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SYMBI OTI CA by Eric Frank Russel

They had commi ssioned the Marathon to | ook over a

likely planet floating near Rigel and what some of us would
have liked to |l earn was how the devil our Terrestrial
astronomers coul d sel ect worthwhil e subjects at such an
enor nous di st ance.

Last trip they'd found us a juicy job when they'd sent us
to that nechanical world and its watery nei ghbour near
Bootes. The Marathon, a newly designed Flettner boat, was
sonet hi ng super and had no counterpart in our neck of the
cosnbs. So our solution of the nystery was that the
astrononmers had got hold of sone instrunent equally

revol utionary.

Anyway, we had covered the outward trip as per instructions
and had cone near enough to see that once again the
astronomers had justified their claimto expertness when
they'd said that here was a planet likely to hold life.

Over to starboard Rigel blazed |ike a distant furnace

about thirty degrees above the plane which was horizonta

at that nmoment. By that | mean the horizontal plane always

is the ship's horizontal plane to which the entire cosnps had
to relate itself whether it likes it or not. But this planet's
primary wasn't the far-off Rigel: its own sun- much nearer

- looked a fraction smaller and rather yellower than A d Sol

Two nore planets lay farther out and we'd seen anot her
one sw nging round the opposite side of the sun, That
made four in all, but three were as sterile as a Venusian
guppy's mind and only this, the innernost one, seened

i nteresting.

We swooped upon it bow first. The way that world

swelled in the observation-ports did things to my bowels.
One trip on the casually neandering Upsydai sy had given

me ny space-|legs and made nme accustonmed to living in
suspense over unpteen mllion niles of nothingness, but |
reckoned it was going to take ne another century or two to
become hardened to the nad bull take-offs and | andi ngs of
these Flettner craft.

Young Wl son in his harness foll owed his pious custom

of praying for the safety of his photographic plates. From
hi s expression of spiritual agony you'd have thought he
was married to the darned things. W | anded, kerunph!

The boat did a hectic belly-slide.

"I wouldn't grieve," | told WIlson. "Those enulsified
wi ndow panes never fry you a chicken or shove a
strawberry shortcake under your drooling nouth."”

"No," he admitted. "They don't" Struggling out of his
harness, he gave nme the sour eye and grow ed, "How d you
like me to spit in the needl ers?"

"I'd break your neck," | prom sed.

"See?" he said, pointedly, and forthwith beat it to find
out whether his stuff had survived intact.
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Sticking ny face to the nearest port | had a | ook through
its thick disc and studied what | could see of the new world.
It was green. You' d never have believed any place could

be so thoroughly and absolutely green. The sun, which had
appeared a prinrose colour out in space, now | ooked an
extrenmely pale green. It poured down a flood of yell ow
green |ight.

The Marathon lay in a glade that cut through a mghty

forest. The area i medi ately around us was |ush with green
grasses, herbs, shrubs and bugs. And the forest itself was

a near-solid mass of trenendous growths that ranged in

colour froma very light silver-green to a dark, glossy green
that verged upon bl ack.

Brennand came and stood beside ne. Hi s face pronptly
becane a spotty and bilious green as the eerie light hit it.
He | ooked |i ke one of the undead.

"Well, here we are again." Turning away fromthe port,

he grinned at me, swiftly wiped the grin off his face and
replaced it with a look of alarm "Hey, don't you be sick
over ne!"

"It's the light," | pointed out. Take a | ook at yourself.
You resenble a portion of undigested haggis floating in the
scuppers of a Mon-tripper."”

"Thanks," he sai d.
"Don't nmention it."

For a while we renmi ned there | ooking out the port and
wai ting for the general sumons to the conference which
usual ly preceded the first venture out of the ship. | was
counting on maintaining ny |ucky streak by being picked
fromthe hat. Brennand likew se itched to stanp his feet
on real soil. But the summons did not cone.

In the end, Brennand griped, "The skipper is slow
what's hol di ng hi n?"

"No idea."

I had another | ook at his |eprous face. It was awf ul
Judgi ng by his expression he wasn't fanatically in love with
my features either.

I said, "You know how cautious MNulty is. Quess that
spree on Mechani stria has persuaded himto count a
hundred before issuing an order."

"Yes," agreed Brennand. "1'll go forward and find out
what's cooking."

He nmpboched al ong the passage. | couldn't go with him
because at this stage it was ny duty to be ready at the
arnmoury. You never could tell when they'd conme for the
stuff therein, and they had a habit of com ng on the run.

Brennand had only just disappeared around the end corner
when sure enough the exploring party barged in shouting
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for equipment. Six of them Mblders, an engi neer; Jepson,
a navigating officer; Sam Hi gnett, our Negro surgeon; young
Wlson, and two Martians, Kli Dreen and Kli Morg.

"Hah, lucky again?' | growed at Sam tossing himhis
needl e ray and sundry oddnents.

"Yes, sergeant H's very white teeth glistened in his

dark face as he sniled with satisfaction. "The skipper says
nobody is to go out afoot until first we' ve scouted around
in nunber four I|ifeboat"

KIi Morg got his needler in a long, snaky tentacle, waved
t he dangerous thing around with bland disregard for every-
one's safety, and chirruped, "G ve Dreen and ne our

hel nets. "

"Hel mets?" | glanced fromhimto the Terrestrials. "You
guys want spacesuits, too?"

"No," replied Jepson. "The stuff outside is up to fifteen
pounds and so rich in oxygen you whizz around thinking
you're nerely anbling."

"Mud!" snapped Kli Mrg. "Just like nmud! G ve us
our hel nmets."

He got them These Martians were so conditioned by the

three pounds pressure of their native planet that anything
thicker and heavier irritated their livers, assum ng that they
had livers. That's why they had the use of the starboard
airlock in which pressure was kept down to suit their taste.
They coul d endure wei ghtier atnosphere for a limted tine,

but sooner or later they'd wax unsoci abl e and behave as

t hough burdened with the world's woes.

We Terrestrials hel ped themclanp down their head-and-

shoul der pi eces and exhaust the air to what they considered
confortable. If I'd lent a hand with this job once |I'd done it
fifty tinmes and still it seenmed as crazy as ever. It isn't right
that peopl e should feel happier for breathing in short whiffs.

Jay Score lunbered lithely into the armoury just as I'd

got all the clients decorated like Christnmas trees. He | eaned
his nore than three hundred pounds on the tubular barrier

whi ch promptly groaned. He got off it quickly. H s eyes

shone brightly in a face as inpassive as ever

Shaking the barrier to see if it was wecked, | said, "The
trouble with you is that you don't know your own strength."

He ignored that, turned his attention to the others and
told them "The skipper orders you to be extra careful. W
don't want any repetition of what happened to Hai nes and
his crew. Don't fly bel ow one thousand feet, don't risk a
| andi ng el sewhere. Keep the autocanera running, keep your
eyes skinned and beat it back here the nonment you di scover
anything worth reporting."

"A'l right, Jay." Mol ders swng a couple of spare ammop
belts over an arm " We'll watch our steps."”

They trai psed out. Soon afterwards the |ifeboat broke
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free with a squeaky parody of the Marathon's deep-throated,
sonorous drunming. It curved sharply through the green
light, soared over huge trees and dim nished to a dot.
Brennand returned, stood by the port and watched the boat
vani sh.

"McNulty's as leery as an old maid with a penitentiary
out back," he remarked.

"He has plenty of reasons. And he has all the explaining
to do when we arrive hone."

A smirk passed over his seasick conplexion. "I took a
wal k to the noisy end and found that a couple of those
stern-gang bunms have beaten everyone to the mark. They
didn't wait for orders. They're outside right now, playing
duck-on-the-rock."

"Playi ng what ?" | yel ped.

"Duck-on-the-rock," he repeated, deriving nalicious
satisfaction fromit.

I went to the tail-end, Brennand following with a w de
grin. Sure enough, two of those dirty nechani cs who service
the tubes had pulled a fast one. They must have craw ed

out through the main driver, not yet cool. Standing ankle-
deep in green growhs, the pair were ribbing each other and
slinging pebbles at a small rock poised on top of a boul der
To l ook at themyou'd have thought this was a Sunday

school pi cni c.

"Does the skipper know about this?"

"Don't be silly," advised Brennand. "Do you think he'd
pi ck that pair of unshaven tranps for first out?"

One of the couple turned, noticed us staring at him

through the port. He sniled toothily, shouted sonething

i mpossible to hear through the thick walls, |eaped nine feet
into the air and smacked his chest with a grinmy hand. He
made it plain that the gravity was | ow, the oxygen-content
hi gh and he was feeling nutinously topnotch. Brennand's
face suggested that he was sorely tenpted to crawl through
a tube and join the fun.

"McNulty will skin those hoodlums,"” | said, dutifully
conceal i ng nmy envy.

"Can't blame them CQur artificial gravity is still swtched
on, the shipis full of fog and we've cone a |ong, |ong way.

"I't'Il be great to go outside. | could do some sand-castling
nmyself if | had a bucket and spade."

"There isn't any sand."

Becomng tired of the rock, the escapees picked

thensel ves a supply of round pebbles from anong the grow hs,
nmoved toward a big bush growing fifty yards fromthe
Mar at hon's stern. The farther away they went, the greater
the likelihood of them being spotted fromthe skipper's
lair, but they didn't care a hoot. They knew McNulty
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couldn't do much nore than |ecture themand enter it in
the 1 og disguised as a severe reprinand.

Thi s bush stood between twelve and fifteen feet high, had

a very thick mass of bright green foliage at the top of a thin,
willow trunk. One of the pair approached it a couple of

yards ahead of the other, flung a pebble at the bush, struck

it fair and square in the mddle of the foliage. Wat

happened next was so swift that we had difficulty in

following it.

The pebbl e crashed am d the | eaves. The entire bush

whi pped over backwards as if its trunk were a steel spring. A
trio of tiny creatures fell out at the limt of the arc, dropped
fromsight into herbage bel ow. The bush whi pped forward

in areturn sw pe then stood precisely as before, undi sturbed
except for a minute quivering in its topnobst branches.

But the one who'd flung the stone now lay flat on his
face. Hi s conpanion, three or four paces behind, had
stopped and was gaping |like one petrified by the utterly
unexpect ed.

"Hey? " squawked Brennand. "Wat happened there?"

Qut side, the man who had fallen suddenly stirred, rolled
over, sat up and started picking at hinself. H s conpanion
got to him helped himpick. Not a sound cane into the
ship, so we couldn't hear what they were tal king about or
the oaths they were certainly using.

The picking process finished, the smtten one cane
unsteadily erect. Hi s balance was |ousy and his fell ow had
to support himas they started back to the ship. Behind
them t he bush stood as innocent-I|ooking as ever, its vague
qui vers having di ed away.

Hal fway back to the Marathon the pebbl e-thrower

teetered and went white, then licked his |lips and keel ed
over. The other glanced anxiously toward the bush as if
he woul dn't have been surprised to find it chargi ng down
upon them Bending, he got the body in a shoul der-hitch,
struggled with it toward the mdway airlock. Jay Score met
hi m before he'd heaved his | oad twenty steps. Striding
powerfully and confidently through the carpet of green,
Jay took the linp formfromthe other and carried it with
ease. W raced toward the bow to find out what had
happened.

Brushi ng past us, Jay bore his burden into our tiny
surgery where Wally Sintox - Samis side-kick - started
working on the patient. The victinms buddy hung around

out side the door and | ooked sick. He | ooked considerably
nmore sick when Captain McNulty cane al ong and st abbed
himw th an accusative stare before going inside.

After half a minute, the skipper shoved out a red, irate
face and rapped, "Go tell Steve to recall that |ifeboat at
once - Samis urgently needed."

Dashing to the radio-room | passed on the nessage.
Steve's eyebrows circumavigated his face as he flicked a
switch and cuddl ed a mcrophone to his chest. He got
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through to the boat, told them listened to the reply.
"They're returning imredi ately."

Goi ng back, | said to the uneasy duck-on-the-rock
ent husi ast, "What happened, Stupid?"

He flinched. "That bush nmade a target of himand filled

his area with darts. Long, thin ones, like thorns. Al over
hi s head and neck and through his clothes. One nade a

pi nhol e through his ear. Luckily they m ssed his eyes."

"Hel | !'" said Brennand.

"A bunch of them whi sked past ne on ny left, fel

twenty feet behind. They'd plenty of force; | heard them
buzz Ii ke angry bees" He swall owed hard, shuffled his
feet around "It nmust have thrown a hundred or nore."

McNulty cane out then, his features sonewhat fierce

Very slowy and deliberately he said to the escapee, "I'I|
deal with you later!" The |l ook he sent with it would have
scorched the pants off a space cop. We watched his portly
form parade down the passage

The victimregistered bitterness, beat it to his post at
the stern. Next mnute the |ifeboat made one conplete
circle overhead, descended with a thin zoomending in a
heavy swish. Its crew poured aboard the Marathon while
derricks clattered and rattled as they swng the boat's
twel ve-ton bulk into the nother ship.

