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CREATURES
OF GREEN SLIME

by JAMES ROSENQUEST

There were no living things on Mars; that seemed to be
for sure. But dormant in the green slime of its canals
was a hideous mockery of life that could wait and wait

EAR and Terror, Phobos

and Deimos. Those are the
names of Mars’ two little
moons in Greek. Fear and
Terror. Whoever named them
showed the same kind of un-
canny intuition that inspired
Dean Swift, in 1726, in Gul-
ltver’s Travels, to describe the
two satellites of the Red Plan-
et with fantastic accuracy al-
most 150 years before they
were actually discovered.

My doctor. has given me a
renewable prescription for
sleeping capsules. Not that 1
have trouble sleeping. They
make me sleep deeply enough
so that I can’t have night-
mares,

22

You know, alien plane.ts are
no place for kid stuff, and
least of all Mars. But I am
getting ahead of myself—.
Anyhow, it almost wrecked the
first Mars expedition. ..

“What on earth—or rather,
what on Mars—possessed you
to do such a' fool thing?”
snapped Doctor Fordham ir-
ritably., The ship’s physician
had Jack Hall’s right foot in
his lap, and had the first two
toes spread apart to examine
the skin between them closely.

“Bad case ol athlete’s foot,
huh Doc?” answered the navi-
gator, with a feeble attempt at
humor, Jack was twenty-five,
and a damned good navigator
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—made the first Mars run
with the accuracy of a big
electronic computer—but
sometimes he acted like a kid
in his 'teens. We all miss him,
but we prefer not to think of
him, and talking about him or
what happened to him is abso-
lutely taboo. I was his best
friend, but even I would not
care to say that I wish it had
happened to me instead of
him. God, no! Even the deep-
est friendship doesn’t go that
far.

The Doc had that funny
mirror with the hole in the
center of it over one eye and
was examining the skin be-
tween Jack’s toes with a mag-
nifying glass.

He grunted. “Might be a
little more serious than that,”
he retorted. He shook his head
and reached for a swab and a
bottle of silver-protein anti-
septic, and rubbed the brown-
ish medicine on the deep fis-
sure between the toes.

“After all the warnings
about alien bacteria and other
life forms—to which humans
might have no natural resist-
ance—you have to go wading

barefoot in one of those so-

called canals,” he snorted.

At the time, we were all
sympathetic toward Jack. Lat-
er, we began to fear him like
the Black Plague.

You know of .course that
Mars has some extremes of
temperature. During the night
it sinks to fifty below zero.
But during the daytime it may
go up to fifty degrees above,
which is not at all uncomfort-
able,

We had landed purposely at
the planet’s equator to take
advantage of the ‘mild’ climate
in that region. That meant
that we could venture outside
the protection of the space
ship with no more protection
than a leather jacket. And, of

- course, a breathing mask.

The astronomers had been
absolutely right in their long-
range analysis of Mars’ at-
mosphere with their spectro-
scopes and other instruments.
The oxygen content was only
about one sixth of earth’s, so
that we had to carry our own
oxygen supply with us.

And, naturally, we wore
heavy lead attachments on our
boots. Since Mars’ gravity is
only about one third of earth’s,
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without them we would have
bounced a couple of feet into
the air with every step we
took,

After a week of cautious ex-
ploration and sampling of the

air and soil, the initial exhila-,

ration at being the first men
to land on the Red Planet be-
gan to wear off. On top of
that, Mars is probably the
least interesting planet in the
Solar System. Nothing but red
sand as far as the eye can see,
with a few low hills only ac-
centuating the dreary monot-
ony of the plains.

Here and there were great,
shallow patches of grey-green
primitive plants, and an occa-
sional ‘canal,’ which was real-
ly only a thin trickle of mois-
ture running off the shallow
polar ice-caps.

At night, of course, these

canals froze over; but during
the forty to fifty degree tem-
peratures of the equatorial day
they thawed out briefly. It
was during these thaw periods
that you could see the thin
layer of green slime at the bot-
tom of these puny Martian
creeks. .
Anyhow, at the beginning of

the second week, Jack got im-
patient and threw all caution
to the winds. He had no as-
signment that day, so he found
nothing better to do than to
remove his weighted boots and
heavy woolen socks and go
wading barefoot in the shallow
stream that ran by a hundred
yards from the ship.

