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TheDrone
by
Abraham Merritt

FOUR MEN SAT AT A TABLE of the Explorers Club--Hewitt, just in from two years botanica
research in Abyssnia, Caranac, the ethnologist; Macleod, poet fird, and second the learned curator of
the Agaic Museum; Wingon, the archeologist, who, with Kodoff the Russan, had worked over the
ruins of Khara-Kora, the City of the Black Stones in the northern Gobi, once capita of the Empire of
Genghis Khan.

Thetak had veered to werewolves, vampires, foxwomen, and smilar superstitions. Directed thence by a
cabled report of measures to be taken againg the Leopard Society, the murderous fanaics who drew on
the skins of leopards, crouched like them on the boughs of trees, then launched themsdlves down upon
thar victims tearing their throats with talons of sted. That, and another report of a "hex-murder™ in
Pennsylvania where a woman had been beaten to death because it was thought she could assume the
shape of a cat and cast evil spells upon those into whose houses, as cat, she crept.

Caranac sad: "It is a deep-rooted beief, an immeasurably ancient, that a man or woman may assume the
shape of an animd, a serpent, a bird, even an insect. It was bdieved of old everywhere, and everywhere
it is dill believed by some--fox-men and fox-women of China and Japan, wolf-people, the badger and
bird people of our own Indians. Always there has been the idea that there is a borderland between the
worlds of consciousness of man and of beast--a borderland where shapes can be changed and man
merge into beast or beast into men."
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MaclL eod sad: "The Egyptians had some good reason for equipping their deities with the heads of birds
and beasts and insects. Why did they portray Khepher the Oldest God with the head of a beetle? Why
gve Anubis, the Psychopomp, Guide of the Dead, the head of a jacka? Or Thoth, the God of Wisdom,
the head of an ibis; and Horus, the Divine son of 19s and Odiris, the head of a hawk? Set, God of Evil, a
crocodile's and the Goddess Bast a cat's? There was a reason for dl of that. But about it one can only
guess”

Caranac sad: "l think there's something in that borderland, or borderling, idea. There's more or less of
the beadt, the reptile, the bird, the insect in everybody. I've known men who looked like rats and had the
souls of rats. I've known women who belonged to the horse family, and showed it in face and voice.
Didinctly there are bird people--hawk-faced, eagle-faced--predatory. The owl people seem to be
maostly men and the wren people women. There are quite as distinct wolf and serpent types. Suppose
some of these have ther animd dement so drongly developed tha they can cross this
borderline--become at times the animd? There you have the explanation of the werewolf, the
snake-woman, and dl the others. What could be more ample?’

Wingion asked: "But you're not serious, Caranac?'

Caranac laughed. "At least hdf serious. Once | had a friend with an uncannily acute perception of these
animd qudities in the human. He saw people less in terms of humanity than in terms of beast or bird.
Animd consciousness that ether shared the throne of human consciousness or sat above it or below it in
vay ing degrees. It was an uncomfortable gift. He was like a doctor who has the faculty of visud
diagnosis so highly developed that he congtantly sees men and women and children not asthey are but as
diseases. Ordinarily he could control the faculty. But sometimes, as he would describe it, when he was in
the Subway, or on a bus, or in the theatre--or even gtting tete-a-tete with a pretty woman, there would
be a swift haze and when it had cleared he was among rats and foxes, wolves and serpents, cats and
tigers and birds, dl dressed in human garb but with nothing ese at al human about them. The clear-cut
picture lasted only for a moment--but it was a highly disconcerting moment.”

Wingon said, increduloudy: "Do you mean to suggest that in an indant the musculature and skeleton of a
mean can become the musculature and skeleton of a wolf? The skin sprout fur? Or in the maiter of your
bird people, feathers? In an indant grow wings and the specidized musdes to use them? Sprout
fangs...noses become snouts. . . "

Caranac grinned. "No, | don't mean anything of the sort. What | do suggest is that under certan
conditions the animd part of this dud nature of man may submerge the human part to such a degree tha
asengtive observer will think he sees the very creature which isits type. Just as in the case of the friend
whose Smilar sengtivity | have described.”