Samremai ned in the surgery an hour, canme out shaking
his head. "He's gone. W could do nothing for him™"

"You nean he's-dead?"

"Yes. Those darts are | oaded with a powerful alkaline
poison. It's virulent. W've no antidote for it. It clots the

bl ood, |ike snake venom" He rubbed a weary hand over his
crisp, curly hair. "I hate having to report this to the
ski pper."

We followed himforward. | stuck nmy eye to the peephol e

in the starboard airlock as we passed, had a | ook at
what the Martians were doing. Kli Dreen and Kli Mrg

pl ayed chess with three others watching them As usual,
Sug Farn snored in one corner. It takes a Martian to be
bored by adventure yet sweat with excitenent over a

sl ow notion gane |ike chess. They always did have an
inverted sense of val ues.

Keepi ng one saucer eye on the board, Kli Dreen let the
other glance idly at ny face franed in the peephole. Hi's
two-way | ook gave ne the creeps. |'ve heard that

chamel eons can sw vel themindependently, but no chanel eon
could take it to an extrenme that tied your own optic nerves
in knots. | chased after Brennand and Sam There was a
strong snell of trouble up at that end.

The skipper fairly rocketed on getting Sam's report. Hi s
voi ce resounded | oudly through the partly open door.
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"Hardly | anded and already there's a casualty to be
entered in the log ... utter fool hardiness ... nore than
a silly prank ... blatant disregard of standing orders ..
sheer indiscipline." He paused while he took breath.

"Neverthel ess the responsibility is mne. Jay, summon the
ship's conpany."”

The general call blared as Jay pressed the stud. W

barged in, the rest followi ng soon after, the Martians
arriving last. Eyeing us with an air of outraged authority,
McNulty strutted to and fro, lectured us to sone |ength.

We' d been specially chosen to crew the Marat hon because

we were believed to be cool, calculating, well-disciplined

i ndi vi dual s who had cone of age, got over our weani ng, and

| ong outgrown such infantile attractions as duck-on-the-rock

"Not to mention chess,"” he added, his manner decidedly
j aundi ced.

Kli Dreen gave a violent start, |ooked around to see

whet her his tentacled fell ows had heard this piece of

i ncredi bl e bl aspheny. A coupl e indul ged underbreath
chirrupings as they stirred up whatever they use for bl ood.

"M nd you," continued the skipper, subconsciously realising
that he'd spat in sonebody's holy water, "I'mno killj oy,
but it is necessary to enphasise that there's a tinme and

pl ace for everything." The Martians rallied slightly. "And
so," continued McNulty, "I want you al ways to"

A 'phone shrilled, cutting himshort. There were three

' phones on his desk. He gaped at themin the manner of
one who has every reason to suspect the evidence of his
ears. The ship's conpany stared at each other to see if
anyone were nissing. There shouldn't have been : a genera
call is answered by the entire conpany.

McNul ty decided that to answer the 'phone m ght be the

simpl est way of solving the nystery. G abbing an instrunent,
he gave it a hoarse and incredul ous, " Yes?" One of

the ot her 'phones whirred again, proving hima bad chooser
$l anmi ng down the one he was hol ding, he took up another,
repeat ed, "Yes?"

The ' phone made squeaky noi ses against his ear while

his florid features underwent the nost peculiar contortions.
Who?" "What?." he dermanded. "What awoke you?

H s eyes bugged. " Sonebody knocking at the door?"

Planting the 'phone, he runminated in faint amazenent;
then said to Jay Score, "That was Sug Farn. He conpl ai ns
that his siesta is being disturbed by a hamering on the
turnscrew of the starboard airlock." Finding a chair, he
flopped into it, breathed asthmatically. H s popping eyes
roamed around, discovered Steve Gregory. He snapped,

"For God's sake, nan, control those eyebrows of yours."

St eve pushed one up, pulled one down, let his nouth
dangl e open and tried to | ook contrite. The result was
i mbecilic. Bending over the skipper, Jay Score talked to
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himin snoboth undertones. McNulty nodded tiredly. Jay
came erect, addressed us.

"Al'l right, nmen, go back to your stations. The Martians
had better don their helnets. We'll install a pompomin
that airlock and have the arned |ifeboat crew standi ng by
it. Then we'll open the lock."

That was sensi bl e enough. You coul d see anyone

approaching the ship in broad daylight but not once they'd
come close up : the side ports didn't pernmt a sharp enough
angl e so that anyone standing right under the | ock would

be shi el ded by the vessel's bul ge.

Nobody was tactless enough to nention it, but the skipper
had erred in holding a revival neeting w thout maintaining
wat ch. Unl ess the hamerers saw fit to nove outward,

away fromthe door on which they were thunping, we'd no
means of getting a | ook at them except by opening the
door. W& weren't going to cook dinner and tidy the beds
bef ore di scovering what was outside, not after that |ast
nasty experience when hostile machines had started to

di sassenbl e the ship around us.

Wel |, the dozey Sug Farn got poked out of his corner

and sent off for his head-and-shoul der unit. W erected the
pompomwth its centre barrel lined on the niddle of the
turnscrew. Sonething nmade half a dozen |oud clunks on

the outside of the door as we finished. It sounded to ne
like a volley of flung stones.

Slowy the door spun along its wormand drew aside. A

bright shaft of green light showed through and with it cane

a streamof air that made nme feel |ike a healthy hi ppopotanus.
At the same tinme old Andrews' successor, Chief Engi neer

Dougl as, switched off the artificial gravity and

we all dropped to two-thirds normal weight.

We gazed at that green-lit opening with such anxious

intentness that it becane easy to i magi ne an ani mated netal
coffin suddenly clanbering through, its front |enses glistening
in unenotional enmty. But there came no whirr of

hi dden machi nery, no nenacing clank of netal arns and

| egs, nothing except the sigh of this strangely invigorating

wi nd through distant trees, the rustle of blown grasses and

a queer, unidentifiable, faraway throbbing that may or may

not have emanated from jungl e druns.

So deep was the silence that Jepson's breathing canme

| oud over ny shoul der. The pom pom gunner crouched

in his seat, his keen eyes focused along the sights, his finger
curled around the trigger, his right and | eft hand feeders
ready with reserve belts. Al three of the pom pom crew

were busy with wads of gum while they waited.

Then | heard a soft pad-pad of feet mobving in the grass
i medi atel y bel ow the | ock

We all knew that McNulty would throw a fit if anyone
dared walk to the rim He nursed annoyed nenories of the
| ast tine sonebody did just that and was snatched out. So
like a gang of dumm es we stayed put, waiting, waiting.
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Presently there sounded a querul ous gabbl e beneath the
openi ng. Next noment a snooth rock the size of a nelon
flew through the gap, m ssed Jepson by a few inches,
shattered agai nst the back wall.

Ski pper or no skipper, | becane fed up, hefted nmy needler
in nmy right hand, prow ed half bent along the footwal k cut
through the threads of the airlock worm Reaching the
rimwhi ch was about nine feet above ground |evel, | thrust
out an inquiring face. Mol ders pressed cl ose behind ne.
The nuffl ed t hrobbi ng now sounded nore clearly than

ever, yet remained just as el usive.

Beneath ne stood a snmall band of six beings startlingly
human at first appearance. Same bodily contours, sane
limbs and digits, simlar features. They differed from us
mostly in that their skins were coarse and crinkly, a dull
drab-green in colour, and they had a peculiar organ like
the head of a chrysanthenmum protruding fromtheir bare
chests. Their eyes were jet black, sharp, and darted about
wi th nonkeylike al ertness.

For all these differences, our superficial simlarity was so
surprising that | stood gaping at themwhile they stared
back at me. Then one of themshrilled something in the
singsong tones of an excited Chinese, swung his right arm
did his best to bash out the contents of my skull. Ducking,

I heard and felt the nmissile swish across ny top hairs.

Mol ders al so ducked it, involuntarily pushed agai nst ne.

The thing crashed inside the lock, | heard sonebody spit

a lurid oath as | overbal anced and fell out.

Clinging grimy to the needle-ray, | flopped into soft
greenery, rolled Iike nad and bounced to nmy feet. At any
instant | expected to see a shower of neteors as | was
slugged. But the alien sextet weren't there. They were

fifty yards away and noving fast, nmaking for the shelter of
the forest in long, agile | eaps that would have shaned a
hungry kangaroo. It would have been easy to bring two or
three of themdown, but McNulty could crucify nme for it.
Earth-1aws are strict about the treatnment of alien aborigines.

Mol ders cane out of the lock, followed by Jepson, WIson
and Kli Yang. WIlson had his ow eye camera with a col our
filter over its lens. He was wild with excitenent.

"I got themfromthe fourth port. | rmade two shots as
they scramred. "

"Hurmph! " Ml ders stared around. He was a big, burly,

phl egmati ¢ man who | ooked nore |ike a Scandi navi an
brewer than a space-jerk. "Let's follow themto the edge
of the jungle."

"That's an idea," agreed Jepson, heartily. He woul dn't

have been hearty about it if he'd known what was com ng

to him Stanping his feet on the springy turf, he sucked in
a lungful of oxygen-rich air. " This is our chance for a
legitimte wal k. "

W started of f w thout delay, knowing it wouldn't be |ong
bef ore the skipper started howing for us to conme back

file:/l/F|/rah/Russell,%20Eric%20Frank%20-%20Symbiotica.txt (9 of 40) [11/13/03 2:32:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Russell,%20Eri c%20Frank%20-%20Symbiotica. txt

There's no man so hard to convince that risks have to be
taken and that casualties are the price of know edge, nor
any man who'd go so far to do so little when he got there
Reachi ng the verge of the forest, the six green ones
stopped and warily observed our approach. |f they were
quick to take it on the run when caught out in the open,
they weren't so quick when in the shadow of the trees

whi ch, for sone reason, gave them nore confidence. Turning
his back to us, one of them doubled hinself and nade
faces at us from between his knees. It seened sensel ess,
wi t hout purpose or significance.

"What's that for? " grow ed Jepson, disliking the face
that nmopped and nowed at himfrom beneath a crinkled
backsi de

W1l son gave a dirty snigger and inforned, "l've seen it
before. A gesture of derision sonetines described as the
Arab's farewell to his steed. It nust be of cosnic

popul arity."

"l could have scalded his seat if |'d been quick," said
Jepson, aggrievedly. Then he put his foot in a hole and fel
on his face.

The green ones set up a how of glee, flung a volley of
stones that dropped short of the target. W broke into a

run, going along in great bounds. The |low gravity wasn't
spoi l ed by the thick blanket of air which, of course, pressed
equally in all directions; our weight was considerably bel ow
Eart h poundage so that we | oped al ong several |aps ahead

of d ynpic chanpi ons.

Five of the green ones pronptly faded into the forest.

The sixth shot like a squirrel up the trunk of the nearest
tree. Their behaviour carried an irresistible suggestion that
for sonme unknown reason they regarded the trees as refuges
safe against all assaults

We stopped about eighty yards fromthat particular tree.

For all we knew it m ght have been waiting for us with a
nmonster |oad of darts. Qur mnds thought noodily of what
one conparatively small bush had done. Scattering in a thin
line, each man ready to flop at the first untoward notion, we
edged cautiously nearer. Nothing happened. Nearer again.
Still nothing happened. In this tricky nmanner we cane well
beneath the huge branches and close to the trunk. From

the tree or its bark oozed a strange fragrance hal fway

bet ween pi neappl e and ci nnanon. The el usi ve throbbing

we' d heard before now sounded nmore strongly than ever

It was an inposing tree. Its dark green, fibrous-barked
trunk, seven or eight feet in diameter, soared up to twenty-
five feet before it began to throw out strong, |engthy
branches each of which term nated in one great spatul ate

| eaf. Looking at that massive trunk it was difficult to
determ ne how our quarry had fled up it, but he'd perforned
the feat |ike an adept.

Al the sanme, we couldn't see him Carefully we went
round and round the tree a dozen or twenty tines, gazing
up past its big branches through which green light filtered
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in large nosaic patterns. Not a sign of him No doubt

about it, he nust be somewhere up there but he just
couldn't be spotted by us. There was no way in which he
coul d have hopped fromthis tree to its nearest nei ghbour
nei ther could he have conme to ground agai n unobserved.

Qur collective view of this lunp of alien tinber was pretty
good despite the peculiar, unearthly light, but the nore we
stared the nore invisible he remained.

"This is a prinme puzzler!" Stepping well away fromthe
trunk, Jepson sought a better angle of view

Wth a mghty swoosh! the branch i nmredi ately above

hi s head drove down. | could al nbst hear the tree's
yelp of triumph as the sw pe gave a boost to ny

i magi nat i on.

