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Phalid’s Fate


I

After two months of unconsciousness, Ryan Wratch opened his eyes. Or more accurately, he folded into tight pleats two hundred tiny shutters of dirty purplish-brown tissue and thereupon looked out on a new world.

For perhaps twenty seconds Wratch stared at delirium made tangible, madness beyond all expression. He heard a staccato shrillness—this somehow he felt he should recognize. Then his brain relaxed, let go. Wratch once more lost consciousness.

Dr. Plogetz, who was short and stocky, with a smooth pink face and white hair, straightened up from the thing on the table, put down his lensed platoscope.

He turned to the man in the gray-green uniform who wore just above his elbow the three golden sunbursts of a Sector Commander. The Commander was thin, brown and tough, with a rather harsh and humorless expression.

“Organically, everything is in excellent shape,” said the doctor. “The nerve junctures are healed, the blood adapters function beautifully—”

He broke off as the black alien shape on the padded table—a thing with a large insect-seeming head, a long black carapace extending over its back like a cloak, oddly jointed legs—stirred one of its arm-members—these, rubbery tentacles with mottled gray undersides, haphazard grayish finger flaps.

Dr. Plogetz picked up his platoscope, inspected the organs inside the chitin-plated torso.

“Reflex,” he murmured. “As I was saying, there’s no doubt it’s a healthy creature organically. Psychologically—” he pursed his lips “—naturally it’s too early to warrant any guesses.”

Sector Commander Sandion nodded his head.

“When will it, or he, I should say, regain consciousness?”

Dr. Plogetz pressed a stud in his wrist band. A voice sounded from the tiny speaker.

“Yes, doctor?”

“Bring in a sonfrane hood—let’s see—about a number twenty-six.” Then he said to Sandion: “I’ll give him a stimulant—revive him at once. But first—”

A nurse entered—a dark-haired, blue-eyed, very beautiful nurse—bringing a hood.

“Now, Miss Elder,” said Dr. Plogetz, “adjust it completely around the optic slit. Take care not to bind those little gill-flaps at the side of the head.”

Plogetz took a deep breath before continuing with his explanation.

“I want to minimize the shock on the brain,” explained the doctor. “The visual images no doubt will be confusing, to say the least. The Phalid’s color spectrum, remember, is twice as long, the field of vision three or four times as wide as that of the average human being. It has two hundred eyes, and the impressions of two hundred separate optic units must be coordinated and merged. A human brain accommodates to two images, but it’s questionable whether it could do the same for two hundred. That’s why we’ve left intact a bit of the creature’s former brain—the nodule coordinating the various images.” Here Plogetz paused long enough to give the complex black head an appraising glance.

“Even with this help, Wratch’s sight will be a new and fantastic thing,” he mused. “All pictures seen through Phalid eyes and merged by that bit of Phalid brain will be something never envisioned by human mind.”

“No doubt it will be a tremendous strain on his nerves,” observed Sandion.

The doctor nodded, inspected the blindfold.

“Two cc. of three percent arthrodine,” he said to the nurse. Then again to Sandion: “We’ve left intact another nodule of the former brain, the speech formation and recognition center, a matter probably as essential as his visual organization. The rest of the brain it was necessary to excise—a pity in some ways. The memories and associations would be invaluable to your young man, and the Phalids undoubtedly have special senses I’d be interested getting a first hand report of.

“Ah, yes,” said the doctor as the nurse handed him a hypodermic. “Peculiar affair,” he continued, using the hypodermic. “I can graft a human brain into this—this creature; whereas if I transferred a brain into another human body, I’d kill that brain.” He gave the empty hypodermic back to the nurse, wiped his hands. “Strange world we live in, isn’t it, Commander?”

Commander Sandion gave him a quick sardonic glance and a nod.

“Strange world indeed, Doctor.”

Personality, the sense of his own distinctive ego, drifted up from a murky limbo. For the second time Ryan Wratch folded the two hundred little screens in the eye-slit that ran more than halfway around what was now his head. He saw nothing but blackness, felt an oppression before his vision.

He lay quietly, remembering the crazy welter of light and shape and unknown color he had seen before, and for the moment was content to lie in the dark.

