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Speci es C assification
The C assification System
by Gary Louie

James White's Sector CGeneral stories used a unique four letter
classification systemthat hel ped describe the species quickly and
effectivly, as one would require when the hospitol is a nulti species
envi ronent.

Gary Loui e was working on a Janes Wiite concordance. As part of that he
compl eted a classification system for the sector general series which
covers all characters up to Final Diagnosis.

This article appeared in the Wiite Papers. Unfortunatly Gary Loui e passed
away, before the concordance was conpl et ed.

Cl assification: AACL

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Crepel lian Pet No Individual Names Known

A non-intelligent pet kept by AMBGs. It has six python-like
ten-tacl es which poke though seals in the cloudy plastic of its
suit. The tentacles are each at |east twenty feet long and ti pped
with a horny substance whi ch nust be steel -hard.
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Cl assification: AACP

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Nanme Unknown No | ndi vi dual Nanmes Known

A race whose renote ancestors were a species of nobile vegetable.
They are sl ow noving, but the carbon dioxide tanks which they wear
seemto be the only protection they need. AACPs do not eat in the
normal manner but plant thenselves in specially prepared soil during
their sleep period, and absorb nutrinment in that way.

Cl assification: AMSL

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Creppel i an, Crepellian

I ndi vi dual s: Nurse Towan, Di agnostici an Vosan
A species of water breathing octopoids.

Cl assification: AMSO

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

A larger life-form in the habit of keeping non-intelligent
AACL-type creatures as pets.

Cl assification: AUGL

Pl anet: Chal derescol IT

Speci es: Chal dor, Chal der

I ndi vi dual s: Patient AUA-1 13, Patient AUG.-1 16, Patient AUG.- 122,
Patient AUGL-126, Patient AUG.-187, Patient AUGL-193, Patient

AUCL- 211, Patient AUGL-218, Patient AUG.-22 1, Patient AUG-233,

Mur onmeshonon

The deni zens of Chal derescol, an armored fish-1ike species are

wat er - breat hers who can not live in any other nmediumfor nore than a
few seconds. A heavily plated and scal ed being, slightly re-senbling
a forty-foot long arnmour-plated crocodile, except that instead of

|l egs there is an apparently haphazard arrangenent of stubby fins,
and a heavy knife-edged tail. A fringe of ribbon-like tentacles
encircles its mddle, projecting through sone of the only openings
visible in its organic arnor. Chaldors have six rows of teeth in an
over-large mouth. The Chal ders are one of the frwin-telligent
speci es whose personal nanes are used only between nmates, nenbers of
the imediate famly, or very special friends.

Cl assification: BLSU

Pl anet: Groal ter

Species: Groal terri

I ndi vi dual : Hel i shomar the Cutter

The G oalterri overall body configuration is that of a squat
octopoid with short, thick tentacular linbs. Its central torso and
head seem di sproportionately large. The eight linbs tern nate
alternately in four sets of claws (that will with maturity evol ve
into mani pula-tory digits) and four flat, sharp-edged, osseous

bl ades. The organ of speech and hearing is centered above the four
heavily |lidded eye that are equally spaced around the cranium A
macrospeci es, there is an elenment of risk involved to any life-form
of nmore or |ess nor-mal body mass whi ch approaches it too closely.

Cl assification: BRLH

Pl anet: Tarl a

Speci es: Tarl an

I ndi vi dual s: Sur geon- Capt ai n/ Tr ai nee/ Padre Li oren, Sedith and
Wethrin the Heal ers

Tarl ans are an erect quadrupedal life-formwith its for short-Iegs
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supporting a tapering, cone-shaped body. Four long, mnulti-jointed,
medi al arnms for heavy lifting and handling sprout from waist-I|evel
Anot her four that are suited for nore delicate work encircle the
base of the neck. Equally spaced around the head are four eyes whose
stal ks are capabl e of independent notion. Tarlans have very |arge
teeth. An adult Tarlan stands eight feet tall

Cl assification: CLCH

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Names Known

Appar ent typographical error for O assification CLHG

Cl assification: CLHG

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Rol | er

I ndi vi dual s: Cansaug, Surreshun

The Rol |l ers resenble ani mated donuts rolling on their outer edge,

wi th mani pul atory appendages in the formof a fringe ofshort
ten-tacles sprouting fromthe inner circunference between the series
of gill mouths and eyes. Its visual equipnent nust operate like a
coel eostat since the contents of its field of vision are constantly
rotating. The Rollers nust roll to stay alive-there is an ingenious
met hod of shifting its center of gravity while keeping itself
upright by partially inflating the section of its body which is on
top at any given nonent. The continual rolling causes blood to
circulate-it uses a formof gravity feed systeminstead of a
muscul ar punp. The species reproduce hermaphroditically. Each parent
after mating grows twin offspring, one on each side of its bodies
like continu-ous blisters encircling the side walls of a tire.
Injury, disease or the nental confusion imediately following birth
coul d cause the parent to |lose balance, roll on to its side, stop
and die. The points where the children eventually detach thensel ves
fromtheir par-ents remamin very sensitive areas to both generations
and their posi-tions are governed by hereditary factors. The result
is that any close blood relation trying to nake mati ng cont act
causes itself and the other being considerable pain. The rollers
really do hate their fa-thers and every other relative. The species
is water-breathing with a warm bl ooded oxygen-based netabolism The
|'ife-support mechanismfor the species is physically conplicated, to
all ow the occupant to roll naturally within it. The concept of
nodesty is completely alien to this race. This species does not
know t he neani ng of sleep. There is no such thing as sl eeping,
pretending to be dead or unconsciousness. A Roller is either noving
and alive or still and dead.

Classification: CLSR

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Names Known

Appar ent typographical error for Cassification CPSD.

Cl assification: CPSD

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: The Bl ind Ones

No I ndividual Nanes Known

These beings are roughly circular, just over a meter in diameter
and, in cross section, a slimoval flattened slightly on the
under-side. In shape they very much resenble their ship, except that
the ship does not have a long, thin horn or sting projecting aft or
a wide, narrow slit on the opposite side which is obviously a nouth.

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%2...tor%20General%2005%20-%20Sector%20General.txt (3 of 116) [5/21/03 10:27:10 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/ James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %62005%20-%20Sector%20General .txt

The upper lip of the mouth is wider and thicker than the | ower, and
can be curled over the lower lip, apparently sealing the nout shut.
The beings are covered, on their upper and | ower surfaces and around
the rim by sone kind of organic stubble which varies in thickness
frompin-size to the width of a small finger. The stubble on the
underside is much coarser than that on the upper surface, and it is
plain that parts of it are designed for anbulation. The Blind Ones
evol ved underground, and have no organs for sight. They fornmed an
alliance with the Protectors of the Unborn, each species providing
sonet hing that other |acked.

Cl assification: CRLT

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

Seni or Physician Conway was unable to classi~ this life-formwth
complete certainty. The initial analysis was perforned on a cadaver
an i ndependent portion of a | arger conposite being. The conpos-ite
is a warm bl ooded oxygen breather with the type of basic nme-tabolism
associ ated with the physiol ogi cal grouping CRLT. Even a segment is
massi ve, measuring approximately twenty nmeters in length and three
meters in diameter, excluding projecting append-ages. Physically it
resenbles the DBLF Kelgian life-form but it is many times |arger
and possesses a leathery tegunment rather than the silver fur of the
Kel gi ans. Like the DBLF' s it is multipedal, but the manipul atory
appendages are positioned in a single row along the back. There are
twenty-one of these dorsal linbs, all show ng evidence of early
evol uti onary specialization. Six of themare |ong, heavy, and
clawtipped and are obviously evol ved for defense since the being is
a herbivore. The other fifteen are in five groups of three, spaced
bet ween the six heavier tentacles, which terminate in four digits,
two of which are opposable. These thinner |inmbs are ma-nipul atory
appendages originally evolved for gathering and trans-ferring food
to the nouths-three on each flank opening into three stomachs. Two
additional orifices on each side open into a very |arge and conpl ex
lung. The structure inside these breathing ori-fices suggests that
expelled air could be interrupted and nodul ated to produce
intelligence-bearing sounds. On the underside are three openings
used for the elimnation of wastes. The mechani sm of reproduction is
uncl ear and the speci men shows evi dence of p05-sessing both male and
femal e genitalia on the forward and rear extremities respectively
The brain, if it is a brain, takes the formof a cable of nerve
ganglia with localized swellings in three places, running

I ongi tudi nally through the cadaver like a central core. There is
anot her and much thinner nerve cable running parallel to the thicker
core, but below it and about twenty-five centineters fromthe
underside. Positioned close to each extrenity are two sets of three
eyes. Two are nounted dorsally and two on each of the forward and
rear flanks. They are recessed but capable of limted extension;
together they give the being conplete and continuous vision
vertically and horizontally. The type and positioning of the visua
equi prent and appendages suggest that it evolved on a very
unfriendly world. The tentative Cassification is an inconplete CRLT

Cl assification: DBDG

Pl anets: Earth, Gegory (Col ony)

Speci es: Eart h- human, Gregori an

I ndi vi dual s: Theol ogi an Augusti ne, Lieutenant Braithwaite,

Sur - geon- Li eut enant Brenner, Corpsman Briggs, Lieutenant Briggs,
Captai n Chaplain Bryson, Lieutenant Carrington, Lieutenant Chen,
Maj or Chiang, O arke, Lieutenant difton, Junior Intern/Senior
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Physi ci anl Di agnosti ci an-i n- Charge of Surgery Peter Conway, Sergeant
Davi s, Maj or/ Col onel Jonathan Dernod, Fleet Commander Der nod,

Li eut enant Dodds, Lieutenant Dow i ng, Mjor-Captain Fletcher, Fox,
Trai nee Hadl ey, Harnon, Lieuten-ant Haslam Patient Hewitt, Tailor
George L Hewitt, Ms. George L Hewitt, Captain Hokasuri, Mjor

Hol yrod, OR Nurse Hudson, Lieutenant-General Lister, MacEwan, Mj or
Madden, Captain Mllon, Senior Physician/Di agnostician/Patient
Mannen/ Man non, Nurse/ Pat hol ogi st Miurchi son, Major Nel son,

M st er/ Maj or/ Chi ef Psychol ogi st O Mara, Captain Sigvard Nyberg,
Doctor Pelling, General Prentiss, Reviora, Lieutenant-Colonel

Si nmons, Col onel Skenpton, Surgeon-Lieutenant/Mjor Still man,

Li eut enant - Sur - geon Sut herl and, Corpsman Ti mm ns, Lieutenant

Wai nright, Waring, Corpsnan/Col onel-Captain WIIlianson

Pr obabl e | ndi vi dual s: Li eut enant Car nody, Lieutenant Carson, Section
Chi ef Caxton, Major Colinson, Mjor Craythorne, Mjor Edwards,
Doctor Hamilton, Dietician-in-Chief KWHardin, Lieu-tenant Harrison,
Li eutenant Hendricks, Kellerman, Colonel Okaussie, Captain Stillson,
Captain Summerfield, TrooperTeirnan, Surgeon-Captain Telford

Thi s species shows their teeth in a silent snarl when displaying
anmusenent or friendship and nmake an unpl easant barking sound that
denot es anusenent. The sound, called laughing, in nost cases a
psychophysi cal nechani smfor the rel ease of mnor degrees of

tensi on. An Earth-human | aughs because of sudden relief fromworry
or fear, or to express scorn or disbelief or sarcasm or in
re-sponse to words or a situation that is ridiculous, illogical or
funny, or out of politeness when the situation or words are not
funny but the person responsible is of high rank. The Earth-human
voice is reputed to be one of the nost versatile instrunents in the
Gal axy. The Earth-human DBDGs are the only race in the Galactic
Fed-eration with a nudity taboo, and one of the very few nenber
spe-cies with an aversion to making love in public. The Earth-human
DBDGs nmake up the majority of the Mnitor Corps forces.

Cl assification: DBDG

Pl anets: Etl an Enpire, Central World (Capital), Inmperial Etla
(Capital), Etla, Etla the Sick (Colony)

Speci es: Etl an, |mnperi al

I ndi vi dual s: Heral tnor, Inperial Representative Teltrenn

The physiol ogy of the citizens of the Enpire is the same as the
popul ation of their colony Etla. The physiol ogical resenblance is so
close to Earth-hunman DBDGs that no other disguise other than native
| anguage and dress is needed. There are theories about a prehistoric
col oni zati on program by comon, star-travelling an-cestors. Attenpts
at procreation between Earth-human DBDGs and Etl ans have been
unsuccessful .

Cl assification: DBDG

Pl anet: Ni di a

Speci es: N di an

I ndi vi dual s: Chi ef of Procurenent Creon-Enesh, Senior Physi-cian and
Tutor Cresk-Sar, Surgeon-Lieutenant Dracht-Yur, Lieu-tenant-Col onel
Dragh-N n, Seni or Physician Lesk-Mirog, Senior Food Technician

Sar nyagh- Sa, Yor agh- Kar

Pr obabl e | ndi vi dual : Sur geon- Li eut enant Kr ack- Yar

The Ni di ans have seven-fingered hands, stand only four feet tall.
They have a thick red fur coat, and | ook Iike a very cuddly

t eddy- bear.

Cl assification: DBDG
Planet: Orligia
Species: Olig, Oligian
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I ndi vi dual s: G awl ya- Ki / G ul yaw~Ki , Sur geon- Li eut enant Krach- Yul
Maj or Sachan-Li, Col onel Shech-Rar, Surgeon-Lieutenant Turragh- Mar
Li ke the nei ghboring Nidians, Oligians resenble an Earth-hu-man
child' s first non-adult friend s teddy bear

Cl assification: DBLF

Planet:la

Speci es: 1 an (pre-adol escent)

No I ndividual Narnes Known

The bei ng appears ring-shaped, rather like a large balloon tire.
Overall diameter of the ring is about nine feet, with the thickness
between two and three feet. The tegunent is snmooth, shiny and grey
in color where it is not covered with a thick, brownish
incrus-tation. The brown stuff, which covers nore than half of the
total skin area, |ooks cancerous, but may be sone type of natura
camoufl age. There are five pairs of linbs, and no evi dence

of speci al -i zation. No visual organs or nmeans of ingestion can be
seen. The being isn't a doughnut, but possesses a fairly norma
anatony of the DBLF type~a cylindrical, |ightly-boned body wth
heavy muscul ature. The being is not ring-shaped, but gives that

i mpres-si on because for some reason, known best to itself, it has
been try-ing to swallow its tail. Senior Physician Conway, convinced
all along that the patient is undergoing a natural netanorphosis,
observes that the new patient, after the process is complete, is of
classifica-tion GKNM

Cl assification: DBLF

Pl anet : Kel gi a

Speci es: Kel gi an

I ndi vi dual s: Pati ent Henredth, Senior Physician Karthad, Charge Nurse
Kursedd, Di agnostician Kursedth, Patient Mrredeth, Charge Nurse
Naydrad, Fleet Commander Roonardth, Charge Nurse Segroth

Di agnosti ci an Suggrod, Student Nurse Tarsedth, Diagnostician Towan,
Seni or Physician Yarrence

Pr obabl e | ndi vi dual : Charge Nurse Kursenneth

Kel gi ans are war m bl ooded, oxygen-breathing, mnmultipedal, and with a
|l ong, flexible cylindrical body covered overall by highly nobile,
silvery fur. The Kelgian forelinbs have three digits. There are
twenty sets of short, thin, and not heavily nuscled wal king |i nbs.
The feet, which have no toe-nails or other term nations, are like
smal |, hard sponges. The fur noves continually in slowripples from
the conical head right down to the tail. These are conpletely

i nvoluntary novenents triggered by its enotional reactions to
outside stinmuli. The evol utionary reasons for this mechani smare not
clearly understood, not even by the Kel gians thenselves, but it is
generally believed that the enptionally expressive fur conple-nents
the Kel gi an vocal equiprent, which | acks enotional flex-ibility of
tone. The novenents of the fur nmake it absolutely clear to another
Kel gi an-what a Kel gi an feels about the subject under discussion. As
a result they always say exactly what they nean be-cause what they
think is plainly obvious-at |east to another Kel gi an. They can not do
ot herwi se. Kel gi ans have an intense aver-sion towards any surgica
procedure which woul d damage or dis-figure its nobst treasured
possession, its furs. To a Kelgian the re noval of a strip or patch
of fur, which in their species represents ~ nmeans of comunication
equal to the spoken word, is a personal tragedy which all too often
results in permanent psychol ogi cal danmage. A Kel gian's fur does not
grow agai n and one whose pelt is danaged can rarely find a mate
because it is unable to fully display its feelings. Kelgians are
very close to Earth-humans in both basic netabolismand tenperanent.
Except for the thin-walled, narrow casi ng which houses the brain,
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the DBLF species has no boney structure. Their bodies are conposed
of an outer cylinder of nus-culature which, in addition to be being
its primary means of |oco-notion, serves to protect the vital organs
within it. To the mind of a being nore generously reinforced with
bones, this protection is far from adequate. Another severe

di sadvantage in the event of in-jury is its conplex and extrenely
vul nerabl e circul ati on system the bl ood-supply network which has to
feed the tremendous bands of nuscle encircling its body runs close
under the skin, as does the nerve network that controls the nobile
fur. The thick fur of the pelt gives sone protection here, but not
agai nst chunks ofj agged-edged, flying netal. An injury which many

ot her species woul d consider superficial could cause a DBLF to bl eed
to death in min-utes. Kel gians are herbivorous.

Cl assification: DBPK

Pl anet: Dwerl a

Speci es: Dwer | an

No I ndividual Nanes Known

A war m bl ooded oxygen- breat hi ng herbivore that does not wal k
upright. Judgi ng by the shape of the spacesuits, the beings are
flat-tened cylinders about six feet long with four sets of
mani pul at ory appendages behi nd a conical section which is probably
the head, and another four |oconotor appendages. Apart fromthe
smal | er size and nunber of appendages, the beings physically
resenbl e the Kel gi an race. The pointed, fox-like head and the thick,
broad-striped coat make it look like a furry, short-1egged zebra
with an enornous tail. These beings seem not to possess natura
weapons of offrnce or defense, or any signs of having had any in the
past. Even their linbs are not built for speed, so they can not run
from danger. The set used for wal king are too short and are padded,
while the fotward set are nore slender, |less well-nuscled and end in
four highly flexible digits which don't possess so nuch as a
fingernail anmong them There are the fur markings, of course, but it
is rare that alife-formrises to the top of its evolutionary tree
by camou-fl age al one, or by being nice and cuddly. The species has
two sexes, male and femal e, and the reproductive system seens
relatively nor-mal. Both sexes use a water soluble dye to enhance
artificially the bands of color on their body fur~clearly the dyes
are for cosnetic reasons. The immuature do not use dyes, but use a
browni sh pi g-ment on a bare patch above the tail

Cl assification: DCNF

Pl anet : Somrar adva

Speci es: Sommar advan

I ndi vi dual : Trai nee Cha Th rat

Four Anbul atory |inbs; Four waist-level heavy manipul ators; and a
set of manipulators for food provisions and fine work encircling the
neck. This being has two stonachs. Sommaradvan society is stratified
into three levels~serviles, warriors, and rulers~which strictly
govern how an individual acts within the society.

Cl assification: DCSL

Pl anet : Cronsag

Speci es: Cronsaggar

No I ndividual Nanes Known

This species has three sets of linbs: tw anbul ators, two nedi al
heavy mani pul ators, and two nore at neck level for eating and to
performmnore delicate work. It has a cranium covered by thick, blue
fur that continues in a narrow strip along the spine to the
vestigial tail.
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Cl assificati on: DHCG

Pl anet : \\ermar

Speci es: Wem

I ndividual s: First Hunter Creethar, Hunter Druuth, Youth Eventh

First Cook Renrath, First Teacher Tawsar

The Wem life-formis a warm bl ooded, oxygen-breathing species with
an adult body nass just under three tines that of an Earth-hunman
and, since Wermar's surface gravity is one point three eight
standard Gs, a healthy specinmen is proportionately well-nuscled. It
resenbles the rare Earth beast called a kangaroo. The differences
are that the head is larger and fitted with a really ferocious set
of teeth; each of the two short forelinbs termnate in six-fingered
hands possessing two opposabl e thunbs, and the tail is nore nassive
and tapered to a wide, flat triangular tip conposed of inmobile
osseous material enclosed by a thick, nuscular sheath. The
flattening at the end of tail serves a threefold purpose: as its
princi pal natural weapon, as an energency nmethod of fast |oconotion
whi l e hunting or being hunted, and as a neans of transporting infant
Wem who are too small to wal k. The Wem hunt by adopti ng an awkward,
al nost ri-diculous stance with their forelinbs tightly folded, their
chins touch-ing the ground, and their long | egs spread so as to
allow the tail to curve sharply downwards and forwards between the
linbs so that the flat tip is at their center of balance. Wen the
tail is straight-ened suddenly to full extension, it acts as a
powerful third | eg ca-pable of hurling the Wem forward for a

di stance of five or six body lengths. If the hunter does not |and on
top of its prey, kicking the creature senseless with the feet before
disabling it with a deep bite through the cervical vertebrae and
underlying nerve trunks, it piv-ots rapidly on one leg so that the
flattened edge of the tail strikes its victimlike a blunt, organic
axe. Wiile the tail is highly flexible where downward and forward
nmovement is concerned, it cannot be el-evated above the horizonta
line of the spinal colum. The back and upper flanks are, therefore,
the Wenm s only body areas that are vul-nerable to attack by natura
enem es, who nust al so possess the el-enment of surprise if they are
not to becone the victim

Cl assification: DRV]

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : Doct or Yeppha

Pl anet : Unknown

A small, tripedal, fragile being. Fromthe furry dome of its head
there sprout singly and in small clusters, at |east twenry eyes.

