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CAT O’ NINE
TALES

by Thomas N. Scortia

illustrated by FREAS

Something was broadcasting the secret thoughts
of men, feeding their hidden fear and guilt back
to them, amplified. It was like the brainwashing
methods of the alien Troats, but far, far worse.

after he had assumed com-

mand of the eight man
picket ship Abalon, Lt. (JG)
LeFarge blew out his brains
with his own ceremonial revolv-
er. His second, Ensign Hart-
mann, found him in the- dis-
pensary, floating amid the de-
bris of his own self-destruction
and the splintered fragments of
the ancient 30mm pistol which
had exploded in the very act of
destroying its owner.,

Five days later, the Quarter-
master ship received his grey
body in its issue plastic case,
ticketed and coded like some
inanjmate piece of equipment.

Lt. Goetering, LeFarge's re-
placement, watched from the
hold port of the QM ship until

S IX MONTHS to the day

the transfer was complete, and
wondered how many more grey
plastic-enclosed things would
make the same sort of trip be-
fore the war with the Troats
was at an end.

As soon as the transfer was
completed, Goetering rode the
shuttle, carrying the Abalon’s
fuel and food rations for the
next month, across the quar-
ter mile of separation to the
waiting picket ship. A taped
whistle, sounding on the small
ship’s inter-com, piped him
aboard and to the bridge where
Ensign Hartmann reported.

THE QM ship blasted

S
A far aport, Goetering asked,
“Wkat happencd to Lel'arge?”
“Well...” Ensign Hartmann



LaFarge couldn’t stand hia guilt any longer, and took the only avenue
of esoape there was, ’
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ventured, “vou know how
things happen.”

“That’s hardly an answer,”
Goetering said stiffly.

Ensign Hartmann stood si-
lently. He secmed to be listen-
ing for something. “LeFarge
was always rather moody.”

When Goetering started to
say something else, Hartmann
said, “That’s the K Force, isn’t
it?” He gestured at the faded
patch on Goetering’s right
shoulder with the “K” and “F”
sprawled across a thick circle.
The thread forming the insig-
nia was frayed and discolored
compared with its mate with
the bright V Picket Fleet in-
signia on Goetering’s left shoul-
der.

“That’s right,” Goetering
said, coloring. “I was one of
the survivors.”

“Then you’re one of the few

to see those butchers close at.

hand.”

Butchers? Goetering thought,
Hate-love-agony blending.
Could he ever forget that two
months? “I was a prisoner for
two months, until they sent me
and the other four back with
their message.”

Message: You are vermin we
cannot tolerate., We will wipe
you out and try to forget the
filth that you are.

“I saw quite a bit of them,”
he said.

“And the others, the rest of
the fifth?”

“The lucky ones...dead.
You kncw what the Troals do
with prisoners.” He felt sick,
wherever he went. If they
could forget. ..

“I'm going to my quarters,”
he said. “Wake me at the end
of this watch.”

ARTMANN NODDED

absently and saluted. Goe-
tering left him on the bridge,
slaring at the air in front of
him as though listening. It
wasn’t until the metal door of
his tiny cabin slid softly shut
behind him that Goetering re-
membered he had failed to
meet any of the other members
of his new command.

He unbuckled the ceremonial
revolver at his side and stared
at it moodily. LeFarge, he won-
dered, what sort of a man was
he? Younger than he, of course.
(No one bothered to ask why
Goetering was still a Lisuten-
ant, not after seeing the
frayed K. F. patch. Everyone
knew what had happened to the
men the enemy had releascd.)

He pressed the button that
lowered the bunk and threw
himself on it. Well, he could
understand it in a way—at
least the impulse. Lord, the
times when he had wanted to
end his own life. And not for
the reasons the brass thought.

“Give him a line command,
an easy one,” they said. “The
Troats did something to him.



But we nced men in the line.
We have to use him, him and
the others.”

If they had known the whole
story...

...o0f endless
self-loaihing. ..

He almost sobbed aloud at
the iantensity of the memory.
...and smothering black ha-
tred, halred yoy can drown in
...and the fostered awareness
of massive power. . .of untouch-
able force. ..

“Oh, God,” he said aloud.
They were in his mind..,
again!

korror and

E SAT erect, feeling the

horror wash over him
and...

