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Burl withdrew his head and thrust desperately at the sticky stuff about his

|l oins and legs. The oil on his hands kept it fromclinging to them and it gave
alittle. In a flash of inspiration, Burl understood. He reached over his

shoul der and grasped the greasy fish; tore it in a dozen places and sneared
hinself with the now rancid exudation, pushing the sticky threads fromhis |inbs
and oiling the surface fromwhich he had thrust it.

He felt the web trenble. To the spider, its poison seened to have fail ed.

Anot her sting seened necessary. It would again inject its deadly venom where the
di sturbance was manifest--into Burl

He gasped, and drew hinself toward his window It felt as if he was pulling his
|l egs fromhis body. H's head energed, his shoul ders--half his body was outside

t he hol e.

The col ossal spider surveyed him and nade ready to cast another silken sheet
over him The spinnerets becane active, and the sticky stuff about Burl's feet
gave way! He shot through the opening and fell sprawing to the earth bel ow,
crashing onto the shrunken shell of a flying beetle which had fallen into the
snare and had not escaped.

Burl rolled over and over, then sat up. An angry, foot-long ant stood before
hi m nandi bl es extended threateningly, antennae waving wildly. A shril
stridulation filled the air.

In ages past, when ants were tiny creatures fractions of an inch | ong,
scientists knew they possessed a cry. G ooves on the body of the insects, |ike
those on the great legs of crickets, enabled themto generate sounds.

Burl knew the stridulation emanated fromthe insect before him though he had
never wondered how it was produced. The cry was used to summon others of its
city, to help it indifficulty or good fortune.

Clicki ngs sounded nearby. Reinforcenents were com ng. Normally harml ess--except
the arny ant, that is--the whole ant tribe was form dabl e when provoked. Uterly
fearless, they could pull down a man and slay himas so many infuriated fox
terriers mght have done 30,000 years bhefore

Burl fled, wthout debate, and heard the shrill sound suddenly subside. The ant,
shortsighted like all ants, no longer felt threatened and went peacefully about
the business Burl had interrupted, that of finding anong the gruesone relics
beneath the spider's web sone edible carrion to feed the inhabitants of its
city.

Burl ran a few hundred yards, and stopped. It behooved himto nove carefully.
Even the nost famliar territory was full of unexpected dangers; unknown | ands
such as these were doubly peril ous.

Burl too found difficulty in nmoving. The glutinous stuff fromthe spider's snare
still stuck to his feet, picking up small objects as he went. A d ant-gnhawed
fragnments of insect arnor pricked himeven through his toughened sol es.

He renpved them took a dozen steps and had to stop again. Burl's brain had been
uncommonly stinmulated lately. It had gotten himinto at | east one

predi canent--due to his invention of a spear--but extricated himfrom another
Reason had led himto oil his body to escape the spider's snare.

Cautiously, Burl |ooked about. He seened safe. Then, deliberately, he sat down
to think. Never in his life had he done such a thing; his tribesnen were not
given to neditation. But a powerful idea had struck Burl--an abstract idea.

When he was in difficulties, something within himseened to suggest a solution
Wuld it do so now? He puzzled over the problem Sharp pebbles, remants of
insect-arnor, and other things hurt his feet when he wal ked. They al ways had,
but never had his feet been sticky so that the irritation continued with him
nore than one step.

He gazed at his foot, and awaited inspiration. Meanwhile, he slowy renpved the
sharp-pointed fragnents, one by one. Partly coated with the half-liquid gumfrom
his feet, they clung to his finger, except where the oil was thick

Burl's reasoning, before, had been sinple and of prinmary order. Were oi

covered him the web did not. Therefore he would coat the rest of hinself with
oil. But to apply know edge gained in one predicanent to another difficulty was
sonet hi ng he had never done.
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A dog may be taught to pull a latchstring to open a door, but the sane dog
coming to a high, close-barred gate with a latchstring will never think of
pulling it. He associates a latchstring with opening the door. Opening a gate is
another matter entirely.

I mm nent peril had stirred Burl to invention. That was extraordi nary enough. But
reasoning in cold blood, as he now did, that oil on his feet would nullify the
glue there and enable himto walk in confort--that was as nuch a triunph of
intellect as any nasterpiece of art in the ages before. He oiled his feet.

It was an infinitesiml problem but Burl's struggles with the nmental process of
reasoning were real. 30,000 years earlier, a wi se man declared that education is
simply training in thought, in efficient and effective thinking. Burl had

recei ved no such training, but now, sitting at the base of a squat toadstool, he
reexenplified Rodin's Thinker for the first tine in nillennia. He was teaching
hi msel f how to think.

He stood up, wal ked, and crowed in delight, then paused a monent in awe of his
own intelligence. 35 miles fromhis tribe, naked, unarmed, ignorant of fire,
wood, or any weapons save a spear he had experinented with the day before,
abysmal | y uni nforned concerning the very existence of art or science, Burl
stopped to assure hinmself that he was very wonderf ul

Wth touching faith in this new pastine, Burl sat down again and knitted his
brows. H s questions were easily answered. He was naked. He woul d fashion
garments. He was weaponl ess. He would find a spear. He was hungry. He woul d seek
food. He was far fromfrom Saya and his tribe. He would go to them Puerile
reasoni ng, of course, but valuable, because it was consci ous reasoning,

consci ous appeal to his mnd for guidance, deliberate metal progression from
desire to resolution.

Even in the high civilization of ages before, few men had really used their
brains. The great mgjority had depended on machi nes and | eaders to think for
them Burl, however, was devel opi ng the habit of thinking--a | eadership quality,
and an inval uable asset to his little tribe.

He stood again and faced upstream G gantic butterflies, riotously colored,
fluttered overhead through the m sty haze. Sonetinmes a grasshopper hurtl ed
through the air like a projectile, transparent wi ngs beating frantically.
Qccasionally a wasp sped by, intent on its hunting, or a bee droned heavily

al ong, anxious and worried, striving in a nearly flowerless world to gather
pollen for the hive.

Here and there Burl saw various flies, sone no larger than his thunmb, others the
size of his whole hand. They fed on juices dripping from maggot-infested
mushroons, when filth nore to their Iiking was unavail abl e.