Cl assification: DTRC

Speci es: Rhum

Pl anet : Unknown

I ndi vidual : Crel yarre

Flat, roughly circul ar beings, dark gray and winkl ed on one
sur-face, and with a paler, nottled appearance on the other, snooth,
surface. The beings attach to their FGH] hosts with thick tendrils
growi ng fromthe edge of the disk. The tendrils penetrate into their
FGHJ hosts' spinal colums and rear craniuns. The DTRCs have their
own special needs that in no way resenble those of their hosts,
whose ani mal habits and undirected behavior are highly repugnant to
them 1t is vital to the DTRCs continued nental well-being that the
masters escape periodically fromtheir hosts to lead their own
|ives~usually during the hours of darkness when the tools are no

| onger in use and can be quartered where they can not harm

t hem sel ves
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Classification: DTSB

Pl anet: Tral t ha

Speci es: Tral t han

No I ndividual Names Known

Appar ent typographical error for Cassification OISB.

Cl assification: EGCL

Pl anet : Duwet z

Speci es: Dewat ti

No I ndividual Nanes Known

A war m bl ooded, oyxgen-breathing life-form of approximtely tw ce
the body weight of an adult Earth-human. Visually it re-senbles an
outsize snail with a high, conical shell which is pierced around the
tip where its four extensible eyes are |ocated. Equally spaced
around the base of the shell are eight triangular slots from which
proj ect the manipul atory appendages. The carapace rests on a thick,
circular pad of rmuscle which is the | oconotor system Around the
circunference of the pad are a nunber of fleshy pro-jections,
hol l ows and slits associated with its systenms of ingestion,
respiration, elimnation, reproduction, and nonvi sual sensors. The
EGCLs are organic enmpaths. They are organic transmitters,
reflec-tors and focusers and magnifiers of their own feelings and
those of the beings around them The faculty has evolved to the
stage where they have no conscious control over the process.

Cl assification: ELNT

Pl anet: Mel f Four

Speci es: Mel f an

I ndi vi dual s: Mai nt enance Techni ci an Drenon, Senior Physician Edanelt,
Di agnosti ci an Ergandhir, Patient Kennonalt, Patient Kletilt,

Mai nt enance Technici an Ki edath, Nurse Lontal |l et, Senior Physician
Medal ont, Senreth

Mel fans are large, |ow slung crab-like crustaceans. The six thin,
bony, tubular, nulti-jointed legs project fromslits where the bony
carapace and underside join. The legs and all of the body are
ex-oskel etal. The head has | arge, protruding, vertically-Ilidded
eyes, enornous mandi bl es, and pincers projecting forward fromthe

pl ace where ears should be. Two long, thin and fragile feelers grow
fromthe sides of the nmouth. The species is anphi bious.

Cl assification: EPLA

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : Lonvel lin

Appar ent typographical error for O assification EPLH

Cl assification: EPLH

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : Lonvel l'in

The being is |arge, about one thousand pounds mass, and resenbles a
gi ant, upright pear. Five thick, tentacul ar appendages grow fromthe
narrow head section and a heavy apron of nuscle at its base gives
evi dence of a snail-Ilike, although not necessarily slow, method of

| oconotion. The being is warm bl ooded and has fairly normal gravity
requirenents. Five large nouths are situated bel ow the root of each
tentacle, four being plentifully supplied with teeth and the fifth
housi ng the vocal apparatus. The tentacl es thensel ves show a high
degree of specialization at their extremties: three of themare

pl ainly mani pul atory, one bears the patient's visual equipnment, and
the remai ni ng menber terminates in a horn-tipped, boney mace. The
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head is featurel ess, being sinply an osseous done housing the brain.
The craniumis pierced at regular intervals for visual, aural and

ol factory sensors. Their life-span, lengthy to begin with, is
ar-tificially extended. Because they have trenendous m nds, they
have plenty of tinme, but they constantly have to fight against
boredom Because part of the price of such longevity is an
ever-growi ng fear of death, they need to have their own persona
physi ci ans~no doubt the most efficient practitioners of medicine
known to themconstantly in attendance.

Cl assification: FGHJ

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

The being has six linbs, four legs and two arns, all very heavily
muscl ed, and is hairless except for a narrow band of stiff bristles
running fromthe top of the head along the spine to the tail, which
seenms to have been surgically shortened at an early age. The body
configuration is a thick cylinder of uniformgirth between the fore
and rear legs, but the forward torso narrows towards the shoul ders
and is carried erect. The neck is very thick and the head small.
There are two eyes, recessed and | ooking forward, a nmouth with very
| arge teeth, and other openings that are probably aural or ol factory
sense organs. The legs terminate in |arge, reddi sh-brown hooves.
Each hoof has four digits and does not appear particularly
dexterous. This creature serves as a host to beings of

Cl assification DIRC

Classification: FGI

Pl anet: Tral t ha

Speci es: Tral t han

I ndi vi dual s: Pati ent Cossunallen, Crajarron, Chief Dietitian

@urronsevas, Patient Horrantor, Senior Physician Hossantir,

Surriltor, Senior Diagnostician-in-Charge of Pathol ogy Thorn-nastor

A massive entity with an osseous donme housing its brain, six

el -ephantine feet connected to its triple massive shoul ders, and

four extensible eyes on an i mbobile head. Its six stubby |egs

normal |y give the Tralthan species such a stable base they

frequently go to sleep standing up. Even healthy Tralthans have

great difficulty get-ting up again if they fall onto their sides.

Tral t hans nust not be rolled onto their backs under nornmal gravity

conditions since this causes organic displacenent which woul d

increase their respira-tory difficulties. Standard gravity at Sector

General is just over half Tralthan normal. Tralthans are
veget ari ans.

Cl assification: FOKT

Pl anet : Gogl esk

Speci es: Gogl eskan

I ndi vi dual s: Heal er ' (hone and child

The Gogl eskan FOKT resenbles a | arge, dunpy cactuslike plant whose
spi kes and hair are richly colored in a pattern which seens |ess
random the nore you look at it. A faint snmell comes fromthe entity,
a conbi nati on of nusk and peppermint. The mass of un-ruly hair and
spi kes covering its erect, ovoid body are less irregular in their
size and placing than is at first apparent. The body hair has

mobi lity, though not the high degree of flexibility and rapid
mo-bility of the Kelgian fur, and the spikes, some of which are
extrenely flexible and grouped together to forma digital cluster,
gi ve evi-dence of specialization. The other spikes are |onger and
stiffer, and some of themseemto be partially atrophied, as if they
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were evol ved for natural defense, but the reason for their presence
has | ong since gone. There are also a nunber of long, pale tendrils
lying amid the nulticolored hair covering the cranial area, used for
contact telepa-thy. Its voice seens to conme froma nunber of small,
vertical breath-ing orifices which encircles its waist. The being
sits on a flat, nus-cular pad, and it has legs as well. These
menbers are stubby and concertina-like, and when the four of them
are in use they increase the height of the being by several inches.
The being al 50 has two additional eyes at the back of its

head~obvi ously this species has had to be very watchful in
prehistoric tines.

Cl assification: FROB

Pl anet : Hudl ar

Speci es: Hudl ar, Hudl ari an

I ndi vi dual s: Pati ent FROB-3, Patient FROB-10O Patient FROB-18,

Pati ent FROB-43, Patient FROB-1 132, Trainee FROB-61, Trainee

FROB- 73, Senior Physician Garoth, Infant Patient Metiglesh

Hudl ars are bl ocky, pear-shaped bei ngs whose hone pl anet pulls four
Earth gravities and has a high-density atnosphere so rich in
suspended ani mal and vegetable nutrients that it resenbles thick
soup. Although the FROB life-formis warm bl ooded and techni-cally
an oxygen-breather, it can go for long periods without air if its
food supply, which it absorbs directly through its thick but highly
porous tegunent, is adequate. Hudlars are massive six |egged
be-ings. Each leg is an immensely strong tapering tentacle, which
ter-mnates in a cluster of flexible digits, curled inward so that
the weight is born on heavy knuckles and the fingers remain clear of
the floor. The two lidless, recessed eyes are protected by hard,
trans-parent and featurel ess casings. Hudlars conmuni cate using a
speak- ng nenbrane, which grows |like a cock's conb fromthe top of
the head. The speaki ng menbrane al so serves as a sound sensor. The
skin resenbl es a seam ess covering of flexible arnmor in appearance
and texture. Food is ingested through organs of absorption that
cover both flanks and the wastes are elimnated by a simlar
mecha- ni smon the underside. Both systems are under voluntary
control . Because of the physiol ogical necessity for avoiding further
sexual contact with its life-mate, a gravid Hudl ar femal e changes
gradu-ally into mal e node and, concurrently, its life-mate slowy
becones female. A Hudlar year after partuition the changes to both
are compl ete. The Hudl ar FROBs are acknow edged to be, physically,
stron-gest life-forns of the Galactic Federation and to have the

| east - pervi ous body tegunment. Contact with chlorine is instantly
lethal to them Hudlar blood is yellow and circul ates under great
pres-sure and pul se rate. Hudlars consider their nanes to be their
nmost private and personal possession, and do not give or use their
nanes in the presence of anyone who is not a nmenber of the famly or
a close friend.

Cl assification: FSQJ

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Protectors of the Unborn

No I ndividual Nanes Known

The Protector of the Unborn is a large, imrensely strong life-form
that resenbles aTralthan, but is |ess nmassive with stubbier |egs
pro-jecting froma hem spherical carapace flared out slightly around
the | ower edges. The deploynent of the legs and tentacles is
sim-lar to the Hudlar FROB Iife-form but the carapace is a thicker
ELNT Mel fan shell wi thout markings, and the FSQJ is plainly not

her bi vorous. From openi ngs hi gh on the carapace sprout four
ten-tacles. Two different types of tentacles have been observed on
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dif-ferent beings: long and particularly thin tentacles which
terminate in flat, spear-like tips with serrated boney edges, and
thick tentacles terninating in a cluster ofsharp, bony projections
whi ch nake them resenbl e spi ked clubs. The four stubby |egs al so
have osseous pro-jections which enable themto be used as weapons as
well. Mdway between two of the tentacle openings there is a |arger
gap in the carapace from which protrudes a head, all nouth and
teeth. The | arge upper and | ower nmandi bl es are capabl e of deform ng
all but the strongest netal alloys. Alittle space is reserved for
two well-protected eyes at the bottom of deep, boney craters. A
serrated tail also protrudes fromthe heavily slitted carapace.
Wil e the under-side is not arnored, as is the carapace, this area
is rarely open to attack, and it is covered by a thick tegunent

whi ch apparently gives sufficient protection. In the center of this
area is a thin, longitudi-nal fissure which opens into the birth
canal. It will not open, however, until a few mnutes before giving
birth. The FSQJ brain is not in its skull, but deep inside the torso
with the rest of the other vital organs. It is positioned just under
the wonb and surrounding the begi nning of the birth canal. As a
result, the brain is conpressed as the enbryo grows. If it is a
difficult birth, the parent's brain is destroyed and junior cones
out fighting, with a convenient food supply available until it can
kill sonething for itself Senior Physi-cians Conway's first

i npression was that the entity was little nore than an organic
killing machine. Considering the fact that it is warm bl ooded and
oxygen-breathing, and its appendages show no evidence of the ability
to manipul ate tools or materials, Pathol o-gist Mirchison tentatively
classified it as FSQ and probably non-intelligent. The Unborn young
of the bisexual FSQJ is retained in the wonb until it is well-grown
and fully equi pped to survive. The Unborn is an intelligent and

tel epat hic being, but |oses these fac-ulties at birth.

Cl assification: GKNM

Planet:la

Speci es: lan (adult)

I ndi vi dual : Pati ent Makol |

The net anor phosed form of the adol escent DBLF |ife-form The species
created a colony in this galaxy, com ng froman adjoi ni ng one. The
race i s oxygen-breathing and ovi parous, having a long, rod-like but
fl exi bl e body, and possessing four insectile |egs, ma-nipulators,
the usual sense organs, and three trenendous sets of w ngs. The
life-formlooks sonmething Iike a | arge dragonfly.

Cl assification: GLNO

Pl anet: G nruss

Speci es: C nrusski n

I ndi vi dual : Seni or Physician Prilicla

Ci nrusskins are enornous, incredibly fragile flying insects, with a
tubul ar exoskel etal body. Six sucker-tipped pencil-thin |egs, four
even nore delicately fashioned, tiny, precise manipulators, and four
sets ofwide, iridescent, and al nbst transparent wi ngs project form
the body. The head is a convol uted eggshell, so finely structured
that the sensory and mani pul atory organs that it supports seemready
to fall off at the first sudden novenent. The eyes are | arge and
triple-lidded. The Cinrusskin are the Federation's only enpathic
race. Cinruss has a dense atnosphere and one-eighth gravity.

Ci nrusskins are sexl ess.

Cl assification: LSVO
Pl anet: Nal | aj i
Species: Nallajim
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I ndi vi dual s: Kytili, Senior Physician Sel da

The species has a birdlike, fragile, lowgravity physiology, with
three I egs, two not-quite-atrophied wings, and no hands at all. Wen
LSVCs eat, they are sickened by anything which doesn't |ook |ike
bird seed

Cl assification: MSVK

Pl anet: Euri |

Species: Eurils

No I ndividual Nanes Known

Fragile, tn-pedal, stork-like beings froma |low gravity world. The
MBVK envi ronment has dimlighting and a opaque fog for an

at - mosphere. The race is driven by an intense curiosity and hanpered
by extreme caution. They are the gal axy's prinme observers, and are
content to |l ook and | earn and record through their |ong-probes and
sensors wi thout making their presence known. MSVKs have a | ow

tol erance to radiation.

Cl assification: OTSB

Pl anet: Tral t ha

Speci es: Tral t han

No I ndividual Nanes Known

Tral than Surgeons are really two beings instead of one, a

conbi na-tion of FG.I and OISB. The OTSB is a nearly m ndl ess synbi ont
which lives with its FG.I host. At first glance the OTSB | ooks |ike
a furry ball sprouting a |ong ponytail, but a closer | ook shows that
the ponytail is conposed of scores of fine manipulators, nost of

whi ch incorporate sensitive visual organs. A cluster of wire-thin,
eye- and sucker-tipped tentacles sends infinitely detailed visua
in-formation to its giant host and receives instructions fromthe
host. The Tral than conbi nati ons are the best surgeons the Gal axy has
ever known. Not all Tralthans choose to |link up with a synbiote, but
FG.I nedics wear themlike a badge of office.

Classification: PVQ&X

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : Doct or Frenvessith

Appar ent typographical error for Cassification PVSJ.

Cl assification: PVSJ

Pl anet: Il ensa

Speci es: 11| ensan

I ndi vi dual s: Seni or Physician G| vesh, Charge Nurse Hredlichi

Di agnostici an Lachlichi, Charge Nurse Leethveeschi

Pr obabl e | ndi vi dual : Charge Nurse Lentil at sar

Il ensans are chlorine breathers with shapel ess spiny bodies and
dry, rustling nenbranes joining the upper and | ower appendages. The
body resenbl es a haphazard collection of oily, yellow green,

un- heal thy vegetation. The two stubby | egs are covered by what | ook
like oily blisters. Their | oose protective suits are transparent
except for the faint yellow fog of chlorine contained within. The
Il ensans are generally held to be the nost visually repul sive
beings in the Federation, as well as the nost vain regarding their
own physical appearance. |llensans suffer digestive upsets if they
exercise after meals. Contact with water is instantly lethal to

chl ori ne-breathers. PVSJs are not physiologically suited to the use
of stairs and have very sensitive hearing.

Classification: QCQL
Pl anet : Unknown
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Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Names Known

Apparent typographical error for Cassification QCL. Senior
Phy-si ci an Mannen did not know there was any such beastie, but
Ma-jor O Mara had a tape. There were two casualties of this
classifica-tion at Sector CGeneral. The operations were suit jobs,
since the gunk that the QCQs breath would kill anything that wal ks,
crawmls or flies, excluding them

Cl assification: QLCL

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

Recent, and very enthusiastic, nenbers of the Federation, this
speci es had never been to Sector General until the war with the
Empire. Then a small ward was prepared to receive possible QLCL
casualties. The ward was filled with the horribly corrosive fog the
Q.CLs used for an atnosphere, and the |lighting was stepped up to the
harsh, actinic blue which the they consider restful

Cl assification: SNLU

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name: Vosan

I ndi vi dual : Di agnostician Senlic

The SNLU |ife formrequires a refrigerated |ife-support system for
its ultra-lowtenperature environnent while on the Chlorine and
Oxygen | evels. A frigid-blooded nmethane-breather, it is nost
comfortable in an environnment only a few degrees above absol ute
zero. The SNLUs have a conplex mineral and liquid crystalline
struc-ture. The species evolved on the perpetually dark worlds which
detached fromtheir original solar systens and now drift through the
interstellar spaces. Physically they are quite small, averaging
one-third the body nmass of a being |like a Kelgian. In order to allow
contact with other, warnmer, species, the SN LUs are required to wear
a large, conplex, highly refrigerated |ife-support and sensor
trans-lation system which requires frequent power recharge. The
scal es covering the SNLU s eight-linbed, starfish-shaped body shine
coldly through the nethane m st |ike nultihued dianonds, nmak-ing it
resenbl e sone wondrous, heraldic beast. The SNLUs |ive and work in
the al nost total silence of beings with a hypersensitiv-ity to
audi bl e vibrations. These fragile, crystalline, nethane-based
life-forms woul d deconpose at tenperatures in excess of eighteen
degrees above absolute zero and be instantly cremated if the

tem perature rose above m nus one-twenty on the tenperature scale in
use in the Federation

Cl assification: SRIH

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Heal ers or Physicians or Protectors

No I ndividual Nanes Known

The Dranbon Physicians are glorified | eucocytes to the Dranbon
Strata Creatures, treating the many independent organisns living in
and around those inmense |living carpets. The stupid, slow noving
Dranbon Physicians stay close to the npbst active and dan- gerous
stretches of the Drambon shoreline. They resenble jelly-fish, so
transparent that only their internal organs are visible. A

| eech-like formof life, the SRIHs seemconfortable in either air or
water. Their reactions in the presence of severe illness or injury
are instinctive. Using their spines or stings, they practice their
prof es-sion by wi thdrawi ng the bl ood of their patients and pun fying
it of any infection or toxic substances before returning it to the
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patients' bodies. (The process repairs sinple physical damage as
well.) However, not all the withdrawn blood is returned. It has not
been es-tablished whether it is physiologically inpossible for the
SRIH to return it all or whether the Physician retains a few ounces
as pay-nment for services rendered. A Physicians can kill as well as
cure. It can barely touch a beast, causing a predator to go into a
muscul ar spasm so violent that parts of its skeleton pop through the
skin. There is no evidence that they comuni cate verbally, visually,
tac-tually, telepathically, by snell or by any other system known to
Sector Ceneral. The quality of their enotional radiation suggests
that they do not communicate at all in the accepted sense. The
Physi ci ans are sinply aware of ot her beings and objects around them
and, by using their eyes and a nmechanismsimlar to the enpathic
faculty, they are able to identi~ friend and foe.

Cl assification: SRTT

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

Thi s physiol ogical type is ampebic, possessing the ability to
extrude any |linbs, sensory organs or protective tegument necessary
to the environnment in which it finds itself. It is so fantastically
adaptable that it is difficult to inagi ne how one of these beings
could ever fall sick in the first place.

Classification: TLTU

Pl anet: Threcald 5

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : TLTU Di agnosti ci an

A TLTU doctor breathes superheated steam and has pressure and
gravity requirenments three times greater than the environment of the
oxygen |l evels. The local protection needed by a TLTU doctor is a
great, clanking juggernaut which hisses continually as if it is
about to spring a leak. The large protective suit resenbles a
spheri-cal pressure boiler bristling with renote handling devices
and nounted on caterpillar treads, and has to be avoi ded at al
costs. The large size is needed to allow for heaters to render the
occupant confortable, and surface insulation and refrigerators to
keep the vicinity habitable by other life-forms. The small TLTU
life-forminhabits a heavy-gravity, watery planet with edible

m nerals, which circles very close to its parent sun. The TLTU s
bl ood consists of superheated liquid netal. TLTU patients are
transported in their protective spheres anchored to stretcher
carriers. These spheres enit a high-pitched, shuddering whine as
their generators |abor to main-tain the internal tenperature at a
confortable, for their occupants, five hundred degrees.