“Hey, Bob,” he called out
gleefully over the walky-talky,
“come on in. The water’s fine!
Sure feels good for burning,
tired feet.” And he went wad-
ing up and down the shallow
stream, sliding his feet along
the slimy bottom rather than
taking steps that would have
sent him bounding into the
air. That was his mistake,.
Who knows—if he had not
dragged his bare feet over the
bottom. ..

I hissed urgently into the
microphone on the inside of
my glass helmet. “Get out of
there, you nut, and put on
your boots before the Skipper
catches you!”

“0.K., thou brother’s keep-
er,” he crackled laughingly
over the short-wave intercom.
He came out of the stream,
dried his feet by walking
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through the fine red sand for
a few minutes, and replaced
his stockings and boots, just
in time to avoid the keen eyes
of the Skipper as he rounded
one of the hills with an ex-
ploration party and headed
for the ship’s gaping lock.

I wish to God that the Old
Man had seen him, or that I
had been G.I. enough to re-
port him, at least to the medic.
But you cover up things for a
buddy, you see? So it wasn’t
really my fault, I keep trying
to tell myself. So I paved the
road to Jack’s hell with my
good .intentions.

O it wasn’t until three days

after the wading episode
that Jack reported on sick
call and showed the raw fis-
sure between the first two toes
of his right foot. Then it was
that he had to confess to the
irresponsible, fqolish, kid
thing he had done.

Doctor Fordham finished
the swabbing and put some
gauze over the crack and ap-
plied a small adhesive band-
age, then warned him to stay
off his feet for several days
and to come back to the ‘dis-

pensary for additional treat-
ment every day.

“That won’t be hard for
you, Hall”” rasped Captain
Kramer. “As punishment,
you'’re confined to quarters
for five days. That’s all.” Jack

. hobbled off dejectedly to his

private cubicle,

That evening after chow,
when our time was our own, I
went to see Jack in his room.
He was seated on the bunk
with his right foot resting on
his left knee, and I was dis-
mayed to see that he had re-
moved the bandage and was
examining the fissure with
such concentration that he did
not hear me enter. I tapped
him on the shoulder.

“Trying to doctor yourself
now?” 1 asked cynically.
“Why couldn’t you leave the
dressing on?”

He looked startled and
sheepish at first, then a wor-
ried frown creased his fore-
head.

“Take a look, Bob.”

I bent over and peered gin-
gerly. The surrounding skin
was brown, of course, where
the medic had applied the an-
tiseptic, and . I suppose the
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crack should have been brown,
too. But it wasn’t. It was a de-
cided green.

“Better tell Doctor Ford-
hanr-about it,” I said worried-
ly.

“Heck, no,” he grunted, re-
placing the bandage and then
pulling on his stocking. “He
probably saw it when he put
the guck on it. And anyhow,
he’ll see it tomcrrow soon
enough.”

I shrugged despairingly at
his customary stubbornness
and indifference to conse-
quences. “Suit yourself. It’s
your “funeral.”

The following day he re-
ported to the dispensary again
as instructed, and I tagged
along out of worry and curios-
ity. The Captain. was there,
too. He never overlooked or
forgot anything. He was,’ nat-
urally enough, worried by the
possibility of contagion, An
outbreak of athlete’s foot on
board would seriously cramp
further exploration sorties,
and our rations limited us to
just one more week on Mars.
Then it would have to be
homeward bound to Earth
again.

y 27

The ship’s -physician re-
moved the dressing gently and
exposed the infected region.
His sharp intake of air was
audible. The Skipper swore a

- soft oath, unusualy for him, I

felt a little sick to my stom-
ach, myself.

The green patch had spread,
and was now visible to me,
even at a distance of several
feet, as a fine, fuzzy growth,
like short, very fine gréen
hairs. The medic let out his
breath very slowly and looked
up at the Captain.

“This man will have to go
into quarantine,” he said flat-
ly. ,

Jack grinned pathetically.
“Guess I put my foot into it,
huh? Hey, that’s a pun, son!
Get it? Put my foot in it!”

No one was amused, and the
Captain muttered something
under - his breath about the
fool back at Earth GHQ who
had assigned a juvenile delin-
quent to the first serious probe
into outer space.

The doctor fetched a glass
slide and a small surgical
knife and scraped some of the
green fuzz from between
Jack’s toes.
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“I'll want to examine this
under the microscope,” he said
heavily. ‘“Perhaps make a cul-
ture, too.” He looked over at
Jack with half-angry, half-
worried eyes. “With the Cap-
tain’s permission, I'm resttict-
ing you to your room for an
indefinite period. You will
keep “"your door closed. Your
meals will be brought to you.
You are not to leave under
any circumstances.

