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Prostho Plus by Piers AnthonyPi ers Anthony
Prostho Pl us

CHAPTER ONE

Dr. Dillinghamwas forty-one years old: a conservative, successfu
twenti et h-century bachel or prosthodontist. H s acquai ntances thought him

uni magi native; his patients thought he overcharged; his pretty assistant was
secretly in love with him He was, in short, a typical dentist with a secure
future

As pride goeth before a fall, so may the typical go before the atypical

Di | Ii ngham was not pleased to see Ms. Nostrand so early in the norning. She was
overwei ght, her arches were fallen, her veins varicose, her manner insufferable.
She seened to be afflicted with nost of the mal adies inmagined by man, with a
singl e remarkabl e exception: she had virtually perfect teeth.

He wondered why she had chosen to inflict herself upon him Possibly it was
because every other dentist in the area had already infornmed her that however
common prosthetic restorations mght be, they were dictated by the requirenents
of health, not fashion

"Ms. Nostrand," he began, knowing it was useless, "no ethical practitioner is
going to replace a healthy tooth with a substitute. Qur purpose is to restore
the mouth, as far as possible, to its original state of health. You should be
gratified that you have no need of such service."

"But all ny friends have genuine gold inlays!"

Dillinghamcontrolled his tenper. "I assure you, Ms. Nostrand, they're not as
good as nature's original dentin and enanel."

"Ms. Jones paid four thousand dollars for hers," she said enviously.

He turned away to conceal his disgust. Had it come to this? A running contest to
see whose mouth could carry the nost pointless wealth..

"I"'msorry, Ms. Nostrand," he said with finality.

She stal ked out, furious. He al nbst wi shed she had needed the work. It m ght
have been easier to do it than to educate her.

A d Joe Krunpet, a too-regular client, was next. He was seventy and his teeth
seenmed to antedate the rest of his body: extrenely old and worn.

"' Not her bl owout, Doc," he said cheerily. "Just put a patch on her and turn ne
| oose. "

Dl lingham | ooked into Joe's nouth. It was sheer carnage. He wondered how the
man could stray one bite froma liquid diet. There was hardly a disaster in the
manual his teeth hadn't succunbed to over the years.

"Joe, that tooth will have to cone out. There isn't enough of the origina
structure left to nake it functional, and further deterioration could affect
your —

"Nope. None of that fancy stuff. Just plug her up so she don't hurt no nore.
She'll las' as long as | do."

He had a point there, unfortunately. Dillinghamrepaired the damage as well as

he coul d, not even attenpting to lecture the patient on oral hygi ene. Joe
Krunpet brought in his teeth for repair much as he would his vintage autonobile.
VWho was a mere dentist to inject aesthetic conplexities into his sinple

f ramewor k?

He finished with ten mnutes to spare before the next appointnment and retreated
to his laboratory for a break. It was going to be one of those days: coll ege

ki ds who stuffed their mouths with sugar and | ooked bl ank at the mention of a

t oot hbrush; busi nessmen who "hadn't time" to undertake precautionary hygienic
measures; wonen so afraid of pain that they screaned when he brushed a heal thy
tooth with the mrror. Al of themcarelessly throwing away the pricel ess
heritage of good teeth in their youth, heedl ess of the far nore expensive and

| ess confortabl e substitutes necessitated in later life.

He was suddenly sick of it. Not of the work itself, but of the intolerable

negl ect he saw daily. So nuch of what he did would never be necessary if only
peopl e cared!

The radi o was giving the routine details of another interplanetary space probe.
Well, if there were other civilized creatures out there, surely they would |ong
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since have learned to preserve their natural assets! He visualized a baby

bug- eyed nonster smling for the canera: "Look ma—lo cavities for six
generations!" Assumi ng bug-eyed nonsters had teeth..

He rose and returned to the operatory, knowing that efficient Mss Glland would
have the third patient properly prepared. At |east he was spared the

interm nabl e details. Sure enough, there was a figure in the chair. As pride
before the fall —

Di I li ngham put on his professional smle, washed his hands, and plucked a bright
metal sealer fromthe tray. This was a new patient, and—He stared.

The face upon the headrest was an alien. It was humanoid, but only vaguely so. A
great flat forehead dropped down to w dely spaced yet narrow eyes, and the nose
was a triple slit. The nouth was cl osed, set off oddly by thin purple Iips.

Bef ore he could substitute a nore appropriate expression for the frozen snile on
his own face, there was a noise. He | ooked up to see a second creature fiddling
with the | ocking nechani smof the door. The humanoi d nust have been standing
behind the panel, waiting for himto enter. The features were sinmilar to those
of the reclining creature, but all Dillinghamnoticed at the noment was the
visible hand. It was grey, and the fingers appeared to be doubl e-jointed.
Dillinghamtried to think of a clever remark that woul d di spose of the
situation, but his mind remained awkwardly bl ank. Wat conceivabl e expl anati on
coul d account for...?

"Centl emen, there nust be sone mistake. |'ma dentist, not a plastic surgeon.”
Nei t her creature |aughed. The one at the door straightened up and faced him
silently.

Obviously he was the victimof an el aborate hoax. Nothing on Earth resenbl ed
these creatures. Soneone at the local college nust have set up this nasquerade,
fitting grotesque masks of that realistic flexible variety over their nornal
features. This was one of those disruptive pranks, funny only to the
perpetrators. An initiation ritual. But how had they got past Mss Galland?
"Boys, | have a crowded schedul e. Now that you've had your fun—

The one in the chair opened his nouth.

Di | I'i ngham dropped the sealer to the floor. No nmask could function as snmoothly
as this, yet the nouth was beyond credulity. The orifice was bone-dry and
tonguel ess, and the teeth—

It was his business to know the normal and abnornmal extremes of human ora
anatony. This far overreached thembut it was w thout doubt a genuinely
functioning mouth, in a genuine functioning alien face. Since it was real, and
no Earthly jaw contained dentures |like these—

He deci ded not to ask questions whose answers mght well be beyond his
conprehension. This was no joke, and this was no | onger a conventional problem
For some reason two aliens—extraterrestrial aliens, for all he knewhad cone to
his office to denand sone service

One sat expectantly in the chair. It could hardly be an accident. Wy di d anyone
cone to a dentist?

Sonebody had a t oot hache.

The alien was not properly proportioned for the human recliner, but a few
adjustnents sufficed. Dillinghamtoyed with his instruments, wondering whet her
these creatures were dangerous. He couldn't afford to take a chance—

"Dr. Dillingham" a voice called fromthe hall. The standing alien junped, and
somnet hi ng appeared in one hand. These two hadn't uttered a syllable so far, but
they seened to hear well enough.

"Dr. Dillingham" the voice repeated nore urgently, and the knob turned. It was
Mss Glland. "Are you in there? The door seens to be | ocked—=

The guard lifted his hand. He held a snall object resenbling a glass prism He
pointed it towards the door

Dillinghamdidn't wait to find out what the prismwas for. "I'mbusy at the
nmoment, " he shouted, putting enough irritation into his voice so that she woul d
realize it was inportant. "Sonmething has cone up. Please reschedul e nmy next
appoi nt ment . "

Her soft heels retreated, and the alien |owered the prism Perhaps there had
been no danger—but it did seembest to keep the girl out of it until he could be
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sure. The aliens certainly seened to nmean busi ness.

Did they use speech at all? The single glance he had had into the oral cavity
gave him serious doubt that articulation as nen knew it was possible. Still,
there had to be some neans of comunication..

Dillinghamreturned his attention to his patient. He seenmed to be commtted now,
t hough of course he could not actually work on such a jaw. The nouth opened
again and he surveyed it nore thoroughly. It was a fascinating experience.

Four broad incisors lined the front section of the |lower jaw, matched by five
molars in the upper. This, at |east, was what the teeth would have been call ed
had they occupi ed a human nout h.

Biters opposed to grinders? Five to four? What unearthly diet did this creature
exi st upon? The overall problemof the alien presence becane subordinate to the
prof essional one. Wth dentition like this, how could he even guess at the
nornmal state of the nouth? How woul d he detect the problen? And, granted a
correct diagnosis, how could he aneliorate the condition? He knew nothing of the
met abolism he might kill the alien sinply by applying a | ocal anaesthetic. The
creature mght bleed to death froma single scratch—+f it had bl ood. Nothing
coul d be taken for granted.

The standing alien seened inpassive, but renained agai nst the door, prism

| evel | ed. Suppose this were the captain of an alien vessel, and the patient a
val ued of ficer or crewran? It was convenient to think of these two as such,

what ever the truth might be. Perhaps they had been on an exploratory cruise and
had had difficulties that prevented an i nmedi ate return. Possibly their nedica
speci al i st had been incapacitated.

What ever his reasons, the captain had seen fit to trust his man to the care of
the nearest presumably conpetent specialist, rather than postpone the matter or
handl e it extenporaneously. The fact that the specialist happened to be of
another world didn't seemto make enough difference to rule out the procedure.
There was food for thought here. Obviously the welfare of the individual was
paranount, in the captain's society, surnmounting even the form dable barriers
bet ween separate alien cultures. The individual who woul d trust a creature he
had never seen before—an Earth dentist—to handle so precise and intinate a
matter as the repair of an oral breakdown..

That individual was either an absolute fool, or had enornous confidence in his
control over the situation.

Di | Iingham gl anced again at the captain. He did not have the aspect of a fool,
and the prismglittered.

Yet the thing was inpossible. The threat of a weapon could not create know edge
where none existed. It could not grant a human being the power to operate on
al i en netabolism

The captain noved, gesturing with the prism Dillinghamimediately busied
hinself with the inpossible.

The nouth was a paradox. There were no cuspids, no matched sets. Instead there
were regul ar patterns of planed surfaces that could serve no conceivable
masticatory purpose. The white units were obviously teeth of sone kind, and firm
pi nk gumtissue clothed the base of each unit, but the manner of the jaws
application was a tantalizing riddle.

Dillinghamfelt as though he were in a surrealist dream Despite the intricacies
of their derivation—+teeth had first been fornmed fromnodified scales of the lip,
countless millions of years ago on Earth-he knew themto be straightforward
tools. They were required for any creature who cut, tore, crushed or ground its
food, unless it specialized into sone substitute, as birds had. There was no
point in having teeth at all unless they acted in one or nore of these ways, and
cynical Nature neither evolved nor maintained superfluous organs. This alien's
teeth had to be functional, even if that function remained a riddle to the

denti st.

How was he to define the problen? He saw no evi dence of decay or abrasion. Every
surface gleamed cleanly white. Wiile he was hardly in a position to make an
accurate diagnosis, all the evidence suggested health.

He tapped an incisor experinentally. It was solid. Al the teeth were firm and
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wi t hout bl enish. Wy, then, had this patient cone?

Di | lingham set down his instrunments and stood back. "I can't help you," he said,
trying to ignore the pointing prismand hoping his tone would put the nessage
acr oss.

The crewran cl osed his nmouth, stood up, and went to the door. The captain handed
over the prismand approached. Dillingham waited, uncertainly.

The captain took the chair and opened his nouth. Had they gone to all this
trouble for a routine checkup?

Di I Ii ngham shrugged, washed hi s hands agai n, and brought out a sterile set of
instruments. There didn't seemto be nuch he could do except oblige their whim
They were aliens, and it coul d be dangerous to cross them He |ooked into the
captain's nouth.

Suddenly it all cane clear

The crewran's nouth had been a healthy one. This nmouth was not. The sane
pecul i ar pairings were present, the sane oddly-angl ed occl usal s—but several of
the back teeth on the left side had badly ravaged |ingual surfaces.

The visitors had anticipated one of his difficulties, so had shown himthe
healthy set first, as a nodel. Now he did have sonme idea what was w ong,

"Dr. Dillingham"

The crewran whirled to aimthe prismat Mss Glland s voice. Had hal f an hour
passed so rapidly? "Enmergency!" Dillinghamcalled to her. "I'll be tied up al
afternoon. Handle it as well as you can."

"Yes, Doctor," she replied with only the slightest hint of disapproval. His
present procedure was at best highly irregular; with a real energency, he should
have brought her into the operatory to help. Mss Galland was a highly conpetent
dental assistant, but he tended to use her nore and nore as a receptionist
because she made a nuch better inpression on recalcitrant patients than he did.
She really deserved to see this astonishing set of teeth—-but he still did not
dare expose her to the mercies of such questionable aliens.

Meanwhi | e, he knew that the probl ens entailed by his unexpl ai ned cancel |l ati ons
woul d be tactfully handl ed.

He probed the first of the danaged teeth: the second bicuspid, for want of
anything resenbling a properly descriptive term The captain junped; no doubt
about its sensitivity. It |ooked as though sone potent acid had eaten into the
surfaces and stripped away the enanel and nmuch of the softer dentin beneath
(again applying human terns to the un-hurman). It had been a recent accident;
there was no sign of subsidiary decay. But the present condition was obviously
unconfortabl e and probably quite painful, and certainly constituted a hazard to
heal t h.

Di I I i ngham observed that the buccal surfaces had al so been etched. Only an
X-ray, that he could not risk on the alien flesh, could establish possible
penetration of the pulp. This was a rough case.

It might be possible for himto repair the damage, or at |east cover it with a
protective cast—but only if he coul d anaesthetize the jaw. Novocai n was out of
the question; any drug mght be fatal

The whol e thing was ridiculous. "This is as far as | go," Dillingham said
firmy. "I hate to | eave you in pain, but ny ignhorance could kill you. I'm
sorry." He crossed his arns and stood back

When they saw that he was not going to proceed, the crewran |evelled the prism
at himagain. The Captain stopped that with a gesture. He stood up and recovered
the instrument. He nade sure he had Dillinghanmis attention, then ained it at the
wal | and flicked a finger.

A spot appeared on the wall. Snoke curled up

The captain nmade an adjustnment and ai ned again. This time a portion of the wall
expl oded, |eaving a charred hol e.

He returned it to the first setting and pointed it at Dillingham The nessage
was cl ear enough.

But what would be their reaction if he botched it? Should he violate his

prof essi onal ethics under duress? Dillingham shook his head, sweating. Perhaps
they were bluffing. —

"Dr. Dillingham"
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Ch, no! Mss @Galland had cone back

The captain nodded to the crewnan, who whirled to unlock the door

"Judy! Get away!"

"Doctor! \What are you—

Then the door was open and the crewnan charged out. Judy Gall and screaned.

Dl lingham | unged at the captain, but the officer was ready. The beam fromthe
prism st abbed savagely into his leg. Dillinghamfell, clutching at the wound.
When the pain abated, he found Mss @Gl land standi ng beside him her dark hair
di sarranged. The crewran had the prismagain, and was covering them both.
"Doctor! Are you hurt?"

It was just like her to overlook the incredible in favour of the commonpl ace.
She was not the fainting type, fortunately. He inspected his |eg.

"Just a burn. It was set on low " He stood up

The captain resuned his seat. The crewnan ained the prismat the girl.

So nmuch for resistance. The show woul d go on

"I don't think they mean any harm Doctor," Mss Glland said. "They nust be
desperate.” No hysterics fromher; she had adapted to the situation far nore
readily than he.

Di | | i ngham approached the patient. He had to quiet the shivering of his hand as
he held a probe. Aliens, heat-beanms—this was hardly the ordinary fare of a
denti st.

But the problem of anaesthesia remai ned. Massive excavati on woul d be required,

and no patient could sit still for that without a deadened jaw. He studied the
situation, perplexed, noting that the crewman had put away the prism
The captain produced a small jar of greenish ointnent. It seened that this

contingency had been anticipated. These creatures were not stupid.

Di | linghamtouched his finger to the substance. There was a slight prickly
sensation, but nothing el se. The captain gestured to his nouth.

Di | Iingham scooped out a fingerful and sneared it carefully along the gingiva
surfaces surrounding the affected teeth. The col our darkened.

The captain closed his nouth. "How do they chew?" Mss @Glland inquired, as
though this were a routine operation. She had assuned her role of assistant
naturally.

He shrugged. "The nonent they take their eyes off you, slip away. W can't be
sure of their notives."

She nodded as the captain reopened his nouth. "I think they're doing just what
we would do, if we had trouble on sone other world."

Dillinghamrefrained frominquiring just what type of literature she read during
her off hours. He probed the raw surface that had been so sensitive before. No
reaction.

So far, so good. He felt professional envy for the sinplicity of the alien
anaesthetic. Now that he was committed to the job, he would conplete it as
conpetently as he could. His ethical code had been bent by the aliens but not
br oken.

It was a full-scale challenge. He woul d have to replace the nmissing and danaged
portions of the teeth with onlays, duplicating in gold as precisely as he could
the planes and angles witnessed in the healthy set. Wiile it woul d have hel ped
i Mmensely to know the rationale of this strange jaw, it was not essential. How
many centuries had dentists operated by hit or miss, replacing |losses with
wooden teeth and faithfully duplicating nalocclusals and irregularities? The
best he could hope for would be fifty per cent efficiency—+n whatever context it
applied—yet if this stood up until the patient returned to his own world, it
sufficed. There was no perfection

Wul d a gold alloy react unfavourably with the alien systen? He had to chance
it. Gold was the best nediumhe had to work with, and another netal would be

| ess effective and nore risky. A good cobalt chromi um all oy would be cheaper,
but for really delicate work there was no substitute for gold.

He drilled and polished, adjusting to the old internal convolutions, while Mss
Gal | and kept the water spray and vacuumin play. He shaped the healthy base of
each tooth into a curve that offered the best foundation. He bored a deep hole
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into each for insertion of the stabilizing platinumiridiumpins. He made a
hydrocol l oid i npression of the entire lower jaw, since the better part of the
reconstruction would have to take place in the | aboratory.

Both aliens started when he used the hydrocolloid, then rel axed uneasily.
Evidently his prosthodontic technique differed fromthat of their own world.
"Sorry," he said, as much to hinself as to them "Since | amnot famliar with
your methods, | amconstrained to rely upon ny own. | can't rebuild a tooth by
guesswor k. "

"That's telling them" Mss Galland agreed.

He needed a nodel of both sides of the jaw because it was bilaterally
symretrical. A mrror-image reproduction of the right side might reasonably do
for the left. He ignored the upper jaw. He knew nothi ng of the proper
interaction of these surfaces, so the opposing pattern could only confuse him
He didn't want human preconceptions to distort the alien pattern

But his curiosity about the way those incredible teeth functioned was hard to
suppr ess.

He worked | oose the hardened cast. He applied a tenporary |ayer of anal gam so
that the jaw would not be sensitive when the anaesthetic wore off. Then he had
to explain to the aliens by neans of pantomne that this was not the end product
of his endeavours.

M ss Gal |l and brought a plaster nodel of human dentures, and he pointed to the
cut-away teeth and lifted out the nock reconstructions, then gestured towards
the | aboratory. After several repetitions the captain seenmed to get the idea.
Dillinghamled the way, with captain, Mss Galland and crewran followi ng in that
order. The major portion of the job was com ng up

Patients sel dom saw the | ab. Few of them were aware of the enornmpus and precise
| abours that went into the sinplest inlay, onlay or crowmn. This tine, at |east,
he woul d have an attentive audience for his prosthodontic art.

Dillinghamrinsed the inpression imediately and imersed it in a two per cent
solution of potassium sul phate while Mss Galland set up the equi pnent. There
wasn't much el se she could do, because special skill was required for the early
st ages.

The captain watched the routine with what Dillingham was sure was anmazenent. The
al i ens knew no nore about the realities of dentistry than |ocal people did! But
what had they expected? Surely the techniques of North Nebula—to invent a hone
for the visitors—had points of simlarity. Physical |aws applied rigorously,
what ever the | anguage or culture

He filled the inpression with a conmercial stone preparation, vibrated out the
bubbl es, and inserted the dowels and | oops for individual handling of the teeth.
Wiile the die set, he sinulated the renaining steps for the captain: the
intricate wax nock-up of the onlay pattern for each tooth; the attachnment of the
sprue, so that the pattern and subsequent cast could be handl ed effectively; the
i nvestrment, or formation of a durable inpression around the wax pattern;
burnout, to free the investnent of wax and | eave a clear nmould for the liquid
metal ; casting (he didn't even try to explain about the probl ens of expansion
and contraction of gold and cast): and finally the pickling, finishing and
pol i shing of each unit.

The captain's eyes seened gl azed, though the procedures were elenentary. Here in
the lab Dillingham was master, whatever the larger situation

At last he mani pul ated the hands of the wall clock to show how many hours woul d
be required for all this. He assuned that if the Nebulites knew enough about
Earth to locate a specialist when they needed one, they should have nastered

| ocal timekeeping conventions.

The captain was not happy. Had he thought that an onlay was the work of a few

m nut es? Probably, like nost patients, he hadn't thought about it at all
Everybody knew dentists spaced out the tinme between appointnments nerely to boost
their exorbitant prices! Ha (brother!) hal

The captain produced what appeared to be a hard plastic rod and chewed it
meditatively on his good side. Dillinghamwas afraid at first that it was

anot her weapon, but saw that it was not. Well, every species doubtless had its
vi ces and mannerisnms, and this was certainly better than chew ng tobacco or
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gobbl i ng candy.

The patient passed the rod to the crewnan, who glanced at it with interest but
did not choose to add any toothmarks of his own. No conversation passed between
them but abruptly the captain left. The crewnan took a seat and kept the prism
r eady.

Evidently they did not intend to | eave the captives to their own devices while
the onlay was in preparation

"They don't mss any bets," Mss Galland said ruefully.

Di | I i ngham shrugged and bent to his work. It seened that the surest way to get
rid of the visitors was to conplete the operation. He sawed his die into four
separate segnents, one for each damaged tooth, and plunged into the conpl ex
portion of the job. The wax he applied had to be shaped into the exact pattern
of the desired cast. This, not the original tooth, was the actual nodel. The die
determned the juncture with the living tooth, but the artistry lay in scul pting
the upper surface of the wax into a serviceable and aesthetic duplicate of the
heal t hy ori gi nal

He set the cruder plaster cast of the captain's jaw before himand began the
nmost difficult construction of his career. It was not an inage he had to nake,
but a mirror imge, and his reflexes were hardly geared to it. Each of the four
patterns woul d take several hours.

Ni ght fell as he conpleted the second pattern. A new alien canme to replace the
crewnan, but there was no chance to escape. They chewed sociably on rods,
exchanged them and part ed.

"Dr. Dillingham" M ss Gl land exclained. "That's how they tal k! They nake marks
|i ke that ol d-wedge-writing."

It made sense. "Cuneiform" he agreed. That expl ained what the teeth were for
But the revelation, while satisfying intellectually, didn't help themto escape.
The new guard was as vigilant as the first.

Ni ght passed. M ss Galland slept on the energency cot while Di|lingham kept
wor ki ng. They both knew that help was unlikely to cone, because the aliens had
shown up on Friday and there would be no appointnents for the weekend.
Dillinghamlived alone, and Mss @Glland' s room nate happened to be on vacation
The captain had been quite | ucky.

Sonet hing el se occurred to him "Mss Glland!" She sat up sleepily. "Since
these creatures don't use sound to talk with, they probably don't associate it
with conmmunication at all!"

"Have you stayed up all night, Doctor?" she inquired solicitously, "You nust be
tired."

"Listen to ne! We can plan our escape, and they won't realize what we're doing.
If | can distract the guard's attenti on—

She cane alive. "Now | follow you. W could have tel ephoned I ong ago, if... but
how can we get himto—=

He expl ai ned. They worked it out in detail while he poured thick jel around the
wax and vibrated the cup. She slowy opened the wi ndows, then set up a chair in
front of one and sat down. One agile flip could tunble her into the back | ot—f
the guard were of f-guard.

The work continued. The guards changed again, and the new one did not realize
that the wi ndow was open. Dillingham poured nelted gold into the inverted

holl ows of the final nould. The alien's attention was taken up by the sight of
the hot netal; he knew that was dangerous.

"Now," Dillinghamcried, as he plunged the hot cast into cold water. Steam
puffed up, bringing the guard to his feet—and M ss Gl | and was gone.

Dillingham finished with a flourish. "How s that for a set of castings!" he
cried. "Not to nmention a slick escape,"” he added as the guard turned to di scover
what had happened. "The police will be here within half an hour."

The alien had been tricked, but he was no fool. He wasted no time in a futile
chase after the girl. He pointed the prismat Dillingham fired one warning beam
that blasted the wall beside him and gestured towards the door

Two bl ocks away they cane to an overgrown |ot. Hidden within the thick brush was
a shining netal cylinder, |large enough to hold several nen.
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"Now wait a nminute!" Dillingham exclained as a port swung open. But already he
was coning to understand that the clever alien captain had anticipated this
situation al so, and had cone prepared.

The cooling onlays burned his hand. Perhaps the aliens had never intended to |et
the Earth-dentist go. If they needed hel p once, why not again, during the |ong
voyage in space? He had denonstrated his proficiency, and by his trick to free
M ss Gall and he had forfeited any claimto mercy they night have entertained.
The captain neant to have his restorations, and the job would be finished even
if it had to be done en route to—

The where? The North Nebul a?

Dr. Dillingham Earth's first spacefaring prosthodontist, was about to find out.

CHAPTER TWD

The Enen—for Dr. Dillinghampreferred the acronymto "North Nebula Humanoi d
Speci es"—+ushed up and chewed out a nessage-stick with machine-like dispatch. He
handed it to Dillingham and stood by anxi ously.

This was an alien world, and he was al one anong aliens, but this was his

| aboratory. He was master, in his restricted fashion, and the Enens treated him
with flattering deference. In fact he felt nmore Iike king than captive.

He popped the stick into the hopper of the transcoder. "Energency," the little
speaker said. "Only you can handle this, Doctor!"

"You'll have to be nore specific, Holnes," he said, and watched the transcoder
type this on to another stick. Since the Enens had no spoken | anguage, and he
had not | earned to deci pher their tooth-dents visually, the transcoder was the
vital link in comunication

The nanes he applied to the Enens were facetious. These gal actics had no nanes
in their own | anguage, and conprehended his hunour in this regard no nore than
had his patients on distant Earth. But at |east they were industrious fol k, and
very clever at physical science. It was surprising that they were so backward in

dentistry.
The Enen read the translation and put it between his teeth for a hurried
footnote. It was amazing, Dillinghamthought, how effectively they could flex

their jaws for mnute variations in depth and slant. Conpared to this, the human
jaw was a clunsy portcullis.

The nessage went back through the machine. "It's a big toothache that no one can
cure. You must cone."

"Ch, come now, Watson," Dillingham said, deeply flattered. "I've been training
your dentists for several nonths now, and they're experienced and intelligent
specialists. They know their maxillaries fromtheir mandi bulars. As a matter of
fact, sone of them are a good deal nore adept now than |, except in the specific
area of nmetallic restorations. Surely—=

But the Enen grabbed the stick before any nore could be inprinted by the

machi ne's chattering jaws. "Doctor—this is an alien. It's the son of a high
muck- a-muck of deep." The terns, of course, were the ones he had programed to
indicate any ruling dignitary of any other planet. He wondered whet her he woul d
be well advised to substitute nore serious designations before soneone caught

on. Tonorrow, perhaps, he would see about it. "You, Doctor, are our only

practi sing exodontist."

Ah—ow it was comng clear. He was a dentist froma far planet, ergo he nust
know al |l about off-world dentition. The Enen's naive faith was touching. WVell,

if this were a job they could not handle, he could at |east take a |l ook at it.
The "alien" could hardly have stranger dentition than the Enens had thensel ves,
and success night represent a handsome credit towards his eventual freedom It
woul d certainly be nore challenging than drilling his afternoon class in
Appl i cations of Supercoll oid.

"I"'mpretty busy with that new group of trainees..." he said. This was nerely a
dodge to elicit nmore information, since the Enens tended to onmit inportant
details. Their notions of inportance differed here and there fromhis own.

"The muck-a-nmuck has offered fifty pounds of frunpstiggle for this one service,"”
the Enen replied.

Di | I'i ngham whi stled, and the transcoder dutifully printed the translation
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Frunpstiggl e was neither noney nor nerchandi se. He had never been able to pin
down exactly what it was, but for convenience he thought of it as worth its
exact weight in gold: $35 per ounce, $560 per pound. The Enens did not enpl oy
money as such, but their avid barter for frunpstiggle seemed roughly equival ent.
Hi s commission on fifty pounds woul d anmount to a handsone divi dend, and woul d
bring his return to Earth that nuch cl oser.

"Very well, Holmes. Bring in the patient."

The Enen becane agitated. "The high muck-a-nuck's fanmily can't |eave the planet.
You nust go to deep."

He had hal f expected sonething of this sort. The Enens gallivanted from pl anet
to planet and systemto systemwi th di smayi ng nonchal ance. Dillingham had not
yet becone accustoned to the several ways in which they far excelled Earth
technol ogy, nor to the abrupt manner of their transactions. True, he owed his
presence here to an oral injury of one of their space captains, who had sinply

wal ked into the nearest dental office for service, |liked what he found, and
brought the dentist honme. But there was a difference between know ng and
accepti ng.

Dillinghamwas in effect the property of the Enens—he who had dreaned only of
conventional retirement in Florida. He was no intrepid spaceman, no seeker of
fortune, and woul d never have chosen such unsettling galactic intercourse. But
now that the choi ce had been nmade for hi m—

"Il pack ny bag," he said.

G eep turned out to be a water worl d. The ship splashed down beside a floating
way station, and they were transferred to a tank-1ike anphibian vehicle. It
rolled into the tossing ocean and paddl ed al ong sonmewhat bel ow the surface.

Di | Ii ngham had read somewhere that intelligent life could not evolve in water,
because of the inhibiting effect of the liquid medi umupon the notion of
speci al i zed appendages. Certainly the fish of Earth had never amounted to nuch
How could primtive swimrers hope to engage in interstellar comrerce?

Evidently that particular theory was erroneous, elsewhere in the galaxy. Still,
he wondered just how the d eeps had circunvented the rapid-notion barrier. D d
they live in domes under the ocean?

He hoped the patient would not prove to be too alien. Presumably it had
teeth—but that mght be the |least of the problens. Fortunately he could draw on
what ever know edge t he Enens had, and he had al so nade sure to bring along a
second transcoder keyed to Geep. It was awkward to carry two machi nes, but too
much could be lost in retranslation if he had to get the A eep conplaints

rel ayed through the Enens.

A nonstrous fish-shape | oonmed beyond the porthole. The thing spied the sub,
advanced, and oped a cavernous maw. "Look out!" Dillingham yelled

The Enen glanced indifferently at the nessage-stick and chonped a casual reply.
"Bverything is in order, Doctor."

"But a leviathan is about to engulf us!"

"Naturally. That's a G eep."”

Di |l Iingham stared out, stunned. No wonder the citizens couldn't |eave the

pl anet! It was a matter of physics, not social convention

The vessel was already inside the col ossal nobuth, and the jaws were cl osing.
"You—you nean this is the patient?" But he already had his answer. Dann those
little details the Enens forgot to nention. A whale!

The nouth was shut now and the headlight of the sub reveal ed encompassi ng
mount ai ns of flexing flesh. The treads touched | and—probably the tongue—and t ook
hold. A minute's clinb brought theminto a great domed air chanber.

They hal ted besi de what rem nded himof the white cliffs of Dover. The hatch
sprang open and the Enens piled out.

None of them seenmed concerned about the possibility that the creature m ght
involuntarily swallow, so Dillingham put that notion as far fromhis mnd as he
was abl e.

"This is the tooth," the Enen's nessage said. The driver consulted a nmap and
pointed to a solid marble boul der.

Dillingham contenplated it with awe. The tooth stood about twelve feet high,
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counting only the distance it projected fromthe spongy gingival tissue. Mich
nmore woul d be bel ow, of course.

"l see," he said, able to think of nothing nore pertinent at the nonent. He

| ooked at the bag in his hand, that contained an assortnent of needl e-pointed
probes, several ounces of instant amal gam and sundry additional staples. In the
sub was a portable drill with a heavy-duty needl e attachnent that coul d excavate
a cavity a full inch deep.

Well, they had described it as a "big" toothache. He just hadn't been alert.

The Enens brought forth a light extensible | adder and | eaned it agai nst the
tooth. They set his drill and transcoders beside it. "Sumon us when you're
finished," their parting nessage said.

Dillinghamfelt automatically for the electronic signal in his pocket. If he

| ost that, he might never get out of here! By the time he was satisfied, the
anmphi bi an was gone.

He was alone in the nouth of a nonster

Well, he'd been in awkward situations before. He tried once again to close his
mind to the horrors that |urked about him and ascended the | adder, holding his

| antern al oft.

The occlusal surface was about ten feet in dianeter. It was slightly concave and
worn snooth. In the centre was a dark trench about two feet wi de and over a yard
I ong. This was obviously the source of the irritation. He wal ked over to it and
| ooked down. A putrid stench sent himgasping back. Yes—this was the cavity! It
seened to range froma foot in depth at the edges to four feet in the centre.
"That," he observed aloud, "is a case of dental caries for the record book." The
Engl i sh/ Enen transcoder printed a stick. He turned it off, irritated.
Unfortunately, he had no record book. Al he possessed was a usel ess bag of

i npl ements and a smarting nose. But there was nothing for it but to explore the
magni t ude of the decay. It probably extended literally within the pulp, so that
the total infected area was considerably larger than that visible from above.
What showed here was nerely a vertical fissure, newy fornmed. He would have to
check directly.

He forced hinmself to breath regularly, though his stonmach danced in protest. He
st epped down into the cavity.

The nmuck was ankl e-deep and the m asnma overpowering. He summoned the sick dregs
of his willpower and squatted to poke into the bottomw th one finger. Under the
slime, the surface was |i ke packed earth. He was probably still inches fromthe
material of the living tooth; these were nerely layers of crushed and spoiling

f ood.

He recal l ed | ong-ago jokes about eating apple-conpote, pronouncing the word with
an internal S. Conpost. It was not a joke any nore.

He | ocated a dryer area and scuffed it with one shoe. Sonme dark fl akes turned
up, but nothing significant. He wound up and drove his toe into the wall as hard
as he coul d.

There was a thunderous roar. He clapped his hands to his ears as the air
pressure increased explosively. Hs foot slipped and he fell into the reeking
centre-section of the trench.

An aval anche of muck descended on him Above, hundreds of tons of flesh and bone
and gristle crashed down inperiously, seenmingly ready to crush every particle of
matter within its conpass into further conpost.

The jaws were cl osing.

Di | Iingham found hinsel f face down in sickening garbage, his ears ringing from

t he at nospheric conpression and his body quivering fromthe nechanical one. The
lantern, mracul ously, was undanmaged and bright, and his |inbs were sound. He
sat up, brushed sonme of the sludge fromface and arns, and grabbed for the
slippery light.

He was trapped between cl enched jaws—nsi de the cavity.

Frantically he activated the signal. After an interm nable period that he
endured in nortal fear of suffocation, the ponderous upper jaw lifted. He
scranbl ed out, dripping.

The bag of inplenments was now a thin |ayer of colour on the surface of the
tooth. "Perfect occlusal," he murnured professionally, while shaking in reaction
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to the realization that his fall had narrowy saved himfroma simlar fate

The | adder was gone. Anxious to renove hinself fromthe dangerous biting surface
as quickly as possible, he prepared to junp—and saw a gigantic mass of tentacles
reaching for his portable drill near the base of the tooth. Each tentacle
appeared to be thirty feet long, and as strong and sinuous as a python's tail
The biting surface no | onger seened |ike such a bad place. Dillingham renai ned
where he was and watched the drill being carried into the darkness of the
mouth's centre

In a few nore mnutes the anphi bi an vehicl e appeared. The Enen driver energed,
chewed a stick, presented it. Dillinghamreached for the transcoder—-and

di scovered that it was the wong one. All he had now was the G eep interpreter
Chagrined, he fiddled with it. At least he could set it to play back whatever
the @ eep prince mght have said. Perhaps there had been neaning in that roar..
There had been. "OUCH " the machi ne excl ai ned.

The next few hours were conplicated. Dillinghamnow had to speak to the Enens
via the d eep nmuck-a-nuck (after the episode in the cavity, he regretted this
nonencl ature acutely), who had been summned for a diagnostic conference. This
was acconplished by setting up shop in the creature's comruni cati ons depart nent.
The conpartnent was actually an offshoot fromthe deep lung, deep inside the
body. It was a huge internal air space with sensitive tentacles bunching from
the walls. This was the nanner in which the doninant species of this |andless

pl anet had devel oped fast-novi ng appendages whose mani pul ation | ed eventually to
tools and intelligence. An entire technol ogy had devel oped—nsi de the great

bodi es.

"So you see," he said. "I have to have an anaesthetic that will do the job, and
canned air to breathe while |I'mworking, and a power drill that will handle up
to an eighteen inch depth of rock. Al so a sl edgehanmer and a dozen wedges. And a
derrick and the followi ng quantities of— He went on to nake a startling list of
suppl i es.

The transcoder sprouted half a dozen tentacles as he tal ked and waved themin a
di zzyi ng semaphore. After a nonent a group of the wall tentacles waved back. "It
shal | be acconplished," the muck-a-nuck's reply cane.

Di | I i ngham wonder ed what visual signal had projected the "ouch" back in the
patient's nouth. Then it came to him the tentacles that had absconded with his

drill and perhaps fragnents of his other transcoder were extensions of the
creature's tongue! Naturally they talked.
"One other thing: while you're procuring nmy equipnment, |'d |ike to see a diagram

of the internal structure of your nolars."

"Structure?" The tentacles were agitated.

"The pattern of enanel, dentin and pul p, or whatever passes for it in your
system A schematic drawing would do nicely. Or a sagittal section show ng both
the nerves and the bony socket. That tooth is still quite sensitive, which nmeans
the nerve is alive. | wuldn't want to danage it unnecessarily."

"W have no such diagrans."

Di | Ii ngham was shocked. "Don't you know the anatony of your teeth? How have you
repaired them before?"

"W have never had trouble with them before. W have no dentists. That is why we
sunmmoned you. "

He paced the living floor of the chanber, amazed. How was it possible for such
intelligent and powerful creatures to remain so ignorant of matters vital to
their well-being? Never had troubl e before? That cavity had obvi ously been
festering for many years.

