UltimateLife

by ALBERT de PINA and HENRY HASSE

People tend to think of thingsin the terms of the familiar. When a layman speaks of " life on
other worlds" he actually means something recognizably human. But the facts indicate that
intelligence in one form or another may be found everywhere. The humble ant has a complex
social structure, including extreme specialization of typesfor certain functions; it tendsits

" milk-producing cattle" and even organizes and conducts real wars. Yet no beginning has
been made by man at communicating with the ants. Our chances of recognizing intelligent life
on another world, particularly in alien guise, isremote. Our chances of communicating with
them arefainter still. An intergalactic alien, then, might be forgiven if he needed a lot of
convincing before he was certain that man fulfilled his own definition of intelligence.



BOLIVAR rested the nozzle and hose connected to the insecticide cylinder on the bright, blue-green
grass. Heraised his head and gazed at the sky as he wiped the swest from his brow with the deeve of
the synthetic silk shirt he wore; it was an al-purpose materia, easy to produce and marveloudy
long-wearing.

A short distance away, Gus stopped too, and the acrid, blinding fumes of the chemica swirled about
them asit was dispersed by a dight breeze which gently swayed the stand of chestnut-like treesin the
background.



"So weve sterilized this section,” Gus grinned, as he spat with accuracy at an inch-long varihued worm
which had been laborioudy crawling toward him. The strong tobacco juice stopped the insect initstrack;
it writhed, curled and lay ill.

"It'll stay lousy for aweek." Bolivar stooped down and began to coil nozzle and hose, then carried it
back to the portable cylinder.

From the clump of trees, the sound of agong reverberated through the vast tillness. After the
overcrowded cacaphony of Earth, thisvirgin world, with itsimmense desol ate expanses and primeval
slence, was something they had not become accustomed to.

But this planet had its compensations. No one could suffer from claustrophobia here; the silence would
eventualy be conquered by the beneficid insects and harmless birds which the government of Terrahad
provided.

In any event, athough they werein a sense outcasts, no crimina stigma had been attached to the order
for their relocation.

The surging billions of Terrahad achieved a delicate bal ance where excesses—even emotiona
ones—could not be tolerated. It was too dangerous to alow uncontrollable psychologica factorsto ater
established patterns.

The two thousand families which had finaly been relocated on the deserted planet had been carefully
screened for precisaly those factorswhich in the dim past had been considered virtues, but whichin the
highly sophisticated and regimented Terran socid order, were considered dangerous survivalsfrom
another age.

In short, although the word was never used, they were classified asClassA. atavisms.

When Bolivar arrived at the plastic prefabricated dwelling which was his home, Stella had supper on the
table. He kissed her warmly, tenderly, for the wonder and ecstasy of their honeymoon il lingered,
touching even thelondiness of this new world with the miracle of its happiness.

It wasasmple, frugal meal of Terran vegetables and proteinates which had the taste and texture of flesh.
They had to be fruga. The newly planted crops and grains had yet to germinate and be harvested; the
dairy and food animals must be preserved until their multiplication would reach the point where their
consumption wasfeasble.

And the spaceship which had brought them, along with al the imperativesfor colonization had gone, its
dwindling fire becoming ashooting star in the heavens and findly disgppearing in the endless void. It left
behind aworld of londliness, but not before it had given these strong, resourceful Terrans the incentive of
creating anew world. The crew of the spaceship might have spared itself the twinges of conscience they
had felt on leaving the colonists behind.

They didn't quite understand, on viewing the desolate expanse of the new planet, that its very primitive
grandeur had not only provided the colonists with a creetive challenge—anew incentive—but with
something more which belonged in al truth to another age.

Bolivar sat down at the table and smiled whimsically at the way Stella had managed to find blue flowers
in the forests to decorate the table.

He gazed at her and for amoment it seemed to him asif he were viewing the future, when their plastic
home would be dive with children. The long afternoons would resound the lowing of cattle. There would



be birds nesting in the trees, endlesdly bickering, or soaring in streams of song. And the fields, golden
with ripening grain, would sweep in shining wavesto the very shores of the one placid ocean.