Far away a shrill roaring sounded faintly. It was |ike nultitudi nous clickings
bl ended into a single sound, but was so distant that it did not gain Burl's
attention. He had all the strictly localized vision of a child. Wat was near
was inportant; what was di stant coul d be ignored.

Had Burl listened, he would have realized that arny ants were abroad in
countless mllions, deploying thenselves in a broad array and w eaki ng greater
destruction than so many | ocusts.

Locusts in past ages had eaten all green things. Only giant cabbages and a few
such tenaci ous rank grow hs survived. The |ocusts had vani shed along with
civilization, know edge, and nost of mankind, but arny ants remai ned as an

i nvinci ble eneny to nen, insects, and fungi alike.

Burl did not notice the sound, however. Preoccupied, he noved forward, briskly
though cautiously, searching for garments, food, and weapons. He confidently
expected to find themall shortly.

Surely enough he found a thicket of edible fungi just half a mile beyond the
spot where he had sat down to think. Burl tugged at one and broke off a piece.

Ni bbling as he went, he entered a broad plain over a mle across, broken into
odd little hillocks by gradually ripening and suddenly devel opi ng mushroonms wth
whi ch he was unfamiliar. Their rounded, bl ood-red protuberances forced aside the
earth as they grew

Burl passed anbng them wi t hout touching them They were strange, and strange
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thi ngs neant danger. Besides, he was full of new purpose. He w shed garnents and
weapons.

Above the plain a wasp flew, a heavy object dangling beneath its black belly,
ornanented by a single red band. It was a hairy sand wasp, carrying a paral yzed
gray caterpillar. After depositing the caterpillar in a deep underground burrow,
the wasp would lay an egg on it, then energe and seal the entrance with dirt and
stones. Later, the egg would hatch into a tiny grub, which would feed on the
torpid caterpillar until it waxed |arge and fat. Then it would weave itself a
chrysalis and sleep a long sleep, only to wake as a wasp and dig its way to open
air.

Unconpr ehendi ng, Burl watched the wasp go by, then trudged onward. Reaching the
farther side of the plain, he found hinself threading the aisles of a fungus
forest where the grow hs were hi deous, m sshapen travesties of the trees they
had suppl anted. Bl oated, yellow |inbs branched off from rounded, swollen trunks.
Here and there a pearshaped puffball, Burl's height and hal f as rmuch again,
waited craftily until a chance touch should cause it to shoot upward a curling
puff of fine dust.

There were dangers here, and Burl noved forward cautiously. He continued to eat
fromthe mass of edible nushroomunder his arm while his |arge eyes scanned
about for threats of harm

Behind, a high, shrill roaring grew slightly |ouder, but renmained too far away
to inpress Burl. The arnmy ants were working havoc in the distance. By mllions,
they were foraging the country, clinbing every eninence, descending every
depressi on, antennae waving restlessly, nmandi bl es extended threateningly. The
ground was black with them each ten inches |ong.

A single such creature would be form dable to an unarnmed, naked man |ike Burl,
whose wi sest nove would be flight, but in nunbers they presented a nenace from
whi ch escape seened inpossi ble. They advanced steadily and rapidly am d shril
stridul ations and nul titudi nous clickings.

The great helpless caterpillars on the cabbages heard them com ng, but were too
stupid to flee. Black nultitudes covered the rank vegetables, and tiny but
voracious jaws tore at the flaccid nmasses of flesh

Each creature had sone futile nmeans of struggling. Caterpillars withed and
contorted ineffectually. Bees fought their entrance to the gigantic hives with
stings and wi ngbeats. Moths took to the air in hel pless blindness when

di scovered by the relentless throngs of small black insects.

There was a strange contrast between the ground before the advanci ng horde and
that inmedi ately behind it. Before, a busy world, teening with |ife. Mishroons
and fungi fought with thinning nunbers of giant cabbages for food. Behind the
bl ack mul titude--nothing. Mushroons, cabbages, bees, wasps, crickets, every
creeping, crawing, or flying thing that did not get aloft before the black tide
arrived was lost, torn to bits by tiny mandi bl es. Even spiders and tarantul as
fell before the host of insects, killing many their final struggles, but
ultimately overwhel med by sheer numbers. And the wounded and dying arny ants
became food for their conrades. There is no mercy anong insects.

Surging onward, flowing like a nonstrous, murky tide over the yellow, steanmn ng
earth, the arny ants advanced. Their vanguard reached the river, and recoil ed.
Burl was five nmiles distant when they changed course, comunicating the altered
line of march to those behind with antenna gestures, stridulations, and fornic
acid trails.

A mllion tragedies nmarked the insect arny's progress. There was a tiny col ony
of m ning bees--Zebra bees; a single nmother, four feet |long, had dug a huge
gallery with ten cells, in which she laid her eggs and fed her grubs with

har d- gat hered pollen. The grubs had waxed fat and | arge, becone bees, and laid
eggs in turn, in the sane gallery.

Ten such bul ky insects now foraged busily for grubs within the ancestral honeg,
whil e the founder of the colony had grown draggl ed and wi ngless wth passing
time. Unable to forage herself, the old bee becane hive guardian, as is
custonmary anong m ning bees. She closed the opening of the hive with her head,
making a living barrier at the entrance, withdrawing to give entrance and exit
only to duly authenticated nenbers of the col ony.
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She was at her post when the wave of army ants swept over her. Tiny,
evil-snelling feet tranpled on her. She enmerged to fight with mandi ble and sting
for the sanctity of the hive. In a nonent she was a shaggy nmass of biting ants,
rending and tearing her chitinous arnor. The other bees energed, fighting as
they cane, for the gallery | eading down was a dark flood of small insects.

An epic battle raged. Ten huge bees, each four feet long, fighting with | eg and
jaw, wing and nmandible, with the ferocity of tigers. The tiny, vicious ants
covered them snapping at their nultiple eyes, biting at the tender joints in
their arnor--sonetines releasing the larger prey to |l eap upon an injured conrade
wounded by the huge creature they battled in common.