Yet he had faced simlar ignhorance daily during his Earthly practice. "I'I|l be
working blind, in that case," he said at last. "You nust understand that while
I"l'l naturally do ny best, | can not guarantee to save the tooth."

"W understand,"” the d eep nuck-a-muck replied contritely.

Back on the tooth (after a stern warning to Junior to keep those jaws apart no
matt er how unconfortabl e things m ght become), equipped with face mask,
respirator, elbowlength gloves and hip boots, Dillingham began the hardest
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| abour of his life. It was not intellectually demandi ng or particularly
intricate—ust hard. He was vaporizing the contam nated walls of the cavity with
the beam of a thirty-pound laser drill, and in half an hour his arms were dead
tired.

There was | ateral extension of the infection. He had to wedge hinself into a
rotting, dimnishing cavern, wielding the beamat arms length before him He
had to twist the generator sidewi se to penetrate every branchi ng si de pocket,
all the while frankly terrified |l est the beamslip and touch part of his body.
He was playing with fire—a fiery beamthat could slice off his armand puff it
into vapour in one carel ess sweep.

At | east, he thought sweatily, he wasn't going to have to use the sl edgehamrer
here. When he ordered the drill he had expected a nmechanical one simlar to
those pistons used to break up pavenent on Earth. To the d eep, however, a dril
was a tapered | aser beam This was indeed far superior to what he had had in

m nd. Deadly but serendipitous.

Backbreaki ng hours later it was done. Sterile walls of dentin lined the cavity
on every side. Yet this was only the beginning.

Dillingham after a short nap right there in the now aseptic cavity, roused

hi nsel f to make careful measurenents. He had to be certain that every alley was
wi dest at the opening, and that none were too sharply tw sted. Werever the
measur enents were unsatisfactory, he drilled away healthy material until the
desired configuration had been achieved. He al so adjusted the beam for "Polish"
and wi ped away the roughnesses.

He signalled the Enen sub and indicated by gestures that it was time for the
tank of supercolloid. And he resolved that next time he stepped off-planet, he
woul d bring a trunk-ful of spare transcoders. He had probl ens enough w t hout
translation difficulties! At |east he had been able to nmake clear that they had
to send a scout back to the honme planet to pick up the bul k supplies.
Supercol | oi d was a substance devel oped by the ingenious Enens in response to his
exorbitant specifications of several nonths before. He had once entertained the
notion that if he were slightly unreasonable, they would ship himback to Earth.
Instead they had nmet the specifications exactly and increased his assessed val ue
because he was such a sophisticated practitioner. This neatly added years to his
projected termof captivity. After that he became nore careful. But the

subst ance remmi ned a prosthodontist's dream

Supercoll oid was a fluid stored under pressure that set rapidly when rel eased.
It held its shape indefinitely wi thout neasurable distortion, yet was as
flexible as rubber. It was ideal for difficult inpressions, since it could yield
whi | e being renmoved and spring inmedi ately back to the proper shape. This saved
time and reduced error. At 1300 degrees Fahrenheit it melted suddenly into the
thin, transparent fluid again. This was its nopst inportant property.

Di | Iingham was about to nmake a very |arge cast. To begin the conpl ex procedure,
he had to fill every crevice of the cavity with colloid. Since the volune of the
excavation canme to forty cubic feet, and supercolloid weighed fifty pounds per
cubi c foot when set, he needed a good two thousand pounds.

A full ton—+o fill a single cavity. "Think big," he told hinself.

He set up the tank and haul ed the I ong hose into the pit. Once nore he craw ed
head-first into the lateral expansion, no |onger requiring the face nask. He

ai med the nozzle without fear and squirted the foany green liquid into the
farthest off-shoot, nmaking certain that no air spaces renmined. He backed off a
few feet and filled the other crevices, but left the nain section open

In half an hour the lateral branch had been sinplified considerably. It was now
a deep, flat crack without offshoots. Dillingham put away the nozzl es and
crawmed in with selected knives and brushes. He cut away projecting colloid,

| eaving each filling flush with the nain crevice wall, and painted purple
fixative over each surface.

Satisfied at last, he trotted out the colloid hose again and started the punp.
This time he opened the nozzle to full aperture and filled the main crevice,
backi ng away as the foamthreatened to engulf him He certainly didn't want to
becone part of the filling! Soon all of the space was full. He snoothed the
green wall facing the main cavity and painted it in the same nmanner as the
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of f - shoot s.

Now he was ready for the big one. So far he had used up about eight cubic feet
of colloid, but the gaping centre pit would require over thirty feet. He renoved
the nozzle entirely and |l et the tank heave itself out.

"Turn it off!" he yelled to the Enen by the punp as green foam bul ged gently
over the rim One ton of supercolloid filled the tooth, and he was ready to
carve it down and insert the special plastic loop in the centre.

The foam continued to punp. "I said TURN IT OFF!" he cried again. Then he
renenbered that he had no transcoder for Enen. They coul d not conprehend him
He flipped the hose away fromthe filling and ained it over the edge of the

tooth. He had no way to cut off the flow hinself, since he had renoved the
nozzl e. There could not be nuch left in the tank

A rivulet of green coursed down the tooth and over the pink gumtissue,
travelling towards the squid-like tongue. The tentacl es reached out, grasping
the foamas it solidified. They soon becane festooned in green

Di | I i ngham | aughed—but not for |ong. There was a steam whistle sigh foll owed by
a violent trenor of the entire jaw. "I'mgoing to... sneeze," the d eep
transcoder said, sounding fuzzy. The colloid was interfering with the
articulation of the tongue and triggering a reflex.

A sneeze! Suddenly Dillinghamrealized what that would nean to himand the Enen
crew.

"Get under cover!" he shouted at the Enens bel ow, again forgetting that they
couldn't conprehend the warning. But they had already grasped the significance
of the trenors, and were piling into the sub frantically.

"Hey—wait for ne!" But he was too late. The air how ed past with the titanic

i ntake of breath. There was a terrible pause.

Dl lingham | unged for the nound of colloid and dug his fingers into the

t hi ckeni ng substance. "Keep your jaws apart!" he yelled at the d eep, praying
that it could still pick up the nmessage. "KEEP THEM OPEN "

The sound of a tornado raged out of its throat. He buried his face in green as
the hurricane struck, tearing nmercilessly at his body. Hs arns were wenched
cruelly; his fingers ripped through the infirmcolloid, slipping..

The wind died, |eaving himgrasping at the edge of the tooth. He had survived
it! The jaws had not cl osed.

He | ooked up. The upper nolars hung only ten feet above, visible in the |ight
fromthe charned | anp hooked sonehow to his foot.

He was past the point of reaction. "Open, please," he called in his best
operative manner, willing the transcoder to be still in the vicinity. He peered
over the edge.

There was no sign of the sub. The colloid tank, with its di schargi ng hose, was
al so gone.

He took a wal k across the nei ghbouring teeth, |ooking for whatever there was to
see. He was appalled at the anmpbunt of decalcification and outright decay in

evi dence. This G eep child would shortly be in pain again, unless substantia
restorative work were done i nmedi ately.

But in a shallow cavity—ene barely a foot deep—he found the transcoder,
undamaged. "It's an ill decalcification that bodes nobody good," he nurnured,
retrieving it.

The anphi bi ous sub reappeared and di sgorged sonewhat shaken passengers.

Di | Ii ngham mar ched back over the rutted hi ghway and joined them But the
question still nagged at his mnd: how could the caries he had observed be
reconciled with the nmuck-a-muck's undoubtedly sincere statenent that there had
never been dental trouble before? What had changed?

He carved the green surface into an appropriate pattern and carefully applied
his fixative. He was ready for the next step

Now the derrick was set up and brought into play. Dillingham guided its dangling
hook into the eyel et enbedded in the colloid and signalled the Enen operator to
lift. The chain went taut; the mass of solidified foameased grandly out of its
socket and hung in the air, an oddly-shaped boul der

He turned his attention to the big crevice-filling. He screwed in a
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corkscreweyel et and arranged a pulley so that the derrick could act on it
effectively. The purple fixative had prevented the surface of the main

i mpression fromattaching to that of the subsidiary one, just as it was al so
protecting the several small branches within.

There was no particular difficulty. In due course every segnent of the colloid

i mpression was narked and laid out in the nmakeshift | aboratory he had set up
near the waterline of the Geep's nouth. They were ready for one nore step

The tank of prepared investnment arrived. This, too, was a special conposition

It remained fluid until triggered by an electric jolt, whereupon it solidified
instantly. Once solid, it could not be affected by anything short of denolition
by sl edgehammer.

Di | Iingham punped a quantity into a great tenporary vat. He attached a plastic
handle to the snallest inpression, dipped it into the vat, withdrew it entirely
covered by white batter and touched the electrode to it. He handed the abruptly
solid object to the nearest Enen and took up the next.

Restorative procedure on deep differed sonewhat from established Earthly
technique. Al it took was a little human inmagination and a | ot of Enen

t echnol ogy.

The octopus-tongue approached while he worked. It reached for him "Get out of
here or I'll cramyou into the burn-out furnace!" he snapped into the
transcoder. The tongue retreated.

The naj or section was a problem It barely fitted into the vat, and a solid foot
of it projected over the top. He finally had the derrick lower it until it
bunped bottom then raise it a fewinches and hold it steady. He passed out
brushes, and he and the Enen crew went to work sl opping the goo over the top and
around t he suspended hook.

He touched the electrode to the white nonster. The derrick lifted the mass,
letting the enpty vat fall free. Yet another stage was done.

Two ovens were enpl oyed for the burn-out. Each was big enough for a man to stand
within. They placed the ends of the plastic rods into special holders and
managed to fit all of the smaller units into one oven, fastening theminto place
by nmeans of a heat-resisting framework. The main chunk sat in the other oven,
propped upsi de- down.

They seal ed the ovens and set the thernostats for 2000 degrees. Dillinghaml| ay
down into the enpty vat and sl ept.

Three hours later burn-out was over. Even supercolloid took time to nelt

conpl etely when heated in a 1500 pound nmass. But now the green liquid had been
drained into reservoirs and seal ed away, while the smaller quantities of nelted
plastic were allowed to collect in a disposal vat. The white investnents were
hol | ow shells, open only where the plastic rods had projected.

The casting was the nobst spectacular stage. Dillingham had deci ded to use gol d,
though worried that its high specific gravity woul d overbal ance the d eep jaw
It was inpossible under present conditions to arrange for a gol d-pl at ed,

mat chi ng-density filling, and he was not familiar enough with other nmetals to be
sure they could be adapted to his purpose. The expansion coefficient of his

i nvestrent matched that of gold exactly, for exanple; anything el se would
solidify into the wong size because of contraction while cooling.

Gold, at any rate, was nothing to the nuck-a-nuck. G eeps refined it through
their gills, extracting it fromthe surrounding water in any quantity required.
The crucible arrived: a self-propelled boiler-like affair. They piled
hundr ed- pound i ngots of precise gold alloy into the hopper, while the vol canic

i nnards of the crucible runbled and bel ched and nelted everything to rich bright
I'iquid.

A line of Enens carried the snaller investnents, which were shaped inside
exactly like the original inpressions, to the spigot and held themw th tongs
while the fluid fortune poured in. These were carefully deposited in the vat,
now filled with cold water

The | ast cast, of course, was the col ossal vat-shaped one. This was sinply
propped up under the spigot while the tired crew kept feeding in ingots.

By the tinme this cast had been poured, twenty-four tons of gold had been used in
all.
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Wil e the largest chunk was being hauled to the ocean inside the forepart of the
mout h, Dillingham broke open the smaller investnments and laid out the casts
according to his chart of the cavity. He gave each a m nimum of finishing; on so
gross a scale, it could hardly make much difference.

The finished casts weighed nore than twenty tinmes as nmuch as the origina

i mpressions had, and even the snall est ones were distinctly awkward to nmanoeuvre
into place. He narked them checked off their positions on his chart, and had
the Enens ferry themup with the derrick. At the other end, he nanhandl ed each
into its proper place, verified its fit and position, and withdrew it to paint

it with cement. No part of this filling could cone |oose in action

Once again the branching cavern lost its projections, this tinme pernanently, as
each segment was secured and severed fromits projecting sprue. He kept the
sprues—the handl es of gold, the shape of the original plastic handl es—en unti
the end, because otherw se there would have been no purchase on the weighty
casts. He had to retain sone neans to nove them

The derrick | owered the crevice-piece into the cavity. Two Enens pried it in
with power crowbars. Dillingham stood by and squirted cement over the nmass as it
slid reluctantly into the hole.

It was necessary to attach a heavy weight to the derrick-hook and swing it
repeatedly against the four-ton cast in order to tanp it in all the way.

At last it was tinme for the major assenbly. N neteen tons of gold
descended-slowy into the hole while they dunped quarts of liquid cenent into a
pool bel ow. The cast touched bottom and settled into place, while the cenent
bubbl ed up around the edges and overfl owed.

They danced a little jig on top of the finished filling—ust to tanp it in
properly, Dillinghamtold hinself, for he considered hinself to be too sedate to
dance. He wished that a fraction of its value in Earth-terns could be credited
to his account. The job was over

"A commendabl e performance, " the high nuck-a-nuck said. "My son is frisking
about in his pen like a regular tadpole and eating well."

Di | I'i ngham renenbered what he had seen during the wal k al ong the occl usa
surfaces. "lI'mafraid he won't be frisking long. In another year or two he'll be
feeling half a dozen other caries. Decay is rampant.”

"You nmean this will happen again?" The tentacles waved so violently that the
transcoder stuttered.

Di | lingham decided to take the fish by the tail. "Are you still trying to tel
me that no nmenmber of your species has suffered dental caries before this tine?"
"Never."

This still did not nake sense. "Does your son's diet differ in any inportant
respect fromyours, or fromthat of other G eeptads?"

"My son is a prince!"

"Meani ng that he can eat whatever he wants, whether it is good for himor not?"
The d eep paused. "He gets so upset if he doesn't have his way. He's only a
baby—-hardly three centuries old."

Dillingham was getting used to differing standards. "Do you feed him

del i caci es—efined foods?"

"Naturally. Nothing but the best. | wish we had been able to afford such

gal actic inports when | was a tad!"

Di | I'i ngham si ghed. "Mick-a-mnmuck, mnmy people al so had perfect teeth—until they
began consuming sweets and overly refined foods. Then dental caries becane the
nmost conmon di sease anong them You're going to have to curb your child's
appetite. "

"I couldn't." He could alnost read the agitation of the tentacles without
benefit of translation. "Doctor, he'd throw a terrible tantrum™

Di I li ngham had expected this reaction. He had encountered it many tines on
Earth. "In that case, you'd better begin training a crew of dentists. Your son
will require constant attention."

"But we can't do such work ourselves. W have no suitabl e appendages,
externally."

"I mport some dentists, then. You have no acceptable alternative."
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The creature signalled a sigh. "You nake a convincing case." The tentacles
rel axed while it considered. Suddenly they cane alive again. "Enen—t seens we
need a pernmanent technician. WIIl you sell us this one?"
Di | I i ngham gaped, horrified at the thought of all that garbage in the patient's
jaw. Surely they couldn't—
"Sell him" the Enen chief replied angrily. Dillingham wondered how he was abl e
to understand the words, then realized that his transcoder was picking up the
QA eep signals translated by the other machine. From Enen to G eep to Engli sh,
via paired instrunments. Wiy hadn't he thought of that before?
"This is a human being," the Enen continued indignantly. "A nenber of an
intelligent species dwelling far across the galaxy. He is the only exodontist in
this entire sector of space, and a fine upstanding fellow at that. How dare you
make such a crass suggestion!"”
Bless him Dillingham had al ways suspected that his hosts were basically
creatures of principle.
"We're prepared to offer a full ton of superlative-grade frunpstiggle..." the
muck-a-muck said enticingly.
"A full ton?" The Enens were aghast. Then recovering: "True, the Earthman has
taught us practically all he knows. W could probably get along w thout him
now. . ."
"Now wait a mnute!" Dillingham shouted. But the bargai ning continued unabat ed.
After all—what is the value of a man, conpared to that of frunpstiggle?

DENTAL ASSI STANT / HYA ENI ST / LI GHT BOOKKEEPI NG QUALI FI ED EXPERI ENCED
UNATTACHED MUST TRAVEL.

Judy Galland read the strange ad again. It had not been placed by any agency she
recogni zed, and there was no tel ephone nunber. Just an address in a bl ack

nei ghbourhood. It hardly | ooked prom sing—but she was desperate. She shrugged
and caught a bus.

She concentrated on the ad as she rode, as though it had further secrets to
yield. She was qualified: she was a capable dental assistant with three years
experience in the office of a good dentist, and she was al so a hygi enist. She
knew that few girls were both, and many woul d not touch the clerical end of it
at all. She was single and willing to travel across the world if need be. She
was twenty-six years old and | ooked it. She got along well with people and

sel dom | ost her tenper.

So why couldn't she get a job?

The bus jolted heavily over a set of tracks, shaking her | oose fromthis

poi ntl ess line of thinking. She knew what her problemwas: she had worked for

Dr. Dillingham and Dr. Dillingham had di sappeared nysteriously. A construction
wor ker might fall off a beamand get killed, and nobody bl anmed his co-workers. A
bi g-game hunter mnight get eaten by the gane, yet his bearers could find simlar
enpl oynent el sewhere. A politician m ght get renoved fromoffice for

mal f easance, while his loyal staff stepped into better positions. But just |et
one snall-town dentist vani sh—

She shook her head. That was inaccurate too. It was her own fault: she had tried
to tell the truth. Naturally no one had believed her story of weird aliens
hol di ng her captive while forcing Dr. Dillinghamto work on their astonishing
teeth. There had been no substantiating evidence except for the sinple fact that
he was gone without trace. Now the aura of that wild story hung about her, an

al batross, killing any chance she m ght have had to find other enploynent in the
profession. In this corner of the world, at any rate.

Had she clained that a nobster had nurdered the dentist and sunk himin concrete
with shoes of water (or was it the other way round?) she m ght have been cl ear.
But the truth had ruined her. Aliens from space? Lunacy!

The bus halted at the closest corner to the address. She stepped down
regretfully. This was an unfaniliar section of town, ill-kenpt and nenaci ng.

Beer cans glittered anid the tall weeds of a vacant |ot. Down the littered
street a drunk spotted her and shanbl ed nearer. The bus blasted its noxious
gases at her and shoved off.

Only one structure approxi mated the address: a cylindrical building severa
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storeys tall and pointed at the top. Its outer wall was shiny netal, and
surprisingly nodernistic for such a region. Yet the |ot had not even been

cl eared, except for the narrow boardwal k | eading to the entrance.

She started to turn back, then. There was sonething un-subtly wong about this
ad and this address. What possible use could these people have for an
experienced dental assistant, etc?

But the reality of her situation turned her about again. The bus was gone, the
drunk was al nbost upon her, she had barely three dollars in her purse and her
resources beyond that were scant. She had either to take what offered, or throw
away all her training and apply for unspecialized enpl oynent. She pictured
hersel f nmaki ng beds, scrubbing floors, babysitting. Suddenly the nanel ess ad
seened nore prom sing. She outwal ked the drunk and knocked on the cylinder-house
door. This was a circular affair arranged to resenble a ship's porthole. Mdern
architecture never ran out of innovations! After a few seconds it opened, the
metal lifting up and out, drawbridge fashion. She took a nervous breath though
she was not the nervous type and entered a small bare antechanber.

"Nanme?" a voice said, startling her. For an instant she had fancied it was Dr.
Di | I i ngham speaki ng, but it was sone kind of recorded answering service whose

i ntonation just happened to resenble that famliar voice. Apparently she stil
was not to know who was her prospective enpl oyer

She answered the routine questions automatically. That voice unnerved her, and
enhanced her depression. She had of course never |et himknow, but her initia
respect for Dr. Dillinghamis technical and ethical finesse had over the nonths
and years deepened into a considerabl e appreciation of the man hinsel f, and
even—

She becane aware that the questions had ceased. An inner panel opened. "You have
been accepted, Mss Glland of Earth," the recording said.

A figure stepped through the new doorway.

Judy was not the scream ng type. She screaned.

CHAPTER THREE

Dr. Dillinghamwas not in a happy frame of nind. Weeks had passed since he had

| ast seen the light of a sun, breathed unconfined atnosphere, or even wal ked on
I and. Now the nonstrous sentient swimrer within which he dwelt had deprived him
of his transcoder, so that he could no | onger nake known his conpl ai nts.

Hi s conmpartment was confortabl e enough, and no doubt the d eeps thought that
sufficient. It had been outfitted with a bed, a chair, a workbench, selected
prost hodontic | aboratory paraphernalia and a water-closet—but this did not nake
it any less a prison. He used his equipnment to fashion articles of solid gold,
but this was sorry entertai nnent. He had no conpany his own size and no journals
to relax with.

I'n an hour he would have to begin the day's | abour—a prospect no | ess appalling
for all its famliarity.

There were sounds in the living hallway. A visitor? He junped up and tidied his
snock, anxi ous to neet whatever oddity night appear. He was sure it would not be
human.

The noi se stopped. There was a tap on his door

"Conme in!" he called, as nmuch to exercise his voice as in any hope he could be
understood. He would be lucky if the visitor could ever hear sounds in the hunan
vocal range. The creatures of the galaxy were far renoved fromEarthly

experi ence.

"Thank you, Doctor," a cultured voice replied. "So glad to find you at hone."
Dillinghamcontrolled his surprise. This was probably a transcoder in operation
It was hardly credible that a galactic woul d happen to speak unaccented Engli sh
Unl ess, sonehow, a |live nan had—

The door opened. A dinosaur stood without. Its great head hovered a dozen feet
above its powerful webbed hind feet, and its snmaller front feet were held before
it alittle like the attitude of a beggi ng puppy. A muscular tail tw tched
behind. It wore a nodest dinner jacket with a black bow tie.

Di I l'i ngham gaped. Such a thing was inpossible! This was not Earth, past or
present, and even if—
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"l beg you pardon," the dinosaur said. "Wre you expecting soneone el se?"
Dillinghamrel axed abruptly. "Ch, you're a Galactic. | should have known."
"Wbul d you prefer to have ne call at another hour? | did not nean to disturb you
i nconveniently."

"No, no! Don't go away,"” Dillingham exclainmed. "Cone in, sit down—er whatever
you do. | haven't seen a sapient face in three weeks. Not since | was
incarcerated here. | mstook you for—ever mnd. So many crazy things have
happened the past few nonths that | should be acclimtized by now. "

The creature settled on the floor and wapped its tail around its feet. The
flat-snouted head was still above Dillinghams level. "Allow ne to introduce
myself, in that case. | am if | may nake a free rendition in your terns, a

di pl omat from Trachos. | was asked by the, er, high nuck-a-nuck of Geep to talk
with you, since there appears to be sone misunderstanding. If there is any way |
can hel p—

Di | Iingham had adj usted al nbst automatically to the notion of conversing
formally in English with a dinosaur, after the initial shock, but he did have

questions. "If you don't mnd ny asking—how is it you speak ny | anguage?
Everyone el se has to use the transcoder."

"It is my profession, Doctor. As | said, | ama diplomt—a free-lance di pl omat,
if youwill. I always master the dialect before attenpting to deal with an

al i en. The nuck-a-nuck was consi derate enough to | oan nme a transcoder coded to
d eep/ Eart h—

So that was where his machi ne had gone! "You went to all this trouble just to
talk directly to me?" This was inpressive

"No trouble at all, Doctor, | assure you. My species, being | ess aggressive than
nmost and of poor digital co-ordination,"” here he held up webbed fingers,
"survived by talking rapidly. Thus we becane natural diplomats, and | anguage is
our pleasure. But you seem nervous, Doctor. Am | abusing your vernacul ar?"

Di | I ingham was enbarrassed. "No, you speak |like a native. But there are a nunber
of different life forms on ny planet, Earth, and by an odd coi nci dence you— He
broke off, unwilling to say it.

"I resenbl e one of your aninals? Please do not be reticent, Doctor. | nust
confess that your own appearance corresponds to a certain manmalian strain on ny
own world, nortifying as it may be to say so."

"Well, I ama manmmal —

"Real | y?" The creature drew his reptilian head close. "Do you give live birth to
your young? Do you suckle then? Hair on your body? You have a"—here he paused
delicately—a fixed body tenperature?”

Di | | i ngham was taken aback by the inplied appraisal. "Sonme of these traits are,
shall we say, inplenented by the fenale of ny species. But yes—these are typica
qualities."

The di nosaur shook his head. "Strange. | did not realize that intelligence was

possible in a true manmmal. But in a gal axy the size of ours—

"Then you actually are a—reptile? You |lay eggs, are col d-bl ooded, have

undi fferentiated teeth?"

"OfF course—with the sane reservations you nentioned for yourself. |, being male,
do not personally lay eggs, and actually my blood is not cold. It nerely matches
the tenperature of ny body, which in turn matches ny surroundi ngs, which you
will agree is the sensible system No offence."

Dillinghamsmled. "Then | don't suppose it is any insult to you if | nention
that you resenble one of the nbst notable reptiles in the history of ny planet.

It's extinct now, but we call it the duck-billed dinosaur. | can't renmenber the
techni cal nane."
"Ah. Probably Trachodon. | surnised as much when | interpolated mssing portions

of your transcoder's vocabulary."

"You were able to discover terns | don't even know nysel f?" Dillingham asked, a
little uneasy.

"By no neans. |If your |anguage were rational, this would be possible, naturally,
but this is hardly the case. The technical nanes for your di nosaurs—Stegosaurus,
O ni thom nus, Brontosaurus—these were all in the nenory-storage of your
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transcoder. You nust have provided themat sone tine."

"But | don't remenber any such thing! | nmay have run across the words in sone
col |l ege text, years ago, but—

"Interesting. Are you subject to the trance-state? Perhaps you provi ded nore

i nformati on than you realized."

Trance state! Dillingham began to wonder just how nuch the Enens, his first

gal actic "hosts", had | earned about him If they had nanaged to drug or
hypnoti ze hi m—

"Suddenly it occurs to nme |'ve been a trifle naive," he told the trachodon

Then, oddly, he found hinself pouring out all his conplaints to this unusual but
synpat heti c acquai ntance. "...and then | was put to work instructing classes in
metallic restoratives, as though being abducted from Earth wasn't bad enough

The novelty wore off in a hurry. Then the Enens sold me to G eep, and for the
past three weeks |'ve been wallowing in the unbrushed nouth of the | eviathan,
shovel | i ng sl udge out of trenchlike cavities and pouring in solid gold because
the muck-a-nuck won't allow nme to experinment wth anything cheaper. | have to
live in this adapted |ung-conpartnent. Oh, the G eep nonarch treats nme well
enough—but | can't get used to the idea of never going outside, even if there is
no land here to walk on. As for actually living inside a three hundred foot |ong
sea creature, like a parasite... | can't even flush the water-closet w thout
renenbering that ny refuse is being drained right back into the bl oodstream of =
"This is understandable,” the trachodon said. "It occurs to nme that you are not
wel | situated here."

"That occurred to nme three weeks ago! But how do | get away? Every tine | try to
say sonet hi ng—

"I see no problem To a Geep, there is no higher privilege than serving

G eepdom When you express dissatisfaction with your |ot, the nuck-a-muck nust
assunme that the transcoder has broken down. |ndeed, speaking as an objective
third party, | nmust say that your attitude is atypical."

"You nean there are creatures who woul d actually enjoy scraping deconposition
of f twelve foot cusps, ten hours a day? Wwo don't mind isolation?"

"Certainly, assuming they were capabl e of handling the work. Absolute confort,
absolute security, limted responsibility—t can be a very tenpting
proposition.”

Hope bl ossomed. " Coul d—oul d you arrange to have one of these creatures repl ace
me here?"

"I could certainly inaugurate the proceedings, if that is what you really
desire. But | nust warn you: once you |leave Geep, it will be al nbst inpossible
for you to return. Few are granted a second chance."

"The first chance has been quite sufficient. Tell the nuck-a-nuck there are lots
of Enens who are trained for the work, or who can instruct other creatures in

the principles. Tell himwell, you' re the diplomt. You know what to say."

"Of course. But where do you wish to go ?"

"Hone! "

"Your native planet is sone distance away. | rather doubt that you possess the

frunp or the stiggle to finance the journey at this tinme, particularly since you
woul d first have to purchase your own contract and attain independent status."

Di | Iingham t hought about it. Wile he hardly approved of the manner he had
becone "property", he knew that gal actic | aw recogni zed the validity of that
status. Earth was not considered to be a civilized planet, and therefore had few
rights. The theory was that a savage admitted to galactic culture owed a certain
anmount in return for the education he picked up just by associating with higher
species. He had a long way to go before beconing his owm man again. "I'll go
anywhere, so long as it's above water and in the open."

"I could arrange transportation quite readily to Electrolus, where | happen to
have nmy next assignnent—

"Does it have solid I and and natural sunshine?"

"Yes, but—=

"Done! "

Two hours later Trach showed hi maboard a ship anchored on the surface. It
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hardly seenmed possible that he had obtained his release so readily, yet here he
was, out of the belly of the whale. Trach was certainly efficient!

"This isn't an Enen ship," Dillingham observed. "Too small. Were's the crew?"
"There is no crew," Trach said, closing the hatch

Dillinghamrealized abruptly that he was alone with a di nosaur—eally al one.
"But you sai d—

Trach wal ked by, his breath snelling of nidsummer hay. "I'm going to Electrolus,
and there is roomfor you aboard my ship, so | sinplified the procedure by

pur chasi ng your contract nyself. Wasn't that what you wanted?"

DI linghamwas hardly sure. The trachadon stood twelve feet tall w thout
stretching and had an al armingly powerful construction. The ridicul ous jacket
and bowtie could not conceal the inpervious hide beneath, or the rippling
reptilian nuscul ature. When he spoke, the jaws parted to reveal a ferocious
array of teeth... but not far enough to enable Dillinghamto determ ne whether
they were the inplenents of a herbivore or a carnivore

"Take-off may be a trifle unconfortable," Trach said. "Wuld you like me to
strap you in?"

The spare couch had enornous netallic bands for up to six |inbs. The fastenings
were far too heavy for Dillinghamto nanipul ate hinself; they were shackl es that

woul d hol d hi m hel pl ess, once clanped. "I—+"'Il try my luck w thout the straps,"”
he sai d.

"Fine. | never bother with themnyself. Sonetines | get hungry in m d-nmanoeuvre,
and t hey becone inconvenient."

Sonetinmes he got hungry... Dillingham wondered just what rights a contract

granted the owner. Were the duckbills carnivorous? He couldn't remenber. He
gripped his bag of tools tightly, wi shing he had something nore sturdy than a

sl ender dental sealer. But of course Trach was friendly. He was a reputable

di pl omat. He sai d.

Trach braced his tail against the floor and mani pul ated controls. Suddenly there
was a jolt that threw Dillinghamto the floor. "Just a little finicky when she's
warm ng up," the dinosaur renmarked, "One of these mssions |I'mgoing to | ease a
nmodern ship. This one is apt to spring a leak in space any time now. "

D | Iingham sat down abruptly on the couch and gripped a strap. Leak in space!
Anot her jolt, and the ship was noving. Trach activated a screen, and the grey
waves of the d eep ocean appeared, rushing past at an astonishing rate. Then
they were airborne, and the waves gave way to dank cl ouds.

It becane warm "Do you have any tenperature control for this ship?" Dillingham

inquired sweating. "I think the speed is heating the—+ nean, the atnospheric
friction—=
"Ch, there is sonme variation. W're reaching for escape velocity, after all. On

this planet, in your terns, that's about twenty thousand knots. Nothing to worry
about . "

Di I li ngham wi nced as the nmetal flooring becane hot. "Well, I'ma
fixed-tenperature creature,"” he rem nded the di nosaur apol ogetically.

"I's this unconfortable for you? | had forgotten." Trach obligingly turned on a
frigid blast of air. "Good thing that device is operative now Sonetines it gets
stuck on HOT."

Di I I'i ngham nodded, shivering, though the metal fastenings were still too hot to
touch. He wondered how many ot her minor inconveniences this ship would produce.
This was certainly a contrast to the precision equi prent of the Enens.

The ship shuddered and bucked, catapulting himacross the burning floor. "That
breaks us out of the atnosphere,” Trach said nonchalantly. "Better stay on the
couch, though. Sonetinmes it—=

The di nosaur turned as he spoke, spied Dillinghamfar renoved fromthe couch,
and | eaped for him The enornous webbed hands caught hi m before he could
scranble to safety. "Got you!" Trach grunted with satisfaction

Di | Ii ngham opened his nouth to scream knowing it to be a thoroughly usel ess and
ef fenmi nate gesture but unable to think of anything better. There had been fou

pl a—

The ship seenmed to turn inside out. There was a sickening wench of... sonething
that threatened to deposit his stomach inside his braincase. Then Dillingham
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found hinself seated on Trach's soft underbelly, both of themjamed into a
corner.

Trach snapped around, snake-like, and set himon his feet. "I nmeant to warn you,
Doctor. The shift into overdrive is sonetines a little sticky. I"mused to it,
but you could have been hurt. Are you all right?"

"Yes," Dillinghamreplied, unsettl ed.

"Fromhere on it will be perfectly snmooth," Trach said. "Once this tub nmakes it
through the shift, she's safe—until the shift back. That won't be for a couple
of days, your tinme. W can relax."

Di | lingham decided to take himat his word. "Thank you for all your trouble."
Trach touched a button on a conplicated machine. "You over-rate the service
perfornmed," he said nodestly. "Ordinarily I would be offered a fair conmi ssion
for straightening out the deep problem But | accepted your contract in lieu of
that, and it's worth—=

"A ton of frunpstiggle."

"Which is several times ny nornal fee. That is a credit ny account sorely needs.
If I had failed to give satisfaction—

The machi ne spewed out a nass of green material resenbling fresh cabbage | eaves.
"So you weren't just being nice, helping nme out?"

"Doctor, it is my business to be nice, and to get paid for it. Too often |'m
never given the opportunity. We'll find sone attractive disposition for your
contract, nmaybe a sem -private practice on Electrolus simlar to the one you had
on Earth, and both of us will gain. May | offer you sonething to eat?"

"That' s—food?" Dillingham eyed the arnful of |eaves.

"Greenchonp, in your idiom It's the only sustenance ny species can tolerate

But the synthesizer can be adjusted for other things—dsually. What would you

prefer?"

Di | Iingham contenpl ated the machine. "I'mnot hungry at the nonent," he said.
"What did you nean about never being given the opportunity to be nice? If you're
a di pl omat —

"Free-lance. That neans |'mmy own boss, but if |I don't produce, | starve. | go
frommssion to mssion, and | was doing well enough until recently. But
now—wel |, if | don't nmake good on Electrolus, I'll be awkwardly near insolvency.
I"l'l have to scratch to provision ny ship for the next hop, and that neans—
"Don't tell nme. Let me guess. That neans you'll have to auction off ny contract

to the highest bidder."

"Sonmething like that. And |'mafraid they don't offer as nuch for conpatible

| ocations. There's always a fierce demand for doctors and dentists in the radi um
m nes of Ra, because—*

"My curiosity just radiated away. Let's agree that your problemis ny problem
and see if we can't solve it."

"If only we could. But it baffles nme."

"You seened to handle the G eep affair readily enough. |I'mno judge, of course,
but if you know your job and work at it, | can't see why you should have any
difficulties." It was amazi ng how qui ckly they had got on intinmate terns. The
confirmation of Trach's leafy diet and the i nage of deadly radi um m nes night
have contri buted sonet hi ng, however.

"l agree. But sonehow | haven't made the grade recently, except on deep."

Tell nme about it," Dillinghamsaid. "Believe ne, | amexceedingly interested."
Trach flexed his tail restlessly. "Consider ny |ast assignnent. The pl anet of
Bolt engaged ne to set up formal relations with the world of Gulp and arrange
for a cultural exchange. | nastered the difficult |anguage of @ulp—+t's a
glottal dialect—and trained nyself to be adept at every nuance of planetary
etiquette before setting one webbed foot there. | rehearsed ny ritua
conplinments industriously. |I'msure everything was correct—yet | never got to
meet the representatives with whom | had to deal. Despite ny nunerous hints,
then: nonarch did not see fit to provide ne with the necessary appoi ntnents, and
finally ny | ease expired with nothing acconplished. | had to forfeit the
conmission.” His tail slapped the deck in frustration. "How can | be diplonmatic
when I"'mnot permtted to talk with nmy clients?"
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Di I li ngham shared his host's confusion. "Wren't advance arrangenents nade?
Didn't they know what you were there for?"

"They knew. The arrangenments were made—and cancell ed after my arrival. They
never told ne why."

"Maybe they changed their minds about the cultural exchange, and didn't want to
admt it."

"Then why did they hire another diplomat after | left, an anphi bian yet(!) and
allow himto conplete the entire progranme?"

Wiy, indeed. "That's typical ? | nean, the same thing has happened on ot her

pl anet s?"

Too nany others. They just seemto |ose interest, while other free-Ilancers make
the reputati on and conmi ssions that should have gone to ne. If | didn't know

better, |I'd suspect a conspiracy."
"Do you know better? A situation |ike that—
"That also is ny business. | can spot corrupt politics as quickly as you can

spot a rotten tooth."

"But there nust be sone reason." Dillinghamtried to think of sonething

pl ausi bl e, but nothing occurred to him "Let's isolate the, er, area of
infection. Exactly when did Gulp's attitude change?"

Trach considered. "All the signals were positive at first. They sent an honour

guard to neet ne when | |landed, and | was provided with the nost el egant
acconmodation. | interviewed the nonarch the very next day. He was quite
cordial, and | was sure success was in nmy grasp."

" But —=2"

"But nothing. That was the only appointnment | had. They left me al one, and put
me off when | tried to inquire. | know the brush-off when |I get hit over the

shout with it."