The spatul ate | eaf smacked Jepson squarely across his back
and a waft of the pineappl e-cinnanon snell went all over

the place. Just as swiftly the branch swung up to its origina
position, taking the victimwith it. Swearing |ike a drunken
tai |l -mechanic, Jepson soared with the |Ieaf and struggl ed
furiously while we gathered in a dunbfounded bunch

bel ow. W coul d see that he was stuck to the underside of
that |l eaf and slowy beconing covered in thick, yellow-
green goo as he withed madly around. That stuff nust have
been a hundred tinmes stickier than the best bird-1ine.

Toget her we roared at himto keep still before he got the
deadly junk sneared over his face. W had to use a |l arge
dol | op of decibels and some shanmeful invective to force his
attention. Already his clothes had become covered with goo

and his left armwas fastened to his side. He | ooked a hell of
a nmess. It was obvious that if he got any of it over his nouth
and nostrils he'd remain up there and quietly suffocate.

Mol ders had a determined try at clinbing the trunk and
found it inmpossible. He edged away to have a | ook upward,
came hurriedly i nward when he noticed another | eaf
strategically placed to give hima dose of the sane.

The safest place was beneath the unfortunate Jepson
Sonet hi ng over twenty feet up, the goo was now craw i ng
slowy over its prey and | estimated that in half an hour
he'd be conpletely covered - in nmuch less if he wiggled
around. All this tine the dull pulsations continued as

t hough sonorously counting the |ast nonents of the
dooned. They made ne think of jungle druns heard

through thick walls.

Gesturing toward the gol den cylinder that was the
Mar at hon lying five hundred yards away in the gl ade,

Wl son said, "The nore tine we waste the worse it's going
to be. Let's beat it back, get ropes and steel dogs. W'l
soon bring himdown."

"No," | decided. "We'Il get hima darned sight faster
than that "

| stanped around a few tinmes to check the springiness

and cushioning qualities of the stuff underfoot. Satisfied,
I ainmed ny needle-ray at the point where Jepson's | eaf
joined the end of its branch
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Watching me, he let out a bellow of, "Lay off, you crack-
brained moron ! You'll have ne ---"

The needler's beam | anced forth at full strength. The
| eaf dropped off and the tree went mad. Jepson fell twenty-
five feet at the incredible rate of two vul gar adjectives per

foot. The leaf still fastened to his back, he landed in the
undergromth with a wild yelp and a flood of lurid
afterthoughts. Wiile we all lay flat and frantically tried to
bury ourselves still deeper, the tree thrashed violently

around, its gum|aden spatulates thirsting for vengeance

One persistent branch kept beating its leaf within a yard
of nmy head as | tried to shove said turnip bel ow ground.

I could feel the waft of it coming with rhythmc regularity
and sense the pineappl e-cinnanon stink perneating the air.

It made ne sweat to think how ny lungs would strain, mny
eyes pop and ny heart burst if | got a generous portion of
that junk sl apped across my face. | would far rather be
needl ed.

After a while the tree ceased its insane |arruping, stood
like a dreaming giant liable to go into another frenzy at any
monent. Craw i ng on hands and knees to Jepson, we

dragged hi mout of reach, pulling himalong on the leaf to
whi ch he was f astened.

He couldn't walk, his jackboots and the | egs of his pants
being firmMy glued together. Hs |eft armwas just as securely
gunmed to his side. He was in an awful pickle and cursed
steadily without pause for breath or thought. Before this
happeni ng we had never suspected himof such fluency.

But we got himinto the safety of the open glade and it was
there | recited the few words he'd failed to nention

Typically stolid, Mlders said nothing, contenting hinself
with listening to Jepson and ne. Ml ders had hel ped

me do the draggi ng and now neither of us could |et go.

We' d become fixed to the original victim bonded like
brothers but not talking |like brothers, nor full of anything
resenbling brotherly Iove.

So we could do nothing but carry Jepson bodily, with our

hands sealed to the npbst inconvenient parts of his anatony.
This neant he had to be borne horizontally and face downward,
l'i ke a drunken sailor being frog marched back to ship.

He was still adorned with the leaf. He was still reciting,

bi ol ogi cal errors being the subject of his passionate |ecture.
The task wasn't made any easier or nore enjoyable by

that young fool WIson who thought there was sonething

funny in other people's misfortunes. He foll owed us tee-heeing
and steadily snapping his accursed canera which |

could have stuffed down his gullet with the greatest pleasure.
He was indecently happy at having no goo on hinself.

Jay Score, Brennand, Arnstrong, Petersen and Drake net

us as we lunbered awkwardly across the sward. They

stared curiously at Jepson, listened to himw th mnuch
respect. W warned themnot to touch. The pair of us were
far fromsprightly by the tinme we reached the Marathon
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Jepson's weight was only two-thirds nornmal but after five
hundred yards he seened like the last renmains of a
gl uti nous manmot h.

We dunped himon the grass bel ow the open airl ock,

perforce sitting with him The faint boom ng sound conti nued
to throb out of the forest. Jay went into the ship,

brought out Sam and Wally to see what they could do

about the super-adhesive. The stuff had stiffened and

grown hard by now. My hands and fingers felt as though
they'd been set into glassite gl oves.

Samand Wally tried cold water, |uke-warmwater, fairly

hot water and very hot water, but none of it did any good.
Chi ef Engi neer Douglas had a try with a bottle of rocketfue
whi ch he frequently used for renoving stains, polish-ing
brasses, killing bugs and as a vapour-rub to relieve his

| unbago. It could do eighteen other things, too-according
to him But it couldn't dissolve goo

Next they tried sone specially refined gasoline which

Steve Gregory keeps for the crew s cigarette lighters. They
wasted their time. That gasoline could eat up rubber and
one or two other things, but not this stuff.

"Stick it, fellers!” advised WIlson, cackling loudly. Jepson
pronptly cast doubts upon the validity of his nother's
weddi ng certificate, if she had one. | carried it on to the
grandparents. Jepson then turned to the highly exploitable
subj ect of WIlson's non-existent progeny. Mol ders sat bl ue-
eyed and placid, his hands fastened in yell ow green gl ass.

"You sure are in a fix," said Wlson, with fal se synpat hy.
"By gum "

Sam reappeared with iodine. It didn't work but it did
cause a queer foanming on the surface of the adhesive and
made a terrible stench. Mdlders permitted his face to | ook
slightly pained. Sone diluted nitric acid brought bubbles
on the surface of the hard goo but achieved no nore than
that. It was risky stuff to use, anyway.

Frowning to hinself, Samwent back to | ook for sone

ot her possible solvent, passed Jay Score conming out to see
how we were doing. Jay stunbled as he got near to us, a
very strange thing for himto do considering his superhuman
sense of balance. Hs solid bulk accidentally nudged

young W son between the shoul der bl ades and that grinning
ape pronptly flopped agai nst Jepson's | egs where the

goo nust have remmi ned soft enough to catch hol d.

Wl son struggled, started to tie hinmself up in it, changed
his tune when he found it futile. Jepson gave himthe
sardonic ha-ha as fair swap for a | ook of sudden death.

Pi cking up the dropped canmera, Jay dangled it from one
power ful hand, said with dead-pan contriteness, "I never
m ssed a step before. It was nmpst unfortunate.”

"Unfortunate, hell!" baw ed WIson, w shing Jay woul d
melt down to a tin puddle.
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Just then Samreturned bearing a big glass jar, dribbled
some of its contents over ny inprisoned hands. The sickly
green coating at once thinned to a weak sline and ny mtts
cane free

"Ammoni a, " remarked Sam He need not have told ne:
I could snell the pungent stuff. It was an excellent sol vent
and he soon had us cl eaned up

Then | chased Wl son three tinmes round the ship. He had

the advantage of fewer years and was too fast for ne. | gave
up the pursuit, breathless. W were about to go aboard and
tell our tale to the skipper when that tree started threshing
again. You could see its deadly branches beating the air

and hear the violent swosh! of themeven fromthis distance.
Pausi ng beneath the airlock we studied the spectacle.

wonderingly. Then Jay Score spoke, his tones harsh, netallic.
"Were's Ki Yang?"

None of us knew. Now | came to think of it, | couldn't

recall himbeing with us as we dragged Jepson hone. The

last | renmenbered of himwas when he stood beside ne

right under that tree and his saucer eyes gave nme the creeps
by carefully scanning two opposite branches at once.

Arnmstrong dived into the ship, came out with the report

that Kli Yang definitely wasn't anobng those present. Hi s

own eyes as bulgy as the nmissing Martian's, young W1 son
said he couldn't recall Ki Yang conming out of the forest.
Upon whi ch we snatched our needl ers and nade for that

tree on the run. All the while it continued to larrup around
like a crazy thing tied down by its own roots.

Reachi ng the nonstrous growth, we nade a circle just
beyond the sweep of its |eaves, had a | ook to see where the
Martian was envel oped with gl ue.

He wasn't.

We di scovered himforty feet up the trunk, five of his
powerful tentacles clanped around its girth, the other
five enbracing the green native. The captive struggl ed
wildly and futilely; all the time yelling a high-pitched
stream of gi bberi sh.

Carefully Kli Yang edged down the trunk. The way he

| ooked and noved made hi mresenbl e an inpossible cross

between a col |l ege professor and an educated octopus. H's

eyes rolling with terror, the native battered at Kli's head-
and- shoul der harness. Kli blandly ignored this hostility,
reached the branch that had trapped Jepson, didn't descend

any further: Retaining a tight hold on the furiously objecting
green one, he crept along the whipping linb until he

reached its |l eafless end. At that point he and the native

were being waved up and down in twenty feet arcs.

Timng hinself, he cast off at the | owernpst point of one
downward sweep, scuttled out of reach before another
vengeful branch could swat him Cane a singi ng how

froma near part of the forest and sonething vaguely like a

file:/lIF|/rah/Russell,%20Eric%20Frank%20-%20Symbiotica.txt (14 of 40) [11/13/03 2:32:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Russell,%20Eri c%20Frank%20-%20Symbiotica. txt

bl ue-green coconut soared out of the shadows and broke at
Drake's feet. The queer missile was as thin and brittle as
an enpty eggshell, had a white inner surface and apparently
cont ai ned not hi ng whatever. Taking no notice of the

how s or the bonb that wasn't a bonb, Kli Yang bore his
still struggling captive toward the Marathon

Dr ake hung back a noment, had a curious | ook at the

coconut or whatever it was, contenmptuously kicked its fragnent
of shell with his boot. At the sane tine he caught the

full benefit of something floating invisibly fromthe splinters,
sucked in his cheeks, screwed up his eyes and backed

away fast. Then he retched. He did it with such viol ence

that he fell over as he retreated. W had the sense to pick
himup and rush himafter Kli Yang w thout getting too

nosey about what had bitten him He continued to

regurgitate all the way across the grass, recovered only

when we came under the ship's bul ging side.

"Holy snoke!" he wheezed, nursing his nmiddle. "Wat

an abom nabl e stench. I1t'd make a skunk snell |ike the rose
of the animal world!" He wiped his lips. "It made ny
stomach turn right over"

We went to see Kli Yang, whose captive now had been
conducted to the galley for a peace-making feed. Dragging
off his helmet, Kli said, "That tree wasn't so difficult to
mount. It wall oped around as | went up but couldn't get at
anything on its own trunk." He sniffed with displeasure,
rubbed his flat, Red Planet face with the flexible tip of a
great tentacle. "Don't know how you primitive bipeds can
swal l ow this soup you call air. | could swim?"

"Where did you find the greenie, Kli? " asked Brennand.

"He was stuck to the trunk nore than forty feet up. H's
entire front fitted perfectly into an indentation in the bark,
and his back matched the fibrous trunk so well that |

couldn't see himuntil he noved uneasily as | got cl ose"

He picked up the helnet. "A nost renarkabl e exanpl e of

natural canouflage." Using one eye to |l ook at his helnet, he
fixed the other on the interested Brennand, nade a gesture

of disgust. "How about pulling down the pressure sonepl ace
where higher forns of |life can live in peace and confort?"

"We'l'l punp out the port lock," Brennand proni sed.
"And don't be so high and mighty with ne, you outsize
caricature of a rubber spider."

"Bah!" retorted KIi Yang, with great dignity. Who

i nvented chess yet cannot tell a white pawn from a bl ack
rook? Who can't even play duck-on-the-rock w thout grabbing
a load of grief?" Wth this reference to Terrestria

i nexpertness, he slapped his helmet on again and gestured
ta ne to punp it down, which I did. "Thanks!" he said

t hrough the di aphragm

Now to find out sonething about the greenie.