Cl assification: TOBS

Pl anet : Fot awn

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : Tr ai nee/ Doct or Danal ta

Thi s being can extrude any |inbs, sense organs, or protective
tegu-nment necessary to the environnent or situation in which it
finds it-self. It evolved on a planet with a highly eccentric orbit,
and with climatic changes so severe that an incredi ble degree of
physi cal adapt-ability was necessary for survival. It becane

domi nant on its world, and devel oped intelligence and a
civilization, not by conmpeting in the matter of natural weapons but
by refining and perfecting its adap-tive capability. Wen it is
faced by natural enemies, the options are flight, protective
mmcry, or the assunption of a shape frightening to the attacker
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The speed and accuracy of the mimcry, particularly in the al nost
perfect reproduction of behavior patterns, suggests that the entity
may be a receptive enpath. The enpathic faculty is under voluntary
control, so that the level of enotional radiation reaching its
receptors can be reduced, or even cut off at will, should it becone
too distressing. Wth such effective neans of self-protection

avail -able, the species is inpervious to physical damage other than
by compl ete anni hilation or application of ultrahigh

tenperat ures. The con-cept of curative surgery would be a strange one
i ndeed to nenbers of that race. They do not require nmechanisns for
self-protection, so they are likely to be advanced in the

phi | osophi cal sciences but back-ward in devel opi ng technol ogy. Wen
not trying to look like sone-thing el se, TOBSs take the
configuration of a |arge, dark-green, uneven ball.

Cl assification: TRLH

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

The TRLH casualty was an ally of the Enpire during that war.
Classification was aided by the fact that the patient's spacesuit
was transparent as well as flexible. The atnosphere the being
breathes is as exotic as that of the QCQs, but can be reproduced.
The TRLH has a thin carapace which covers its back and curves down
and inwards to protect the central area of its underside. Four
thick, single-jointed | egs project fromthe uncovered sections. It
has a large but lightly boned head, four manipul atory appendages,
two recessed but extensible eyes, and two nout hs.

Cl assification: VTXM

Pl anet: Tel f

Speci es: Tel fi, Tel phi

I ndi vi dual : Astrogator-part Cheixic

A group-m nd speci es whose snall beetle-like bodies live by the
direct conversion of various conbinations and intensities of hard
radi ation. Mhough individually the beings are quite stupid, the
gestalt entities are highly intelligent. The Telfi operate in groups
as contact telepaths to pool their nental and physical abilities.
The Tel fi have a spoken | anguage as well as the telepathic faculty
used between individuals, especially nenbers of a fanmily gestalt.
An-other variant of the species resenbles a large, terrestria
lizard, just under five feet long fromthe bul bous head to vestigia
tail, with an extra set of fore-linbs growing fromthe base of the
neck. The only visible features are two tiny, lidless eyes and the
mout h. The four stubby wal king |inbs can be bent double to lie flat
agai nst the body while the two, |onger forward mani pul ators can
stretch forward and cross so as to allow the chin to rest on the
crossover point. The skin of a dead Telfi is pale gray with a

mottl ed and veined effect that resenbl es unpolished marble. The
color is a synptom of ad-vanced radi ation starvation and a | etha
failure of the absorption nechanism A healthy Telfi reflects no
light at all, looking like |liz-ard-shaped black holes. A

heal thyTel fi's tenperature is bel ow roomtenperature. Investigating
their ultra-hot netabolismclosely is to risk radiation poisoning.
There is a fallacy anong non-nedics that the Telfi cannot be closely
approached or touched wi thout the use of renotely controlled
mani pul ators. To live they nmust absorb the radiation normally
provided by their natural environnent but when, for clinica
reasons, the radiation is withdrawn for several days and they are
week fromtheir equival ent of hunger, their ra-dioactive em ssions
drop to a harmnl ess | evel
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Cl assification: VUXG

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vidual : Dr. Arretapec

The VUXG resenbl es nothing so nuch as a withered prune float-ng in a
spherical gob of syrup. The species has telepathic, tel eportive,
and~sort of ~precognitive abilities. The precognitive ability does
not appear to be of nuch use because it does not work with

i ndividuals but only with popul ations, and so far in the fu-ture and
in such a haphazard manner that it is practically useless.

Cl assification: Unknown

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Farmer Fi sh

No I ndividual Nanes Known

The | arge-headed Farmer Fish are responsible for cultivating and
protecting benign growmh and destroying all other growth in the
Dranbon Strata Creature. Farner Fish have stubby arnms sprout-ing
fromthe base of their enlarged heads.

Cl assification: Unknown

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Strata Creatures

No I ndividual Nanes Known

The | argest creature on the planet Dranbo~so |arge that at a
scoutship's suborbital velocity of six thousand plus niles per hour
it takes just over nine mnutes to travel fromone side of the
pa-tient to the other. The creature is so vast that it has nmany

i ndepen-dent parts perform ng specialized functions, such as the eye
pl ants, air renewal plants, Farner Fish, Thought Controlled Tools,
and vegetable teeth. The parts can comunicate via a mneral-rich
sap. The creature uses water instead of blood as its working fluid.
It is not clear if the entire creature is an animal or a plant,
there being components of both in its i mense expanse. There is only
one intelligent Strata Creature on Dranbo, and it is being treated
for radiati on poi soni ng.

Cl assification: Unknown

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Thought Control |l ed Tool s

No I ndividual Nanes Known

Under the nental control of its user, a "tool" can assune any
use-ful shape inmagined. At Sector General, one appeared as a Hudl ar
type six scal pel, a mediumsized box spanner, a netallic sphere, a
m ni ature bust of Beethoven, a set of Tralthan dentures, and a

Hudl ar food sprayer, anong other things. The tools belong to the
only sentient Strata Creature on Drambo, and were used to attack the
medi cal and mlitary forces attenpting to treat the Strata Crea-ture
for radiation poisoning.

Cl assification: Unknown

Pl anet : Dut ha

Speci es: Dut han

I ndi vi dual s: Pati ent Bowab, Hi s Excellency the Lord Scrennagl e of
Dut ha

Dut hans have a centaur-1like body. The torso fromthe waist up
resenbl es that of an Earth-human, but the muscul ature of the arns,
shoul ders and chest are subtly different. The hands are five-digi
ted, each conprised of three fingers and two opposabl e thunbs. The
head is carried erect above a very thick neck, which seens
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di spro-portionately small.The face is dom nated by two |arge, soft,
brown eyes that sonmehow nmake the slits, pro tuberan ces, and fleshy
petal s which conprise the other features visually acceptable.

Cl assi ficati on: Unknowm

Pl anet : Ker an

Speci es: Ker anni

No | ndi vi dual Names Known
No descri ption given.

Cl assi fication: Unknown

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Kregl i nni

No | ndi vi dual Nanmes Known
No descri ption given.

Classification: Various

Pl anet : Meat bal |

Speci es: CLCH CLHG Dranbon Rol | ers, Dranbon Farner Fish, Dranbon
Strata Creatures, Drambon Thought Controlled Tools, SRIJH Dranbon
Heal ers or Physicians or Protectors

The planet was originally named by the crew of Descartes, but the
nane was consi dered derogatory by one of the native intelligent
species. The planet is nowreferred to as Dranbo.

Acci dent

Retlin conplex was Nidia's largest air termnal, its only spaceport, and,
MacEwan t hought cynically, its nost popul ar zoo. The main concourse was thronged
with furry native airline passengers, sightseers, and ground personnel, but the
thi ckest crowd was outside the transparent walls of the off-planet departure

| ounge where Nidians of all ages jostled each other in their eagerness to see
the waiting space travel ers

But the crowd parted quickly before the Corpsnmen escorting MacEwan and his
conpani on—Ao native would risk giving offense to an of fworl der by naking even
accidental bodily contact. Fromthe departure |ounge entrance, the two were
directed to a small office whose transparent walls darkened into opacity at

t hei r approach.

The man facing themwas a full Colonel and the ranking Mnitor Corps officer on
Ni dia, but until they had seated them selves he remmi ned standing, respectfully,
as befitted one who was neeting for the first time the great Earth-human MacEwan
and the equally legendary Oligian G awl ya-Ki. He rermained on his feet for a
moment | onger while he | ooked with polite disapproval at their uniforms, torn
and stained relics of an

al nrost forgotten war, then he glanced toward the solidograph that occupi ed one
corner of his desk and sat down.

Quietly he began, "The planetary assenbly has decided that you are no | onger

wel come on Nidia, and you are requested to | eave at once. My organization, which
is the closest thing we have to a neutral extraplanetary police force, has been
asked to inplenent this request. | would prefer that you | eave without the use
of physical coercion. | amsorry. This is not pleasant for me, either, but |
have to say that | agree with the N dians. Your peacenobngering activities of

| ate have beconme nuch too... warlike."

Graw ya-Ki's chest swelled suddenly, nmaking its stiff, spi-key fur rasp dryly
against the old battle harness, but the Orligian did not speak. MacEwan said
tiredly, "W were just trying to nmake them understand that—=

"I know what you were trying to do," the Col onel broke in, "but half wecking a
vi deo studio during a rehearsal was not the way to do it. Besides, you know as
well as | do that your supporters were nmuch nore interested in taking part in a
riot than in promul gating your ideas. You sinply gave them an excuse to—

"The play glanorized war," MacEwan sai d.
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The Monitor's eyes flickered toward the solidograph, then back to G awl ya-Ki and
MacEwan again. His, tone softened. "I'msorry, believe me, but you will have to
| eave. | cannot force it, but ideally you should return to your hone pl anets
where you could relax and |live out your remaining years in peace. Your wounds
must have left nental scars and you may require psychiatric assistance; and,
well, 1 think both of you deserve sone of the peace that you want-so desperately
for everyone else."

When there was no response, the Col onel sighed and said, "Were do you want to
go this time?" '

"Tral tha," MacEwan sai d.

The Monitor | ooked surprised. "That is a hot, high-gravity, heavily
industrialized world, peopled by |unmbering, six-legged el ephants who are

har dwor ki ng, peacel oving, and culturally stable. There hasn't been a war on
Traltha for a thousand years. You would be wasting your time there, and feeling
very un-confortable while doing so, but it's your choice."

"On Traltha," MacEwan said, "commercial warfare never stops. One kind of war can
|l ead to another."

The Col onel made no attenpt to disguise his inpatience. "You are frightening
yoursel ves wi thout reason and, in any case, maintaining the peace is our

concern. W do it quietly, discreetly, by keeping potentially troubl esone
entities and sit-uations under observation, and by naking the m ni numre-sponse
early, before things can get out of control. W do a good job, if | do say so
myself. But Traltha is not a danger, now or in the foreseeable future." He
smled. "Another war between Orligia and Earth would be nore likely."

"That will not happen, Colonel," Gawya-K said, its nod-ulated growing
form ng a vaguely threateni ng acconpani nent to the accentl ess speech com ng from
its translator pack. "For-mer enem es who have beaten hell out of each other
make the best friends. But there has to be an easier way of mamking friends."
Before the officer could reply, MacEwan went on quickly, "I understand what the
Monitor Corps is doing, Colonel, and | approve. Everybody does. It is rapidly
becom ng accepted as the Federation's executive and | awenforcenent arm But it
can never becone a truly nmultispecies service. Its officers, of ne-cessity, wll
be al nost entirely Earth-human. Wth so nmuch power entrusted to one speci es—

"W are aware of the danger," the Col onel broke in. De-fensively he went on,
"Qur psychol ogi sts are working on the problens and our people are highly trained
in e-t cultural con-tact procedures. And we have the authority to ensure that
the nmenbers of every ship's crew nmaki ng other-species contacts are
simlarly-gained,. Everyone is aware of the danger of ut-tering or comrting an
unt hi nki ng word or action which could be construed as insulting and of what

nm ght ensue. We | ean over backward in our efforts not to give offense. You know
that."

The Col onel was first and forenost a policeman, MacEwan thought, find like a
good policeman he resented any criticismof his service. Wat was nore, his
irritation with the two agi ng war veterans was rapidly reaching the point where
the interview woul d be term nated. Take it easy, he warned hinself, this is not
an eneny.

Al oud he said, "The point I'"'mtrying to nake is that |eaning over backward is an
i nherently unstable position, and this hy-perpoliteness where extraterrestrials
are concerned is artificial, even dishonest. The tensions generated nust
ultimately lead to trouble, even between the handpi cked and highly intelligent
entities who are the only people allowed to nmake of f-planet contacts. This type
of contact is too narrow, too limted. The nenber species of the Federation are
not really getting to know and trust each other, and they never will unti
contact becones nore relaxed and natural. As things are it woul d be unthinkabl e
to have even a friendly argunment with an extraterrestrial

"W nust get to really know them Col onel," MacEwan went on quickly. "Wl

enough not to have to be so dammably polite all the tinme. If a Tralthan jostles
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a Nidian or an Earth; human, we nust know the being well enough to tell it to
wat ch where it's going and to call it any nanes which seem appro-priate to the
occasion. W should expect the sane treatnent if the fault is ours. Ordinary
people, not a carefully selected and trained star-traveling elite, nust get to
know of fworl ders well enough to be able to argue or even to quarrel nonviolently
with them w thout—=

"And that," the Mnitor said coldly, rising to his feet, "is the reason you are
| eaving N dia. For disturbing the peace.”

Hopel essly, MacEwan tried again. "Colonel, we nust find sone conmon ground on
which the ordinary citizens of the Federation can meet. Not just because of
scientific and cultural exchanges or interstellar trade treaties. It nust be
sonet hing basic, sonething we all feel strongly about, an idea or a project that
we can really get together on. In spite of our nuch-vaunted Federation and the
vi gi l ance of your Mbnitor Corps, perhaps because of that vigilance, we are not
getting to know each other properly. Unless we do another war is inevitable. But
nobody worries. You' ve all forgotten howterrible war is."

He broke off as the Col onel pointed slowy to the solido-graph on his desk, then
brought the hand back to his side again. "W have a constant reminder," he said.
After that the Col onel would say no nore, but remmined standing stiffly at
attention until G awl ya-Ki and MacEwan | eft the office.

The departure |ounge was nore than half filled with tight, exclusive little
groups of Tralthans, Melfans, Kelgians, and Illensans. There was al so a pair of
squat, tentacul ar, heavy-gravity beings who were apparently engaged in spraying
each other with paint, and which were a new life-formto MacEwan. A
teddybearli ke Ni di an wearing the blue sash of the nontech-nical ground staff
moved from behind themto escape the spray, but otherw se ignored the creatures.
There was sone excuse for the chlorine-breathing Illensans to keep to

thensel ves: the | oose, transparent material of their protective envel opes | ooked
fragile. He did not know anythi ng about the paint-spraying duo, but the others
were all warm bl ooded, oxygen-breathing life-forms with sinilar pressure and
gravity requirements and they should, at |east, have been ac-know edgi ng each
others' presence even if they did not openly display the curiosity they nust be
feeling toward each other. Angrily, MacEwan turned away to examine the traffic
nmove- ment s di spl ay.

There was an ||l ensan factory ship in orbit, a great, ungainly nonl ander whose
shuttl e had touched down a few nminutes ear-lier, and a Ni dian ground transporter
fitted with the chlorine breathers' life-support was on the way in to pick up

passengers. Their Tralthan-built and crewed passenger ship was nearly ready to
board and stood on its apron on the other side of the main aircraft runway. It
was one of the new ships which boasted of providing confortabl e accommbdati on
for six different oxygen-breathing species, but degrees of confort were relative
and MacBEwan, G awl ya-Ki, and the other non-Tralthans in the | ounge would shortly
be judging it for thensel ves.

Apart fromthe Illensan shuttle and the Tralthan vessel, the only traffic was
the N di an atnosphere craft which took off and | anded every few ninutes. They
were not large aircraft, but they did not need to be to hold a thousand N di ans.
As the aircraft differed only in their registration markings, it seened that the
sanme nmachi ne was endl essly taking off and | anding.

Angry because there was nothing else in the roomto engage his attention fully,
and because it occupied such a promnent Position in the center of the |ounge
that all eyes were naturally drawn to it, MacEwan turned finally to | ook once
again at that frightful and faniliar tableau

Graw ya-Ki had al ready done so and was whining softly to itself.

It was a life-sized replica of the old Oligian war nenorial, one of the
count |l ess thousands of copies which occupied public places of honor or appeared
in mniature on the desks or in the hones of responsible and concerned beings on
every worl d-of the Federation. The original had stood within its protective
shield in the central Plaza of Oligia' s capital city for nore than two
centuries, during which a great nany native and vis-iting entities of
sensitivity and intelligence had tried vainly to describe its effect upon them
For that war menorial was no aesthetic nmarble poemin which godlike figures
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gestured defiance or lay dying nobly with |linbs arranged to the best advantage.
Instead it consisted of an Oligian and an Earthman, surrounded by the
shattered, remants of a Control Room belonging to a type of ship now | ong
obsol et e.

The Oligian was standing crouched forward, the fur of its chest and face matted
with blood. A few yards away |ay the Earth-hunan, very obviously dying. The
front of his uniformwas in shreds, revealing the ghastly injuries he had
sust ai ned. Abdom nal organs nornally conceal ed by skin, layers of sub-cutaneous
tissue and nuscle were clearly visible. Yet this man, who had no busi ness being
alive much | ess being capabl e of novenent, was struggling toward the Oligian
Two conbatants amid the weckage of a warship trying to continue their battle
hand t o- hand?

The dozens of plaques spaced around the base of the tabl eau described the
incident in all the witten | anguages of the Fed-eration .

They told of the epic, single-ship duel between the Oligian and the Earth-hunman
commanders. So evenly nmatched had they been that, their respective crew nenbers
dead, their ships shot to pieces, armanents depl eted and power gone, they had
crash-1 anded cl ose together on a world unknown to both of them The Oligian,
anxious to learn all it could regarding eneny ship systens, and driven by a nore
personal curiosity about its opponent, had boarded the wecked Earth ship. They
nmet .

For themthe war was over, because the terribly wounded Earth-human di d not know
when he was going to die and the Oligian did not know when, if ever, its

di stress signal would

bring rescuers. The distant, inpersonal hatred they had felt toward each ot her
was gone, dissipated by the six-hour period* of maxi mumeffort that had been
their duel, and was replaced by feelings of nutual respect for the degree of

pr of essi onal conpetence displayed. So they tried to conmuni cate, and suc-ceeded.
It had been a slow, difficult, and extraordinarily painful process for both of
them but when they did talk they held nothing back. The Oligian knew that any
verbal insubordi-nation it mght utter would die with this Earth-human, who in
turn sensed the other's synpathy and was in too nuch pain to care about the
things he said about his own superiors. And while they tal ked the Earth-human

| earned sonething of vital inportance, an eneny's-eye view of the sinple,

stupid, and jointly m sunderstood incident which had been responsible for
starting the war in the first place.

It had been during the closing stages of this conversation that an Oligian ship
whi ch chanced to be in the area had | anded and, after assessing the situation,
used its Stopper on the Earth weck.

Even now the operating principles of the Orligian prinmary space weapon were

uncl ear to MacEwan. The weapon was capable of enclosing a snmall ship, or vital
sections of a large one, within a field of stasis in which all notion stopped.
Neit her the ships nor their crew were harned physically, but if sonmeone so nuch
as scratched the surface of one of those Stopped hulls or tried to slip a needle
into the skin of one of the Stopped personnel, the result was an expl osi on of
near - nucl ear propor-tions.

But the Oligian stasis field projector had peaceful as well as mlitary
appl i cations.

Wth great difficulty the section of Control Roomand the two Stopped bodies it
contai ned had been noved to Oligia, to occupy the central square of the

pl anetary capital as the nost gruesonely effective war nmenorial ever known, for
236 years. During that tine the shaky peace which the two frozen bei ngs had
brought about between Orligia and Earth ripened into friendship, and nedica

sci ence progressed to the point where the terribly injured Earth-human coul d be
saved. Although its

injuries had not been fatal, Grawl ya-Ki had insisted on being Stopped with its
friend so that it could see MacEwan cured for itself.

And then the two greatest heroes of the war, heroes because they had ended it,
were renoved fromstasis, rushed to a hos-pital, and cured. For the first tine,
it was said, the truly great of history would receive the reward t hey deserved
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frompos-terity—and that was the way it had happened, just over thirty years
ago.

Since then the two heroes, the only two entities in the whole Federation with
di rect experience of war, had grown increas-ingly nmonomani acal on the subject
until the honor and respect accorded them had gradually changed to reactions of
i npati ence and enbarrassnent.

"Sonetinmes, Ki," MacBEwan saidt turning away fromthe frozen figures of their
former selves, "I wonder if we should give up and try to find peace of nind |like
the Col onel said. Nobody listens to us anynore, yet all we are trying to tel
themis to relax, to take off their heavy, bureaucratic gauntlets when extending
the hand of friendship, and to speak and react hon-estly so that—

"I am aware of the arguments,” G aw ya-Ki broke in, "and the completely
unnecessary restatenment of them especially to one who shares your feelings in
this matter, is suggestive of approaching senility."