"But are you sure there was no—

"There was no foul play. No aninosity. They sinply changed their mnds, and

woul dn't tell me why. Most frustrating, for a professional."

Sonething clicked at last in Dillinghamis mind. "May | have a | ook at your

teet h?"

"My teeth?" Trach was surprised, but did not remark on the apparent change of
subject. "I have no trouble with them Wen one row wears down, another takes
its place. Even decay presents no problemas you nmammal s know it. Any danaged
tooth falls out pronptly and a new one grows."

But he obliged the whimof the Earthman. Dillingham was astoni shed as he | ooked.
Trach's flat bill contained myriads of proportionately tiny teeth. They extended
in rows along the sides of his nouth, and extra teeth decorated the upper and

| ower pal at es.

"About two thousand,"” Trach said. "I'mnot sure of the exact count because
several rows have already worn away, and some haven't erupted yet."

"You use all these just to chew greenchonp?" The stuff |ooked |ike cabbage, but
he suspected it had the consistency of asbestos.

"As many as | need. We're herbivorous, like npost civilized species."”
Dillinghamlet that pass. He'd have to try some of that greenchonp, assuming his
feeble twenty-eight teeth could dent it. It was probably nutritious, and could
hardly be worse than the pseudoneat extruded from nodified d eep sweat gl ands.
Way an ocean creature had ever had to sweat —

He brought his mnd back to the problem "How do you clean your teeth after a
meal ?"

"W enpl oy a chemical nout hwash that dissolves vegetable matter in seconds,"
Trach said. "Though as | said, it doesn't really matter. Qur teeth are—

"May | see sone of that?"

Trach was enbarrassed. "The synthesizer provides it also—but mne is on the

blink in that area. | can't get it fixed until | return to Trachos. But that's
merely an inconvenience. | could give you the fornul a—
Di I li ngham nodded. "Mre than an inconvenience, |I'mafraid. You shouldn't go so

| ong without cleaning your nouth."
"But | told you it can't hurt ny teeth. They—
"That isn't precisely what | nmeant."
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"Ch? What do you nean?"

Di | Iingham was acutely enbarrassed to sound so nuch like an Earthly TV
commercial. "Trach, you have halitosis."

The di nosaur | ooked at him perplexed. "I don't understand."

"You have BAD BREATH "

"But nmy breathing is not affected..."”

Dillinghamtried again. "If | were a diplomat |like you, I'd find sone way, sone
gentle, discreet way, to tell you. As it is, all | can say is that your breath
stinks of greenchonp. Particles of the stuff are wedged between your teeth. You
have a lot of teeth, and it's pretty strong."

"But greenchonp snells good. Does it bother you?"

"No. It's like freshly cut grass or curing hay. But then, I'"'mnot a civilized,
sensitive-nosed herbivore."

"You mean—=2"

"l mean. How does ny breath snell to you?"

Trach sniffed. "Faintly of carrion. But |I'maccustoned to foreign stenches."
"Right. You're a diplomat, so you've schooled yourself to ignore the crudities
of the creatures you neet. But suppose you were a protected, royal -born
creature, trained to notice the tiniest deviation frometiquette. Suppose your
di et while herbivorous, did not happen to be greenchonp. Sup—

Trach slanmed his tail explosively against the floor, interrupting him "Suppose
I nmet an alien who breathed sheer masma into ny delicate nostrils—

"Yes. What would you say to hinP"

"Not hi ng, of course. It wouldn't be—=

"Di pl omatic?"

Trach paced the deck in a frenzy of nortification. "How horrible? No wonder they
wouldn't talk to me nore than once. And worse—they may have assuned that all
Trachodons snell that way. That | was typical. That would foul up every
representative fromny world." He gnashed his teeth inpressively.

"So maybe you' d better dash hone and replace your synthesizer before going on to
El ectrol us?"

Trach sl apped his webbed hands together. "I can't. 1'd have to adnmit ny reason
for delaying Electrolus. They'd never let ne off-world again, after such a

col ossal blunder."

"You're going to have to clean your nouth sonehow, then, and thoroughly. The
greenchonp nust be renoved. Unless the Electrolytes can't snell very well?"
"They can distinguish differing grades of clear glass—by odour. At twenty paces
upwi nd. "

Di | I i ngham si ghed. The inmage of the radiummnes |ooned larger in his mnd. "I
don't suppose you could get themto repair your synthesizer before—=2"

"They're not mechanically inclined."

The two | apsed into interstellar gloom

Di I li ngham racked his brain for some solution to their nmutual problem It was
ironic that a dentist couldn't cone up with a sinple way to clean teeth. The
synt hesi zer, like so many of the ship's utilities, functioned erratically, and
they were afraid to risk pushing it into a conplete breakdown that would cut off
even their greenchonp supply. Qther chenicals besides Trach's original nouthwash
m ght have done the job, but they were no easier to produce. Mechanica

cl eansing was al so out of the question. A toothbrush—+to clean two thousand teeth
packed in Iike nagnified sandpaper? Possibly a thorough scaling acconpani ed by
copious rinsing with water would do the job—but it was obvious that this
procedure woul d consunme so rmuch tinme, particularly as performed by Trach's
webbed fingers, that the dinosaur would have to eat again before the job could
be fini shed.

A bl ast of water froma pressure nozzle? Too splashy, and it still required tine
and care to get the wedged particles. Trach's skills were verbal, not

mani pul ati ve—and what would he do at a public banquet?

What was needed was a sinple but effective method to clean all the teeth in a
few seconds. Agreed. But what?

"I's there any place you could obtain a tenporary supply of your usual nouthwash?
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Enough to tide you over this one assignnent?"

Trach twitched his tail reflectively. "The dental university mght have it in
stock. But they'd be sure to make a report to Trachos, and—

"Dental university?" Dillinghamfound hinself interested for another reason. "On
a gal actic scal e?"

"Certainly. There's a university for every subject. Transportation,

Conmruni cati on, Medicine, Misic, Dentistry—

"Woul d this one—benti stry—happen to have a school of Prosthodontics?"
"I"'msure it would. These universities are big outfits. Each one has a

pl anet-grant, and students fromall over the gal axy attend. Their standards are
exceedingly strict—but there is no finer training. Gaduates are set up for
life. Had | been eligible to attend the University of Diplomcy—
"Fascinating," D |lingham whi spered. He would have to think about this.
Meanwhi | e the i mmedi ate probl emrenai ned: instant cleansing of two thousand
teeth.

He thought of something. "Trach, what can the synthesizer produce besides
greenchonmp? Wthout risking a breakdown, that is?"

"Ch, it turns out a nunber of nundane things. Several foodstuffs, yellow paint,
mattress-stuffing, aromatic gl ue—

"Mattress-stuffing?”

"For the accel eration couches. Sonetinmes they—

"l see. How does it do on plastic foanP"

"l see no reason why it couldn't produce that. O course the nmachi ne nay not
agree, but we can try." ,

"Fine. I want soft foamthat solidifies in two or three minutes to a firm but
flexible texture. Non-toxic. Try for that."

Trach obeyed, though there was obviously sone question in his mnd. After
several tries he found a setting that produced a villainous purple goo that
approxi mat ed the specifications.

"Now run a gallon of fresh foamand pack it into your nmouth while it is soft.
Chewon it alittle, but don't swallow any."

Trach was alarnmed. "In nmy nouth? What did | ever do to you? The stuff wll

har den—

"It certainly will. Unh, you can breathe through your nose?"

Trach nodded dubiously. At Dillinghanm s insistence he crammed the foaminto his
oral orifice. "Tasheshts awvul!" he nmuttered around the bubbles. "Hwath a hway
to dhye!"

"Now hold it there until it sets."

"Urgh," Trach agreed reluctantly. After a few mnutes Dil|llingham gave the next

i nstructions:

"Now open your mouth carefully... slowy—there. Now lift out the entire nass.
Wrk it |oose fromthe teeth—you may have to knock it a little—+t's a foam

i npression, you see. Alittle harder. Ch-oh." The cast seened to have set
somewhat nore securely than anticipated. Dillinghamtook his little
prosthodontic mallet and tapped at the mass, finally dislodging it. "See all
that green stuff enbedded in it?" he asked the dinosaur, pointing. "That's the
| eft-over greenchonp, all yanked out at once."

Trach pointed in turn. "See those little white bits al so enbedded? Those are
teeth."

"Ch." He had forgotten how fragile the replaceable teeth were. No real harm had
been done, but this was hardly a procedure that could be repeated several tines

a day. And he could still snell the green breath. "I think I'd better think
again."
"Well, it was worth the try." Trach opened a cabinet and w t hdrew a | ong-handl ed

instrument. "Wiile you cogitate, I'mgoing to clean up the ship. W'll be
approaching Electrolus in a few hours."

As the disc of the planet came into view on the screen, Dillinghamstill had no
i dea how to solve the problem 1dly he watched the dinosaur, a finicky
housekeeper, running his cleaner over the control panel. A snall attachnent
enabled himto get at even the daintiest knobs, and the grime vani shed readily.
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Suddenly the obvious occurred to him "Trach—+s that an ultrasonic instrunment?"
The di nosaur paused. "Wy yes. The handpi ece operates at about 30,000 cycles per
second, with a fine water spray. The cavitational action—=

"In other words," Dillinghaminterrupted excitedly, "the vibration is on an
ultrasonic level, and causes mcroscopic bubbles in the water that burst and
scrub off the surface quite effectively. On Earth we use a simlar instrunent
for cleaning teeth."

"For cleaning teeth?" Then Trach caught on. "Wy of course. | nust have used
this cleaner a thousand tines, and on ny nost delicate equipnent. |'mpretty
handy with it, if | do say so nyself. | coul d—

"You could, with a few hours of instruction, become conpetent at dental
prophyl axi s, since you are thoroughly famliar with the nmechanism If you have
clean tips you can use for oral work, and a mrror—

"I can blast out every bit of left-over greenchonp! My breath will be pure,
and—eh—-eh! " He put aside the instrunent, |istening.

"I't won't be easy the first fewtinmes, even so," D llinghamwarned. "But at

| east —

"Overdrive shiftback!" Trach cried. He leapt for D llingham

The ship turned inside out as they were dunped into the corner, but both were
smling.

"But I'mnot a dentist!" Judy told the transcoder. "I'ma dental assistant and
hygi eni st and |ight book-keeper, as you nust know." The transcoder typed her
words on to a stick in the formof indentations, and the North Nebulite took
this. He poked it into the orifice beneath his triple-slit nose and chewed

gently.
What jaw notions constituted reading, as opposed to witing (typing?) she
couldn't tell, and she was sure they could read by sight too. They had their own

little ways of doing things. In a noment the creature fed the tal k-stick back
into the transcoder. "You are Dr. Dillingham s assistant. Extrenely conpetent
but al oof. W searched for you. W obtained you. This is his laboratory. So
assist."

She peered around at the alien paraphernalia. It had been a substantia
education, finding out exactly what had happened to Dillingham Horrible as the
purpl e-1i pped, double-jointed North Nebulites—Enens, according to Dillinghams
invented informati on coded into the nmachi ne—appeared, they were pl easant enough
when understood. The two designated to show her around were Hol nes and Wt son,

though either answered (or failed to answer) to either name. "I never worked in
the lab itself. Not that way. | can't nmake a reconstruction. I'mnot allowed to
performdentistry on a patient—not by nyself. | assist the dentist while he

wor ks. Where is Dr. Dillinghan?"

Hol mes assimilated the new stick and bit off a reply. The Enens had been cagey
about |ate news on Dillingham apart from vague assurances that he was doing
wel | . She kept inserting the question in the hope that one of themwould slip
and give her an answer.

This time it worked. "Dr. Dillinghan? We sold himto the high nuck-a-nuck of
deep.”

Judy started to | augh at the grotesque designation Dillingham had hung on that
entity. He nust have enjoyed hinself hugely as he programred the transcoder! On
Earth he had al ways been seri ous.

She sobered abruptly. "Sold hinP"

"He was on contract, same as you. Hostage agai nst the expense of his procurenent
and shiprment. Perfectly regular."”

"I'"'mon—=2! You advertised for a job, not a slave! You can't buy and sell human
bei ngs!"

"Why not ?"

She was not the spluttering type. She spluttered. "It just isn't done! Not on
Earth."

Both Enens mmsticated that. "W aren't on Earth," Hol mes pointed out. "Your
bal | base players are bought and sold on Earth," WAtson said. "Everything is in
order according to Galactic codes," they both said—er el se the nachi ne had
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choked over the pair of sticks and read the same nessage of f twi ce.

"But Dr. Dillinghamand | aren't ball base—baseball! players! And it isn't the
sanme. This is kidnapping."

The Enens ni bbl ed sticks, not understanding what all the fuss was about.
"Everything is in order. W told you that. Now will you assist?"

Judy dropped that tack for the noment. The Enens had not mistreated her, after
all, and it was rather exciting being on another world, and she coul d never have
af f orded passage on her own. At |east she was on Dillinghamis trail, and that

al one just about nade up for the rest of it. It wasn't as though she had had any
particularly inviting future back on Earth.

"Wel |, how about letting me talk to the nmuck-a-muck? | can't acconplish nuch
here by nysel f."

"But you applied for a position at North Nebul a!"

"l changed ny mnd."

It took her several nore days to establish that her m nd, once changed, was
absolutely set. She did convince themthat their own technicians were far nore
conpetent in the laboratory than she, though far |ess conpetent than supposed at
the tinme Dillingham had been sol d. She suspected that Earth was about to sustain
anot her dental raid, and she felt sorry for the innocent DOS that woul d be
nabbed, but it was every ball base player for hinself. She was on her way to

d eep

CHAPTER FOUR

"I aminfornmed you are a tooth-healer," the anorphous blob said. It spoke
through a transcoder, since its natural node of conmunication was via

modul ations in an internally generated el ectronic signal. The only way
Dillinghamcould tell it was talking was by hearing the translati on—which
actually sinmplified things confortably.

The creature was about four feet high and shaped Iike a rock when it cane to a
standstill. Its surface had the lustre of polished nmetal, yet it was flexible
enough to nmake anbul ati on possible. There were no arnms or legs; it seened to
move by worm i ke undul ations of its underside as well as the constant shifting
of bal ance that brought about a controlled rolling.

"I ama dentist, yes," Dillinghamagreed. "But |'mafraid neither ny training
nor ny equi pnrent woul d be of any benefit to you. My practical experience had
been confined to—=

"W have verified your references," the blob replied. "If you would be of
service, come."

Verified his references! Dillingham had not known he had any, on a gal actic
scale. This Electrolyte nust have queried Trach and received a diplomatically
optimistic report.

"You are asking me to | ook at—ene of your people? | really don't know anythi ng
about —=

"W have nade proper allowance for your appealing nodesty. Cone."

That was Trach's handi work, certainly. The dinosaur had entirely too much
confidence in Dillingham s ability—er too vested an interest in the worth of
DiIlingham s contract.

Well, he was tired of idleness. He could at |east acconpany this creature,

t hough any professional service was out of the question. Automatically he picked
up his bag of equipnent and the transcoder and followed the bl ob outside.

El ectrolus was an interesting world, for persons who |liked the type. The plants
were crystalline and the animals netallic, with a metamorphic slant. Trach had
sai d sonet hing about a silicon basis for |ife here, but the details had not been
at all clear.

Trach had al so arranged for a private duplex with appurtenances suitable to
reptilian and mammal i an needs. Dillingham was happy to share this with the

di pl omat. Trach might resenble a grade C nightnmare out of Earth's past, but he
was as famliar as a brother conpared to sonme of the other galactic creatures
encount er ed.

Al though Dillingham s contract was a euphem smfor slavery, he retained certain
i nali enabl e galactic rights: life, conpatible environment, and the pursuit of
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liberty. The first was too often precarious and the second a matter of opinion,
but the third vested himwith a standard interstellar credit rating. Hi s prior
prost hodontic services had accrued normal conmi ssions to his account, and even
his transfer fromone owner to another had added a percentage fixed by

nebul actic law. He was handsonely sol vent—but still a long way fromthe wealth
required to purchase his own contract.

On Electrolus it was nore than normal ly apparent that noney—er frunp or stiggle
or whatever—wasn't everything. He could not enjoy the | ocal cuisine: stewed
silicate crystals hanpered his digestion, no matter how succul ent the grade.
Trach's creaky synthesizer produced the only food available to him

her e—gr eenchonp, with constitution of |eather and taste of hay. He could not
enj oy the conpani onship of his own kind because he was, to the best of his

know edge, the only nenber of his species within a hundred light-years, or a

t housand. He could not even relax with an informative text, since the

El ectrol ytes had ot her, nonvisual, neans of recording data.

He could admre the view, as he tranped after the serenely rolling blob. It was
spectacul ar. The sunlight glinted and refracted and diffused am d the towering
crystalline structures, kal ei doscoping colour. The entire countrysi de was

jewel -like, with rising spires, steeples and mnarets of brilliance along every
azi mut h.

Di | I i ngham woul d have given al nost anything for the sight of a green tree or a
human face. He wondered what his forner assistant, Mss Glland, was doi ng now,
but cut off that speculation. A conpetent girl |ike her would have found another
position imedi ately; even if he nanaged to return to Earth tonorrow, she would
no | onger be avail abl e.

Trach, at least, was fully absorbed in his business and didn't have to worry
about honesi ckness. Every day he went forth to neet inportant personages and to
arrange new liaisons, working diligently to solve whatever diplomatic problens
El ectrolus had hired himfor. But Dillinghamhad no vital m ssion here. He had
to wait, and hope that the dinosaur was successful, so that his own contract did
not wind up in the tentacles of a radiummning foreman on Ra, or sone even |ess
enticing location. Lots of terrible places in the galaxy had standing offers for
medi cal and dental specialists, because no one went there voluntarily..

They had arrived. The native rolled into a gracious cave-like residence, and

Di | I i ngham acconpani ed it cautiously. He knew al nost not hing about the custom of
this culture, and could not guess how such featurel ess creatures had achi eved
space travel

The occupant of the donmicile greeted himw th what he presunmed was war nt h:
"Contortions, O Toothman. Can you snog the dentifrice?"

Di | Iingham | ooked askance at his transcoder. It was supposed to render the alien
signal -wave into intelligible English. If it went awmy now, he would be in
serious trouble.

"This, you understand, is the problem™" his guide said. "Your instrunent is not
out of order."

That was a relief. "This appears to be a—a psychol ogical matter. | certainly
can't—

"On the contrary, Doctor. It is a tooth matter. Qur healers are baffled. The
situation is getting out of hand. A nunber of our nobst prom nent individuals,
this one forenost anbng them are baffled, yet nothing is done."

"But | work on teeth, not speech problens!"

"Of course. That is why we hope you can hel p us. Anyone who can cure a d eep

t oot hache—=

Should he try to explain that dunping twenty tons of gold into the nonster d eep
cavity in no way qualified himas a galactic psychiatrist? No doubt they would
find the distinction plebian. Better a polite denurral

He addressed the patient: "Sir, | amnot at all certain | can snog the
dentifrice, but | return your contortions."

The surface of the Electrolyte sparkled. "Joy and rapturations! You clank the
concordance!"

The guide rippled a lava-like furrowin Dillinghams direction and settled three
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i nches. "You conprehend hinP"

"Wl I, not exactly—but |'ve had sonme experience recently with alien dialects. He
was obviously wishing me well, and inquiring whether | could help him M
patients always say sonmething like that, so | reply in kind."

"I perceive your reputation was well-earned! Half of what he says is gibberish
to us. It's frightful."

D | lingham | ooked at the patient. "Doesn't he mind this clinical discussion in
his presence?"

"He can't understand us any nore than we understand him He's quite normal in
nmost ot her respects, and heal thy—but he seens to be speaki ng anot her | anguage.
If only we knew what it was, we could programre a transcoder, but—=

Sonet hing jogged Dillingham s nenory. "Can he speak to the other afflicted

El ectrol ytes?"

"No. They have even nore troubl e understanding each other. It's worse when they
try to—

"l suspected as rmuch. | once had a patient on Earth who had asphasia." He
paused, wondering whether he should try to clarify that it had been the teeth he
had worked on, not the asphasia. That's a kind of distortion of speech brought
about by injury or disease. The patient thinks he's maki ng sense, but the words
are all confused. He has to |learn the | anguage all over again."

That's it!" the guide agreed. "Truly, your cognizance is renarkable. Can you fix
it quickly?"

What a living a huxter could nake on this trusting planet! "I'mafraid not. |
know al nbst not hi ng about such aberrations anmong ny own kind, |et al one—=

"But surely, now that you have di aghosed it—

Di | I i ngham made one nore attenpt. "I amneither a doctor nor a psychiatrist. |
ama dentist. | repair teeth and try to restore the natural health of the nouth.
What you need is soneone who specializes in speech, or nental health."

"Of course, Doctor. That is what our tooth healers do. How could it be

ot herw se?"

And in the past on Earth, barbers had practised nmedicine... Wuld his refusal to
consider the matter further be taken as a nortal insult that would prejudice
Trach's diplomatic mssion and lead to...?

Di I li ngham decided to have a | ook at the teeth. That nuch, at |east, was
theoretically within his conpetence. He hadn't yet observed any trace of a
mout h, but that was m nor.

"I shall try to snog the dentifrice," he said matter-of-factly to the patient.
"Pl ease open your nouth."

The polish lost sonme of its lustre. "Moth?"

Ch-oh. Anot her nissing word. "Show ne your tooth-container. Your oral aperture.
Your —=

"Ah. My clank units."

That made sense. "d ank the concordance" might have neant "speak the | anguage”
The nouth would naturally be the speaking-place, the teeth the speech units.
"Right. | have to look at your clank units." Then he addressed the guide: "How
do your teeth nake speech?"

"They—tal k. How el se could it be?"

"But not quite the way mine do. You don't use sound. And surely the

conmmuni cation signal isn't generated directly by your teeth. It's electronic!"
"But isn't that the way everyone speaks?"

Ask a foolish question! The El ectrol yte obviously had no conception of sound or
vocal mechani sns.

But el ectronic teeth? He knew even | ess about el ectronics than he did about

psychi atry.

Meanwhil e the patient still hadn't got the idea, which mght be a bl essing.
There was no nmouth in evidence. "Show ne your dentifrice, please," he said.

That was the fornmula. The upper section of the blob lifted, lidlike. Inside was

a ceram ¢ chanber with a dozen genuine, conventional teeth. They were arranged
i n opposing vertical sem -circles, and each was a sturdy nolar adapted to the
crushing and grinding of tough crystal.

"l see he has had some netal inlay operative dentistry."
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"What ?"

Anot her point clarified. The average El ectrol yte knew no nore about

prost hodontics than did the average Earthnman. "Sone work done. Seens to be in
order."

"Ch. Yes, nothing but the best."

Dillinghaminvestigated nore closely, reassured by the increasing famliarity of
the orifice. Hi s experienced eye traced the masticatory patterns and noted cl ues
to the general health of the creature, though he knew he could not rely on such
estimates when he knew so little of the native metabolism Still, he saw no
reason that these teeth should contribute to any general disorder. "Gold inlays.
Very nice work. But | note sone corrosion.”

"Corrosion?" the patient inquired. D llingham wondered how he could talk with
his mouth wi de open, then renenbered that the speech was electronic. If it
really were connected with the teeth..

Circuits inside these nolars? Perhaps a dentist was the person to consult about
speech def ects!

Such duality was not really nore remarkabl e than that of the human apparat us.
Take a nouth intended for mastication and salivation, pass air fromthe
respiratory systemthrough it, vibrate that air by interposing the cords

i ntended by nature to seal off the |lungs when under stress, and you had the
basis of the hunan speech nmechanism None of it had been designed originally for
conmmuni cation, yet it functioned well enough. Wiy not teeth whose solid silicon
structure becane adapted to sem -conductor nodul ati on?

On Earth there had been docunented cases of radio reception via the nmetallic
content of fillings in the teeth. Here, the natural currents resulting from
stresses applied while chewi ng could eventually have been harnessed into
broadcasting and receiving circuits..

If only he knew nore about such things! As it was, he knew that transistors were
sem -conduct or devices able to take the place of many el ectron tubes. This nouth
could be the chassis of a radio set, each tooth perform ng a specific function
inthe circuit. Current |ow? Cdench the teeth!

Wi ch put the problemclearly beyond his conpetence. This was a case in which
formal gal actic training would be invaluable. Trach had nmentioned a Gal actic
University of Dentistry, but had stressed the difficulties of admittance: "You
have to have a high potential to begin with. They won't even consider you unless
you are sponsored by an accredited planet. Al the universities are |like that.
And few worlds will bother to sponsor an alien, when they have so many of their
own people eager to make the attenpt.”

"You'd advise ne to forget it, then?" he had asked, di sappointed.

Trach had agreed. How could an ignorant Earthman aspire to advanced training,
when he couldn't even afford his own contract? Yet the dream wouldn't die. One
of these planets he woul d neke a bad mistake. If he wished to remain at large in
t he gal axy, he needed a gal actic di pl oma.

Not that he wanted anything nore than a pronpt return to Earth. A secure
practice at honme. Certainly.

The Electrolytic teeth returned to focus. At |east he could clean up the mnor
tarnish visible on the inlays. No risk there. The previous dentist nust have
been a trifle careless, for gold seldomtarnished unless there were inpurities
inthe alloy. Apart fromthat, the work was expert.

He finished the polishing quickly. As for the | anguage probl em+there was nothing

he could do about that. Under no circunmstances would he drill into one of those
fantastic teeth.
Thank you," the patient said. "That tastes nuch better. \Wat reconpense nay |

of fer you?'

The gui de quivered. "Your gibber—+ nean, your aphasia. It's gone!"

"What do you nean, gone? You were the one who gabbl ed gi bberish, sweetcore."
The gui de addressed "Dillingham "O omiscient healer! You have cured ny
husband! How did you do it?"

Di | I ingham backed off. "I didn't do it. | merely renoved a little tarnish from
his reconstructions."
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"You nmust have done sonething, Doctor," the patient said. "For weeks |'ve been
trying to make ny inperious wi shes plain to this pebbl ehead, but she gave ne
increasingly unintelligible answers. My acquai ntances have been even worse. |t
was as though they'd all blown their signal-coding teeth. But you understood

readi ly enough, and sonehow you brought them back to their senses. | really nust
reward you properly."
"l assure you, | did not—=

"You replied to ny salutation, and you elimnated the bad taste in my nouth,
just as requested. An excellent job, not to nention this other inconvenience you
al l evi ated. "

Discretion told himto let the matter ride, but something el se overrode it. That
little bit of polishing could not have affected the internal circuitry, and he
coul d not accept credit for nore than he had done. It was agai nst professiona
ethics. The aphasia mght return at any tinme, perhaps nmuch worse than before, if
the cause were negl ected.
"You nust stay for supper,’
intelligible shunk again."
There was a gasp (courtesy of the transcoder) fromthe wife. D llingham saw his
worst fear realized, and forestalled her comment the only way he coul d think of
at the moment. "Sir, may | check your teeth once nore? Wile you were shunking
renenbered a place | may have m ssed."

"Certainly." The great lid hinged up and the chunky teeth were exposed again.

Di I 1i ngham saw not hi ng new, but occupied time by re-polishing all the teeth
carefully. He needed to think this out. Had he done sonething that night affect
t he speech nechani sn? Coul d nere tarnish sonmehow influence signal nodul ation?
Tarni sh was caused, in gold inlays, by electrochenical interaction of the saliva
with inmpurities, but—

Ful | - bl own, he had the answer.

"What were you sayi ng, a nonent ago?" he asked the Electrolyte. "That it was a
relief to—=

"Arelief to hear intelligible speech again,
"After weeks of =

The polishing had done it—and now he knew why. "Sit down, both of you, please,"
he said, knowi ng that the transcoder woul d provide the term for whatever they
didinlieu of sitting. "I have sone serious news for you."

Perpl exed, they settled gently. "What | have acconplished is only a tenporary
cure,” he continued in his nmore professional nmanner. "The aphasia wl|
inevitably return, unless you take inmediate action."

"Tell us what to do, Doctor," the wife said anxiously, while the husband ran
conpl acent ripples over his surface.

"First, | must make plain what has happened. Sir, when did you have all that
gold installed in your teeth?"

"About six months ago." Again, the transcoder was indulging in |libera
paraphrase. "It's a new techni que, and very expensive—but | was tired of

ol d-fashi oned stone fillings that kept chipping away and falling out."

"And your —probl em-began several weeks ago. No—+ know this is unpleasant, but |
have to tell you that it was your speech that becanme unintelligible, not your
wife's. Wiy el se do you think she was able to conmuni cate with ot her people,
whil e you couldn't? Some of your words made sense, but others—well, you did say
"shunk" instead of "speech" a nonent ago, for exanple."

"1 did?"

"You did, dear," the wife said firnmy

"And nmy handsone expensive prestigious restorations are the cause?" The

El ectrol yte wasn't stupid.

"Indirectly, yes. The work is very good—but all your netal inlays will have to
be replaced with the old kind."

In the next few m nutes he made his case and left them stricken. How much easier
it would have been to avoid the truth! At times the dentist's duty, like the
doctor's or tax-collector's was disturbing. But necessary.

Trach was waiting for himat the duplex. "What have you got into, you

hot - bl ooded manmal ?" the towering duckbill demanded. "I have a conplaint that

the husband said. "lIt's such a relief to hear

the patient replied pronptly.
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you cured one of the leading citizens of the planet of his nadness, then turned
around and told himhe'd have to renpve all his costly fillings."

"That's about it, I'mafraid.” News travelled rapidly, when every individual was
hi s own broadcaster.

Trach sl apped his solid green tail against the floor in exasperation. The sound
was |ike a pistol shot—but how better to vent pique, than by banging one's tai
resoundi ngly! "Just when | had this planet's affairs sewed up!"

"l don't understand. Did ny patient conplain?"

"No. He's convinced you are a genius."

"I''"'mduly conplinented. But—

"So he recomended to the ruling council, of which he is a nenber—tenporarily on
heal t h-1 eave—that an i mmedi ate directive be issued forbidding the enpl oynent or
retention of nmetallic restorations in any teeth on the planet. He has influence.
The directive has been published."

"Already? In the tine it took ne to wal k back here?"

"Already. And the |l eague of local dentists is up in arns. They have sonme pretty
pot ent backing of their own."

"l see." He saw. He had unwittingly provoked a political crisis. He should have
consulted the local practitioners before making his recommendation. Naturally
the dental |eague objected to having an outsider appear and denmand that the

| at est advance be abolished. He'd feel the sanme way.

That was anot her reason he needed further training. There were al ways

ram fications that extended beyond the strictly practical. How could he
anticipate themall?

Trach paced the floor, his glossy reptilian skin flexing under the incongruous
little dinner-jacket he affected. "This nmeans trouble. | don't like to say this,
but it would be safer for both of us if you could see your way clear to retract
your reconmmendation.”

"But it's an honest prosthodontic opinion. |I—

This is no longer a prosthodontic matter." Trach pursed his lips. He had
extrenely fleshy | abia, necessary to articulate clearly around his twenty
hundred teeth, and this expression was startling. "I'msure you know what you're
doing, in your field—but diplonmacy is ny field, and | assure you that if we
don't act soon, this will be a bad territory for tetrapods. This happens to be
one of the fewcivilized planets where war is a recogni zed way to settle

di sputes. ™

"War! You nean they'd—

"Both sides are already enlisting nercenaries.”

Di | lingham sat down, appalled. It was too |ate now to condemm hinself for a
meddl er. He shoul d have kept his opinions to hinself until checking with Trach
"What can | do?"

"Cther than retract, you nean? You could nmeet with the dental |eague and explain
your position. They might listen, if you catch them before hostilities formally
comrence. "

“I"1'l nmeet them Is there nuch tinme?"

"Ch, yes. The first engagenent isn't scheduled until this evening."

This evening! Let's not waste any tine, then. 1'd hate to have a war on ny
consci ence. "

"Come with ne." Trach |ed the way with such assurance that Dillingham suspected
this choice had been anticipated. The di nosaur didn't know nuch about dentistry,
but he coul d manage peopl e of any type.

"How do they do anything? Dillinghaminquired as they traversed the prisnmatic
outdoors. "These Electrolytes don't seemto have any hands, or any other way to
mani pul ate obj ects. How can they feed thensel ves, |et al one nmake war?"

"No problem They enploy renote-controlled devices for the nanual tasks.

Conmuni cation is the sane as power, and it does econom ze on burdensone

muscul ature. "

"Then aphasi a nust be a very serious problem when it occurs. It would resenble
paral ysis."

"Exactly. You can be a hero, if only you can pacify the | eague. But renenber,
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you're dealing with conservatives."

"Sure." He reflected sonbrely. It |ooked as though this were the brand of
"conservatisn that placed business interest ahead of cultural welfare. "Can you
of fer any nore advice, before | put ny foot in it again?"

Trach could. This, too, had been anticipated. The next few m nutes were an

i ntensive briefing in diplonmacy vis-a-vis Electrol us.

The representatives of the dental |eague were grouped |ike so many stones in
their auditorium ringed by spider-Ilegged devices that were evidently their
renote-controlled hands. Dillingham began to see why war was still sanctioned
here; the destruction of a nobile unit m ght be inconvenient, but not fatal to
the owner. Not so long as the nel ee was di stant.

"You'll have to do the talking," Trach said, handing himthe transcoder. The
machi ne had been turned off to ensure the privacy of their recent conversation
"They won't accept your sincerity if | pronpt you. They nay ask ne a question or
two, but you'll have to convince themthat your way is best. O herw se—

"I know," Dillingham sai d unhappily. Qutrage, war, the ruin of Trach's m ssion
and forced sale of Dillinghams contract for carfare honme. He turned on the
transcorder as he advanced to neet the dental | eague.

The spokesman wasted no tine. "For what purpose have you started this war,

al i en?"

Di I I'i ngham paused before replying, remenbering Trach's caution agai nst inpetuous
remarks. "I think there has been a misunderstanding. | did not intend to start a
war." That should be inprecise enough. They were the ones who intended to do
battle rather than adnmit responsibility for the aphasia, but they could save
face by blaning it on him

"Did you not directly and publicly contravene published League policy and
conspire to set the governing council against us?"

"I ama stranger to this planet. | thought | was privately advising a patient of
his best interests. | would gladly have left his care to you, had he not
insisted on ny attention." And why had the patient sought an alien dentist,

unl ess the |l ocal ones had al ready given up on hinf

The pause that preceded the next question reassured himthat his surm se had
been correct. They were not going to challenge his right to minister to an
awkward case—not when that |ine of investigation could turn so readily against
them "Then you do not question League policy or practice?"

That was better. "O course not. | should hope the League has the best interests
of the planet in nmind."

"Then you will retract your denmand that all gold be renmoved fromthe teeth of
our citizens?"

That was the sticky point. "No."

There was an angry flurry of sounds fromthe transcoder. Trach bowed his head,

di sappoi nt ed.

"That is,"” Dillinghamsaid carefully, "I will not nake such a retraction without
the full consent of the League." Trach's head popped up again hopefully, and the
clamour faded. "Since it was ny careless utterance that precipitated this
crisis, | feel it is best to obtain conpetent advice before maki ng any further
statements on the matter."

Anot her pause. "The advi ce—ef the League?"

"Nothing less will do."

The background di scontent netanorphosed into background approval . Trach nodded
unobtrusively. Dillinghamwas off the hook for the nonment—f he didn't bl under
agai n.

"A wise stipulation,
obj ect ?"

And so to the critical point. "On nmy planet, the teeth are use principally for
t he mechani cal reduction of the food, and only secondarily in connection with
speech. Qur teeth have no internal nechani sns—hone, at |east, of an electronic
nature. Therefore our dentists think largely in terns of a single function

the spokesman said. "Wat gave you the idea we m ght

mastication. When | |ooked into this patient's nmouth, that was what concerned
me. "
"Ast oni shing," the spokesnman agreed.
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"Then | discovered that you generate an el ectronic signal in your teeth, which
is your nmeans of comunication. Because this is natural for you, and biol ogical,
you nmay not be aware of the precision required to nodul ate your signal so
effectively, just as few human beings are aware of the sophistication of their
own bodily adaptations. The fact is, the tiniest electro-magnetic interference
in the imediate vicinity of your teeth can play havoc with your control, both
broadcasting and receiving. The electrolytic action of the trace inpurities in
your gold alloy with the fluids of the nouth generates just enough current to
tarnish the netal —-and to distort the adjacent fields within the tooth. Thus the
signal sent by a person with such a situation differs fromthat he intends. Wen
this beconmes severe enough to be noticeable, you have aphasia."

He shook his head, glad they were listening (receiving) attentively. "Possibly
the field generated by the normal teeth is enough to start the surface erosion
Because the interference is external to the tooth, you will find no interna

mal function, which | know can be baffling. At any rate, because of your

particul ar node of communication, you can't afford netallic fillings until mnuch
nmore i s known about this effect. That is why | recomended the renoval of all
gold fromthe teeth. Since aphasia is hardly ny field, | should not have spoken

prematurely. You have hel ped ne to understand that."

"But it is in our field," the spokesman said somewhat condescendingly. "W are
concerned with the conplete function of the teeth, though it had not occurred to
us that trace tarnish woul d—= He stopped, unwilling to adnit ignorance.

"W had a great many probl ens devel oping suitable nmetallic restoration on
Earth,” Dillingham said. "The work | inspected here was expert. | can appreciate
your reluctance to—that is, |I'msure the expenditure of tinme—
"We do not place conveni ence ahead of the welfare of the patient,’
said loftily.

"Then of course there is the expense. Gold is a rare and costly substance, and
the waste involved in renoving—

"To hell with the expense!" the spokesman said. Dillingham glanced at his
transcoder, startled. Wen had he progranmed that vocabulary into it?

"Now if you'd like ne to retract—

Hubbub. Trach was maintaining a straight reptilian frown over a suppressed
smle. The representatives of the dental |eague were suddenly aware that they
had cut the ground out fromunder their own position. If he were to retract now,
they would have to find sone other way to treat aphasia, and that could be a | ot
nore conplicated than his solution. But if he didn't retract, they would | ose
face.

t he spokesman

Trach canme forward at this point. "If | nmay nake a suggestion, purely as a

| ayman. .."