The outcone, however, was inevitable. Struggle as the bees night, hercul ean as
their efforts mght be, they were powerl ess against the incredible nunbers of
their assailants, who tore theminto tiny fragnments and devoured them Before
the last shred of the hive's defenders had vani shed, the hive itself was gutted
ali ke of the grubs it contained and the food brought them by such weary effort
of the mature bees.

The arny ants went on. Only an enpty gallery renmained, and a few fragnents of
tough arnor, unappetizing even to the omiverous ants.

Meanwhi |l e, Burl was inspecting the rent and scraped remains of a great beetle's
shiny casing lying on the ground. A greater beetle had met the first and slain
it.

Afewninims, little ants barely six inches long, foraged industriously anong
the remains. A new ant city was to be formed and the queen ant |ay hidden a

hal f-m |l e away. These were the first hatchlings, who would feed | arger ants on
whom woul d fall the great work of the city. Burl ignored them-and the rising
noi se of the advancing arny any horde behind him-as he searched with his eyes
for a weapon.

The best he could find was a fiercely toothed hind |l eg. He picked it up, and an
angry whine rose fromthe ground.

One of the black mnims was busily detaching a fragnent of flesh fromthe joint
of the leg, and Burl had snatched the norsel away. The little creature advanced
toward Burl, shrilling angrily. He struck it with the leg. Two of the other

m ni ns appeared, attracted by the noise the first had nade. Di scovering the
crushed body of their fellow they uncerenoniously disnmenbered it and bore it
away in triunph.

Burl went on, swinging the toothed linb in his hand. Accustoned to using stones
to crush the juicy legs of the giant crickets his tribe sonetimes scavenged, he
fornmed a hal f-defined idea of a club. The sharp teeth of the thing in his hand
made himrealize that a sidewi se bl ow was better than a spearlike thrust.

The sound behind had becone a di stant whispering, high-pitched and nearer. The
army ants swept over a nmushroomforest, and the yellow, branching, treelike
growt hs swarmed with bl ack creatures devouring the substance to which they

cl ung.

A great bluebottle fly, shining with netallic luster, reposed in an ecstasy of
feasting, sipping through its | ong proboscis the dark-colored liquid that
dripped slowy froma nushroom Maggots filled the nmushroom and exuded a

sol vent pepsin that liquefied the white firm"neat".

They fed on this soup, this gruel, and a surplus dripped to the ground bel ow,
where the bluebottle drank eagerly. Burl drew near, and struck. The fly
collapsed into a withing heap. Burl stood over it, pondering.

The arny ants canme nearer, down into a tiny valley, swarnng into and through a
little brook over which Burl had | eaped. Ants can remain underwater a long tine
wi t hout drowning, so the small streamwas but a m nor obstacle. The first wave
of ants choked the brook bed, formng a living bridge for their conrades.

A quarter mle to the left of Burl's line of narch, and a nile behind the spot
where he stood over the dead fly, was an acre-w de stretch where giant, rank
cabbages had so far resisted the encroachnments of the ever-present nushroons.
The pal e, cross-shaped cabbage flowers fed nany bees, while the | eaves fed
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nunber| ess grubs, worns, and | oud-voiced crickets which crouched about on the
ground, munching busily at the succul ent green stuff. The arny ants swept into
the green area, ceasel essly devouring all they encountered.

Aterrific din arose. The crickets hurtled away in rocketlike flight, a dark
cloud of wildly beating wings. They shot aimessly in any direction; half fel
into the black tide of devouring insects and were seized instantly. They uttered
terrible cries as they were torn to bits. Horrible i nhunman screans reached
Burl's ears.

I ndi vidual cries of such agony were too commonplace to attract Burl's
attention--but the chorus of tornmented creatures made hi ml ook up. This was no
m nor horror, but whol esal e sl aughter. He peered anxiously toward the sound.

A wld stretch of sickly yellow fungus, interspersed with an occasi onal squat

t oadst ool or splash of vivid color where one of the many "rusts" had found a
foothold. To the left, a group of awkward m sshapen fungoids clustered in silent
mockery of a forest of trees. There a nass of faded green, where the giant
cabbages stood. But as Burl watched, the green becane slowy bl ack

From where he stood, Burl could see three great grubs in |azy contentnent,
eating ceasel essly the cabbages on which they rested. Suddenly first one and
then another began to jerk spasnodically. About each, a rimof black appeared.
Tiny black notes nilled over the cabbages' green surfaces. The grubs and
cabbages becane bl ack. Horrible contortions of the withing grubs bespoke their
agoni es. Then a bl ack wave appeared at the further edge of the stretch of sickly
yel l ow fungus, a glistening, living wave, nmoving forward rapidly with the roar
of clickings and a persistent overtone of shrill stridulations.

The hair rose on Burl's head. He knew all too well the neaning of that tide of
shi ning bodies! Wth a gasp of terror, intellectual preoccupations forgotten, he
turned and fled in ultimate panic. And the tide came inexorably on

Cinging desperately to his sharp-toothed club, Burl darted through the tangled
aisles of the little mushroom forest with heedl ess disregard of the dangers that
m ght await himthere. Flies buzzed about himloudly, huge creatures, glittering
with netallic luster. One struck himon the shoulder, tearing his skin with

vi brati ng w ngs.

Burl thrust it away and sped on. The oil covering himhad turned rancid, and the
odor attracted these connoi sseurs of the fetid.

A heavy weight settled onto his head, then doubled. Two of the creatures had
dropped into his oily hair, to sip the rancid oil through disgusting

probosci ses. Burl shook themoff with his hand and ran nadly on. H's ears were
keenly attuned to the sound of the arnmy ants behind him and it grew little
fainter.

The clicking roar continued, but the buzzing of flies began to overshadowit. In
Burl's tinme flies had no great heaps of putrid natter in which to | ay eggs.

Ant s--those busy scavengers--carted all carrion away | ong before it acquired the
gany flavor beloved by fly naggots. Only in isolated spots were flies really
numer ous, but there they clustered in clouds that darkened the sky.