"Li sten, you mangy, overgrown baboon!" MacEwan began furiously, but the Oligian
i gnored him

"And senility is a condition which cannot be successfully treated by the

Col onel 's psychiatrists,” it went on. "Neither, | subnit, can they give

psychi atric assistance to mnds which are otherwi se sane. As for ny |ocalized

| oss of fur, you are so lacking in nale hornobnes that you can only grow it on
your head and—

"And your fenales grow nore fur than you do," MacEwan snapped back, then

st opped.

He had been conned agai n.

Since that first historic neeting in MacEwan's w ecked Con-trol Room they had
grown to know each other very well. Gawlya-Ki had assessed the present
situation, decided that MacEwan was-feeling far too depressed for his own good,
and instituted

curative treatnent in the formof a therapuetic argunment combined with subtle
reassurance regarding their sanity. MacBEwan snil ed.

"This frank and honest exchange of views," he said quietly, "is distressing the
other travelers. They probably think the Earth—&ligian war is about to restart,
because they woul d never dream of saying such things to each other."

"But they do dream" Grawlya-ki said, its mnd going off at one of its
peculiarly Oligian tangents. "All intelligent life-fornms require periods of
unconsci ousness during which they dream O have ni ghtnares."

"The trouble is," MacEwan said, "they don't share our par-ticular nightnmare."
Graw ya-Ki was silent. Through the transparent outer wall of the |ounge it was
wat chi ng the rapid approach of the ground transporter fromthe Illensan shuttle
The vehicle was”™a great, multiwheeled silver bullet distinctively narked to show
that it was filled with chlorine, and tipped with a transparent control nodul e
whose atnosphere was suited to its N dian driver. MacEwan wondered why all of
the smaller intelligent life-forns, regardl ess of species, had a conpulsion to
drive fast. Had he stunbl ed upon one of the great cosmc truths?

"Maybe we should try a different approach," the Orligian said, still watching
the transporter. "Instead of trying to frighten themw th ni ghtnmares, we shoul d
find thema pleasant and inspiring dreamto—-Wat is that idiot doing?"

The vehicle was still approaching at speed, nmaking no at-tenpt to slow or turn
so as to present its transfer lock to the lounge's exit port for breathers of
toxi c atnmospheres. Al of the waiting travelers were watching it now, many of

t hem nmaki ng noi ses which did not translate.

The driver is showing off, MacEwan thought. Reflected sunlight fromthe canopy
obscured the occupant. It was not until the transporter ran into the shadow of
the ternminal building that MacEwan saw the figure of the driver slunped face
down-ward over its control console, but by then it was too late for anyone to do
anyt hi ng.

Built as it was fromtough, lanminated plastic nearly a foot thick, the
transparent wall bulged inward but did not i me-diately shatter as the nose of
the vehicle struck. The contro

modul e and its occupant were instantly flattened into a thin pancake of riven
metal, tangled wiring, and bloody N dian fur. Then the transporter broke
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t hr ough.

When the driver had collapsed and | ost control, the auto-matic power cutoff and
enmer gency braking systens nust have been triggered. But in spite of its |ocked
wheel s the transporter skidded ponderously on, enlarging the original break in
the transparent wall and | osing sections of its ow external plating in the
process. It plowed through the neat rows of Tralthan, Ml fan, Kelgian, and
Illensan furniture. The heavy, conplex structures were ripped fromtheir fl oor
mounti ngs and hurl ed aside along with the beings unfortunate enough to still be
oc-cupying them Finally the transporter ground to a halt against one of the
buil ding's roof support pillars, which bent alarmngly but did not break. The
shock brought down nost of the lounge's ceiling panels and with them a choki ng,
bl i ndi ng cloud of dust.

Al'l around MacEwan extraterrestrials were coughing and fl oundering about and
maki ng untransl atabl e noi ses indicative of pain and distress, G aw ya-K

i ncluded. He blinked dust out of his eyes and saw that the Oligian was
crouched, apparently uninjured, beside the transporter. Both of its enornous,
furry hands were covering its face and it |ooked as if it would shake itself
apart with the violence of its coughing. MacEwan ki cked | oose debris out of the
way and noved toward it. Then his eyes began to sting and, just in time, he
covered his nouth and nose to keep frominhaling the contam nated air.

Chl ori ne!

Wth his free hand he grasped the Orligian's battle harness and began draggi ng
it away fromthe damaged vehicle, won-dering angrily why he was wasting his
time. If the internal pressure hull had been ruptured, the whole | ounge woul d be
render ed uni nhabitable to oxygen breathers within a few mn-utes—the |l knsans
hi gher - pressure chlorine atnosphere would see to that. Then he stunbl ed agai nst
a low, sprawling, nmem braneous body which was hissing and twitching anmd the
debris and realized that it was not only the damaged vehicle which was
responsi ble for the contam nation

The 11l ensan nust have been hit by the transporter and flung agai nst a Kel gi an
rel axer franme, which had col | apsed. One of

the support struts had snagged the chlorine breather's pressure* envel ope,
ripping it open along the entire length of the body. The oxygen-rich atnosphere
was attacking the unprotected body, coating the skin with a powdery, sickly blue
organi ¢ corrosion which was thickest around the two breathing orifices. Al body

nmovenent ceased as MacEwan wat ched, but he could still hear a | oud hissing
sound.

Still keeping his nmouth and nostrils sealed with one hand, he used the other to
feel along the Illensan's body and pressure envel ope. Hi s eyes were stinging

even though they were now tightly shut.

The creature's skin felt hot, slippery, and fibrous, with patterns of raised
lines which made it seemthat the whole body was covered by the | eaves of sone
coarse-textured plant, and there were tines when MacEwan did not know whet her he
was touching the skin or the ruptured pressure suit. The sound of the pulse in
his head was incredible, like a constant, thudding explosion, and the
constriction in his chest was fast reaching the stage where. he was ready to

i nhal e even chlorine to stop that fiery, choking pain in his lungs. But he
fought desperately not to breathe, pressing his hand so tightly against his face
that his nose began to bl eed.

After what seened like a couple of hours later, he felt the shape of a |arge
cylinder with a hose connection and strange-feeling bunps and projections at one
end—the Illensan's air tank. He pulled and tw sted desperately at controls
designed for the spatulate digits of an Illensan, and suddenly the hiss of
escapi ng chl ori ne ceased.

He turned and staggered away, trying to get clear of the localized cloud of
toxic gas so he could breathe again. But he had gone only a few yards when he
tripped and fell into a piece of broken e-t furniture covered by a tangle of

pl astic drapery which had been used to decorate the Iounge. His free arm kept
himfrominjuring hinmself, but it was not enough to enable himto escape from
the tangl e of tubing and plastic which had sonehow w apped itself around his
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feet. He opened his eyes and shut them again hastily as the chlorine stung them
Wth such a high concentration of gas he could not risk opening his mouth to
shout for help. The noise inside his head was unbelievable. He felt hinself
slipping into a roaring, pounding blackness, and there was a tight band gri pping
and squeezing his chest.

There was sonething gripping his chest. He felt it- lifting him shaking him
free of the debris entangling his armand | egs, and holding himaloft while it
carried himfor an unknown di stance across the |ounge. Suddenly he felt his feet
touch the floor and he opened his eyes and nout h.

The snmell of chlorine was still strong but he could breathe and see. G aw ya-Ki
was standing a few feet away, | ooking concerned and pointing at the bl ood
bubbling fromhis nose, and one of the two paint-spraying extraterrestrials was
detach-ing one of its thick, iron-hard tentacles fromaround his chest. He was
too busy just breathing again to be able to say anything. "I apol ogi ze nobst
abjectly and sincerely," his rescuer booned over the sounds bei ng nade by the
injured all around them "if | have in any fashion hurt you, or subjected you to
mental trauma or enbarrassnment by maeking such a gross and perhaps intinmate

physi cal contact with your body. | would not have dared touch you at all had not
your Orligian friend insisted that you were in grave danger and requested that |
lift you clear. But if | have given of fense—~

"You have not given offense,"” MacEwan broke in. "On the contrary, you have saved
my life at great risk to your own. That chlorine is deadly stuff to all us
oxygen breathers. Thank you."

It was becoming difficult to speak w thout coughi ng because the cloud of gas
fromthe dead Illensan's suit was spreading, and G aw ya-Ki was al ready noving
away. MacEwan was about to foll ow when the creature spoke again.

"I amin no i mediate danger." Its eyes glittered at himfrom behind their hard,
organic shields as it went on. "I ama Hudlar, Earthperson. My species does not
breat he, but absorbs sustenance directly from our atnosphere, which, near the

pl an-etary surface, is analogous to a thick, high-pressure, senigas-eous soup
Apart fromrequiring our body surface to be sprayed at frequent intervals with a
nutrient paint, we are not incon-venienced by any but the nost corrosive of

at nrospheres, and we can even work for | engthy periods in vacuum conditi ons on
orbital construction projects.

"I amglad to have been of assistance, Earthperson," the Hudlar ended, "but | am
not a hero."

"Nevertheless | amgrateful," MacEwan shouted, then stopped noving away. He
waved his hand, indicating the |ounge which resenbled a battlefield rather than
a luxurious departure point for the stars, and started coughing. Finally he was
able to say, "Pardon ne, please, if | am being presunptuous, but is it possible
for you to simlarly assist the other beings who have been immbilized by their
injuries and are in danger of asphyxiation?"

The second Hudl ar had joined them but neither spoke. G aw ya-Ki was wavi ng at
hi m and pointing toward the trans-parent wall of the Colonel's office where the
Moni tor Corps officer was al so gesticulating urgently.

"Ki, will you find out what he wants?" MacEwan called to the Orligian. To the
first Hudlar he went on, "You are under-standably cautious in the matter of
physi cally handling mem bers of another species, |est you inadvertently give

of fense, and in normal circunstances this would be wholly adnirable and the
behavi or of a being of sensitivity and intelligence. But this is not a nornal
situation, and it is ny belief that any accidental physical intinacy comitted
on the injured would be forgiven when the intention is purely to give

assi stance. In these circunstances a great nany beings could die who woul d

ot herwi se—=

"Some of themwill die of boredomor old age," the second Hudl ar sai d suddenly,
"if we continue to waste tine with un-necessary politeness. Plainly we Hudl ars
have a physi cal ad-vantage here. What is it you wish us to do?"

"I apol ogi ze nost abjectly for nmy lifemate's ill-considered and hasty renarks,
Eart h-human," the first Hudlar said quickly. "And for any of fense they may have
given."

"No need. None taken," MacEwan said, |aughing in sheer relief until the chlorine
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turned it into a cough. He considered prefacing his instructions with advance
apol ogi es for any of-fense he might inadvertently give to the Hudlars, then

deci ded that that would be wasting nore tinme. He took a deep, careful breath and
spoke.

"The chlorine level is still rising around that transporter. Wuld one of you
renove heavy debris fromcasualties in the

area affected and nove themto the entrance to the boarding tunnel, where they
can be noved into the tunnel itself if the |l evel continues to rise. The other
shoul d concentrate on rescuing Illensans by lifting theminto their transporter
There is a |l ock antechanber just inside the entry port, and hopefully sone of
the |l ess seriously injured chlorine breathers will be able to get themthrough
the lock and give themfirst aid inside. The Oligian and nyself will try to
nmove the casualties not imnmediately in danger fromthe chlorine, and open the
boardi ng tunnel entrance. Ki, what have you got there?"

The Orligian had returned with nore than, a dozen snall cylinders, with
breat hi ng masks and straps attached, cradled in both arns. It said,
"Fire-fighting equi pment. The Col onel di-rected ne to the energency | ocker. But
it's Nidian equipnent. The masks won't fit very well, and with some of these
beings they won't fit at all. Maybe we can hold themin position and—

"This aspect of the problem does not concern us," the first Hudl ar broke in.
"Eart hperson, what do we do with casualties whose injuries nmght be conpounded
by the assistance of well-nmeaning rescuers ignorant of the physiol ogy of the
bei ng con-cerned?”

MacEwan was al ready tying a cylinder to his chest, passing the attachnent over
one shoul der and under the opposite arnpit because the N dian straps were too
short to do otherwise. He said grimy, "W will have that problem too."

"Then we will use our best judgnent," the second Hudl ar said, noving ponderously
toward the transporter, followed closely by its |ifemte.

"That isn't the only problem" Grawya-Ki said as it, too, attached a cylinder
to its harness. 'The collision cut our comnunications and the Col onel can't

tell the terminal authorities about the situation in here, nor does he know what
the ener-gency services are doing about it. He also says that the boarding
tunnel entrance won't open while there is atnospheric contamination in the

| ounge—+t is part of the safety system designed to contain such contam nation so
that it won't spread along the boarding tunnel to the waiting ship or into the
mai n concourse. The system can be overridden at this end, but only by a specia
key carried by the N dian senior ground staff nenber on duty in the |ounge. Have
you seen this being?"

"Yes," MacEwan said grimy. "It was standing at the exit port just before the
crash. | think it is somewhere underneath the transporter."

Graw ya-Ki whined quietly, then went on, "The Col onel is using his persona
radio to contact a docked Monitor Corps vessel to try to patch into the port
network that way, but so far without effect. The N dian rescue teans are doing
all the talking and are not listening to outsiders. But if he gets through he
wants to know what to tell them The nunber and condition of the casualties, the
degree of contam nation, and optimumentry points for the rescue teans. He wants
to talk to you."

"I don't want to talk to him" MacEwan said. He did not know enough to be able
to nake a useful situation report, and until he did their tine could be used to
much better effect than worrying out loud to the Colonel. He pointed to an

obj ect which | ooked Iike a gray, bloodstained sack which twitched and nmade
untransl at abl e sounds, and said, "That one first."

The injured Kelgian was difficult to nove, MacEwan found, especially when there
was just one Orligian armand two hurman ones to take the weight. Gawya-Ki's
mask was such a bad fit that it had to hold it in position. The casualty was a
caterpillar-like being with nore than twenty | egs and an overall covering of
silvery fur now badly bl oodstained. But the body, although no nore massive than
that of a human, was conpletely flaccid. There seerned to be no skel eton, no
bony parts at all except possibly in the head section, but it felt as though
there were wi de, concentric bands of nuscle running the I ength of the body just
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underneath the fur

It rolled and fl opped about so nmuch that by the tinme he had raised it fromthe
floor, supporting its head and m dsection between his outstretched arns and
chest & awl ya-Ki had the toil gripped between its side and free arm-ene of the
wounds began bl eedi ng. Because MacEwan was concentrating on hold-ing the

Kel gian's body i nmobile as they noved it toward the boardi ng tunnel entrance,
his mnd was not on his feet; they becane tangled in a piece of decorative
curtain, and he fell to his knees. Immedi ately the Kel gian's bl ood began to well
out at an alarmng rate.

"W shoul d do sonething about that,’
too-smal|l mask. "Any ideas?"

The Service had taught MacEwan only the rudi ments of first

ai d because casualties in a space war tended to be expl osi ve deconpressi ons and
rarely if ever treatable, and what little he had | earned applied to beings of
his own species. Serious bleed-ing was controlled by cutting off the supply of

bl ood to the wound with a tourniquet or |ocal pressure. The Kelgian's
cir-culatory systemseened to be very close to its skin, possibly because those
great, circular bands of nuscle required | ots of blood. But the position of the
veins were hidden by the being's thick fur. He thought that a pad and tight
bandages were the only treatnent possible. He did not have a pad and there was
no time to go |l ooking for one, but there was a bandage of sorts still wapped

| oosely around his ankl e.

He kicked the length of plastic curtain off his foot, then pulled about two
meters free of the pile of debris which had fallen with it. The stuff was tough
and he needed all his strength to make a transverse tear in it, but it was w de
enough to cover the wound with several inches to spare. Wth the Oligian's help
he held the plastic in position over the wound and passed the two ends around
the cylindrical body, knotting themvery tightly together

Probably the nakeshift bandage was too tight, and where it passed around the

Kel gian's underside it was pressing two sets of the being's | egs against the
underbelly in a direction they were not, perhaps, designed to bend, and he hated
to think of what the dust and dirt adhering to the plastic mght be doing to

t hat open wound.

The sane thought nust have been going through the Orli-gian's head, because it
said, "Maybe we'll find another Kelgian who isn't too badly hurt and knows what
to do."

But it was a long tine before they found another Kelgian—at least, it felt |ike
an hour even though the big and, strangely, still-functioning |Iounge clock,
whose face was divided into concentric rings narked off in the tinme units of the
maj or Federation worlds, insisted that it-was only ten m nutes.

One of the Hudlars had Iifted weckage fromtwo of the crablike Ml fans, one of
whom was coherent, seem ngly un-injured but unable to see because of the
chlorine or dust. Grawlya-Ki spoke reassuringly to it and led it away by
grasping a thick, fleshy projection, purpose unknown, growing fromits

head. The other Mel fan nmade | oud, untransl atable noises. Its carapace was
cracked in several places and of the three | egs which should have supported it
on one side, two were |inp and usel ess and one was m ssing altogether

MacEwan bent down quickly and slipped his hands and | ower arns under the edge of
the carapace between the two useless legs and lifted until the body was at its
nornmal wal ki ng height. I'mmediately the | egs on the other side began noving
slowy. MacEwan sidl ed al ong at the sane pace, supporting the injured side and
gui ding the Mel fan around intervening weckage until he was able to leave it
beside its blinded col -l eague.

He coul d think of nothing nore to do for it, so he rejoined the Hudl ar
excavating anong the heavier falls of debris.

They uncovered three nore Melfans, injured but anbula-tory, who were directed to
the boardi ng tunnel entrance, and a pair of the el ephantine, six-Iegged
Tral t hans who appeared to be uninjured but were badly affected by the gas which
was still leaking steadily fromthe transporter. MacEwan and Graw | ya-Ki each
hel d a Nidian breathing mask to one breathing orifice and yelled at themto

the Oligian said, its voice nuffled by the
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close the other. Then they tried desperately not to be tranpled underfoot as
they guided the Tralthans to the casualty assenbly point. Then they uncovered
two nore of the Kelgian caterpillars, one of whom had ob-viously bled to death
froma deep tear in its flank. The other had five of its rearnost sets of |egs
damaged, rendering it inmmobile, but it was conscious and able to cooperate by
holding its body rigid while they carried it back to the others.

When MacEwan asked the being if it could help the earlier Kelgian casualty he
had tried to bandage, it said that it had no nedical training and could think of
not hi ng further to do.

There were nore wal king, wiggling, and crawl i ng wounded rel eased fromthe
wreckage to join the growing crowd of cas-ualties at the tunnel entrance. Sone
of themwere tal king but nost were naking |oud, untranslatable noi ses which had
to be of pain. The sounds made by the casualties still trapped by fallen

wr eckage were slight by conparison

The Hudl ars were working tirelessly and often invisibly in a cloud of

sel f-created dust, but now they seened to be un-

covering only organi c weckage of which there was no hope of sal vage. There was
anot her Kel gi an who had bl ed spectac-ularly to death; two, or it may have been
three, Melfans with crushed and shattered carapaces and broken |linbs, and a
Tral -t han who had been smashed flat by a collapsing roof beam and was stil
trying to nove

MacEwan was afraid to touch any of themin case they fell apart in his hands,
but he could not be absolutely sure that they were beyond hel p. He had no idea
of their ability to survive mgjor injury, or whether specialized nedica
intervention could save themif taken in tinme. He felt angry and usel ess and the
chl orine was beginning to penetrate his face nask.

"Thi s being appears to be uninjured," the Hudl ar beside themsaid. It had lifted
a heavy table froma Tralthan who was Iying on its side, its six massive |egs
twitching feebly and its donelike brain casing, multiple eye-trunk, and thick,

| eathery hide free of any visible signs of damage. "Could it be that it is
troubl ed only by the toxic gas?"

"You' re probably right," MacEwan said. He and G- awl ya-Ki pressed N di an masks
over the Tralthan's breathing orifices. Several mnutes passed with no sign of

i nprovenent in its condition. MacEwan's eyes were stinging even though he, Iike
the Oligian, was using one hand to press the mask tightly against his face.
Angrily, he said, "Have you any other ideas?"

The anger was directed at his own hel pl essness, and he felt |ike kicking hinself
for taking it out on the Hudlar. He could not tell the two beings apart, only
that one tended to sound worried, |ong-wi nded, and overly polite, while its
lifemate was nore forthright. This one, luckily, was the forner.

"It is possible that its injuries are to the flank |ying against the fl oor and
are presently invisible to us," the Hudlar said ponderously. "O that the being,
which is a squat, heavy-gravity creature with certain physical sinlarities to
nmysel f, is seriously inconveni enced by being laid on its side. While we Hudl ars
can work confortably in weightless conditions, gravity if pres-ent must act
downward or within a very short tinme serious and di sabling organ displ acenent
occurs. There is also the fact that all Tralthan ships use an artificial gravity
systemwith nultiple failsafe backup, which is just one of the reasons for the
de-pendability and popularity of Tralthan-built ships. This suggests

that a lateral gravity pull nust be avoided by themat all costs, and that this
particul ar being is—

"Stop tal king about it," the second Hudlar said, joining them "and lift the

t hi ng. "

The Hudl ar extended its forward pair of tentacles and, brac-ing itself with the
other four in front of the Tralthan's weakly noving feet, slid them over the
creature's back and insinuated them between the floor and its other flank
MacEwan wat ched as the tentacles tightened, took the strain, and began to

qui ver. But the body did not nove, and the other Hudlar positioned itself to
assi st.