“Instead of coming here to
the dispensary, stay in your
room—and keep the door
locked. No visitors except my-
self. I’ll come to you when I
think it is time for another ex-
amination or treatment. Un-
derstood?”

The Captain confirmed the
doctor’s order curtly, and Jack
acknowledge the command
with a hang-dog expression.
He limped off down the gang-
way to his room, his shoulders
drooping dejectedly. I wanted
to follow him to buck up his
morale a little, but a warning
glance from the Skipper
stopped me short.

“He is tc be left in strict
isolation,” Captain Kramer
warned ‘ominously. “And that

-of Mars’
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includes you as well. We don’t
want any more casualties, no
matter how minor.”

That night, after chow, I
managed to pass by his cubi-
cle. The door was closed and
locked, but through the round,
glass window near the top I
could see that Jack was sitting
on the edge of his bunk, hold-
ing the bandaged foot in one
hand and rocking back and
forth gently, like a man in
pain.

I rapped lightly, surrepti-
tiously, and he looked wup
quickly, the grimace of pain
giving way to the.boyish*smile
I had come to know so well. I
made the wuniversally recog-
nized V signal with my first
two fingers, and moved my
lips silently: “Chin up.” He
waved back nonchalantly and
stabbed toward the ceiling
with one thumb,

I found it hard getting ta
sleep that night. Through the
thick porthole of special rein-
forced glass over my bunk, I
could see the velvet-black sky
thin atmosphere,
through which an incredible
number of brilliant, unwinking
stars looked down, cold and
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pitiless, at the handful of soft
little bipeds that were threat-
ening to invade their eternal
realm,

The thought came to me
that they were not hostile, but
regarded our first tentative
probing into their infinite gulfs
with a vast, cosmic indiffer-
ence to our fate, and I shud-
dered.

I finally fell asleep, but my
slumber was upset by dreams
of a familiar figure covered
with fine, greenish fuzz from
head to foot, with omly the
eyes recognizable in a feature-
less mass of waving green ci-
lia, despairing and pleading at
the same time,

I woke up ahout an hour
before the pale Martian dawn
broke over the silent red
sands, and through the port-
hole could see the moon Pho-
bos— Fear —racing across
the sky in its seven-hour revo-
lution about the parent planet,
as though being pursued. My
pillow was soaked with perspi-
ration.

FTER breakfast in the
mess hall, the Captain,
who had sat hunched and

brooding over his coffee and
hot roll, seized me grimly by
the arm and led me along the
echoing gangway in the direc-
tion of the dispensary and lab-
oratory.

“How well do you know
Jack Hall’s family?”’ he asked
softly, and a chill rose slowly
up my spine like cold fingers
counting each vertebra. I
could not miss the implication
of the question.

“V-very well,” T stammered.
“My folks died in an auto
crash when I was eighteen,
and his mother and father
have been like foster-parents
to me.” I looked up into his
stern face anxiously. “But why
do you ask, sir? Isn’t he—
isn’t he going to be all right?”

The Skipper muttered heav-
ily, “I don’t know, Bob. It
doesn’t look too good. Last
night he was in such pain
when the doctor dropped in
for a final night examination
that he had to have a codeine
injection. And that damned
fungus has spread out to cov-
er his entire right foot,

My head reeled and I
thought I would lose my
breakfast when I ‘thought’ of
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the prophetic dream I had the
night before. Jack—my best
friend, almost like a brother
—turned into a quivering mass
of green fungus.. I trembled
violently. The Captain noticed
it and looked at me with a
sudden softening of his gran-
ite features.

“Well,” he said with a deep
sigh, “that’s what I wanted to
know. If we can’t beat this
thing—if, mind you—I'd like
you to be the one to break the
news to his family when we
get back to Earth. Can you do
that for me?”

I nodded dumbly, stunned

by the sudden turn of affairs.’

I still could not completely
grasp the possibility that Jack
might not be coming home
with us, back to the green hills
and the great swelling oceans
and the soft clouds and skies
of Mother Earth: It just
doesn’t happen to your best
friend, you see?

I was so lost in my dazed
thoughts that I only came out
of my trance when I realized
that the Skipper had led me
into the laboratory.

“You might as well know

all the details,” he said heav-
ily.

The physician was standing
at one side of the porcelain
lab table. Pierce, the ship’s
biologist, was seated at the ta-
ble, bent- over a high-power
microscope with a fierce in-
tensity of concentration that
made him oblivious to our en-

< try.