Heremembered hislast year on Earth. The stifling monotony of hisdays asaminor agriculturd engineer.
Stifled by the sameness which condemned him with millions of othersto a changeless security which
alowed for no promotion just asit regarded as unthinkable any retrogression. The miniscule dcove which
served as hishome; therigidly rationed food, clothing, and necessities—and the crowds, dwaysthe
inescapabletidal wave of humanity which suffocated every moment of hislife.

"Dreaming of Earth?" Stellainquired gently, and there was anogtagic expression in her eyes.

He shook hishead and smiled. "No, my dear. | was dreaming of what our new world will be like. Think
of it, we can literdly build aworld to our heart's desire. Well be not only existing, like on Earth, but living
and growing!"

THEY BEGAN to eat, wrapped in the silence of the lengthening shadows, asthe pale yellow sun sank
into the cdm bluewaters. "I'll be glad when you'vefinished gterilizing,” Stdlaspoke. "We might havea
garden of our own. It'sawonderful fegling to see growing things. On Earth, al | ever saw from the
windows of the hospital where | worked were the rearing buildings, and the gray-black pavements.” She
laughed happily. "I've never even seen agarden. May | have one now?' Bolivar smiled tenderly. Flowers,
fragilethings al beauty and color. On Earth only eating things could be grown. But here, awhole planet
awaited anew rebirth—the song of birds; thetravail of the harvests; and for thefirst time the sound of
laughter. "Won't be long now, thiswhole sector will be cleared of those stubborn pests. The morewetry
to Sterilize, the degper they burrow into the ground. It's uncanny the way they put up subsurface
defenses. One would think they had human intelligence!” "Isit so critical?' Stellainquired innocently.
Bolivar shrugged. "It is, if we'reto be sure of having crops. They'relike paliticians... undermining
everything. Thisworld'slike adoor to life, Stella. We can't risk having it closed on us.”

The Genserians

I'T HAD been eons since their lives had been ruled by sdf-interest, passions, or sentiment.

They were arace so old that al the changes of passion, heartbreak, and adventure had been wrung from
their souls.

Only lonelinessremained.

Among the thousands—millions, even of stars, theirs had given birth to a planet that bore life. And that
lifewastheir race. Theirony wasthat except for them, their galaxy was sterile. So they thought!

Alone, in their own eternity of space, they had gradually passed through all the stages of savagery,
barbarism, wars, and findly the beginnings of true civilization. But dl of that had been immeasurable ages
ago, until even the memory of past wars had ceased to be alegend, and the legends themselves had
grown dim and ceased to exist.

Throughout millenia, conflict among themsdaves had become impossible, and violence an impossible
psychological aberration. Even science had ceased to be an adventure.



At firg, asthe virus of their galactic boredom be- came more and more intense, their starships roamed
the limitless reaches of their gdaxy-, searching, dways searching for some form of life that might offer the
kinship of intelligence. But it wastheirony of their destiny that among the thousands of starsand their
planetary systems, the only forms of life they had found were either so brutish and bestid, or so utterly
dien, that not even their extraordinary science could hasten their evolution toward intelligence.

The Genserians were fated, it seemed, to an eternity of killing timeinstead of employing it creatively as
the very substance of life lived to itsfullest.

More and moretheir life had become devoid of wonder. Stegped in melancholy and lacking incentive, it
had become agrey trandgtion between birth and extinction. Little by little their literature, their magnificent
arts—even their music—began to sink into the background and to disappear dong with innumerable
variations of pleasure they had long since invented.

They could not even pass on to ayounger race the treasury of inventions and discoveries which enriched
their world. Thusthey were denied that find meaning which liesin parenthood—gd actic parenthood was
their lot.

And then, in one of those scout tripsto the limits of their galaxy—more to commune with the eterna
melancholy silence of space than anything € se—they had discovered the planet Rima. It had suited thelr
mood, for it was desolate like their minds—barren of intelligent life liketheir gdlaxy. And yet, likea
nostalgic reminder of their ancient dreams, it was verdant and aglow with the golden wash of a beneficent
un.