Captain McNulty hinself interviewed the native. The boss
sat grandly behind his netal desk, eyed the jittery captive
with a mixture of ponposity and kindliness. The native
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stood before him his black eyes jerking around with sheer
fright. At this close range | could see that he wore a

I oincloth matching his skin. H's back was several shades darker
than his front, coarser, nore fibrous, with little nodul es
here and there-perfect simulation of the surface of the
tree-trunk on which he had sought refuge. Even his |oincloth
was darker at the back than the front. H's feet were

broad and unshod, the toes double-jointed and as |ong as

the fingers of his hands. Except for the |oincloth he was
conpl etely naked and had no weapons. The peculiar

chrysant hemum on his chest attracted general attention

"Has he eaten? " asked the skipper, full of solicitude.

"He was offered a neal ," Jay told him "He refused it.
He woul dn't touch it. As far as | can nmake out, all he
wants is to get back to his tree."

"Hnmm" grunted McNulty. "All in good tine."
Assumi ng the expression of a benevolent uncle, he said to
the native, "Wat is your nane? "

Grasping the note of interrogation, the green one waved
his arms, broke into an untranslatable tirade. On and on
and on he went, hel ping his gabble with nany enphatic
but inconprehensible gestures. H s | anguage was |iquid,
hi s voi ce singsong.

"l see,"” nmurnmured McNulty as the flood of talk petered
out. He blinked inquiringly at Jay Score. "Do you suppose
this fellow mght be telepathic, |like those |obster-things
wer e?"

"I't is much to be doubted. I'd put himat the nmental

| evel of a Congo pygny-and naybe | ower. He doesn't

possess so much as a sinple spear, |et alone bow and arrow
or a bl owgun."

"I think you're right. His intelligence doesn't seemin

any way 'remarkable." Still maintaining his soothing paterna
air, McNulty went on, " There's no compn basis on

whi ch we can gain his understanding at this stage, so

guess we'll have to create one. W'll dig up our best
linguist, set himto learning the rudinents of this fellow s
| anguage and teachi ng hi msone of ours."

"Let nme have a try," Jay suggested. "I have the advantage
of a nmechanical nenory."

He | unbered nearer the green native, his huge, well-
proportioned body noving silently on the sponge-rubber
cushions of his feet. The native didn't like his size nor his
qui et ness, neither did he approve of those brightly lit eyes.
He edged away from Jay, edged right to the wall, his

optics darting hither and thither as vainly he sought an
avenue of escape.

Ceasing his approach as he noted the other's fear, Jay

sl apped his own head with a hand that coul d have knocked
m ne clean off ny neck. "Head," he said. He did it half a
dozen times, and repeated, "Head, head!"

The green one couldn't have been so stupid; he caught
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on, faltered, a "Mh"
Touchi ng his own bean again, Jay inquired, "Mh?"
"Bya!" lilted the other, starting to regain his conposure.

"See, it's dead easy," approved McNulty, beginning to
fancy his own linguistic abilities. "Mh-head; bya-yes."

"Not necessarily," Jay contradicted.” It all depends upon
how his nmind translated nmy action. Mah m ght mean head,
face, skull, man, hair, god, mnd, thought, or alien, or even

the colour black. If he's thinking of my hair as contrasted
with his own, then mah probably does nean bl ack, while
bya may mean not yes, but green."

"Ch, | hadn't thought of that " The ski pper | ooked
crushed.

"We'll have to carry on with this perfornmance until we've

pi cked up enough words to formstructurally sinple
sentences. Then we shoul d be able to deduce further meani ngs
fromcontexts. Gve ne two or three days."

"Go ahead, then. Do your best, jay. W can't expect
to be able to talk turkey in the first five mnutes-it isn't
reasonabl e. ™

Taking the captive to the rest-room Jay sumoned M nshul
and Petersen. He thought three might as well |earn

sonet hing as one. Mnshull and Petersen both excelled at

| anguages, speaking Ido, Esperanto, Venusian, high Mrtian
and | ow Martian-especially |ow. They were the only ones
aboard the ship who gave the chess-naniacs a boiling in
their own jargon.

I found Sam at the arnpbury waiting to hand in the stuff
he'd taken out, and | asked, "What did you see fromthe
|'ifeboat, San®"

"Not so rmuch. W& weren't out |ong enough. Didn't get

more than a hundred and twenty niles away. Forest, forest,

not hing but forest with a few gl ades scattered here and

there. A couple of the glades were | arge, the size of counties.
The biggest in viewlay at the end of a |ong, blue Iake.

W saw several rivers and streans."

"Any signs of superior life?"

"None." He gestured down the passage toward the restroom
where Jay and the others were cross-exam ning the

native, or trying to. "It seens that there nust be higher
life but you can detect no signs of it from above.

Everyt hi ng remai ns hi dden under thick foliage. Wlson is
processing his reel in the hope of finding sonmething our eyes
nm ssed. | doubt whether his camera caught anything

remar kabl e. "

"Ch, well,"” | shrugged, "One hundred twenty mles in
one direction is nothing by which to estimate an entire
world. | don't let nyself be deluded, not since that

drumer sold nme a can of striped paint"”
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"Didn't it come out?"
"I laid it wong side up," | told him

It was right in the mddle of that hoary banter that a
powerful idea snote ne. Follow ng Sam out of the arnoury,

I made a rush for the radio-room Steve Gregory sat by his

instruments and tried to | ook busy doing nothing. | was al
set to paralyse himwth the sheer brilliance of my brain-
wave.

As Steve cocked an eyebrow at me, | said, "Hey, how

about conbi ng the wave-bands?"

"How about conbi ng your hair? " he gave ne, frowning.

"My hair is nit and tiddy," | retorted. "Renenber
those weird whistles and waterfalls we picked up on
Mechani stria? Well, if there are any high-lifes on this bal

of dirt they may know how to nmake noi ses. They'd radiate
and you could detect it"

"Sure" He kept his bushy eyebrows still for once, but
spoiled it by wiggling his large ears. "If they were
radi ating."

"Then why not go ahead and find out? It would tell us
somet hing. What're you waiting for?"

"Look," he said, sonewhat deliberately; "have you kept
the needl ers cl eaned, charged and ready for action?"

| stared at him "You bet | have. They're always ready.
That's ny job."

"And this one's mne!" He waved the ears again. "You

are approxi mately four hours behind the times. | scoured
the ether right after we |anded, found nothing but a faint,
unnodul ated hiss on twelve point three metres. That is

Ri gel's characteristic discharge and it canme fromthe sane
direction. Dyou think I'mlike that snake-armed snorer Sug
Far n?"

"No, | don't. Sorry, Steve-it just struck nme as a bright
i dea."

"Ch, it's all right, sergeant," he said amiably. "Every,
man to his job and every tail-nechanic to his dirt" Idly
he twi ddled the dials of his slow notion selectors.

The | oudspeaker coughed as if clearing its throat and
announced i n sharp tones, "Pip-pip-whop! Pip-pip-whop!"

Not hi ng coul d have been better cal culated to upset the

determ ned serenity of his brows. I'Il swear that after they'd
clinmbed into his hair they continued over the top, down the
back and | odged sonepl ace under his collar.

"Mrse," he said in the conplaining tone of a hurt child."

"l always thought Mdrse was an earth-code, not an alien
code," | comented. "Anyway, if it is Morse you'll be
able to translate it" | paused while the | oudspeaker shouted
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me down with, "Pip-pipper-pee-eep-whop!" then concl uded,
"Every cat to its ash-can."

"*Tain't Morse," he contradicted hinself. "But it's spark
signals." He might have frowned if it hadn't taken too |ong
to drag the eyebrows back to his face. Gving nme one of
those tragic | ooks you get sonetinmes, he snatched a pad

and started recording the inpul ses.

The spacesuits, pom pom chargers and ot her things had

to be serviced, so | left him returned to the arnoury,
carried on with ny owmn work. He was still fiddling around
when darkness fell. So were Jay and his gang, but not for
| ong.

The sun went down, its long, greenish streaners gradually
fading fromthe sky. A velvet pall cane over the forest and
glade. | was anbling along the passage toward the galley
and near the rest-roomwhen its door jerked open and the
green native burst out. Hi s face expressed desperation, his
|l egs were noving as if there were a thousand internationa
smackers tied to the w nning tape.

M nshul | yel ped back in the roomas the native went ful
tilt into my arms. The greenie squirmed |ike an eel, beat
at ny features, used his bare feet to try kick nmy legs off
my torso. Hi s rough, harsh body exuded a weak odour of

pi neappl e- ci nnanon.

The others canme out at the run, got himtight, talked to
himin halting words until he relaxed at least a little. H's
shifty eyes full of anxiety, he jabbered excitedly at Jay
Score, nmaking urgent gestures and wavi ng his woody arns
around in a way that rem nded ne of branches beating the
air. Jay nanaged to soothe himwth fair if faltering speech
They had pi cked up enough words to get al ong though not
enough for perfect understanding. Still, they were

managi ng, after a fashion

Eventual ly Jay said to Petersen, "I think you'd better tel
the skipper that | want to let Kala go."

Petersen cleared off, returned in a mnute. "He says do
what ever you think is best”

"Good" Conducting the native to the opening in the

starboard | ock, Jay yapped at himbriefly and gave himthe
sweet release. The greenie didn't need any second telling;

he dived off the rim Soneone in the dark forest nust have

owed himfor a |oincloth because his feet nade sw ft

brushi ng sounds as he fled across the turf |ike one who has
only seconds to spare. Jay stood franmed by the rim his glow ng
orbs staring into outer gl oom

"Why open the cage, Jay?"

Turning, he said to nme, "I've tried to persuade himto

come back at sunrise. He may or he may not-it remains to

be seen. W didn't have time to get nuch out of him but

his | anguage is exceedingly sinple and we picked up

enough of it to learn that he calls hinself Kala of the tribe
of Ka. Al nenbers of his group are named Ka- sonet hi ng,
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such as Kal ee, Ka' noo or Kaheer."

"Like the Martians with their Klis, Leids and Sugs."

"Yes," he agreed, not caring what the Martians m ght

thi nk of being compared with the green aborigines. "He

also told us that every man has his tree and every gnat its
lichen. | don't understand what he nmeans by that, but he
satisfied me that in some nysterious manner his life
depended upon himbeing with his tree during darkness.

It was inperative. | tried to delay himbut his need was
pitiful. He preferred to die rather than be away fromhis
tree."

"Sounds silly to ne." | blew ny nose, grinned at a passing
thought. "It would sound far sillier to Jepson."”

Jay stared thoughtfully into the deep nurkiness from
whi ch came strange nocturnal scents and those everlasting
pul sations suggestive of nuffled druns.

"We also |earned that there are others in the dark, others
m ghtier than the Ka. They have nmuch gam sh."

"They have what?" | inquired.

Much gami sh," he repeated. "That word defeated ne.

He used it again and again. He said that the Marathon has
much gam sh. | have much gami sh and Kli Yang has very
much gami sh. Captain McNulty, it appears, has only a
little. The Ka have none at all."

"Is it sonething of which he's afraid?"

"Not exactly. He views it with awe rather than fear. As
far as | can make out, anything unusual or surprising or
uni que i s chockful of gami sh. Anything nmerely abnornma

has a | esser ampunt of gam sh. Anything ordi nary has none
what ever . "

"This goes to show the difficulties of comrunication. It
isn't as easy as people back home think it ought to be."

"No, it isn't" Hys gleanming optics shifted to Arnstrong
who was | eani ng agai nst the pompom "Are you doing
thi s guard?"

"Until mdnight, then Kelly takes over."

Picking Kelly for guard struck ne as poor psychol ogy.

That tattooed speci nen was pernanently attached to a four-
foot spanner and in any crisis was likely to wield said
instrument in preference to such newfangled articles as
pom pons and needl ers. Runour insisted that he had

clung to the lunp of iron at his own weddi ng and t hat

his wife was trying for a divorce based on the thing's

ef fect upon her norale. My private opinion was that

Kelly was a Neanderthal msplaced in tinme by many
centuries.

"We'll play safe and fasten the |ock," decided Jay, "fresh
air or no fresh air."

That was characteristic of himand what nmade hi m seem
so thoroughly human-he could nmention fresh air for al
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the world as if he used it hinself. The casual way he did it
made you forget that he'd never taken a real breath since
the day old Knud Johannsen stood himon his feet and gave

hi m ani mati on.

"Let's plug-in the turnscrew "

Turning his back upon the throbbing dark, he started to
wal k into the Iighted airlock, treading carefully along the
cutout through the threads.

A piping voice cane out of the night and ejacul at ed,
"Nou bai ders!"

Jay halted in nmid-step. Feet padded outside just underneath
the | ock's opening. Something spherical and gl assy

soared through the worm skidded over Jay's |eft shoul der,
broke to shards on the top recoil chanber of the pom pom

A thin, golden and highly volatile Iiquid splashed out of it
and vapourised instantly.