We stood silently until he
finally tore his eyes away
from the instrument and
lookeq up at us, squinting to
bring his strained eyes into fo-
cus. I noticed a bead of per-
spiration running down his
brow, and a small muscle
jumped persistently in his
right cheek. His jaws were
clenched tightly. Then bhe
stood up suddenly and pushed
the chair back and rubbed his
eyes wearily.

The doctor broke the silence

first. “What did you find,
Pierce.”

The biologist shook his
head. “This is no ordinary

fungus growth,” he said slow-
ly. “It’s actually a sort of
lichen—that is, a combination
of a fungus living in symbiosis
with an alga, a combination of



CREATURES OF GREEN SLIME 31

a simple plant with a primitive
animalcule, each helping the
other in some way to survive.
In this respect it is very much
like lichens on Earth. But in

addition the green slime seems

to carry some kind of giant
protein molecule or spore in a
state of suspended animation.”
He looked at the physician.
“You’re familiar with the the-
oretical structure of genes, vi-
ruses, and protein molecules?”

The ship’s medic nodded
hesitantly. “To some degree.”

“Good enough,” continued
the biologist slowly, as if
searching for words. “This
green slime is a triple symbi-
osis, if you will. The giant
spores seem to have no fumc-
tion, but are merely carried by
the lichen as a sort of privi-
leged guest, doing nothing it-
self, but being nourished and
protected.

“It is the largest and most
complicated protein structure
I have ever seen. It looks like
a gene—a pattern or template
for a much more complicated
organism that we have found
so far on Mars. I can’t shake
off the impression that it is

the seed of something lying
dormant.”

The Skipper frowned. “I
don’t quite follow you.”

The biologist pursed his
lips thoughtfully. “Consider,”
he said at last, “that we have
found no higher life forms on
the planet. Just the areas of
lichens struggling desperately
for life in the moist areas near
the ‘canals’ amd the green
scum itself lining the bottom
of the same canals,

“As you know, the life his-
tory of Mars has been a short
and brief one, compared with
Earth’s. Perhaps not in abso-
lute time, but by revolution-
ary standards, Mars is a very
old planet. A dying planet. It
went through the cooling proc-
ess while our Earth was still a
hell of erupting volcanoes and
inconceivably violent earth-
quakes, when the air rained
fire and the century long
storms poured down millions
of tons of water that turned
into live steam and boiled up-
ward again the instant it
touched the incandescent sur-
face.

“Later on, life appeared in
its first primitive forms, and
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took billions of years to cul-
minate in man. On Mars, this
process must have been great-

ly condensed and foreshort-

ened, and life had to adapt it-
self to changing conditions at
a much faster rate than it did
on earth,

“And as the favorable con-
ditions for higher forms of
life quickly passed away, life
may have been compelled to
turn in on itself, to become
simpler and more compact, in
a desperate attempt at surviv-
al.

“It may have followed a
dwindling spiral, finally wind-
ing up as the dormant spores
now clinging to existence in
the cold, slimy womb of the
green lichens at the bottoms
of the canals.”

The biologist paused for
thought, polishing his pince-
nez. ‘“Last night,” he contin-
ued, “I took a sample of the
growth scraped off Hall's foot
yesterday by Doctor Fordham
here”—he gestured absently
toward the medic with one
hand— “and incubated it in a
warm, nutrient broth. The
spores—broke—and developed
into clusters of shapeless pro-

toplasm, like giant amoebas,
but died quickly when they ex-
hausted the amino acids in the
solution,”

His lips tightened and I
thought he turned somewhat
pale., “Then,” he went on, his
voice sinking to a whisper, “I
tried an experiment. I put
some more of the scrapings
into another beaker of nutri-
ent, waited until the spores be-
gan to grow and burst, and
poured some into a bowl con-
taining one of the fish we
brought along for test and ex-
perimental purposes. Now, if
you will please step over here
to this stand.”

We followed him silently to
where a small stand stood in
one .corner of the lab, covered
with a black cloth. He lifted
the cloth with a hand that
trembled noticeably, and we
all leaned forward to gaze into
the fish bowl.

Startled by the sudden
light, the goldfish. dashed
about erratically in the cloud-
ed water, bumping blindly
into the glass wall that shut it
in.