Wingon raised his hands in mock admiration. "Ah, at last modern science explains the legend of Circel
Circe the enchantress who gave men a drink tha changed them into beasts. Her potion intensfied
whatever animd or what-not soul that was within them so that the human form no longer registered upon
the eyes and brains of those who looked upon them. | agree with you, Caranac--what could be more
smple? But | do not use the word smplein the same sense you did.”

Caranac answered, amused: "Y e, why not? Potions of one sort or another, rites of one sort or another,
usudly accompany such transformations in the stories. 1've seen drinks and drugs thet did pretty nearly
the same thing and with no magic or sorcery about them--did it dmogt to the line of the visud illuson.”

Wingon began heatedly: "But--"

Hewitt interrupted him: "Will the opposing counsd kindly shut up and ligen to expert tesimony. Caranac,



I'm grateful to you. Y ou've given me courage to tdl of something which never in God's world would |
have told if it were not for what youve been saying. | dont know whether you're right or not, but
man--you've knocked a hag off my shoulders who's been riding them for months! The thing happened
about four months before | left Abyssinia. | was returning to Addis Ababa. With my bearers | was in the
western jungles. We came to a village and camped. That night my headman came to me. He was in a
date of nerves. He begged that we would go from there a dawn. | wanted to rest for a day or two, and
asked why. He said the village had a priest who was a great wizard. On the nights of the full moon the
priest turned himsdf into a hyena and went hunting. For human food, the headman whispered. The
villagers were safe, because he protected them. But others weren't. And the next night was the first of the
ful moon. The men were frightened. Would | depart at dawvn?'

"I didn't laugh a him. Ridiculing the beliefs of the bush gets you less than nowhere. | ligened gravely, and
then assured him that my magic was greater than the wizard's. He wasn't satisfied, but he shut up. Next
day | went looking for the priest. When | found him | thought | knew how he'd been able to get that fine
dory started and keep the natives bdieving it. If any man ever looked like a hyena he did. Also, he wore
over his shoulders the skin of one of the biggest of the beasts I'd ever seen, its head grinning at you over
his head. You could hardly tdl its teeth and his apart. 1 suspected he had filed his teeth to make 'em
meatch. And he smdlled like a hyena. It makes my stomach turn even now. It was the hide of course--or
50 | thought then.”

"Wdl, | squatted down in front of him and we looked at each other for quite a while. He said nothing,
and the more | looked at him the less he was like a man and more like the beast around his shoulders. |
didnt like it--I'm frank to say | didn't. It sort of got under my skin. | was the firg to wesaken. | stood up
and tapped my rifle. | said, 'l do not like hyenas. Y ou understand me." And | tapped my rifle again. If he
was thinking of putting over some smilar kind of hocus-pocus that would frighten my men sill more, |
wanted to nip it in the bud. He made no answer, only kept looking a me. | walked away."

"The men were pretty jittery dl day, and they got worse when night began to fdl. | noted there was not
the usud chearful twilight bustle that characterizes the ndtive village. The people went into ther huts early.
Hdf an hour after dark, it was as though deserted. My camp was in a dearing just within the stockade.
My bearers gathered close together around their fire. | sat on apile of boxes where | could look over the
whole clearing. | had onerifle on my knee and another beside me. Whether it was the fear that crept out
from the men around the fire like an exhdation, or whether it had been that queer suggestion of shift of
shape from man to beast while | was squetting in front of the priest | don't know--but the fact remained
thet | fet mighty uneasy. The heedman crouched beside, long knifein hand.”