Reversing on one heel, Jay faced the black opening. The
startled Arnstrong nade a junp to the wall, put out a
thunb to jab the stud of the general alarm He didn't make
it. Wthout touching the stud he went down as though

sl ugged by soneone invisible.

My needler out, its nuzzle extended, | noved cautiously
forward, saw the glittering thread of the worm nmaki ng
metallic rings around the picture of Jay posing agai nst the
ebony background. It was a hell of a mistake; | ought to
have had a stab at that stud.

Three steps and the stuff fromthat busted bottle got me
the sane way as it had caught Arnstrong. The picture of
Jay swelled like a blown bubble, the circle w dened, grew
enornous, the threads of the worm becane broad and deep
with Jay as a gigantic figure standing in the mddl e of
them The bubble burst and I went down with nmy m nd

awhi rl and fadi ng away.

Don't know how long | remained corpselike, for when |
eventual ly opened ny eyes it was with the faint uncertain
menory of hearing much shouting and stanping of feet

around ny prostrate form Things nust have happened

over and all around me while | lay |ike so nuch discarded
meat. Now | was still flat. | reposed full |length on deep,
dew soaked turf with the throbbing forest close on ny left,
the indifferent stars peering down fromthe vault of night.
I was bound like an Egyptian nmumry. Jepson nade

anot her mummy at one side, Arnmstrong at the other. Severa
nore reposed beyond them

Three or four hundred yards away angry noi ses were
spoiling the silence of the dark, a mxture of Terrestria
oaths and queer, alien pipings. The Marathon |ay that

way; all that could be seen of her was the funnel of I|ight
pouring from her open |ock. The light flickered, waxed

and waned, once or twice was nonentarily obliterated.
Evidently a struggle was taking place in the shaft of |ight
whi ch becane bl ocked as the fight swayed to and fro.
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Jepson snored as though it were Sunday afternoon in the
old hone town, but Arnstrong had recovered the use of his
wits and tongue. He enpl oyed both with vigour and

i magi nati on. Rolling over, he started chewing at Blaine's
bi ndi ngs. A vaguely human-1| ooki ng shape canme silently from
t he darkness and snmote downward. Arnstrong went quiet.

Bl i nking nmy eyes, | adapted them sufficiently to discern
several nore shapes standing around hal f-hidden in the bad
light. Keeping still and behaving mnmyself, | thought
unconpl i mentary thoughts about McNulty, the Marathon, old

Fl ettner who invented the ship, plus all the public spirited
fol k who'd backed himmorally and financially. I'd often

had the feeling that sooner or |later they'd be the death of
me and now it seened that said feeling was going to prove
justified.

Deep down inside a tiny, nagging voice said, "Sergeant,

do you renenber that prom se you nmade your nother about
obscene | anguage? Do you renenber that time you gave

a Venusi an guppy a can of condensed nmilk in exchange for

a pinfire opal not as big as the city clock? Repent, sergeant,
while yet there is tine!"

So | laid in peace and did a bit of vain regretting. Over
there by the intermittent |ight-shaft the pipings rose
crescendo and the few earthly voices died away. There
sounded occasional smashings of fragile, brittle things.
More di m shapes brought nore bodi es, dunped them nearby
and nelted back into the gloom | wish | could have
counted the catch but darkness wouldn't permt it. Al

t he newconers were unconscious but revived rapidly. |
coul d recogni se Brennand's angry voice and the skipper's
ast hmati ¢ breat hi ng.

A cold blue star shone through a thin fringe of drifting
clouds as the fight ended. The succeedi ng pause was
ghastly : a solem, brooding silence broken only by a faint
scuffle of many naked feet in the grass, and by the steady
booming in the forest.

Forns gat hered around in | arge nunber. The gl ade was

full of them Hands lifted nme, tested ny bonds, tossed ne
into a wi cker hammock and | was borne al ong shoul der -
high. | felt like a defunct warthog being toted in sone
hunter's line of native porters. Just neat-that was ne.
Just a trophy of the chase. | wondered whet her God woul d
confront ne with that guppy.

The caravan filed into the forest, ny direction of progress
bei ng head-first. Another hammock foll owed i nmediately
behind and | could sense rather than see a string of them
farther back.

Jepson was the sardine follow ng nme; he went horizontally

al ong nmaking a loud recitation about how he'd been tied

up ever since he landed in this unprintable world. Not
knowi ng the astronomer who had selected this planet for
investigation, he identified himby giving hima nane in

whi ch no man woul d take pride and enbellished it with a

Il ong series of fanciful and extrenely vulgar titles. He al so
i nformed his unheedi ng bearers that said astrononmer had
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been born out of wedl ock.

Curving warily around one sem -visible tree, our line
mar ched bol dly under the next, dodged the third and
fourth. How the deuce they could tell one growth
fromanother in this lousy Iight was beyond ny

conpr ehensi on.

We had just cone deeply into the deepest darkness when

a trenendous expl osi on sounded way back in the gl ade and

a colum of fire lit up the sky. Even the fire | ooked faintly
green. Qur line halted. Two or three hundred voices

cheeped querul ously, starting fromthe front and goi ng past
me to a hundred yards farther back

"They' ve bl own up the Marathon," thought |I. "Ch, well,
all things conme to an end, including the flinsiest hope of
returni ng hone."

Sur roundi ng cheepi ng and pi pi ng becane drowned out as

the noisy pillar of flame built itself up to an earth-shaking
roar. My hammock tilted and swayed whil e those hol di ng

it reacted in alarm The way they put on the pace had to

be experienced to be believed; | alnost flew al ong, avoiding
one tree but not another, sometines turning at safe distance
fromunseen growm hs that were not trees at all. My heart

lay down in ny boots.

The bellowing in the gl ade suddenly ended in a mghty
thunp and a crinson spear flung itself into the sky and
st abbed through the clouds. It was a spectacle |'d seen
many a tinme before but had thought never to see again. A
space-ship going up! It was the Marathon

Were these alien creatures so talented that they could
grab a thoroughly strange vessel, quickly understand its
wor ki ngs and take it wherever they wanted? Were these

the bei ngs described as superior to the Ka? The whol e
situation struck ne as too incongruous for belief: expert
astronauts carrying prisoners in primtive w cker hamocks
Besi des, the agitated way in which they'd jabbered and put
on the pace suggested that the Marathon's spectacul ar spurt
of life had taken them by surprise. The nystery was one

I couldn't solve no how.

VWhile the fiery trail of the ship arced northward our
party hurriedly pressed on. There was one stop during

whi ch our captors congregated together, but their continua
pi pi ng showed that they had not halted for a neal

Twenty mnutes |later there came a brief hold-up and a
first-class row up front. Guards kept close to us while a
short di stance ahead sounded a vocal uproar in which many
voices vied with a | oud nmewi ng and much beating of great
branches. | tried to imgine a bright green tiger.

Thi ngs went phut-phut |ike fat darts plonking into wet

| eather. The mewi ng shot up to a squeal then ended in a
choki ng cough. W noved on, making a wi de bend around

a nonstrous growh that | strove in vain to see. If only
this world had possessed a noon. But there wasn't a noon;
only the stars and the clouds and the nenacing forest from
whi ch cane that all-pervadi ng beat, beat, beat.
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Dawn broke as the line warily dodged a small clunmp of
apparently innocent saplings. W arrived at the bank of a
wide river. Here, for the first tine, we could give our
guards a cl ose exami nation as they shepherded burdens and
bearers down the bank.

These were creatures very much like the Ka, only taller,

nmore slender, with large intelligent eyes. They had

simlarly fibrous skins, grayer, not so green, and the

sanme chrysanthenmuns on their chests. Unlike the Ka, their

m ddl es were clothed in pleated garnents, they had harness

of woven fibre, plus various wooden accoutrenments |ike
conpl i cated bl ow guns and bow -shaped vessels having a

bul bous container in the base: A few also bore snall

panni ers hol di ng gl assy spheres like the one that had laid ne
flat in the airlock

Craning my head | tried to see nore but could discern
only Jepson in the next hammock and Brennand in the one
behind that. The next instant, m ne was uncerenoni ously
dunped by the water's brink, Jepson's al ongside ne, the
rest in a level row

Turning his face toward nme, Jepson said, "The snelly
buns! "

"Take it easy," | advised. "If we play it their way they
may give us nore rope."

"And," he went on, viciously, "I don't care for guys who
try to be witty at the wong tine."

"I wasn't trying to be witty," | snapped back. "W're
bound to hold our own opinions, aren't we? You're all tied

up.

"There you go again!" He did sone furious withing
around and strove to stretch his fastenings. "Sone day |']I
tie you, and for keeps!"

I didn't answer. No use wasting breath on a man in a bad

nmood. Dayl i ght waxed stronger, penetrating the thin green
m st hangi ng over the green river. | could now see Bl aine
and M nshull supine beyond Armstrong and the portly form
of McNulty beyond them

Ten of our captors went along the |line opening jackets

and shirts, baring our chests. They had with them a supply
of the bowls with bul bous containers. A pair of them pawed
my uni formapart, got ny chest exposed, stared at it like
Ant hony stared at C eopatra. Somethi ng about ny bosom
struck them as wonderful beyond the power of telling, and
it wasn't the spare beard | kept there

It didn't require overnmuch brains to guess that they
m ssed ny chrysant hemum and couldn't figure how |I'd got

through life without it. For all | know, they nmay have
viewed ne as a sort of eunuch. Calling their fellows, the
entire gang debated the subject while | lay bared before

themlike a sacrificial virgin. Finally they decided that they
had struck a new and absorbing |line of research and went
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hot along the trail

Sei zi ng Bl ai ne and the boob who'd pl ayed duck-on-the-

rock, they untied them stripped themdown to the raw,
studied themlike prize cattle at an agricultural exhibition
One of them prodded Bl aine in the solar plexus where his
what zi s ought to have been, whereat he junped on the
fellow with a savage whoop and brought hi m down. The

ot her nudi st pronptly grabbed the opportunity to join in.
Armstrong, who never had been a ninety pound weakling,
made a mghty effort, burst his bonds, cane up dark-faced
with the strain and roared into the fray. Fragments of his
mangl ed hanmock swung and bounced on his beefy back

Al'l along the Iine we nmade violent attenpts to bust out

of bonds but without avail. Green ones centred on the

scene of the struggle, brittle spheres plopped all around
the three fighting Earthnen: The tail-nechanic and Bl ai ne
col | apsed together. Arnstrong shuddered and baw ed,

teetered and pulled hinself together, held out |ong enough
to toss two natives into the river and slug the daylights out
of a third. Then he too went down.

Dragging their fellows fromthe river, the green ones
dressed the sl unber-w apped Bl ai ne and the other, added
Arnmstrong, securely tied all three. Once nore they conferred.
I couldn't make head or tail of their canary-tal k but

concei ved the notion that in their opinion we had an
uncertain quantity of gam sh.

My bonds began to irk. I'd have given a lot for the
chance to go into action and bash a few green heads. Tw sting
mysel f, | used a | ack-lustre eye to study a tiny shrub

growi ng near the side of my hammock. The shrub jiggled
its mdget branches and enmtted a snmell of burned caranel.
Local vegetation was all movenment and stinks.

Abruptly the green ones ended their talk, crowded down

the bank of the river. A flotilla of long, narrow, shapely
vessel s swept round the bend, foaned in to the bank. W
were carted on board, five prisoners per boat. Thrusting
away fromthe bank, our crew of twenty pulled and pushed
rhythmcally at a row of ten wooden | evers on each side

of the boat, drove the vessel upstreamat fair pace and |eft
a narrow wake on the river's surface.

"I had a grandfather who was a nmissionary," | told Jepson
"He got into trouble of this kind."

"So what ?"
"He went to pot," | said.

"I sincerely hope you do |ikew se," offered Jepson, w thout
charity. He strained futilely at his bindings.

For lack of anything better to occupy ny attention

wat ched the way in which our crew handl ed their vessel,
came to the conclusion that the |l evers worked two | arge
punps or maybe a battery of small ones, and that the vesse
made progress by sucking water in at the bow and squirting
it out at the stern.
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Later, | found | was wong. Their nethod was nuch

simpler than that. The | evers connected under water with
twenty split-bladed paddl es. The two fl aps of each bl ade

cl osed together on one stroke, opened on the return stroke.
By this neans they got along rather faster than they could
have done with oars since the subsurface paddl es noved
forward and back with only their own weight on the boat

- they didn't have to be raised, turned and | owered by the
muscl es of the rowers.