My stomach churned vio-
lently when I saw that green
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fur sprouted from edch finny
occupant—thick masses of
waving, poisonously green ci-

lia where there should have

been reddish-gzolden scales.
And worse yet, the fish was
almost
out of its normal stream-lined
shape by nodules and bumps
that seemed to swell up at
random under the furry
growth,

I thought of Jack, and of
my dream, and stared with
bulging eyes at the fish-thing
in the bowl, and suddenly I
was at the other side of the
room, leaning over a basin
and retching violently between
sobs of anguish. '

+ I felt a light hand on my
shoulder, got myself under
control and turned,. around.
The Captain was looking at
me with luminous, pitying
eyes,

“You see,” he said gently,
“if we can’t save Hall, some
one is going to have to break
the news to his family, sparing
them the details, All they
need know is that he died of
an unknown infection indige-
nous to Mars.”

“But isn’t there anything

completely distorted

we can do for him?” I wailed
despairingly,

The physician broke in.
“We are trying everything,
from penicillin through the
whole gamut of antibiotics,
and even the crude, primitive
arsenicals used in the early
twentieth century against ven-
ereal diseases, But as Pierce
indicated, the thing is of a
semi-virus, semi-gene nature.
It insinuates itself into the
very cell-structure of the host
and converts it to its own pur-
poses.

“Anything strong enough to
completely destroy the green
invader would also be fatal to
the host organism.” He spread
his hands helplessly. “There is
nothing more we can do for
him, except to keep him under
sedation and. ease his pain.
The horror of it is that, as in
rabies, his mind is crystal
clear, and will probably re-
main that way until—termina-
tion.”

They let me go then, and 1
staggered rather than walked
back to my room. On the way,
I passed Jack’s cubicle fur-
tively, noticing the red quar-
antine sign hung on the door,
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and was shocked to see that
an opaque shield of some kind
had been pasted over the glass
window from the inside, so
that it was no longer possible
to peer into the little room or
look in on its occupant,

What in God’s name was
happening in there? Then I
thought I heard a mufiled
groan from _within, and 1
clapped my hands over my
ears and ran to my own room
and threw myself face down
on the cot, and cried unasham-
edly,

'HAT day, although Mar-

tian days are of about the
same length as Earth’s,
seemed of endless duration. I
donned my helmet and oxygen
mask once and stepped outside
the ship, and stumbled about
aimlessly through the silent
red sands, and once I stood on
the bank of the stream where
Jack had gone wading in sheer
boyish exuberance, and I
shook my fist and cursed fu-
tilely at the green slime lining
the bottom,

I came back into the ship in
time for lunch, but had no ap-
petite to eat. During the
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course of the meal, the biolo-
gist hurried into the mess hall
and whispered something into
his Captain’s ear. The Skip-
per - turned gray, threw down
his napkin and followed the
“biologist. I raised myself slow-
ly from.the table and followed
a few yards behind them. They
did not go directy to the lab
as I had thought they would,
but stopped first outside
Jack’s room.

The Captain extracted a
key from his pocket, and the
two men slipped inside. Dur-
ing the brief moment the door
was opened, I could hear the
agonized gasp inside, and then
the door was slammed shut
and the sound was cut off,

I dashed wildly for the dis-
pensary, and. almost knocked
the ship’s -physician off his
feet as he came out, carrying
a hypodermic in one hand. I
seized bhim violently by the
arms,

“For God’s sake,” I cried
out. “What’s going on in that
room? What’s happening to
Jack? Isn't there something—
anything—that you can do for
him?”

The medic was ashen. He
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shook his head silently, de-
tached himself gently but
firmly from my grasp and
went down the gangway to the
sealed room. He knocked on
the door twice, and some one
on the inside let him in quick-
ly and slammed the door be-
hind him,

I stood there helplessly,
with clenched fists, not daring
to come closer to that locked
room with its terrible secret,
and yet frozen to the spot, un-
able to move. The door opened
again a little later and the
three men came out. It was
quiet now inside.

The Captain, the doctor and
the biologist passed me on the
way to the lab, and the Skip-
per stopped long enough to
suggest that I go toimy room
and stay there. Then the med-
ic said that he thought I ought
to be given a tranquilizer of
some sort, and I followed him
to the dispensary, where he
shot a hypodermic -into my
gluteal muscle, and soon there-
after I felt the soothing waves
of synthetic peace wash over
my feverish brain,

_The doctor dismissed me,
suggesting that now perhaps I

would be able to finish my
lunch, and then to go to my
room and try to get some rest.