Gradually he became aware of new sensations in the functioning of his body. He was no longer breathing. Instead, a continuous current of air blew along throbbing conduits, out the gill-flaps at his head. At what point he inhaled he could not determine.

He became conscious of a peculiar tactile sensitivity, an exact perception of texture. The sensitive areas were on the underside and tips of his arm-members, with the rest of his body less sensitive. In this way he knew the exact quality of the cloth under him, felt the weave, the lay of the threads, the essential, absolute intrinsic nature of the fiber.

He heard strident harsh sounds. Suddenly, and with a feeling of shock, he realized that these were human voices. They were calling his name.

“Wratch! Do you understand me? Move your right arm if you do.”

Wratch moved his right arm-member.

“I understand you very well,” he said. “Why can’t I see?” He spoke instinctively, without thought, not listening to his voice. Something strange caused him to stop and ponder. The words had coursed smoothly from his brain to the bone at the sounding diaphragm in his chest. When he spoke the voice sounded natural on the hair tendrils under the carapace at his back—his hearing members. But after an instant’s groping Wratch’s brain realized that the voice had not been human. It had been a series of drones and buzzes, very different from the one which had questioned him.

Now he tried to enunciate the language of men, and found it impossible. His speech organ was ill-adapted to sibilants, nasals, dentals, fricatives, explosives—although vowels he could indicate by pitching the tone of his voice. After a moment’s effort, he realized his own unintelligibility.

“Are you trying to speak English?” came the question. “Move right arm for yes, left for no.”

Wratch moved his right tentacle. Then deciding he wished to see, felt at the eye-slit to find what was obstructing his vision. A detaining touch restrained him.

“You’d better leave the hood as it is for the present, until you become a little more familiar with the Phalid’s body.”

Wratch, recollecting the dazzle that had first greeted him, dropped the tentacle.

“I don’t understand how he so quickly masters the use of his members,” said Sandion.

“The Phalid nervous system is essentially similar to the human,” said Dr. Plogetz. “Wratch forms a volition in his brain, passes it through adapters to the vertebral cord, and reflexes take care of the rest. Thus, when he tries to walk, if he attempted to direct the motion of each leg, he’d be clumsy and awkward. However if he merely tells the body to walk, it will walk naturally, automatically.”

Plogetz looked back to the creature on the table.

“Are you comfortable? Are your senses clear?”

Wratch jerked his right tentacle.

“Do you feel any influence of the Phalid’s will? That is, is there any conflict upon your brain from the body?”

Wratch thought. Apparently there was not. He felt as much Ryan Wratch as he ever had, though there was the sense of being locked up, of an unnatural imprisonment.

He tried to speak once more. Strange, he thought, how easy the Phalid speech came to him, a tongue he had never heard. As before he failed to arrive at even an approximation to human speech.

“Here’s a pencil and a writing board,” said the voice. “Writing blindfolded perhaps’ll be difficult, but try it.”

Wratch grasped the pencil and fighting an impulse to scribble a line of vibrating angles, wrote:

“Can you read this?”

“Yes,” said the voice.

“Who are you? Dr. Plogetz?”

“Yes.”

“Operation a success?”

“Yes.”

“I seem to know the Phalid language. I speak it automatically. I mean my brain thinks and the voice comes out in Phalid.”

“That’s nothing to wonder at.” How shrill was Dr. Plogetz’ voice! Wratch remembered how it had sounded before the transfer—a normal, pleasant, rather deep baritone. “We left a segment of the Phalid’s brain in the head-case—the node of language production and comprehension. An ignorance of the Phalid tongue would be very inconvenient for you. We’ve also left the node which coordinates the images of the two hundred eyes—there’d be only a blur otherwise. Even as it is, I imagine you’ll notice considerable distortion.”

Considerable distortion! thought Wratch. Ha! if Dr. Plogetz could only look at a color photograph of what he’d seen.

Another voice addressed Wratch, a voice even shriller, with a flat rasp that grated upon Wratch’s new nerves.

“Hello, Wratch. It’s Sandion—Commander Sandion.”