The sun clinbed higher while we nmade way steadily upriver
At the second bend the waterway split, its current

flowing at increased pace on either side of a rocky islet
about a hundred yards |ong. A group of four huge, sinister-
| ooking trees stood at the upstreamend of the islet, their
trunks and |inbs a sonbre green verging on black. Each of
them bore a horizontal spray of big branches above which
the trunk continued to soar to a feathery crest sixty feet
hi gher. Each of these branches ended in half a dozen thick,
powerful digits that curved dowward |ike the fingers of a
cl ut ching hand.

The crews speeded up their levers to the Iinmt. The string
of boats headed into the right-hand channel over which
reached the biggest and nost nenaci ng of those branches.

As the first boat's prow cane underneath it, the branch
hungrily twitched its fingers. It was no illusion: | saw it
as clearly as | see ny trip bonus when they slide it toward
me across the mahogany. That mighty |inb was getting al

set to grab and fromits size and spread | reckoned it could
pluck the entire boatl oad clean out of the water and do
things of which I didn't care to think.

But it didn't do it. Just as that boat came into the danger
area its hel msman stood up and yelled a stream of gibberish
at the tree. The fingers rel axed. The hel msnan of the next
boat did the sane. And the next. Then m ne. Flat on mny
back, as ready for action as a corpse, | gaped at that

enor nous neck-winger while all too slowmy it cane on,
passed above and fell behind. Qur hel msman went silent;

the one in the follow ng boat took up the tale. There was
dampness down ny spine.

Five mles farther on we turned in to the opposite bank

My head was toward that side and | didn't get a view of

the buildings until the greenies tossed ne out of ny hammock,
rel eased ne fromthe thing and stood ne on ny feet.

| pronptly | ost bal ance and sat down. Tenporarily, ny

dogs were dead. Rubbing themto restore the circulation,

my curious eyes examned this dunp that m ght have been
anything froma one-horse hamet to a veritable netropolis.

Its cylindrical buildings were of |ight green wood, of

uni f orm hei ght and di aneter, and each had a big tree
growi ng through its niddle. The foliage of each tree
extended farther than the radi us of each house, thus
effectively hiding it fromoverhead view Nothing could
have been better cal culated to conceal the place fromthe
air, though there wasn't any reason to suppose that the

i nhabi tants had cause to fear a nenace from above
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Still, the way in which trees and buil dings shared the
same sites made it quite inpossible to estimate the size of
the place, for beyond the nearer screen of round houses
were trees, trees and still nore trees, each one of which
may have shiel ded an alien edifice.

I couldn't tell whether | was |ooking at a nmere kraal or

at the riverside suburb of a super-city extending right over
the horizon. Little wonder that the exploring |ifeboat had
observed nothing but forest. Its crew could have scouted
over an area holding many mllions and thought it nothing
but jungle.

Weapons ready, eyes alert, a horde of green ones clustered
around us while others finished the task of untying
prisoners. The fact that we'd arrived in a mracul ous
contraption like the Marathon didn't seemto inpress them
one little bit. My feet had becone obedi ent by now |

| ugged on ny jackboots, stood up and stared around. It

was then that | got two shocks.

The first hit ne as | nade a nental |ist of my conpanions
in msery. It consisted of little nore than half the
conpl enent of the Marathon. The others weren't there. One
hammock held a pale, lax figure | recogni sed as the body
of the guy who'd caught that |oad of darts soon after we
| anded. Wiy the greenies had seen fit to drag a cadaver
along | just don't know.

Upon a pair of |inked-together hamobcks reposed the

awake but dreany and disinterested form of Sug Farn.

But he was the only Martian present. None of the rest of
the Red Planet nob were there. Neither were Chief

Dougl as, Banni ster, Kane, Richards, Kelly, Jay Score, Steve
Gregory, young WIson and a dozen nore.

Were they dead? It didn't seem so, else why should the
greeni es have transported one body but not the others?
Had they escaped? O did they forma second party of
prisoners that had been taken sonewhere el se? There was
no way of determining their fate, yet it was strange that
they shoul d be m ssing.

| nudged Jepson. "Hey, have you noticed?"

A sudden roar over the river cut ne off in md-sentence
Al'l the green ones gaped upward and gesticul ated with
their weapons. They were maeki ng nouth notions but
couldn't be heard because the noi se drowned what they
were saying. Wiirling around to have a look, | could fee
my own eyes bug out on stalks as the Marathon's sl eek

pi nnace dived within a few feet of the river's surface
soared upward again. It vani shed over the tree-tops and
bel l owed into the distance.

But one could still follow the sound of it sweeping round

in a great circle. The note screaned higher as it accelerated
and went into another dive. Next instant it shot again into
vi ew, swooped 60 |ow that it touched the water, whisked

a shower of green droplets behind it and sent a small wash

| appi ng up the bank. For the second tine it di sappeared

in a swift and ear-racking soar, bulleting past and away at
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such a pace that it was inpossible to tell who was spotting
us fromthe pilot's cabin.

Spitting on his knuckl es, Jepson gave the greenies a sour
eye. "They've got it comng to them the lice!"

“"Tut!" | chided.

"As for you," he went on. He didn't add nore because

at that nonent a tall, thin, nmean-Ilooking greenie picked on
him This one gave him a contenptuous shove in the chest
and pi ped sonething on a rising note of interrogation.

"Don't you do that to ne!" snarled Jepson, giving himan
answering shove.

The green one staggered backward, taken by surprise.

He kicked out his right leg. | thought he was trying to give
Jepson a hearty crack on the shins, but he wasn't. The
gesture was a good deal deadlier. He was throw ng some-
thing with his foot and what he threw was alive, superfast
and vicious. Al | could see of it was a thing that may or
may not have been a tiny snake. It had no nore | ength and
thi ckness than a pencil and for a change-wasn't green,

but a bright orange colour relieved by small black spots.

It Ianded on Jepson's chest, bit him then flicked down his
front with such rapidity that | could hardly followits
nmoti on. Reaching the ground, it nmade the grass fairly whip
aside as it streaked back to its master

Curling around the green one's ankle, it went supine,

| ooki ng exactly like a harmless | eg ornament. A very snall
number of other natives wore sinmilar objects all of which
were orange and bl ack except one that was yell ow and

bl ack.

The attacked Jepson bul ged his eyes, opened his nouth

but produced no sound though obviously trying. He
teetered. The native wearing the yellow and bl ack | unp of
wi ckedness stood right by ny side studying Jepson with
academ c interest.

| broke his damm neck.
The way it snapped rem nded nme of a rotten broonstick.

The thing on his |l eg deserted hi mthe nonent he became
mutton, but fast as it noved it was too late. | was ready

for it this tinme. Jepson fell on his face just as ny jackboot
crunched the pseudosnake into the turf.

A prinme hull abal oo was going on all around. | could hear
McNul ty's anxi ous voi ce shouting, "Men! Men!" Even at
atine like this the overly conscientious crackpot could
dwel | on visions of hinself being denpted for tolerating
ill-treatment of natives

Armstrong kept baw ing, "Another bugger!" and each

time there followed a | oud splash in the river. Bl ow guns
wer e goi ng phut-phut and spheres breaking right and |eft.
Jepson lay |ike one dead while conbatants mlled over his
body. Brennand barged up against ne. He breathed in

| ong, | aboured gasps and was doi ng his utnbpst to gouge
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the eyes out of a green face.

By this tine |I'd hel ped nyself to another aborigi ne and
proceeded to take himapart. | tried to inagine that he was
a fried chicken of which |I never seemto get any nore

than the piece that goes last over a fence. He was hard to
hol d, this greenie, and bounced around |ike a rubber ball.
Over his swaying shoul ders | caught a glinpse of Sug Farn
juggling five at once and envied himthe bunch of

anacondas he used for |inbs. My opponent stabbed hostile
fingers into the chrysanthenum | didn't possess, | ooked
surprised at his own forgetful ness, was still trying to think
up sone alternative nethod of incapacitating nme as he

went into the river,

Now several spheres cracked open at ny feet and the

| ast | renmenber hearing was Armstrong rel easing a bell ow
of triunmph just before a big splash. The last | renenber
seei ng was Sug Farn suddenly shooting out a spare tentacle
he'd tenporarily overl ooked and using it to arrange that
of the six greenies who were junping on ne only five

| anded. The other one was still going up as | went down.

For sonme reason | didn't pass out as conpletely as |I'd

done before. Maybe | got only a hal f-dose of whatever

the spheres gave forth, or perhaps they contained a different
and | ess positive mxture. Al that | knowis that | dropped
with five natives astride ny ribs, the skies spun crazily, ny
brains turned to cold and | unpy porridge. Then, astonishingly,
I was wi de awake, ny upper linbs again tightly bound.

Over to the left a group of natives forned a heaving pile
atop some forms that | couldn't see but could easily hear.
Arnstrong did sone chanpi on hog-cal ling underneath that
bunch whi ch-after a couple of hectic minutes-broke

apart to reveal his pinioned body along with those of Bl aine
and Sug Farn. On ny right lay Jepson, his linbs quite free
but the | ower ones apparently hel pl ess. There was now no
sign of the pinnace, no faraway noaning to show that it

was still airborne.

Wthout further ado the greenies whisked us across the

sward and five mles deep into the forest, or city, or

what ever it ought to be called. Two of them bore Jepson in a
wi cker hamper. Even at this inland point there were stil

as many houses as trees. Here and there a few i npassive
citizens came to the doors of their abodes and watched us
draggi ng al ong our way. You'd have thought we were the

sol e surviving speci mens of the dodo fromthe manner in

whi ch they wei ghed us up

M nshull and McNulty wal ked right behind ne in this

death parade. | heard the latter give forth pontifically, "I
shal | speak to their |eader about this. I'll point out to him
that all these unfortunate struggles are the inevitable result
of his own people's irrational bellicosity."

"Wthout a doubt," endorsed M nshull, heartily sardonic.
" Making every possible allowance for nutual difficulty in
understandi ng," MNulty continued, "I still think we are

entitled to be received with a nodi cum of courtesy."
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"Ch, quite," said Mnshull. H's voice was now sol em,
like that of the president of a morticians' convention. "And
we consider that our reception | eaves nmuch to be desired.”

"Precisely ny point," approved the skipper.

"Therefore any further hostilities would be nost
depl orable,” added M nshull, with a perfectly dead pan

"COfF course,"” MNulty enthused.

"Not to mention that they'd conpel us to tear the guts
out of every green-skinned bastard on this stinking planet”

"Eh?" McNulty mssed a step, his features horrified.
"What was that you just said?"

M nshul | | ooked innocently surprised. "Wy, nothing,
skipper. | didn't even open my nouth. You rnust be dream ng
things."

What the outraged shipmaster intended to retort to that
remai ned a nystery for at this point a greenie noticed him
| aggi ng and prodded himon. Wth an angry snort he

speeded up, nmoving in introspective silence thereafter.

Presently we energed froma long, orderly line of tree-
shrouded hones and entered a glade fully twice as |arge

as that in which the mssing Marathon had nmade its | andi ng.
It was roughly circular, its surface |evel and carpeted
with close-growing noss of a rich eneral d-green. The sun,
now well up in the sky, poured a flood of pale green beans
into this alien anphitheatre around the fringes of which
clustered a horde of silent, expectant natives, watching us
with a thousand eyes.

The niddl e of the glade captured our attention. Here, as
out standi ng as the biggest skyscraper in the old hone town,
towered a veritable nonster anpbng trees. How high it

went was quite inpossible to estimate but it was plenty

| arge enough to make Terra's giant redwoods | ook puny by
conparison. Its bole was nothing less than forty feet in

di aneter and the spread of its oaklike branches | ooked

i mmense even though greatly shrunk in perspective way,

way up there. So enornous was this nighty growth that

we. couldn't keep our eyes off it. If these transcosm c Zul us
intended to hang us, well, it'd be done high and handsone.
Qur kicking bodies wouldn't | ook nore than a few
struggli ng bugs suspended between earth and heaven

M nshul | rmust have been afflicted with simlar thoughts,

for | heard himsay to McNulty, "There's the Chri stmas

tree. W'll be the ornaments. Probably they'll draw lots for
us and the boob who gets the ace of spades will select the
fairy at the top"

"Don't be norbid," snapped McNulty. "They'll do
nothing so illegal."

Then a big, winkled-faced native pointed at the positive
ski pper and six pounced on himbefore he could dilate
further on the subject of interstellar law Wth conplete
disregard for all the custons and rules that the victimheld
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holy, they bore himtoward the waiting tree.

Up to that nmoment we'd failed to notice the drumm ng

sound whi ch thundered dully fromall around the gl ade.