He joined the Captain and
the biologist then in the ad-
joining laboratory, and before
I shambled away, I could see
through the open doorway that
the biologist had raised the
cloth covering the goldfish
bowl so that the others could
look at its occupant.

“My God!” the Captain
burst out involentarily, and
the physician staggered back
was up against one wall and
from the bowl until his back
his eyes closed as if to shut
out what he had just seen,
The cloth dropped into place
again and I staggered back to
my cubicle before they could
turn around- and observe me
spying on them from the door-
way.

Back in my room, the tran-
quilizer began to take effect,
and the afternoon passed by
in a sort of stupefied eupho-
ria. I was too drugged to feel
anything but a sort of not-un-
pleasant numbness in my
limbs, and a curious detach-
ment, as if my brain had been
cut- off from whatever nerve
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tracts bring it the messages of
emotion and feeling.

I seem to remember long
hours of staring stupidly out
the porthole at the endless ex-
panses of red sands, and
watching with naive, childish
pleasure as the small, distant,
watery disc of the sun sank
below the sharply curved rim
of Mars’ foreshortened hori-
zon, turning the sands first
into blood red and finally into
featureless black.

Sometime in the evening, a
kindly crew member brought
me my dinner to my room, and
I spooned something down
mechanically, not knowing or
caring what it was I ate. Still
later on, when it came time to
retire for the night, the doctor
appeared again briefly and
gave me another shot of tran-
quilizer.

He shook his head and firm-
ly refused to answer any of
my thick-tongued questions
about Jack’s condition, and I
was almost too numb to resent
his refusal. But I could clearly
see how haggard and drawn
his face was as he bent over
me to administer the shot.

Then he pressed me down

gently on the cot, switched off
the light and left me, I plum-
meted down into infinite,
black gulfs, down into a shaft,
and before I reached bottom,
I was asleep.

THE hypo wore off, alas,
too soon, They must have

expected me to sleep on into
the next day, but my nervous
system was so keyed up under
the covering blanket of drug
that I woke up again before
the bleak Martian dawn was
due to break. Pale light fil-
tered down from the jet sky
and poked ghostly fingers
through the porthole into the
silence and pitch-blackness of
my room, The darkness and
quiet were oppressive, press-
ing dowh on me with an al-
most angible weight.

I rolled to the edge of my
cot and sat up and looked out
through the porthole, Deimos
— Terror—floated through
the night sky like the ghost of
a dead planet. Then Phobos
appeared on the scene, moving
three times as fast as its satel-
lite sister, moving in the op-
posite direction, soon passing
it by and dwindling rapidly
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toward the invisible horizon
like a frightened wraith.

I turned on the light and
went over to the wash basin
and splashed my face and
head with cold water. The
shock hastened the fading out
of the narcotic daze, and I felt
my faculties and senses return
with sudden keenness. I re-
turned to the edge of my cot

and sat with my head in my -

hands, trying to recall the
events of the day before,
which seemed to have a

dream-like quality of its own.
Then I remembered the lifting
of the cloth over the fish bowl,
and the exaggerated reactions
of the- medic and the ship’s
Captain to what they had seen
inside it, and I sat up sudden-

ly.

I knew I would have to see
it for myself, whatever it
might be, no matter how ter-
rible. The secrecy was unbear-
able. At least I would get a
line on what was happening to
Jack and how he was progress-
ing—if he was. Like the naive
fool I was, I thought that the
truth, however terrible, was
preferable to uncertainty and
ignorance and all the formless

fantasies that my lack of
knowledge led me to substi-
tute for the truth.

1 took off my shoes—I had
slept fully dressed—and
slipped out silently into the
semi-dark corridor. I crept on
tip-toe, feeling my way along
the cool, alloy walls of the
passage, listening to the reas-
suring sounds of heavy breath-
ing and snoring that betokened
that the rest of the crew slept
soundly.

I wondered how many of
them knew what had hap-
pened to Jack. In the mess
hall the day before, I had been
the focus of many eyes, being
Jack’s buddy, and practically
everybody had spoken in irri-
tating whispers and under-
tones. But no one had- ven-
tured to question me openly,
and it ‘would have done little
good in any case, for I knew
scarcely more than they did.

I reached the doorway into
the dispensary and the lab
that lay just beyond. The
lights were on, and I saw with
dismay that Pierce, the biolo-
gist, sat in a chair with his
back toward the door. I stood
irresolutely, wondering wheth-
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er to return to my room, when
I noted the steady, rhythmic
rise and fall of his shoulders
and heard his heavy breath-
ing. I tiptoed forward with in-
finite care, holding my breath,
until I came around in front
of him and saw that his eyes
were closed and his chin rested
on his chest. He was sound
asleep.