MacEwan was surprised, and worried. He had seen those tentacles, which served
bot h as anbul atory and nmani pul at ory appendages, lifting beans, major structura
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menbers, and | arge nmasses of weckage seem ngly without effort. They were
beau-tifully evolved |inbs, imensely strong and with thick, hard-ened pads
form ng a knuckl e on which the being wal ked while the remai nder of the
tentacle—the thinner, nore flexible half tipped with a cluster of specialized
digits—was carried curled inward agai nst its underside. The Tralthan they were
trying to nove was roughly the mass of an Earthly baby el ephant, and the

conbi ned efforts of both Hudlars were shifting it only slightly.

"Wait," MacEwan said urgently. "Both of you have lifted nmuch heavier weights. |
think the Tralthan is caught, perhaps inpaled on a structural projection, and
you cannot nove it because—

"W cannot nove it," the polite Hudlar said, "because we have been expendi ng

| arge anpbunts of energy after insufficient sustenance. Absorption of our |ast
meal , which was overdue in any case, was halted by the accident after the
process was scarcely begun. W are as weak as infants, as are you and your
Oligian friend. But if you would both go to the other side of the being and
push, your strength, puny as it is, mght make a difference."

Perhaps it wasn't the polite one, MacEwan thought as he and G awl ya-Ki did as
suggested. He wanted to apol ogi ze to we Hudl ars for assum ng that they were
sinmply organic pieces of heavy rescue nachi nery whose capabilities he had taken
for . But he and Grawl ya-Ki had their shoul ders under the

side of the Tralthan's cranial dome, their puny efforts were naking a
difference, and, unlike Hudl ars, MacEwan needed breath with which to speak

The Tral than came upright, rocked unsteadily on its six, w dely spaced feet,
then was guided toward the other casualties by the Oligian. Sweat as well as
chlorine was in MacEwan's eyes so he did not know whi ch Hudl ar spoke, but

presumably it had been the one engaged in lifting injured Illensans into the
damaged transporter.
"I amhaving difficulty with a chlorine breather, Earthper-son," it said. "The

being is abusive and will not allow ne to touch it. The circunstances call for a
very close decision, one | amunwilling to make. WIIl you speak to it?"

The area around the transporter had been cleared of cas-ualties with the sole
exception of this Illensan, who refused to be noved. The reason it gave MacEwan
was that while its injuries were not serious, its pressure envel ope had suffered
two small ruptures. One of these it had seal ed, after a fashion, by grasping the
fabric of its envel ope around the tear in both manipulators and holding it
tightly closed, while the other one it had sealed by Iying on it. These
arrangenments had forced it to increase the internal pressure of the envel ope
tenmporarily, so that it no | onger had any clear idea of the duration of its

chl orine tank and asphyxiation mght be immnent. But it did not want to be
moved to the relative safety of the transporter, which was al so | eaki ng, because
that would allow the | ethal atnobsphere of the lounge to enter its envel ope.

"I would prefer to die of chlorine starvation," it ended force-fully, "than have
my breat hi ng passages and lungs instantly corroded by your oxygen. Stay away
fromne."

MacEwan swore under his breath but did not approach the Illensan. Were were the
energency rescue teans? Surely they should have been there by now. The cl ock
showed that it had been just over twenty-five Earth minutes since the accident.
He coul d see that the sightseers had been cleared fromthe | ounge's inner wall,
to be replaced by a Nidian tel evision crew and sonme uni nforned ground staff who
did not appear to be doing anything at all. Qutside there were heavy vehicles
drawn up and N di ans with backpacks and hel nets scurrying around,

but his constantly watering eyes and the ever-present plastic hangings kept him
from seeing details.

MacEwan poi nted suddenly at the hangings and said to the Hudlars, "WII| you tear
down a large piece of that plastic material, please, and drape it over the
Illensan. Pat it down flat around the being' s suit and snooth the folds out

toward the edges so as to exclude our air as nmuch as possible. 1'll be back in a
m nute. "
He hurried around the transporter to the first Illensan ca-sualty, whose body

had turned a livid, powdery blue and was beginning to disintegrate, and tried to
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|l ook only at the fastenings of the chlorine tank. It took him several minutes to
get the tank free of the body harness, and several tines his bare hands touched

the dead Illensan's flesh, which crunbled like rotting wood. He knew t hat oxygen
was vicious stuff where chlorine breathers were concerned, but now he could
really synpathize with the other Illensan's panic at the thought of being noved

in a leaking suit.

When he reluned it was G awl ya-Ki who was snpothing out the plastic around the
Illensan while the two Hudlars were standing clear. One of themsaid

apol ogetically, "Qur nove-nents have beconme sonewhat uncoordi nated and the
chlorine breather was worried | est we accidentally fall onit. If there is

sonet hing el se we can do—

"Not hi ng," MacEwan said firmy.

He turned on the tap of the chlorine tank and slipped it quickly under the

pl asti ¢ sheet and pushed it close to the Il-lensan. The extra seepage of the gas
would nake little differ-ence, he thought, because the whol e area around the
transporter was fast beconi ng uni nhabitable for oxygen breathers. He pressed the
tiny mask hard against his face and took a | ong, careful breath through his
nose, and used it to speak to the Hudl ars.

"I have been thoughtl ess and seem ngly ungrateful for the fine work you have
been doing here," he said. "There is nothing nore that you can do. Please go at
once and spray yourselves with the necessary nutrient. You have acted nost

unsel fishly, and | am as are we all, nost grateful to you."

The two Hudl ars did not nove. MacEwan began pl aci ng

pi eces of debris around the edges of the plastic and the Oligian, who was quick
on the uptake, began doing the sanme. Soon the edges were held tightly agai nst
the floor, the gas escaping fromthe tank was beginning to inflate the plastic,

and they had the Illensan in a crude chlorine tent. Still the Hudl ars had not
nmoved.

"The Col onel is waving at you again," Gawya-Ki said. "I would say with

i mpati ence. "

"W cannot use our sprayers here, Earthperson," one of the Hudlars said before
MacEwan coul d reply. "The absorption mechanismin our tegunment would ingest the
toxic gas with our food, and in our species trace anounts of chlorine are

| ethal. The food sprayers can only be used in a beneficent atnosphere or in
airless conditions."

"Bl oody hell!" MacEwan sai d. Wien he thought of the way the Hudl ars had worked
to free the casualties, knowing that their tine and avail abl e energy was
severely limted and letting himassune that they had no problens, he should
have had nore to say—-but that was all that came out. He | ooked hel p-lessly at

Ki, but the Orligian's face was covered by its furry hand hol ding the
ridiculously small nask.

"Wth us," the other Hudl ar added, "starvation is a rapid process, sonewhat akin
to asphyxiation in a gas breather. | estinmate that we shoul d | ose consci ousness
and die in just under eight of our small tine divisions."

MacEwan's eyes went to the concentric circles of the Iounge clock. The Hudl ar
was tal ki ng about the equival ent of about twenty Earth m nutes. Sonehow they had
to get that boardi ng tunnel open

"Go to the tunnel entrance," he said, "and try to conserve your strength. Wit

beside the others until—= He broke off awkwardly, then said to the Oligian,
"Ki, you'd better get over there as well. There's enough chlorine in the air
here to bl each your fur. Keep passing the masks around and—"

"The Col onel," G awl ya-Ki renminded himas it turned to follow the Hudl ars.
MacEwan waved acknow edgnent, but before he could | eave the Il ensan began
speaking, its voice nmuffled by the fabric of the makeshift chlorine tent.
"That was an ingenious idea, Earthperson,” it said slowy-"There is now a

benefi cent atnosphere surroundi ng ny

sure envel ope, which will enable ne to repair the torn fabric and survive unti
Il ensan assi stance arrives. Thank you."

"You're wel cone," MacEwan sai d, and began picking his way over the debris toward
the gesticulating figure of the Colo-nel. He was still several neters fromthe
wal | when the officer pointed to his ear, then rapped with a knuckle on the

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%2...tor%20General%2005%20-%20Sector%20General.txt (29 of 116) [5/21/03 10:27:10 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/ James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %62005%20-%20Sector%20General .txt

interior surface. MacEwan obedi ently unfastened his mask on one side and pressed
an ear against the transparent wall. The other's voice was | ow and i ndistinct,
even though the color of the Colonel's face showed that he was shouti ng.

"Li sten, MacBEwan, and don't try to answer yet," the Col onel shout ed.

"We' Il have you out of there in fifteen, twenty mnutes at nost, and you'll have
fresh air in ten. Medical help for all of the casualty species is on the way.
Everybody on the planet knows about the accident because the TV channels were
cov-ering your deportation as a news item and nowthis is big news indeed.

Their contact mkes and translators are bringing us every word said in there,
and the authorities are insisting that every effort be nade to speed up the
rescue___ "

Across the lounge Grawl ya-Ki was waving a mask and air tank above his head. Wen
the Oligian was sure that MacEwan had seen it; he threw it away. None of the
other casualties were wearing nasks so obviously they were useless, their air
tanks enpty. He wondered how | ong his own tank would | ast.

The equi pnent had been designed for the dimnuitive N dians, whose |ungs were

|l ess than half the capacity of an Earth-Arson's. A lot of air had been wasted
during the continual Passing of masks between the casualties, and the furry face
of the Oligian would have allowed air to | eak past the edges of its nask,
especially if Gawlya-Ki had increased the pressure to exclude the chlorine

The Col onel had seen the Oligian's action and nust have leapt to the sane
concl usi on.

" '"Tell themto hang on for just a few nore mnutes,” he went on. "W can't cut
a way in fromthe nmain concourse because there are too many unprotected people
out there. That plastic wall is tough and needs special, high-tenperature

equi pnent to cut it,. Anyway, -accidents,with the plastic tproduce |arge
quantities of highly toxic fumes, bad enough to nmake your chlorine problem seem
like a bad smell.

"So they're going in through the hole made by the trans-porter. There is only a
few i nches cl earance around the vehicle's hull now, but they're going to pul

the transporter out backward and you will be brought out through the hole it
made and into the fresh air, where the nmedics will be standing by—

MacEwan began banging with his fist and a foot against the plastic to attract
the Colonel's attention, and breathing as deeply as he could through the nmask.
He had sone shouting to do hinself.

"No.'" MacEwan said |loudly, putting his nmouth as close to the wall as the mask
woul d allow. "All but one of the injured Illensans are inside the transporter
The structure was damaged in the collision and is | eaking chlorine fromevery
seam |If you drag it out like that it is likely to fall apart and the air wll
get to the casualties. |'ve seen what exposure to oxygen did to one of them"
"But if we don't go in there fast the oxygen breathers will die," the Col one
replied. His face was no |onger red now, but a sickly white.

MacEwan coul d al nost see the way the officer's mnd was working. If the
transporter with the chlorine-breathing casual-ties on board was haul ed out and
it broke up, the Illensan authorities would not be anused. But neither would the
gov-ernnments of Traltha, Kelgia, Melf, Oligia, and Earth if they did not act

qui ckly to save those people.

This was how an interstellar war could start.

Wth the nmedia covering every incident as it occurred, with their contact nikes
pi cking up every translated word as it was spoken, and with fell ow beings of the
casual ties' species on N dia watching, judging, feeling, and reacting, there was
no possibility of this incident being hushed up or diplomatically snoothed over
The decision to be taken was a sinple one: Certain death for seven or eight
chlorine-breathing Illensans to possibly save triple that nunber of Tralthans,
Hudl ars, Kel -gi ans, Melfans, many of whom were dyi ng anyway. O death by

chl ori ne poi soning for the oxygen breathers.

MacEwan coul d not nake the decision and neither, he saw, could the pale,
sweating, and silent Colonel trapped inside his

of fice. He banged for attention again and shouted, "Open the boardi ng tunnel
Blast it open fromthe other side if you have to. Rig fans or punp in fresh air
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fromthe ship to raise the tunnel pressure and keep back this chlorine. Then
send the enmergency teamto this end of the tunnel and open it fromthe inside.
Surely the wiring of the safety systemcan be short-circuited and—

Wil e he was tal king, MacEwan was thinking about the distance between the tunne
entrance and the take-off apron. It would take a long tine to traverse the
tunnel if the fast wal kway was not operating. And expl osives m ght not be

qui ckly available in an air and space term nal. Maybe the Mnitor Corps vesse
in dock could provide sone, given tine, but the tinme they had was to be neasured
in mnutes.

"The safety systemis triggered fromyour end," the Col onel broke in. "The other
end of the tunnel is too close to the ship for explosives to be used. The vesse
woul d have to take off first and that would waste nore tine. The system can only
be overriden at your end by a special key, carried by the N dian on | ounge duty,
whi ch unl ocks the cover of the tunnel controls. The cover is transparent and
unbr eakabl e. You see, contam -nation can be a killer in a big conplex like this
one, especially when you consider that chlorine is nmld conpared with the stuff
sone of the of fworl ders breathe—=

MacEwan t hunped the wall again and said, "The Nidian with the key is buried
under the transporter, which can't be noved. And who says the cover is

unbr eakabl e? There is bar nmetal, furniture supports, anpong the weckage. If |
can't unlock the cover then I'lIl try levering or bashing it off. Find out what
I'"m supposed to do when it is off."

But the Col onel was ahead of him He had al ready asked the Ni dians that sane
question. In order, to nmake accidental operation inpossible for non-N dian
digits, the tunnel controls *ere in the formof six recessed buttons, which had
to be Depressed in a certain sequence. MacEwan woul d have to use -.stylus or
sonmething sinmlar to operate them because his Earthly fingers were too thick. He
listened carefully, signaled that he understood, then returned to the

casual ties

G awl ya-Ki had heard MacEwan's half of the shouted con-versation and had found
two lengths of nmetal. It was using one

of themto attack the consol e when he arrived. The metal was a strong-enough
al l oy, but |acked the necessary weight and inertia. The netal bounced or ski dded
off the cover every tine they swng at it, wi thout |eaving a nmark.

Dam the Ni di ans and their superhard plastics! MacEwan raged. He tried to | ever
of f the cover, but the join was alnost invisible and the fastenings were flush
with the console ped-estal. He swore and tried again.

The Orligian did not speak because it was coughing all the tine now, and the
chlorine was affecting its eyes so badly that nore often than not its bl ows

nm ssed the consol e al together. MacEwan was beginning to feel an inpairnent in
his own air supply, as if the tank were nearly enpty and he was sucking at air
whi ch was not there, instead drawing in the contaminated air of the |ounge

t hrough the edges of his nask.

Around themthe casualties were still nmoving, but jerkily, as if they were
struggling in the final stages of asphyxiation. The novenents were not hel ping
their injuries. Only the two Hudlars were notionless; their six tentacular |inbs
supported themjust a few inches above the floor. MacEwan rai sed the netal bar
hi gh, stood on his toes, and brought it down-as hard as he coul d.

He grunted in pain as the shock jarred his arnms fromwist to shoulders and the
bar slipped out of his hands. He swore again and | ooked around hel pl essly.

The Col onel was wat ching himthrough his glass-walled office. Through the inner
wal | of the |ounge MacEwan coul d see the caneras of the N dian TV networks

wat ching him Ilistening and recording every word and cough and groan of those

i nside. Beyond the outer wall, now that the dust had settled and nost of the

i nterveni ng draperies had been pulled down, he could see the crews of the heavy
Ni di an towi ng vehicles watching him He had only to signal to the Col onel and
the energency team woul d drag out the damaged trans-porter and nedi cs woul d be
attending the casualties within a few m nutes.

But how would the fllensans as a species react to that? They were highly
advanced technol ogi cal |l y, occupying scores of col-ony worlds which they had had
to adapt to their environnental needs, and, despite being the nost w dely
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traveled race in the

Federation, they were a virtually unknown quantity because their worlds were so
dangerous and unpl easant that few , indeed, were the visitors they received.
Wul d they hold Nidia re-sponsible for the accident and the deaths of their
people? O the worlds of the other warm bl ooded, oxygen breathers whose peopl e
had survived at the expense of the Illensans?

And if everybody dithered and renai ned undecided until all but the Illensans had
di ed, how would the world governnents of Kelgia, Traltha, Melf, Oligia, and
Earth react?

They woul d probably not gang up on Illensa, nor would the war start over this
incident —not officially. But the seeds woul d have been planted no nmatter which
races were saved or sac-rificed, or even if all of themdied. It would start,

not because anyone wanted it, but because of a highly inprobable accident with a
nunber of contributing factors nost of which could have been avoi ded.

Even the sudden col |l apse of the Nidian driver at the controls of the transporter
coul d have been avoi ded by keeping cl oser nedi cal checks .on the ground staff.

It had been sheer bad luck that the incident had happened when it did, and then
the too rigidly designed safety system had done the rest. But nobst of the deaths
woul d occur, MacEwan thought angrily, because of ignorance and fear —everyone
was too frightened and over-polite to have asked the offworlders for a few basic
| essons in first aid.

Besi de him Graw ya-Ki was on its knees, coughing but still gripping its neta
bar. At any nonent the Col onel woul d nmake his decision because MacEwan, the

Eart h-being on the spot, was too nmuch of a noral coward to nmake it. But whether
the Col onel decided to save the Illensans or the others he would -* wong.
MacEwan noved cl oser to one of the notionless Hudlars and waved a hand in front
of one of its large, wi dely spaced eyes.

For several interm nable seconds there was no response. He was beginning to
wonder if the being was al ready dead when

said, "What is it, Earthperson?"

MacEwan t ook a deep breath through his nose and found at his air had run out.

For a nonent he pani cked and al nost through his nouth, but stopped hinself in
time. Using the air remaining in his nearly enpty lungs, he pointed to the
consol e cover and said, "Are you able to break open the cover? Just the cover. |
can... operate... controls..."

Desperately he fought the urge to suck the chlorine-laden air into his deflated
lungs as the Hudlar slowy extended a tentacle and curled it around the cover

It slipped off the snoboth, hem spheric surface. The Hudlar tried again w thout
success, then it withdrew the tentacle slightly and jabbed at it with its sharp,
steel-hard digits. A small scratch appeared on the cover but the material showed
no sign of cracking. The tentacle with-drew, farther this tine.

There was a roaring in MacEwan's head which was the | oudest sound he had ever
heard, and big, throbbing patches of darkness obscured the Hudlar as it made
anot her attenpt to break through the cover. MacEwan shrugged off his tunic,
bunched it tightly in his fist and pressed it against his nouth as a makeshift
filter. Wth his other hand he pressed the N dian nask against his face to
protect his eyes, at least, fromthe chlorine. He inhaled carefully and tried
not to cough as the Hudlar swung its tentacle back for another try.

This time it struck like a battering ramand the cover, con-sole, and even the
floor supports exploded into their conponent parts.

"I amsorry for ny clunsiness," the Hudlar said slowy. "Food deprivation
impairs ny judgnent—

It broke off as a |oud, double chine sounded and the board-ing tunnel doors slid
open, bathing them suddenly in a wash of cool, pure air. A recorded voice was
saying, "WII| passen-gers please nount the noving way of the boardi ng tunnel and
have their travel docunents ready for inspection.”