It was very strong now, and held a sinister quality inits
muf f| ed but insistent beat. The weird, elusive sound had
been with us fromthe start; we'd becone used to it, had
grown unconscious of it in the same way that one fails to
notice the ticking of a famliar clock. But now, perhaps
because it lent enphasis to the dramatic scene, we were
keenly aware of that deadly throb-throb-throb

The green light made the skipper's face ghastly as he

was | ed forward unresisting. Al the sanme, he still managed
to lend inmportance to his characteristic strut and his
features had the ridiculous air of one who nurses unshakabl e
faith in the virtue of sweet reasonabl eness. | have never
encountered a man with nmore m spl aced confidence in

witten law. As he went forward | know he was supported

by the profound conviction that these poor, benighted

peopl e were inmpotent to do anything drastic to himw thout
first filling in the necessary forns and getting them properly
st anped and countersi gned. \Wenever McNulty died, it

was going to be with official approval and after all officia
formalities had been satisfied.

Hal fway to the tree the skipper and his escort were net
by nine tall natives. Dressed in no way differently from
their fellows, these managed to convey in sone vague
manner that they were beings apart fromthe common herd.
Wtch-doctors, decided ny agitated m nd.

Those hol ding McNulty pronptly handed himover to

the newconers and beat it toward the fringe of the glade

as if the devil hinself were due to appear in the mddle.
There wasn't any devil; only that nonstrous tree. But
knowi ng what sone grow hs could and did do in this

greenw apped world it was highly probable that this one -
the grandpappy of all trees - as capable of some uni que and
form dabl e ki nd of w ckedness. O that statuesque |unp of

ti mber one thing was certain: it possessed nore than its
fair share of gam sh

Briskly the nine stripped NcNulty to the waist. He continued
talking to themall the tinme but he was too far away

for us to get the gist of his authoritative |lecture of which
hi s undressers took not the slightest notice. Again they
made cl ose exam nation of his chest, conferred anong

thensel ves, started dragging himnearer to the tree. McNulty
resisted with appropriate dignity. They didn't stand on
cerenony when he pull ed back; picking himup bodily, they
carried himforward.

Arnmstrong said in tight tones, "W've still got |egs,
haven't we?" and forthwith kicked the nearest guard's feet
fromunder him

But before any of us could follow his exanple and start
anot her usel ess fracas an interruption cane fromthe sky.
Upon the forest's steady drummi ng was superi nposed

anot her fiercer, nore penetrating noan that built up to a
rising how. The how then changed to an expl osive roar
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as, swift and silvery, the pinnace swooped | ow over the
fateful tree.

Somet hi ng dropped fromthe belly of the bulleting boat

bl ew out to unbrella. shape, hesitated in its fall, |owered
gently into the head of the tree. A parachute | | could see

a figure dangling in the harness just before it was swal |l owed
in the thickness of elevated foliage, but distance nade it

i npossible to identify this arrival from above.

The nine who were carrying MNulty uncerenoni ously

dumped himon the noss, gazed at the tree. Strangely

enough, aerial manifestations filled these natives nore with
curiosity than fear. The tree posed unnovi ng. Suddenly

amd its top branches a needle-ray |anced forth, touched a

|l arge branch at its junction with the trunk, severed it. The
anputated |inb plunged to ground.

At once a thousand budli ke protuberances that |ay hidden
between the | eaves of the tree swelled up Iike blown toy
bal | oons, reached the size of giant punpkins and burst with
a fusillade of dull plops. Fromthem expl oded a yell ow

m st which massed at such a rate and in such quantity that
the entire tree becane clouded with it in less than a ninute.
Al the natives within sight hooted like a flock of scared
ow's, turned and ran. McNulty's nine guardi ans al so
abandoned whatever they had in mnd and dashed after their
fellows. The needl er caught two of them before they'd

gone ten steps; the other seven doubl ed their pace. McNulty
was | eft struggling with the bonds around his wists while
slowly the mst crawl ed toward him

Agai n the beam speared high up in the tree. Again a

huge branch tunbl ed earthward. Already the tree had

grown dimwi thin the envel ope of its own fog. The | ast
native had faded from sight. The creeping yell ow vapour

had come within thirty yards of the skipper who was

standing and staring at it like a man fascinated. Hi s wists
remai ned tied to his sides. Deep inside the mst the popping
sounds continued, though not as rapidly.

Yelling at the witless MeNulty to make use of his nether
linbs, we struggled furiously with our own and each other's
bonds. MeNulty's only response was to shuffle backward a
few yards. By a superhuman effort, Arnstrong burst free,
snatched a jacknife fromhis pants pocket, started cutting
our arns | oose. Mnshull and Blaine, the first two thus
relieved, immediately raced to MeNulty who was posing
within ten yards of the mist like a portly Aj ax defying the
power of alien gods. They brought hi m back.

Just as we'd all got rid of our bonds the pinnace cane
round in another wi de sweep, vani shed behind the col um

of yellow cloud and thundered into the distance. W gave

it a hoarse cheer. Then fromthe base of the mist strode a
great figure dragging a body by each hand. It was Jay
Score. He had a tiny two-way radi o clanped on his back

He cane toward us, big, powerful, his eyes shining with
their everlasting fires, released his grip on the cadavers,
said, "Look - this is what the vapour will do to you unless
you nove out mghty fast!"
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We | ooked. These bodi es bel onged to the two natives

he' d needl ed but the needl ers had not caused that awful
rotting of the flesh. Both | eprous objects were too far gone
to be corpses, not far enough to be skeletons. Mere rags of
fl esh and hal f-di ssol ved organs on frames of festering bone.
It was easy to see what woul d have happened to Jay had he
been conposed of the sanme stuff as ourselves, or had he

been an air-breather.

"Back to the river," advised jay, "even if we have to
fight our way through. The Marathon is going to land in
the gl ade alongside it. W nust reach her at all costs.”
"And remenber, nmen," put in McNulty officiously, "I

want no unnecessary sl aughter."”

That was a | augh! Qur sol e weapons now consi sted of

Jay's needler, Arnstrong's jacknife and our fists. Behind
us, already very near and creeping steadily nearer, was the
m st of death. Between us and the river lay the greenie
metropolis with its unknown nunber of inhabitants arned

wi th unknown devices. Veritably we were between a
yell ow devil and a green sea

We started off, Jay in the lead, McNulty and the burly
Armstrong follow ng. Imrediately behind them two nen

carried Jepson who could still use his tongue even if not his
| egs. Two nore bore the body which our attackers had

brought all the way fromthe ship. Wthout opposition or

m shap we got a couple of hundred yards into the forest and
there we buried the remains of the man who first set foot on
this soil. He went fromsight with the linp, unprotesting
silence of the dead while all around us the jungle throbbed.

In the next hundred yards we were conpelled to bury

anot her. The surviving duck-on-the-rock player, sobered by
the dismal end of his buddy, took the lead as a form of
penance. W were marching slowy and cautiously, our

eyes alert for a possible anbush, our wits ready to react to
any untoward nove by a dart-throwi ng bush or a goosnearing
branch.

The man in front swerved away from one tree that

topped an enpty greenie abode. His full attention

remai ned fixed upon the dark entrance to that house and
thus he failed to be wary of another tree under which he
was nmoving. O nmediumsize, this growh had a silvery
green bark, long, ornanental |eaves from which dangl ed
nunerous sprays of stringy threads the ends of which cane
to within three or four feet of the ground. He brushed
agai nst two of the threads. Cane a sharp, bluish flash of
light, a snmell of ozone and scorched hair, and he col | apsed.
He had been el ectrocuted as thoroughly as if smitten by a
stroke of I|ightning.

M st or no mst, we carried himback the hundred yards
we'd just traversed, interred himbeside his conrade. The
job was done in the nick of time; that craw ing vaporous
| eprosy had reached near to our very heels as we resumned
our way: Hi gh in the al nost conceal ed sky the sun poured
down its linpid rays and nade npbsaic patterns through
over head | eaves.
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Gving a wide berth to this newest nmenace, which we

dubbed the voltree, we hit the end of what passed for Miin
Street in these parts. Here we had an advantage in one
respect but not in another. The houses stood dead in line
and wel |l apart; we could march along the centre of this
route beneath the w der gap of sky and be beyond reach

of this planet's bellicose vegetation. But this nade us so
much the nmore vul nerable to attack fromany direction by
natives determ ned to oppose our escape: We woul d have

to do the trip, one way or another, with our necks stuck
out a yard.

As we trudged stubbornly ahead, nentally prepared to
face whatever mght yet conme, Sug Farn said to nme; "You
know, | have an idea well worth devel oping."

"What is it? " | asked, enjoying a thrill of hopeful ness.

"Suppose that we had twel ve squares a side," he suggested,
bl andly ignoring present circunstances, " we could

then have four nore' pawns and four new naster pieces per
side. | propose to call the latter “archers'. They would
move two squares forward and coul d take opponents only
one square sidewi se. Wuldn't that nake a beautifully
compl i cated gane?"

I hope you swal |l ow a chess-set and suffer bl ockage of
the bowels," | said, disappointed.

"As | shoul d have known, your nental appreciation

accords with that of the |ower vertebrates." So saying, he
extracted a bottle of hool oo scent which sonehow he'd
managed to retain through all the ructions; noved away
fromne and sniffed at it in a calculatingly offensive
manner. | don't give a damm what anybody says - we don't
snell |ike Martians say we do! These snake-arned snoots
are downright liars

St oppi ng both our progress and argunment, Jay Score

grow ed, "I guess this will do." Unhitching his portable
radio, he tuned it, said into its mcrophone, "That you,
Steve? " A pause, followed by, "Yes, we're waiting about a
quarter of a mle on the river side of the glade. There's
been no opposition yet. But it'll conme. Al right, we'll stay
put awhile." Another pause. "Yes, we'll guide you."

Turning his attention fromthe radio to the sky, but with

one earpiece still held to his head, he listened intently. W
all listened. For a while we could hear nothing but that
throb-throb-throb that never ended upon this crazy world,

but presently cane a faraway drone |ike the humof a giant
bunbl e- bee.

Jay picked up the mcrophone. "W've got you now.

You' re headi ng right way and comning nearer." The drone
grew |l ouder. "Nearer, nearer." He waited a nonment. The
drone seened to drift off at an angle. "Now you're away
to one side:' Another brief wait. The distant sound
suddenly becane strong and powerful. " Heading correctly."
It swelled to a roar. "Right!" yelled Jay. "You're al nost
upon us!"
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He gl anced expectantly upward and we did the sane |ike

one man. The next instant the pinnace raced across the
sky-gap at such a pace that it had come and gone in |ess
time than it takes to draw a breath. Al the sanme, those
aboard must have seen us for the little boat zoonmed around
in a wde, graceful arc, hit the main stema couple of mles
farther along, came back up it at terrific speed. This tinme
we could watch it all the way and we bawied at it like a
gang of excited kids.

"Got us?" inquired Jay of the mcrophone: "Then nake
atry on the next run."

Agai n the pinnace swept round, struck its forner path,

tore the air as it shot toward us. It resenbled a nonster
shell from sone oldtime cannon. Things fell fromits
under si de, bundl es and packages in a parachuted stream The
stuff poured down as manna from heaven while the sower
passed uproariously on and dug a hole in the northern sky.
But for these infernal trees the pinnace could have done
even better by | anding and snatching the ot of us from
danger's grasp.

Eagerly we pounced on the supplies, tearing covers

open, dragging out the contents. Spacesuits for all. Well,
they'd serve to protect us fromvarious forms of gaseous
unpl easant ness. Needlers, oiled and | oaded, w th adequate
reserves of excitants. A small case, all sponge rubber and
cotton wool, containing half a dozen m dget atom c bonbs.
An ampoul e of iodine and a first-aid pack per man

One | arge bundl e had becone | odged high up in the

branches of a tree, or rather its parachute had becone
entangl ed and left it dangling enticingly by the ropes.
Praying that it contained nothing likely to blast the earth
fromunder us, we needled the ropes and brought it down. It
proved to hold a | arge supply of concentrated rations plus
a five gallon can of fruit juice

Packi ng the chutes and shoul dering the supplies, we

started off. The first mle proved easy; just trees, trees,
trees and houses fromwhich the inhabitants had fled. It
was on this part of the journey | noticed it was al ways the
sanme type of tree that surnounted a house: No abode stood
under any of those goo-slappers or electrocuters of whose
powers we were grimy aware. Wether these house-trees

wer e i nnocuous was a question nobody cared to investigate,
but it was here that M nshull discovered themas the

source of that eternal throbbing.

Di sregarding McNulty, who clucked at himlike an

agitated hen; Mnshull tiptoed into one enpty house, his
needl er ready for trouble. A few seconds later he re-
appeared, said that the building was deserted but that the
tree inits centre was booming like a tribal tontom He'd
put his ear to its trunk and had heard the beating of its
m ghty heart.

That started a dissertation by MeNulty on the subject of
our highly questionable right to nutilate or otherw se harm
the trees of this planet. If, in fact, they were sem sentient,
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then in interstellar |law they had the status of aborigines
and as such were legally protected by subsection so-and-so,
par agr aph such-and-such of the Transcosni c Code governi ng
pl anetary relations. He entered into all legalistic aspects
of this matter with much gusto and conpl ete disregard for
the fact that he mght be boiled in oil before nightfall.