The El ectrolytes were silent, and Trach proceeded. "My charge's ignorance seens
to have placed us all in a difficult situation. Perhaps, rather than require his

apol ogy, it would be preferable to banish himfromthe planet."

Dl lingham started. \Wiose side was the di nosaur on?

"This would reprinmand himpublicly for his mstake," Trach continued blithely,
"while allowing the League a free decision in the matter of the gold. Perhaps
the governing council would even be willing to nake other concessions in order
to avoid the necessity of rescinding their own hasty directive. Certainly this
al i en deserves puni shnent —=

"But he did nean well," the spokesman said. "The information about the aphasia
is, er, valuable."

Di | Iingham recogni zed the touch of the master. Trach had in one diplomatic
nmoti on converted the spokesman to the defence of the alien, while hinting at a
profitable line of political attack. The League could allow the directive to

stand as an extraordinary favour to the council, calling it an act of
magnanimty instead of a humiliating reversal. The council would then be in debt
to the league... an attractive prospect for the dentists, undoubtedly.

"Your attitude is certainly generous," Trach said. "Still, as owner of his
contract, | feel responsible. This alien has caused you unpardonabl e

enbarrassnent, and the least | can do is sell himto the mnes."
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COh- oh.

"The mines!" the spokesman exclaimed. "W can't have that. He has done us a
favour, really. W should purchase his contract fromyou, rather than—

"But then you would have himon your hands, and he really shouldn't remain to—=
The spokesman pondered. True. We woul d rmuch prefer to take it fromhere
ourselves. Hi s presence would be inconvenient, at best."

"And the mnes of Ra offer a very good price for dentists, since there is a
chroni c shortage."

Dl lingham s knees wobbl ed again. Was Trach determined to do himin?

The hubbub resumed. "Because they don't live very long!" the spokesman said.
"No, it may be inconvenient, but we are not barbarians. W shall purchase his
contract and abolish it, so he can go el sewhere."

"He nmight not want to | eave such a fair world as this," Trach renarked, and once
again Dillinghamw shed he'd quit while he was ahead. "Though | suppose if you
were to sponsor himfor sonething time-consum ng, such as further educati on—
"The very thing. W can select a very conplicated progranme such as—

"Such as the one at the Galactic University of Dentistry, School of
Prosthodontistry," Trach finished neatly. "A nmost perceptive decision. | can,
for a nomnal fee, nake the arrangenents inmediately."

DiI'lingham al nost fainted fromsurprise and relief. He had thought the friendly
di nosaur had forgotten that conversation

"Excellent," the spokesman said, though it was evident that he had had a
different progranmme in mind. "Now that we have sol ved that problem we can mmph
the council and set about scrutchul ating the hornswoggle."

Trach | ooked quickly at Dillingham and hel d one webbed finger to his I|ips.

Toget her they beat an inconspicuous retreat.

"But I'mnot a dentist!" Judy told the rmuck-a-nmuck. "I'mjust |ooking for Dr.
Dillingham so | can—assist him"

"He departed | ast week," the whale-like ruler of water-world G eep conmmuni cat ed.
This was the first time she had conversed with an entity while standing inside
him but such was gal actic exi stence.

"Then | nust follow him"

"Do you realize that we paid a hundred pounds of prem um grade frunpstiggle for
your contract? You were billed as an associate of Dr. Dillingham the fanous
exodontist. Now the prince's nolars are beginning to itch again, and only a
practitioner of Dillingham s status can abate the condition."

"If Dr. Dillingham nmade the restorations, those teeth should be giving no
trouble,” she said loyally. "Probably all your son needs now is sone instruction
in preventive maintenance. Teeth can't be ignored, you know, you have to take
care of them"

"That's exactly what he said! You are his associate!"

She sighed. "In that respect, yes. But as for—

"Excellent! Provide himwi th expert instruction.”

"First we have to come to an understanding," she said. She was, by fits and
starts, learning how to deal with galactics. "If | instruct the prince, you nust
agree to send ne to the planet that Dr. Dillinghamwent to."

"Aadly. He travelled hence with a free-lance dipl omat from Trachos. Their
destination was—+tet me look it up in ny tertiary menory bank—El ectrol us. ™
"Fine. 1'll go there." Then she reconsidered. "I cane to Enen too late, and to
Geep too late. How can | be sure he'll still be at El ectrolus, when...?"

The conmmuni cations tentacles of the huge G eep creature's |ung chanber waved,
and the transcoder dutifully rendered this visual signhal into English. "A

per spi caci ous poi nt. Suppose we send you to the diplomat's followi ng client?
That ' s—ene nonent, pl ease—Ra. The radi um exporter.”

She was dubious. "But what if Dr. Dillingham stays at El ectrolus after all?"
"Then at least you'll be in touch with Trach, the diplomat. He is an obliging
fellow, and he has his own ship."

She considered that, still not entirely satisfied. She had had experience with
obliging fell ows possessing their own transportation. Dillingham had been a

pl easi ng contrast—-so serious, so dedicated to his profession
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But of course this was not Earth, and it did seemto be her best chance. "Al
right. Rait is. Let's see the prince now. "

CHAPTER FI VE

He entered the booth when his turn canme and waited somewhat apprehensively for
it to perform The panel behind shut himin and ground tight.

The interior was dark and unbearably hot, making sweat break out and stream down
hi s body. Then the tenperature dropped so precipitously that the noisture
crystallized upon his skin and flaked away with the viol ence of his shivering.
The air grew thick and bitter, then gaspingly rare. Light blazed, then faded
into i nmpenetrable black. A conplete sonic spectrum of noise snote him foll owed
by crashing silence. H's nose reacted to a ganut of irritation. He sneezed.
Abruptly it was spring on a clover hillside, waft of nectar and hum of

bunbl e-bee. The air was refreshingly brisk. The booth had zeroed in on his

met abol i sm

"ldentity?" a deceptively fem nine voice inquired fromnowhere, and a sign
flashed with the word printed in italics. English.

"My nane is Dillingham" he said clearly, remenbering his instructions. "I ama
mal e manmmal i an bi ped evol ved on planet Earth. | am applying for admission to the
School of Prosthodontics as an initiate of the appropriate |level."

After a pause the booth replied sweetly: "M sinformation. You are a quadruped.”
"Correction,"” Dillingham said quickly. "I am evolved from quadruped."” He spread
hi s hands and touched the wall. Technically tetrapod, anterior |inbs no |onger
enpl oyed for |loconotion. Digits posses sensitivity, dexterity—=

"Noted." But before he could breathe relief, it had another objection: "Earth
pl anet has not yet achi eved gal actic accreditation. Application invalid."

"l have been sponsored by the Dental League of Electrolus,” he said. He saw

al ready how far he woul d have got w thout that potent endorsenent.

"Verified. Provisional application granted. Probability of acceptance after
prelimnary investigation: twenty-one per cent. Fee: Thirteen thousand, two
hundred and five dollars, four cents, seven mlls, payable inmediately."
"Agreed," he said, appalled at both the nachine's efficiency in adapting to his
| anguage and conventions, and the cost of application. He knew that the fee
covered only the seventy hour investigation of his credentials; if finally
admtted as a student, he would have to pay another fee of as much as a hundred
thousand dollars for the first term If rejected, he would get no rebate.

Hi s sponsor, Electrolus, was paying for it, thanks to Trach's diplomatic
footwork. If he failed to gain adm ssion, there woul d be no consequence—except
that his chance to really inprove hinmself would be gone. He could never afford
training at the University on his own, even if the sponsorship requirenent
shoul d be wai ved.

Even so, he hoped that what the University had to offer was worth it. Over
thirteen thousand doll ars had al ready been drained fromthe El ectrolus account
here by his verbal agreement—for a twenty-one per cent probability of

accept ance!

"Present your anterior linb, buccal surface forward."

He put out his left hand again, deciding that "buccal" in this context equated
with the back of the hand. He was nervous in spite of the assurance he had been
given that this process was harm ess. A m st appeared around it, puffed and
vani shed, |eaving an iridescent band cl asped around, or perhaps bonded into, the
skin of his wist.

The opposite side of the booth opened and he stepped into a lighted corridor. He
held up his hand and saw that the left of it was bright while the right was
dull. This remai ned constant even when he twisted his wist, the gl ow being

i ndependent of his notion. He proceeded |eft.

At the end of the passage was a row of elevators. OQther creatures of diverse
proportions noved towards these, guided by the glows on their appendages. Hs
own led himto a particular unit. Its panel was open, and he entered.

The door was cl osed as he took hold of the supportive bars. The unit noved, not
up or down as he had expected, but backwards. He clung desperately to the
support as the fierce acceleration hurled himat the door.
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There was sonething Iike a porthole in the side through which he could rmake out
racing |ights and darknesses. |If these were stationary sources of contrast, his
vel ocity was phenonenal. His stonmach junped as the vehicle dipped and tilted;
then it plunmeted down as though dropped froma cliff.

Di | Iingham was rem nded of an anusenent park he had visited as a child on Earth.
There had been a ride through the dark sonmething like this. He was sure that the
transport system of the university had not been designed for thrills, however;

it merely reflected the fact that there was a long way to go and many others in
line. The elevators would not function at all for any creature not wearing
proper identification. Established galactics took such things in stride wthout
even noti ci ng.

Finally the roller-coaster/el evator decel erated and stopped. The door opened and
he stepped dizzily into his residence for the duration, suppressing incipient
nmoti on si ckness.

The apartnent was attractive enough. The air was sweet, the light noderate, the
tenperature confortable. Earth-like vines decorated the trellises, and couches
fit for bipeds were placed against the walls. In the centre of the main room
stood a handsone but nysterious device.

Sonet hing emerged froman alcove. It was a creature resenbling an oversized

pi ncushion with | egs, one of which sported the ubiquitous iridescent band. It
honked.

"Greetings, roomnmate," a speaker fromthe central artifact said. Dillingham
realized that it was a nultiple-dialect translator

"How do you do," he said. The transl ator honked, and the pincushion came all the
way into the room

"I amfromno equivalent term" it said in tootles

DiIlingham hesitated to comment, until he realized that the confusion lay in the
transl ation. There was no nanme in English for Pincushion's planet, since Earth
knew little of galactic geography and nothing of interspecies comerce.
"Substitute "Pincushion" for the mssing term" he advised the machi ne, "and
make the sanme kind of adjustnent for any terns that nmay not be renderable into
Pi ncushion's dialect." He turned to the creature. "I amfromEarth. | presune
you are also here to nake application for admittance to the School of

Prost hodonti cs?"

The transl ator honked, once. Dillinghamwaited, but that was all

Pi ncushi on honked. "Yes, of course. I'msure all beings assigned to this
dormitory are 1.0 gravity, oxygen-inbibing anbul ators applying as students. The
adm nistration is very careful to group conpatible species."

Apparently a single honk could convey a paragraph. Perhaps there were
frequencies he couldn't hear. Then again, it mght be the inefficiency of his
own tongue. "lI'mnewto all this," he admtted. "I know very little of the ways
of the galaxy, or what is expected of ne here."

"I''"l'l be happy to show you around," Pincushion said. "M/ planet has been sending
students here for, well, not a long time, but several centuries. W even have a
couple of instructors here, at the lower levels." There was a note of pride in
the rendition. "Maybe one of these nillenia we'll manage to place a supervisor."
Al ready Dillingham coul d i magi ne the prestige that would carry.

At that nonment the el evator disgorged another passenger. This was a tal

oak-like creature with small leaf-like tentacles fluttering at its side. The
bright applicant-band circled the centre bark. It |ooked at the decorative vines
of the apartnment and spoke with the whistle of wind through dead branches:

"Appal l'ing captivity."

The sound of the translations seenmed to bring its attention to the other
occupants. "May your probability of acceptance be better than mne," it said by
way of greeting. "I ama hunbl e nbdest branch from Treetrunk (the transl ator

| earned the naming convention quickly) and despite ny forni dabl e know edge of
prost hodontica ny percentage is a nmere sixty."

Somewhere in there had been a honk, so Dillingham knew that simultaneous
transl ati ons were being performed. This device nmade the little dual -track
transcoders seemprinmtive

"You are nore fortunate than I,

Pi ncushion replied. "I stand at only
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forty-eight per cent.”

They both | ooked at Dillingham Pincushi on had knobby stal ks that were probably
eyes, and Treetrunk's apical discs vibrated |like the greenery of a poplar
sapl i ng.

Twenty-one per cent,"” Dillingham said sheepishly.

There was an awkward silence. "Wel|l these are only estimtes based upon the past
performances of your species,"” Pincushion said. "Perhaps your predecessors were
not apt."

"I don't think I have any predecessors,” Dillinghamsaid. "Earth isn't
accredited yet." He hesitated to admt that Earth hadn't even achi eved true
space travel, by galactic definition

He had never been enbarrassed for his planet before! But he had never had
occasion to consider hinself a planetary representative before, either

"Experience and conpetence count nore than sone machine's guess, |'msure,”
Treetrunk said. "l1've been practising on my world for six years. |If you re—=
"Well, | did practice for ten years on Earth."

"You see—that will triple your probability when they find out,"” Pincushion said
encouragingly. "They just gave you a | ow probability because no one from your

pl anet has applied before."

He hoped they were right, but his stomach didn't settle. He doubted that as
sophisticated a set-up as the Galactic University would have to stoop to such
crude approximation. The adm nistration already knew quite a bit about himfrom
the prelimnary application, and his ignorance of galactic nethod was sure to
count heavily against him "Are there—references here?" he inquired.
"Facilities? If | could | ook them over—

"Good idea!" Pincushion said. "Come—the operatory is this way, and there is a
smal | nmuseum of equi prent . "

There was. The apartment had an annex equi pped with an astoni shing array of
dental technology. There was enough for himto study for years before he could
be certain of mastery. He decided to concentrate on the racked texts first,
after learning that they could be fed into the translator for ready assinilation
in ani mated projection.

"Standard stuff,” Treetrunk said, making a noise |like chafing bark. "I believe
I'"lIl take an estimation."

As Dillinghamreturned to the main roomw th an arnful of the box-like texts,
the el evator | oosed another creature. This was a four-legged cylinder with a
head tapered |ike that of an anteater, and peculiarly thin jointed arns
termnating in a series of thorns.

It seenmed to himthat such physical structure would be virtually ideal for
dentistry. The thorns were probably animate rotary burrs, and the el ongated
snout mght reach directly into the patient's nouth for inspection of close work
wi thout the inposition of a mirror. After the initial introductions he asked
Ant eater how his probability stood.

"Ni nety-eight per cent," the creature replied in an of fhand manner. "Qur kind
seldommss. W're specialized for this sort of thing."

Speci al i zati on—there was the liability of the human form Dillingham thought.
Men were anong the nost generalized of Earth's denizens, except for their

devel oped brai ns—and obvi ously these gal actics had equival ent intellectua
potential, and had been in space so |long they had been able to adapt physically
for sonething as narrow as dentistry. The outl ook for himremined bl eak,
conpetitively.

A robot-like individual and a native fromEl ectrolus conpleted the apartnent's
conpl enent. Dillingham hadn't known that his sponsor-planet was entering one of
its own in the sane curriculum though this didn't affect himparticularly.

Si x diverse creatures, counting hinself—all dentists on their hone worlds, al
specializing in prosthodontics, all eager to pass the entrance exam nations. Al
mal e, within reasonable definition—the university was very strict about the
proprieties. This was only one apartnent in a small city reserved for
applicants. The university proper covered the rest of the planet.

They learned all about it that evening at the indoctrination briefing, guided to
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the lecture-hall by a blue gl ow nanifested on each identification band. The hal
was nonstrous; only the oxygen-breathers attended this session, but they
nunmbered al nost fifty thousand. Ot her halls catered to differing life-formns

si mul t aneousl y.

The university graduated over a million highly skilled dentists every term and
had a constant enrollment of twenty mllion. Dillinghamdidn't know how many
terns it took to graduate—the programes night be variabl e—but the incidence of
depl etion seened high. Even the total figure represented a very m nor proportion
of the dentistry in the galaxy. This fraction was extrenely inportant, however,
since nere admission as a freshman student here was equival ent to graduation

el sewhere

There were generally only a handful of DU graduates on any civilized planet.
These were automatically granted Iife tenures as instructors at the forenpst

pl anetary col |l eges, or established as consultants for the nost chall engi ng cases
avai |l abl e. Even the drop-outs had healthy futures.

Instructors for the Uitself were drawn fromits own nost gifted graduates. The
top one hundred, approxi natel y—ef each class of a nillion—were siphoned off for
special training and retained, and a great nunber were recruited fromthe | ower
ranki ng body of graduates: individuals who denonstrated superior qualifications
i n subsequent galactic practice. A few instructors were even recruited from
non- gr aduat es, when their specialities were so restricted and their skills so
great that such exceptions seened warranted.

The admi nistrators cane largely fromthe University of Administration, denta
division, situated on another planet, and they w el ded enornous power. The
University President was the virtual dictator of the planet, and his
pronouncenents had the force of law in dental matters throughout the gal axy.

I ndeed, Dillinghamthought as he absorbed the information, if there were any
organi zation that approached gal actic overlordship, it would be the Association
of University Presidents. AUP had the authority and the power to quarantine any
world found guilty of wilful nalpractice in any of the established fields, and
since any quarantine covered all fields, it was devastating. An abstract was run
showi ng the consequence of the last absolute quarantine: within a year that
worl d had col | apsed in anarchy. What followed that was not at all pretty.

Di | lingham saw that the | evel of skill engendered by University training did

i ndeed transcend any ordinary practice. No one on Earth had any inkling of the
techni ques consi dered conmonpl ace here. His inmagination was saturated with the
marvel of it all. Hs dream of know edge for the sake of know edge was a futile
one; such training was far too valuable to be reserved for the satisfaction of
the individual. No wonder graduates becane public servants! The investnent was
far less nonetary than cultural and technol ogical, for the sponsoring planet.
H's roommates were |argely uni npressed. "Everyone knows the universities weld
gal actic power," Treetrunk said. "This is only one school of nmany, and hardly
the nost inportant. Take Finance U, now—-

"Or Transportation U " Pincushion added. "Every space ship, every stellar
conveyor, designed and operated by graduates of —=

"Or Communi cation," Anteater said. "Comm U has several canpuses, even, and
they're not dinky little planets like this one, either. Cvilization is

i mpossi bl e wi thout communications. What's a few bad teeth, conpared to that?"

D | Ii ngham was shocked. "But all of you are dentists. How can you take such
trenendous know edge and responsibility so casually?"

"Ch, come now," Anteater said. "The technology of dentistry hasn't changed in
mllennia. It's a staid, dated institution. Wy get excited?"

"No point in letting ideology go to our heads," Treetrunk agreed. "I'm here
because this training will set nme up for |ife back home. | won't have to set up
a practice at all; 1'll be a consultant. It's the best training in the gal axy—ae

all know that—ut we nmust try to keep it in perspective."

The others signified agreenent. Dillingham saw that he was a mnority of one.

Al the others were interested in the education not for its own sake but for the
monetary and prestigious benefits they could derive froma degree.

And all of them had nuch hi gher probabilities of admission than he. Was he
wrong?
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Next day they faced a battery of field tests. Dillinghamhad to use the
operatory equi prent to perform specified tasks: excavation, polishing, placenent
of amal gam neasurenment, manufacture of assorted inpressions—en a nunber of
famliar and unfanmliar jaws. He had to di agnose and prescribe. He had to
denonstrate facility in all phases of |aboratory work—facility he now felt
woeful |y deficient in. The equi pment was versatile, and he had no particul ar
difficulty adjusting to it, but it was so well made and precise that he was
certain his own abilities fell far short of those for whomit was intended.

The early exercises were routine, and he was able to do themeasily in the tine
recomended. Gradual | y, however, they becane nore difficult, and he had to
concentrate as never before to acconplish the assignnments at all, |let alone on
schedul e. There were several jaws so alien that he could not determine their
nmodes of action, and had to pass them by even though the treatnent seened sinple
enough. This was because he renenbered his recent experiences with galactic
dentition, and the unsuspected nmechani sns of seemingly ordinary teeth, and so
refused to performrepairs even on a dummy jaw that night be nore harnful than
no repair at all.

During the rest breaks he chatted with his conpani ons, all in neighbouring
operatories, and learned to his dismay that none of them were having
difficulties. "How can you be sure of the proper occlusal on #17?" he asked
Treetrunk. "There was no upper mandi bl e present for conparison.”

"That was an Qopoo jaw," Treetrunk rustled negligently. "Qopoos have no uppers.
There's just a bony plate, perfectly regular. Didn't you know that ?"

"You recogni ze all the types of jaw in the galaxy?" Dillingham asked, half

j okingly,

"Certainly. | have read at | east one text on the dentures of every accredited
speci es. W& Treetrunks never forget."

Ei detic nenory! How could a nere man conpete with a creature who was able to
peruse a million or nore texts, and retain every detail of each? He understood
more plainly why his probability of admittance was so | ow. Perhaps even that
figure was unrealistically high!

"What was #36, the | ast one?" Pincushion inquired. "I didn't recognize it, and
t hought | knew themall."
Treetrunk wilted slightly. "I never saw that one before," he admitted. "It nust

have been extragal actic, or a theoretic sinulacrum designed to test our
extrapol ation."

"The work was obvi ous, however," Anteater observed. "I polished it off in four
seconds. "

"Four seconds!" Al the other were amazed.

"Well, we are adapted for this sort of routine," Anteater said patronizingly.

"Qur burrs are built in, and all the rest of it. My nmain delay is generally in
di agnosi s. But #36 was a straightforward | abial cavity requiring a plastoid
substructure and netallic overlay, heated to 540 degrees Centigrade for
thirty-seven m croseconds. "

"Thirty-nine mcroseconds," Treetrunk corrected him a shade snugly. "You forgot

to allow for the red-shift in the overhead beam But that's still remarkable
time. "
"I enployed ny natural illum nation, naturally," Anteater said, just as snugly.

He flashed a yellow light from his snout.

"No distortion there. But | believe ny alloy differs slightly fromwhat is
consi dered standard, which may account for the discrepancy. Your point is well
taken, nevertheless. | trust none of the others forgot that adjustmnent?"

The El ectrolyte settled an inch. "I did," he confessed.

Di | Iingham was too stunned to be despondent. Had all of them di aghosed #36 so
readily, and were they all so perceptive as to be autonmatically aware of the
wavel ength of a particular beamof light? O were such readi ngs avail abl e

t hrough the equi pnent, that he didn't know about, and wouldn't be conpetent to
use if he did know? He had pondered that jaw for the full time allotted and
finally given it up untouched. True, the cavity had appeared to be perfectly
straightforward, but it was too clean to ring true. Coul d—

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Prostho%20PIlus.txt (39 of 88) [1/19/03 8:28:03 PM]



file:/11F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Prostho%20Pl us.txt

The buzzer sounded for the final session and they dispersed to their severa
compartments.

Di | Iingham was contenplating #41 with nmounting frustrati on when he heard
Treetrunk, via the translator extension, call to Anteater. "I can't seemto get
this S-curve excavation right," he conplained. "Wuld you | end ne your snout?"
A joke, of course, Dillinghamthought. Discussion of cases after they were
finished was one thing, but consultation during the examitself—

"Certainly," Anteater replied. He trotted past Dillinghanmis unit and entered
Treetrunk's operatory. There was the nuted beep of his high-speed proboscis
drill. "You people confined to manufactured tools |abour under such a dreadfu
di sadvant age," he remarked. "It's a wonder you can qualify at all!"

"Hph, " Treetrunk replied good-naturedly... and |ater returned the favour by
providing a spot diagnosis based on his nmenory of an obscure chapter of an
ancient text, to settle a case that had Anteater in doubt. "It isn't as though

we' re conpeting agai nst each other," he said. "Every point counts!"

Di | I i ngham pl oughed away, upset. O course there had been nothing in the posted
regul ations specifically forbidding such procedure, but he had taken it as
inplied. Even if galactic ethics differed fromhis ow in this respect, he
couldn't see his way clear to draw on any know edge or skill other than his own.
Not in this situation.

Meanwhi |l e, #41 was a different kind of problem The directive, instead of saying
"Do what is necessary", as it had for the #36 they had di scussed during the
break, was specific. "Create an appropri ate mesi occl usodi stal nmetal-alloy inlay
for the afflicted fifth nolar in this humanoid jaw. "

This was perfectly feasible. Despite its oddities as judged by Earthly
standards, it was humanoid and therefore roughly fanmiliar to him Men did not
have nore than three nolars in a row, but other species did. He had by this tine
mast ered t he sophisticated equi prrent well enough to do the job in a fraction of
the tinme he had required on Earth. He could have the inlay shaped and cast
within the time limt.

The trouble was, his experience and observation indicated that the specified
reconstruction was not proper in this case. It would require the renoval of far
nmore heal thy dentin than was necessary, for one thing. In addition, there was
evi dence of persistent inflammtion in the gingival tissue that could herald
peri odontal disease.

He finally disobeyed the instructions and placed a tenporary filling. He hoped
he woul d be given the opportunity to explain his action, though he was afraid he
had already failed the exam There was just too nmuch to do, he knewtoo little,
and the conpetition was too strong.

The field examnation finished in the afternoon, and nothing was schedul ed for
that evening. Next day the witten examactually a conbination of witten,

verbal and denonstrative questi ons—was due, and everyone except Treetrunk was
deep in the review texts. Treetrunk was dictating a letter hone, his paraneter
of the translator blanked out so that his narration would not disturb the

ot hers.

Di | Ii ngham pored over the three-di nensional pictures and captions produced by
the tones while listening to the acconpanying |l ecture. There was so nuch to
master in such a short tinme! It was fascinating, but he could handle only a tiny
fraction of it. He wondered what phenonenal material remnined to be presented in
the courses thensel ves, since all the know edge of the gal axy seened to be
required just to pass the entrance exam Tooth transplantation? Tissue
regeneration? Restoration of living enanmel, rather than crude netal fillings?
The el evator opened. A creature rather like a wal king oyster energed. Its
yard-wi de shell parted to reveal eye-stalks and a conparatively dainty nouth.
"This is the—dental yard?" it inquired tinorously.

"Great purple quills!" Pincushion swore quietly. "One of those insidious

panhandl ers. | thought they'd cleared such obtusities out |ong ago."
Treetrunk, closest to the elevator, |ooked up and switched on his section of the
translator. "The whole planet is dental, idiot!" he snapped after the query had

been repeated for him "This is a private dornmitory."
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The oyster persisted. "But you are off-duty dentists? | have a terrible

t oot hache—=

"We are applicants,” Treetrunk infornmed it inperiously. "Wiat you want is the
clinic. Please | eave us al one."

"But the clinic is closed. Please—ny jaw pains ne so that | can not eat. | am an
old clam—+

Treetrunk inpatiently switched off the translator and resuned his letter. No one
el se sai d anyt hi ng.

Dillinghamcould not let this pass. "lIsn't there sone regular dentist you can
see who can relieve the pain until norning? W are studying for a very inportant
exam nation."

"l have no credit—o stiggle—no noney for private service,
clinic is closed for the night, and ny tooth—
Dillingham | ooked at the pile of texts before him He had so little tinme, and
the material was so inportant. He had to nmake a good score tonorrow to nitigate
today's disaster.

"Pl ease," Oyster whined. "It pains ne so—

Di | Ii ngham gave up. He was not sure regulations pernmitted it, but he had to do
sonet hing. There was a chance he could at least relieve the pain. "Cone with
me, " he said.

Pi ncushi on waved his pins, that were actually sensitive celia capable of
intricate manoeuvring. "Not in our operatory," he protested. "How can we
concentrate with that going on?"

Di | linghamrestrai ned his unreasonabl e anger and took the patient to the

el evator. After sone errors of navigation he located a vacant testing operatory
el sewhere in the application section. Fortunately the translators were
everywhere, all keyed to everything, so he could converse with the creature and
clarify its conplaint.

"The big flat one," it said as it propped itself awkwardly in the chair and

" Qyster wailed. "The

opened its shell. "It hurts."

Dillinghamtook a | ook. The conplaint was valid: nost of the teeth had
conventional plasticene fillings, but one of these had sonehow been di sl odged
fromthe proxi mal surface of a nolar: a Class Il restoration. The gap was packed

with rancid vegetabl e matter—seaweed?—and was undoubtedly quite unconfortable
for the patient.

"You nust understand," he cautioned the creature, "that | amnot a regul ar
dentist here, or even a student. | have neither the authority nor the conpetence
to do any work of a permanent nature on your teeth. Al | can do is clean out
the cavity and attenpt to relieve the pain so that you can get along until the
clinic opens in the norning. Then an authorized dentist can do the job properly.
Do you under st and?"

"It hurts,"” Oyster repeated.

Dillingham | ocated the creature's planet in the directory and punched out the
formula for a suitable anaesthetic. The di spenser gurgled and rolled out a
cylinder and swab. He squeezed the forner and dabbed with the latter around the
affected area, hiding his irritation at the patient's evident inability to sit
still even for this nonentary operation. Wiile waiting for it to take effect, he
requested nore information fromthe translator—a versatile instrunent.

"Domi nant species of Planet Oyster," the machine reported. "Highly intelligent,
non-speci alized, enotionally stable life-form™" Dillinghamtried to reconcile
this with what he had al ready observed of his patient, and concl uded t hat

i ndi vidual s nust vary considerably fromthe norm He listened to further vita

i nformati on, and soon had a fair notion of Oyster's general nature and the

advi sabl e care of his dentition. There did not seemto be anything to prevent
his treating this conplaint.

He applied a separator (over the patient's protest) and cl eaned out the inpacted
debris with a spoon excavator without difficulty. But Oyster shied away at the
sight of the rotary dianond burr. "Hurts!" he protested.

"l have given you adequate |ocal anaesthesia," Dillingham explained. "You shoul d
feel nothing except a slight vibration in your jaw, which will not be
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unconfortable. This is a standard drill, the same kind you've seen nany tines
before." As he spoke he marvelled at what he now termed standard. The burr was
shaped |ike nothing—titerally—en Earth, and it rotated at 150,000 r.p. m —severa
ti mes the maxi mum enpl oyed back at hone. It was awesonely efficient. "I nust
clean the surfaces of the cavity—=

Oyster shut nouth and shell firmy. "Hurts!" his whisper enmerged through

cl enched defences.

Di I I'i ngham t hought despairingly of the time this was costing him I|f he didn't
return to his texts soon, he would forfeit his remaining chance to pass the
witten exam

He sighed and put away the power tool. "Perhaps | can clean it with the hand
tools,"” he said. "I'll have to use this rubber dam though, since this will take
nmore tine."

One | ook at the patient convinced himotherwi se. Regretfully he put aside the
rubber square that woul d have kept the field of operation dry and clean while he
wor ked.

He had to break through the overhanging enanel with a chisel, the patient
wincing every time he lifted the nallet and doubling the necessity for the

assi stant he didn't have. Back on Earth Mss Galland had al ways cal med the
patient. A power nallet would have hel ped, but that, too, was out. This was as
nervous a patient as he had ever had.

It was a tedious and difficult task. He had to scrape off every portion of the
ballroom cavity froman awkward angle, hardly able to see what he was doi ng
since he needed a third hand for the dental mirror

It would have to be a Cass Il—famed in the side of the nmolar and facing the
adj acent nolar, and both teeth so sturdy as to have very little give. A Cass |
was the very worst restoration to attenpt in nakeshift fashion. He could have
accel erated the process by doing a slipshod job, but it was not in himto skinp
even when he knew it was only for a night. Half an hour passed before he
performed the toilet: blowi ng out the | oose debris with a jet of warmair,
swabbing the interior with alcohol, drying it again.

"Now | 'mgoing to block this up with a tenporary wax," he told Oyster. "This
will not stand up to intensive chewi ng, but should hold you confortably unti
nmorni ng." Not that the warning was likely to make much difference. The trouble
had obviously started when the original filling canme | cose, but it had been
weeks since that had happened. Evidently the patient had not bothered to have it
fixed until the pain becanme unbearabl e—and now that the pain was gone, Oyster

m ght well delay longer, until the work had to be done all over again. The
short-sighted refuge frominitial inconvenience was hardly a nonopoly of Earthly
suf ferers.

"No," Oyster said, jolting himback to business. "Wax tastes bad."

"This is pseudo-wax—sterile and guaranteed tasteless to nost life forns. And it
is only for the night. As soon as you report to the clinic—=

"Tastes bad!" the patient insisted, starting to close his shell.

Di I I'i ngham wondered agai n just what the translator had meant by "highly

intelligent... enotionally stable". He kept his peace and dialled for anal gam
"Nasty colour," Oyster said.

"But this is pignmented red, to showthat the filling is intended as tenporary.
It will not mar your appearance, in this location. |I don't want the clinic to

have any misunderstanding." O the University admninistration!

The shell clanped all the way shut, nearly pinning his fingers. "Nasty col our!",
muf f | ed.

More was invol ved here than capricious difficulty. Did this patient intend to go
to the clinic at all? Oyster might be angling for a permanent filling. "What

col our does suit you?"

"Col d." The shell inched open

It figured. Wll, better to hunour this patient, rather than try to force him
into a nore sensible course. Dillingham could nake a report to the authorities,
who coul d then roust out Oyster and check the work properly.

At his direction, the panel extruded a ribbon of gold foil.

He placed this in the nminiature annealing oven and waited for the slow heat to
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act .

"You're burning it up!" Oyster protested.

"By no nmeans. It is necessary to nake the gold cohesive, for better service. You
see—

"Hot," Oyster said. So nuch for hel pful explanations. He could have enpl oyed
noncohesive netal, but this was a | esser technique that did not appeal to him

At length he had suitable ropes of gold for the slow, delicate task of building
up the restoration inside the cavity. The first |layer was down; once he nalleted
it into place—

The el evator burst asunder. A second oyster charged into the operatory waving a
translucent tube. "Villain!" it exclainmed. "Wat are you doing to ny

gr andf at her ?"

Di | Ii ngham was taken aback. "Your grandfather? I'mtrying to nmake him
confortable until—=

The newconer woul d have none of it. "You're torturing him M poor, dear,

| ong-suffering grandfather! Mnster! How could you?"

"But I'monly—=

Young Oyster levelled the tube at him Its end was solid, but Dillingham knew it

was a genui ne weapon. "Get away fromny grandfather. | saw you hamering spi kes
into his venerable teeth, you sadist! I'mtaking himhonme!"

Dillinghamdid not nove. He considered this a stance of necessity, not courage.
"Not until | conplete this work. | can't let himgo out like this, with the
excavati on exposed."

"Beast! Pervert! Humanoid!" the youngster screaned. "I'll volatize you!"

Searing light beaned fromthe solid tube. The netal mallet in Dillingham s hand
nmelted and dripped to the floor.

He | eaped for the oyster and grappled for the weapon. The giant shell cl anped
shut on his hand as they fell to the floor. He struggled to right hinself, but

di scovered that the creature had withdrawn all its appendages and now was
not hing nore than a two-hundred-pound clamwith Dillinghams left hand firmy
pi ni oned.

"Assaul ter of innocents!" the youngster squeaked fromw thin the shell.
"Unprovoked attacker! Get your foul paw out of ny ear!"

"Friend, 1'll be glad to do that—as soon as you |let go," he gasped. Wat a
situation for a dentist!

"Hel p! Butchery! Genocide!"

Dillinghamfinally found his footing and haul ed on his arm The shell tilted and
lifted fromthe floor, but gradually let go of the trapped hand. He quickly sat
on the shell to prevent it from opening again and surveyed t he danmage.

Bl ood trickled frommultiple scratches along the wist, and his hand snarted
strenuously, but there was no serious wound.

"Let my grandson go!" the old oyster screamed now. "You have no right to nuzzle
himlike that! This is a free planet!"

Dl lingham marvel |l ed once nore at the translator's original description of the
species. These just did not seemto be reasonable creatures. He stood up quickly
and took the fallen tube.

"Look, gentlenmen—+'mvery sorry if | have m sunderstood your conventions, but |
nmust insist that the young person |eave."

Young Oyster peeped out of his shell. "Unwhol esone creature! Eater of sea-life!
How dare you nake demands of us?"

Di | lingham pointed the tube at him He had no idea howto fire it, but hoped the
creature could be bluffed. "Please | eave at once. | wll release your
grandf at her as soon as the work is done."

The youngster focused on the weapon and obeyed, grunbling. Dillinghamtouched
the el evator |ock the nonent he was gone.

The ol dster was back in the chair. Sonehow t he seat adjustnent had changed, so
that this was now a basket-like receptacle, obviously nore confortable for this
patient. "You are nore of a being than you appear,"” Oyster remarked. "I was
never able to handle that juvenile so efficiently."”

Di | lingham contenpl ated the droplets of nmetal splattered on the floor. That
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heat - beam had been entirely too cl ose—and deadly. Hi s hands began to shake in
del ayed reaction. He was not a man of violence, and his own quick action had
surprised him The stress of recent events had certainly got to him he thought
rueful ly.

"But he's a good lad, really," Oyster continued. "A trifle inpetuous—but he
inherited that fromne. | hope you won't report this little m sunderstanding."
He hadn't thought of that, but of course it was his duty to nake a conplete
report on the nelee and the reason for it. Valuable equi pnent m ght have been

damaged, not to nmention the risk to his owm welfare. "I"'mafraid | nmust," he

sai d.

"But they are horribly strict!" the oldster protested. "They will throw himinto
a foul salty cesspool! They'll boil himin vinegar every hour! H s children will

be stignmatized!"
"I can't take the law into ny own hands.

But of course he already had. "The

court—er whatever it is here—nust decide. | nust nake an accurate report.”
"He was only | ooking out for his ancestor. That's very inportant to our culture.
He's a good—

The Oyster paused as Dillingham nodded negatively. His shell quivered, and the
soft flesh within turned yell ow.

DiIlinghamwas al armed. "Sir—are you wel | ?"