...smage of love, of strength
whom I shall hate. .and love
with a cruelty that I destroy
and. ..

“No, I’ve killed him once al-
ready.”

...to burn in sin-bright
flame to the end of eternity. ..
screaming abt the fire of re-
venge in my hand.

Goetering pushed from the
bunk, opened the door and
stumbled into the passageway.
Then, awarcness returning, he
returned, donned the parts of
his uniform which he had dis-
carded, and made his way to
the bridge.

Hartmann and another man,
the Warrant officer, were
speaking in low tones when he

entered. On the far side of the
bridge, two enlisted men
worked at the console of the
long distance mass detector.

Hartmann looked at him cu-
riously and introduced the oth-
er officer as Mr. Marvin,

“Welcome aboard, sir,” Mar-
vin said uneasily and Goeter-
ing realized that his face must
still mirror the fear he had felt
minutes beiore.

E STRAIGHTENED his
body and stared into
Hartmann's jet eyes. After a
momsnt the boy looked away,
his thin shouiders hunching
slightly, Marvin moved away
and bent his head in study of
the chart the two men were
plotting with the detector.
“How did you sleep?” Hart-
mann asked.

“I didn’t.”

Hartmann paused in indeci-
sion. “I didn’t think you
would.”

“What do you mean?"”

“I suppose I should have
showed you when you first
came on board.”

He led Goetering from the
bridge and down the central
passageway. They stopped be-
fore a door marked ‘“Dispensa-
ry.”

“You must understand,”
Hartmann said slowly, “we
didn’t know what to do about
this, It...well, LeFarge kept
the things and there just wasn’t
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any way to decide after he
died.”

“What are you talking
about?” Goetering demanded.

“LeFarge called it Gumibo
Ya-¥a. That’s Creole for ‘eve-
rybody talks together’ or some-
thing like that.”

“I'm not very geod at puz-
zles, Mister.”

“Here,”” Hartmann
opening the door,

said,

HE CENTER of the room

was dominated by a trans-
parent plastic case bolted to
one of the equipment tables,
Below the table were a series
of oxygen bottles connected
with plastic tubes to the en-
c'osure. On the side cf the en-
closure were two thin metal
rods and a rhecstat which
Goetering recognised as a
makeshift thermostat.

Inside the improvised incu-
baior.

... dike that when I killed
Lim with fire. .. father!

“My God,” Gostering said.
“What is it?”

“Gumlo Ye-Ye,” Hartmann
said. “LeFarge thought the
name was amusing.”

Inside the transparent case
four small kittens with blind
eves allarled the breasts of
their mother. The larger cat
was a periectly ordinary tabby
of indrterminant origin, Mal-
tese-rtriped and sleck, with the

well-fed look of a ship’s mas-
cot.

At first glance, the kittens
seemed equally ordinary. There
were four small bundles of fur
with matted faces and greedy
mouths that mewed and pulled
at distended nipples.

But there was something
wiong witih the color of one.

T WAS THE runt of the lit-

ter, Goetering saw, but its
fur was thick and silky, with a
brilliant orange-yellow colora-
tion. There were other differ-
ences, too; the head was overly
large, while the tufted ears
were sharp with a clipped feral
look.

Then he saw thin white
fangs protruding from the
mouth and he saw the faintest
touch of red about then. The
thing, he realized, was not
drawing milk from the mother,
_ “The creature’s a parasite,”
Hartmann said. “It can’t man-
uflacture its own red corpuscles,
so it has to depend on the
mother for both food and air.
The fangs aren’t teeth, they're
mesodermal in origin, an ex-
tension of the cervical arieries.
That’s the reason for the highly
oxyvgenated air. The mother
wouldn’t have enough without
it, and the mutant would die.”

Goetering stared at tnc blind
thing, diinking its mo:her’s
blood. On'y it wasn’t drinking,
he realized. As he waiched,
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twin feathery antennae lifted
and writhed like small snakes.

...they did it... with love
ard hate and tke pain that
wouldn't go away wuitil...my
hards...my burning nwurder-
er's kands. .. .

Involuntarily Goetering
gasncd.