Such a buzzing, turbulent cloud surrounded the madly running figure of Burl. It
seenmed as though a mniature whirwi nd of winged bodies and nultifaceted eyes
kept pace with the little pink-skinned man. He twirled his club before him and
al nost every stroke connected with a thinly arnored body which collapsed in a
spurt of reddish |iquid.

Pain like a red-hot iron struck Burl's back. One of the stinging flies had
thrust its sharp-tipped proboscis into his flesh to suck bl ood.

Burl yel ped--and ran full-tilt into the thick stal k of a blackened, draggled
toadstool. There was a crackling as of wet punk or brittle rotten wood. The

t oadst ool col |l apsed with a sickening splash. Many flies had laid eggs in the
fungoid, and it was a teening mass of corruption and ill-snelling |iquid.

As the toadstool's "head" crashed to the ground, it fell into a dozen pieces,
and the earth for yards around was spattered with a stinking liquid in which
tiny, headl ess maggots twi tched convul sively.

The buzzing of the flies took on a satisfied note, and they settled by hundreds
about the edges of the foul pools, becoming lost in frenzied feasting while Burl
staggered to his feet and darted off again. Now he was but a mnor attraction to
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the flies, and but one or two pursued him Fromevery direction they hurried to
t he toadst ool banquet.

Burl ran on. He passed beneath the w de-spreadi ng | eaves of a giant cabbage. A
great grasshopper crouched on the ground, trenendous jaws crunching the rank
veget ati on voraciously. Several huge worns ate steadily fromtheir resting

pl aces among the | eaves. One had slung itself beneath an overhangi ng | eaf --which
woul d have thatched a dozen huts for nen--and was placidly anchoring itself in
prepartion for the spinning of a cocoon in which to sleep the sl eep of

met anor phosis. All, even the m ghty grasshopper, would soon be torn to nyriad
mout hf ul s and devoured by the great black tide of relentlessly advanci ng arny
ants.

The clicking roar of their advance overwhel ned all other sounds, now. Burl ran
madl y, breath coming in great gasps, eyes wide with panic. Alone of all the
wor |l d about him he knew the danger behind. The creatures he passed went about
their business with the terrifying efficiency of the insect world.

There is sonething strangely daunting in the actions of an insect. It noves so
directly, with uncanny precision, utterly indifferent to anything but the end in
view. Canni balismis alnmost universal. The paralysis of prey, so it remains
alive and fresh--though in agony--for weeks on end, is comonpl ace. The eating
pi ecenmeal of still-living victins is a matter of course.

Absol ute mercil essness, utter callousness, incredible inhumanity beyond anyt hi ng
in the animal world is the way of insects. And these vast cruelties are
performed by arnored, machinelike creatures with an abstraction and a routine
air that suggests a horrible Nature behind them all

I ndeed, Burl now passed within yards of a space where a femal e dung beetle was
devouring the mate whose honeynobon had begun that sanme day. And behind a clunp
of mushrooms, a great yell ow banded spider coyly threatened a smaller male of
her own species. He was discreetly ardent, but if he won the favor of the
gruesone creature he wooed, he woul d al so becone her next neal

Burl's heart pounded madly. The breath whistled in his nostrils. Behind, the
wave of army ants drew nearer. They met the feasting flies. Some took flight and
escaped, but those too engrossed in their delicious nmeal were seized, and

vani shed into tiny maws. The twitching little maggots, stranded on the earth by
the scattering of their soupy broth, were |ikew se torn to pieces. The serried
ranks of black insects went on.

Conbi ned, the tiny clickings of their linbs, the stridulations of the creatures,
the agoni zed cries of their victins, and the rending of fungi, cabbages, flesh,
and chitin, produced a deafening din.

Burl was putting forth his |last ounce of strength. His linbs trenbled, his
breat hi ng was agony, sweat dripped down his forehead. This little, naked man ran
for his insignificant life, as if his continued survival anong the mllion
tragedi es of that single day were the purpose for which the whol e universe
exi st ed.

He sped across an open space 100 yards long. A thicket of beautifully gol den
mushroons (Agaricus caesareus) barred his way. Beyond them a range of strange
hills began, purple, green, black and gold, nelting into each other, branching
of f fromeach other, inextricably tangl ed.

They rose to a height of 70 feet, and above thema little grayi sh haze had
gathered. There was a | ayer of tenous vapor on their surfaces, which slowy rose
and coiled, gathering into a tiny cloudl et above their tips.

The hills thensel ves were actually nasses of nushroons, yeasts, "nusts", and
fungoi ds of every description, which had grown upon and about each other unti
these great piles of strangely colored, spongy stuff had gathered into one
gigantic mass that undul ated unevenly across the level earth for mles. Covered
with purple nold, this mass seened a range of purple hills, but here and there
pat ches of other vivid colors showed through.

Burl burst through the gol den thicket and attacked the ascent. His feet sank
into the spongy hillock. Panting, gasping, he staggered across the top. He
plunged into a little valley on the farther side, up another slope. Ten m nutes
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he forced hinself on, then collapsed in a little hollow, still gripping his
shar p-t oot hed cl ub.
He | ay notionless, breathing in great gasps, |inbs stubbornly refusing to nove.

Above, a bright yellow butterfly with a 30-foot wi ngspan fluttered lightly. The
sound of the army ants grew nearer

Burl, lying in an exhausted, panting heap on the purple nmass of fungus, was
consci ous of a strange sensation. Hi s body felt warm He knew nothing of fire or
the sun's heat; the only sensation of warnth he had ever known occurred when his
tri besnen huddl ed together in their hiding place to banish the danp chill of the
night with the heat of their bodies.

The heat Burl now felt was hotter, fiercer. He rolled over with trenendous
effort, and for a nonent the fungus was cool and soft beneath him Then, slowy,
the sensation of heat began again, and increased until Burl's skin was red and
inflamed fromthe irritation.

The tenuous vapor, too, made Burl's lungs snart and eyes water. He breathed in
great, choking gasps, but the period of rest--short as it had been--enabled him
to rise and stagger on. He craw ed painfully to the top of the slope, and | ooked
back.