The transl ator spoke on its own initiative. "The Oyster shows the synptons of
severe enotional shock. His health will be endangered unless inmediate relief is
avail able. ™

Al'l he needed was a dying galactic on top of everything elsel "How can | help
hi n?" The shell was gradually sagging closed with an insidi ous suggestiveness.
"The negative enotional stimulus nmust be alleviated," the translator said. "At
hi s age, such disturbances are—

Di | lingham took one nore |ook at the visibly putrefying creature. "All right!"
he shouted desperately. "I'Il withhold ny report!"”

The col | apse ceased. "You won't tell anyone?" the oldster inquired fromthe
mur ky depths. "No matter what?"

"No one." Dillinghamwas not at all happy, but saw no other way out. Better
silence than a dead patient.

The night was well advanced when he finished with Oyster and sent hi m hone. He
had forfeited his study period and, by the tinme he was able to relax, his sleep
as well. He woul d have to brave the exami nation w thout preparation

It was every bit as bad as he had anticipated. H's mnd was dull fromlack of

sl eep and his basic fund of information was meagre i ndeed on the gal actic scale.
The questions woul d have been quite difficult even if he had been fully
prepared. There were entire categories he had to skip because they concerned
speci al i zed procedures buried in his unread review texts. If only he had had
time to prepare!

The other were having trouble too. He could see their hunped over their tables,
or under them dependi ng on physiol ogy, scribbling notes as they figured ratios
and tol erances and indices of material properties. Even Treetrunk | ooked
hard-pressed. If Treetrunk, with a galactic library of dental information filed
in his celluloid brain, could wilt with the effort, how could a poor humanoid
froma backward pl anet hope to succeed?

But he carried on to the discouraging end, knowi ng that his score would dam him
but determined to do his best whatever the situation. It seemed increasingly
ridiculous, but he still wanted to be admitted to the university. The thought of
deserting this stupendous reservoir of information and techni que was appalling.
During the afternoon break he coll apsed on his bunk and slept. One day remained,
one final trial: the interrogation by the Adm ssions Advisory Council. This, he
under st ood, was the roughest gauntlet of all; nore applicants were rejected on
the basis of this interview than fromboth other tests conbi ned.

An outcry woke himin the evening. "The probabilities are being posted!"

Pi ncushi on honked, prodding himw th a spine that was not, despite its

appear ance, sharp.

"M ne's twenty-one per cent, not a penny nore,'

Dillingham nmuttered sl eepily.
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"Low+too0 | ow "

"The revised probs!" Pincushion said. "Based on the test scores. The warning
buzzer just sounded."

Di I li ngham snapped alert. He remenbered now. no results were posted for the
field and witten exans. Instead the original estinates of acceptance were
modified in the light of individual data. This provided unlikely applicants with
an opportunity to bow out before submitting thenselves to the indignity of a
negative reconmendation by the AA Council. It also undoubtedly sinplified the
wor k of that body by cutting down on the nunmber of interviewees.

They clustered in a tense sem-circle around the main translator. The results
woul d be given in descending order. Dillingham wondered why nore privacy in such
matters wasn't provided, but assuned that the University had its reasons

Possi bly the constant conpari sons encouraged better effort, or weeded out the
quitters that nuch sooner.

"Anteater," the speaker said. It paused. "N nety-six per cent."

Anteater twitched his nose in relief. "I nust have guessed right on those stress
fornmul ations," he said. "I knew | was in trouble on those conputations."

Treet runk—ei ghty-five per cent." Treetrunk al nost uprooted hinself with glee. "A
twenty-five per cent increase! | nust have nmaxed the witten portion after all!"

"Robot —si xty-five per cent." The robotoid took the news inpassively.

The remai ning three fidgeted, knowing that their scores had to be | ower.

"Pi ncushion—+ifty per cent." The creature congratul ated hinself on an even
chance, though he had obviously hoped to do better

"El ectrol yte—twenty-three per cent." The rocklike individual rolled towards his
conpartment. "I was afraid of that. |I'm going hone."

The rest watched Di |l ingham synpathetically, anticipating the worst. It cane.
"Eart hman—three per cent," the speaker said plainly.

The | ast reasonabl e hope was gone. The odds were thirty to one against him and
his faith in mracles was small. The others scattered, enbarrassed for him
while Dillingham stood rigid.

He had known he was in trouble—but this! To be given, on the basis of thorough
testing, practically no chance of adm ssion..

He was forty-one years old. He felt |ike crying.

The Adm ssions Advisory Council was alien even by the standard he had | earned in
the gal axy. There were only three nenbers—but as soon as this occurred to him
he realized that this would be only the fraction of the Council assigned to his
case. There were probably hundreds of interviews going on at this nonment, as

t housands of applicants were processed.

One nenber was a honeyconb of gel atinous tissue suspended on a trellislike
framewor k. The second was a mass of purple sponge. The third was an undul ating
somet hing confined within a tank: a water-breather, assuming that |iquid was
water. Assuming that it breathed.

The speaker set in the wall of the tank came to life. This was evidently the
spokesman, if any were required. "W do not interview many with so |l ow a
probability of adm ssion as student," Tank said. "Wy did you persist?"

Why i ndeed? Well, he had nothing further to |l ose by forthrightness. "I stil

want to enter the University. There is still a chance."”

"Your exam nation results are hardly conducive," Tank said, and it was amazi ng
how nuch scorn could be infused into the tone of the mechanical translation
"VWile your field exercises were fair, your witten effort was inconpetent. You
appear to be ignorant of all but the nost primtive and |imted aspects of

prost hodontistry. Wiy should you wi sh to undertake training for which your
capacity is plainly insufficient?"

"Most of the questions of the second exam nation struck ne as relating to basic
information, rather than to individual potential," Dillingham said woodenly. "If
I had that information already, | would not stand in need of the training | cane
here to learn."

"An intriguing attitude. W expect, neverthel ess, a certain mni num background.
O herwi se our curriculummay be wastefully diluted.”

For this Dillingham had no answer. Cbviously the ranking specialists of the
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gal axy shoul d not be used for elenentary instruction. He understood the
poi nt —yet something in himwould not capitulate. There had to be nore to this
hearing than an automatic decision on the basis of tests whose results could be
di storted by participant co-operation (cheating) on the one hand, and
circunmstantial denial of study-tinme on the other. Wy have an advi sory board, if
that were all?

"W are concerned with certain aspects of your field work," the honeyconb
creature said. He spoke by vibrating his tissues in the air, but the voice
energed fromhis translator. "Wiy did you neglect particular itens?"

"Do you nmean numnber seventeen? | was unfamiliar with the specinmen and therefore
could not repair it conpetently."

"You refused to work on it nerely because it was new to your experience?" Again
the towering scorn

That did nake it sound bad. "No. | would have done sonething if | had had nore
evi dence of its nature. But the specinen was not conplete. | felt that there was
insufficient information presented to justify attenpted repairs.”

"You could not have hurt an inert nodel very nmuch. Surely you realized that even
an incorrect repair would have brought you a better score than total failure?
Di I l'i ngham had not known that. "I assumed that these specinmens stood in |lieu of
actual patients. | gave themthe same consideration | would have given a |iving,
feeling creature. Neglect of a cavity in the tooth of a live patient mght |ead
to the eventual |oss of that tooth—but an incorrect repair could have caused
nmore serious danage. Sonetinmes it is better not to interfere.”

"Explain."

"When | visited the planet Electrolus | saw that the netallic restorations in
native teeth were indirectly interfering with communi cati on, which effect was
di sastrous to the well-being of the individual. This inpressed upon me how
dangerous wel | -meani ng i gnorance could be, even in so sinple a matter as a
filling."

"The chairman of the Dental League of planet Electrolus is a University
graduate. Are you accusing himof ignorance?"

Oh-oh. "Perhaps the problem had not cone to his attention," Dillingham said,
trying to evade the trap.

"W will return to that nmatter at another tinme," the purple sponge said grimy.
Dillingham s reasoning hardly seened to have inpressed this group

"You likewi se ignored item nunber thirty-six," Honeyconb said. "Was your |ogic
t he same?"

"Yes. The jaw was so alien to ny experience that | could not safely assune that
there was anything wong with it, let alone attenpt to fix it. | suppose | was
foolish not to fill the labial cavity, in view of your scoring system but that
woul d have required an assunption | was not equi pped to nmake."

"How rmuch tinme did you spend—deci ding not to touch the cavity?" Honeyconb

i nquired sweetly.

"Hal f an hour." Pointless to explain that he had gone over every surface of #36
| ooki ng for some confirmation that its action was simlar to that of any of the
jaws with which he was famliar. "If | nmay inquire nowwhat was the correct
treat nent ?"

"None. It was a healthy jaw "

Dillinghams breath caught. "You mean if | had filled that cavity-what | ooked
like a cavity, | nean—

"You woul d have destroyed our npdel extragalactic patient's health."

"Then ny deci sion on #36 hel ped ny exani nation score!"

"No. Your decision was based on uncertainty, not on accurate diagnosis. It threw
your application into serious question."

Di I l'i ngham shut his nouth and waited for the next thrust.

"You did not follow instructions on #41," Honeyconb said. "Wy?"

"I felt the instructions were nistaken. The placenent of an MOD inlay was
unnecessary for the correction of the condition, and foolish in the face of the
peril the tooth was already in fromgingivitis. Wy perform expensive and
conpl i cated reconstructi on, when untreated gum di sease threatens to nullify it
soon anyway?"
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"Whul d that inlay have danaged the function of the tooth in anyway?"

"Yes, in the sense that no reconstruction can be expected to performas well as
the original. But even if there were no difference, that placenent was
functionally unnecessary. The expense and disconfort to the patient nust also be
considered. The dentist owes it to his patient to advise himof—

"You are repetitive. Do you place your judgnent before that of the University?"
Troubl e again. "I nust act on ny own best judgment, when | amcharged with the
responsibility. Perhaps, with University training, | would have been able to
make a nore informed decision.”

"Kindly delete the pleading,"” Honeyconb said.

Sonet hing was certainly wong sonewhere. Al his conjectures seened to go
against the intent of this institution. Did its standards, as well as its

know edge, differ so radically fromhis own? Could all his professional and
ethical instincts be wong?

"Your performance on the witten exam nation was extrenely poor," Sponge said.
"Are you naturally stupid, or did you fail to apply yourself properly?"

"l could have done better if | had studied nore."

"You failed to prepare yoursel f?"

Wrse and worse. "Yes."

"You were aware of the inportance of the exam nation?"

"Yes. "

"You had suitable review texts on hand?"

"Yes. "

"Yet you did not bother to study them™

"I wanted to, but— Then he renenbered his pronise to the oyster. He could not
give his reason for failing to study. If this trio picked up any hint of that
epi sode, it would not relent until everything was exposed. After suffering this
much interrogation, he retained no illusions about the likely fate of young
Oyster. No wonder the grandfather had been anxi ous!

"What is your pretext for such neglect?"

"I can offer none."

The col our of the sponge darkened. "We are conpelled to view with disfavour an
appl i cant who neither applies hinself nor cares to excuse his negligence. This
is not the behaviour we expect in our students."

Di | lingham said nothing. His position was hopel ess—but he still could not give
up until they made his rejection final

Tank resuned the dial ogue. "You have an interesting record. It is even alarmng
in some respects. You cane originally from planet Earth—ene of the aborigine
cultures. Wiy did you desert your tribe?"

They had unfortunate ways of putting things! "I was contacted by a galactic
voyager who required prosthodontic repair. | presuned he picked nmy name out of
the local directory." He described his initial experience with the creatures he
had dubbed, facetiously, the North Nebulites, or Enens. Sonme of that early
hurmour haunt ed hi m now.

"You operated on a totally unfamliar jaw?" Tank demanded abruptly.

"Yes." Under duress, however. Should he rem nd then?

"Yet you refused to do simlar work on a dunmy jaw at this University,"
Honeyconb put in.

They were sharp! "I did what seened necessary at the tine."

"Don't your standards appear inconsistent, even to you?" Sponge inquired.

Di | Ii ngham | aughed, not happily. "Sonetinmes they do." How nuch deeper could he
bury his chances?

Tank's turn: "Wiy did you acconpany the aliens to their worl d?"

"l did not have nmuch choice, as | explained."

"So you did not cone to space in search of superior prosthodontic techni ques?"
"No. It is possible that I m ght have done so, however, had |I known of their
availability at the tine."

"Yes, you have repeatedly expressed your recent interest," Tank said dryly. "Yet
you did not bother to study fromthe nbost authoritative texts available on the
subj ect, when you had both opportunity and encouragenent to do so."
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Once again his promse to Oyster prevented himfromreplying. He was conming to
under stand why his roommates had shown so little desire to spend tine hel ping
the supplicant. Such a gesture appeared, in retrospect, to be a sure passport to
failure.

Coul d he have passed—that is, brought his probability up to a reasonabl e

| evel -had he turned away that plea? Should he have sacrificed that one creature,
for the sake of the hundreds or the thousands he m ght have helped later, with
proper training? He had been shortsighted.

But he knew he would do the sanme thing again, in simlar circunstances. He just
didn't have the heart to be that practical. At the sane tinme, he could see why

t he business-like University would have little use for such sentinentality.

"On planet deep," Tank said, surprising himby using his own |udicrous termfor
the next world he had visited—though of course that was the way the transl ator
had to work—you filled a single cavity with twenty-four tons of fine gold
alloy."

"Yes."

"Are you aware that gold, however plentiful it my be on G eep, renains an
exceptionally valuable conmmodity in the gal axy? Wiy did you not develop a | ess
extravagant substitute?"

Dillinghamtried to explain about the awkwardness of the situation, about the
pressure of working within the cavernous nouth of a three-hundred foot sea
creature, but it did seemthat he had nade a mi stake. He coul d have enpl oyed a
speci al i zed cobal t - chrom um nol ybdenum al | oy that woul d have been strong, hard,
resilient and resistive to corrosion, and that mght well have been superior to
gold in that particular case. He had worried, for exanple, about the weight of
such a mass of gold, and this alternate, far lighter material, would have

all eviated that concern. It was al so nuch cheaper stuff. He had not thought
careful |y enough about such things at the tinme. He said so.

"Didn't you consult your Enen associ ates?"

"I couldn't. The English/Enen transcoder was broken." But that was no excuse for
not having had them devel op the chronme-cobalt alloy earlier. He had allowed his
personal preference for the nore famliar gold to halt his quest for

i mprovenent.

"Yet you did comrunicate with themlater, surnounting that problemreadily once
the gold had been wasted."

Di | Ii ngham was becomi ng unconfortably aware that this group had done its

honmewor k. The nmenbers seened to know everything about him "I discovered by
accident that the English/d eep and d eep/ Enen transcoders could be used in
concert. | had not realized that at the tine we were casting the filling."

"Because you were preoccupied with the imredi ate probl enP"

"I think so."

"But not too preoccupied to notice decay in the neighbouring teeth."

"No." It did seemfoolish now, to have been so concerned with future denta

probl ems, while wasting tons of valuable netal on the work in progress. How did
that jibe with his nore recent concern for Oyster's problem to the exclusion of
the much larger University picture? WAas there any coherent rationale to his
actions, or was he continually rationalizing to excuse his errors of judgnent?
Was the seenming unfairness of this interview nerely a way of proving this to

hi n?

But Tank wasn't finished. "You next enbarked with a passing dipl onat of
uncertain reputation who suggested a way to free you fromyour comritnent to

A eep.”

"He was very ki nd.
friendly dinosaur.
"He resenbl ed one of the vicious predators of your planet's past—yet you trusted
your person aboard his ship?"

"I felt, in the face of galactic diversity of species, that it was foolish to

j udge by appearances. One has to be prepared to extend trust, if one wants to
receive it."

"You believe that?" Honeyconb denanded instantly.

"I try to." It was so hard to defend hinself against the concentrated suspicion

DilIlingham did not regret his association with Trach, the
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of the council.

"You do not seemto trust the common directives of this University, however."
What answer could he nmake to that? They had himin another conflict, since they
chose to interpret it that way.

"Wher eupon you proceeded to investigate another unfamliar jaw," Tank said.
"Contrary to your expressed policy. Wy?"

"Trach had befriended ne, and | wanted to help him"

"So you put friendship above policy," Sponge said. "Convenient."

"And did you help hin?" Tank again. It was hard to renenber who said what, since
they were all so nmurderously sharp

"Yes. | adapted a sonic instrunent that enabled himto clean his teeth
efficiently.”

"And what was your professional fee for this service?"

Dillinghamreined his nounting tenper. "Nothing. | was not thinking in such
ternms."

"A nmonent ago you were quite concerned about costs."

"l was concerned about unnecessary expense to the patient. That strikes ne as
anot her matter."

"And of course the prospective sale of your contract to planet Ra had no bearing
on your decision to help a friend," Honeyconb said with infinite irony.

Sponge spoke before Dillinghamcould respond. "And the dinosaur told you about
the University of Dentistry?"

"Yes, anong other things. W conversed quite a bit."

"And so you decided to attend, on hearsay evidence."

"That's not fair!"

"I's the col our of your face a sign of distress?"

He realized that they were deliberately needling him so he shut up. Wy should
he allow hinself to get excited over a minor slur, after passing over nmjor
ones? Al he could do that way was prove he was unstable, and therefore unfit.
"And did you seriously believe," Sponge persisted nastily, "that you had any
chance at all to be admtted as a student here?"

Agai n he had no answer.

"On planet Electrolus you provoked a war by carel ess advice," Honeyconb sai d.
"Wher eupon you conspired to be exiled—to this University. What kind of reception
did you anticipate here, after such nachinations?"

So that was it! Wiat use to explain that he had not schened, that Trach had
cleverly found a solution to the Electrolus political problemthat satisfied all
parties? This trio would only twist that into further condemmation

"l made m stakes on that planet, as | did el sewhere,"” he said at last. "I hoped
to learn to avoid such errors in the future by enrolling in a corrective course
of instruction. It was ignorance, not devious intent, that betrayed ne. | stil

think this University has much to offer ne."

"The question before us," Tank said portentously, "is what you have to offer the
Uni versity. Have you any further statenents you fancy m ght influence our
deci si on?"

"l gather from your choice of expression that it has already been made. In that
case | won't waste any nore of your tine. | amready for it."

"We find you unsuitable for enrollnment at this University as a student," Tank
sai d. "Please depart by the opposite door." So as not to obstruct the incom ng
interviewees. Very neat. Dillingham stood up wearily. "Thank you for your
consideration," he said formally, keeping the irony out of his tone. He wal ked
to the indicated exit.

"One nonent, ex-applicant,’

Honeyconb said. "Wat are your present plans?"

Di | I i ngham wondered why the creature bothered to ask. "I suppose I'll return to
practice wherever |I'm needed—er wanted,” he said. "I may not be the finest

dentist available, or even adequate by your standards—but | |ove ny profession,
and there is much | can still do." But why was it that the thought of returning

to Earth, that he was free to do now and where he was adequate, no | onger
appeal ed? Had the wonders he had glinpsed here spoiled himfor the backwoods
exi stence? "I would have preferred to add the University training to ny
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experience, but there is no reason to give up what | already have just because
nmy dream has been denied." He wal ked away fromthem

The hall did not lead to the fanmiliar elevators. Instead, absent-mn ndedly
followi ng the wist-band gl ow, he found hinself in an el egant apartment. He
turned, enbarrassed to have blundered into the wong area, but a voice stopped
hi m

"Pl ease be seated, Earthman."

It was the old Oyster he had treated two days before. Dillingham was not adept
at telling aliens of identical species apart, but he could not m stake this one.
"What are you doi ng here?"

"W all have to dwell sonewhere." Oyster indicated a couch adaptable to a wi de
variety of fornms. "Make yourself confortable. | have thoughts to exchange with
you. "

DiIlingham marvell ed at the change in the manner of his erstwhile patient. This
was no |onger a suffering, unreasonable indigent. But his presence renained

i ncongr uous.

"Surely it occurred to you, Doctor, that there are only three groups upon this
pl anet? The applicants, the students, and the University personnel. Wich of
these do you suppose shoul d | ack proper dental care? Wich should | ack the
typical University identification?"

"You— Dillingham stared at him suddenly maki ng connections. "You have no
band—but the el evator worked for you! You' re an enployee! It was a put-up job!"
"I't was part of your exam nation."

"I failed."

"What gave you that inpression?"

Brot her! "The Adm ssions Advisory Council found nme unfit to enter this

University."
"I find that hard to believe, Doctor."
DiIlingham faced himangrily, not appreciating this business at all. "I don't

know why you or the University were so eager to interfere with my application
but you succeeded nicely. They rejected ne."

"Perhaps we should verify this," Oyster said, unperturbed.

He spoke into the translator: "Summon Dr. Dillingham s advisory group."

They came: the Sponge, the Honeyconb and the Tank, riding | ow conveyors. "Sir,"
they said respectfully.

"What was your decision with regard to this man's application?"

Tank replied. "W found this humanoid to be unsuitable for enrollnent at this
University as a student."

Di | Ii ngham nodded. Whatever internecine politics were going on here, at |east
that point was clear.

"Did you discover this applicant to be deficient in integrity?" Oyster inquired
softly. It was the gentle tone of conplete authority.

"No sir," Tank said.

" Pr of essi onal ethics?"

"No sir."

" Pr of essi onal caution?"

"No sir."

"Hum [ity?"

"No sir."

Tenper control ?"

"No sir."

" Conpassi on? Courage? EquilibriunP"

"That is for you to say, sir."

Oyster glanced at Dillingham "So it would seem Wat, then, gentlenen, did you
find the applicant suitable for?"

"Admi nistration, sir."

"Indeed. Dismssed, gentlenen."

"Yes, Director." The three departed hastily.

DI lingham started. "Yes, who?"

"There is, you see, a qualitative distinction between the potential manual
trainee and the potential administrator," Oyster said. "Your room nates were

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Prostho%20PIlus.txt (50 of 88) [1/19/03 8:28:03 PM]



file:/11F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Prostho%20Pl us.txt

eval uated as students—and they certainly have things to |earn. Ch, technically
they are proficient enough—quite skilled, in fact, though none had the
opportunity to exhibit the depth of conpetence manifested in adversity that you
did. But in attitude—well, there will be considerable inprovenent there, or they
will hardly graduate fromthis school. | daresay you know what | nean."

So the cheating had been noted! "But—

"W are equipped to inculcate nanual dexterity and technical conprehension. O
course the techniques tested in the Adnmi ssions Examination are primtive; none
are enpl oyed in advanced restoration. Qur interrogatory schedule is principally
advi sory, to enable us to programme for individual needs.

"Character, on the other hand, is far nore difficult to train—er to assess
accurately in a fixed situation. It is far nore reliable if it cones naturally,
which is one reason we don't always draw from graduates, or even prom sing
students. We are quite quick to investigate applicants possessing the
personality traits we require, and this had nothing to do with planet or
species. A prom sing candidate may energe fromany culture, even the nost
backward, and is guaranteed fromnone. No statistical survey is reliable in

pi npoi nting the individual we want. In exceptional cases it becones a persona
matter, a non-objective thing. Do you foll ow nme?"

Dillinghamis mind was whirling. "It sounds al nbost as though you want ne to—

To undertake training at University expense |leading to the eventual assunption
of my own position: Director of the School of Prosthodontics.”

Di | I i ngham was speechl ess.

"I amanticipating a pronotion, you see," Oyster confided. "The vacancy | | eave
is my responsibility. | would not suffer a successor to whom | would not trust
the care of nmy own teeth."

"But | couldn't possibly—+ haven't the—=

"Have no concern. You adapted beautifully when thrust from your protected
environment into galactic society, and this will be no nore difficult. The

Uni versity of Administration has a conprehensive progranme that wll guarantee
your conpetence for the position, and of course you will serve as ny assistant
for several years until you get the hang of it. W are not rushed. You will not
be subjected to the ordeal unprepared; that unpl easantness is over."
Dillinghamstill found this hard to grasp. "Your grandson-what if |'d—

"l shall have to introduce you nore fornally to that young security officer. He
is not, unfortunately, ny grandson; but he is the finest shot with the
single-charge | aser on the planet. W try to nmake our little skits realistic."
Di | Iingham renenbered the netal mallet dripping to the floor: no freak

interception after all. And the way the youngster had retreated before the
tube... that, being single-shot, was no | onger functional. Realism yes.

That rem nded him "That tooth of yours I filled. |I know that wasn't—

"Wasn't fake. You are correct. | nursed that cavity for three nonths, using it

to check out prospects. It is a very good thing | won't need it any nore,
because you spoiled it utterly."

"y _n

"You did such a conpetent job that | should have to have a new cavity cultured
for my purpose. No experienced practitioner would mstake it now for a

| ong- negl ected case even if | yanked out the gold and re-inpacted the cavity.
That, Doctor, is the skill that inpresses me—the skill that remmins after the
machi nery has been incapacitated. Good intentions nmean nothing unl ess backed by
authoritative discretion and ability. You were very slow, but you handl ed that

deliberately obstructive patient very well. Had it been otherw se—
"But why ne? You coul d have sel ected anyone—-
Oyster put a friendly smle into his voice. "Hardly, Doctor. | visited el even

dormitories that evening before | came to yours—with no success. Al contained
prospects whose record and fiel dwork showed that particular potential. You

sel ected yourself fromthis nunber and carried it through honourably. More
correctly, you presented yourself as a candidate for the office; we took it from
there. "

"You certainly did!"
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"Portions of your prior record were hard to believe, | adnmit. It was incredible
that a person who had as little galactic background as you did should acconplish
so much. But now we are satisfied that you do have the touch, the ability to do
the right thing in an awkward or unfamliar situation. That, too, is essentia
for the position."

Di | lingham fastened on one incongruity. "I—+ selected nysel f?"

"Yes, Doctor. Wen you denonstrated your priorities."

"My priorities? | don't—=

"When you sacrificed invaluable study tine to offer assistance to a creature you
believed was in pain."

Her heart sank when she saw Ra. There was no green on the surface of the planet;
the entire | andscape seened to consist of tailings fromthe m nes, nounded into
mount ai ns and eroded into valleys.

Radi um m nes—she had realized the significance of that too late. They were

not ori ous throughout the galaxy for the effect they had on living creatures. The
|l ocal ore, called pitch-car, was extraordinarily rich; thus it required only
fifty tons of the stuff to produce a full ounce of radium The non-comrerci al
byproducts such as urani um were di scarded wherever convenient. There was no
trash coll ection here.

If Dr. Dillingham had cone to this planet..

The ship | anded ungently. The front port burst open, admitting a foul cloud of
native smog, and several troll-like tripeds stomped in. One spoke, his voice

I'i ke dry bones being run through an un-oiled grinder.

"Slaves of Ra," the central translator rasped, the words nmuffled by the babble
of other renditions for the dubious benefit of a score of m serable species.
"Co-operate, and you may survive for years. Malinger, and you will receive

i ncl ement assignments. Any questions?"

Judy felt sorry for the prisoners, but knew there was nothing at all she could
do for them now.

"Sir," a lovely |l adybug called mel odiously. "W do not wish to seem ungrateful,
but we are very hungry—=

True enough. There had been no food aboard, and the trip had | asted sixteen
hours. Many gal actic species had much nore active netabolisms than human bei ngs
did, and there was no telling how |l ong they had been hungry before she enbarked.
"The others will be hauled to the force-feeding station after processing. You
will wait for the followi ng shift for sustenance, with half-rations for the
first two days of your inclenment assignnent. Any other questions?”

There were none. The hapl ess prisoners had got the nessage.

"Now step out pronptly as | call your nanes. Aardvark!"

A creature vaguely resenbling its Earthly namesake enmerged fromits cranped
compartment and shanbl ed forward

"Too slow " the translator barked. A troll aimed a rod. A beam of energy stabbed
out. A patch of fur on Aardvark's runmp burst into flane, and the odour of
scorched flesh drifted back. He broke into a gallop

Judy had not quite believed the pessinismof the prisoners as they travelled,
though she had tal ked with several. She had been naive. This was horri bl e!
"Bugbear!"

A beetle the size of a bear |lunmbered hastily out, as well it mght: a touch of
the |l aser would puncture its thin shell and send its juices spew ng.
"Cricketleg!" The next junped down. Judy wondered how the rollcall cane to be
al phabetical in English, since the transl ator assigned names purely by

conveni ence of description. This was merely another mystery of gal actic

t echnol ogy.

"Dogface!" He yel ped as the beam singed his tail.

"Barthgirl!"

Judy froze. It couldn't be!l She was only here to—

A troll tranped down the aisle, poking his beamer ahead aggressively. He braced
his three knobbly | egs, reached out with a hairy arm and grasped her hair in
one hank. He yanked.

"No!" she cried, her eyes pulled round by the tension on her hair. "I'monly
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visiting! I'"'mnot a prisoner!"

The troll hauled her up until she stood on tiptoes to ease the pain. "Visiting!
Hee, hee, hee!" He ained the beaner at her face.

"Trach!" she screaned. "Trach of Trachos! |'mhere to see him"

"A malingerer," the troll said with satisfaction. "I shall make an exanpl e.
First | shall vaporize her squat snout."” He flicked one of his four thunbs over
a setting on the beamer and pressed the business end agai nst her nose.

"One nmonent, troll," the translator said. Such instruments were versatile,
serving as tel ephones and radi os as well as |anguage transposers. "I believe
heard my name."

The triped hesitated, grinmacing. "Wwo are you, butting into private

ent ert ai nnent ?"

"Trach, naturally. Be so kind as to deliver that creature to ne, undanaged."

"l don't know no Trach!"

"Ch? Here is ny identification." A phonetic blob sounded.

"Hm " the troll said, disgruntled. "That Trach. Wl I, send her on to the
brandi ng stati on when you're through with her."

Shoved roughly out, Judy pinned up her hurting hair tenporarily and foll owed the
translator's instructions to reach Trach's office. "Turn right, prisoner," the
unit outside the ship snapped. She turned right; the other mserable aliens
turned left, headed for the dismal rigours of processing. She felt guilty.

The spaceport, despite its choking atnosphere, was encl osed. She could rmake out
the bl owi ng dust beyond the griny w ndow panels, showing that it was actually
wor se outside. She heard the shriek of ore-bearing vehicles and saw a |ine of
bedraggl ed workers headed for the arid entrance to a nmine.

"Up the stairs, malingerer,"” the next unit said. She clinbed flight after flight
of cruelly steep rough stone steps. A panel on a |landing gave her a view of a Ra
graveyard: bones and clothing and shells and assorted other durable el ements of
assorted creatures. There was no attenpt at burial

"Third chanber down, weakling." She found the place and touched the door-signal
"Enter," a differently-toned, nore pleasant translator said fromw thin. She was
tenpted to point out that it had forgotten the customary expletive

She edged the bl eak netal door open. The chanber was enpty. She heard water
runni ng and saw fog near the ceiling. Sonmeone was having a shower!

"Il be right out," the pleasantly nodul ated voice said fromthe direction of
the shower. It sounded real —as though spoken in English rather than transl ated.
Unlikely, of course; she had encountered no one from Earth since answering that
fateful ad.

The wat er noi se stopped. Trach whistled cheerily as he dried hinself in the
other room In a noment she heard his feet on the floor as he dressed. He
sounded heavy. "You're Mss Galland of Earth," he called. "The rmuck-a-nmuck of

G eep notified ne."

"You're not using a translator!" she excl ai ned.

"I never bother," he admitted, still out of her sight. "Now where is ny jacket?
Can't entertain a |l ady undressed, ha-ha."

"Dr. Dillingham+s he here?"

"I"'mafraid not. He left Electrolus for the University. He's undertaking

adm nistrative training now |'msorry to informyou that you nade your trip
here for nothing." H's solid footsteps approached.
"Ch, no, I"'mglad he's not here! | nean—

Then she saw Trach. A literal, twelve-foot dinosaur

"My dear, you | ook good enough to eat," he said, smiling. He had two thousand
teeth.

She was not the fainting type. She fainted.

CHAPTER SI X

"An adm nistrator," Oyster said, "has to be prepared to tackle problens that are
beyond the capabilities of his subordinates."

"Of course,” Dr. Dillingham agreed, but he didn't quite |ike the way the

bi val ved director said it. This was his first day back fromhis initia
quartermester at the University of Adm nistration, and though his Certificate of
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Potential Admi nistration was in good order he hardly felt qualified for the job
he faced. O course this was only an interimexperience-term after which he
woul d return for nore advanced administrative trai ni ng—but he had a nasty

suspi cion that Oyster wasn't going to let himoff lightly.

"We've had a call from Metallica, one of the Robotoid planets," the Director
said. Dillingham wondered what the real terns were for planets and species, but
of course he woul d never know. Probably "man" was rendered in the other galactic
| anguages as "hairy grub”... "The natives have an awkward situation, and our
field representative bounced it on up to us. I"'mnot sure it's strictly a
prosthodontic matter, but we'd best take a | ook."

Di I li ngham rel axed. For a nonent he had been afraid that he was about to be sent
out alone. But of course Oyster would have himwatch a few nissions before
trusting himto uphold the University's reputation by diagnosing a field probl em
hi nsel f. Every nove a Director made was gal actic news, Mnor news, to be
sure—but a blunder would rapidly rebound.

"l have reserved accompdation for three," Oyster said briskly. H s large shel
gave his voice an authoritative reverberation the translator dutifully enul ated.
"It will be a forty-eight hour excursion, so have your appoi ntnments reschedul ed
accordingly."

"Passage for three? Dillingham had no appointnents yet, as Oyster well knew.

"My secretary will acconpany us, naturally. Mss Tarantula." The transl ator

meant well, but the nane gave hima start. "She's very efficient. Gasps the
struggling essence i medi ately and sucks the blood right out of it, so to
speak. "

Just so.

A University linousine carried them past the student picket |ine and whi sked
themthe three light-mnutes to the transport terminal. Dillingham wondered what
the students had on their collective mnd. He had observed one of their
denmonstrations on his way in, but had not had the opportunity to inquire
further.

M ss Tarantul a was there ahead of themwith the reservations. Her eight spiked
spi derl egs bustled Oyster and Man busily into the elevator entering the galactic
liner. She also carried suitcase and equi prment.

"Please give Dr. Dillinghama synopsis of the problem" Oyster said once they
were ensconced in their travelling conpartnent. The ubiquitous translator was
built into the wall, and the acoustics were such that the Director seened to be
tal king English. "Wiile |I snooze." Wth that he pulled in his arns and | egs and
cl osed his shell

"Certainly." Mss Tarantula was busily stringing threads across her section,
fashioning a shimering web. She did not interrupt this chore as she spoke.
"Metallica is one of the nore backward Robotoid worlds, having been devastated
sone millennia ago in the course of the fabled Jann uprising. Archaeol ogica
excavations are currently in progress in an effort to uncover Jann artifacts and
reconstruct the mundane el enents of their unique civilization. It was thought
that all the Jann had been destroyed, but now they have di scovered one in the
subt erranean w eckage. "

"I't's skeleton, you nmean," Dillinghaminterrupted.

"No, Director. A conplete robot."

Qops. He had forgotten that they were dealing with a robotoid culture. Metal and
ceranics instead of flesh and bones. "Must be pretty well rusted or corroded,

t hough. "

"Jann don't corrode. They're super-robots, invulnerable to normal forces and
virtually inmortal. This one happened to be incapacitated by—

"You nean it's alive? After thousands of years?"

"As alive as a robot ever is, Director." She had conpl eted her web and was now
settled init for the journey, her body conpletely suspended. It seened to be an
ef fective accel eration harness, though a liner of this type required no such
precautions. "But this one can't function because it has a toothache. The
natives don't dare approach it, but the excavation can't continue until it is
removed. So they notified the University."

Di I l'i ngham whi stled inwardly. That nmust be a phenonenal toothache, to freeze an
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imortal, invulnerable super-robot for over a thousand years. He was gl ad Oyster
was handling this one; it would be educational to witness.

But what, he wondered, would they do with the Jann after its toothache had been
cured? And what did a robot want with teeth? The ones he had nmet, dentists

t hough they mght be, had no proper nouths and did not eat.

Metal li ca was backward. Its spaceport resenbled a junkyard, wi th corrodi ng hul ks
at its fringe. A single dilapidated tower guided the liner in, and there was no
landing net to clasp it invisibly in deep space and set it down with gentle
precision. Their wel come, however, was warm enough

"Director!" a small green robot said through a rickety nobile transcoder it
trundl ed behind. "W' ve been sl eepless awaiting your gracious arrival."

M ss Tarantula emitted a hiss rem niscent of a matron's sniff. "Robots never

sl eep anyway. "

"W haven't eaten a thing, we were so eager for your Lordship to come."

"Robots don't eat, either," she pointed out.

The green robot turned about, lifted one metal foot, and delivered a cl anging
kick to the pedestal of the transcoder. There was a pai ned screech and a series
of metallic burps. Then: "W have watched no television in two days."

"That's nore like it," Mss Tarantula said, pernmitting herself to be nollified.
"A robot who loses its appetite for television is beconm ng al nbst sentient, and
that's a sure sign of distress. Better have the spools updated on that
contraption before sonmeone has a m sunderstandi ng."

Wth a secretary like that, Dillinghamrealized, an administrator could hardly
err. He was glad that the three of themcarried University three-|anguage
transcoders for private dialogue. There was a subtle distinction in principle
between the small transcoders and the large translators; he didn't understand
the technical part, but knew that the 'coder differed fromthe 'lator as a
motorcycle differed froma jet plane. But the 'coders were portable and

sel f-contai ned and cheap, so renmined in comon use on backward pl anets. |nsert
the proper spools and hold an adequate conversation. Usually.

"What seens to be the difficulty?" Oyster inquired in an offshell manner.

Di | Iingham was rem nded of one of the die-turns of effective adninistration
Never ask a question of a client without first knowi ng nost of the answer.

The little robot began volubly defining the problem Dillingham s attention
wandered, for Mss Tarantula's summary had been far nore succinct. How, he
wonder ed, did robots reproduce? Were there male and fenal e nmechanicals, and did
they marry? Were there procreative taboos, netal pornography, broken iron
hearts?