Wratch remembered him well enough, a thin brown man, very bitter and intense, who carried much of the responsibility in the campaign against the mysterious Phalids. It was Sandion who had questioned him after the strange little brush out by Kordecker Three-forty-three near Sagittarius, where the Phalids had killed Wratch’s two brothers and left Wratch dying.

“Hello Commander,” wrote Wratch. “How long have I been unconscious?”

“Nearly two months.”

Wratch buzzed surprise.

“What has been happening?”

“They’ve attacked fifteen more ships—fifteen at least, all around the sky. Ships burnt out, crews and passengers dead or missing. They waylaid three battle-cruisers, at separate times of course—one in Hercules, one in Andromeda, and another not three light-years beyond Procyon.”

“Getting bolder!” Wratch wrote.

“They can afford to,” said Sandion bitterly. “They’ve whittled our battle-fleet down a third already. They’ve got so cursed much mobility. We’re like a blind man trying to whip twenty midgets with long knives. And not knowing the location of their home planet, we’re helpless.”

“That’s my job,” wrote Wratch. “Don’t forget I owe them something myself. My two brothers.”

“Um,” Sandion grunted, and said gruffly: “Your job—and your suicide.”

Wratch nodded his body. His head, mounted on the horny collar which topped the black carapace, could not be nodded.

“When Plogetz got to me I was dying—ninety-nine percent dead. What do I lose?”

Sandion grunted again. “Well, I’ve got to run along. Take it easy and rest.” He grinned sardonically at Miss Elder. “Lucky dog that you are, with a beautiful nurse and all.”

Lot of good that does me, thought Ryan Wratch.

Sector Commander Sandion went to the port, whose faintly grayed crystal transmitted a view of a dozen glistening towers set in parks and lakes, meshes of slender skyways, swarming air-traffic. Sandion’s air-car, magnetically gripped to the park-rail, hung outside Dr. Plogetz’ office. He climbed in, and the car darted off toward the Space Control Tower, toward his office and his endless study of space charts.

Dr. Plogetz turned back to Wratch.

“Now,” he said, “I’m going to take away the hood. Don’t worry or wonder about the confusion. Just relax and look around.”


II

Two weeks later Wratch was able to move around his suite of rooms without falling over the furniture. That is not to say he was seeing things as he saw them before. It was like learning to see all over again, in a world four times as complex. Even so, if Wratch’s future had held the slightest hope for anything other than a desperate friendless struggle, a final dreary death, he might have enjoyed the experience.

Now, in spite of all, he was constantly amazed and charmed by the colors, the tones and shades—ardent, cool, gloomy, fiery, mystic. These imparted to everything he saw a semblance new and wonderful.

The human eye sees red, orange, yellow, green, blue, violet. Wratch had seven more colors—three below red, three above violet. And there was another wave-length to which his two hundred eyes were sensitive—a color far up the spectrum, a glorious misty color. All this he determined with the aid of a small spectroscope Dr. Plogetz gave him.

He described the single high band of color to Dr. Plogetz, who was very interested in all Wratch’s observations, and who suggested that Wratch call this color ‘kalychrome’, a word, according to Dr. Plogetz, derived from the Greek. Wratch was willing, inasmuch as the Phalid word for the color was phonetically ‘zz-za-mmm’, more or less—a rather awkward term to be writing on the blackboard Dr. Plogetz had brought him. The other colors were called sub-red 1, sub-red 2, sub-red 3, super-violet 1, super-violet 2, super-violet 3.

It fascinated Wratch merely to look out across the city, to watch the changing colors of the sky—which was no longer blue, but a tint of blue and super-violets 1 and 2. The towers were no longer towers. Distorted by the Phalid’s visual node, they appeared to Wratch as ugly spindles, and the tapered little air-cars which before he had thought sleek and beautiful seemed squat and misshapen. Nothing, in fact, appeared as before. The Phalid eyes and Phalid brain segment altered the semblance of everything.

Men and women had grotesquely ceased to be human beings. They had become scurrying little leprous things, flat-faced, with moist unpleasant features.

But in compensation for his loss of some human faculties, Wratch discovered within himself a power which may or may not have been previously latent within his brain.