“It’s a little frightening at
first,” Hartmann said. “XNet
telepathy, really. More of a
personal feedback-—as though
the thing received a man’s s2-
cret thoughts and retransmii-
ted them. Everyone gets some-
thing different.”

... his  face, screaming...
ckarring with bright flame. ..

“It started before they were
born,” Harimann was saying.
“LeFarge built the incubater
when the x-rays showed what
ke had. The first viable deep-
space mutation he'd ever seen,
he said.”

“I want that thing killed.”

“We can’t do that,” Hart-
mann said.

“Can’t you sce? This is why
LeFarge killed himszelf,”

“Perhaps,” Hartmann said,
“but we can’t kill it. Orders.”

“Orders?”

“Base is sending
pick them.. .it up.”

“l want that creature killed.
I'll taie the responsibiiity.”

“No, Hartmann said.
“Look, you know the Troats.
"¢'ve held them for a decade,
fallicg back, regrouping. WWe've

a ship to

held this same line for three
years with our picket ship de-
fense in depth. But we'rc los-
ing: in the cnd, they’ll wipe us
out.”

OETERING NODDED,
remmembering. “Because,”
he said, “they can’t allow an-
other intelligent race to exist.”
“Egoists. That's why they
sent you and the others back to
tell us that thay were coming to
destroy us.”

And they alinost did, Goet-
ering thought, IHe'd tried to
give warning of the danger, but
who would believe. Telepathy?
It had been proved that the en-
ergy requirements for telepathy
were impossible to a living or-
ganizm. The en=my would have
to fight their Dbattles in the
same manner the Eartimen
d'd...with great battle ma-
chinas that could think and act
a thousand times faster than
organic brains.

Besides, Goetering Limself
ircisted that the effective
range of Trozt telepathy was
oniv about a hundred thcusand
miics—well wit!''n the range of
a detector. So what was th~ ad-
vantage? The enemy couldn’t
rezch the imnortant minds, di-
reciing the battle far to the
rear,

But the Troats were more
than mere telznaths, Goeter-
inz and the others couid have
told what to expect. Laily,
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Cammeron, the Gamble broth-
ers. . .all had to be kept under
constant sedation. No one knew
what had happened to them.
And who would listen to their
ravings, the ravings of mad-
men?

And Goetering? He could
not tell, It had taken two
months to break him, but his
captors found the lever. Con-
trol was complete. He knew
what would happen when the
Earth ships contacted the en-
emy; he tightened into a kunot
when he thought of it, and the
other horror, and he could not
speak.

E HAD TO live with the

knowledge of the immi-
nent destruction of his own
race. Living and thinking with
hate and love and loathing of
those sadistic minds that had
vowed death to men. And in
the end...

“Every time a Troat ship ap-
proaches our lines,  you know
what happens,” Hartmann said.

Agony, mind-splitting agony
...and death. Impossible to
fight; impossible to feed data
to the programming machines,
The ships could be fought from
remote positions if the crew
survived long enough to release
control. But the ship was lost
.. .inevitably.

“We're losing. We fight them
with the picket ships. Base re-
mote-controls us like puppets.

It's a bad solution, though.
They're getting through, driv-
ing us back. And in the
end...”

And they will come to de-
stroy this mind wlkich they
would not! let die before. ..

“An enemy ship tried to
break through this sector eight
days ago,” Hartmann said.

“Here? In this sector?”
Goetering demanded.

“That creature drove them
off, Hartmann said. “Don't
ask me how. Maybe it fed them
back a dose of the poison of
their own minds. We received
some of the echoes of it on
board.”

He paused.

“It wasn’t nice,”” he said
after a moment. “I think it
drove the Troats mad.”

“And then LeFarge killed
himself.”

“We'd have all been dead,”
Hartmann said.

Goetering looked at the
mindless thing in the incuba-
tor, its thin sharp teeth gleam-
ing whitely as it devoured its
mother’s life.

FTER THE watch, Goeter-

ing returned to his cabin
and tried to sleep; but his mind
was filled with a nagging fear
of the thing in.the dispensery.
He remembered his first ex-
periences with the telepathic
T'roats, and the horror of find-
ing someone...something ia
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bis mind, probing, seeking each
memory of scarred emotion,
each flaw, every weakness.