I glided silently past the
sleeping sentinel and into the
lighted lab beyond the next
doorway. 1 walked up to the
fish bow!. I stood a long mo-
ment, the fear of an unbear-
able revelation fighting with
the desperate desire to know.

I finally reached out with a
trembling hand and raised the
cloth that covered the little
glass tank.

The poor, mishapen mon-
strosity that swam feebly in
the dirty water was only a
nightmare caricature of its
former self. It was a longish
spheroid of green fur, some of
the waving strands now sever-
al inches in length, But
through the loathesome tangle
of matted hair the nodules and

protuberances of the day be-

fore had lengthened and ex-

tended outward from the
shapeless mass, as if the gold-
fish were trying to grow limbs.
I bent forward in horrified
fascination, —

One of the excresences was
almost as long as my little fin-
ger, and as I peered closer, I
could see that it was pinched
off, near the body of the fish,
to a narrow connecting band
that barely joined it to the
parent mass. Then, as I
watched, stunned and sick-
ened, the process of matura-
tion completed itself suddenly,
and the hair-thin connecting
link snapped off and the de-
tached segment floated free in
the water,

It floated free—and then it
began to move., It began to
move. A mere, shapeless blob
at first, it wriggled and con-
torted and finally settled down
into a crude but recognizabie
reproduction .of the goldfish to
which it had been attached
only a minute before. Its eyes
were still shut, like a new-
born kitten’s, and the fins and
tail were only rudimentary,
but it moved on its own, and
I could even see the primitive
gills open and close.
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I couldn’t help it. T dropped
the cloth back into place and
let out a strangled cry. I
clapped my hands over my
mouth, but it was too late, I
heard the rush of footsteps,
and then the biologist was be-
hind me. He seized me by the
arm and whirled me around.

“You fool,” he hissed angri-
ly, and yet there was a sickly
kind of pity in his red-rimmed
eyes. “You fool, you ineffable
fool! We tried to spare you
this. Isn’t it enough that three
of us have to carry the bur-
den? But no! Fools always
rush in where the angels them-
selves fear to tread.” He
rubbed a weary hand over his
lined face. “Well, now you
know.”

I seized him by the shoul-
ders and shook him. “Know
what?” 1 almost shrieked. He
tried to press a restraining
hand over my mouth, but I ig-
nored him,

“Tell me!” I shouted.
“What am I supposed to know
now?”

He locked at me incredu-
lously, then stepped to the fish
bow! and raised the cloth
briefly. He nodded to himself,

as if he had expected what he
saw, then dropped the cloth
back in place. He faced me
again.

“You've just seen tkat,” he
murmured unbelievingly, “and
you still can’t deduce what’s
happening to your friend? But
no,” he continued pityingly,
“your mind won’t let you face
the truth.”

“For thes love of God,” 1
cried despairingly, “tell me,
tell me! I can’t stand your
damned mysteries any long-
er!” I seized his arm with a
grip that made him wince.

“Listen,” he said with
weary patience. “You remem-
ber what I said to the Captain
and Doctor Fordham the other
day, in your presence.”

I ran my fingers through
my hair wildly. “Yes. yes, I re-
member! But I didn’t—didn’t
understand all of it.”

E regarded me out of

dark, somber eyes—eyes
in which barely suppressed
horror lurked. “You recall
that I advanced the hypothesis
that the spores that seemed to
serve no function in the econ-
omy of the green slime were
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like the huge, highly complex
molecules that comprise the
genes of living things, at least
as we know them on Earth.

“I suggested that they
might be the highly condensed
survival form of any and all
higher life that might have
once lived on this dying, for-
sakeri planet. I also thought
that they might be like virus-
es, invading the «cells of the
host organism and converting
them to its own form in order
to reproduce.

“Well, T had half of the
truth, and the other half was
exactly the opposite of what I
thought, The invading spores
do not reproduce themselves
in their own image from the
living -protoplasm of the in-
fected organism. They adapt
themselves. The ultimate form
of adaptation. And in this way
they perpetuate themselves as
an imitation of the parent
mass, budding off and then
breaking free to live a life of
their own.