The hillcrest on which he stood was hi gher than those he had passed earlier, and
he coul d see clearly the whole purple range. He had nearly reached the farther
edge of the range, which was here half a mle w de.

A thin, dark cloud had gathered overhead. To the right and left, Burl saw the
hills fading into the distance, growing fainter in the haze. He saw, too, the
advanci ng cohorts of army ants, creeping over the tangled mass of fungus

growt hs. They fed as they went, on the fungus that had gathered into these

i ncredi bl e nonstrosities.

Burl | eaned heavily on his club and watched resignedly. He could run no nore.
The arny ants were spreadi ng everywhere over the mass of fungus. They woul d
reach hi m soon.

Far to the right the vapor thickened. A colum of snoke arose. Wat Burl did not
know and woul d never know was that far down in the interior of that conpressed
mass of fungus, slow oxidation had been occurring. The tenperature of the
interior had risen. In the darkness and danpness deep inside the hills,

spont aneous conbusti on had begun

Just as the vast piles of coal the railroad conpani es of 30,000 years before had
gathered together sonetinmes began to burn fiercely in their interiors, just as
the farnmers' piles of danp straw suddenly burst into flanmes w thout cause, so

t hese huge piles of tinderlike nushroonms had been burning slowmy wthin

t hensel ves.

There had been no flanes, because the surface renained intact and nearly
airtight. But when the arnmy ants began tearing at the edible surfaces despite
the heat they encountered, fresh air found its way to the snol deri ng masses of
fungus. Sl ow conbustion becane rapid conbustion. Dull heat becane fierce flanes.
The slow trickle of thin snoke became a huge col umm of thick, choking, acrid
stuff that set the arny ants into spasns of convul sive withing.

Fl ames burst out froma dozen points. Columms of blinding snoke rose skyward. A
pal | of fume-1laden snoke gathered above the range of purple hills, while Burl

wat ched apathetically. And the serried ranks of arny ants nmarched into the

wi deni ng furnaces.

They had recoiled fromthe river, because instinct had warned them 30,000 years
wi t hout danger fromfire, however, had extinguished their racial fear of fire
They marched into the blazing orifices they had opened in the hills, snapping
their mandi bles at the |eaping flames, springing at the glow ng tinder

The bl azing area wi dened, as the purple surface was undernined and fell in.
Unconpr ehendi ng, Burl watched the phenonenon. He stood, panting nore and nore
slowy, breathing nore and nore easily, until the glow fromthe approahing
flames reddened his skin and the acrid snoke nade tears flow fromhis eyes.

He retreated slowy, leaning on his club and | ooki ng back. The bl ack wave of
army ants was sweeping into the fire, into the incredible heat of that

carboni zed material burning with an open flame. At last there were only the
little bodies of stragglers fromthe great ant arny, scurrying here and there
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over the ground their conrades had denuded of all living things. The entire main
arnmy had vani shed--burnt to ashes in the furnace of the hills.

There had been agony in that flane, dreadful agony such as no man would like to
dwel | on: the insanely courageous ants attacking with horny jaws the burning
masses of fungus, rolling over and over with flaming mssiles clutched in their

mandi bl es, sounding shrill war cries between screans of agony--blinded, antennae
burnt off, lidless eyes scorched by licking flames, yet going nmadly forward on
flam ng feet to attack, ever attack this unknown eneny.

Burl |inped over the hills. Twice he saw snmall groups of arny ants. They had
passed between the wi dening surfaces their conrades had opened, and were feeding
voraciously on the hills they traversed. Once Burl was spied, and a shrill war

cry sounded, but he noved on, and the ants were busy eating. A single ant
charged. Burl brought down his club, and a withing body remained to be eaten

| ater by its conrades.

Burl enmerged fromthe range of nushroomhills as night fell. Utter blackness
covered the whole nad | and, save where | um nous nushroons shed pale |ight and
fireflies the length of Burl's armshed fitful gleans on a jungle of fungus
growt hs and nonstrous insects. Fromthe sky, now a drop and then a drop, the
nightly rain began

The ground was hard beneath Burl's feet. He picked his path with his |arge bl ue
eyes, pupils expanded to great size, and |listened keenly for sounds of danger
Sonething rustled heavily in a thicket of nushroons 100 yards away. There were
sounds of preening, and delicate feet padding on the ground. The throbbing beat
of huge wi ngs began suddenly, and a body lurched into flight.

A fierce, dowward air current snote Burl, and he |ooked up in tinme to catch the
outline of a huge noth passing above. He turned to watch its line of flight, and
saw a strange glow in the sky behind him The nmushroomhills still burned.

He crouched beneath a squat toadstool to wait for dawn.

Slowmy, slowy, the sodden rainfall continued. Drop by drop, all night |ong,
warm pellets of liquid fell fromthe sky. They booned agai nst the hol |l ow heads
of toadstools, and splashed into the steam ng pools that lay festering all over
the fungus-covered earth.

And all night long the great fires grew and spread in the nass of already

hal f - car boni zed nushroom The flare at the horizon intensified. Eyes w de and
full of wonder, Burl watched it grow nearer. He had never seen flame before.

The flames brightened the overhanging clouds. Over a stretch a dozen mles |ong
and as much as three mles across, seething furnaces sent columms of dense snoke
up to the roof of clouds, |um nous fromthe gl ow bel ow them and spreadi ng out
to forman internediate | ayer bel ow the cl oudbanks.

It was like the glow of the many lights of a vast city thrown against the
sky--but the last great city had nolded into fungus-covered rubbish eons ago.
Like the flitting of airplanes above a populous city, too, was the flitting of
fasci nated creatures above the gl ow.

Mot hs and great flying beetles, gigantic gnats and m dges grown huge with tine's
passing, they fluttered a dance of death above the flanes. As the fire grew
nearer, Burl could see them

Col ossal, delicately formed creatues swooped above the strange blaze. Moths with
riotously colored wings of 30-foot spread beat the air with mghty strokes, huge
eyes glowing like carbuncles as they stared with frenzied, intoxicated devotion
into the flanes bel ow.