Lacking normal perception of the people around him, unable to interpret facial expression, tone of voice, the hundred little social mannerisms, Wratch gradually discovered that in any event he was aware of their inward emotions. Perhaps it was a universal faculty, perhaps a Phalid attribute locked into the two little brain-nodes.

He never knew exactly, but in this way Wratch learned that the beautiful Miss Elder was sickened and frightened when her duties brought her near him; that Dr. Plogetz, a very cold and exact scientist, considered him with little feeling other than intense interest.

It rather puzzled Wratch, in connection with Miss Elder, to find that she no longer seemed beautiful. He remembered her, a gorgeous creature with lustrous dark hair, large tender eyes, a body supple as a weeping willow. To his two hundred eyes now, Miss Elder was a pallid biped with a face like a deep-sea globefish, a complexion no more pleasant than a slab of raw liver.

And when he looked at himself in a mirror—ah! What an infinitely superior creature, said his eyes—tall, stately, graceful! What a glossy carapace, what supple arm tentacles! A noble countenance, with keen horizon-scanning eyes, an alert beak, and what symmetrical black whisker-sponges! Almost regal in appearance.

And Ryan Wratch grew somewhat uneasy to find how completely he was forced to accept the Phalid’s version of outward events, and he put himself on continual guard against the subtle influence of his alien senses.

Sector Commander Sandion came back one day. Gravely he shook one of Wratch’s tentacles.

“I understand you’re adapting yourself very well,” said Sandion.

Wratch still found it impossible to talk the language of men. He went to the blackboard.

“When do I start?” he wrote.

Sandion appeared to Wratch as a mud-colored warped thing, nervously agile as a lizard.

“You can start tomorrow, if you’re ready,” Sandion said.

“!!!” wrote Wratch; then: “What’s the brief?”

“In the last week, two patrol corvettes and two Trans-Space liners have been destroyed, out near Canopus,” said Sandion. “Crews and passengers, those who weren’t killed, all whisked away. The Phalids are apparently maintaining a strong force somewhere near. They’ve got scouts all through the area. We’ve seen and destroyed three or four little two-man boats, no bigger than an air-car. Well, tomorrow you leave for Canopus in another corvette. You’ll patrol slowly until attacked. Then the crew will leave in lifeboats, taking their chances on making Lojuk by Fitzsimmon’s Star where we’ve got an astroscopic station.

“Thereupon you will follow the procedure we’ve already discussed.”

“I’m ready,” wrote Ryan Wratch.

* * *

“Well, damnit,” said Capt. Dick Humber, and he threw his helmet into the bucket seat. “We can’t do anything more but send out printed invitations. Nine blasted days and we haven’t even spotted a blast track.”

“Perhaps we won’t see anything,” said Cabron, the pessimistic navigator. “Perhaps there’ll just be a flash and we’ll be dead.”

Humber glanced at the long black form gazing out the port.

“Well, you’ve got more to look forward to than Wratch,” he said mildly. “Wratch begins where you leave off.”

A black tentacle twitched.

“So far Wratch has done pretty well for himself,” grumbled Cabron. “I don’t know how many hands he can look into with all those blasted eyes, but I know he’s eight hundred munits ahead in the poker game.”

Wratch grinned inwardly. It was so easy reading joy, doubt, dismay in opponents’ minds, and as he had no intention of collecting, winning, especially from the gloomy but emphatic Cabron, seemed a harmless pastime.

A hoarse alarm whistle. A second of frozen inaction.

“Hit the boats!” cried Capt. Dick Humber. “This is it!”

A well disciplined rush, ports opening, slamming, dogging down.

“So long, Wratch! Good luck!” Captain Humber squeezed the black tentacle. He climbed through the opening, the vent that led from capture by the stealthy Phalids to safety at Lojuk. Wratch restrained the small impulse to follow, saw the lifeboat’s port blink shut an instant before the hull port snapped back.

The hiss of compressed air cartridges, four shocks as four lifeboats were kicked out from their cradles. Silence.