Of course, it was not the
same with the creature in the
dispensery. A single mutation
doesn’t elevate the intelligence
of a lower animal. The creature
was as mindless as a recording,
only receiving the hidden im-
pulses of a man’s mind and
sending them back.

Yes, sending them back, but
with an incredible intensity.

Gumbo Ya-Ya. LeFarge
must have been completely
mad. . .to live with a thing like
that and to invent pet names
for it, Gumbo Va-Ya. Gutteral
and primitive-sounding; like
something from the depths of
Africa—terrifying in its primi-
tive mindlessness.

He waited, wondering when
that idiot mind would again be-
gin its assault. What had the
creature repeated to LeFarge?
What had there been in Le-
Farge's mind that he could not
live with?

The others didn’t know. At
least, Hartmann said that ke
didn’t know. But would Hart-
mann tell if he did?

OETERING sat up and

felt blindly for the light
switch panel. What if the others
did know? he thought fearfully,
What if the others could hear
what the creature found in his
mind?

For the first time, he real-
ized that he must have been
dozing and that the wall com-
municator was buzzing insis-
tently. He pressed the ‘“open”
button and Hartmann’s voice
said, “Lt. Goetering, can you
come to the bridge? Impor-
tant.”

He found Hartmann and Mr.
Marvin standing silently, wait-
ing for him. There was no mis-
taking the fear in their eyes.
Hartmann silently handed him
a message flimsy.

“This is impossible,” he said
after reading the paper.

“No mistake,”” Hartmann
said. “There’'s a Troet ship
bound inward for our sector.”

“We've never had a warn-
ing before.”

“It didn’t molest the point
ship that sent the alarm,” Mr,
Marvin said. “And it’s just one
ship, not a fleet.”

“What shall we do?” Hart-
mann asked.

(\'Do?”

Do? What could they do?
There was no precedent. The
Troat ship wouldn’t be within
detector range for thirty-six
hours yet. No Earth ship had
ever had such an advance
warning of the approach of the
enemy. Two...three hours,
yes. Barely time enough to
throw control to automatic be-
fore the crew became mindless
things, incapable of any action.
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UT HE would see the

Troats again, Goetering
knew. They'd know him. . .and
they wouldn’t kill him. No,
they wouldn’t destroy a tool
they could control so perfectly.
For, of all those aboard the
Abalon, only he had ever talked
with the encmy, had known the
cold minds of the aliens. The
very contact had driven a doz-
en K. F. men insane.

i kill myself first, he
thought, bejore the endless
nightmare of cold fingers n
mv mind..and the oppressive
guilt of the thing he had done,
the horror of. ..

...kate, searing hate that
wmade your stomack a krot of
raw tissue...and his face dis-
soiving in fire. ..

For a moment, he thought
that the enemy was already
upon them. Then he knew; the
creature in the dispensery was
awake again.

“God, what can we do?” he
managed. “Except wait.”

... hated kivi all my life. ..
He died too early. . .wanted al-
ways to kill, to watch his red
blood spill. . .to burn kis flesh
and separate it from mine. , .

“V’hat’s wreng?” Hartmann
asked with a twisted smile.

“N...nothing,”  Geetering
stammered, and fled to his
calin.

In the darkness he sat, while
the cat-thing fed his fear and
the secret corrers of his mind

back to him, blanketing his
thoughts with its endless
streams of hate and agony and
remorse,

He knew, somehow. that he
must put an end to this. The
flow of stifling thought would
drive him to the edge of insani-
ty until eventually, like Le-
Farge, he would...

But Goetering knew that he
would never follow LeTarge's
course. The Troats had plant-
ed the blocks to prevent his
escaping like that. If it hadn’t
been for those inhibitions, he
would have killed himself long
ago, after the memory of what
the Troais had done, and what
he himself had done.

OURS LATER, Goetering

felt the pressure cease, and
he knew that the creature was
asleep again. He had beecn like
a sleep-walker, divorced from
thought, existing automatically.
It seemed as if the endless
chanting of the cat-mind in
some fashion heterodyned his
own thoughts, as a light beam
returned along its own axis
ninety degrees out of phase
cancels itself, leaving c¢niy
blackness.