The two Hudl ars found enough strength between themto |lift the heavier
casualties onto the noving way before they got on thenselves, after which they
began spraying each other with nutrient and nmaki ng untransl atabl e noi ses. By
then nenbers of the N dian energency services, followed by a couple of Illensan
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and ot her offworlder medics, were hurrying in the opposite direction along the
static borders of the noving way.
The incident had placed a six-hour hold on the Tralthan ship's departure, tine
for the |l ess severe casualties to be treated and taken on board while the others
were noved to the various
of fwor| der accommmodations in the city where they could be under the close
supervi sion of nmedics of their own species. The transporter, enpty of its
Il'l ensan casualties, had been with-drawn and a cold wind fromthe field bl ew
through the gap in the transparent wall
G awl ya-Ki, MacEwan, and the Col onel were standing be-side the entrance to the
boardi ng tunnel. The multichrononeter above themindicated that take-off was
| ess than half an Earth hour away.
The Col onel touched a piece of the denolished console with his boot and did not
| ook at them when he spoke. "You were |ucky. W were all lucky. |I hate to think
of the repercussions if you had failed to get all the casualties away. But you,
both of you and the Hudl ars, were instrunmental in saving all but five of them
and they woul d have died in any case."
He gave an enbarrassed | augh and | ooked up. "The of fworld nedi cs say sone of
your ideas on first aid are horrendous in their sinplicity, but you didn't kil
anybody and actually saved lives. You did it in full view of the nedia, with al
of Nidia and its offworld visitors |ooking on, and you rmade your point about
cl oser and nore honest contact between species in a way that we are not going to
forget. You are heroes again and | think—no, dam it, |'m sure—that you have
only to ask and the Nidians will rescind their deportation order."
"W're going home," MacEwan said firmy. "To Orligia and Earth."
The Col onel | ooked even nore enbarrassed. He said, "I can understand your
feelings about this sudden change in at-titude. But now the authorities are
grateful. Everybody, N dians and offworlders alike, wants to interview you, and
you can be sure that your ideas will be listened to. But if you require sone
form of public apology, | could arrange sonething."
MacEwan shook his head. "W are |eaving because we have | he answer to the
problem W have found the area of common interest to which ail offworlders wll
subscribe, a project in which they will gladly cooperate. The answer was obvi ous
all along but until today we were too stupid to see it.
"I npl enenting the solution,” he went on, smling, "is not a job for two tired
ol d veterans who are beginning to bore People. It will take an organization like
your Nbnitor Corps
to coordinate the project, the technical resources of half a dozen planets, nore
money than | can conceive of, and a very, very
long tine-----
As he continued, MacEwan was aware of excited novenent anpong the nenbers of the
vi deo team who had stayed behind hoping for an interviewwith G aw ya-Ki and
hi nsel f. They woul d not get an interview but they were recording his final words
to the Colonel. And when the Oligian and the Earth-person turned to | eave they
al so got a not very interesting picture of the ranking Mnitor Corps officer on
Ni di a standing very still, with one arm bent double so that the hand was held
stiffly against the head. There was an odd brightness in the Earth-person's eyes
and an expression on the pink, furless face which they were, naturally, unable
to read.
It took a very long tinme, nuch | onger than the nbst generous estinates. The
original and relatively nodest plans had to be continually extended because
scarcely a decade passed without several newly discovered intelligent species
joining the Fed-eration and these, too, had to be accommbdated. So gigantic and
conpl ex was the structure required that in the end hundreds of worlds had each
fabricated sections of it and transported themlike pieces of a vast,
t hree-di nensi onal jigsaw puzzle to the assenbly area.

The tremendous structure which had finally taken shape in Galactic Sector
Twel ve was a hospital, a hospital to end all hospitals. Inits 384 |levels were
reproduced the environments of all the different life-forms who conprised the
Gal actic Fed-eration—a biol ogical spectrumranging fromthe frigid, mneth-ane
life-forms through the nore normal oxygen and chlorine-breathing types, up to
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the exotic beings who existed by the direct conversion of hard radiation

Sector Twel ve General Hospital represented a twofold mir-acle of engineering and
psychol ogy. Its supply, maintenance, and adm nistrati on were handl ed by the

Moni tor Corps, but the traditional friction between the mlitary and civilian
menbers of the staff did not occur. Neither were there any serious

di s-agreenents anong its ten thousand-odd nedi cal personnel, who were conposed
of over sixty differing life-forns with the same nunber of mannerisns, body
odors, and life views.

Per haps their only conmmon denom nator, regardl ess of size, shape, and nunber of

| egs, was their need to cure the sick

And in the vast dining hall used by the hospital's warm bl ooded,
oxygen-breathing life-forns there was a small dedi-cation plaque just inside the
mai n entrance. The Kel gian, lan, Ml fan, Nidian, Etlan, Oligian, Dwerlan,
Tral t han, and Eart h-human nedi cal and naintenance staff rarely had tine to | ook
at the nanes inscribed on it, because they were all too busy tal king shop,
exchangi ng ot her-species gossip, and eating at tables with utensils all too
often designed for the needs of an entirely different life-form+t was a very
busy place, after all, and one grabbed a seat where one could. But then that was
the way Grawl ya-Ki and MacEwan had wanted it.

SURVI VOR

FOR nore than an hour Senior Physician Conway had been dividing his attention
between the interstellar enp-tiness outside the direct vision port and the

| ong-range sensor display, which showed surroundi ng space to be anythi ng but
enpty, and feeling nore depressed with every mnute that Passed. Around himthe
of ficers on Rhabwar's Control Deck were radiating inpatience—but inaudibly,
because they all knew that when their ship was at the scene of a disaster it was
the senior nedical officer on board who had the rank

"Only one survivor," he said dully.

Fromthe Captain's position, Fletcher said, "W've been fortunate on previous

nm ssions, Doctor. Mire often than not this is all an anmbul ance ship finds. Just
t hi nk of what nust have happened here."

Conway did not reply because he had been thinking of little ekse for the past
hour .

An interstellar vessel of unknown origin and fully three tinmes the nmass of their
anbul ance ship had suffered a catastrophic nal function which had reduced it to
finely divided and w dely scattered weckage. Analysis of the tenperature and
relative notions showed the debris to be nuch too cool to have been at the
center of a nuclear explosion | ess than seven hours earlier, when the distress
beacon had been automatically rel eased. It was obvious, therefore, that the ship
had | ost one of its hypergenerators and it had not been of a sufficiently
advanced design for the occupants, with one exception, to have any chance of
surviving the accident.

On Federation ships, Conway knew, if one of the matched set of hyperdrive
generators failed suddenly, the others were designed to cut out sinultaneously.
The vessel concerned energed safely into normal space sonewhere between the
stars, to sit there helplessly, unable to make it home on inpul se drive, unti

it either repaired its sick generator or help arrived. But there were tines when
the safety cutoffs had failed or been late in functioning, which neant that
while a part of the ship had continued for a split second at hyperspeed the
remai nder was braked instantaneously to sublight velocity. The effect on the
early hypershi ps had been, to say the |east, catastrophic.

"The survivor's species nust be relatively new to hyper-travel," Conway said,
"or they would be using the nodul ar desi gn phil osophy which we, from|long
experience, know to be the only structural form which enables a proportion of a
ship's crew to survive when a sudden hypergenerator inbal ance tears the vesse
apart around them | can't understand why the section containing the survivor
wasn't fragnented like the rest."

The Captain was visibly controlling his inpatience as he replied, "You were too
busy getting the survivor out before the conpartnent |ost any nore air and
deconpressi on was added to its other problens, Doctor, to have tinme for
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structural observations. The conpartnent was a separate unit, purpose unknown,
whi ch was mounted outboard of the main hull and joined by a short access tube
and airlock, and it sinply broke away in one piece. That beastie was very
lucky." He gestured toward the | ong-range sensor displays. "But now we know t hat
the remaining pieces of weckage are too small to contain survivors and frankly,
Doctor, we are wasting tinme here."

"l agree," Conway said absently.

"Right," Fletcher said briskly. "Power Room prepare to Junp in five—=

"Hol d, Captain,"” Conway broke in quietly. "1 hadn't fin- *

i shed. | want a scoutship out here, nore than one if they can be spared, to
search the weckage for personal effects, pho-tographs, solid and pictorial an,
anything which will assist in reconstructing the survivor's environnment and
culture. And request Federation Archives for any information on an intel-1ligent
|ife-formof physiological classification EGCL. Since this is a new species to
us, the cultural contact people will want this informati on as soon as possibl e,
and if our survivor con-tinues to survive, the hospital will need it the day

bef ore yes-terday.

"Tag the signals with Sector General nedical first-contact priority coding," he
went on, "then head for hone. I'Il be on the Casualty Deck."

Rhabwar's comuni cations officer, Haslam was already preparing for the
transm ssi on when Conway stepped into the gravity-free central well and began
pulling hinself toward the Casualty Deck ami dships. He broke his journey briefly
to visit his cabin and get out of the heavy-duty spacesuit he had been wearing
since the rescue. He felt as though every bone and nuscle in his body was
aching. The rescue and transfer of the survivor to Rhabwar had required intense
muscul ar activity, followed by a three-hour energency op, and anot her hour

sit-ting still in Control. No wonder he felt stiff.
Try to think about sonething else, Conway told hinself firmy. He exercised
briefly to ease his cranped nuscles but the dull, unlocalized achi ng persi sted.

Angrily he wondered if he was becom ng a hypochondri ac.

"Subspace radio transmssion in five seconds," the nuted voice of Lieutenant
Hasl am said fromthe cabin speaker. "Ex-Pect the usual fluctuations in the
lighting and artificial gravity systens."

As the cabin lights flickered and the deck seened to twitch under his feet,
Conway was forced to think of something el se—specifically, the problens
encountered in transmtting intelli-Sence over interstellar distances conpared
with the relative sinplicity of sending a distress signal

Just as there was only one known nethod of traveling faster wan |light, there was
only one way of calling for help when an accident left a ship stranded between
the stars. Tight-beam subspace radio could rarely be used in energency

condi tions

since it was subject to interference fromintervening stellar material and
required inordi nate anmobunts of a vessel's power—power which a distressed ship
was unlikely to have avail able. But a distress beacon did not have to carry
intelligence.' It was sinply a nucl ear-powered devi ce which broadcast its

| ocation, a subspace screamfor help which ran up and down the usuabl e
frequencies until it died, in a natter of a few hours. And on | this occasion it
had died am d a cloud of weckage containing one survivor who was very | ucky

i ndeed to be alive.

But considering the extent of the being's injuries, Conway thought, it could not
really be described as lucky. Mentally shaking hinself |oose of these
uncharacteristically norbid feel-ings, he went down to the Casualty Deck to
check on« the patient's condition

Typed as physiol ogical classification EGCL, the survivor was a warm bl ooded,
oxygen-breathing life-formof approximately twi ce the body weight of an adult
Earth-human. Visually it resenbled an outsize snail with a high, conical shel
whi ch was pierced around the tip where its four extensible eyes were | |ocated.
Equal | y spaced around the base of the shell were eight triangular slots from
whi ch projected the mani pul atory appen-dages. The carapace rested on a thick,
circular pad of nmuscle | which was the | oconptor system Around the
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circunference of the pad were a nunber of fleshy projections, hollows and slits
associated with its systens of ingestion, respiration, elimnation,

reproduction, and nonvi sual sensors. Its gravity and atnospheric pressure

requi renents had been estimated but, because of its severely weakened conditi on,

the artificial gravity | setting had been reduced to assist the heart and the
pressure increased so that deconpression effects woul d not aggravate the
bl eedi ng.

As Conway stood | ooking down at the terribly injured EGCL, Pathol ogi st Mirchi son
and Charge Nurse Naydrad joined himat the pressure litter. It was the sane
litter which had been | used to nove the casualty fromthe weck, and, because
the patient should not be subjected to unnecessary novenent,- it would be used
again to transfer the EGCL into the hospital. The only difference was that for
the second trip the casualty had been tidied up

In spite of his considerabl e experience with spaceweck casualties of all

shapes, sizes, and physiological classifications, Conway winced at the menory of
what they had found. The conpartnent containing the EGCL had been spi nning

rapi dly when they discovered it, and the being had been rolling about inside and
demol i shing furniture and equi pnment with its massive body for many hours before
it had |odged itself in a corner under sone self-created debris.

In the process its carapace had sustained three fractures, one of which was so
deeply depressed that the brain had been involved. One of the eyes was m ssing,
and two of the thin, tentacul ar mani pul ators had been traumatically severed by
shar p- edged obstructi ons—these |inbs had been retrieved and preserved for
possi bl e rej oi ni ng—and t here were nunerous punc-tured and inci sed wounds to the
base pad.

Apart fromcarrying out the energency surgery to relieve sone of the cranial
pressure, controlling the major areas of bleeding with clanps and tenporary
sutures, and assisting the patient's breathing by applying positive pressure
ventilation to the renmai ni ng undanmaged | ung, there had been very little that
they could do. Certainly there was no way of treating the brain danage aboard
Rhabwar, and their efforts at charting the extent of that danage had resulted in
conflicting indications fromthe biosensors and Doctor Prilicla s enpathic
faculty. The sensor indications were that cerebral activity had virtually
ceased, while the little enpath insisted, insofar as the timd, shy,
self-effacing Prilicla could insist, otherwi se.

"No physical novenent and no change in the clinical picture since you left,"
Murchi son said quietly, anticipating his question. She added, "I'mnot at all
happy about this."

"And | am far from happy, Doctor," the Charge Nurse joined in its fur twitching
and rippling as if it was standing in a strong wind. "In ny opinion the being is
dead and we are sinply insuring that Thornnastor receives a fresher than usua
specimen to take apart.

"Doctor Prilicla," the Kelgian went on, "is often guilty of saying things which
are not conpletely accurate just so long as they nake the people around it

happy, and the predom nant radiation it detected fromthe patient was of pain.
The feeling was so intense, you will remenber, that Prilicla asked to be excused
as soon as the operation was conpleted. In ny opinion. Doctor, this patient is
no | onger capable of cerebration but it is, judging by Prilicla s response,
suffering intense pain. Surely your course is clear?"

"Naydrad!" Conway began angrily, then stopped. Mirchi-son and the Charge Nurse
had expressed exactly the sane sentinents. The difference was that the Kel gian,
in common with the rest of its species, was incapable of using tact.

Conway stared for a nonment at the two-neters-long, cat-erpillar like life-form
whose coat of silvery fur was in constant, rippling notion. This notion was
conmpl etely involuntary anong Kel gi ans, triggered by their reactions to externa
and internal stimuli, and the enptionally expressive fur conplenented the voca
apparatus which lacked flexibility of tone. But the pat-terns of novenent in the
fur made it plain to any Kel gi an what another felt about the subject under

di scussion, so that they always said exactly what they neant. The concepts of

di pl o-macy, tact, and lying were therefore conpletely alien to them Conway

si ghed.
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He tried to conceal his own doubts about the case by saying firnmy, "Thomastor
much prefers putting together a live spec-inment than taking apart a dead one.
As. well, on a nunber of occasions Prilicla' s enpathy has proved nore
trustworthy than nmedi cal instrunmentation, so we cannot be absolutely sure that
this case is hopeless. In any event, until we reach the hospital its treatnent
is nmy responsibility.

"Let's not beconme too enptionally involved with this pa-tient,"” he added. "It is
unpr of essional and not |ike either of you."

Naydrad, its fur twitching angrily, made a sound which did not register on
Conway's translator, and Miurchison said, "You're right, of course. W've seen
much worse cases and | don't know why | feel so badly about this one. Maybe |I'm
just growing old."

"The onset of senility could be one explanation for such uncharacteristic
behavior," the Kelgian said, "although this is not so in ny case."

Murchi son's face reddened. "The Charge Nurse is allowed

to say things |ike that but you, Doctor, had better not agree with it," she said
crossly.
Conway | aughed suddenly. "Relax. | wouldn't dream of agreeing with such a

bl atantly obvious msstatenment,"” he said. "And now, if you have everything you
think Thorny will need on our friend here, both of you get some rest. Energence
is in six hours. If you can't sleep, please try not to worry too nuch about the
casualty or it will bother Prilicla."

Mur chi son nodded and fol |l owed Naydrad fromthe Casualty Deck. Conway, stil
feeling nore like a not very well patient than a nmedic in charge, set the
audi bl e war ni ng whi ch would signal any change in the EGCL's condition, |ay down
on a nearby litter, and cl osed his eyes.

Nei t her the Earth-human DBDG or the Kel gi an DBLF cl as-sifications were noted for
their ability to exercise full control over their nentation, and it was soon
obvi ous that Mirchi son and Naydrad had been worrying and, in the process,
produci ng sone unpl easant enotional radiation. Wth his eyes still closed he
listened to the faint tapping and pl oppi ng sounds whi ch noved al ong the ceiling
toward himand cane to a halt over-head. There was a burst of |ow, nusica
clicks and trills which cane through his translator as "Excuse ne, friend
Conway, were you sl eeping?"

"You know I wasn't," Conway said, opening his eyes to see Prilicla clinging to
the ceiling above him trenbling un-controllably as it was washed by his own and
the patient's enotional radiation

Doctor Prilicla was of physiological classification GLNO—an insectile,

exoskel etal, six-legged life-formwith two pairs of iridescent and not quite
atrophi ed wi ngs and possessing a highly devel oped enpathic faculty. Only on
Cinruss, with its dense atnosphere and one-eighth gravity, could a race of

i n-sects have grown to such dinensions and in tine devel oped intelligence and an
advanced civilization.

But in both the hospital and Rhabwar, Prilicla was in deadly danger for nost of
its working day. It had to wear gravity nullifiers everywhere outside its own
special quarters because the gravity pull which the majority of its colleagues
considered normal would instantly have crushed it flat. Wen Prilicla held

a conversation with anyone it kept well out of reach of any thoughtl ess novenent
of an armor tentacle which would easily have caved in its eggshell body or
snapped of f one of the incredibly fragile |inbs.

Not that anyone woul d have wanted to hurt the little being—it was far too well
liked. The Cinrusskin's enpathic faculty forced it to be considerate to everyone
in order to nake the enotional radiation of the people around it as pleasant for
itself as possi bl e—except when its professional duties exposed it to pain and
associated violent enpotion in a patient or to the un-intentionally unpl easant
feelings of its coll eagues.

"You shoul d be sleeping, Prilicla," Conway said with con-cern, "or are Mirchison
and Naydrad enoting too loudly for you?"

"No, friend Conway," the enpath replied timdly. "Their enotional radiation
troubles me no nore than that of the other people on the ship. | cane for a
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consul tation."

"Good!" Conway said. "You've had sone useful thoughts on the treatnent of our—=
"I wish to consult you about nyself," Prilicla said, comnitting the—+to it—gross
i npol iteness of breaking in on an-other's conversation w thout prior apol ogy.
For a nmonent its pipestem|egs and body shook with the strength of Conway's
reaction, then it added, "Please, ny friend, control your feel-ings."

Conway tried to be clinical about the little G nrusskin who had been his friend,
col | eague, and inval uabl e assistant on virtually every major case since his
pronotion to Seni or Phy-sician. H s sudden concern and unadmtted fear of the
possible loss of a close friend were not helping that friend and were, in fact,
causing it even greater distress. He tried hard to think of Prilicla as a
patient, only as a patient, and slowy the empath's trenbling abated

"What ," Conway said in tinme-honored fashion, "seens to be the troubl e?"

"I do not know," the Cinrusskin said. "I have no previous experience and there
are no recorded instances of the condition anong nmy species. | am confused,
friend Conway, and fright-ened."

"Synpt ons?" Conway asked.

"Enpat hi ¢ hypersensitivity," Prilicla replied. "The enp-tional radiation of
yoursel f, the rest of the medical team and the crewis particularly strong.
can clearly detect the feelings of Lieutenant Chen in the Power Room and those
of the rest of the crewin Control with little or no attenuation with distance.
The expected, |ow key feelings of disappointnment and sorrow caused by the
unsuccessful rescue bid are reaching me with shocking intensity. W have
encountered these tragedi es before now, friend Conway, but this enotiona
reaction to the con-dition of a being who is a conplete stranger is—+s—

"We do feel bad about this one," Conway broke in gently, "perhaps worse than we
normal |y do, and the feelings are cunul ative. And you, as an enotion-sensitive,
could be ex-pected to feel themnuch nore strongly. This mght explain your
apparent hypersensitivity."

The enpath trenbled with the effort needed to express dis-agreenent. It said,
"No, friend Conway. The condition and enotional radiation of the EGCL, highly
unpl easant though it is, is not the problem It is the ordinary, everyday

radi ati on of everyone el se—the ninor enbarrassnents, the bursts of irri-tation,
the odd enptions associated with the feeling you Earth-humans call hunor and the
like, are registering so strongly with ne that | find difficulty in thinking
clearly."

"1 see," Conway said automatically, although he could not see at all. "Apart
fromthe hypersensitivity, are there any other synptons?"

"Some unl ocalized disconfort in the linbs and |ower thorax," Prilicla replied.
"I checked the areas with ny scanner but could find no obstructions or
abnornalities."

Conway had been reaching for his own pocket scanner but thought better of it.

W thout taking a C nrusskin physiology tape he woul d have only a vage idea of
what to |l ook for, and Prides, Prilicla was a first-class diagnostician and
surgeon and if it said that there were no abnormalities then that was good
enough for Conway.

"Cinrusskins are susceptible to illness only during child-hood," Prilicla went
on. "The adults do occasionally suffer from nonphysical disturbances, and the
onset of synptons, as

expected with psychol ogi cal disorders, takes nmany forns, some of which resenble
ny present—

"Nonsense, you're not going insane!" Conway broke in. But he did not feel as
sure as he sounded, and he was uncomfortably aware that Prilicla knew his
feelings and was beginning to trenbl e again.

"The obvious course," Conway said, trying to regain his clinical calm "is to
desensitize you with a hefty sedative shot. You know that as well as |I. But you
are too good a doctor to self-adm nister the indicated nmedication which woul d,
we both realize, sinply be treating the synptons, without first doing sonething
about the disease, like reporting it to ne. Isn't that so?"

"That is so, friend Conway."