This was it, thought Wratch. Up to now, it had all been speculation and tentative procedure. If the Phalids contacted them, if the men got away, if…

According to the plan, Wratch slipped his arm-members into a manacle, clicked it shut, waited for his compatriots to release him. Or for quick blasting death, should they be insufficiently reassured by the flight of the four lifeboats.

But the minutes passed and still no vast silent flare—the Phalid weapon-field neutralizing molecular bonds, dissolving matter to loose wild atoms.

A great shape floated across the space-ports—a tremendous bulk, as large as Earth’s greatest passenger liners.

Presently a bump on the hull, and a scrape as a tender from the other ship shackled close.

The port swung open. Wratch saw the flicker of dark bodies…just as before, out by Kordecker 343 in Sagittarius where they’d killed his two brothers, and fleeing in an Earth cruiser, left behind one of their number, whose body Ryan Wratch now wore.

Three Phalids entered, the arm-tentacles grasping queerly-fashioned blast-rifles: alien mysterious creatures, whom only one man—Ryan Wratch—had ever seen and lived to tell the tale. And Ryan Wratch could not now have long to live, and never, he thought, would he tell the tale.

They saw him, hesitated in their steps. How noble the figures, to Ryan Wratch’s Phalid eyes, how stately the stride! Wratch felt with his brain for the emotions he had been able to detect in men, but drew blank. Were emotions, then, a human attribute? Or did Wratch’s telepathic faculty operate solely on Earth brains?

Uncertain whether or not the Phalids possessed the faculty, Wratch tried to achieve a state of pleasure and welcome.

But the Phalids seemed quickly to become indifferent to him. They reconnoitered the ship and finding nothing, returned. Then, to Wratch’s surprise, they again ignored him, began to leave the ship.

“A moment,” he called in the Phalid’s buzzing language. “Release your brother from these cursed metal bonds.”

They halted, and peered at him, taken somewhat aback, so it seemed to Wratch.

“Impossible,” said one. “You well know the Bza—” the word they used was untranslatable, but meant ‘custom, order, regulation, usual practice’ “—which makes necessary the prime report to Zau-amuz.” So the name, or title, sounded to Wratch.

“I weaken, I am faint,” complained Wratch.

“Patience!” buzzed the Phalid sharply; and with a tinge of doubt, “Where is the Phalid forbearance, the stoicism?”

Wratch became aware that his conduct was at odds with established code and quickly lapsed to passivity.

Ten minutes later the three returned, gathered up the ship’s log, and one or two instruments which excited their interest. Almost as an afterthought one stepped over to Wratch.

“The key is on that shelf,” buzzed Wratch.

He was released, and forced an emotion of relief and thankfulness through his mind. He followed them into the small boxlike boat, marveling at the casualness with which they accepted him.

He stood silent in a corner of the little boat as they flew to the great hulk which floated ten miles distant, and the Phalids were equally silent. Had they no curiosity?

How beautiful the great Phalid ship, hanging dull-gleaming in black space, seemed to Wratch’s Phalid eyes, how much more graceful and powerful-seeming than the squat stubby vessels of the scurrying little Earthmen!

Such was the message of Wratch’s eyes. But his brain was tense and wary. He was afraid, too, but fear had so long been a minor consideration now, that he was unaware of it. Wratch had long ago reconciled himself to death. Torture would be unpleasant. He repressed a human impulse to shrug. His own body was dead, burnt now to a handful of ash, and he knew that never again would he see the planet where he had been born. But if by some fantastic chance he completed his present mission, thousands, maybe millions—even maybe billions—of lives would be made secure.

Wratch watched closely to discover the controls of the boat, for perhaps sometime he might have need of the knowledge. They were comparatively simple, he discovered, arrayed in a system which seemed universal and standard wherever intelligent creatures built space-craft. In essence a guide-lever was mounted on a universal pivot for steering purposes and a bracket-wheel furnished speed control.

They drew close to the Phalid ship, a dark cylinder flat at top and bottom, with longitudinal driving bands of sub-red metal.

The box-like little tender drew close, slowed, poised, fitted itself into a recess in the side of the ship, and the ports snapped open.