“I don’t know yet how much
they are really like the organ-
ism they duplicate, or what
new features of their own they
introduce, But at least, in this

way, they can survive and re-
produce themselves in any en-
vironment that the host organ-
ism can live in,

“Perhaps, in the course of
time, they mutate and return
to the form of life that was
dominant on Mars countless
ages ago.” He shrugged his
shoulders, “Who knows? It’s
too soon to tell yet.”

I went berserk then, I
waved my arms and screamed.
“Too soon to tell yet? You
cold-blooded, inhuman mon-
ster! You know what Jack.is
going through, and yet you let
him live on! He’s just an ex-
periment to you—an interest-
ing subject! Why haven’t you
put him out of his misery?”

The biologist stared at me,
shocked. “Good God, no!” he
gasped in horror. “You're all
wrong. We have to try to save
him, right up to the very end.
We don’t have the right to end
his life, least of all Doctor
Fordham, who took an oath to
struggle against disease and
death until the matter is taken
out of his hands. Don’t you
see that?”

“Let me go,” I said hoarse-
ly. “I've got to go to Jack.
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I've got to help him. Some-
body’s got to help him!”

I tried to brush past the bi-
ologist, and he seized me by
the arm to restrain me. In
blind panic and horror 1
lashed out at his jaw and con-
nected violently. He sank to
the laboratory floor silently.

T realized suddenly that the

door to Jack’s room would be-

locked, and searched rapidly
through his pockets until I
found a key with the number
of Jack’s cubicle stamped on
it. I dashed out of the lab and
through the dispensary, and
ran head on into the Captain,
who must have been awakened
by my shouting.

“What the devil—?” he be-
gan. I pulled myself together
quickly and put on a show of
calmness with an immense ef-
fort of will. By good fortune,
the inert body of the biologist
was not visible from the angle
of the doorway to the dispen-
sary,

“Just been having an argu-
ment with Pierce,” I said
sheepishly. “I’'m afraid I got a
little hot-headed.”

He looked at me out of nar-
rowed eyes. “Very well,” he

from its

said slowly, “but don’t let it
happen again. You can go
back to your room now.”

I reached the sealed door to
my friend’s room, inserted the
key fumblingly, and stumbled
into the room. The weak, cold,
watery light of the rising sun
poured through the porthole
and illuminated the thing that
writhed and moaned in deliri-
um on the cot, and I could see
what my friend had turned
into.

I screamed until my throat
was raw. My screams must
have awakened the poor thing
final delirium, be-
cause the eyes opened in the
furry blur of the face and
looked at me with recognition.
And then when I ceased my
screaming and trembling long
enough to reach for the heat-
ray pistol hanging on the wall
and turn the flared muzzle to-
ward the remnants of human-
ity on the cot, I thought I saw
a gleam of gratitude in the
feverish, sunken eyes.

When they finally rushed
into the room and seized me,
it was too late. I had done the
ultimate favor g man can do
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for his friend, other than lay-
ing down his life for him.

They snatched the gun from
my limp hand, but the sicken-
ing monstrosity had been re-
duced, along with its bed of
pain, to a mound of blackened
cinders,

THEY say I was hysterical

for days, raving and crying
alternately. All they could do
was shoot me full of tranquil-
izers, while the rest of the
crew almost perished from
hunger and thirst waiting un-

til an incubation period had’

passed, and no one else showed
any signs of being infected.
The samples of fungus and
the goldfish were disposed of,
and the entire interior of the
ship was thoroughly scorched
with heat rays and then
washed down with the strong-
est antiseptics we could find.
Eventually we returned to
Earth. However, the Captain
had to inform Jack’s family
after all, veiling the truth in
vague generalities. How could
I have faced his parents? I
was twice over his murderer,
once by omission and once by,

commission. T had {failed to re-
port his childish action that
first day out of mistaken loy-
alty, and then later I reduced
him to ashes. But I'd do it
again,

Sometimes the sleeping cap-
sules don’t work too well, and
I wake screaming from night-
mares in which 1 see him again
in his last moments.

Ugh! That naked, shapeless,
furry thing huddled on its cot

. The excrescences all over
the vague, greenish outline of
a man, like huge blisters or
carbuncles, The anaesthetic
drugs must have gradually lost
their potency from continuous
use, for he had opened his
fuzz-covered mouth and
screamed, faintly, for the last
time.

And as he screamed, two of
the huge carbuncles burst
open, just before I rayed him
into cinders, and two tiny
heads poked up out of the fes-
tering wounds—caricatures of
the face I had come to know
and love—and two tiny voices
shrilled in unison.

THE END