He wondered what the others
must feel from the thing in the
dispensery. Certainly, they
were receiving their own im-
pressions at the same time,
though they had apparently
learned how to live with the



product of their own minds.

But was the cat-thing able to
handle repetitions of eight sep-
arate minds—Goetering’s,
Hartmann’s, Marvin’s, and the
five crewmen? Or did it emit
an impalpahle stimulus which
brought a different set of im-
ages and emotions to each
man?

He was surprised that he
could reason about it, think it
through so clearly now that the
influence of the thing was with-
drawn,

And what did the other seven
receive? What secret depths of
their minds did the mindless
probing find?

E RETURNED to the

bridge and found Hart-
mann still on duty. Marvin had
retired and one of the rated
men was supervising the detec-
tor watch. “What have you
heard?” he asked.

Hartmann shrugged. “An-
other recon ship spotted the
enemy. One of the fast Troat
scouts, you know, a “Betty”
class—looks like an over-grown
basketball with zirfoils and a
bank of high-velocity reaction
tubes.”

Hartmann inspected
“You fecl all right?”?

“You mn:ind your duty, Mis-
ter,” Goetering snapped. “I’ll
take care of my health.”

Hartmann colored and

him.

started to say something, then
compressed his lips. Finally he
said, “Fleet Prog predicts con-
tact somewhere in this sector
within {wenty hours.”

“All right,” Goetering said.
“You're relieved. Get some
rest; yow’il need it.”

THE WATCH passed slowly.

Each moment, Goetering
expacted some new assault
from the direction of the dis-
pensary. His nerves were get-
ting him, he told himself. Of
all people, why did 4e have to
wind up on this ship. It was
bad enough with the creature
they called Gumbo Ya-Ya,
(Stupid name.) But the coming
of the Treat ship... How
could he face the enemy again?
He looked down at his hands,
and saw that they were quiver-
ing as though they had a life of
their own.

When the watch was over,
and Mr. Marvin appeared to
relieve him, Goetering stayed
on for an bour. He was afraid
to.return to his cabin,

“You feel all right, sir?” the
Warrant olficer asked.

Geetering nodded. “What do
vou get from that thing in the
dispensary?”

Marvin shrugged. “I. .well,
it’s hard to say.”

“Well, what does it feel
like?”

“I'd rather not say.” The
Warrant officer turned away.
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OETERING finally re-

turned to his cabin and
tried to get scme sleep. He
knew that he would need all
the rest he could get within the
next ten hours, as the enemy
drew within range. There was
na word yet on which human
ship was likely to encounter
the scout but he prayed silent-
ly that it wculd not be the
Abalon.

He had slept perhaps three
hours when he awoke, his head
throbbing as the blood distend-
ed the veins in his temples. He
had one lucid thought before
all sensation faded and that
thought was that his prayers
had not been answered.

He felt the unclean fingers
within his mind, twisting the
tissue into the pattern that
meant. ..

...killed kim.. killed hkim
...in hate end desire for re-
venge that. ..

And another thought ¢...
thing in the box.. .kill it. ..
kill it...kill it... Before it
destroys you.”

He was suddenly in the pas-
sageway, stumbling blindly,
feeling his way along cold
metal walls. He pushed open
the door to the dispensary. He
didn’t look at the sleeping thing
in the incubator; his hand fum-
bled for the plastic tubes, lead-
ing to the enclosure. He ripped
them aside and heard the en-
riched air hissing from the bot-

tles. Then he ripped the wires
from the thermostat and stum-
bled back to his cabin.

OR AN instant, he could

feel the pain and the anger
of the cat as it died...and the
distant hurt of the thing that
had entered his mind. But that
distant mind, after long mo-
ments of agony, again grew
strong for an instant.

And he felt remorse for an
instant... The one chance
against the Troats, who had
long ago destroyed him and
were coming again to finish
what they had begun over a
decade belore,

“Listen, you kave not done

it"... That was a Troat
thought.
But I did...Goetering’s

mind replied.

“Somewhere there are
others...”

It was the only one. ..

“No, there are others and
they will destroy us...as sure-
ly as they will destroy you...”

No. . .last chance. ..

“We will land.. .talk...
You must listen...”