Burl saw a great peacock noth soar above the burning mushroomhills. Its w ngs
were 40 feet across, and fluttered like gigantic sails as the noth gazed down at
the flaming furnace. The separate flanes had united, now, and a single sheet of
whi te- hot burning stuff spread across the country for niles, sending up clouds
of snoke through which fascinated creatures flew.

Feat hery antennae of the finest |ace spread before the head of the peacock noth,
and its body was softest, richest velvet. A ring of snowwhite down marked where
its head began, and the red glow frombelow eerily illunminated its naroon body.
For one instant it was outlined clearly. Its eyes glowed nore redly than any
ruby's fire, and the great, delicate wings were poised in flight. Burl caught
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the reflected flash of flanes on two great iridescent spots on the w despread

wi ngs. Shining purple and vivid red, the glow of opal and sheen of pearl, all
the glory of chal cedony and chrysoprase fornmed a single wonder in the glare of
burning fungus. Then white snoke swirled about the great noth, dinmng the

radi ance of its gorgeous dress.

Burl saw it dive straight into the thickest and brightest of the |icking flanes,
flying nmadly, eagerly, into the searing, hellish heat--a willing, drunken
sacrifice to the god of fire

Monster flying beetles with horny wing cases stiffly stretched bl undered above
the reeking, snoking pyre. In the red |light they shone |ike burnished netal, and
their clunsy bodies with spurred and fierce-toothed linbs hurtled |ike neteors
through the I um nous haze of ascendi ng snoke.

Burl saw strange collisions and stranger neetings. Male and female flying
creatures circled and spun dances of |love and death in the wild radiance from
the funeral pyre of the purple hills. They nmounted higher than Burl could see,
drunk with the ecstasy of life, then descended to plunge headlong to death in
the roaring fires bel ow

From everywhere they cane. Mdths of brightest yellow with soft, furry bodies
palpitant with life flewnmadly into the colum of light that reached to the

over hangi ng cl ouds. Modths of deepest black, wth gruesone synbols on their

wi ngs, danced, like notes in a bath of sunlight, above the gl ow.

And Burl sat crouched beneath an overshadow ng toadstool, watching--and
listening. A continual faint hiss penetrated the sound of fire: raindrops
turning to steam Fromafar, Burl heard a strange, deep bass nuttering.
Unbeknownst to him it was the chorus of insect-eating giant frogs, reaching his
ears 15 miles fromtheir vast swanp.

The night wore on, while the flying creatures above the fire danced and di ed,
ever replaced by fresh arrivals. Burl sat tensely still, awed yet
unconprehending. At last the sky grew dimy gray, then brighter, and day began
The flames of the burning hills grew faint as the fire died, and at |ast Burl
crept fromhis hiding place and stood erect.

He turned to continue his odyssey, and saw the remai ns of one of the tragedies
of the night.

A huge noth had flown into the flanes, been horribly scorched, and fl oundered
out again. Unable to return to its devouring deity, it now |lay i nmovable, one
beautiful, delicate wing burned in gaping holes, eyes dimed by flane, and
exquisitely tapering linbs crushed by the force with which it had struck the
ground. It lay helpless, only its broken antennae noving restlessly, painfully.
Burl approached, and picked up a stone. He noved on presently, a velvet cloak
across his shoulders, gleanming with all the colors of the rainbow. A gorgeous
mass of soft, blue noth fur covered his mddle, and bound to his forehead were
two yard-1ong, golden fragnents of the noth's nmagnificent antennae. In a strip
of sinew about his waist was thrust the fiercly toothed Iinb of a fighting
beetl e. He soon added to his inventory a sharp-pointed spear from anot her
scorched victimof the flanmes. It was | onger than he hinself.

So equi pped, Burl resuned his trek to Saya, |ooking like a prince of Ind on a
bridal journey--though no nmere prince ever wore such rainent in days of greatest
gl ory.

For mles Burl threaded his way through a forest of towering toadstools,
decorated with colorful rusts and nolds. Twi ce he avoi ded huge bubbling pools of
festering green sline, and once hid fearfully as a nonster scarabeus beetle

| unbered within three yards of him noving heavily with a clanking of linbs Iike
some great machi ne.

Burl saw the creature's mghty arnor and i nward-curving jaws, and envied its
weapons. The tinme was not yet cone, however, when he would smile at the great
insect and hunt it for the juicy flesh inside those arnored |inbs.

Burl was still a savage, still ignorant, still timd. Hs principle advance had
been that whereas he had fl ed wi thout reasoning, he now paused to see if he need
flee.

He was a strange sight, noving cautiously through the shadowed | anes of the
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mushroom forest. Against the play of color fromhis borrowed plumage his pink
skin showed in odd contrast. He | ooked |ike sone proud knight wal king slowy
through the gardens of a goblin's castle. But he was still a fearful creature,
superior to the nonsters about himonly in the possession of |atent
intelligence. He was weak--and therein lay his greatest pronise. 100,000 years
before, his ancestors had been forced by |lack of claws and fangs to devel op
brai ns.

Burl was sunk as |low as they, but he had to conbat nore horrifying enem es and
nmore inexorable threats. Hs ancestors had invented knives, spears, and flying
m ssiles. The creatures about Burl had knives and spears a thousand tines nore
deadly than the weapons that had nmade his ancestors nmasters of the woods and
forests.

Burl was in conparison vastly nore weak than his forebears had been; that
weakness that woul d someday | ead himand those who followed himto heights his
ancestors had never known. But now- -

He heard a di scordant, deep bass bellow, froma spot not 20 yards away. In a
flash of panic he darted behind a clunp of nmushroons and hid, panting in sheer
terror.

The bell ow cane again, this tine with a querul ous note. Burl heard a crashing
and plunging as of a struggle. A nmushroom broke with a brittle snapping, and the
spongy thud as it fell was followed by a trenmendous commoti on. Sonething was
desperately fighting sonmething el se, but Burl could not identify the conbatants.

The noi se gradual |y faded. Presently Burl's breathing slowed, and his courage
returned. He stole fromhis hiding place, and woul d have retreated, but
somet hi ng hel d hi m back. Instead of creeping fromthe scene, he crept cautiously
toward the source of the noise.