Varonahad commanded the scout ship. The crew, which was not acrew—for any of its members could
havefilled any position on the ship except one—had kept up theilluson of itsbeing aflight of
exploration. They were all aware, of course, that it would be as Serile as previous ones. So that when
they landed, it was more to break the monotony of space flight, than to try to confirm any possible hope.

For amoment, asthey first breathed the clean fragrant air, and trod fastidiously on the lush grass,
something of the very primitiveness of the uninhabited planet seemed to touch them. They even
speculated what it would be like to begin al over again in this new world, and build it anew. And then
they saw thefutility of such anidea. They had becometoo utterly removed from the redlities of
pioneering.

They stood Slent, their ten-feet-tall incredibly thin and fragile bodies dightly tranducent, scarcely casting a
shadow on the blue-green turf. There were no signs of life. And then, Varonahad kicked over alarge
clod of sil, reveding the smal mouth of a subsurface chamber.

Therewaslife! But to their chagrin, so inconceivably non-Genserian that they did not even betray their
thought-processes. Whatever the fundamental structure of their minds was, there seemed to be no way of
contacting them. But it was intdlligent life, there could be no question about that!

To the Genserians, it became an enormousincentive. Here was achallenge, and apromise, and a
confirmation of their hopes.

These subsurface dwellers of a primitive planet, whose soft white bodies were not more than an inch
long, became dl of a sudden the center of attention of Genserian culture. Scientists theorized and even
argued for thefirst time in thousands of orbitemps* concerning the diens socid structure; for they had
one! (*An orbitemp (pl. orbitemps, or orbitempi) isthe time measure it takes for agiven planet to make
onerevolution around its sun.)

They had vastly more than that, in the complex yet rigid matriarchy which ruled their dark world. It was



discovered that they had evolved acomplicated, yet utterly functiona type of architecture; their social
classes, which included the workers, warriors, and matriarchs, were born of identical eggs hatched in an
identica way, but organically modified by miraclesof diet.

One Genserian scientist had earned the highest honor, and what was more, the gratitude of hisworld, by
discovering that these dliens not only were capable of flight, but once an orbitemp performed adramatic
ritud of mating and deeth in midflight! Another discovered their telepathic means of communication, and
that they had a system of husbandry and even suffered parasitesto find shelter in their cities—and that
they had pets.

Thislast finding brought the dliens alittle closer to the Genserians, for they themselves sheltered and
protected huge quadruped pets, hairy, long-toothed, and fierce but completely loyal and devoted animals
of avery low order of intelligence, which they called savjers.

But centuries of investigation, experiments, and efforts to bridge the abyss that separated them from the
subsurface inhabitants of Rima, had been unavailing.

Thetiny Rimansremained asdien as ever. And thus, another great hope had findly dwindled and died.
So reluctant were the Genserians to give up even thisforlorn hope, that it was decided to wait five
centorbitemps before visting them again, in the hope that evol ution might make them more accessible.

FOR hundreds of orbitemps, the problem presented by the Rimans had kept alive speculative science
and had given anew impetusto exploration, in the hope of finding other worldswith intelligent life. And
now, the date of the return to Rimahad come.

Therewas atouch of excitement in the rarified atmosphere of the Genserian minds. They weredl
scientists. All of them were convinced that thistrip would bring no greater results than the previous ones.
And yet, some stubborn hope that refused to die, brought back to life the forgotten and faint memory of
ancient emaotions.

They clustered around Varonain the control room, as he powered the screen to full magnification, and
into thefield of their vison asolitary planet floated dowly, touching with shadow the golden glare of the
alien sun. They had seen it happen a hundred thousand times, and yet it ways stirred them alittle.

The patrol ship flashed over the planet's pole, then swung in aparabolic arc toward the southern
hemisphere. Varona brought the ship in silently, and landed it within two hundred yards of where
originaly he had made the epochd discovery.

Soon they had dl |eft the ship, and let their huge savjers run and romp and chase imaginary shadowsin
the warm invigorating sun; attenuated astheir physical reactions were, they could not but fed the
indescribable sensation of this burgeoning and fertile sail, with its young jungles and unsullied virginity.
They breathed deeply of the fresh dew-laden air, and watched whimsically for amoment as Perra,
Varonas pet femae savjer, snarled a her mate and romped away into afield of golden grain.