No, don’t come near me. . .

“Don’t yoiu understand, I'm
afraid. We're afraid. . .”

Get out of my mind, you. ..

Scmething twisted, and Goet-
ering screamed, but not aloud.

“Filtk... But you will help
1us. This thing can destroy us
both!”
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And the mind withdrew as
Goetering awoke, bathed in
perspiration,

Then he realized what he had
done; he had killed the crea-
ture. For a moment, he felt
exultation, then fear; the cat-
thing was the only barrier be-
tween the ship and the Troat
minds approaching.

But. . .they thought the cat-
thing was still aiive, still capa-
ble of destroying them. The
danger was still a real thing in
their minds.

How?... Or was it dead?

I.JE FOUND Hartmann in
it‘n_ dispensary bundling
things into an incinerator bag.

“I was just going to call
you,” the Ensign said. He ges-
tured at the bag. Goetering
reached out and parted the
folds. Inside, the mother cat
was rigid in death, her blue
tongue protruding from her
mouth. The fur at her throat
was speckled with blood.

“T've already destroyed the
litter.”

“What caused that?”

“I think you know,” Hart-
mann said.

“Mister,” Goetering said
fiercely, “I asked you what
happened.”
~ “LeFarge knew that the mu-
tant needed more oxygen, more
warmth, That's why he set up
the incubator. When the oxy-
gen-rich air cut off, and the

temperature dropped, it didn’t
bother the other cats. But the
mutant needed oxygen to live.”

Goetering felt suddenly ill.
“So...”

“So it drained the mother,
trying to get emough to live,”
Hartmann said.

Gocetering spent the next
eight hours on the bridge, re-
ceiving reports on the Troat
ship. Hartmann bad returned
from the dispensary and kept
him silent company. Mister
Marvin was nowhere to be
seen; Goetering assumed that
he and the engineer’s mate were
readying the mctors of the
Abalon for possible pursuit.

EN THE report came
that the eneniy had pene-
trated the picket line nearly
two hundred thousand miles to
their port, Goetering breathed
a sigh of relief; this was with-
in the sector of recsponsibility
of the picketship Vesper rather
than the Abalon.
His relief was short-lived;
a message came from the Ves-
per. Engine trouble. The Troat
ship was making fer the second
planet of Star X-Go-4523 in
Abalor’s sector. The Abalon
would have to follow it in.

Goetering gave the orders
and Hartmann signaled the en-
gine room for stand-by power,
From somewhere, Goetering
found the strength to give the
order, “Set up the course,” he
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told Hartmann. “We’ll have to
go ‘a after her.”

They lost contact with the
Troat ship shortly thereafter,
but the detectors picked the
encmy up again as the Abalon
approached the mist-shrouded
second planet, three hours lat-
er. The Treat was patiently
circling the world as though
waiting.

The Abalon followed a long
parabola inward as the enemy
lost velocity and disappeared
into the mists of the lower at-
mosphere. They picked up the
radiation of its engines as they
entered the atmosphere. The
T'roat ship had landed by that
time, but its engines still ra-
diated their tell-tale signal.
There was only one possible
conclusion.

“They waent us to find
them,” Goetering said, Hart-
mann grunted.

GOETERIN G brought the

ship down, scarcely a quar-
2r mile from the waiting Troat
ship. Only a low ridge, covered
with a rank tropical growth
separatcd them from direct vi-
sion. Something was pressing
him, speeding th with an ur-
gency that he could not iden-
tify.

“Get your men in landing
gear,” he ordered. “Light
weanons.”

“Against the Troats?” Hart-
mann protested.

“No weapon is any good
against the Troats,” Goetering
caught a faint look of suspi-
cion from Hartmann, but the
man said nothing.

Goetering found his way to
the airlock in a warm haze. He
was only dimly aware of ad-
justing the helmet, with its
heavy kepi, to his head. He
checked the charge of his bolt
gun automatically and holstered
it. Then he stepped out into
the muggy air and motioned for
Hartmann and the five men
with beam rifles to follow him.

“Listen,” the Troal wvoice
said in his mind, “yox small,
sickening little vermin. We
broke you and you come
again.”’

But there was a touch of
fear in that thought.

What do you want?