"Director,"” Mss Tarantula said on their private |ink-up

Oyster angled his transcoder intake—he wore the device inside his huge

shel | —danobtrusi vely at her, not interrupting the green robot's narrative.
Dillinghamdid |ikew se

"There is a priority call fromthe University." She had a trans-star receiver
sonmewhere on her conplicated person. "A wildcat student denobnstration has
infiltrated your wing. They're raiding the files—=

Oyster's eye-stalks turned bright green. "Boiling oceans!" he swore.

The robot broke off. "Did you say "gritty oil", Director?" The vibration of its
headpi ece showed it was upset.
"Take over, Director!" Oyster snapped at Dillingham "I'm summoni ng an energency

ship back. My files!" And he ran across the landing field towards the

communi cations station as rapidly as his spindly legs would carry him M ss
Tarantul a fol | owed.

"Did he say "gritty oil"?" the green robot demanded insistently. There was a
faint odour of burning insulation about it. "He may be a Very | nportant
Sentient, but |anguage |ike that—

"Of course not," Dillingham said quickly. "He woul d never stoop to such

uncout hness. It nust be a scratch on the transcoder spool." But he suspected
that the transcoder had correctly rendered the expletive. H's own unit had not
been programmed for gutter talk; otherwi se his own ears m ght be burning. Oyster
had certainly been furious.
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"Ch," the robot said, disgruntled. "Well, as | was saying—er, you are going to
solve the problem even if he renigs?"

"Naturally." Dillingham hoped the quiver in his voice sounded |ike confidence.
"The Director did not renig; he nerely left the matter in ny hands. The

Uni versity always honours its commitnents." But privately he preferred the
robot's term He should have known he'd find hinself in over his ears without a
facemask. Sonehow it al ways happened that way. "I suppose |I'd better see the
patient now. "

Frantical ly eager—who cl ai ned robots had no enptions! —the official conducted him
to the site of the excavations. They rode in an antique floater past high nounds
of broken rock. There were plants in this world, but the few he saw had a
metallic look. Hardly a place for a human being to reside, though the air was
breat habl e and the tenperature and gravity confortable.

The vehicl e stopped, settling to the ground with a flatulent sigh. "I dare go no
further," the green robot said, and indeed his headpiece was rattling in a
fear-feedback. "The Jann is in the next pit. Signal when you're finished, and
will pick you up again. If it's safe."

As Dillingham stepped down with his bag of equi pnment, the robot spun the cart
around, goosed the notor, and floated swiftly back the way they had come—taking
the transcoder and signal with it.

Stranded again! What kind of robot could it be, that even other robots feared so
greatly? And if it were that dangerous, why hadn't they sinply destroyed it?
Oh—+t was reputed to be invul nerabl e.

He wal ked to the pit and peered down.

A trenendous robot lay there, half buried in rubble. Judging fromthe proportion
exposed, it had to be twelve feet long entire. Its arnour was polished to a

gl ass-like finish despite the centuries of weathering and abrasion. It was an
awesone sight, and the mghty torso seened to pulse with power. A cruel, thin
keening snote his ears, and he knew it at once for the robotic note of pain. He
had not | earned nmuch about robots, but he was sensitive to distress in anything,
flesh, netal or other. Yes, this creature was alive—and suffering. That was al
he really needed to know.

The head section was roughly cubical and two feet on a side. A drawer in the
region that would have been the face of a man was partially out, half-full of
sand, and within this sonething gl owed. Robots did not ordinarily have nouths,
but sonme nodels did have orifices for the intron ssion and processing of
assorted substances. The gears that ground down hard sanpl es coul d be consi dered
as teeth.

Now that he was in the physical presence of the patient, the information in one
of the University cramcourses began to cone to the surface. He was, he
realized, famliar with the basic procedures for repairing such equi prent. But
the specific type he found here was particularly awkward, and if he operated on
it he risked maki ng sone serious m stake. This was a nost sophisticated robot,
and it had been listed as extinct.

But if its innards followed the principles of contenporary robots, its "teeth"

m ght serve a doubl e purpose: They woul d have an extrenely hard exterior surface
for manual crushing action, together with intricate internal circuitry for
conmuni cati ons and processing of data. As with the Electrolytes. That neant that
a malfunction in a tooth could distort far nore than the nechani cal operation of
the mouth. A short-circuit could interfere with the functions of the brain
itself...

Di | I i ngham vacuunmed out the sand and studi ed the configuration. One tooth gl owed
hotly. The pain-hum seened to emanate fromit. A quick check with his precise
University instrunents verified the short-circuit.

"A'l right, Jann—+ believe | have diagnosed the condition," he said, speaking
rhetorically while he set up the necessary paraphernalia. He doubted that the

gi ant robot coul d hear or conprehend anything in its present state.
"Unfortunately, | amnot equi pped to operate on the unit itself, and | don't
have a replacenent. |I'Il have to relieve the pain by bridging around the

toot h—n essence, shorting out the short. This is crude, and will render the
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tooth inoperative, but unless it is a critical unit the rest of your system
shoul d be able to function. You'll have to seek help at a thoroughly equi pped
robotoid clinic to have that tooth replaced, however, and | wouldn't delay if |
were you. My jury-rig won't be any too stable, and you don't want a rel apse.”
Yet it would have been sinple for a native dentist to bridge the tooth. Wy
hadn't that been done? Wat were they so afraid of, to allow an anci ent cousin
to suffer unnecessarily like this? Surely a single Jann, the only survivor of
its kind, could not inperil a planet, even if it should have a mnd to. And if
it were that dangerous, the fact that a University dentist had repaired it woul d
not dispose it any nore kindly towards the errant |ocals.

Too bad he hadn't had a chance to review the history of the Jann uprising. Mybe
sonme of these annoying inconsistencies woul d have been expl ai ned. But with

Oyster running off so suddenly... well, this creature was in pain and needed
hel p.

He was ready. He applied the bridge and soldered the terminals. The job itself
was not hing; the skill had been required for the electronic preparations, the

verification of tolerances, the location of circuits. It would have been a

nm stake to renove the tooth, for it was in series with the others so that the
extraction could have been fatal for the patient. And many robots, his

cram course said, were programmed to self-destruct when killed. They were living
bonbs.

The keening faded. The bypassed tooth began to cool. The Jann noved one
glittering arma few inches. "Nnnnn," it said, the sound energing froma gril
inits forehead. A bulb set in the side of its head began to glow softly. An
eye?

Rel i eved but apprehensive now that the job had been done, Dillingham stood back
and awai ted devel opnents. He wanted to be sure his field surgery had been
effective, as a matter of professional pride and conpassion. Should the patient
seemto be worse, he would have to undo his handiwork and try again.

The earth and rock around the Jann's nether portions cracked and bucked. A sleek
massi ve foot ripped out of the ground, spraying fragnents of rock in a

sem -circle. The Jann hefted its body, noving its shining linbs wi th ponderous
spl endour. It was a magnificent hunk of nachinery.

"Nnonne," it said on hands and knees, raising its head to cover Dillinghamwth
a smal |l antenna.

Was that a groan or a comment? Of course it would speak a strange | anguage,
assuning it used vocal conmunication at all, and his little

Oyster/ Tarantul a/ Engli sh transcoder woul d be usel ess without the appropriate
spool. He would have to judge by the robot's actions and manner.

The Jann stood, towering nonstrously above him "None but |," it said, the

vol ume deafening, the tones reverberating as though enanating fromthe | ower
register of a mghty organ

None but |? That sounded perilously |ike English, and it hadn't come through the
transcoder.

"Are you—do you—=?" Dillinghamfaltered. Even if this Jann enbodi ed a ful
translator, it could hardly have a setting for English. It had been buried for
tens of centuries!

The Jann peered down at himw th prismatic | enses that opened froma formerly

bl ank area of its head. Sunlight glinted fromits stainless torso and w sps of
steamrose fromits fingertips, giving it the aspect of a rainbowin fog. "NONE
BUT |I," it booned, "SHALL DO THEE DI E'"

Ch- oh.

"There seens to be a msunderhension,”" Dillingham sai d, backing away as
surreptitiously as he could rmanage. "I mean misapprestanding..." He whistled
ineffectively. "I wasn't—+ didn't—+ mean, | fixed your tooth, or at |east— He

tri pped over a rock and sat down abruptly.

The Jann stepped towards him and the earth shuddered. "Thou didst rel ease nme
from m ne bondage," it said, noderating its volume but none of its tinbre. "Thou
di dst bypass the short."

Di | I i ngham pushed hi nmsel f back without getting up. "Yes. Yes! That's the idea."
The Jann reached forth a scintillating armand pointed a finger oddly like a
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cannon at Dillinghamis head. "Listen, nortal, for | have somewhat to inpart to

t hee. "

Dillingham froze where he was. He did not Iike the giant's attitude—n fact, he
was terrified—but there was no point in acting precipitously.

"I'n the days and years of strife between the tribes of the Jann and the m nor
ilk," it said, "it was ny msfortune to bite down carelessly on a button-grenade
and so befoul a circuit, nor could | recover the use of ny body while that geis
was upon me, though nmy mnd was sound except for the pain. And so when | was
buried thereafter by refuse ny conpanions |ocated ne not, for it was wartine and
there was much el ectrostatic interference and other distraction, and they

t hought ne defunct. | perceived all manner of newsbands and converse in ny area,
as was nmy wont, but could not respond, and great was ny suffering. In that pit I
abode an thousand years, during which | said in ny heart, "Woso shall release

me, himwll | enrich for ever and ever." But the full mllenniumwent by, and
when no one set ne free | entered upon the second thousand sayi ng, "Wwoso shal
release me, for himwll | fulfil three wishes." Yet no one set nme free.

Thereupon | waxed woth with exceeding wath and said to nyself, "Woso shal
release me fromthis tine forth, no one but | shall do himdie." And now, as
thou hast rel eased nme, needs nust | honour that oath."

It was obvious to Dillinghamthat he faced a deranged robot. That bypassed tooth
must have contained an inportant sanity circuit. But it was too late to undo the
damage; the Jann would hardly et himnear that tooth again. It would, in fact,
kill himfirst.

But the story sounded famliar. The Jann, inprisoned—that was it? The spirit in
the bottle, sworn to kill whoever released him A fisherman had brought up the
bottle in his net and unwittingly uncorked it...

Di | I i ngham under st ood, now, why the |ocals had been so chary of this patient.
Who wanted to ganble on the particular oath in force at the nonment of rel ease?
How had that fisherman got out of it? There had been a gi mm ck—

The Jann stunbled, and Dillingham|lunged away fromit. "My powerpack is al nost
depl eted!" the robot |anented. "Four thousand years of that accursed
short-circuit, yet | preserved ny life-power until this nonment! Had it not been
my caution-synapse you bridged out, | would have realized the danger before
expendi ng power recklessly in breaking out of the rock and defining ny notive. |
can hardly nove!"

Good news! Dillingham scranbled up the side of the pit and ran

"Onortal!" the great voice called after him "Wuldst desert ne in this sad
state, and ny power insufficient to free nyself fromthis ugly hol e?"

Dillingham cursed hinself for his stupidity, but was oddly noved by the plea. He

stopped. "WIIl you change your mind about killing me, if | help you agai n?"
"Mortal, | can not gainsay an oath of twenty centuries. None but | shall do thee
die. "

"Then why should |I help you?"

But the Jann, having exhausted its small remaining charge, could only repeat in
fadi ng resonance, "None but I..."

Agai nst his better judgrment, Dillinghamreturned to the pit and peeked down. The
Jann lay spraw ed at the bottom its head-bulb dim

He sighed with relief and began the |ong hi ke back to the spaceport. He had, at
any rate, performed his mission. He had cured the toothache. H's only concern
now was to get back to the University.

He wal ked for hours. His bag grew heavy, but he refused to discard it. H's feet
devel oped blisters and his tongue becane parched, but there seened to be nothing
he coul d drink here. The | one stream he passed turned out to be dilute machine
oil—and gritty. He had not realized how far they had cone in the floater

Despite his disconfort his mind kept circling back to the shining Jann. Wat a
contrast—that marvel |l ous ancient machine, conpared to the cowardly little green
robot! The operation had been successful, he thought wyly, but the patient

died. The image of it tornented himtying there, dying there, for lack of power.
Had that been his service to it? Death in lieu of pain? "Onortal,"” it had

pl eaded, "woul dst desert ne...?' Yet he had left it.
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But it wanted to kill himl He was lucky to have escaped with his life! He would
be a fool ever to get near the ungrateful machine again!

That fadi ng appeal nagged at him even so.

Finally he reached the spaceport and staggered into the ALIEN LI FE SYSTEMS
SUPPORT section. It was cranped and hot, but had the supplies he needed for the
monent. He gul ped water, then carefully bandaged his smarting feet. His job here
was done

Except for that |ast plea...

"The Jann," he inquired, not idly. "Wat kind of noral standards did they have?
Did they ever nake oaths, for instance, and keep then?"

The station's interior translator cleared its dusty speakers and answered him
"The anci ent Jann robots were conpul sively noral, and were nighty oath nmakers.
Their circuitry was so constructed that they were unable ever to reverse an oath
once nade, or to allow anything short of total incapacity to hinder its
perf or mance. "

So that was what he was up agai nst!

But to let that noble creature sinply lie there, knowi ng that not one of the
frightened natives would help it...

"What power source did the Jann enpl oy?"

"They nornmally used a uni que power pack whose secret expired with them" the
translator said. "Atiny unit would sustain themin full activity for many
centuries. But in an energency they were able to draw on al nost any avail abl e
source.

Except sunlight, evidently, or radio waves, or the heat of the ground. Though
per haps such things had hel ped to recharge the Jann's unit, so that it could
|last forty centuries in spite of the short-circuit. "How | ong before the next
liner to the University of Dentistry, or that vicinity?"

"Ei ghteen hours, approximtely."

Ti me enough. "Summon an individual floater for me, stocked with a spare
charge-cell. I'Il drive it nyself." He knew that his status as a representative
froma Galactic University guaranteed his interplanetary credit. He could order
virtually anything and have it delivered without challenge. If his charges
became excessive, the University would settle without a whinper—and call himto
account in private. That way its inmage was protected

The floater was waiting outside as he eased hinself along on his blisters. He
mounted and set it in notion. The controls were standard.

In mnutes he was back at the pit. The Jann |ay where he had left it, spread
uncerenoni ously face down. Its light glowed a trifle nore brightly, however,
suggesting that its cell had recharged a little. It might eventually have
recovered enough power to crawm out by itself—-were it not for the hazard of that
tenporary bridge he had install ed.

Dillinghamlifted out the charge-cell and set it beside the robot. "I have
brought you a tenporary power supply,” he said. "This is not to inply that |
approve of your attitude, one bit—but it is against nmy principles to | et any
creature suffer or die if | amable to prevent it. So here is your reprieve—and
by the tinme you hook it up and assenble it, 1'll be gone. You'll have to find
your own permanent supply, as | suspect this will sustain you only a few hours.
Good | uck."

The Jann's shining hand dragged towards the cell, and Dillinghamknew it woul d
make use of that power sonehow. He junped into the floater and took off. "None
but I..." he heard as he |eft.

What kind of a fool was he? This Jann was murder! But he knew the answer: he was
the same kind of fool who had thrown away his study-time in order to help a

di sreput abl e Oyster who clainmed to be in pain. That had worked out well for

hi mbut he coul d expect no sinilar reprieve this tinme. He was dealing with an

i nflexi bl e machine, not a subjective animate, this tinme. He'd better be off the
pl anet before the Jann got fully organized.

"None but I..."

Di I l'i ngham junped, al nmost overturning the floater. He was a mle fromthe pit
and travelling at high speed, yet it had sounded as though the Jann were near at
hand. He | ooked around nervously,
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"None but | shall do thee die." It was the floater's transcoder

He rel axed. Naturally the Jann would be able to tap into such a device. Its body
was one big el ectronic apparatus.

"l see you're back in formalready," he replied

"And ny thanks to thee, nortal. For the second tinme thou hast preserved ne from
a fate forse than destruction. Thy prinmtive power cell is insufficient to
sustain levitation, but | amnow able to walk to a better supply. Then | shal
seek thee out, for none but | shall—=

"l understand." Levitation? The Jann was advanced; he had never heard of this
ability in a robot, before. That probably nmeant the quaint-tal king denon coul d
catch himin the floater, or anywhere el se on the planet. He suddenly felt |ess
secure. In fact, sonething very like a chilly perspiration was showi ng up. "How

long will it take you to get better power?"

"There is a Jann unit in serviceable condition buried within ten mles of ne.
Twenty mnutes will suffice, counting the tine required to drill down to it.
Then shall | be fully nobile again."

Twenty mnutes! His liner to the University wouldn't | eave for many hours.

The spaceport was comng into sight, but this did not cheer him Were could he
hide froma virtually omiscent killer robot?

"Jann, are you sure you have to kill me?"

"Mortal, | must do thee die, for so | have sworn."

"There's no | eeway, no | oophol e—=2"

"Only if thou shouldst die before | get to thee."

"You couldn't just wite this one off as a bad debt?"

"None but |-—=

"I renmenber the expression.” But had there been a note of regret init this
time? "I just thought the circunstances m ght—=

"Shall do thee die." No—the tone was final

Dillinghamtried once nore. "Jann, your oath to kill your benefactor was for the
first tine you were saved. Don't you owe ne another oath for the second tinme?"
"l had not thought of it, nortal. | shall give thee the prior oath: to fulfill

three wi shes. That should acquit ne honourably."

"Excellent. My first wish is to cancel the other oath."

There was sonething |ike a chuckle. "Not so fast, nortal. Thou canst not gai nsay
a Jann oath in such fashion. Only after the first has been acquitted nay thou

i nvoke the next."

"But how can | invoke—+ nean, revoke it after |'m dead?"
"Mortal, | did not wite the Code of the Jann; | only obey it. First oath
first."

So nmuch for that. Dillinghamdrew up to the centre, paused a nonment to collect
his nmorale, and hurried to the ticket counter. "Book nme aboard the first ship
out of here. Anywhere. |Is there one within fifteen m nutes?"

The blue robot with the rubber-stanp digits | ooked startled. "Is something the
matter, Director?"

"Your Jann wants to kill ne.
"That's too bad. W were afraid of sonething like that. Do you m nd renoving
yourself fromthe building before the Jann catches up to you? W're not insured
agai nst acts of war."

"Acts of war!"

"No peace treaty was ever concluded with the Jann, since we thought them
extinct. So we're still at war. If it destroyed this station to get at you—-

Di | lingham suspected it was usel ess to shout at a nmachine, but was tenpted. "D d
it occur to you that the nonent the Jann dispatches ne, it will be free to
resune full-scale hostilities against you? Now if you'd like me to go out to
meet it—=

"Ch, no—+t would be better if you lived for a while, at least until we can
prepare our defences."

"Just put nme on a ship in tinme and you'll have no problem™ Dillinghamsaid
dryly. Who woul d have expected the qui et profession of prosthodontics to lead to
t hi s?
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He found hinself aboard a scow |lurching off to Hazard, a planet devoted |l argely
to winter sports for woolly mammoths. He didn't care; at least it had an
up-to-date spaceport, and it would be a sinple matter to re-enbark for the

Uni versity. Once honme, he could check out ways to nullify the Jann, should it
actually follow himinto space.

But why wait? "Creature-to-creature call to Director Oyster, School of

Pr ost hodontics, University of Dentistry," he said to the translator, and
identified hinmself for the charges. That was one thing about the transl ators:
they all seened to know all |anguages, even his. Probably there was a conpl ex
network, so that—

"Good to hear you," Oyster said. Even though this was a was a translation of a
voi ce many |ight-years distant, the typical clamr sh nuances cane through
clearly. "How soon will you be back?"

"Not soon enough, |I'mafraid. You see, |'mheaded in the wong direction, and—=
A rough, somewhat nasal voice cut in. "W demand grades based on

| ongevity-in-progranme, and tuition reduction for difficult courses.
Furt her nore—

What was this—a crossed connection?

"Ri dicul ous!" Oyster exclained. "I'll nake you a counteroffer

| ongevi ty-in-programre based on your grades, and cessation of tuition after
graduation. By that token you will soon wash out, Anteater, and the question of
your graduation will be, if | may say so, academ c."

Anteater! Dillinghamrecognized that voice now H s one-time room mate had
cheated on the University entrance exam though he had hardly needed to. Now,
evidently, he was |eading a student revolt.

"Are you still there, Assistant?" Oyster inquired. "They have us | ocked up in an
exam nation room and we need reinforcements.”

"Locked up! Al your staff, too?"

"Al'l that happened to be on the prem ses when they broke through. I'mhere with
Pur pl espl otch, K-9, Honeyconb and Lightbulb. 1I'mnot sure you know them"

"I remenber Honeyconmb. He was one of nmy AAC interviewers. That was an

unf orgett abl e—

"We demand a full-credit sabbatical termevery two years," Anteater said.
"Sabbati cal s! For students?" Oyster shouted back. "OQur budget doesn't allow that
for our instructors! If you don't disperse this instant, though, | guarantee
you'll get a termat full-labour in the University clink! Did you fix the Jann?"
Dillinghamrealized with a start that the |ast sentence was for him and
marvel l ed at Oyster's aplonb in this cross-fire dialogue. "That's what | was
calling about. The Jann is—

"Hey! He's nmaking an outside call!" another student cried. "The no-good sneak!"
"Now wait a nminute," Dillingham began
"That's Earthman!" Anteater said. "I know him A turncoat. Schemed his way into

Admini stration after he'd flunked the entrance exam Blank himoff!"

"Cl am chowder!" Oyster swore before Dillinghamcould reply. A red |ight
flickered on the translator chassis to signify the transm ssion of an obscenity.
"Doctor, get back here as fast as you—

"Oooo, what you said, Director!" Anteater chided gleefully. "Did you hear that,
fellows? He said "poisoned termtes"!"

"Melted ice-cream " another student echoed wi ckedly. "Wash his nmouth out!" Then
the bl ah-blah of an interference signal over-rode the transnission and

Di I l'i ngham coul d make out no nmore. He was on his own agai n.

He hardly had time to disconnect before the transl ator spoke again. "None but
lI..."

Ch, no!

"So you can tap into a spaceborne network too, Jann. You're pretty good for one
who' s been buried four thousand years."

"I have been keeping up with devel opnents, prinmtive as they are, despite mne

i ncapacity."

"That's how you knew ny | anguage, without a translator? You rifled nmy transcoder
electronically before |I ever bridged your tooth?"

"Even so."
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"Then why don't you enpl oy nodern sl ang, instead of —=

"That woul d be out of character, nortal."

"It seens out of character to ne to kill the one who tried to help you. Tw ce.
But I'mnot a Jann, so maybe | don't properly appreciate your nores."

"l shall await thee on Hazard."

Dillinghamfelt distinctly unconfortable. Even his feeble irony was wasted on
the netal man, and now—You caught a faster ship?"

"I ama faster ship."

Wrse and worse. The | ong-range probl em had beconme short-range again. He had
assuned that "levitation" was simlar to the action of a floater, strictly
dependent on adequate anbient gas—+.e., air. He had underestimated the robot.

He was tenpted to ask the translator for advice, but realized that he could no
|l onger trust it. Evidently his prior call had enabled the Jann to trace him and
now t he robot woul d overhear anything he said. At worst, it mght arrange to
feed himfalse information, leading to the early fulfilnent of the oath. He
could not even converse with any crewran or ot her passengers, since translation
woul d be necessary. He was boxed in, and would have to get out of it by hinself.
As usual

But how? The Jann coul d track hi mwhenever he used a translator or other

communi cator, and would be laying in wait for the ship at Hazard.

"Wth abilities such as yours, how did your kind | ose the war?" Dillingham
inquired. Since he could not hide fromthe giant, he mght as well talk. There
was al ways the chance that sonething useful would turn up, that woul d enable him
to circumvent the murder-oath. A strawbut he had little else

"l have pondered that very question for sonme centuries,”" the Jann admitted.
"Unfortunately, we of the mineral kingdomare not original thinkers, so | was
unable to cone to any certain conclusion."

Not original thinkers. That figured. A nachine typically performed as instructed
and had no i magi nation. But that realization only posed nore probl ens. How coul d
an entire machine culture evolve, without animate intervention? If one of its

hi ghest representatives, the Jann, could neither win a war nor conprehend why it
had | ost, what was the source of its civilization?

On the other hand, was his own planet domi nated by original thinkers? "Wre you
able to cone to any uncertain conclusions?" Dillingham asked.

"l conjectured that we Jann, being advanced and peaceful, did not properly
appreciate the capacity for an inferior species to do mschief. W believed that
all robots shared our standards. So when we were attacked—

"l had understood that you were the aggressors."”

"No, nortal. W governed the planet, and all other planets in a range of an
hundred |ight-years, as we had for many nmillenia. We had no need of violence. It
was our | esser nechanical s—snaller robots we built as donestics and

functionari es—who rebelled. Before we fully appreciated the extent of their
dastardy, we were undone."

That was a different story fromthe one the contenporary robots told, yet it
could be the truth. Wnners al ways di sparaged the notives and characters of the
| osers. The Jann did appear to be a superior species, and it was nore |ikely
that the Jann could build | esser robots than that the | esser ones could build
Jann. Except—

"If you built the other robots, who built you?"

"W evol ved, nortal. Natural selection—=

"Surely you don't, well, breed? How can you evol ve the way ani nmals do?"

"l never understood how the aninmals perform No tools, no charts, no
preparations. Just a brief physical contact, |ess even than an exchange of

| ubrication. Very untechnol ogical. Quite sloppy, in fact, | once watched—=
"Never mnd that. Wiat about your own ronmantic |ife?"

There was a pause. \Wen the Jann spoke again, its voice was subdued. "How well
do | remenber ny Janni, her linbs of shining platinum her teeth of iridium..
and the little one we built together, pride of nmy nut and screw. My chart and
hers, distinct but conpatible. W knew the cross between the two designs woul d
generate a superior being, a machine |like none before. But then the rebellion
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erupted, and Janni was nelted in an atomic furnace, and our son dismantled for
parts for the usurper, whilst | lay helpless in the pit..."

DiIli ngham did not know what to say. This Jann, far from being a mnindl ess
monster, was as meani ngful a personality as any true sentient. Wre it not for
that oat h—

Static burst fromthe translator. \What now?

It subsided after a few seconds. "Ah, nortal, why did | not heed thy warning!"

t he Jann excl ai med.

"Because your caution-circuit has been bridged out."

"Vicious circle. The cold of space has fractured that bridge, and in a nonment ny
t oot h—=

More static. Dillinghamrealized that fate had given himyet another chance. The
Jann woul d be inmobilized again, this time in deep space.

"Farewel |, nor— but static cut off the rest. The cold had conpleted its work,
and the intermittent failure had become pernmanent.
Dillingham sat for half an hour in silence, listening to the continuing static.

He knew that every minute of it neant a mnute of terrible suffering for the
Jann. Unl ess sonething were done, the robot would drift through space forever,
in an agony it hardly deserved.

Yet his own life was sweet, and he had a pronmising future. Should he throw it
all away... again?

"Cl am chowder!" he said at last. Then he put through a call to the spaceport at
Hazard. "A derelict is noving in your direction, and should pass within the
range of your landing net in the next few hours. Intercept it and performthe
following repair." He went on to describe the tooth-bridging operation. "And

| ocate an appropriate replacenent for the affected tooth, if you can, because
there is an inportant circuit involved."

"I't shall be done, Director," the official said. "Were do you want the ship
delivered after it has been repaired?”

"It isn't a ship, exactly. It's a self-propelled robot. Let it go when you're

t hrough and charge the service to ny University account."

"Very well, Director." The official signed off.

Once a fool, always a fool, he thought. He sinply could not preserve his own
life at the cost of eternal torture for another creature, even an inani nate one.
He wanted to live, certainly—but the end did not justify the neans. That was
hardly an attitude, he thought ruefully, that a creature |like Anteater woul d
conprehend. Dillingham hardly conprehended it hinself. Probably Anteater would
outlive him..

At any rate, he had a reprieve of a few hours, unless they repaired the Jann
before Dillinghamreached Hazard hinself. He woul d have to ganble on getting in
and out before the pursuit resunmed. He still could not use the translator,
because he knew the Jann was listening in even though it could not reply or act.
Better to swear off such devices entirely, so that at |east he woul d be hidden
But he was still bottled in. He could not get off the ship before it |anded, and
once it did I and..

Then he renenbered the |ifeboats. How could he call the Jann an unorigi na

t hi nker, when that escape had al nost bypassed his own nental circuitry!

Di I li ngham drew out sone thin paperlike dental illustrations and began to draw
on their blank backs. He took sone pains, erasing frequently and redraw ng. He
wound up with several conplex configurations.

He left the conpartment silently, using the enmergency manual door control. He
searched out the Captain's cabin. He used his knuckles to knock on the door,
avoiding the electronic signaller. Then he stepped back so as to be out of range
of the viewscreen pick-up. He could, however, still see the screen's projected

i mage.

The screen canme on and the Captain's whiskery proboscis showed. There were
sounds indicating a question. Since the hall translator had no object to fix on,
it had to feed through the Captain's native speech. Translators could perform
nmoderate linguistic mracles, but were not equipped to play guessing ganes anong
the several nillion discreet galactic |anguages.

Dillinghamdid not answer. Any word he said would be relayed straight to the
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Jann as well as to the Captain.

After a nonment the screen snapped off. False alarm the Captain had evidently
deci ded. Such things happened on old ships. Then Dillinghamwent up to tap on

t he door again.

After several repeats, the frustrated Captain opened the door personally to
investigate the nature of the malfunction. Dillingham poked one of his ornate
synbol -si gns around the corner

The officer paused, making no sound. Here was the test: would he understand? He
commanded a broken-down vessel and was largely over the hill hinmsel f—but that
shoul d mean the Captain had had over a century of experience. He nust have
knocked about the gal axy considerably. Such a creature should know the gal actic
gr aphi cs short hand.

The GG shorthand was a system of synbols based on neani ng, not phonics. Just as
the Chinese witten | anguage of Earth could be used by those speaking a nunber
of dissimlar dialects and | anguages, because each figure stood for a specific
concept and not a spoken word—n just this way the gal actic shorthand was a
universal written | anguage. Any creature of the gal axy who could see at all—-and
nost coul d—was able to learn to read the synbols. The basic vocabul ary was
designed to apply even to | anguages that did not enploy verbs, nouns and ot her
famliar parts of speech. (In fact, the majority did not; Dillinghams own
famly of |anguages represented an archaic fluke, as far as the gal axy was
concer ned.)

But not every individual bothered to master the shorthand. In fact, few other
than travelling scholars retained proficiency in it, though every University had
a mandatory freshnman course in it. Translators and transcoders were ubi quitous,
so the witten art |angui shed—particularly since there were also translators for
witten material that were just as efficient as the verbal ones.

Di | Iingham was ganbling that the Captain had had to poke into so nany backward
pl anets that the shorthand woul d have been a useful and necessary tool

Di | lingham was al so ganbling that his own just-conpleted freshman course had
made him proficient enough to be intelligible. He had been instructed by drugs
and suggestion, and really could not be certain how much or how well he knew.
The Captain angl ed one eye-stal k around the coner. Below this floating eyebal
was a tentacle | ooped around an ol d-fashi oned short-range bl aster—the type of
weapon useful for wi ping out opposition w thout puncturing any vital pipes. The
charge could burn off Dillingham s clothing and hair and epiderm s quickly, and
kill himslowy. He stood absolutely still.

The Captain cane around the corner and gestured down the hall. Dillingham

mar ched as directed. No other communi cation occurred. Had the creature
under st ood?

They entered a blank cold cubicle. A single neon cast an eerie light on the
single | ocked file-cabinet. This was an ancient ship, to have equi pnment |ike
this! The Captain drew out a genui ne physical netal key and unl ocked the
cabinet. He withdrew a bundle of cards. Hi s tentacles riffed through them before
sel ecting one. He held it up

It was a synbol in the shorthand, neatly printed. It said: JANN

The Captain understood! The sharp ol d codger had already divined Dillinghams
problem He nust have made an inquiry at Metallica, being too canny to accept a
passenger w thout know ng exactly why the creature could not afford to wait for
a better ship.

Dillinghams first synbol had been the code for EMERGENCY, nodified by a
qualifier requesting that no overt acknow edgenent be nmade. It was essentially a
wartime synbol, intended for use by a spy in eneny territory when open

conmuni cati on could nmean di scovery and rapid oblivion. (There nust have been
interesting chapters in galactic history!) It was quite out of place in an old
vessel on a mlk-run—but the experienced Captain had put one and one together
successful ly.

The rest was easy. The Captain nanmed a figure for putting the fugitive ashore in
a lifeboat, and Dillingham agreed though the price seened high. The Captain then
took himto an airlock and installed himin a tiny conpartnent. The creature saw
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that he was securely strapped down, then punched a destination w thout using the
translator. So far so good—si nce no communi cations equi prent had been used the
Jann shoul d have no idea what Dillingham was doi ng.

But by the sane token, Dillingham had no certain notion where the Captain was
sendi ng him

The airlock closed, sealing himoff. There was a rough lurch as the |ifeboat
detached itself, then a feeling of trenendous weight as its antique chem ca
rockets blasted. He was on his way.

Now that it was too late to change his mnd it occurred to himthat it would
have been easy for the Captain to route the |ifeboat into nowhere, claimng that
it was suicide while collecting the University renittance..

No! The University would automatically challenge any paynent to be made under
suspi ci ous circunstances, and the Captain would be well aware of that. Foul play
woul d be far nore trouble than it was worth.

Anyway, the Captain had an honest snout.

Dillingham did not dare turn on the viewscreen to see where he was goi ng,
because the Jann coul d probably tap into that too. He had to go blind, hoping
that he was |l osing the robot as effectively as he was confusing hinself.

Ti me passed, and he slept, while the boat sailed on. It was in free-fall now,
but he was not: the rotating hull provided partial weight. He dreaned of
scintillating l'iving nachines with gl ow ng teeth.

The braking rockets jolted himinto unconfortabl e awareness. He was al nost
there. He hoped it was a civilized planet. O herwi se he had nerely traded one
dem se for another.

It was a cruel |anding. Wen the pressure and furore subsided and he regai ned
consci ousness, he struggled into a suit and cranked open the port. He still did
not dare to use the powered equi pnent, for that would have required instruction
over the translator. He was prepared to face a blizzard or an inferno or solid
water or...

He was di sappointed. This was plainly the | andscape of Metallica.

What had he really expected? Cbviously the spaceship had not gone far in the
short tinme he had been aboard. Naturally the |ifeboat, being chenically

under power ed, had taken nmuch longer to traverse the sane di stance. Probably nost
of its thrust had been used nerely to reverse the initial inertia. The cl osest
pl anet had to be the one he had just left, for space was | arge.

And where was the Jann now? By this time the repair shoul d have been
conpl et ed. ..

He smil ed. The super-robot would be on Hazard, wondering what had becone of a
certain dentist.

Di I l'i ngham cont enpl ated the countryside. This was not the sane section of the
pl anet where he had found the Jann. The vegetation here was nore richly
metallic, the flower-filanments nore brilliant, the green-copper |ichen nore
abundant, the oil stream et ungritty. There were rust-capped nountains, and a
val | ey serviced by a bubbling diesel-fuel |ake. And no sign of civilization

In short, an unspoil ed wi |l derness area.

Al'l very good. The Jann would eventually figure out the truth and cone jetting
back to Metallica, but would hardly find himhere. A planet was too big to
search in a hurry. He had scrupul ously operated no el ectronic equi pnent, so it
could not trace himthat way.

Meanwhi |l e, he had nerely to avoid starvation

Behind himthe lifeboat translator crackled into |ife, though he had not turned
it on. "None but I..."

Di I l'i ngham si ghed. That was another talent he hadn't known about. The Jann coul d
not only tap into comuni cations, it could operate themrenotely. Thus it had
established its rapport with the |lifeboat translator and would honme in on that.
That si npl e!

"How | ong before you get here?" he inquired with prickly resignation. The robot
nmust have obtained the registry of the |ifeboat and | earned the frequency of its
translator, so that—

"Seventeen minutes, nortal. Take care that no harmbefall thee in the interim
for I would suffer sorely were mne oath abridged."
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"Thi ne oath be dammed!" Dillingham shouted, and i nmedi ately wondered whet her he
coul d acconplish anything by threatening suicide. Probably not, since the robot
woul d check it out before indulging in other pursuits. Anyway, he'd have to
wite out a Last WIIl & Testanent specifying what his three wi shes were, for the
sake of the second oath, and the disposition of the wealth owing fromthe third
oath. Assunming it worked that way. The noney could go to a dental research
foundation back on Earth, and the three wi shes—would M ss Gal |l and appreciate
three robotic wishes? It was all too conplicated.

Seventeen mnutes, ticking away al ready. Such a short tinme to hide hinmself in
this brush, away fromthe lifeboat. And he'd better dispose of his University
transcoder, too. Unless he wanted to stay and face down the Jann..

Usel ess: a machine could not be bluffed. On the other hand, if he did succeed in
eluding it, what would he gain? A tedious expiration fromhunger and thirst?
Qpposi ng the thing physically was out of the question

He was forty-two years old, and had never been the robust type.

H's only real chance was to outsmart it. For all its talents, it did not seemto
be particularly bright, or he would never have escaped it this long. It could
easily have interfered with the lifeboat's guidance system and made it crash,
for exanple, had it figured out where he was soon enough. O prevented himfrom
ever boarding the scow to Hazard, by fouling up the spaceport translators. It
had m ssed marvel | ous opportunities.

Also, it seened to feel obliged to answer all questions put to it. That was

anot her machine trait. Probably it was incapable of |ying, or of evading the
truth, unlike the inferior contenporary robots. That could be its weakness.

"Way didn't you foul up the spaceport's comuni cations network, to prevent ne
fromleaving Metallica?" he asked. Maybe if he probed enough—

"That would have interfered with thy freedom of notion."

"What do you care about that, since you intend to kill me anyway?"