Srange, Varonathought inwardly, | never noticed a field of grain before. Could it have evolved
from primitive grasses in a mere five centorbitemps? And then it occurred to him how long he had
lived, and that in another couple of hundred years or so rejuvenation therapy would not work any longer.

Suddenly he hoped with an intengity that startled him, that they might be able to contact these dien
intelligences, that he might take with him into oblivion the memory of success.



But he had no moretime for idle speculation. At thefar end of the field Perra's casud barking had
suddenly become an ominous growl; then there was a series of snarls, and avoice tinged with fear.

The tremendous outpouring of emotiona energy struck them telepathicaly like ablast. They had never
experienced sgnas of that kind! They hurried toward the point of disturbance.

They found Perrain mortal combat with astrange biped, dightly lessthan two-thirdstheir size. The
cregture, whatever it was, had a curling mat of black fur on its head, beneath which two luminous grey
eyeswere wide with fear and rage. They thrashed violently among the golden grain. Asthe Genserians
stood transfixed, buffeted by the maelstrom of primitive emations, they were even more astonished to see
asmdler and dighter replicaof the creature, with yellow fur onits head, come flying from among the
trees and join the desth struggle.

They saw the larger of the two creatures raise one of its powerful gppendages on which something
metalic gleamed, and plunge it into Perras body.

Perradid to the ground with ahow! of pain.

They stood facing each other across the crimson-stained grasses of an dien world. They stared at each
other in the sllence of absolute astonishment.

None of the Genserians had ever witnessed akill. They were too numb and startled to fed horror; they
could only gaze at these savage creatures, and blank their minds againgt the barrage of psychic
vibrations.

Varonarecovered first. He had been trying to send powerful tel epathic thought-patterns to the crestures.
But they seemed utterly incapable of receiving them.

Hewondered with asense of futility if the strange and dien planet could only produce such unGenserian
types of inteligence that it was usdess even to try to contact them. Thefirgt life-form had proven a
complete failure. These, dthough atravesty of their own physical appearance, seemed even lower inthe
intelligence sca e than the wormlike matriarchs who lived benegth the surface crust. They were
dangerous, too! He suddenly redlized.

Wordlesdy heamed atiny conica rod, first at the larger creeture, then a what was evidently itsfemae.
They toppled over without a sound, asthe charge painlesdy neutralized them.

It took the entire crew of seventeen scientiststo carry the two heavy creatures, one a atime, to their
ship. Oncethere, they held a conference.

Some of the scientists were for taking them back to their own world. VVarona himself was dubious. He
felt they wereviolaing their captives rights.

". .. Beddes, what good would it do? We must study them in their own milieu—againgt the background
of the environment which produced them!" Varona observed placidly.



"But did Rima produce them?' Garaban, the psycho-synthesi st wanted to know. "In amere five hundred
years? Granted, their intelligence seemsto be of avery low order. It hasto be, for this creature to engage
in mortal combat with anything asfierce and e ementd as Perral”

"Then too," Moldav, the para-psychic, observed thoughtfully, "I noticed right after the battle that the
femae was having aviolent neuro-emotive upheava. These arelow order, highly ungtable primitive
intelligences—in fact, the originad matriarchd race had avaster, more stable type of coordinates. Witness
their highly evolved socid complex; their advanced architecture and underground agriculture. And most
important, | think," he ended, "they are sufficiently evolved asto be incapable of attack.”

"They were," Vedtd interposed. "While you conferred | have been exploring in order to establish the
incidence of these creatures. There seem to be no othersin this sector. But, the Sartling fact is, thet the
origina matriarchs have been destroyed by some sort of lethd gases, artificidly introduced into their
subsurface citied!”

The disclosure caused as near a sensation as the nature of the Genserians permitted. They gazed at one
another in something akin to horror.