When eventual |y he paused for breath, Jay Score pointed
out, "Skipper, maybe these people have |laws of their own
and are about to enforce them" He pointed straight ahead.

| followed the line of his finger then frantically poured

myself into ny spacesuit. The record tinme for encasing

oneself is said to be twenty-seven seconds. | beat it by twenty,
but can never prove it. This, | thought, is the pay-off. The

|l ong armof justice was about to face ne with that poor

guppy and one can of condensed ml k.

Awaiting us half a nile ahead was a vanguard of

enor nous snakel i ke things far thicker than ny body and no

| ess than a hundred feet in Iength. They withed in our
general direction, their novenents peculiarly stiff and

| acki ng sinuosity. Behind them also noving awkwardly forward,
cane a small armny of bushes deceivingly harmess in

appear ance. And behind those, hooting with the courage of
those who feel thenselves secure, was a horde of green
natives. The progress of this nightmarish army was determn ned
by the pace of the snakish objects in the | ead, and

these crept forward in tortuous nanner as if striving to

nmove a hundred tinmes faster than was natural

Aghast at this incredible spectacle, we halted. The

creepers cane steadily on and sonehow nmanaged to convey

an irresistible inpression of tremendous strength keyed-up
for sudden rel ease. The nearer they cane, the bigger and
nastier they | ooked. By the tine they were a nere three
hundred yards away | knew t hat any one of them could

enbrace a bunch of six of us and do nore to the lot than

any boa constrictor ever did to a hapl ess goat.

These were the wild ones of a vast and sem sentient

forest. I knew it instinctively and | could hear themfaintly
mewi ng as they advanced. These, then; were ny bright

green tigers, sanmples of the thing our captors had battled

in the emerald jungle: But apparently they could be taned,
their strength and fury kept on tap. This tribe had done it.
Veritably they were higher than. the Ka.

"I think I can just about nmake this distance;" said Jay
Score when the intervening space had shrunk to two

hundred yards.

Nonchal antly he thunbed a little bonb that coul d have

made an awful ness of the Marathon or a boat twice its
size. His chief and mast worrying weakness was that he
never did appreciate the power of things that go bang. So
he carelessly juggled it around in a way that made nme wi sh
hi m sonepl ace the other side of the cosnbs and just when

| was about to burst into tears; he threwit. H s powerful
arm al so whistled through the air as he flung the mssile in
a great arc.

W flattened. The earth heaved like the belly of a sick
man. Huge cl ods of plasna and |unps of torn green fibrous
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stuff geysered high, nmonentarily hung in md-air, then
showered all around. Getting up, we raced forward a
hundred yards, went prone as Jay flung another. This one
made me think of vol canoes bei ng born al ongsi de ny abused
ears. Its blast shoved nme down in ny boots. The uproar
had scarcely ceased when the pinnace reappeared, dived
upon the rear ranks of the foe and |l et them have a coupl e
there. More disruption. It tied nme in knots to see what
went up even above the tree-tops.

"Now " yelled Jay. G abbing the handi capped Jepson,
we tossed himover one shoul der and pounced forward. W
drove with him

Qur first obstacle was a huge crater bottomed with tired
and steaming earth am d which withed sone nutil ated

yel low worms. Cutting around the edges of this, | |eaped

a six-feet length of blasted creeper that, even in death,
continued to jerk spasnodically and horribly. Many nore odd
| engt hs squirmed between here and the next bonb-hol e.

all were green inside and out, and bristled with hairlike
tendrils that continued to vibrate as if vainly seeking the
life that had gone.

The one hundred yards between craters were covered in
record tine, Jay still in the |ead despite his awkward
burden. | sweated like a tornented bull and thanked ny
lucky stars for the low gravity that alone enabled ne to
mai ntain this hectic pace.

Again we split our ranks and raced around the ragged
rimof the second crater. This brought us practically nose
to nose with the eneny and after that all was confusion

A bush got ne. Sheer Terrestrial conditioning made me

di sregard the darned thing in spite of recent experiences.

I had my attention el sewhere and in an instant it had
shifted a pace to one side, wapped itself around ny | egs
and brought nme down in full flight. | plunged with a hearty
thunp, unarned, but cursing with what little breath I had

|l eft. The bush nethodically sprinkled ny space-suit fabric
with a fine grey powder. Then a long, |eatherish tentacle
snaked from behind ne, ripped the bush fromny form

tore it to pieces.

"Thanks, Sug Farn," | breathed, got up and charged on

A second antagonistic growh coll apsed before nmy needl er

and the potent ray carried strai ght on another sixty or
seventy yards and roasted the guts of a bawling, gesticulating
native. Sug side-swiped a third bush, scattered it

with scorn. The strange powder it sprayed around did not
seemto affect him

By now Jay was twenty yards ahead. He paused, flung

a bonb, dropped, cane to his feet and pounded ahead with
Jepson still bouncing on one shoul der. The pi nnace how ed
over head, swooped, created whol esal e slaughter in the
eneny's rear. A needle-ray spiked from behind nme, sizzled
dangerously close to ny helnet and burned a bush. | could
hear in ny hel net-phones a constant and nonot onous
cursing in at |east six voices. On ny right a great tree
| ashed around and toppl ed headl ong, but | had neither the
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time nor inclination to | ook at it.

Then a snake trapped Blaine. How it had survived in

one piece, alone anong its torn and tattered fellows, was a
mystery. It lay jerking exactly like all the other bits and
pi eces but still existed in one long lunp. Blaine junped it
and at the sane instant it curled viciously, wound itself
around him He shrieked into his hel met-nicrophone. The
sound of his dying was terrible to hear. Hi s space-suit sank
in where the great coils conpressed it and bl ood spurted
out fromthe fol ds between: The sight and sound shocked

me so much that involuntarily |I stopped and Arnstrong

bl undered into ne from behi nd.

"Keep going!" he roared, giving ne an urgent shove.

Wth his needler he sliced the green constricter into

viol ently hunping sections. W pushed straight on as hard
as we could go, perforce leaving Blaine's crushed corpse to
the mercy of this alien jungle.

Now we were through the fronting ranks of quasi--vegetable

life and into the how ing natives whose nunber

had thi nned considerably. Brittle gl obes popped and

splintered all around our thudding feet but our suits protected
us fromthe knock-out effects of their gaseous contents.

In any case, we were noving too fast to get a deadly

whiff. | needled three greenies in rapid succession, saw Jay
tear off the head of another without so nuch as pausing in

his wei ghty onrush

We were gasping with exertion when unexpectedly the

foe gave up. Renmining natives faded with one accord into
their protecting forest just as the pinnace made yet another
vengeful dive upon them The way was clear. Not sl ackening
our headl ong pace in the slightest, with eyes alert and
weapons prepared, we pelted to the waterfront. And there,
reposing in the great clearing, we found the sweetest sight
in the entire cosnbs - the Marathon

It was at this point that Sug Farn put a prine scare into
us, for as we sprinted joyfully toward the open airlock, he
beat us to it, held up the stunp of a tentacle, said, "It
woul d be as well if we do not enter just yet”

Way not? " demanded Jay. His gl owing eyes focused
on the Martian's stunp, and he added, " What the devil has
happened to you?"

" 1 have been conpelled to shed nost of a linb," said

Sug Farn, nentioning it with the casual air of one to whom
shedding a linmb is like taking off a hat. "It was that
powder. It is conposed of a nillion subm croscopic insects.
It crams around and eats. It started to eat nme. Take a | ook
at yoursel ves."

By hokey, he was right! Now that | came to examine it

I could see small patches of grey powder changi ng shape on
the surface of ny space-suit. Sooner or later it was going to
eat its way through the fabric-and then start on ne!

I"ve never felt nore thoroughly lousy in ny life. So,

keepi ng watch on the nearest fringe of the forest, we had to
spend an irritating and sweaty hal f-hour roasting each

file:/lIF|/rah/Russell,%20Eric%20Frank%20-%20Symbiotica.txt (38 of 40) [11/13/03 2:32:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Russell,%20Eri c%20Frank%20-%20Symbiotica. txt

other's suits with needlers turned to wide jet and | ow power.
I was well-nigh cooked by the tinme the | ast pinhead | ouse
dr opped of f.

Young W1 son, never the one to pass up a public humliation,
sei zed the opportunity to dig out a nmovie camera and

record our conmmunal decontam nation. | knew that this
eventual ly woul d be shown to an amused world sitting in
arnchair confort far, far fromthe troubl es surroundi ng
Rigel. Secretly | hoped that sonehow a quota of surviving
bugs woul d manage to get around with the film and | end

a taste of realismto the fun.

Wth a nore official air, WIson also took shots of the
forest, the river, and a couple of upturned alien boats with
all their bivalve paddl es exposed. Then, thankfully, we
piled into the ship.

The pinnace was | ugged aboard and the Marathon took

of f without delay. There's never been a tine when | felt
more like a mllion dollars than at the nmonment when nor nal
and glorious yellowwhite |ight poured through the ports
and the bilious green colouring departed from our faces.
Wth Brennand standing at ny side, | watched this strange,
eerie world sink below, and | can't say | was sorry to see
it go.

Jay cane along the catwal k and informed, "Sergeant,
we' re maki ng no further |andings. The skipper has deci ded
tu return to Terra forthwith and make a full report.”

"Why?" asked Brennand. He gestured toward the
di m ni shing sphere. "W've conme away with practically
not hing worth having."

"McNulty thinks we've | earned enough to last us for a

pi ece.” The rhythnmic humof the stern tubes filled in his
brief period of silence. "McNulty says he's conducting an

expl oratory expedition and not managi ng a sl aughterhouse.

He' s had enough and is thinking of tendering his resignation."

"The of ficious dope!" said Brennand, with shanefu
| ack of reverence.

"And what have we |l earned, if anything?" | inquired.
"Well, we know that life on that planet is nostly
synbiotic," Jay replied. "lIts different forns of |life share

their existence and their faculties. Men share with trees,
each according to his kind. The communal point is that
gueer chest organ."

"Drugs for blood," said Brennand, show ng disgust.

"But," Jay continued, "there are sone higher than the

Ka, higher than all others, sonme so high and godlike that
they could depart fromtheir trees and travel the gl obe by
day or by night. They could mlk their trees, transport the
life-giving fluids and absorb themfrombows. O the

synbi otic partnership inposed upon them they had gai ned
the mastery and-in the estimation of the planet-they

al one were free."

file:/lIF|/rah/Russell,%20Eric%20Frank%20-%20Symbiotica.txt (39 of 40) [11/13/03 2:32:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Russell,%20Eri c%20Frank%20-%20Symbiotica. txt

"How are the mighty fallen!" | offered

"Not so," Jay contradicted. "W have fought our way

out of their power - but we have not conquered them The
world remains theirs and theirs alone. W are retiring with
| osses, and we have yet to find a way to cure Jepson."

A thought struck nme as he turned to go. "Hey, what
happened after that assault on the ship. And how did you
keep track of us?"

"It was a losing fight. Discretion becane the better part

of valour. So we blew free before they could incapacitate
the ship. After that, we followed you very easily." H s eyes
al ways remai ned inserutably aflanme but I will swear that

a touch of malicious humour cane into them as he went

on, " You had Sug Farn with you. W had KIi Yang and

the rest of his gang." He tapped his head suggestively.

"The Martians have nuch gam sh."

"Hell's bells, they're tel epathic anbng thensel ves,"
yel ped Brennand, flushing with ire. "I forgot all about
that. Sug Farn never said a word. The cross-eyed spi der
just slept every chance he got"

"Nevert hel ess;"
his fell ows."

said Jay, "he was in constant touch wth

He went along the catwal k, rounded the far corner. Then

the warning al arm sounded and Brennand and | clung |ike
brothers while the ship switched to Flettner drive. The
green world faded to a dot with swiftness that never fails
to astound ne. Taking fresh hold on ourselves, we rubbed
our distorted innards into shape. Then Brennand gripped the
val ve of the starboard airlock, turned the control, watched
the pressure gauge crawl fromthree pounds up to fifteen

"The Martians are inside there," | pointed out. "And
they won't like it"

"I don't want 'emto like it. |I'll teach those rubber
caricatures to hold out on us!"

"McNulty won't like it, either!"

"Who cares what McNulty likes or dislikes!" he baw ed.
Then McNulty hinmsel f suddenly came around the corner,
wal king with portly dignity.

Brennand pronptly added in still |ouder tones, "You

ought to be ashamed of yourself, talking |like that. You

ought to be nore respectful and refer to himas the skipper."”
Look, if ever you take to the spaceways don't worry too

much about the ship-concentrate your worrying on the

no- good buns who'll share it with you!
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