"The rights of a sentient creature may not be voided, unless directly contrary
to a specific Jann oath. So it is recorded, so nust it be. Werever thou art,

there will | find thee, and there will | do thee die. Then will | grant thee
three wi shes, for the second tinme thou savest me—
"And then enrich ne forever and ever, for the third tine. I know "

"Then only will the oaths be acquitted, and | free."

This didn't seemto be getting himanywhere. He already knew the robot was

i mpervious to irony about the feasibility of the remaining boons after the first
had been acconplished. Probably there were Jann statutes to cover the situation
even if he never nentioned the oaths in his wll.

There were only about ten mnutes left. H s stomach felt |ike a sponge full of
pepper-sauce, and his brain was not too clear. He was sure that he would rest
easier if he sinply accepted what was to be, but his innards woul dn't

co- oper at e.

"How can | stop you fromkilling me?" he blurted.

"I may not tell thee that, nortal, for it would violate the letter of mne
oath."

"So there is a way!"

"I refuse to answer, on the grounds that it might tend to conpronise m ne oath,
or lead in sone devious way to—

"Ch shut up!" Wiy had he bothered to try? Even the Jann's archaic affectations
were irritating; he was sure the nmachine was not consistent in this speech.

But there was a way! The Jann had tried to evade the issue, but had bungled it.
If only he could figure out the | oophole, or trick the machine into telling him
Perhaps it wanted to tell him but was prevented by its netallic code of ethics.
He needed tinme to think. He had barely five mnutes left, but if he nanaged to
hi de, he m ght have a couple of days before the end. Maybe grow ng hunger woul d
sharpen his inmagi nation

The |ifeboat had a supply of water. Dillinghamdrank until he bul ged, | ooked for
a container to carry sone with him and finally set off frustrated. No tine! The
brush was thick, out beyond the section the rockets had blasted clear. A nunber
of flower filanents gave off heat, which was another break. The Jann woul d have
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a tough tinme picking himout by body-warnth.

He heard a peculiar swish in the direction of the lifeboat and coul dn't resist

| ooki ng back. Sure enough, the Jann was coni ng down, resplendent in the
sunlight. It was vertical, descending feet-first, like a shining god. No jets
were visible.

To think that this thing had been built by |oving nmechanical parents before true

civilization ever evolved on Earth! And it was still far ahead of anything Earth
science knew. Yet it was determined to kill the man who had saved it three
tinmes...

He broke fromhis reverie and noved on, carefully but quickly. He hoped the Jann
was not equipped to sniff out his trail, like a bl oodhound.

Evidently it wasn't, for he could hear it casting about in the wong direction
He had been smart to divest hinself of his |ast comunications item Then the
Jann appeared in the sky again, sw nging around a pinki sh beam of 1ight.

Di I I i ngham ducked behind a humming iron tree until the way was clear. A beam
that was visible in broad daylight was probably well worth avoi di ng.

A noi se snapped his attention to the ground. There was an aninmal: a robot-beast.
Its scal es were burni shed copper, its teeth stainless steel, its eyes white-hot
filaments. He hardly had tinme to marvel that it should so strongly resenble an
Earthly carnivore, before it sprang.

He dodged instinctively and caught hold of an al um niumsapling to pull hinself
away. The creature ground gears with a hungry roar and spun about as it touched
ground, but its nmonmentum prevented it fromleaping again i mediately. It had
little wheels where foot-pads woul d have been on a living predator, and shock
absorbers in the ankl es.

What possible use would it have for his alien flesh! But he dived for a |arger
trunk and scranbled up its knobby bark as the beast canme at him Now he
regretted inbibing all that water! He was weak and heavy, and he sl oshed i nside.
But the thing chasing himwas, after all, an aninmal, and probably attacked
anything that invaded its hunting-ground—even though a single bite of Dillingham
should foul its gears and rust its tongue.

The jaws snapped just beneath himand a jet of hot air scorched his posterior
The animal's air-cooling, probably—but it was rem niscent of eager breath. He
clinmbed another two feet—then stiffened.

Wre tendrils were dropping on himfromthe tree's tinsel foliage. They coiled
i ke corkscrews, and a slickness glistened on their points. Acid, surely..

Bel ow, the aninmal opened its jaws. Dillingham could see right down its throat.
The effect was that of a sausage-grinder.

He was trapped. The first tree-wire touched his head, and he snell ed burning
hair and felt a sharp pain as though a nmagnifying glass were focused on that
spot. He jerked away—towards the grinning beast.

"Hel p!'" he cried, not caring how inane it sounded or how useless it was.

And the Jann cane.

In seconds it whistled through the brush and | anded beside the tree. A |l ance of
fire fromits chest nelted the face of the predator. Ear-splitting sonics from
its head caused the tree's wires to retreat hastily. "None but | shall do thee
die!" the Jann bel | owed.

It reached for Dillingham He closed his eyes, knowing the end had cone. Meta

pi ncers closed on his body, lifted. For a nonent he dangl ed; then he felt the
ground under his feet.
Dl lingham stunbled as the robot let go. "I wish you' d get it over with," he

said, now oddly calm

"First must | grant thee one token boon, before | do thee die. Thou nust needs
make thy request within fifteen seconds, according to Jannish custom" |t began
ticking, one tick per second, as though it were a metronone. O a bonb.

Fifteen seconds to cone up with that | oophole, when he hadn't been able to do it
in the past day! Ten seconds, and the Jann was ainming its chest-nozzle at him
Five, and his m nd was nunb...

"A postponenent!" he cried, half facetiously.

"Granted," the Jann said. "How | ong?"

Ah, foolishness. "Fifty years!"
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He waited for the derisive bolt of heat, but it didn't come. "Ganted, nortal ."
Dillingham stared. "You nmean—you'll wait?"

It alnbst seened that the netal face was snmiling. The nmouth was open, at any
rate, and the gleam ng new tooth was visible. Apparently the Hazard spaceshop
had stocked the item restoring the caution-circuit. "Originally | contenplated
a shorter period, but | perceived that this would be an injustice. Thou art not
the fortune-hunter | expected, nor yet the fool | suspected. And we Jann are not
unm ndful of honest courtesies rendered."

Di | lingham was abruptly rem nded of Oyster, whose node of operation had a
certain simlarity to this. He hoped he never encountered another such
personality. "So you nodified the spirit of the oath slightly," he suggested,
"if not the letter."

"Qur oaths are always subject to interpretation,” the Jann agreed. "I coul d not
tell thee, but | delayed for a tine, that thou shouldst realize it for thyself.
None but | shall do thee die: no animal, no entity, no mcrobe, no act of
nature. But it shall be a kind demse, and it shall cone in exactly fifty years,
as thou requesteth. | shall always be near thee, to see that nine oath is
honour ed. "

So the Jann had becone a bodyguard, perhaps the nost conpetent in all the

gal axy, preserving himfromall perils until he was ninety-two. Just a tiny
shift in interpretation, and the oath had swng from negative to positive

"That tooth—did it contain your conpassion-circuit, too?" he asked, suddenly
cat chi ng on.

"Even so, nortal."

"Well come on, Jann,"” Dillinghamcried, renmenbering sonething. "W have a
student strike to deal with, back at the University. Oyster will kill me if I
don't nmanage to relieve the siege before all his files are gone!"

CHAPTER SEVEN
"Now here is the problem of your contract,'

Trach said. "G eep transferred it to

Ra, so—
Judy was al nost convinced that Trach was not the nonster he appeared. He had
not, after all, eaten her when he had the opportunity, and certainly he was the

essence of politeness. He clained to be a vegetarian reptile, and if he were not
fattening her up for a later feast..

"Does that mean it wasn't a nistake? The trolls—y being on the—=2"

"They don't nmake nistakes of that nature,” he said reassuringly. "You are on
their list."

"To die in the radium m nes?" Maybe it would be preferable to be eaten by a

di nosaur! "How coul d the nuck-a-nuck do such a terrible thing? | trusted himto
hel p ne!"

"Merely good business practice. Nothing personal. He woul dn't be nuck-a-nuck if
he wasted d eep's credit status. Fifty pounds of frunpstiggle—

"He told nme a hundred!" she said indignantly.

"That was to inprove your self-imge. It was his inpression that you were overly
dependent on Dr. Dillingham and | acked confidence in your own dental abilities."

"But I'mnot a dentist! | can't do prosthodontic—=
"Pretty sharp judge of character, that nuck-a-nuck. You do | ack confidence."
"Ch, shut up!"

"At any rate, he did help you. He notified me, knowing that | would arrange
sonet hing. That's ny business, after all—-arranging things for nutual profit and
my own. Unfortunatel y—

"You don't have fifty pounds of frunpstiggle?"

"As a matter of fact, | have considerably nore, thanks to a generous settl enent
on Dr. Dillingham and a successful mission at Electrolus. But—

" But —=2"

"But the trolls of Ra are very fussy about allowi ng any entity to depart. Once
they hold a contract—

"They won't let go," she finished grimy.

"Not readily. QGthers in the gal axy have sonme very ugly suspicions about Ra. |f
too many prospective mners were to be rel eased, those suspicions would be anply
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confirmed. Then it would be al nbst inpossible for Ra to buy up contracts, at any
price, and there could be galactic lawsuits for Ra's violation of contractee
rights. There mi ght even be an AUP quarantine for industrial malpractice, and
that would finish Ra."

" AUP?"

"Associ ation of University Presidents. Very potent."

"l see. So | have to take up pick and shovel ?"

"Ch, no. They are very efficient here. You would work in your speciality, caring
for the mners' teeth. Better dentures allow themto consune cruder staples, and
that is nore economical, you see."

"l see again. | don't approve the notive, though."

"Appreciation of Ra nbtives is an acquired taste. In certain respects, there is
nmore need here for nedical and dental assistants than for full Mds or DDSs,
because only short-term neasures are econonical. The radiation, you know. And

you would still be exposed to that."

She nodded. Had she really thought her prospects back on Earth bad?

"l have not relinquished the problem Mss Galland. | nmerely wi sh you to
conprehend its magnitude. Naturally we'll find a way to renove you fromRa."

"l conprehend the nmagnitude. What do | have to do, to escape?”

"You have to obtain a sponsor who is able to influence the troll hierarchy.
can arrange tenporary reprieve, but nmy influence is limted. I"'monly a
diplomat. If | push nmy |uck—=

"The mnes for you too," she said. "WIIl you teach the prisoners diplomacy as
they perish fromradiation?"

"l doubt it would conme to that, but there could be awkwardness. However, |'l]l
see what | can do. | have had experience at a nunber of influential courts."
Judy smled appreciatively, but she had little hope.

Trach had been unduly npbdest about his resources. Wthin six hours there was an
urgent call fromthe Mnarch of Lepidop: he wanted an experienced denta

assi stant and he wanted this particular one. Since his subjects were resistive
to radi um poi soning, a task force of his navy traditionally transported Ra's
annual output of ten pounds pure to the gal actic markets.

He had, in short, influence.

The troll hierarchy swallowed its gall and hastily nade a gift of Judy's
contract to the Monarch, conplinments of the honourable reputation of Ra. To nake
it quite clear where she had conme from they decided to brand her first. O
course, if she were willing to swear never to reveal what she had seen

pl anetside, even this snmall formality m ght be dispensed with..

Judy contenplated the sizzling branding iron, thought about the difficulty she
woul d have sitting down thereafter, and saw her courage go up in steam She
agreed not to talKk.

Then the troll released her hair and she fell to the fl oor

Trach took her to Lepidop hinself. This was a favour she appreciated | ess than
she night have, for his ship was a frightening rattletrap. But she suspected
that this was Trach's way of saving his own reptilian hide, for the trolls of Ra
surely were aware of his part in Lepidop's demand, and woul d not delay unduly in
attenpting to resettle the score. Nice world, Ra.

Lepidop, in contrast, was truly beautiful. Iridescent filns decorated its
aesthetic continents, and rainbows were reflected fromits shining oceans.

The ship jolted to rest on a platformnounted on a spire about two miles above
the surface. July was afraid the weight of the ship would coll apse the

i nsubstantial edifice, but there was no sag or trenor. They energed to neet the
Lepi dops.

"Butterflies!" Judy exclained. "Wat narvellous w ngs!"

"This is Lepidop," Trach rem nded her gently. "Capital world of the declining
Lepi dopteran Enpire. But you are right to conplinent their wi ngs: Leps are
subject to flattery. Now the honour guard will insist on conveying you
personally to the Monarch, and | don't see how you can refuse."

"An honour guard? |I'mthe one who's flattered! And | want to thank the Mnarch
effusively for saving ne fromRa. Wiy should | refuse?"
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"Well, their node of transportation is not to every creature's taste. | would
prefer to walk, nyself. But since | amnot permtted within the pal ace environs,
I shall nerely relay ny conplinments and depart for nmy next mssion.”

"You' re goi ng?" Her original distrust of himwas as though it had never been
Trach was as nice a dinosaur as she had ever net. "I thought—

"Some of the finer architectural structures are delicate, and |'mrather solid,"
he expl ai ned. An understatenent; she judged he wei ghed several tons. "But the
Monarch is basically a kindly fellow, don't let his gruffness fool you. And

beware of palace intrigues. I"msure he'll treat you well, provided—=
"But howdo I find Dr. DillinghanP"
"I''"l'l notify the University of Dentistry. They'll advise himin due course. You

just stay put and wait for word. It nmay take a while."

She had ot her questions, suddenly pressing now that Trach was about to | eave
her. But the nan-sized butterflies were upon them a fluttering phal anx.

"Provi ded what?" she whi spered urgently.

"M ss Earthbi ped?" a translator inquired. She didn't see the instrunment, but
hardly needed to. There was always a translator within earshot on civilized

pl anets, except for places |like deep where such machi nery was inconveni ent, and
Enen, where they couldn't afford the expense. She automatically associated the
translation with the speaker, as she had once associated sub-titles with foreign
speech in Earth novies.

"This is Mss Glland of Earth," Trach said formally. She had to pick up the

i ntroduction through the translator, for he was speaking directly in

Lepi dopteran. He was a phenonenal |inguist! "Sunmoned by the Monarch, for denta
assi stancy and hygiency." And privately to her: "Provided he lives."

"This way, honoured guest," the lead butterfly said, spreading his huge yellow
wi ngs as he turned. Judy followed himto an ornate and fragile little cage, the
other butterflies falling in around her and matching her step. "Enter the roya
carriage."

She hesitated, the Ra experience fresh in her nenory. This thing had neither
wheel s nor runners, and white bars encircled it. It rem nded her of a |obster
trap. But Trach gave her a thunbs-up signal fromacross the platform and she
had to trust himagain. She opened the latticed gate and clinbed in.

The fit was tight, vertically, and there was no proper seat; evidently this had
been designed for a reclining butterfly. A narrow section of the top was peaked:
space for folded wings to project.

The yell ow butterfly closed the gate with one of his six small |egs. She
arranged hersel f hal f-supi ne, propped agai nst one el bow so she could wave to
Trach. Then the others circled the cage, picked up threads hanging fromits
sides, and beat the white wings in unison while the yellow called the cadence.
"Hup! Two! Three! Four!" she heard, not certain whether there was a translator,
or at least a little transcoder in the cage, or whether her own nmind was doing
it. "Hup!... Hup!..."

Suddenly they were aloft: butterflies, cage and Judy—elingi ng desperately to the
bars. No wonder Trach had been nervous about the transportation. But it was too
|ate to protest now.

They flew over the edge of the platform and she closed her eyes to stop the
vertigo. Two mles in the air—wth only butterfly wings and sl ender threads to
support her! Did the Monarch often travel this way? Was that what Trach had
meant by his hasty warning: the Monarch would treat her well, provided he |ived?
Let one thread snag, one wing falter..

But the cadence was steady, and she was reassured that they were not about to
drop her. She watched the aerial |ife of Lepidop: brown-wi nged butterflies, grey
ones, green ones and blue, gliding their nmyriad ways. A nunber carried bags in
two or three hands, as though they had been shopping, and others clustered and
whirled in dazzling md-air ganes.

Yet Trach had said the Lepi dopteran Enpire was decli ning.

The pal ace was a trenmendous silken nest, with massed strands fornm ng gl eam ng
geonetric patterns that glowed prismatically in the slanting sunlight. At every
nexus a pastel-wi nged butterfly perched, gently fanning the air.
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"Air-conditioning!" she murnured.

The cage cane to rest in a cushiony chanber, and the bearers |l et go the threads.
Judy di senbarked cautiously, and found the seeningly tenuous webbing quite
strong. It gave a little under her feet, adding bounce to her step, and was in
fact rather fun to walk on. Trach woul d have put a foot through, however.

The yellow butterfly led the way to the throne room This was a splendid chanber
whose | ofty arches reached into a nebul ous web-flung dome and whose furniture
was all of stressed silk. Upon the mghty yet delicate throne reclined the ruler
of the planet and enpire.

The Monarch was old. His torso was stiff and scal ey, his antennae drooped, and
his wi ngs were dead white cardboard. Had he been human, she would have assessed
his age at an infirmeighty. She knew i medi ately that he had no teeth.

Wiy, then, had he wanted a dental assistant? Had his demand been nade purely as
a favour to Trach, or was there nore to it?

"My dear, cone here," the Mnarch whispered, and the translator conveyed jointly
beni gn and inperative tonality.

She stepped up to him inpressed by his bearing despite his antiquity. It was no
| onger a nystery why Trach had been concerned for the Monarch's life. It was as
though the very act of speaking night termnate his span

"You care for teeth?"

"Yes, Your Majesty," she replied, deciding not to quibble over descriptions. She
was no dentist, but she did take care of teeth.

"You have experience with— here he paused to regain his shallow breath.

"Lepi dop nmandi bul ars?"

"On ny world, butterflies don't have teeth."

"Interesting. On Lepidop (another breath), prinmates don't have teeth." He

| aughed—a painful rattle, even in translation. "But | suppose you (breath) don't
have genui ne | epids, any (breath) nore than we have real primates. (Breath,
breath) It is nmerely a con (breath) veni ence of expression.”

Judy was happy to agree. This royal butterfly had no connection to any Earthly
creature, just as Judy Galland had no connection to any gal actic bi ped. The
Monarch was not stupid, but he was rapidly weakening fromthe effort of
conversation. Guffness was hardly the problem a fatal over-sociability m ght
be.

"Di snissed,"” the Mpnarch snapped.

Two snall purple Leps hurried her out of the chanber. "He's obnoxi ous when

bal ked, " one confided to her. "But he'll die soon, fortunately," the other said.
This irritated her unreasonably. "Now stop that! | think he's very nice, and
won't have you sayi ng such things behind his back."

The butterflies tittered, and she realized that she had chosen a poor figure of
speech that the translator had rendered literally. There was no "behind" for a
butterfly's back; there was only "above". And that ruined the sentinent. She had
made a fool of herself to no purpose. Their renmarks mi ght even have been well

i ntenti oned—and were probably true.

Well, Trach had told her to beware of palace intrigues. She had probably already
put her foot in it by speaking out thoughtlessly. She would be nore carefu
hencef ort h.

They showed her to a private chanber without further comment and |eft her. There
was a galactic all-purpose unit that took care of all conceivable and sone

i nconcei vabl e physi cal needs, and she had | earned how to squeeze entertai nnent
froma standard translator. "Sing ne a ballad," she directed it. And it did.

The Monarch sunmoned her to another audi ence next day. He was considerably nore
af f abl e, and she suspected that the court mnions had dutifully relayed her
remarks to him She had spoken automatically, but she had defended the Nbonarch.
Had she been negatively inpressed, she m ght have said sonething entirely
different, with no nore thought. O just let it pass. Little accidents like this
could nmake all the difference, as she knew from her experience with patients on
Earth. That was one reason dental assistants were usually personable and
cautious about giving opinions. Usually.

Now she alnost felt guilty for speaking out, as though she had deliberately
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pl ayed politics. Maybe, subconsciously she had.

But still the Monarch had no teeth, so could have no use for her. She was
enbarrassed, holding her little case of instrunents. What politics was he

pl ayi ng?

"My dear, | like your spirit. (Breath) Mst visitors praise nme |avishly (breath)

to ny antennae, but sneer (breath) behind their wi ngs. How would (breath) you
like to visit ny past?"

"Your Majesty, | don't understand."

"I amforty-two years old," he said. The translator had rendered the tinme span
into her terns, just as the all-purpose unit had created |ight and darkness to
mat ch her Earthly pattern of day and night. But it was a surprise. The Monarch
was just about the sane age as Dr. Dillinghami "W Lepids have | esser |ifespans
(breath) than sone of you | andbound forms. But then we (breath) have greater
abilities. So lifeis fair."

She had little basis to object, yet the Mnarch's abilities were obviously |ong
past. "I don't know how to—+to visit your past. |I'msorry."

"Of course you don't, ny dear. (Breath) | shall take you. Ten years; | (breath)
have strength enough for that.!

Whatever it was, if it required strength it was best discouraged. He could

af ford no superfluous expenditures of energy. "I don't see what this has to do
with dental hygiene, Your Mjesty. Wiy take nme?"

"G ve ne your hand," the Mnarch said. "Ch, you have only two. (Breath) Awkward,
but | suppose you're used to it."

"Yes." Hesitantly she held out one of her few hands, and he took it with one of
his stick-thin nenbers. H's grasp was so feeble that she was afraid to cl ose her
fingers; even her lightest grip mght crush his chitinous appendage.

He shuddered. Sonething like a mild shock went up her arm Then there was a
strange shimer. A wave of dizziness passed over her

Ten years," the Minarch said with pride. "My subjects can nmanage no nore than
five, even in their prines."

She di sengaged her hand fromhis surprisingly strong grip and | ooked at him
wonderi ng whether he could be senile. A decade could not be wi shed away.

H s wings were orange. His body was full. H's antennae were erect. He | ooked
twenty years younger.

Judy felt strange. Her clothing did not fit confortably. Her blouse was | oose,
her skirt tight, her shoes wong. She felt gangling and her face itched. Wat
was w ong?

"And now | have ny teeth again,

he said, snmiling. And he did. "O course they

are not in good condition, and in five nore years | lost thementirely. But with
your care and advice | may be able to preserve them | onger."
This seenmed to answer an inportant question, but she hardly heard him "I'm

younger too!" she excl ai ned.

"Naturally. So is the palace, the planet, the galaxy. This is nmy past."

"Time travel ? That's inpossible!"

"I nmpossi ble for you, certainly. And for nobst species. That is why | was able to
extend my enpire so readily, though it is drifting away now that mnmy powers have
declined. "

"But what about paradox? | nean—

"There is no conflict. We are ten years younger, and the universe is ten years
younger, but we are not of it, precisely. The full explanation would be too
techni cal for your conprehension. W nerely experience, we do not affect, except
for our own bodies."

Judy shook her head. "How could you conquer an enpire if you couldn't use your
talent to affect it?"

"Sinple. | travel to a foreign planet, then | visit its past and neke notes.
Then | conprehend its vulnerability, and in the present | exploit it. No eneny
strategy is a surprise to nme, nor can it ever be, unless it dates from beyond ny
own lifetime."

"Your Majesty, it still doesn't nake sense. | see you younger, and | seemto be
about sixteen nyself. But when | was really sixteen | was a high-school girl on
Earth, ruining ny teeth with cola. So this can't be—=
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"It is nmy past, ny dear, not yours. You becone younger nerely to stay in phase
with ne. | would take you to Earth and show you that school of yours, but ny
mgrating years are over and no ship will respond to our touch now. You nay | ook
at Lepidop instead."

"Don't tell me you mgrated between planets w thout ships!"

"Don't tell you? Very well, you shall remain ignorant of that talent." The
Monarch preceded her to a silken parapet walling off a bulging room so that
they actually stood outside the body of the castle. Beyond it the col ourfu
butterflies danced in the early dusk, whirling in colums of turbul ence. "See,
the chrono gives the date," he said, gesturing towards a huge cl ock-tower about
a mle distant. "Just over ten years ago."

She was the clock but did not know howto read its synbols. She was coning to
believe that they had travel |l ed back; nothing el se expl ai ned the phenonena. She
was younger; she could not be deceived about a thing |ike that. The Mnarch now
had plenty of breath and physical vigour, and he did have renmarkabl e powers.

A yel |l ow messenger |ighted on the parapet. July stepped back, but the insect
took no note of her or the Monarch. The yell ow nouth parts were noving, but she
heard no translation. Naturally not, she realized when she considered it: the
machi nes coul d not have been programmed for English ten years before she cane.
They woul d be inoperative for her—and of course unnecessary for the natives.
Then how, she wondered sharply, was she able to hear and conprehend the
Monarch's present speech?

"My dear," he remarked, "your thought processes are so delightfully open. The
phase applies to the translators too, but only for you and ne. W cannot

communi cate with the creatures of this tine, or indeed make oursel ves known to
themin any way. | heard no nore than you did, just then."

"Ch," she said, nore perplexed than ever

A thick-bodied, furry antennaed drab noth arrived on foot. It gazed out over the
parapet a nonent as though envious of the aerial cerenpnies beyond, then | owered
its head to the wall. A trenmendous tongue uncurled and brushed the tight strands
that forned the parapet and all the castle/palace. She saw with shock that its
wi ngs had been partially clipped, so that it could not fly.

"The nenials conme out at night," the Monarch nurnured distastefully. "W don't
associate with them of course, but we recognize that they do have to clean the
grounds sonetine."

"The noths? They do the work?"

"That is the natural order, since they are basically inferior. W nerely relieve
them of the onus of nmmking decisions. No doubt they are happier than we are."
The noth hardly | ooked happy. It seenmed resigned, feeling no frustration, apart
fromthat one glance outside, because it had no hope. She started to voice a
protest at this callousness of the Mnarch, but he spoke first: "We'll return to
the throne-room You shall instruct nme on caring for ny teeth."

That was ri ght—the Mnarch had teeth now This was one thing she was qualified
to do. "Suppose | clean your teeth while | explain about the procedures?"
"Excellent." He settled on the throne and opened his nouth. His teeth were
surprisingly simlar to those of a human being: twenty four of them divided
into incisors and nolars, sixteen and eight respectively. No cuspids. Nornal
occlusion. That, as galactic dentition went, was practically, identical to her
own set.

She brought out her instruments, set up the sterilizer, and tied a protective
cloth about his furry neck. This was awkward, because his head was not attached
ina famliar manner, but she had | earned not to let such details interfere. She
lifted a seal er and began to check

"Your teeth are not in the best condition, I"'mafraid,” she remarked. "There's a
good deal of erosion, and the guns—
"Quch!"

"Are a trifle tender. You need the attention of a dentist."

"Allow a noth to touch nmy royal teeth?" he demanded i ncredul ously.

Ch-oh. "Don't you have any butterfly dentists?"

"Certainly not. No butterfly would soil his dignity by learning a trade."
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"Trade? Dentistry is a profession."”

"Kingship is a profession, nmy dear. | would have any subject who fell so |ow as
to practise a manual art put under the lights."
The 1ights?"

"Executed, to enploy a euphem sm You would not care to know the details, ny
charnming alien hygienist.”" Then he fathonmed her thought. "No, there is no such
restriction on aliens; we understand that the ways of the galaxy differ from
ours peculiarly. No stigma attaches to you. You are not at fault for having been
hat ched on a barbarian world."

That did not allay all her concerns, but she let it pass. Judy was beginning to
appreciate the full extent of the problem No wonder the Monarch had | ost all
his teeth.

"Well, | can show you how to extend the |ife of your teeth, but it's already
pretty late. Too nuch danage has al ready been done."

Ten years is not far enough back?"

"I'"'msorry, Your Myjesty, it isn't."

"Expl ai n anyway. "

She continued to work, cleaning away the i nmedi ate resi due of what appeared to
be years of neglect. "Oral prophylaxis is nmuch nore than just cleaning the
teeth. The whol e nouth, the entire habitat has to be considered. The food of
primtive species tends to be hard, tough and gritty, and it cleans the teeth
naturally. But civilized foods tend to be soft and sticky, and nmany essentia

nutrients are refined out. And sugar—processed saccharine—well, it's best to
stay away fromit, if you value your teeth."
"But | | ove sweet foods!"

"Your teeth have already infornmed nme of that. If you insist on eating sweets, at
| east keep your teeth clean at all tinmes. Atruly clean tooth cannot decay. And
it is inportant to disturb the natural bacteria in your nouth regularly, for
some of these attack the enamel of your teeth. You can't elinminate all bacteria,
but you can rout them out and keep them unconfortable, so that they never have a
chance to nmultiply and nmass agai nst your teeth."

"You are beginning to nake sense,” the Mnarch said. "But how do | keep them

cl ean?”

"You brush them for one thing.

She brought out a toothbrush, one of the few

remai ning from her original supply. Well, when they were gone, they were gone.
"I"'msure you have better instrunents and better systens at Lepi dop, but the
principle is constant: get themclean. Now |I'l| denonstrate the best way to

clean off the surfaces, then you can do it yourself after every neal."

" But —

It was her turn to divine his thought. "This can't be considered nanual | abour
It's hygiene. Only the nost finicky and enlightened persons practise it. C ean
teeth are a mark of, er, nobility."

"Naturally," he replied, having known it all the tine.

"But brushing isn't enough." She brought out a spool of dental tape, "This is
more difficult but nore inportant. You have to pass the tape between your teeth,
like this—

"Quch!"
"Now that didn't hurt, Your Majesty! You just expected it to. You pass it
bet ween your teeth and pull it back and forth a little, and it polishes the

surfaces the brush can't reach. Darn these inexperienced adol escent fingers of
nm ne! There. And right there, in the crevices between the teeth, is where food
is nost likely to collect, and where the undi sturbed bacteria will feed and
multiply in their own contented microcosm You no nore want to ignore these

pl aces than you want to ignore an assassin in your palace. Bacteria are
assassins to your teeth.”

"Suddenly | understand you very well! Gve ne that tape!"

His digits were much stronger than they had been when he was ol d. Before | ong he
became proficient in both brushing and taping.

"Now," he said, "I begin to weary. Take ny hand."

She took it, thinking he needed help, but as the vertigo passed over her she
realized that they were junping forward again in tine.
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She was twenty-six again, her clothing fitted snugly, and the Mnarch was back
at forty-two/eighty-odd. His wings were bl eached, his antennae sagged.

"But |ook," he gasped before she left. "Teeth!"

He was right. They were so dilapidated as to be al nbst usel ess, but they were
there and they seened clean. "You took care of theml" she cried, delighted.

"For ten (breath) long years." He flopped on the throne, exhausted. "Di snissed."

It was several days before the Mnarch sumoned her again. "It is very tiring,
revisiting the past," he explained. "And tedious, follow ng your instructions.
But it saved ny teeth for five years |onger than they |asted before. You gave
good advice."

"I tried to," she said, but the whol e busi ness amazed her. How could they really
have travelled back in time? But if they hadn't, how had the Monarch recovered
his teeth? They were not good teeth, but they were genuine.

Ten years were not enough to grant ne perfect dentures," he said. "Wuld twenty
years do it?"

Twenty years were equivalent to forty in his life, she renenmbered. He would be
hal f his present age—Hardly past his prinme. "It might."

"Take ny hand."

She obeyed while protesting. "But your Majesty. The strain—

The di zzi ness overcanme her, worse than before.

When she regained equilibrium things had changed drastically. The Monarch was
tremendous—wi ce his original size—and the throne had expanded to match. His
wings were brilliant orange delicately veined, bordered on the fringes with a
doubl e row of white spots set in black. H's torso was full and strong, his
antennae were long and firm He was a splendid figure of an insect.

And his teeth, as he snmiled, were fine and even. He had done it: he had taken
them back to the tine before dietary dissipation and dental negl ect had danaged
his teeth irreparably.

But Judy was in trouble. She | ooked at herself. Her clothing hung upon her in
gross festoons, her shoes were |ike boxes, and her dental case was inpossibly
heavy.

She had | ost two decades. Physically, she was six years ol d.

"Come fly with me, ny dear," the Mnarch said. "This is ny tine of power."

"But |'mnot dressed!" she wail ed.

"Neither am|. Does it matter?"

What use to debate with a butterfly about clothing! Her blouse was now as big on
her as a dress, and far |ess neatly shaped. She belted it around her nmiddle with
a strand of dental tape and di scarded nuch of the rest of her apparel. It would
have to do

They went to the parapet, its outer bulge now swollen into a | arge bal cony. "But
you sai d equi pnrent woul dn't work for you here," she protested, renmenbering what
he had said ten years later (three or four days ago, subjective tine). "How can
you fly?"

"You jest, ny dear," he said benignly, and hooked four hands into the back of
her bl ouse-dress. She screeched as the dental tape snapped and she had to
scranble to avoid conpl ete déshabill é.

The Monarch fl exed his handsonme wings. Air blasted down, and then they were
aloft. By the time she managed to knot her outfit securely about her, the pal ace
had fallen away and the ground was al ready awesonely far bel ow.

Now she was gl ad she weighed so little. Her blouse was good nylon, but..
"Material power," the Mnarch said as they flew "It has been clained by sages
on ny world and perhaps even on yours that this can not bring happi ness, but
assuredly it can. At this nonment in the span of ny reign | control seventy
systems, each with one or nore habitable planets, and | hold a virtual mnonopoly
on the distribution of Ra radiumthroughout the galaxy. | have phenonenal

weal th, and even the |lowiest of nmy subjects live in ease. Look there?"

She peered as he swooped | ow. There was a silver city with mnarets and flying
buttresses, each structure bedecked with scores of bright green butterflies. It
was as beautiful a nunicipality as she had ever seen

"I's this your capital ?" she asked.
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He | aughed resoundingly. This is Luna—the slumcity of Lepi dop. Every occupant
is a nth. See the ugly spots on those w ngs."
The spots were not ugly to her. "Luna noths,"
"And | ook there!" he said, noving on

It was a forest, but |ike none she had known on Earth. Each huge tree was

barrel -shaped, its foliage on the outside, its fruit hanging inside. She |earned
that when the fruit becane ripe it dropped so that nore could be grown on the
same stem There was preservative gas within the hollow centre, so that the tree
gradually filled with its own fresh fruit, a natural storehouse. There was
enough stockpiled in this one forest to feed several cities for nonths.

"And there!"

Now t hey came upon an ocean of water-colour-paint water. Geysers pluned fromits
sparkling depths into the sky, form ng anbi ent vapour-scapes of every |lovely
hue. Swallowtails spun within these falling msts, spraying rainbows fromtheir
Wi ngs.

"This is ny enpire," the Monarch said. "This is power, this is beauty, this is
joy." And Judy had to agree.

They returned to the palace. "Wy don't you build a dental clinic in this tinge,"
she inquired, "so that no citizen needs to have |ived w thout proper care: The
best food is wasted if your teeth are poor, and no one can be happy when he has
a toot hache."

"What | do now can only affect nyself," he rem nded her. "And you, to a | esser
extent. But in our normal time | shall build a clinic for the future."

She checked his teeth. "There is sone damage, but |'m sure that proper care wll
preserve these for the rest of your life," she said. "Brush themafter every
meal , and brush the rest of your nouth too, to disturb the bacteria. Use the
dental tape, don't eat any nore processed carbohydrates than you really have to,
and have your nouth checked every six nonths."

"But who will do the checking?"

That noth probl em again! And of course the Mpnarch could not sumobn any
off-world dentist to work on his teeth, in this flashback status. "I suppose
you'll just have to do the best you can by yourself. That isn't ideal, but it
will certainly help."

Then she cleaned his teeth carefully, though her tiny six-year-old hands were
clumsy at so specialized a task. She reviewed himon the techni ques of

dental -prophylaxis until she was satisfied that he knew exactly what to do.
Finally they returned to the present. There was sonme awkwar dness about her
tangl ed clothing that armused the Monarch, but he was too fatigued to | augh |ong.
He col | apsed al nost inmediately, frightening her. Twenty years seened to have
been a terrific strain on his system

The Monarch was old again, but did seemto be in better health than before, as
though his attention to diet had hel ped nore than his teeth. And his teeth were
i mproved; he was still able to chew nobst foods w thout disconfort.

If human beings had the ability to inpart their know edge to their younger

sel ves, as the Monarch had done, they mght all have superior teeth, she thought
wistfully.

she mur nur ed.

Mont hs passed. Judy was well treated at the palace, and fromtinme to tine
(figuratively) the Mnarch summoned her for conversation. He was inordinately
proud of his preserved teeth, and gave her full credit for the advice that had
in effect restored them But her service to himhad ended; she could |eave

Lepi dop at any tinme she found sonmewhere better to go.

Yet there was a certain lingering dissatisfaction. His teeth were not perfect,
and she knew that he conceal ed occasi onal pains, not wanting to admt this flaw
inthe gift. It would have been so nuch better for himto have had the regul ar
supervision of a dentist (even a noth dentist!), for the patient sinply could
not do everything for hinself.

She was increasingly nervous, too, because she had not heard fromthe

Uni versity. Trach was | ong gone and she had no idea how to reach him She night
have placed an interplanetary call, but this was expensive and she did not have
a planet to reach. He could be anywhere in the gal axy.
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Had the di nosaur notified those authorities of her whereabouts? Had they in turn
notified Dr. Dillinghan? Had he been interested enough to put in a requisition
for her, or whatever it was at this |level ? She had supposed that Dr. Dillingham
had been satisfied with her perfornance, back on Earth, and m ght |ike to have
her as his assistant again. But as a University adm nistrator he would rate the
best, and she coul d not delude herself about her status there. She was used to
hi s manneri sms and i ndivi dual techni ques, and that was all.

She made use of the conprehensive Lepidop library of dental information,
studying the configurations of the dentures of a thousand alien species. She
visited the lowy noth dentists, and found them a good deal nore know edgeabl e
than the opinion of the butterflies suggested. She asked the translator about
the university—+ts procedures and hi erarchy. She waited.

Not hi ng. Either the nessage had not got through, or Dillingham was not

i nterested. She was hel pl ess.

"l have had a taste of better health,” the Mnarch said, shaking his faintly
orange wings. "It incites nme to desire nore. If twenty years did this, what

m ght thirty do?"