Wratch followed the Phalids out into a passageway. Here, to his amazement, they abandoned him, stalked away in different directions, leaving him standing nonplussed in the corridor, unattended, unquestioned, apparently at his own devices.

How different from the discipline of an Earth’s ship! The rescued man would have been hustled in a flurry of excitement to the Commander’s office. Questions would have been barked at him, his memory searched for any detail of enemy arrangements he conceivably might have noted.

Wratch stood puzzled in the corridor, and Phalids of the ship, intent on their duties, pushed past him. He tried to reason out the situation. Perhaps he had been detected and was being given rope to test his intentions? Somehow he could not believe this. The attitude of those who had brought him aboard was much too casual for craftiness. If they had trickery in mind, so Wratch thought, they undoubtedly would have questioned him in some summary fashion, and apparently satisfied, released him under close scrutiny.

But perhaps there was no trickery. Wratch remembered that an alien race could not be judged by human standards.

On none of the Phalids could he observe badges or marks of rank. Each seemed to have some especial duty, like extremely intelligent ants, thought Wratch.

In that case, when he was brought aboard, there would be no need to take him for questioning; it would be assumed that his own instincts and training would lead him to his duty automatically. This hypothesis might explain the delay in un-manacling him from the stanchion in the corvette. A race of individuals—like the Earthmen—would have been impelled by surprise, curiosity, sympathy, before they made a second move, to free a shackled fellow.

Wratch wandered down the passageway, peering into the chambers opening to either side as he progressed. He saw and marveled, yet he could not be sure of what he saw because of his deceitful Phalid vision.

At the far end he found machines his intelligence told him must be propulsion engines. He strode down a thwart-ship passage and started forward once more.


III

From all appearances the plan of the ship was two parallel longitudinal corridors at opposite sides of the ship, with—as in Earth ships—the controls forward, the driving engines aft. Design, engineering, mechanics—all were universal concepts, thought Wratch, and brought the most efficient working out of a given problem in about the same way. As with Earthmen, so with Phalid. Here the problem was the best way of crossing space. The solution, a space-ship not greatly differentiated mechanically from Earth ships.

In spite of his seeming liberty, Wratch was puzzled and uneasy. He had been expecting suspicion, intense scrutiny, perhaps quick exposure for what he was. It was unnatural to have all ignore him.

Now his uncertainty was dispelled. A great buzzing voice permeated the ship.

“Where is he who was found on the ship of the insect-men? He has not yet come before Zau-amuz.” The voice carried puzzled rather than suspicious overtones.

Where, who, is Zau-amuz? Wratch wondered. Where would he go to find him? If the situation was as in an Earth ship, it would be forward and high over the bow. He hastened his steps in this direction, watching through each portal for any hint or sign.

A glimpse he caught through a barred door of two or three dozen humans, whether men or women his Phalid sight could not tell. He hesitated, paused an instant to look. But they could wait. Now he was anxious to find Zau-amuz before a search or an inquiry should be made, before he and his falsity should be discovered.

In a chamber below the pilot house Wratch saw one he knew was the master of the ship. The chamber itself was decorated in a style that charmed his Phalid senses—a soft rug of two over-violet tones, walls of blue tint covered with fantastically rich fret-work, low furniture of pink and white plastic, inset with medallions of that color high in the spectrum which Dr. Plogetz had called ‘kalychrome’.

Zau-amuz was a tremendous Phalid, twice Wratch’s size, with super-developed brain and oversized abdomen. Its carapace was enameled an over-violet shade. Its legs seemed to be underdeveloped, too weak to support its weight for any length of time. It reclined on a long pallet, and Wratch’s eyes thought, what glory and majesty are embodied here in Zau-amuz.

Entirely ignorant of correct procedure, but hoping that formal courtesy, rigid rules of ceremony were not customs practiced by the Phalids, Wratch advanced slowly.

“Revered one, I am he who was removed from the ship of the insect-men,” said Wratch.

“You are dilatory,” said the great Phalid. “Also, where is your sense of Bza?”—the untranslatable word meaning ‘custom, regulation, ancient manners’.

“Your pardon, intelligence. As a prisoner of the insect-men, I have seen such unpleasantness that, added to my joy at rejoining my comrades, my senses have temporarily lost their fullest efficiency.”