What were these newer creatures? They seemed to have ageniusfor destruction. These low-order,
non-telepathic bipeds seemed to be the embodiment of explosive violence. Varonafelt along forgotten
thrill of anticipation. Here was not only a problem asto origin and identity, but something far grester. All
thisenergy, dl thisincredible emotiona power, could not possibly be the complement of a mere brutish,
bestiad biped. He struggled to recapture some of the ancient, atrophied passions which his race must have
felt in eons past. Hefalled. With asigh, he turned gently to Garaban. "Do you suppose that by some
miracle these creatures possess a share of the ingght that might lift them eventuadly abovetheleve of, let
us say, our pet savjers?' He patted the enormous fanged head of Porro, who had lain his muzzle on



Varonas knee. Porro lifted his great eyes and gazed mournfully and adoringly at his master, and gave a
gusty sigh. He missed Perra, his mate, and the young femae they had given him taxed his patience.

One of the younger scientists brought alarge platter of food and placed it before him. The shaggy head
sniffed the succulent proteinates disdainfully, and turned to gaze at its master. Mara, hisyoung new mate,
camerushing in and started to take a bite from the platter. Ingtantly, Porro turned with agargantuan snarl,
bearing his sharp white fangs, and crouched for the attack. Mara hesitated briefly, drew back, and with a
low growl retreated. Porro stood over the platter of food and glared at her.

Varonawearily gestured towards Porro. "They never change, you see! After endless millenniaand
countless generations, we have failed to raise them an iota on the road to evol ution!™

Moldav nodded gently. "Sometimes | think," he said, "that we're trying to find something which does not
exist. We're chasing phantoms—it's a deep subconscious wish fulfillment, which in someway istied up
with our fear of racid extinction.”

Garaban smiled. "We have lived so long, we have dl become rulers—but we have no oneto passthe
power to. | would be the last one to dash your hopes. But my theory isthat these creatures are rebel
parasites who have turned againgt their hosts, the matriarchs, and emerged from the subsurface cities.
Obvioudy, they could not have been evolved in five hundred years. More obvioudy sill, they could not
have come from space!”

VARONA rose, and went into the interior of their ship. He stood before two hastily converted
staterooms. Originally they had been doorless. Now they were barred with thin strips of aloy. Thetwo
strange creatures had been placed one in each stateroom. They were awake now.

Varona had hardly been there amoment before the larger of the two specimenstook the vessel
containing water, which had been placed insde the stateroom, and hurled it out, missing Verona by
inches but nevertheess drenching him.

He stood there utterly astonished. While the creature uttered a rapid succession of discordant sounds,
and shook the aloy stripswith amost supernatura strength.

In the other stateroom, the yellow-furred femae buried her face in her hands and emitted curious muffled
cries as her shoulders shook convulsively.

After awhile, the neuro-tempest subsided. But the male continued to glare a him with an awful fixity of
purpose. It was then VVarona noticed the creature had in his hand the noncorrosive aloy math-temporal
rule he had log, five centuries before.

He smiled. He wondered with faint amusement if such an occasion had ever occurred before. It was asif
Porro, his pet savjer, wereto take up in his paws adide-rule.

As he stood observing the amazing creatures, Garaban and Moldav joined him.

Little by little, the rage of the mae seemed to subside. He was emitting strange sounds now, and to their
infinitely subtler mindsit seemed asif there were aterrible desperate urgency in the deep voice.

"Do you suppose these creatures have alanguage of sorts?' Varonawondered aloud.

"Of course. Rudimentary, no doubt, but so has Porro here." He patted the bristling savjer who had
followed the scientists slently. "No matter how low the order of intdligence, dl life beyond acertain stage



has means of communication—it may be vocal, asin thisinstance, or telepathic, asin the case of the
matriarchs. Perhaps both, asin our case." He shook his head with vast disappointment.

"I would give my last remaining two hundred orbitemps," Varona said with conviction, "if | could only find
the merest evidence of that spark which isthe key to creative evolution in even this creature!™

"What do you imagine he sees of interest in that math-rule?' Garaban inquired half in earnegt, half in
amusement. "What an adventure to be able to penetrate his mind for even afew seconds!"

They fdl slent. The two dienswere quiet now, asif from the depth of their vast despair they gazed at
their captors, beyond fear and beyond words.

And out of the silence Moldav, the para-psychic, spoke. His voice rose, tinged with the faintest
excitement. He had always been the most origind.