That woul d be equivalent to sixty, by her scale. He would in effect be twenty—at
the very prine of life. O course, nothing short of a conplete overhaul fromthe
monent of conception on would provide himw th absolutely perfect teeth, but—
"If | begin caring for my teeth in the flush of ny youth, at the time | first
energed fromthe chrysalis, they will remain strong forever!" he cried.

She kept forgetting that the butterfly lifecycle differed fromher own. Perhaps
that was tine enough.

"Cone, ny dear—take ny hand."

She tried to stop herself, but his word conpelled her just as though she were a
butterfly subject. "Wait!" she cried, suddenly realizing what thirty years woul d
mean to her. "I can't go back to—

And the vertigo overcame her

It was nmuch worse than before. She felt as though she were being turned inside
out through the mouth and dipped in Ilye. She felt, she fought, she expired, she
energed i nto—

Ni ght mare

The choking crying bl eeding masma of extinction. Her arns were bound in nunmmy
wr appi ngs, her eyeballs were rotten. She screaned with the soundl essness of an
angui shed ghost. Maggots were feeding on her tongue, flanes on her w ngs.

She had tried to go back to four years before she had been born

But it was not her own demi se she experienced. The Monarch was dead. Hi s ancient
husk of a body dangl ed from her hand when she stood, and when she tried to |et
go his desiccated appendage it fell apart.

"Murderous alien!" the purple court butterflies cried, discovering her in her
guilt. "You nmade the Monarch attenpt the inpossible. You crucified himon your
short |ife-span, and he is four years defunct, and now the Enpire will fall!"
Judy found no way to protest. She had led himon to it, however unwittingly.
"You shall die the death of a thousand lights!" they screaned. "Mdths shall spit
on your renmins!"

They put her with all her possessions in a cocoon tower near the apex of the
castle. She could see beyond the strands to overl ook the |ovely countryside, but
she coul d not break the tough webbing or force it apart in order to escape. It
was like invisibly barbed wire. In any event, it was a long, long fall to the
moat, and sharkli ke beetle | arvae cruised that dreary channel

Butterflies swooped fromthe sky, their wings translucent in the sun. Each
carried a beaner pointed towards Judy's prison. Sone of these rods were silver,
sonme bl ack, sone green—all the hues of Lepidop. The insects zooned at her in
single file, and from each weapon a narrow | i ght speared into her cage.

At first she flung herself aside, trying to avoid the profusions of beans, but

she coul d not escape themall. Then she discovered that they did not hurt her
They were nmerely lights, that illuminated her prison nonentarily and faded
harm essly.

Was the execution, then, a bluff?
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Pai n bl ossonmed in her leg. One of those lights was a | aser

An hour and several scorches |later she figured it out. At irregular intervals a
butterfly woul d approach carrying an orange rod—the col our matching the w ngs of
the dead Monarch. This was the | aser—the beam she had to avoid.

But it was nervous work. She had to watch every butterfly, and there were al ways
several in sight. The beaners were not easy to see until alnbst within effective
range, so she had only a nonent to spot the orange one and dodge its pencil-thin
sword of heat. The web-flung bars of the cage inhibited her view at critica
monents, too. The beans were sonehow set to have effect only in her vicinity;

t hey passed through the cage strands harnl essly, and di ssi pated beyond the
cocoon. She was the only target; when her attention | apsed, she got stung.

So far the wounds had been painful but not critical. Eventually a |l aser would be
sure to strike an eye or sone other vital spot, and then..

The death of a thousand lights. She understood it now. A hundred thousand
threats, one thousand actual attacks. One or two strikes she could forget; ten
or twenty she could suffer through; one or two hundred she could survive with
proper nedical attention. But a thousand would surely finish her. Those she
managed to avoid still took their toll, for she could not relax at any tine
whil e watching for them and sleep would be inpossible.

Sonetinmes one |aser followed another consecutively. Sonetines half an hour
passed between shots, though the innocent-light butterflies swooped past
steadily at intervals of five to ten seconds. The average | aser cane around
fifteen mnutes. That woul d be four an hour, she cal cul ated feverishly, or

al nrost a hundred in a twenty-four hour span

It woul d take ten days for the torture to expend itself. Far |onger than she
could remain alert. Eventually she would sink into unconsciousness, fromfatigue
i f not from wounds.

The death of a thousand lights.

Her eyes ached. The constantly onconing butterflies blurred. They no | onger
seened beautiful; they were wings of horror. Al ways one passing close, its light
ai m ng, stabbing. Al ways one a few seconds behind, its beaner lost in the

di stance. And others, trailing back into the sky—an om nous parade of beating

Wi ngs.

She cried out. She had nodded off without realizing it, hypnotized by the
steadily cruising, flexing wings. A laser had scored, singeing a strand of her
hair and scorchi ng one shoulder. It was as though a white hot poker had been

j ammed agai nst her, destroying flesh and bone to a depth of a quarter inch and
cauterizing its own wound.

Ni ght canme, but no relief. Now the noths were marshalled to the task, their rods
softly glowing in the sanme array of colours. This was no favour to her, she
knew. She had to be given a chance to spot the orange ones. O herw se her vigi
woul d be usel ess, and she would have sinply to lie down and | et the beans cone.
That woul d renove half the torture and shorten its duration

She nodded of f again, and was struck again—but this tinme she had been fortunate
enough to pick up alnpbst thirty mnutes of sleep. That enabled her to remain
alert for several npbre hours.

Then the blurring resuned, and woul d not be denied. She had a tightening
headache, and she knew that the | ong dismal end was com ng. She woul d waste
hersel f away, fighting it, but her point of no-hope was incipient. Al she had
wanted to do was to rejoin Dr. Dillingham the cruellest part of it all was his
failure to respond. He woul d have responded, she was sure now, had he been told.
Maybe the University had buried the nessage as crackpot. Maybe he already had a
t horoughly conpetent gal actic assistant..

She chided herself for feeling sorry for herself, then reacted angrily: now was
the best of all times to feel sorry for herself!

A larger light showed in the distance. She thought it was the rising Lepidop
sun, and narvell ed that the night should have passed so quickly. But it seened
to be star-shaped. And not natural. Wth an effort she unblurred enough to make
out the glint of netal. A machine of sone sort, flying through the air, but no
aer opl ane!

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Prostho%20PIlus.txt (78 of 88) [1/19/03 8:28:03 PM]



file:/11F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Prostho%20Pl us.txt

Fromit a searchlight-sized beam energed, sweeping across the planet. Was this
the final |aser?

She screaned involuntarily as the huge |ight found her and bat hed her

blindingly, but she did not burn. The machi ne came down its headlight as though
it were an Earthly | oconotive. She could nmake out no detail of its shape.

Her cage exploded. She felt herself falling, still blinded. She heard the
chitter of untranslated noth protests. Sonething hard caught her arm and haul ed
her up roughly.

"None but | shall do himdie!" a netal voice boormed. Now she knew she was

hal l uci nating, for translators could not fly. "And thou willst join himthere."
"I know that!" she snapped hysterically. "At |least give ne sone butter for these
little burns..."

And that was strange, for she was not the hysterical type. She wondered when the
end woul d cone.

CHAPTER EI GHT

"Doctor, you need an assistant," Oyster said. He had retracted al nost entirely
into his shell for an executive snooze, but the ubiquitous translators picked up
his watery munbl e and spewed it forth full-volune in English.

An assistant? Dillingham had al ready conme to that conclusion. He sat behind such
a towering nound of paperwork that he could not properly attend to his duties.
In fact, he could not always even renenber his official title correctly, with so
much el se cluttering his mnd. At any noment he coul d be popped off to some
simpl e assignment that invariably turned out to be nurderously complex in
detail .

Actual Iy, no paper was involved. But conputerized busy-work and multilingual red
tape anpbunted to the same thing. Every tiny plastic card, of the thousands on
hi s desk, represented sonme probl em of some student that he had to rectify in
some manner. Yes, he needed help on the interm nable details of his office. He
had had no assistant since |leaving Earth, and he had never fully adapted to that
| ack. How he wi shed he could take a mi d-session snooze, as Oyster was doi ng now
Oyster's assistant was Mss Tarantula, a marvel of arachnid efficiency. In the
office or the operatory, at the University or in the field, her eight arns
seenmed to tie up every |l oose thread before it appeared. It was because of her
that Oyster's desk was clear, and Dillinghamrealized jealously that if he had
an assistant even half as competent his own desk woul d soon be relieved of its
burden. Yet she tended to make hi m nervous, despite his efforts to repress his
Earthly prejudi ces. She was not really a man-sized spider..

Oyster poked an antenna out of his shell. "Set up a series of interviews for a
prospective assistant,” he said to her. "Land-going, aesthetic, conpetent,
unattached fenal es—

"The first is waiting in the anteroom" Mss Tarantula said. That was the way

she was: anticipatory. "If Dr. Dillinghamcares to interview her now*
"But there's no point in nerely talking with her,"” Dillinghamprotested. "I have
field assignments as well as office routine. | have to know how she functions in

a variety of situations, particularly under stress. If—=

"Naturally," Mss Tarantula said. "You are schedul ed to nake a pronotional tour
of planet Hobgoblin today. She will acconpany you on a trial basis."

"But that's not a stress situation. A routine visit—=

"The director also wi shes you to investigate certain conplaints of a sensitive
nature."

So now it cane out. Debating points with Mss Tarantula was futile. The
slightest twitch of her hairy front |eg brought the web tight. And Oyster

hi nsel f was no slouch at making things routinely inpossible; he seenmed to fee
that this was good practice for the Directorship. Certain conplaints of a
sensitive nature? That meant that half a ms-step could result in a |ynching!
Except for the Jann. The huge robot's meticul ous guardi anship was not entirely

wel come, but was a fact of Dillinghamis newlife. If there were trouble on
Hobgobl i n. .
Dillinghamfelt a headache com ng on. "All right. Brief her and—=

"Al'l taken care of, Doctor," Mss Tarantula said. Naturally. It was not that she
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was hel ping Dillingham for she was hardly concerned with bipedal mammals; it
was that her boss had made a directive and she was being efficient.

The door opened. A grotesque mound of warty blubber slid into the office. It
drifted to rest before Dillingham snelling of castor oil. A black orifice
gaped. "So pleased to neet you, Doctor D, " the translator said. | am M ss
Porkfat, your trial basis assistant."

Aest hetic, conpetent, fenale...

Di | Iingham had no doubt that by the standards of her own species M ss Porkfat
was all of these. And he could not afford to question any of it, |lest he betray
an un-University prejudice of taste.

"Very good, Mss P," he said. "Please arrange passage for three to pl anet
Hobgobl in, and notify the authorities there of our itinerary."

"Three, Doctor?" Her voice, audible just beneath the translation, was pleasantly
nmodul ated, at | east.

"Three. The Jann will be comi ng al ong."

She extruded a snail-like eye-stalk. The orb focused on the shining robot. A
qui ver started there and travelled on down her body before it danpened out.
"Yes, Doctor." She oozed over to a private-line translator, asked for

i nterplanetary, and began maki ng the arrangenents.

Grade A so far, Dillinghamthought as Oyster woke and snmiled benignly from
inside his shell. The Jann robots were supposed to have becone extinct severa
thousand years ago, but their terrible reputation lingered on in galactic

fol klore. Mss Porkfat had excellent presence if her only reaction to the sight
of a functioning Jann was one eyebal | - qui ver

But still she reninded himof infected slug-neat.

The Hobgoblins were surly creatures: short, big-headed, flat-footed, and ugly by
humanoi d standards. "Wat's that Jann doi ng here?" the custons official demanded
in a whine that even the translator caught. "W don't allow sentient robots on
our planet.”

"He—has to travel with me," Dillinghamsaid. It was complicated to explain.
"He'll stay in the |locker, then." The official gestured to the guards. "Put this
tinin the cooler."

The squat troopers advanced on the huge netal creature. Dillingham saw trouble
com ng, but was powerless to circunvent it. The Jann was as deadly a sentient as
the gal axy had ever known, and had sworn to protect Dillinghamfor fifty years.

To do that, he had to stay close. Evidently the inhabitants of this planet had
little respect for past reputations, or they would never have gone near the
Jann.

The uni formed goblins took hold of either arm They were barely able to reach up
that far, and | ooked |ike squat children beside a stern parent. They tugged.
That was all. The Jann did not budge or take overt note of them Fortunately.

Di | Iingham and M ss Porkfat conpleted their business at customs and left. The
Jann foll owed, nonchal antly dragging along the two guards. After a while they

| et go.

So much for protocol. Dillinghamsighed with relief that the robot had not | ost
his metal tenper.

The Hobgoblin O fice of Dentistry was inposing enough, externally. But inside
the fine large building were distressingly backward facilities. This planet
still used nechanical drills, X-rays, and needl e-injected anaesthetics. Quch
A harried goblin technician galloped up. "Wiat do you want? W don't allow
visitors in here. Particularly not aliens.”

"This is the representative fromthe University of Dentistry," Mss Porkfat said
dul cetly. The nearest translator was down the hall a distance, so conversation
was renote. "On a pronotional tour. Your office was inforned."

"l don't need any off-world tub of lard to tell ne what we've been i nforned!
Cone back next week; we're busy now.

M ss Porkfat turned to Dillingham her eye-stalk quivering again. "They prefer
that we return next week, Doctor D."

Sonet hi ng about this exchange rankled. "I heard, Mss P. But this was cleared
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with the authorities before we arrived, and ny schedul e does not permt a

post ponenent." Sone pronotion!

"We're very sorry, but it will have to be today," she inforned the technician.
"Go fry your posterior!"

"I really think—=

“I''l'l handle it, Mss P," Dillinghamsaid, his ire rising. He was not a
tenperanental man, but his position did not allow himto tolerate very nmuch such
i nsol ence. M ss Porkfat was being gentl e when she shoul d have been firm

"You don't have confidence in ne!" she cried, beginning to quiver all over

"It isn'"t that, Mss P~

"Why shoul d he, bl ubbertub?" the goblin demanded.

"I'monly trying to— she began, turning pink. On her, this was inpressive.

"Of course,"” Dillinghamsaid diplomatically. "But in this case—

"WIIl you creeps get out of here?"

"NO" Dillingham shouted at the ugly face.

M ss Porkfat began to dissolve. Literally.

"I think this position is unsuitable for you, Mss P," Dillinghamsaid with as
much conpassi on as he was able to nmuster in the circunmstance. "If you wish to
return to the University and seek an on-campus pl acenent —

She sucked herself together sonmewhat. "Thank you, Doctor D."

"Good riddance, stinky," the goblin said, with as nmuch conpassi on as he coul d
nmust er .

Di I l'i ngham wal ked haughtily by him though privately he suspected that the
goblin was right. This was no job for an assistant who nelted in the face of
conflict with abrasive personalities.

"Wat ch where you're going, stupid!" the goblin screaned. "I said no visitors.
I"1l cl obber you!"

That was his mistake. The Jann, silent until now, booned into anination. "None
but I shall do himdie—forty-nine years, five nonths, thirteen days hence,
Earthtinme," it proclainmed. By the tine the words ceased reverberating, the
goblin was gone, thoroughly cowed.

A non-native was waiting in the next alcove. WIlow, sweet-snelling, with a
cluster of slender blue tentacles and four soft purple eyes: quite aesthetic, in
a surrealistic way.

"Doctor Dillinghan? I was sent by the University to assist you on a trial basis.
| am M ss Anenone."

So M ss Tarantula had anticipated his problemw th Mss Porkfat! Such

conpr ehensi on was fri ghtening.

"Very good," he said. Then, thinking ahead: This is a Jann. He's travelling with
us."

"l observed him A handsone specinen. | hadn't been aware they made robots of
that calibre any nore."
No | oss of control there! Dillingham gl anced down the hall. "And approaching us

i s another native technician."

The Hobgoblin wore a badge of rank that distinguished himas an entity of
nmoderate authority. "No visitors pernitted. Leave at once."

M ss Anenone braced himsquarely. "This is the Assistant Director of the
Uni versity School of—=

"Don't waste ny tinme with your ridicul ous apol ogi es,
"Just get out."

"If you will check our approved itinerary—

"One side, sea-spook." The goblin shouldered by her, intent on Dillingham He
did not get far. "Quch!"

"Ch dear ne, |'mso sorry," she said solicitously. "Did ny spines hurt you? I
hope you will report to the infirmary right away. | certainly wouldn't want the
toxin to get into your system" She |led the way on down the hall while the
goblin rushed off, rubbing his shoul der

So far, so good. Mss Anenbne was not unduly sensitive to abuse, or hel pl ess
before it.

They arrived at the main denonstration room Here the wonders of nodern
Hobgobl in dentistry were displayed: quaint netal restorations, classic plastic

the goblin said brusquely.
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dentures, primtive colour X-ray photographs. Dillinghamviewed thempolitely,
then approached the goblin in charge and began his presentation. "I believe the
Uni versity can enhance aspects of your procedure—

"Who asked it to?"

Dl linghamwas not free to nention the several tourists who had conplained to
the University. That was the unofficial part of his tour. The described synptons
had been vague and di verse, so that no consistent pattern had devel oped, and no
conpl ai ner had actually reported for a University re-check. Thus there was no
solid evidence that Hobgoblian dentistry was at fault—ust a statistica
suspi ci on.

The kind of thing that had to be investigated unobtrusively, for planet
Hobgobl in was sensitive about alien criticism Unlikely as that mght seem from
Dl lingham s i nmedi ate experi ence.

"Perhaps a denonstration of techni qgue— he suggest ed.

"Ch, so the marvell ous University desk jocky wi shes to show the outworl d peons
how to practise!"

Dillinghamignored this. "W mght take a | ook at sone of your problem
patients."” The kind that conplain to the University! he thought eagerly.
"Naturally, if | can denpnstrate the advantages of University traini ng—
"Training, schmaining! If we had your finances, we could afford a nulti-species
dontic anal yser too, and have instant diagnosis of every—“

"You are correct in your inplication that the analyser is one of our nore

i mportant diagnostic tools. But since it is far too expensive for the average
facility, we stress the raw ability of the individual dentist using |oca
equipnent. It is the talent that remains after the—

But the goblin did not |et himrepeat the maxi m he had | earned so arduously from
Oyster. "You claimyou can use ny equi pmrent—and do a better job than I can?"
Since courtesy did not seemto acconplish nuch here, Dillinghamyielded to
tenptation and abandoned it. Unwi sely. "Yes. And so could any University
graduate. "

The goblin swelled with rage—then made an unholy smile, "You' re on, Doc."

He was, indeed, on. In half an hour Dillingham was ensconced in a nodel unit set
up on a stage in an anphitheatre. M ss Anenone had a desk a few paces apart, and
the Jann had a separate booth where he could watch for Dillingham s safety

wi t hout obstructing the view of the audience. Goblin spectators, every one a
qualified dentist, filled the hall.

This was nore than Dillingham had bargai ned on, and he made a nental note never
again to speak precipitously. Meanwhile he had to follow through. Sonmehow things
al ways did become conplicated. He was al nbst getting used to it.

The prosthodontic genius from Galactic U w |l now denonstrate how to handle a
probl em case, " the chief dental goblin announced grandly. "Pay close attention
so you can |l earn how stupid you are."

Al nost every grotesque little face mrrored the chief's resentnment. No doubt of
it: University prestige was on the line. If he failed here, there would be
severe repercussions. He could, in fact, be eased out of the very position he
was in training for: the Directorship of the School of Prosthodontics. The
goblins were striking not at him but at his career—a bl ow the Jann coul d not
foil. Al because of one intenperate renark.

The first patient nounted the stage: a quadrupedal and vaguely equine creature
with colourful bird-1ike plunage.

M ss Anenpne intercepted it. "May | have your nane and pl anet of origin

pl ease?"

"Hor sef eat hers of d ovenhoof,"
teeth.

"Pl ease describe your conplaint."

"My teeth hurt."

There was a nurmur of nasty appreciation fromthe audi ence. Hobgoblin's finest
practitioners were present, and Dillinghamwas sure that every one of them had
had this problem the unspecific response. M ss Anenpne, of course, would not
let it stand at that. She would question the patient gently but firmy,

the creature neighed, show ng trenmendous yell ow
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clarifying and isolating his synptons until she had a fair notion of his rea
conplaint. That was a nmajor part of the duties of a galactic dental assistant:
to get at the facts before the patient saw the dentist, thereby pronoting office
efficiency.

"Dr. Dillinghamwi Il see you now," she said.

There was a chorus of chuckles and a few hoots fromthe audi ence. They knew she
had goofed. Well, he could not afford to correct her now That would only make
it worse. He would have to question the patient hinself—-and nmake sure never to
get into such a situation again with an unfamliar assistant.

It probably was not her fault. Sone dentists preferred to handle virtually
everyt hing thensel ves, and sone assistants were trained to honour this. Probably
she woul d have questioned the patient further had he asked her to do so. But
Dillinghamwas far too busy to break in an assistant in all the little ways that
were sure to turn up. Mss Anenpbne woul d not do.

Hor sef eat hers anbl ed over and bestrode the dental chair, opening his long |arge
mouth. Hi s breath was not sweet.

"Can you localize the area of sensitivity?" Dillinghaminquired, beginning a
routine check with the probe.

"Huh?"

"Where does it hurt?"

"They all hurt. It changes," Horsefeathers said.

Anot her appreciative goblin chuckle. Dillingham began to fear that they had
thrown hima chronic conpl ai ner—ene who woul d object no matter how well off his
teeth were.

"l see you have had extensive prosthodontic restoration,
I ndeed, the mouth was a nmmss of gold.

"Huh?"

"Lot of work done on you."

"Yes. Al right here on Hobgoblin. Lousy job."

Silence fromthe gallery. Dillingham suppressed a smle. "On the contrary. My

vi sual inspection suggests that this work is quite conpetent. However, | shal
take X-rays to be sure there is no underlying problem" He tapped a tooth,
finding it firm "Mss Anenpbne—

Anot her evil gallery chuckle. He | ooked up

M ss Anenbne was gone. A man-sized centi pede occupi ed her desk. "I am M ss
Thousandl egs, your new assistant. M ss Anenpne was call ed away, "

In the mddle of a denobnstration? This was getting too efficient! How had M ss
Tarant ul a known?

He al so noted with surprise that the Jann was gone. The booth was enpty and
there was no famliar glint of robot netal. But he was sure the huge entity was
in the vicinity—and would be, for the next forty-nine-plus years.

Al he said was: "Please take a full set of X-rays on this patient."

M ss Thousandl egs ri ppl ed over, elevated her forepart, and positioned nmachi ne
and plates. She was good at it, he had to admt, considering that she had
probably only had experience with such equi pnent in sone class on Antique
Apparatus. In a nonent she had the pictures

He al nbst gaped. "Root canal therapy on every tooth!"

They were pretty far gone," Horsefeathers admtted.

They nust have been. Root canal therapy was only called for when the centra
nerve of the tooth becane contam nated. Then this nerve had to be renpved, and
silver or gutta-percha or some gal actic equival ent substituted, so that no
further decay could occur. It was an expensive process, but it generally saved
the tooth. The tooth was insensitive thereafter, of course. Wthout its nerve it
could not feel heat or cold, pressure or pain.

"l see no evidence of decay,"” Dillingham said, inspecting the X-rays carefully.
"They still hurt," Horsefeathers said stoutly.

Wth no nerves at all, they hurt. Dillinghamcontrolled a sigh, know ng that the
dentists of Hobgoblin were enjoying this hugely.

"Do you wish nme to check the occlusion?" Mss Thousand-I|egs inquired.

Bl ess her! "By all neans."

Di | I i ngham obser ved.
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She brought a wax plate and had the patient bite down on it so that his teeth
inprinted the material in a horseshoe pattern, above and bel ow. She studied
this. "Serious mal occlusion, Doctor," she announced.

Dillinghamcould tell by the silence around himthat the goblins had forgotten
to make this test—ust as he hinself had al nost forgotten, in his preoccupation
with the inpression he was maki ng. M ss Thousandl egs had saved him It was
beginning to | ook as though he had found his assistant.

"This will not hurt," he told Horsefeathers as he prepared his rotary unit. "In
fact, I will not have to use any anaesthetic. | amnerely going to grind down
sone of the surfaces a little. To adjust the occlusion, so that your teeth wll
meet properly when you bite."

"But it doesn't hurt where | bite! It hurts deep inside!"

"This is typical,"” Dillingham assured him "You see, when the occlusion is

i mper f ect —when your teeth meet unevenly—dnnatural stress is placed on certain
sections. Portions that are too high are driven back or shoved sideways. Wile
this effect is too small for you to notice, ordinarily, it continues to irritate
the periodontal nenbrane—the |ining surrounding the roots of your teeth—erushing
and bruising it. This lining is tough, for it is there to cushion the inpact of
const ant chewi ng—but under abnornmal stress it eventually becones inflamed. And
then you hurt—deep inside."

Hor sef eat hers gazed at himin wonder. "I never knew that!"

"Perhaps your dentist did not feel this was necessary for you to know, "
DiIlingham said gently. "Many patients are not interested in such technica
details." Until their teeth hurt, he thought wyly

But the silence of the hall as he worked suggested that the point had been nade.
It was al ways best to let the patient know as nmuch as feasible about his
condition. An ignorant patient could be a difficult one. Horsefeathers had not
been an idle conplainer; he had really had pain, though the cause was subtle and
slow to develop. His occlusion had been adjusted properly at the tinme of the
massi ve restoration, Dillinghamwas certain. But with tine and use it had
changed marginally, and the jaw had felt the stress. Horsefeathers probably
consuned enornous quantities of roughage and spent nany hours a day chewing it,
so this accentuated the condition

Di | Ii ngham had shown the dentists of Hobgoblin howto practise their

pr of essi on—dsing their own tools. The University reputation would profit. There
shoul d be a nunber of student applications from Hobgoblin next term

He finished, and flushed the polished surfaces. "Expectorate, please."

"Huh?"

"Spit." The translator was being too literal, rendering a conplex word in
English into a conpl ex equival ent in C ovenhoofian. But he'd have to tone down
his | anguage. "Now it will be a while before the inflanmmtion subsides,” he

war ned Hor sef eathers. "But there should be a steady inprovenent now, until you
feel no pain at all."

"I't'Il still hurt?" The patient | ooked dubious.

"I't has to heal. Wen you-when you break a | eg, you don't expect it to be good
as new the monent the vet sets it, do you?"

Hor sef eat hers thought about that. He | ooked at his leg. He smled. "Thank you,

thank you, Doctor!" he exclained at last. "lI'mso glad you cane here." He
trotted off, linping a little before renenbering that it was his nouth that
hurt.

Anot her patient mounted the stage. This was a native Hobgoblin. Dillingham knew
that neant trouble. He had counted his dental chickens too soon

"May | have your nane, sir?" Mss Thousandl egs inquired.

"Co fly a kitel™

True to form Dillinghamthought. And how woul d she react—by nelting or

stingi ng?

"How do you spell that, please?"

Dillingham|liked her better all the time. Spelling via translator was devi ous
and suspect, but she had fielded the insult nicely.

"Go," the goblin spelled. "F L Y. The Ais an initial for Al gernon. Last nane
is KIT E"
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Di | linghamrem nded hinself not to junp to concl usions.

"And what is your problenP" M ss Thousandl egs i nquired.

"This tooth—t squishes. Sonetines."

"May | ook at it?"

"You're not the dentist, bugface!"

"Nevertheless, | nay be able to narrow down the possibilities and save both you
and Dr. Dillinghamtrouble.”

Grudgingly he let her |ook. "Another restoration,"” she nurrmured. "Tooth appears
to be healthy."

"I't's not healthy, stupid. It squishes. Sonetines."

"Coul d you show nme?"

G F. A Kite bit down, alnobst nipping several of her hair-fine | egs. "Nope.
It's not squishing right now But it does. Sonetines."

"I'"ll take an X-ray," she said. She did.

"When do | see the dam dentist?"

"In just a nonent. Let me check your occlusion first." She did. "You may see him
now. "

She acconpani ed the patient to Dillinghamis operatory. "X-ray shows nothing but
the tooth is nobile," she said. "The occlusion is slightly off."

Kite nade a face. "I heard that about Horsefeathers. But mne is only one tooth
and it doesn't hurt, it squishes. Sonetines."

"Neverthel ess, occlusion seens to be indicated,”" M ss Thousandl egs said. "Two
plus two equals four. I"'msure if we adjust that, your synptomw || fade."

Dl lingham agreed with her—but felt she was going too far. She was not nerely
getting the facts, she was di agnosing and advi sing the patient—and that was
normal |y the dentist's prerogative. He should add two and two and get four

He checked the teeth. They were sinmilar to human dentures, and nost had been
restored netallically. All were solid, including the squisher, except for that
trace nobility his assistant had noted.

He inspected the X-ray photograph. She was correct there too. The only shadows
in the picture conforned to the restorative work present. It had to be the

occl usi on, again.

He made t he necessary adjustnents. But one thing nagged him The occl usi on was
only marginally skew. Presuming that this condition had devel oped only recently,
the described synptom was too sharp, too |ocalized.

Two plus two might equal four—but so did one plus three. And the goblin audience
was suspiciously silent.

But what else...?

He took the probe and checked around the tooth again. It remained firm and the
gum |l ine was stable. He | ooked at the X-ray once nore. The netal of the
restorati on shadowed it, one projection extending along the distal surface

adj acent to the next tooth. No trouble there.

Two plus two...

I nteresting coincidence that the Hobgoblin chief should send himtwo occl usion
problenms in a row. He woul d have expected sonethi ng nore devious.

He poked the tip of the probe between the two teeth, verifying that the netal of
each restoration touched there. The space was narrow, there was no way he could
reach it except by forcing the wire point down, causing the patient nonentary
di sconfort—

"Quch!" Kite yel ped, junping.

The probe broke through into sonething soft.

"Equals four!" Dillinghamcried. He had found it! A thin cavity just under the
metal, concealed fromdirect view by its location and the overhangi ng
restoration. Its shadow in the X-ray had been hidden by the configuration of the
metal itself. Truly, an invisible deteriorati on—that squished. Sonetines.

M ss Thousandl egs had al nost | ed himastray by her too-ready di agnosis. Had he
corrected the occlusion and sent the patient honme, the decay could have
continued for nonths. By the tinme it received proper attention, the tooth could
have been lost. Al because the prinmary synptom seened to match the wong
condi ti on.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Prostho%20PIlus.txt (85 of 88) [1/19/03 8:28:03 PM]



file:/11F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Prostho%20Pl us.txt

Two plus two did equal four. But that was not the whole story.

And the devilish goblin dental chief nust have known it—-setting the University
representative up with a valid occlusion case first. Then the seemni ng occl usion
case... what a trap!

"Anaesthetic," Dillinghamsaid. He had had a cl ose call.

M ss Thousandl egs brought the | oaded needle. He injected the flinching patient.
Qops—+t had been so |ong since he'd used anything this primtive that he'd
forgotten to apply a surface anaesthetic before giving the shot, and his

assi stant hadn't reminded him Not her fault; she just wasn't fanmiliar with his
procedures, his little | apses.

He readied the drill. "Vacuum" he said.

M ss Thousandl egs applied the vacuum sucking the saliva and noisture |eft from
the water-cooled drill.

"Qther side," he murnured, as her instrument obstructed his view He began
cutting away the overhang of the tooth.

He finished and renoved the drill. "Mllet," he said, picking up the chisel. She
held it up, but his hand nissed contact. The mall et bounced off his fingers and
fell to the floor. The goblins guffawed.

Dillingham s ears were burning. Agai n—ot her fault, he rem nded hinsel f. She
just wasn't adjusted to his gestures. But it was inconvenient and enbarrassing,
particularly on stage.

He knocked off the nmetal crown, exposing the decay. He fished for the gold chunk
before the patient could choke on it—and banged into one of his assistant's
insect-like arms. She had been reaching for it also.

Di I l'i ngham st opped and counted to ten nmentally. M ss Thousandl egs was conpet ent
and co-operative—but it just wasn't working out. He could not operate
effectively with her

"M ss— he started. And blinked. M ss Thousandl egs was gone. She had been

repl aced by a humanoi d bi ped.

He was tired of this |ong-distance sleight-of-hand. Mss Tarantul a m ght enjoy
tuggi ng on interplanetary threads and changing his assistants in md-operation,
but he did not. "Vacuum" he said abruptly, taking up the drill again.

Assi stant nunber four, the biped, applied the vacuum Her arns termnated in
quintuple, jointed digits that pinched together to hold the tube. He had seen
nmore effective appendages for this work, but at |east she did not get in his way
or obstruct his vision.

He finished his excavation. "Hydrocolloid," he snapped. This assistant woul d
have to stand on her own couple of feet; he was out of patience.

She already had the netal formand cold water ready for the hydrocolloid

i mpression. He nade the cast without difficulty, and she took it away. He put a
tenporary covering over the tooth.

"A new restoration will have to be nade," he told Kite. "I have prepared the
tooth and taken an inpression, but it will be some tine before the restoration
is ready. Your local prosthodontists are perfectly capable of doing it, and
commend you to their services. You were quite correct about your problem and
fortunately we have diagnosed it in tinme to save the tooth."

"Doctor," the new assistant said.

"What ?" He was tired, and there was sonething strange about the way she spoke.
"WIIl you check the other restorations now?"

"The other— He paused. "You're right! A good restoration does not go wong

wi thout cause. |'Il have to have a look." It was a disnmal prospect, but he could
not risk the sane kind of oversight the local dentists had nade.

He hamered off the adjacent cap. It cane away easily—too easily. He scraped at
the exposed cenent. "Soft," he nuttered. "No wonder there was trouble."

The goblin chief was about to be snared in his own prosthodontic trap.

The assistant took the gold cap and cl eaned out the debris. Dillingham hamered
at the next restoration. This one was stiffer, but finally cane off. The binding
cenent was similarly soft. "Brother!" he nuttered. "They nust all be defective
The cenent is deteriorating. Real trouble coning up."

"Now just a nonent," a voice objected. It was the chief dentist of Hobgoblin. "I
did that work nyself. There is nothing wong with it!"
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Dillingham glanced at himtiredly. So this was a personal matter with the goblin
now. An excellent opportunity to enbarrass the chief before his entire
profession, to torpedo his planetary prestige.

He was tenpted. The chief had tried to trick him and had al nost succeeded, and
the audi ence had been thirsty for his blood right along. He could get even with
t he whol e species of Hobgoblin and make its dentistry the | aughing stock of the
gal axy.

He saw that the Jann was back in his booth. That made it safe: he could tell off
the planet with inpunity, for the huge robot woul d vaporize anyone who dared
attack. There woul d be bl ood and carnage and fl ane—

Di | I i ngham shook hinsel f. What was he thinking of! He was here to nmke friends
for the university, not to incite riot. He really needed an assistant, if his
nerves were this tight. Someone to cool himoff...

"The work is excellent,” he said. "I could not do better myself. The cenent is
defective. Gve it time and every restoration will cone |oose. This entire nouth
will have to be re-done. And every case where you used this type of cenent. They

are all suspect.”

The goblin dentist |ooked. He pried off another cap and saw the condition of the
underlying cenment. He sagged. "You are right, Doctor. It was a new vari et y—not
time-tested, but with the highest recommendati ons. W used it on our special
patients—tourists, visitors, persons of note—

"Not your fault," Dillingham said graciously, suddenly seeing the answer to
those vague of f-pl anet conplaints. That sane hi ghly-touted new cenent had been
used on all of them "Perhaps there is sone quality of the |ocal environnent
that affects the cenent as it is being applied. The University will be happy to
run tests for you. It's a shanme to have work this good underm ned by sonet hi ng
this small."

"Doctor," the goblin chief said with surprising politeness, "you have nade your
point. University training is beneficial. W shall act accordingly."

Sonehow this did not seemto be the proper tine to confess that he had al nobst
m ssed the key cavity—er that only the tinely rem nder by his bipedal assistant
had pronpted himto performthe routine check that had led to the mgjor

di scovery.

H s assi stant —she had been perfect! She had done everything just right wthout
intruding. This was the one he wanted to keep

"What is your nanme and pl anet?" he asked her as he finished his preparations on
the patient.

"M ss Galland—Earth," she said.

"Very good, Mss Galland of Earth. | want you to— He stopped. He had suddenly
realized what was strange about her voice. She wasn't speaking through the
translator! "Earth?"

"Yes, Doctor," she said as she cleaned up the patient's ugly face.

Di | I i ngham strai ghtened up and | ooked directly at her for the first tine. She
was a young, aesthetic, femal e human being.

"Judy!" he excl ai ned, amazed. "Judy Gall and-nay ol d assistant!"”

"l thought you'd never notice, Doctor," she said, snmling.

"What are you doi ng here?"

"Way, I'massisting you. | thought you knew. "

"I mean, here in the galaxy! | left you on Earth, back when—

She smled again, very prettily. "That's a long story, Doctor. Let's just say
that | needed a position, and there was an opening. After that it got
conplicated. Deep space, and all that. Frankly, your robot rescued me from an
unfortunate situation."

He saw now that there were sonme ugly marks on her arns, as though she had been
burned, and she | ooked as though she had not slept in days. "Unfortunate
situation" could nean al nost anything, short of an execution. She was not the
expressive type. But she certainly was conpetent, and he was extraordinarily
glad to have her here.

"The Jann brought you?" he asked, picking up the thread. "But he was supposed to
be protecting ne! | thought Mss Taran—
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"None but | shall do thee die!" the Jann boonmed from his booth, startling them
both and causing a ripple of dismay to pass through the nmassed goblins. "But thy
skein will be too brief without a proper assistant. | perceived thou coul dst not
endure even forty years in thy solitary condition, and | woul dst not have age
and wear conpromnise the letter of mine oath."

Judy gui ded the patient out of the chair. "So you see, Doctor, two plus two—
"Equal s four!" He gripped her by the arm "Cone on—+tet's get out of here before
M ss Tarantul a sends Nunber Five. 1'll settle for Four."

"And a married man is far nore likely to live to ninety-two," the Jann observed,
rising grandly fromthe booth. "Had I but nmy Janni with ne..."

Fortunately Dr. Dillinghamwas not |istening. But the goblin audi ence was, and
catcal | s resounded.
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