"Right, then," Conway said briskly. "You also realize that we can't do anything
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about curing the condition until we have you back in the hospital. In the
meantinme we'll treat the synp-tons with heavy sedation. | want you conpletely
unconscious. You are relieved of all nedical duties, naturally, until we have
the answer to your little problem"”

Conway could alnost feel the little enpath's objections while he was lifting it
gently into a pressure litter fitted with gravity nullifiers and the incredibly
soft restraints required by this uftrafragile species. Finally Prilicla spoke.
"Friend Conway," it said weakly, "you know that | amthe only nmedically trained
enpath on the staff. Qur patient wiil require extensive and delicate cerebra
surgery. If my condition precludes ne fromtaking a direct part in the
operation, | wish to be treated in an adjacent ward where this abnornal
hyper-sensitivity will better enable me to nonitor the EGCL's un-consci ous
enotional radiation

"You know as well as | do," it went on, "that brain surgery in a hitherto
unknown life-formis largely exploratory and very, very risky, and ny enpathic
faculty enables ne to sense when surgical intervention in any area is right or
w ong. By becomng a patient | have |lost none of ny abilities as a diagnostic
enpath, and for this reason, friend Conway, | want your promse that | will be
pl aced as close as possible to the patient and restored to full consciousness
while the operation is in progress.”

"Wel | = Conway began.

"I amnot a telepath, as you know," Prilicla said, so weakly that Conway had to
increase the gain on his translator to hear

it. "But your feelings, if you do not intend to keep this promse, will be clear
to ne."

Conway had never known the normally timd Prilicla to be so forthright inits
manner. Then he thought of what the enpath was asking himto do—to subject it,
inits hypersensitive state, to the enotional traunma of a |engthy operation
during which, because of the patient's strange physiol ogical classification and
met abol i sm the effectiveness of the anesthetics could not be guaranteed. His
hard-hel d clinical detachnment slipped for a nonent and he felt |ike any
concerned friend or relative watch-ing a pati ent whose prognosis was uncertain.
Prilicla began to shake in its harness, but the sedative was taking effect, and
very soon it was unconscious and untroubled by Conway's feelings for it.

"This is Reception," a flat, translated voice said fromthe Control Deck's main
speaker. "ldentify yourself, please. State whether visitor, patient, or staff
and gi ve physiological clas-sification. If unable to do so because of physica
injury, nmental confusion, or ignorance of the classification system please nmake
vision contact."

Conway cleared his throat and said briskly, "Anbulance ship Rhabwar, Senior
Physi ci an Conway. Staff and two pa-tients, all warm bl ooded oxygen breat hers.
Staff classifications are Earth-human DBDG, Cinrusskin GLNO, and Kel gi an DBLF.
One patient is an EGCL, origin unknown, space weck casualty in condition nine.
The second patient is also staff, a GLNOin condition three. W need—
"Prilicla?"

"Yes, Prilicla,"” Conway said. "W need nmatching environment OR and postop
intensive care facilities for the EGCL, treatnment to begin on arrival, and

adj acent accommodation for the GLNO whose enpathic faculty may be required
during the operation. Can do?"

There was silence for a few m nutes, then Reception said, 'Use Entry Lock N ne
into Level One Six Three, Rhabwar.

Your traffic coding is Priority Red One. ETA?"

Fl et cher | ooked across at his astrogator, and Lieutenant Dodds said, "Two hours,
seven mnutes, sir."

"Wait," Reception said.

There was another silence, much longer this time, before the voice returned.

"Di agnostician Thornnastor wi shes to dis-cuss the patient's condition and

nmet abolic profile with Pathol-ogi st Miurchison and yourself as soon as possible.
Seni or Physician Edanelt has been assigned to assist Thomastor dur-ing the
operation. Both require information on the type and extent of the EGCL's
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injuries and want you to transmt surface and deep-scan pictures at once. Unti
otherw se instructed you are assigned to the G nrusskin patient. As soon as
possi bl e Chief Psychol ogist O Mara wants to talk to you about Prilicla."

It promised to be a very busy two hours and seven m nutes.

In Rhabwar's forward vi ewscreen the hospital grew froma fuzzy snmear of |ight
agai nst the stellar background until it seened to fill all of space like a
gigantic, cylindrical Christrmas tree. Its thousands of viewports blazed with
light in the dazzling variety of color and intensity necessary for the visua
equi prent of its patients and staff.

Wthin a few m nutes of Rhabwar docking at Lock Nine, the EGCL and Prilicla had
been noved into Operati ng Room Three and Ward Seven respectively on Level 163.
Con way was not familiar with this particular |evel because it had still been in
the process of conversion fromthe old FROB, FG.I, and ELNT nedics' quarters
when he had been detached for am bul ance ship duty. Now the Tral thans, Hudl ars,
and Mel fans had nore spaci ous accompdati ons and their ol d abode had becone the
emer gency adni ssion and treatnment |evel for warm bl ooded oxygen breathers, with
its own operating theaters, intensive care units, observation and recovery
wards, and a diet kitchen which could reproduce the staples of every known

war m bl ooded, oxygen-breat hi ng race.

Wi | e Naydrad and Conway were transferring the EGCL casualty fromthe litter's
portable |ife-support and bi osensor systens to those of the operating room

Thor nnastor and Eda-nelt arrived.

Seni or Physician Edanelt had been the natural if not the inevitable choice for
this case. Not only was it one of the hospital's top surgeons, the permanent
possessor of four phys-iology tapes and, according to the grapevine, a being
shortly to be el evated to Diagnostician status, the crablike Melfan's
physi ol ogi cal classification of ELNT was perhaps the cl oses

of all the life-forms on the nedical staff to that of the EGCL survivor—a
vitally inportant factor when no physiol ogy tape was available for the patient
bei ng treated. Were Thornnastor, the el ephantine Di agnhostici an-i n-Charge of

Pat hol ogy, was concerned there were no physical simlarities to the patient at
all, other than that they breathed the sane air.

In spite of being a Tralthan FG.I and as such one of the nore massive
intelligent species in the Federation, Thornnastor was no mean surgeon itself.
But on this case its primary re-sponsibility was the rapid investigation of the
survivor's phys-iology and netabolismand, using its own vast experience in the
field of e-t pathology together with the facilities available in its department,
t he synthesizing of the required nedication which would '"iclude a safe
anesthetic, coagulant, and tissue regenerative.

Edanelt and Conway had al ready di scussed the case in detail on the way in, as
had Murchi son and her chief, Thomastor. He knew that their initial efforts
woul d be directed toward repairing the grosser structural danage, after which
woul d cone the extrenely delicate, dangerous, and perhaps inpossible operation
to relieve the pressure on and repair the damage to the brain and adj acent
organs caused by the extensive depressed fracturing of the carapace. At that
stage the assistance of Prilicla and its wonderfully sensitive and precise
enpat hic faculty would be required to nonitor the operation if the EGCL was to
continue to survive as sonething nore than a vegetabl e.

Conway' s presence was no | onger needed, and he woul d be nore usefully enpl oyed
di scussing Prilicla's condition with O Mara

As he excused hinmself and | eft, Edanelt waved a pincer it was spraying with the
fast-setting plastic filmfavored by the Melfan nedics instead of surgica

gl oves, but Thornastor's four eyes were on the patient, Mirchison, and two
separate pieces of its equipnment so that it did not see himleave.

In the corridor Conway stopped for a nmonent to work out the fastest route to the
Chi ef Psychol ogist's office. The three | evels above this one, he knew, were the
provi nce of the chlor-

e-breathing Illensans, and if he had not known that then the

anticontam nati on warni ngs above the interlevel airlocks would

have told him There was no danger of contamination fromthe

| evel s bel ow since they housed the MBVK and LSVO |life-fornms, each of which
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breat hed oxygen, required a gravity pull of one-quarter Earth normal, and
resenbled thin, tripedal storks. Below themwere the water-filled wards of the
Chal ders and then the first of the nonnedical treatnent |evels where O Mara's
departnent was situated.

On the way down a couple of the NallajimMVK nedics chirped a greeting at him
and a recuperating patient narrowy mssed flying into his chest before he
reached the lock into the AUG section. For that leg of the journey he had to
don a lightweight suit and swimthrough the vast tanks where the thirty-neters

| ong, water-breathing inhabitants of the water world of Chal derscol drifted
ponderously like arnorplated crocodiles in their warm green wards. Wth his
suit still beaded with Chal der water, he was in O Mara's office just
twenty-three mnutes |ater

Maj or O Mara indicated a piece of furniture designed for the confort of a DBLF
and said sourly, "No doubt you have been too busy in your professional capacity
to contact ne, Doctor, so don't waste tinme apologizing. Tell me about
Pril-icla."

Conway insinuated hinself carefully into the Kel gian chair and began descri bi ng
the Cnrusskin's condition, fromthe synptons at onset to their intensification
to the degree where conpl ete sedation was indicated, and the rel evant
circunstance pertaining at the time. Wiile he was speaking, the Chief
Psy-chol ogi st's craggy features were still and his eyes, which opened into a

m nd so keenly analytical that it gave O Mara what anmounted to a tel epathic
faculty, were |ikew se unreadabl e.

As Chi ef Psychol ogi st of the Federation's |argest nultien-vironnent hospital, he
was responsible for the nental well-being of a staff of several thousand
entities belonging to nore than sixty different species. Even though his Monitor
Corps rank of Major did not place himhigh in the hospital's Service chain of
command, and anyway had been given for purely adm nistrative reasons, there was
no clear limt to O Mara's authority. To himthe nedical staff were patients,
too, regard-less of seniority, and an inportant part of his job was to ensure
that the right doctor was assigned to each of the weird and often wonderfu
variety of patients who turned up at the hos-

pital, and that there was no xenophobic conplications on either side.

He was al so responsible for the hospital's nedical elite, the Diagnosticians.
According to O Mara hinsel f, however, the real reason for the high |l evel of
mental stability anmong the diverse and often touchy nedical staff was that they
were all too frightened of himto risk his displeasure by going nmad.

O Mara watched himclosely until Conway had finished, then he said, "A clear,
conci se, and apparently accurate report, Doctor, but you are a close friend of
the patient. There is the possibility of clouded judgnent, exaggeration. You are
not a psychol ogi st but an e-t physician and surgeon who has appar-ently already
deci ded that the case is one which should be treated by ny departnment. You
appreciate ny difficulty? Please describe for me your feelings during this

m ssion fromthe rescue until now. But first, are you feeling all right?"

AH that Conway could feel just then was his blood pressure rising.

"Be as objective as possible,” O Mara added.

Conway took a deep breath and let it out agaJn slowy through his nose. "After
our very fast response to the distress signal there was a general feeling of

di sappoi ntnent at the rescue of just one survivor, a survivor who was barely
alive. But you're on the wong track, Major. The feeling was shared by everyone
on the ship, | believe, but it was not strong enough to explain the C nrusskin's
hypersensitivity. Prilicla was pick-ing up enotional radiation of distressing
intensity fromcrew nenbers stationed at the other end of the ship, a distance
at which enoting would nornmally be barely detectable. And | am given neither to
maudl i n sentinmental ity nor exaggeration of synptons. Right at this nonment 1 fee
the way | usually do in this blasted office and that is—

"Obj ectively, renmenber,” O Mara said dryly.

"I was not trying to do your diagnostic work for you," Conway went on, bringing
his voice back to a conversational level, "but the indications are that there is
a psychol ogi cal Problem The result, perhaps, of an as yet unidentified disease,
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or organic mal function or an inbalance in the endocrine system But a purely
psychol ogi cal reason for the condition is also a Possibility which—

"Anything is possible. Doctor,"” O Mara broke in inpa-tiently. "Be specific. What
are you going to do about your friend, and what exactly do you want nme to do
about it?"
"Two t hi ngs,
your sel f—=
"Which you know | will do anyway," O Mara said.

"—and give ne the G.NO physiol ogy tape," he went on, "so that | can confirm or
el i m nate the nonpsychol ogi cal reasons for the trouble."

For a nonent O Mara was silent. Hi s face remai ned as expressionless as a |unmp of
basalt, but the eyes showed concern. "You've carried Educator tapes before now
and know what to expect. But the GLNOtape is... different. You will feel Jike a
very unhappy G nrusskin indeed. You are no Diagnostician, Conway—at |east, not
yet. Better think about it."

The physi ol ogy tapes, Conway knew from personal expe-rience, fell sonmewhere

bet ween the categories of mxed bless-ing and necessary evil. Wile skill in e-t
surgery came with aptitude, training, and experience, no single being could hope
to hold in its brain the vast quantity of physiol ogi cal data needed for the
treatment of the variety of patients encountered in a hospital |ike Sector
General . The incredible mass of clinical and anatomical information needed to
take care of them had therefore to be furnished, usually on a tenporary basis,
by nmeans of the Educator tapes, which were the brain recordings of the great
medi cal specialists belonging to the species con-cerned. If an Earth-human
doctor had to treat a Kelgian patient, he took one of the Kel gi an physi ol ogy
tapes until treatnment was conpl eted, after which he had it erased. But for the
medi ¢ concerned, whether the tape was being carried for as long as it took to
perform an ot her-species operation or for a teaching project |lasting severa

mont hs, the experience was not a pl eas-ant one.

The only good thing about it fromthe nedic's point of view was that he was much
better off than one of the Diagnosticians.

They were the hospital's elite. A Diagnostician was one of those rare entities
whose nind had proved itself stable enough to retain up to ten physiol ogy tapes
si mul taneously. To their data-cramed m nds was given the work of origina
research in xenol ogi cal nedicine and the diagnosis and treatnment of

di sease and injury in hitherto unknown life-forms. There was a saying current in
the hospital, reputed to have originated with O Mara hinsel f, that anyone sane
enough to be a Diagnostician was nad.

For it was not only physiological data which the tapes i mparted; the conplete
menory and personality of the entity who had possessed that know edge was

i npressed on the receiving mind as well. In effect, a Diagnostician subjected
hinself or itself voluntarily to a formof multiple schizophrenia, with the
alien personalities sharing its mnd so utterly different that in nany cases
they did not have even a systemof logic in cormon. And all too frequently the
forenpst medical authorities of a planet, despite their emnence in the field of
heal i ng, were very bad-tenpered, aggressive, and unpl easant people indeed.

Such woul d not be the case with the GLNO tape, Conway knew, because C nrusskins
were the nost timd, friendly, and |ikable beings imaginable.

"I'"ve thought about it," Conway said

O Mara nodded and spoke into his desk set. "Carrington? Senior Physician Conway
is approved for the GLNO tape, with conpul sory postinpression sedation of one
hour. 1'lIl be in Emergency Admi ssions on Level One Six Three— he grinned
suddenly at Conway "—trying not to tell the nmedics their business."

Conway woke to see a large, pink balloon of a face hanging °yer him
Instinctively he tried to scranble up the wall beside "is couch in case the

enor nous, heavily nuscled body sup-Porting the face fell and crushed the life
out of him Then suddenly there was a nental shift in perspective as the
features registered concern and withdrew and the slim Earth-human body in
Moni t or Corps green strai ghtened up

Li eutenant Carrington, one of O Mara's assistants, said, Easy, Doctor. Sit up
slowy, then stand. Concentrate on put-big your two feet onto the fl oor and

Conway said. "I want you to check on Pril-icla's condition
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don't worry because they aren't a Cinrusskin's six."

He made good tine back to 163 in spite of having to walk a | arge nunber of

bei ngs who were nuch smaller than just because the G nrusskin conponent of his
m nd that they were big and dangerous. From Murchi son he |learned that O Mara
was in Prilicla's ward, having first called in to the ORto discuss the EGCL's
basi ¢ physi ol ogy and probabl e environnental and evolutionary influence with

Thor n-nastor and Edanelt, both of whom had been too busy to speak to him

They woul d not speak to Con way, either, and he could see why. The operation on
the EGCL had beconme an energency with an unknown but probably extrenely short
time limt,

When the splinters of depressed carapace had been renoved fromthe brain over an
hour earlier, Mirchison explained qui-etly between runbled instructions from
Thomastor, there had been a sudden and surprising deterioration in the EGCL's
con-dition. The change had been detected by Prilicla who, because of its
condition, had been excluded fromany part of the op-eration. But the C nrusskin
had continued to act |ike a doctor by making use of its abnormally hei ghtened
enotion-detection faculty. Prilicla had pulled rank to send Ward Seven's duty
nurse to the operating theater with its enpathic findings and a diffident
suggestion that if they were to relay the operational proceedings to Seven's
viewscreen, it would be able to assist them

The cause of the deterioration was a nunber of |arge blood vessels in the
cerebral area which had ruptured when the pres-sure fromthe depressed fracture
had been renpved. Trie two surgeons had been forced to accede to Prilicla's
request" be-cause, without the enpath's nonitoring of the patient's |evel of
consci ousness, they had no way of know ng whether the delicate, dangerous, and
perforce hurried repair work in the cerebral area was having a good or bad

ef fect—+f any.

"Prognosi s?" Conway nurnured. But before Murchison could reply, one of
Thornnastor's eyes curled backward over its head to glare down at him

"If this patient does not succunb to a massive cerebral henorrhage within the
next thirty mnutes," the D agnostician said crossly, "it is probable that it
will perish, intime, fromthe degenerative diseases associated with extrene old
age. No* stop distracting ny assistant, Conway, and tend to your own patient."
On the way to Seven Conway wondered briefly how the enpath's enbtion sensitivity
coul d detect the unconscious |eve

of enoting of the EGCL without the signals beings swanped by the enotiona

radi ati on of dozens of fully conscious entities in the area. Maybe Prilicla's
recent hypersensitivity was re-sponsible, but there was a niggling doubt at the
back of his m nd which suggested that there was another reason

O Mara was still in the ward, steadying hinself in the close to zero-gravity
conditions with a hand on an equi prrent rack while he and Prilicla watched the
scene in the operating theater

"Conway, stop that!" O Mara said sharply.

He had tried not to react when he had seen the enpath's condition. But half his
m nd belonged to a Cinrusskin, a nember of a species acknow edged to be the
nost sensitive and synpathetic intelligent life-formknow to the Federation who
was regarding a brother in extrene distress while the Earth-human hal f was
feeling for a friend in the same condition, and it was difficult to be cool and
clinical for both of them

"I"'msorry," he said inadequately.

"l know you are, friend Conway," Prilicla said, turning toward him "You should
not have taken that tape."

"He was warned,"” O Mara said gruffly, but his expression showed concern

Conway was a menber of an enpathic race. All the nemories and experience of his
GNO life were those of a nornmally healthy and happy enpath, but now he was no

| onger an empath. He could see, hear, and touch Prilicla, but the faculty was

m ssing which enabled himto share the other's enotions and which subtly col ored
every word, gesture, and expression so that for two Cnrusskins to be within

vi sual range was un-all oyed pleasure for both. He could renenber experiencing
enpat hic contact, remenber having the ability all his |ife, but now he was

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%2...tor%20General%2005%20-%20Sector%20General.txt (43 of 116) [5/21/03 10:27:10 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/ James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %62005%20-%20Sector%20General .txt

little nore than a deaf-nmute. What he was feeling fromPrilicla so strongly was
a product of his inmagination: It was synpathy, not enpathy.

Hi s human brain did not possess the enpathic faculty, and it was not bestowed by
filling his mind with menories of having had it. But there were other nenories
as well, covering a lifetinme's experience of G nrusskin clinical physiology, and
t hese he coul d, use.

"I'f you don't mind, Doctor Prilicla,
like to exam ne you."

Conway said with cool formality, "I would

"Of course, friend Conway." Prilicla's uncontroll able shak-ing had di m nished to
a steady, continuous trenbling, an in-dication that Conway's enotional radiation
was under control. "There are nmore synptons, Doctor, which are causing severe

di sconfort."

"I can see that," Conway said as he gently noved aside one of the incredibly
fragile wings to place his scanner against the enpath's thorax. "Describe them
pl ease. "

In the two hours since Conway had | ast seen it, Prilicla had changed in ways

whi ch were individually subtle but cunula-tively marked. There was a strange

| ack of animation and con-centration in the large, triple-lidded eyes; the
delicate structure which supported the wi ng menbranes had softened and warped so
that the translucent and iridescent menbrane had fallen into unsightly folds and
winkles; its four tiny, wonderfully precise manipul ators, which should one day
make it one of the finest surgeons in the hospital, were quivering in spite of
being gripped tightly together, and the overall aspect was of a GLNO who was ol d
and grievously ill.

VWi | e Conway continued the exam nation, the G nrusskin part of his mnd shared
his bafflenent at the findings and descri bed synptonms. They were both sure, and
in this their agreement was based on the G.NO tape donor's personal ex-perience
and Conway's know edge acquired over many years in Sector CGeneral, that Prilicla
was close to death.

The enpath's trenbling increased sharply, then dim nished as Conway once again
forced a feeling of clinical detachment on hinself. He said calmy, "There is no
evi dence of defor-mation, obstruction, lesion, or infection which m ght cause
the synptonms you describe. Neither can | see any cause for the respiratory
difficulty you are experiencing. Sone degree of enpathic hypersensitivity occurs
i n adol escents of your specie5 nmy G nrusskin alter ego tells nme, but in nothing
like the in* tensity you describe. It is possible, | suppose, that there is a
nonpat hogeni ¢ and nontoxi c involvement with the central ner-vous system”

"You think it's psychosomatic?" O Mara said harshly, i3"3" bing a finger toward
Prilicla. "This?" .