"After awhile the moon rose up from behind the trees and shone down on the clearing. Then, abruptly, a
its edge, not a hundred feet awvay | saw the priest. There was something disconcerting about the
abruptness with which he had appeared. One moment there had been nothing, then--there he was. The
moon gleamed on the teeth of the hyenas head and upon his. Except for that skin he was stark naked
and histeeth glistened as though ailed. | fdt the headman shivering againg me like a frightened dog and |
heard his teeth chattering.”

"And then there was a swift haze--that was what struck me so forcibly in what you told of your sengtive
friend, Caranac. It cleared as swiftly and there wasn't any priest. No. But there was a big hyena standing
where he had been--standing on its hind feet like a man and looking & me. | could see its hairy body. It
hed its fordegs over its shaggy chest as though crossed. And the reek of it came to me--thick. | didnt
reach for my gun--I never thought of it, my mind in the grip of some incredulous fascination.”

"The beast opened its jaws. It grinned a me. Then it walked--walked is exactly the word--six paces,
dropped upon dl fours, trotted leisurdly into the bush, and vanished there.”



"I managed to shake off the spdl that had held me, took my flash and gun and went over to where the
brute had been. The ground was soft and wet. There were prints of a man's feet and hands. As though
the man had crawled from the bush on dl fours. There were the prints of two feet close together, as
though he had stood there erect. And then--there were the prints of the paws of a hyena™

"Sx of them, evenly spaced, as though the beast had walked Sx paces upon its hind legs. And after that
only the spoor of the hyena trotting with its unmigtakable sdewise dinking gait upon dl four legs. There
were no further marks of man's feet--nor were marks of humean feet going back from where the priest
hed stood.”

Hewitt stopped. Wingon asked: "And is that dl?'

Hewitt said, as though he had not heard him: "Now, Caranac, would you say that the animd soul in this
wizard was a hyena? And that | had seen that anima soul? Or that when | had sat with him that afternoon
he had implanted in my mind the suggestion that at such a place | would see him as a hyena? And thet |
did?'

Caranac answered: "Either is an explanation. | rather hold to the firs."

Hewitt asked: "Then how do you explain the change of the human foot marks into those of the beast?!
Wingon asked: "Did anyone but you see those prints?"

Hewitt said: "No. For obvious reasons | did not show them to the headman.”

Wingon said: "'l hold then to the hypnotism theory. The foot marks were a part of the sameilluson.”

Hewitt sad: "You asked if that was dl. Well, it wasn't. When dawn came and there was a mugter of men,
one was missng. We found him--what was left of him--a quarter mile away in the bush. Some animd had
crept into the camp--neetly crushed his throat and dragged him away without awakening anybody.
Without even me knowing it--and | had not dept. Around his body were the tracks of an unusudly big
hyena. Without doubt that was what had killed and partly eaten him."

"Coincidence" muttered Winston.

"We followed the tracks of the brute” went on Hewitt. "We found a pool at which it had drunk. We
traced the tracks to the edge of the pool. But--"

He hegitated. Wingon asked, impatiently: "But?'

"But we didn't find them going back. There were the marks of a naked human foot going back. But there
were no marks of human feet pointing toward the pool. Also, the prints of the human feet were exactly
those which had ended in the spoor of the hyena a the edge of the clearing. | know that because the left
big toe was off."

Caranac asked: "And then what did you do?'

"Nothing. Took up our packs and best it. The headman and the others had seen the footprints. There
was no holding them after that. So your idea of hypnotism hardly holds here, Wington. | doubt whether a
half dozen or less had seen the priest. But they al saw the tracks.”

"Mass hdlucination. Faulty observation. A dozen raiond explandions,” said Wington.