"I think," he said uncertainly, "that perhaps we are defegting our purposes by trying to solve this problem
from our own exated point of view. We have become so far removed from the basic values of life that
we no longer seem able to understand, not only the problems, but even to recognize the signposts!
Observe. See how the family is desperate to be reunited with her mate. Does it not mean something to
you, this powerful attachment, even under the stress of an artificia environment?”

They turned to gaze a him in astonishment. If they understood correctly what Moldav wastrying to hint,
these were low-intelligence belngs—precursors of what might he one day, a culture comparable to theirs.
Thisthey had gathered from hismind.

Garaban, the psycho-synthes s, permitted himsdf adightly sardonic smile. "Even Porro hasan
attachment of sortsfor hisfemaes," he observed mildly. "The most bestid lower form will fight to the
death to protect its young. These, my dear Moldav, are mereingtinctive reactions. | am surprised that
oneof your brilliance and origindity should entertain such mistaken deductions from primitive behavior!"

Varonaraised hishand. Asthe edest, he permitted himsdlf certain prerogatives, and hiswhimsica mind
had suddenly concelved asmple test which would once and for al settle dl theories and speculations.

"My dear Moldav, we have lost so much, so very much, that even thethrill of scientific and intellectua
speculations has vanished. It was the last remaining type of adventure we had—we no longer have that.
Since we seem to have become so emotiondly rarified, that in comparison with these," he gestured
toward Bolivar and Stella, "we are but a shadow of life; | wonder you would endow these creatures with
the only remaining reason for existence that we possess. Surdly, only after having tasted the bitterness of
defeat, endless humiliations, unimaginable despair, were we able to rise to our present stature and
understand the length and breadth and depth and height of the noblest, the only supreme emotion left to
us. And that you should hint these creatures can even begin to be capableof it . . ."

Varonahad the unprecedented and pleasurable feding of being speechlessfor thefirst timein hislife.

But Moldav held hisground. It was achdlenge. If only for this, the Genserians flight into space had been
asuceess. "l can proveit,” hesaid quietly.

"It will be crud," Varonathought aloud, having read Moldav's mind.
"It will not harm them, however," Garaban interposed quickly, catching their trend of thought.
"How long shdl we time the experiment?' Moldav inquired, as he eyed the alien creetures.

Varonagazed at them speculatively. "1 should say that Sixty divisons of time would be about right. If



thereis any danger during the experiment, we can always stop. Given their anthropologica make-up,
they should be susceptible to our rgjuvenation processin case of physical damage.”

And suddenly, despite the obvious absurdity, dl three of them hoped with dl their beingsthat the
experiment would be a success.

TO BOLIVAR and Stdla, the whole thing had been atremendous shock. Bolivar had tried the three or
four languages he knew on their captors, without success.

The very uncertainty, their complete ignorance of the fate in store for them, added to their fear and horror
of the unknown.

Hetried to reassure the hysterical Stella, repeating over and over, "Nothing's going to happen, my desr.
They'rejust curioud" But he himself didn't believeit in hisheart.

"But who are they? What are they trying to do to us?' Stella sobbed. Shefelt her sensesreding. The
sght of thetall, attennuated beings whose large eyes regarded her so intently, paralyzed her reason.

Bolivar tried to explain, "They're from out in space somewhere, darling—probably millions of years
ahead of usin development. And they're testing us. They don't quite know what we are, just aswe
wonder about them. But there's no danger!™ He reassured her trying to put conviction in hisvoice. Stella
sobbed.

That night Moldav who was on watch, came and stood silently before the two barred state-rooms. He
seemed to be concentrating as he regarded Bolivar and then Stella by turns.

Bolivar took the math-rule and moved it back and forth; he could not hope to understand its strange
mathematical symbolism, but he tried desperately to show Moldav that he understood its purpose. The
Genserian remained impassive and a oof.

In desperation, Bolivar concentrated on their new home on Rima, on Gus and hisfamily living afew miles
away; on Earth and its surging throngs, and mammoth cities—he concentrated until his head ached and
his eyes burned.

For an instant Moldav's eyes glowed, then he smiled and left as sllently as he had come.
The next day, the food ration stopped.