“To see yom, to touck yow,
to twist the thoughts from your
dirty mind, to.

They were on the ridge now,
looking down into the shallow
valley where the ship rested. It
did look like a fat basketball
with airfoils, a patt of his mind
observed.

To what?

“To find owt what,,.”

To find owt what can kill
yow?

The mind in the enemy ship
was silent, Then it sobbed,

“I'm., o we're afrasd. ... That
thing,..”
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GOETERING laughed out
loud, ignoring Hartmann’s
startled expression. The En-
sign moved to his side as the
other men filed past them in a
ragged line. He watched as four
preceded him, while he and
Hartmann and one of the de-
tector men brought up the rear.

He realized that he was
weaving drunkenly. “We’ll quit
... We'll give you anything,”
the Troat mind was shrieking
“. ..only mot...not.. .”

..burning.. his  face
aflame. . .
The mutant wasn’t dead.

Goetering hadn’t killed it.

And then he saw the crea-
ture, flaming orange, a giant
thing that moved over the low
ridge behind the Troat ship and
raised a soft paw, for all the
world like a small kitten at-
tacking a ball of twine.

Then he was yelling, order-
ing the men to fire at the crea-
ture, Goetering turned and saw
Hartmann standing there, his
hands on his hips, laughing.
“Fire, for God’s sake!”

ARTMANN and the other
man laughed and raised
their weapons. They fired over
Goetering’s head, laughed and
fired again. He heard the siz-
zling sound of other weapons,
turned to see the four men in
the valley laughing and firing
at the cat-thing.
“Kil it.. kill it...” came

the thought in his mind. “A7
#...like flame.. . vou burncd
him down because you always
hated him. . ."

Goetering didn’t realize that
he was yelling his answer to
the probing thought fromn the
enemy. “Liar! You made me
do it; you found the secret in
my mind. You twisted it to use
against me, to control me, just
the way you used the othors’
secrets.”

He saw the cat-figure fold-
ing inward, enveloping the
Troat ship. And the figure was
diminishing in size; it was only
a mental image, he thought.
But mental images can cripple
...and kill. ..

He heard an enemy outcry
in his brain now. “Ay brother
...1 didn’t want to scrve with
him. . kelp. . hated him from
Lthe time we were boys, and
he,..”

The deadly parallell contin-
ued...not exactly the same
secret as Goetering’s but close
enough,

Hartmann and the others
were still laughing and firing,
as thoughts continued to shriek
in Goetering’s mind; then the
Troat thoughts were dvowned
out by the recurring images
from his own past.

... killed him as I'd burn
down an animal...fatker. ..
hate love...agony.. . blending
# chaos as. ..

Something in the Troat ship



20

screamed and died, as LeFarge
had died.

Then they carried Goetering
back to the Abalon, only half-
alive, to the engine room, where
Marvin—pale and naked—
squatted in the dirt, holding a
thing to his throat...

For it would never do for
the Troat-Human war to end,
until. . .

Until each ship had its de-
fense, its master, its Gumbo
Ye-Ya...

And now thesre was no hope
of killing the thing in the .4ba-
lon.

HERE WAS Marvin, dirty
and nsked, moving toward
Goetering in the shadows of the
engine room, as Hartmann and
the others held him and pulled
his shirt from his body. .
Gumbo Ya-Ya. Everybody
talks together. Talks of the
things hidden in them, the
black tales that no one wants
to tell, the flaws in the psyche,

*
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whereby another may take con-
trel. ..
Ejght men on the Aba/on—

eight tales of violence, of
blackne:s, of horror. . .
Goetering felt the sharp

teeth of the thing fazten on
him, pierce his throat, and
through a drugged haze he
heard {razments of the eight
tales. ..t/ e time when bloed
was on my knife. . .with wide
hips and full mouth and I
didn’t  mean... Dimly he
pieced out the stories of vio-
lence, of insanity, of hidden
fear, of brain-warping from his
mind and the minds of the
seven others...fusing, every-
one talking together. ..

Then, came the outlines of a
ninth tale...a dream of many
creatures holding the stupid
race of men for their service
and sustenance. . .a dream that
did not distinguish between
man and Troat...

The ninth tale was not a tale
of fear, but of conquest.