He peered between two cream col ored toadstool stalks and saw the cause of the
noi se. A wide, funnel-shaped snare of silk was spread before him 20 yards
across and equally deep. Individual threads were plainly visible, but in the
mass it seemed a fabric of sheerest, finest texture. Supported by tal

mushroons, it was anchored to the ground bel ow, and drew away to a tiny point
through which a hole led to some unknown recess. And all the space of the w de
snare was hung with threads, fine, twisted threads no nore than half the

thi ckness of Burl's finger.

This was the trap of a labyrinth spider. Not one of the interlacing threads was
strong enough to hold the feeblest prey, but they nunbered in the thousands. A
great cricket had becone entangled in the maze of sticky lines. Its linbs
thrashed out, smashing the snare lines at every stroke, but at every stroke
meeting and becom ng entangled with a dozen nore. It struggled mghtily,
emtting at intervals its horrible, deep bass cry.

Burl watched, fascinated. Mst insects have their allotted victins and touch no
others. These posed no threat to him so Burl had little interest in them But
spiders are terrifyingly inpartial. A spider devouring some |uckless insect was
an exanpl e of what m ght happen to Burl.

The opening at the rear of the funnel -shaped snare darkened. The snare drew
itself into a tunnel there, in which the spider had waited and wat ched. Now it
swung out lightly, advancing toward the cricket. It was a gray spider (Agel ena
| abyrinthica), with twin black ribbons on its thorax, aside the head, and two
stripes of speckled brown and white on its abdonmen. Burl al so saw two curious
appendages li ke tails.

The cricket struggled only feebly now, its cries nmuted by the confining threads
fettering its linbs. Burl saw the spider throwitself at the cricket and

wi tnessed the final, convul sive shudder of the insect as the spider's fangs
pierced its tough arnor. The sting lasted a long tine, and finally Burl realized
the spider was feeding, sucking the succulent juices fromthe now dead cricket.
When at | ast the carcass was drained, the spider pawed the lifeless creature for
a few noments and left it.

A sudden thought cane to Burl and took his breath away. For a second his knees
knocked together in self-induced panic. He watched the gray spider carefully
with growi ng determ nation. He, Burl, had killed a hunting spider at the
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red-clay cliff. True, the killing had been accidental, and had nearly cost him
his own life, but he had killed a spider of the nost deadly kind.

Now great anmbition grewin Burl's heart. His tribe had al ways feared spiders too
much to study their habits, but they knew a few things. The nobst inportant:
snare spiders never left their lairs to hunt--never! Burl hoped to make daring
application of that know edge.

He drew back fromthe white, shining snare and crept softly to the rear. The
fabric gathered itself into a point and continued 20 feet as a tunnel, in which
the spider would dreamof its last neal and await its next victim Burl made his
way to a point where the tunnel was just 10 feet away. Soon, through the threads
of the tunnel, he saw the thick gray bul k of the spider return to its resting

pl ace.

Burl's hair stood on end fromsheer fright, but he was slave to an idea. He drew
near and ainmed his deadly, pointed spear at the bulge in the tunnel where the
spider lay. He thrust it hone with all his strength--and ran away at top speed,
gl assy-eyed fromterror.

Much | ater he ventured near again, heart still in his nouth, ready to flee at
the slightest sound. AIl was still. Burl had nmissed the horrible convul sions of
t he wounded spi der, had not heard the frightful gnashings of its fangs agai nst

t he piercing weapon, had not seen the silken threads of the tunnel ripped as the
nmortal |y wounded spider struggled madly to free itself.

He cane back beneath the overshadow ng toadstools, quietly and cautiously, to
find a great rent in the silken tunnel, and the great gray bulk lifel ess and
still, half-fallen through the opening the spear had nade. A little puddl e of
evil-snelling liquid lay on the ground below, and fromtine to tine a dropl et

dri pped fromthe spear into the puddle with a splash

Burl | ooked at what he had done, saw the dead body of the creature he had sl ain,
saw t he feroci ous mandi bl es and keen, deadly fangs. The creature's dead eyes
stared at himnalignhantly, and the hairy | egs renmained braced as if further to
enl arge the gaping hole through which it had partly fallen

Exultation filled Burl's heart. H's tribe had been furtive vermn for thousands
of years, hiding or fleeing frommghty insects, and, if overtaken, screamn ng
shrilly in terror while hel plessly awaiting death.

Burl had turned the tables. He had slain an eneny of his tribe. H s breast
expanded. Al ways his tribesnen went quietly and fearfully, but a sudden exultant
yell burst fromBurl's lips--the first hunting cry fromthe lips of a man in 300
centuri es!

The next second his pul se nearly stopped in sheer panic at having made such a
noi se. He listened apprehensively but there was no sound. He approached his prey
and carefully withdrew his spear. The viscid liquid nmade it slinmy and slippery;
he wiped it dry against a |eathery toadstool. Then Burl had to conquer his
illogical fear again before daring to touch the creature he had sl ain.

He nmoved of f presently, with the belly of the spider on his back and two hairy

| egs over his shoulders. The other linbs hung linp, trailing on the ground. Burl
was now a still nore curious sight wapped in a shining cloak of iridescent

col ors, wearing a headdress of gol den antennae, and hauling the hi deous bul k of
a gray spider.

He noved through the mushroom forest, and, because of the thing he carried, al
creatures fled before him They did not fear man--their instinct was

sl ow- nmovi ng--but during all the nmillions of years that insects have exi sted,

spi ders have preyed on them

Burl heard | oud hunmm ng and buzzing as he topped a rise opening onto a valley of
torn and bl ackened nushroons. He stopped and | ooked down.

There was not a single yellow top anong the nmushroons. Each was infected with
tiny maggots which had liquefied the tough neat of the nushroom and caused it to
drip to the ground below. The liquid had gathered at the center of the
depression to forma golden-red | ake. And all about its edges, in ranks and
rows, by thousands, by nillions, were ranged the green-gold, shining bodies of
great flies.