Stellaand Bolivar didn't know whét to think. They had never brought courageto life or to love—on
Terra, it was not necessary. Thelir rigid, paternaigtic culture frowned on greatness. The dightest deviation
—even daring or great love, not to speak of abnegation—were considered proper subjectsfor
psychiatric study.

They had no wesapons |eft but themselves; no resources but the vast heritage of their race, now dormant
and gifled by the cowardly soporific of an artificid way of life.

But they were the unwanted. They did not quite conform to Terrals Sterileided. Were they not atavistic?
For that they had been relocated—a polite euphemism for exile. And now, in their hour of need, it was
their very failure which cameto their aid!

The days lengthened into aweek, and till no food was forthcoming. Stellaand Bolivar had passed
through the agony of hunger and into the grey chiaroscuro of semicoma. Daily they grew weeker. They



had dreamed of feasts and banquets as they tossed restlessly and cried out in the night. But now, even
the mocking specter of hunger had gone, leaving their minds preternaturdly clear.

They knew that some fiendish test was under way. And they no longer hoped that their captors
possessed any decency. At timesthey lapsed into delirium, losing their sense of redlity asthe
subconscious overflow gave them relief from tortured nerves and endless fear. Phantoms and nightmares
invaded their minds with distorted dreams and memories of Earth and Rima, only to awaken to the redity
of starvation—made more stark and terrible by theincreasing clarity of their minds.

TheTest

IT SEEMED to Bolivar asif herein the glaucous depths of Rima's placid ocean there was silence and
peace. Hefdt cool and relaxed in the luxury of an dl-pervading lassitude. Only afaint memory of a"she"
with yelow hair gnawed subtly at his mind; it was a vague remembrance that had to do with waving fidds
of grain like agolden sea. And the "she" was part of him—but he didn't quite know how. And then he
was stooping over the freshly furrowed earth, to pick up astrange metallic instrument with odd symbals,
which he could not understand out of itsframe of reference. It looked like a super-dide-rule.

Hefloated in that placid sea, shielded by the warm darkness, weightless—in an ecstasy of non-fedling,
scarcely breathing. Suddenly, he was flooded with light, and he felt himsdlf rising, risng upwards until he
broke surface and awvoke to auniverse of pain. His eyes were blurred, and delirium returned to dance a
macabre saraband without meaning in hisbrain.

Asif from along distance he saw the fading outlines of his captors; their figures seemed to waver, recede
and grow dim. He could hear strange voices pitched low, but the sounds had no significance. Hefdt a
vagueirritation a the figures and the lights and the sounds; he longed for the warm security of hisplacid
sea. And without knowing it, he whimpered.

"We have gonetoo farl" Varona protested. During the weeks of the experiment, he had begun to fed the
tirrings of emations he had not known he was capable of . It made him uncomfortable. "We have no right
to violate the concepts of our ethics."

"But you concurred in the experiment,” Garaban softly reminded him. He, too, seemed haggard.
But it was Moldav who was not quite himself. He made agesture with hishand . . . it trembled.

"I would have stopped it long ago,”" he said pensively, and purposdly left his mind open for contact. "But |
seemed to contact mentd vibrations from the mae. Strange! Something in the form of images he was
trying to project. | decided then to go on with the experiment.”

The other Genserian scientists gazed at him in mild astonishment, probing at Moldav's mind.

"But that would presuppose a high order of intelligencel™ Garaban exclaimed with ameasure of intensity
such as he had rardly shown. "It would mean our search isat an end!"

Moldav nodded. "I am not quite sure," he said dowly. "If | amright, the final test will reved it."

"l il think itsunfair,” Varona shook his head increduloudly. " Oh, they're biped, and therefore sartlingly
Genseroid, dl right. Some of the indices conform to our highest expectations, such as cranid
development and especidly . . ." He broke off uncertainly and frowned at Molday. "Thetailless, hairy,



stoop-walking caricatures of Rigel-VI had smilar characteristics, remember? There we drew ablank.”

Moldav remembered. It had been one of their greatest disappointments. The strain he was under was
beginning to give hisfragile features an dfinlook.