“Ah, yes,” admitted the Phalid lord. “Such events are not unheard of. How did you chance to fall into the hands of the insect-things?”

Wratch related the incidents of the taking of the Phalid whose body he wore.

“Situation understood,” said Zau-amuz. None of the brusqueness, the sharpness that Wratch associated with Earth discipline was evident. Instead, the Phalid seemed to take for granted the loyalty and industry of his fellows. “Have you any significant observations to report?”

“None, grandeur, except that the insect-men were so terrified at the approach of this ship that they fled in the wildest panic.”

“We have already observed that,” said Zau-amuz, with the faintest hint of boredom. “Go. Perform some needful duty. If your senses do not adjust themselves, throw yourself into space.”

“I go, magnificence.”

Wratch withdrew, well-pleased with the course of the interview. He was an accredited member of the ship’s company. The inquisition had been simpler than any he could have imagined. Now if only the ship put back to the Phalid home-planet, if he were allowed a few moments aground by himself, all might yet be well.

He wandered about the ship and presently came to a dark hall evidently intended for the absorption of nourishment. Here were twenty or thirty Phalids, ladling brown porridge into the stomach sac in their chest, champing on stalks of a celery-like growth, plucking segments from clusters like bunches of grapes, stuffing them into the stomach sac. These grape bunches seemed to be the most appetizing. In fact Wratch became aware of a great hunger in his body for these grape-things, a need not unlike a thirsty man longing for water.

He entered, and as unobtrusively as possible, took a bunch from a tub and let his body feed itself. To his surprise, he discovered the little objects were alive, that they squirmed and writhed in his finger flaps, and pulsed frantically in his stomach sac. But they were delicious; and they filled him with a sense of wonderful well-being. He wanted very much to take a second bunch, but possibly, he thought, it was not correct etiquette. So he waited till he saw one of the other Phalids reach for a second clump, and then did likewise.

After his meal he went to the Earth-people’s prison. The door was inset with a heavy transparent plate and was barred with a simple exterior bar. Inside he noted two Phalids moving around among the Earthmen, feeling them, scrutinizing their skin and eyes, like veterinarians inspecting cattle.

Wratch became slightly nauseated. Poor devils, he thought, and pitied them as he never did himself. He, at least, had a duty to spur him—and then the Phalids had killed his brothers. He hated them. But the captives here, they were cattle being taken to slaughter, bewildered, frightened, innocent.

A sudden project formed itself in his mind. Perhaps, with no risk to himself, he could manage it.

He reconnoitered back along the passageway, counted about thirty paces from the prison to the entrance port of the ship’s tender. The tender was large enough, Wratch thought, to accommodate, with some crowding, the twenty or thirty Earth people. He had noticed emergency canisters of water in the tender, and presumably there would be food. In any event, it was a better prospect than being taken as prisoners to the Phalid home-planet.

The passageway was temporarily clear. Wratch quickly made sure that the port was free to be opened, returned to the prison.

The two Phalids who were within were at a point of leaving, were conducting one of the captives between them, one who hung back and cried in terror. But they took this one out of the prison, into the corridor. Wratch waited till they stalked on black jointed legs out of sight; then he lifted the bar, entered the cell.

The prisoners looked at him apathetically and Wratch, consciously noting such features as longer hair, lesser stature, saw that about half of the prisoners were women, evidently taken from a passenger ship destroyed by the Phalids.

A pen protruded from the breast pocket of one man. Wratch stepped over, took this, and picking up a piece of paper from the deck, retired to an inconspicuous corner and wrote:

“I am no true Phalid. I will help you escape. Tell your comrades. You may speak to me in English. I understand.”

He handed the message to the man nearest him.

The man read, looked at Wratch astounded.

“Hey, Wright, Chapman, look here!” he cried and passed the note to two others. In a moment the note had been read by everyone.