They were small, conmpared to other insects. Their increase in size had been
limted due to an inperative necessity of their race.
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The flesh flies laid their eggs by hundreds in decaying carcasses. The others
laid their eggs by hundreds in nushroons. To feed the naggots that woul d hatch,
a relatively great quantity of food was needed, therefore the flies nust remain
smal |, or the body of a single grasshopper, say, would furnish food for but two
or three grubs instead of the hundreds it nust support.

Burl stared down at the golden pool. Bluebottles, greenbottles, and all flies of
metallic luster gathered at the Lucullan feast of corruption. Their buzzing as
they darted above the odorous pool of golden |iquid made the sound Burl had
heard. Their bodies flashed and glittered as they darted about, seeking a place
to alight and join the orgy.

Those which clustered at the banks of the pool were still as if carved from
metal . Their huge, red eyes gl owed, and their bodies shone with obscene fatness.
Flies are the nost disgusting of all insects. Burl watched them watched the

interlacing streans of |ight as they buzzed eagerly above the pool, seeking a

pl ace at the festive board.

A drumm ng roar sounded. A golden speck appeared in the sky, a slender,
needl el i ke body with transparent, shining wings and two huge eyes. It grew
nearer and becane a dragonfly 20 feet long, its body shimrering, purest gold. It
poi sed above the pool, then darted down. Its jaws snapped viciously and
repeatedly; each tinme the glittering body of a fly vanished.

A second dragonfly appeared, its body a vivid purple, and a third. They swooped
and rushed above the gol den pool, snapping in nmidair, nmaking abrupt, angul ar
turns, creatures of incredible ferocity and beauty. At the nonent they were

not hing nore nor |ess than slaughtering machines. Their nultifaceted eyes burned
with bloodlust. In that nass of buzzing flies even the nbst voraci ous appetite
must be sated, but the dragonflies kept on. Slender, graceful creatures, they
dashed here and there above the pond like the nmythical dragons for which they
had been naned.

A fewniles farther on Burl recognized a famliar |andmark. He knew it well, but
al ways froma safe distance. A nmass of rock had heaved itself up fromthe nearly
| evel plain he was traversing, and forned an outjutting cliff. At one point the
rock overhung a sheer drop, naking an inverted | edge--a roof over

not hi ngness--which a hairy creature had transfornmed into a fairylike dwelling. A
whi t e hem sphere clung tenaciously to the rock above, and | ong cabl es anchored
it firmy.

A Cotho spider (Cotho Durandi, LATR) had built a nest there, fromwhich it
energed to hunt the unwary. Wthin that half-globe was a nonster, resting on a
cushion of softest silk. If one went too near, one of the little inverted
arches, seemingly firmy closed by a wall of silk, would open and a creature out
of a dream of hell emerge, to run with fiendish agility toward its prey.

Yes, Burl knew the place. Hung on the outer walls of the silken palace were
stones and tiny boul ders, discarded fragnents of fornmer neals, and gutted arnor
fromlinbs of ancient prey. And nost terrible was anot her decoration that
dangled fromthe castle of this insect ogre: the shrunken, desiccated figure of
a man, all juices extracted, |ife gone.

That man's death had saved Burl's life two years before. They had been together,
seeki ng edi bl e mushroons. The C ot ho spider sprang suddenly from behind a great
puffball, and the two nen froze in terror. It canme swiftly forward and chose its
victim Burl had escaped when the other man was sei zed. Now he | ooked
meditatively at the hiding place of his ancient eneny. Soneday- -

But now he passed on. He passed the thicket in which great noths hid during the
day, and the turgid pool of sline and yeast where a nonster water snake | urked.
He penetrated the little wood of shining nushroons that produced |ight at night,
and t he shadowed pl ace where truffle-hunting beetles went chirping thunderously
at dark hours.

Then Burl saw Saya, a flash of pink skin vani shing behind the thick stalk of a
squat toadstool. He ran forward, calling her nanme. She appeared, and saw t he
figure with the horrible bulk of the spider on its back. Horrified, she cried
out, and Burl understood. He dropped his burden, then went swiftly toward her
They net. Saya waited timdly until she saw who this man was, and astoni shnent
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filled her face. Gorgeously attired, in an iridescent cloak fromthe whole w ng
of a great noth, with a strip of softest fur froma night-flying creature about
his mddle, with golden feathery antennae bound on his forehead, and a fierce
spear in his hands--this was not the Burl she knew.

But he noved slowy toward her, filled with fierce delight at seeing her again,
thrilling with joy at her slender graceful ness and the dark richness of her
tangled hair. He held out his hands and touched her shyly. Then, nanlike, he
babbl ed excitedly of his adventures, and dragged her toward his great victim
the gray-bellied spider.

Saya trenbl ed when she saw the furry bulk Iying on the ground, and al nost fled
when Burl|l advanced and took it on his back. But sonething of the pride that
filled himcane vicariously to her. She sniled a flashing snmile, and Burl
stopped short in his explanation, tongue-tied. Hi s eyes becane pl eadi ng and
soft. He laid the huge spider at her feet and spread out his hands inploringly.
30, 000 years of savagery had not | essened Saya's fenininity. She becane aware
that Burl was her slave, that these wonderful things he wore and had done neant
nothing if she did not approve. She drew away--saw the misery in Burl's
face--and abruptly ran into his arnms and clung to him |aughing happily. And
suddenly Burl understood that all these things he had done, even the slaying of
a great spider, were of no inportance whatever beside this nost wonderful thing
that had just happened, and told Saya so quite hunbly, but hol ding her very
close to himas he did.

And so Burl came back to his tribe. He had |left nearly naked, with but a w sp of
moth wing twi sted about his middle, atimd, fearful, trenbling creature. He
returned triunmphantly, walking slowy, fearlessly down a broad | ane of gol den
mushroons toward the hiding place of his people.

On his shoul ders was draped a great and many-col ored cl oak nade fromthe whol e
of a noth's wing. Soft fur was about his mddle. A spear was in his hand, a
fierce club at his waist. He and Saya bore between themthe dead body of a huge
spi der--aforetinme the dread of the pink-skinned, naked nmen. But to Burl the nost
inportant thing of all was that Saya wal ked besi de hi mopenly, acknow edgi ng hi m
before all the tribe.
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