MacLeod spoke, the precise diction of the distinguished curator submerged under the Gaelic burr and



idiomstha came to the surface aways when he was deeply moved:

"And isit so, Martin Hewitt? W, now | will be tdling you a story. A thing that | saw with my own eyes.
| hold with you, Alan Caranac, but | go further. You say that man's consciousness may share the brain
with other consciousness--beast or bird or what not. | say it may be thet dl lifeisone. A sngle force, but
athinking and conscious force of which the trees, the beasts, the flowers, germs and man and everything
living are parts, jugt as the hillons of living cdls in a man are parts of him. And tha under certain
conditions the parts may be interchangeable. And that this may be the source of the ancient taes of the
dryads and the nymphs, the harpies and the werewolves and their kind as well."

"Now, ligen. My people came from the Hebrides where they know more of some things than books can
teach. When | was eighteen | entered a little mid-west college. My roommeate was a lad named--well, I'll
just be cdling im Ferguson. There was a professor with ideas you would not expect to find out there.”

"Tdl me how afox fedsthat isbeing hunted by the hounds," he would say. 'Or the rabbit thet is stalked
by the fox. Or give me aworm's eye view of a garden. Get out of yoursalves. Imaginaion is the greatest
gft of the gods,' he said, 'and it is dso ther greatest curse. But blessng or curse it is good to have.
Stretch your consciousness and write for me what you see and fed."

"Ferguson took to that job like afly to sugar. What he wrote was not a man tdling of afox or hare or
hawk--it was fox and hare and hawk spesking through a man's hand. It was not only the emations of the
creatures he described. It was what they saw and heard and amdt and how they saw and heard and
ardt it. And what they--thought.”

"The class would laugh, or be spdlbound. But the professor didn't laugh. No. After a while he began to
look worried and he would have long talks in private with Ferguson. And | would say to him: 'In God's
name how do you do it, Ferg? You make it dl seem so damned red.™

"It isredl,’ he told me. 'l chase with the hounds and | run with the hare. | set my mind on some animd
and after a bit | an one with it. Ingde it. Literdly. As though | had dipped outsde mysdf. And when |
dip back inade mysdf--1 remember.™

"'Dont tdl me you think you change into one of these beasts!’ | said. He hesitated. 'Not my body,' he
answered at lagt. ‘But | know my mind...soul...spirit...whatever you choose to call it--must.”

"He wouldn't argue the matter. And | know he didnt tdl me dl he knew. And suddenly the professor
stopped those peculiar activities, without explanation. A few weeks later | Ieft college”

"That was over thirty years ago. About ten years ago, | was dtting in my office when my secretary told
me that a man named Ferguson who said he was an old schoolmate was asking to see me. | remembered
him a once and had himin. | blinked at him when he entered. The Ferguson 1'd known had been a lean,
wiry, dark, square-chinned, and clean-cut chap. This man wasn't like thet at dl. His hair was a curious
golden, and extremdy fine--amog a fuzz. His face was ovd and flatish with receding chin. He wore
overszed dark glasses and they gave the suggestion of a pair of fly's eyes seen under a microscope. Or
rather--1 thought suddenly--of a bee's. But | fdt a red shock when | grasped his hand. It fdt less like a
man's hand than the foot of some insect, and as | looked down at it | saw that it so was covered with
the fine ydlow fuzz of hair. He sad:"

"Hello, MacLeod, | was afraid you wouldn't remember me™

"It was Ferguson's voice as | remembered it, and yet it wasn't. There was a queer, muffled humming and
buzzing running through it."



"But it was Ferguson dl right. He soon proved that. He did more taking then |, because that odd
inhumen qudlity of the voice in some way distressed me, and | couldn't take my eyes off his hands with
their yelow fuzz, nor the spectacled, eyes and the fine yelow hair. It appeared that he had bought a fam
over in New Jersey. Not so much for faming as for a place for his gpiary. He had gone in for bee
keeping. He sad: 'I've tried dl sorts of animds. In fact I've tried more than animas You see
Mac--there's nothing in being human. Nothing but sorrow. And the animds aren't so happy. So I'm
concentrating on the bee. A drone, Mac. A short life but an exceedingly merry one.™

"I sad: 'What in the hdl are you taking about?"