They were displaying too much excitement. Wratch feared lest a Phalid passing by look in and be warned by the unusual activity. He wrote another note:

“Act more naturally. I will stand outside the door. When I beckon, come out quickly, turn to the right, enter the second port to your left, about thirty yards down the passage. Inside is a lifeboat, with simple controls. This must be done fast.” He underlined the word ‘fast’. “When you are in the lifeboat, then you are on your own. The propulsion regulator is the bracket-wheel. The lifeboat is released by two grips just inside the port.”

They read this.

“How do we know it’s not a trick?” came one voice.

“Trick or not, it’s a chance,” said the first man. “Go ahead,” he told Wratch. “We’ll wait for your sign.”

Wratch waved his tentacle in what he hoped was a reassuring sign, left the prison, leaving the door unbarred. The passageway was empty. Listen as he could, he could hear no sound of approaching footsteps, the slow clack—clack—clack made by the horn rim around the spongy center of a Phalid’s foot against the polished composition deck.

He flung open the door, beckoned to the tense Earth-people; then he himself quickly loped down the passageway, to be as far distant as possible from the scene of the escape.

But around the first angle he met the two Phalids who had come from the prison, now returning the one they had taken away whom Wratch now saw to be a woman. He must delay them, although as a last resort there was always that which he carried in his little emergency case, strapped high and inconspicuous up under his carapace.

But that was to be used only as the last resort. He planted himself in the passageway.

“What are your conclusions as to the intelligence of this race?” he asked.

They paused, scrutinized him.

“They have a queer and whimsical sense of values,” said one of the Phalids. “Their actions are governed not by Bza, the ordained way, but rather by individual volition.”

“What a strange madhouse their home-world must be!” exclaimed Wratch.

“Undoubtedly,” said the second Phalid. They were betraying signs of impatience. But Wratch, in addition to his desire for delay, actually sought information. He wanted to know why prisoners were being taken, transported to the Phalid planet. He knew, however, that a direct question might arouse suspicion. He tried indirection.

“But will these be sufficiently amenable for our purposes?”

“Probably,” was the answer. “Thievery is a task peculiarly adapted to their unpredictable guile.”

Thievery? Were Earthmen being captured and transported across light-years of space by some cosmic crime syndicate? But the two Phalids with no more ado pushed past Wratch. Anxiously he hurried behind them, dreading lest he find the Earthmen yet filing down the passageway. If they had been quick, they would be in the tender and already clear of the ship. And given ten or fifteen minutes’ start, it would be a difficult job finding them again.

The Phalids reached the prison, opened the portal, shoved the lone prisoner inside. Then they stood transfixed by surprise. The prison was empty.

Buzzing sharply they withdrew from the cell, stood in earnest colloquy. Wratch, satisfied, ducked out of sight down the passageway.

Presently the ship quivered, slowed, while the Phalids searched the void for their stolen lifeboat. But if the Earthmen had been crafty, had coasted quietly after the first brief burst of power, only chance would discover them again.

In a few moments the Phalid ship again resumed its speed, and slowed no more, and Wratch guessed the prisoners had made good their escape.

With nothing better to do, and feeling like a weird passenger on a weirder pleasure cruise, Wratch wandered about the ship, watching, listening, but overhearing little of importance. The Phalids communicated rarely among themselves, probably because they were all of identical mold. Personality seemed to be a concept incomprehensible to the Phalid mind.

Wratch found only one transparent port on the entire ship—in the pilot blister above the bow, just over Zau-amuz’ chamber. Here Wratch ventured, half-expecting to be questioned or ejected, but neither of the two Phalids at the controls took the slightest notice of him.

Wratch looked about the sky for familiar star-patterns, and for the first time regretted the seven new colors in his spectrum. Because the stars were entirely different in guise, some bright in over-violet, others in sub-red.

Wratch felt completely lost.

He made a stealthy search for star-charts, but none were in evidence, and Wratch dared not ask for any.

He found himself wandering back toward the prison, as a criminal is supposed to return to the scene of his crime. The truth was, Wratch had been worrying about the one wretched prisoner left behind. How great must be her misery, he thought, aggravated by her solitude!

He peered through the panel. There she sat, resting her chin on her hands. Wratch knew she was a woman by the length of her hair; otherwise his Phalid eyes gave him no hint as to her appearance.
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