At that moment, one of the younger scientists came bearing aoft a steaming platter of food. Silently he
placed it before the two staterooms, far enough back asto be clearly visible by both captives.

Sowly the passageway became filled with the rest of the crew. There was no sound except their shalow
breathing, asthe succulent odor of the food permeated the air.

And then Varona did a strange thing, he placed ahand on Moldav's shoulder, and his thoughtshad a
tinge of compassion.

"Dont be affected by the failure of thisexperiment,” he said softly. "After dl, remember that the ingtinct of
sdlf-preservation is supreme among al the creatures we have ever known. In all recorded history,
we've never encountered abnegation—except among ourselves!” He touched an activating key to the
lock on each barred door, and silently they did back in their grooves.

The overpowering odor of food awoke her. Stella stirred and opened her eyes; so weak she could
scarcely move, she stared at the white metal ceiling of her cell. Wave upon wave of maddening odor
assaulted her. She trembled with the intengity of her desire as her mind cleared.

She turned her head dowly towards the source of the heady fragrance, and saw the platter of food. For
an ingant, her mind clouded, and she knew only aravening urge to devour it. She glanced up and saw
thetal figures of the diens asthey watched her, and her lips drew back tight over her teeth. Then sanity
returned. Her mind had never been so clear. It was asif her famished and wasted body had released its
hold upon her menta faculties, and there were no barriersto her understanding.

Intuitively sheknew. Thiswas the test! She gazed at the Genserianswith aworld of scorn mirrored in
her eyes. And then she remembered Bolivar. He mustn't touch it, she thought inwardly. He mustn't!
Slowly, she began to crawl to the open door to warn him; twice her strength failed her and she had to
rest under the scrutiny of those dien eyes. She again began the dow, painful crawl toward the platter.
Over and over sherepeated in ascarcely audible voice the anguished refrain, as she called hisname.

BOLIVAR, too, had been aroused by the tantaizing odor. He crouched in a corner of hiscell and eyed
the open door and the food platter, trying to think. But the power of coherent thought had left him now.
He only knew that there, along distance away, there wasfood. A ravening, an insane desire consumed
him as he started to inch hisway towards the platter. It seemed to be an eternity away from him, and he
whimpered and growled by turns. The blurred figures of his captors he ignored—they had no meaning.
There was only one redity—the food.

Then he heard arustling sound and the sobbing insistence of avoice. He stopped. Dimly he remembered
a"she" Would shetry to rob him of hisfood? With atremendous effort he gathered his ebbing strength
and tried to go faster, unaware of the hoarse sound issuing from histhroat. He got to the door. He eyed
the platter which was now almost within his reach, and awave of nausea shook himinitsgrip.

When Bolivar opened his eyes, he saw her. She was near the platter too, but not as near as he. Hislips
drew hack in a savage snarl, and his eyes glowed with atowering rage. "Trying to sedl my food,” he
thought. He gave alow growl and pounced on the food, his emaciated hands trembling over the prize.



"Don't Bolivar! Don't. . . eatit! Oh, my darling!" It was a heart-rending cry that issued from Stellas
throat, and with it went the last of her strength. Shefell and lay gasping between sobs.

Bolivar heard it. It cameto him dim and far-away. He gazed at her inert form, asdl the tendernessin that
cry began to dispel the crimson fog from his mind. He hesitated and looked at the food.

"Bolivar . .." Her voice was so faint it could scarcely be heard.

He gazed at Stellalying, so white, so pitifully thin, and trembling, and sobbing, he caled her name, he
dragged himsdlf to her sde. Tenderly he raised her head, then cradled her in hisarms. He took a morsel
of food from the platter and placed it in her mouth; severd times he fed her, waiting for her to swallow
each time, as he smoothed her hair and caressed her. Not until she could no longer eat, did he beginto
edt.

Varonagazed at Moldav in the absol ute silence of the passageway, and each saw the other's eyes were
Wet.

"We're not dong, at last!" Varonaexclaimed in an dtered voice. "These are our inheritors!" And for the
first timein many centorbitemps, the tears coursed down his ancient cheeks as he wept unashamed.