"He laughed, a buzzing, droning laugh. Y ou know damned well. You were dways interested in my little
excursons, Mac. Intdligently interested. | never told you a hundredth of the truth about them. But come
and see next Wednesday and maybe your curiogity will be satisfied. | think youll find it worth while™

"Wdl, there was a bit more tak and he went out. Hed given me minute directions how to get to his
place. As he walked to the door | had the utterly incredulous idea that around him was a droning and
humming like an enormous bagpipe, muted.”

"My curiogity, or something deeper, was tremendoudy aroused. That Wednesday | drove to his place. A
lovely spot--all flowers and blossom-trees. There were a couple of hundred skips of bees set out in a
broad orchard. Ferguson met me. He looked fuzzier and ydlower than before. Also, the drone and hum
of his voice seemed stronger. He took meinto his house. It was an odd enough place. All one high room,
and what windows there were had been shuttered--all except one. There was a dm golden-white light
auffusng it. Nor was its door the ordinary door. It was low and broad. All a once it came to me that it
was like the ingde of a hive. The unshuttered window looks out upon the hives. It was screened.”

"He brought me food and drink--honey and honeymeed, cakes sweet with honey, and fruit. He sad: 'l
do not eat meat.™

"He began to talk. About the life of the bee. Of the utter happiness of the drone, darting through the sun,
gpping a what flowers it would, fed by its sgters, drinking of the honey cups in the hive..free and
cardess and its nights and days only a smooth dicking of rapturous seconds...”

"What if they do kill you at the end? he said. 'Y ou have lived--every fraction of a second of time. And
then the rapture of the nuptia flight. Drone upon drone winging through the ar on the track of the virgin!
Life pouring stronger and stronger into you with esch stroke of the wing! And a ladt..the flaming
ecstasy..the flaming ecstasy of the fiery inner core of life...chedting death. True, desth strikes when you
ae a the tip of the flame...but he dtrikes too late. You die--but what of that? You have cheated death.
You do not know it is degth thet sirikes. You diein the heart of the ecstasy...."

"He stopped. From outside came a fant sustained roaring that steadily grew stronger. The beating of
thousands upon thousands of bee wings..the roaring of hundreds of thousands of tiny planes...”

"Ferguson legped to the window."

"The swvarmdg The swarmg!' he cried. A tremor shook him, another and another--more and more
rapidly...oecame a rhythm pulsng faster and faster. His arms, outstretched, quivered...began to best up
and down, ever more rgpidly urtil they were like the blur of the hummingbird's wings...like the blur of a
bee's wings. His voice came to me...ouzzing, humming...'And tomorrow the virginsfly..the nuptid flight...I
mud be there...must...mzzz...mzzzb...bzzz...bzzzzzzz.. zzzzomommm.....™

"For an ingant there was no man there a the window. No. There was only a great drone buzzing and
humming...sriving to break through the screen...go free..."



"And then Ferguson toppled backward. Fell. The thick glasses were torn away by his fdl. Two immense
black eyes, not human eyes but the multiple eyes of the bee stared up a me.

"l bent down closer, closer, | ligened for his heart beat. There was none. He was dead."
"Then dowly, dowly the dead mouth opened.”

Through the lips came the questing head of a drone...antennae wavering...eyes regarding me. It crawled
out from between the lips. A handsome drone...a strong drone. It rested for a breath on the lips, then its
wings began to vibrate...faster, faster...

"It flew from the lips of Ferguson and circled my head once and twice and thrice. It flashed to the
window and dung to the screen, buzzing, crawling, beeting itswings againd it..."

"There was a knife on the table. | took it and ripped the screen. The drone darted out--and was gone---"

"I turned and looked down at Ferguson. His eyes stared up a me. Dead eyes. But no longer black...blue
as | had known them of old. And human. His hair was no longer the fine golden fuzz of the bee--it was
black asit had been when | had firg known him. And his hands were white and snewy and--hairless.”

THE END