"I would like to elimnate that possibility," Conway repljf" calmy. To
Prilicla, he said, "If you don't mind | would & to discuss your case with Major
O Mara outside."

"Of course, friend Conway," the empath said. The constant trenbling seened as if
it would shake the fragile body apart. "But please have that G nrusskin tape
erased as quickly as possible. Your heightened | evels of concern and synpathy
are hel ping neither of us. And consider, friend Conway, your tape was donated by
a great Cinrusskin nedical authority of the past. In all nodesty, | can say
that, before comng to Sector General and in preparation for ny work here, | had
reached a simlar degree of em nence in the field.

"There is nothing in the clinical history of our species which even approxi mates
this condition," it went on, "and absolutely no precedent for the synptonol ogy.
Regardi ng the possibility of a nonphysical basis for the condition, | cannot, of
course, be conpletely objective about this. But | have al ways been a happy and
wel | -adj usted person with no nental aberrations in chil dhood, adol escence, or
adul t hood. Friend O Mara has ny psych file and will confirmthis. My hope is
that these peculiar synptons were so sudden in onset that their recession wll
be equally rapid.”

"Per haps Thommast or coul d—= Conway began

"The thought of that—that behenoth approaching me with investigative intent
woul d cause me to term nate at once. And Thommastor is busy—Friend Edanelt, be
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careful !

Prilicla had switched its attention suddenly to the viewscreen. It went on,
"Pressure, even tenporary pressure in that area causes a marked decrease in the
EGCL' s unconsci ous enoting. | suggest you approach that nerve bundle anteriorly
hrough the opening in the..."

Conway missed the rest of it because O Mara had gripped his armand pulled him
carefully out of the lowgravity com partment.

That was very good advice," the Chief Psychol ogist said ner they were sone
distance fromPrilicla's ward. "Let's erase that tape, Doctor, and di scuss our
little friend' s problemon the way to ny office."

Conway shook his head firmy. "Not yet. Prilicla said all that could be said
about its case back there. The hard facts are G nrusskin species is not one of
the Federation's nost robust. The have no stami na, no reserves to resist over a
|l ong effects of any injury or disease, whatever the cause, knownyself, ny alter
ego and, | suspect, you your-

self—that unless its condition is treated and relieved very quickly Prilicla
will die within a few hours, perhaps ten hours at nost."

The Maj or nodded.

"Unl ess you can conme up with a bright idea," he went on grimy, "and | would
certainly welcome it if you did, | intend to go on thinking with the G nrusskin
tape. It hasn't hel ped much up to now, but | want to think w thout constraint,
wi t hout having to play nmental ganes with nyself to avoid enpting too strongly in
the presence of ny patient. There is something very odd about this case,
sonething |' m m ssing.

"So I'mgoing for a walk," he ended suddenly. "I won't be far away. Just far
enough, | hope, to be outside the range of Prilicla' s enpathy."

O Mara nodded again and left wthout speaking.

Conway put on a lightweight suit and travel ed upward for three levels into the
section reserved for the spiney, menbra-neous, chlorine-breathing Illensan
PVSJs. The inhabitants of Illensa were not a soci able species by Earth-hunman
standards, and Conway was hoping to wal k their foggy yell ow wards and corridors
wi thout interruption while he westled with his prob-lem But that was not to
be.

Seni or Physician G |vesh, who had worked with Conway sone nonths earlier on a
Dwer | an DBPK operation, was feeling uncharacteristically sociable and wanted to
talk shop with its fellow Senior. They net in a narrow corridor |eading fromthe
| evel 's pharmacy and there was no way that Conway could avoid talking to it.

G |l vesh was having problens. It was one of those days, the Illensan nmedic said,
when all the patients were denandi ng inordi nate anounts of attention and
unnecessary quantities of palliative nedication, the administration of which
required its personal supervision. The junior nedics and nursing staff were
under pressure, therefore, and there was evident an unusual degree of verba
overreaction and sheer bad tenper. Glvesh said that it was expl ai ning and
apol ogi zing i n advance for any seemning discourtesy encountered by such an

i nportant visiting Senior as Conway. There were several of G lvesh's cases, it

i nsisted, which he would find interesting.

In common with the other medics trained for service in a mnultienvironment
hospital, Conway had a thorough groundi ng

in the basics of extraterrestrial physiology, netabolism and the nore conmmon
di seases of the Federation's nenber species. But for a detailed consultation and
di agnosis of the kind re-quired here he needed an ||l ensan physiol ogy tape, and
G lvesh knew that as well as he did. So the Illensan Senior, it seened, was
sufficiently worried by the current state of its patients to seek a qui ck,

ot her - speci es opi ni on

Wth the G nrusskin tape and his intense concern for Prilicla confusing his
clinical view, Conway could do little nore than nake encouragi ng noi ses while
G I vesh di scussed a painful intestinal tract, a visually dramatic and

undoubt edly uncomfortable fungoid infection involving all eight of the

spatul ate linbs, and sundry other conditions to which Illensans were heir.
Wiile the patients were seriously ill, their conditions were not critical, and
the increased dosages of painkilling nedication which Glvesh was adm ni stering
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against its better judgnent .seened to be having the desired effect, albeit
slowly. Conway excused hinself fromthe frantically busy wards as soon as he
could and headed towards the rmuch qui eter MSVK and LSVO | evel s.

He had to pass through Level 163 again on the way, and stopped to cneck on the
condition of the EGCL. Murchi son yawned in his face and said that the operation
was going well and that Prilicla was satisfied with the patient's enotiona
ra-diation. He did not call on Prilicla.

But he found that the lowgravity |evels were having one of those days, too, and
he was immedi ately trapped into further consul ations. He could not very well
avoi d them because he was Conway, the Earth-human Seni or Physician, known

t hroughout the hospital for his sonetines unorthodox but effective nmethods and

i deas on diagnosis and treatnent. Here, at |east, he was able to give "sone
useful if orthodox advice because his G nrusskin m nd-partner was cl oser
tenmperanental |y and physically to the NallajimLSVGCs and the MSVKs of Euril who
were fragile, birdlike, and extrenely tinmd where the larger life-forns were
concerned. But he could find no solution, orthodox or otherwi se, to the problem
he nost des-perately wanted to sol ve

Prilicla's.

He t hought about going to his quarters where he woul d have peace and quiet in
which to think, but they were nore than an hour's journey away at the other end
of the hospital and he wanted to be close by in case there was a sudden
deterioration in Prilicla s already close to critical condition. So instead he
continued listening to Nallajimpatients describing their synp-tons and feeling
a strange sadness because the Cinrusskin part of his mnd knew that they were
suffering, feeling, and enpting on many | evels but his Earth-human mental

equi prent was incapable of receiving their enmptional radiation. It was as if a
sheet of glass |ay between them through which only sight and sound coul d pass.
But sonmet hing nore was getting through, surely? He h'ad felt some of the aches
and pains of the Illensan patients as he was feeling, to a certain extent, those
of the Eurils and Nal-lajins around him O was that sinply the GLNO t ape
fooling himinto believing that he was an enpath?

A sheet of glass, he thought suddenly, and a idea began to stir at the back of
his mind. He tried to bring it out into the light, to give it form d ass.
Sonet hi ng about gl ass, or the properties of glass?

"Excuse nme, Kytili," he said to the Nallijimmedic who was worrying al oud about
an atypi cal case of what should have been an easily treated and nonpainfu
condition. "I have to see O Mara urgently."

It was Carrington who erased the GLNO tape because the Chief Psychol ogi st had
been called to sonme trouble in the chlor-ine-breathing |evel lately vacated by
Gonway. As O Mara's senior assistant, Carrington was a highly qualified
psychol ogi st. He studi ed Conway's expression for a nonent and asked if he could
be of assistance.

Conway shook his head and forced a snmile. "I wanted to ask the Mjor sonething.
He woul d probably have said no, anyway. May | use the comuni cator?"

A few seconds later the face of Captain Fletcher flicked onto the screen and he
said briskly, "Rhabwar, Control Deck."

"Captain," Conway said, "I want to ask a favor. If you agree to do it then it
must be clearly understood that you will not be held responsible for any
repercussions since it will be

a nmedical matter entirely and you will be acting under ny orders.

"There is a way that | may be able to help Prilicla," he went on, and described
what he want ed done. Wen he finished, Fletcher |ooked grave.

"I'"'maware of Prilicla' s condition, Doctor," the Captain said. "Naydrad has been
in and out of the ship so often it is threatening to wear out the boardi ng tube,
and each tine it returns we get an update on the enpath's progress, or rather
lack of it. And there is no need to bel abor the point about our respective
responsibilities. Obviously you wish to use the ship for an unauthorized ni ssion
and you are concealing the details so that any blanme attached to nme as a result
of a future inquiry will be minimal. You are cutting coners again, Doctor, but
in this instance | synpathize and will accept any instructions you care to
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give."

Fl etcher broke off, and for the first time in Conway's ex-perience of the man
the Captain's cold, inpassive, alnost dis-dainful expression softened and the
voice lost its irritatingly pedantic quality. "But it is nmy guess that you wll
order ne to take Rhabwar to Cinruss," he went on, "so that our little friend can
die anong its own kind."

Bef ore Conway could reply, Fletcher had switched himto Naydrad on the Casualty
Deck.

Hal f an hour | ater the Kel gi an Charge Nurse and Conway were transferring
Prilicla, who was barely conscious and trembling only slightly by then, from
its supporting harness to a powered litter. In the corridor leading to Lock N ne
none of the nedical staff questioned their action, and when any of them | ooked
as if they mght, Conway tapped irritably at the casing of his translator pack
and pretended that it was nal functioning. But when they were passing the
entrance to the EGCL's room Mirchison was just leaving it. She stepped quickly
in front of the litter

"Where are you taking Prilicla?" she demanded. She sounded desperately tired and
uncharacteristically angry, so nuch so that the enpath began to twi tch weakly.
"To Rhabwar" Conway said as calmy as he could. "How is the EGCL?"

Wh* ~~UVI f c—W VTI Il

Mur chi son | ooked at the enpath, then visibly tried to control her feelings as
she replied, "Very well, all things considered. Its condition is stable. There
is a senior nurse continually in attendance. Edanelt is resting next door, only
seconds away if | anything should go wong, but we don't expect any problens. In
fact, we are expecting it to recover consciousness fairly soon. And Thornnastor
has returned to Pathology to study the results of the tests we did on Prilicla.
That's why you shouldn't be nmoving Prilicla from—"

"Thornnastor can't cure Prilicla," Conway said firmly. He | ooked fromher to the
litter and went on, "I can use your help. I Do you think you can stay on your
feet for another couple of hours? Please, there isn't much tinme."

Wthin seconds of the litter's arrival on Rhabwar's Casualty Deck, Conway was on
the intercomto Fletcher. "Captain, take us out quickly, please. And ready the
pl anetary | ander."

"The planetary —" Fletcher began, then went on, "W hav-en't undocked yet, mnuch
| ess reached Junp di stance, and you're worrying about |anding on Ci nruss! Are
you sure you know what "

"I"'mnot sure of anything, Captain," Conway said. "Take us out but be prepared
to check velocity at short notice, and well within Junp distance."

Fl et cher broke the connection without replying, and a few seconds | ater the
direct vision port showed the vast netal flank of the hospital noving away.

Their velocity increased to the maximumallowed in the vicinity of the
establishnent, until the nearest section of the gigantic structure was a

kil onmeter, then two kiloneters away. But nobody was interested in the view just
then because all of Conway's attention was on Prilicla, and Mirchi son and
Naydrad were watching him

"Back there," the pathol ogist said suddenly, "you said that even Thornnast or
could not cure Prilicla. Wiy did you say that?"

"Because there was nothing wong with Prilicla," Conway said. He ignored

Mur chi son' s unl adyl i ke gape of surprise and Naydrad's wildly undul ating fur and
spoke to the enpath. "Isn't that so, little friend?"

"I think so, friend Conway," Prilicla said, speaking for the

StO I UM Ut | Nt MAL 63

first tinme since comng on board. "Certainly there is nothing wong with ne now.
But | am confused."

"You' re confused!" Mirchi son began, and stopped because Conway was again at the
communi cat or.

"Captain," he said, "return at once to Lock Nine to take on another patient.
Switch on all of your exterior lighting and ignore the traffic instructions. And
pl ease patch me through to Level One Six Three, the EGCL's recovery room

Qui ckly. "
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"Right," the Captain coldly said, "but | want an explana-tion."
"You'll get one— Conway began. He broke off as the Captain's angry features
were replaced by a view of the re-covery roomwith the attending nurse, a
Kelgian, curled like a furry question mark beside the EGCL. Its report on the
pa-tient's condition was brief, accurate, and, to Conway, terri-fying.
He broke contact and returned to the Captain. Apologetically he said, "There,
isn't much time so | would like you to listen while | explain the situation, or
what | think is the situation, to the others here. | had intended that the
| ander be fitted with remote-controlled medical servomechs and used as an
isolation unit, but there isn't time for that now The EGCL is waking up. Al
hel | could break | oose in the hospital at any mnute."
Qui ckly he explained his theory about the EGCL and the reasoni ng which had | ed
toit, ending with the proof which was Prilicla's otherw se inexplicable
recovery.
"The part of this which bothers ne," he concluded grimy, is having to subject
Prilicla to the sane degree of enotional torture once again."

The enpath's linbs trenbled at the renmenbered pain, but <t said, "I can accept
it, friend Conway, now that | know the condition will be tenporary."
But renmpving the EGCL was not as easy as had been the abduction of Prilicla. The
Kel gi an duty nurse was di sposed to |~8ue, and it took all of Naydrad's powers of
persuasion and ttle conbi ned ranks of Mirchison and Conway to nake it do 33 'l
was told. And while they were arguing, Conway could j6~ the wildly rippling and
twitching fur of the two nurses, the udden, al nbst mani c changes of faci al
expression in Mirchi-
son, and the enotional overreaction in all of them in spite of his earlier
war ni ng of what woul d happen if they did not control their feelings. By the time
the transfer of the patient to Rhab-war's litter was underway, so nuch fuss had
been created that soneone was sure to report it. Conway did not want that.
The patient was conming to. There was no time to go through proper channels, no
time for Iong and repeated expl anati ons. Then suddenly he had to find tineg,
because both Edanelt and O Mara were in the room It was the Chief Psychol ogi st
who spoke first.
"Conway! What do you think you're doing with that pa-tient?"
"I'"'mkidnapping it!" Conway snapped back sarcastically. Qickly he went on, "I'm
sorry, sir, we are all overreacting. W can't help it, but try hard to be calm
Edanelt, will you help ne transfer the EGCL's support systens to the litter.

There , isn't nuch time left so I'll have to explain while we work."
The Mel fan Senior dithered for a nonent, the tapping of its six crablike |egs
agai nst the floor reflecting its indecision, then it spoke. "Very well, Conway.

But if | amnot satisfied with your explanation the patient stays here."

"Fair enough," said Conway. He | ooked at O Mara, whose face was show ng the

i ndi cations of a suddenly el evated bl ood pressure, and went on, "You had the
right idea at the beginning, but everyone was too busy to talk to you. It should
have oc-curred to ne, too, if the GLNO tape and concern for Prilicla hadn't
confused ne by—*

"Ormit die flattery and excuses, Conway," O Mara broke in, "and get on with it."
Conway was hel pi ng Murchi son and Naydrad |ift the EGCL into the litter while
Edanelt and the other nurse checked the siting of the biosensors. Wthout

| ooki ng up he went on, "Wenever we encounter a new intelligent species the
first thing we are supposed to ask ourselves is howit got that way. Only the
domi nant |ife-formon a planet has the opportunity, the security and |eisure, to
develop a civilization capable of inter-stellar travel."

At first Conway had not been able to see how the EGCL's people had risen to

dom nance on their world, how they had fought their way to the top of their

evol utionary tree. They had

no physical weapons of offense, and their snaillike apron of mnuscle which

furni shed | oconoti on was i ncapabl e of noving them fast enough to avoid natura
enenmi es. Their carapace was a defense of sorts in that it protected vita

organs, but that osseus shell was nounted high on the body, meking it top-heavy
and an easy prey for any predator who had only to topple it over to get at the
soft underside. Its mani pul atory appendages were flexible and dexterous, but too

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%?2...tor%20General%2005%20-%20Sector%20General.txt (48 of 116) [5/21/03 10:27:11 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/ James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %62005%20-%20Sector%20General .txt

short and lightly nuscled to be a deterrent. On their hone world the EGCLs
shoul d have been one of nature's |osers. They were not, however, and there had
to be a reason.

It had cone to himslowy, Conway went on, while he was noving through the
chlorine and light-gravity sections. In every ward there had been cases of
patients with known and properly diagnosed ail nents displaying, or at |east
conpl ai ni ng about, atypical synptons. The demand for painkilling nedication had
been unprecedented. Conditions which should have caused a m nor degree of

di sconfort were, it seened, inflicting severe pain. He had been aware of sone of
this pain hinself, but had put that down to a conbination of his inagination and
the effect of the G nrusskin tape.

He had al ready consi dered and discarded the idea that the troubl e was
psychosonmati ¢ because the condition was too w de-spread, but then he thought
about it again.

During their return fromthe disaster site with the sole sur-viving ECCL,
everyone had felt understandably | ow about the mission's |ack of success and
because Prilicla was giving cause for concern. But in retrospect there was
sonet hi ng wong, unprofessional, about their reactions. They were feeling things
too strongly, overreacting, developing in their own fashions the sane kind of
hypersensitivity which had affected Prilicla and which had affected the patients
and staff on the Illensan and the Nallajimlevels. Conway had felt it hinself;
the vague stomach pains, the disconfort in hands and fingers, the
ov-erexcitability in circunstances which did not warrant it. But the effect had
di m ni shed with distance, because when he vis-ited O Mara's office for the GLNO
tape and later for the era-sure, he had felt normal and unworried except for the
usual degree of concern over a current case, accentuated in this in-stance
because the patient was Prilicla.

The EGCL was receiving the best possible attention from Thornnastor and Edanelt,
so it was not on his mnd to any | arge extent. Conway had been sure of that.

"But then | began to think about its injuries,"” Conway went on, "and the way |
had felt on the ship and within three levels of the EGCL operation. In the
hospital while | had the GLNO tape riding me, | was an enpath wi thout enpat hy.
But | seened to be feeling things—enotions, pains, conditions which did not
be-long to ne. | thought that, because of fatigue and the stress of that tine, |
was generating synpathetic pains. Then it occurred to nme that if the type of

di sconfort being suffered by the EGCL were subtracted fromthe synptons of the
medi cs and patients on those six levels and the intensity of the disconfort
reduced, then the affected patients and staff would be acting and reacting
normal ly. This seenmed to point toward—

"An enpath!" O Mara said. "Like Prilicla."

"Not like Prilicla," Conway said firmy. "Although it is pos-sible that the
enpat hic faculty possessed by the preintelligent an-cestors of both species was
simlar."

But their prehistoric world was an infinitely nore dangerous place than G nruss
had been, Conway continued, and in any case the EGCLs | acked the ability of the
Cinrusskins quite literally to fly fromdanger. And in such a savage environnent
there was little advantage in having an enpathic faculty other than as a highly
unpl easant early warning system and so the ability to receive enbtions had been
lost. It was probable that they no | onger received even the enotional radiation
of their own Kkind.

They had becone organic transmitters, reflectors and fo-cusers and magnifiers of
their own feelings and those of the beings around them The indications were
that the faculty had evolved to the stage where they had no conscious contro
over the process.

"Thi nk of the defensive weapon that nmmkes," Conway ex-plained. The EGCL's |ife
support and sensors had been trans-ferred to the litter and it was ready to

| eave. "If a predator tries to attack it, the anger and hunger it feels for its
victimtogether with the fear and pain, if the victimwas hurt or wounded, would
be magnified, bounced back, and figuratively hit the attacker in the teeth.

can only guess at the order of enotional anplification used. But the effect on

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%2...tor%20General%2005%20-%20Sector%20General.txt (49 of 116) [5/21/03 10:27:11 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/ James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %62005%20-%20Sector%20General .txt

the predator, especially

if there were others in the vicinity whose feelings were also being anplified,
woul d be discouraging to say the least, also very confusing. It might have the
ef fect of having them attack each ot her

"W already know the effect of a deeply unconscious EGCL on the patients and
staff three | evels above and bel ow this one," Conway went on grimy. "Now
consciousness is returning and | don't know what will happen, or how
far-reaching the effect will be. W have to get it away from here before the
hospital's patients have their own as well as the EGCL's pain nmagnified to an
unknown but naj or degree, and their nedical attendants thrown into a steadily
accel erating state of disorder and pani c because they, too, will receive the
reflected pain and—

He broke off and tried to control his own growi ng panic, then he said harshly,
"W have to get it away fromthe hospital now, w thout further delays or
argunents.”

O Mara's face had lost its angry red coloration while Con-way had been tal king,
until now it | ooked gray and bl oodl ess. He said, "Don't waste tine talking,
Doctor. | shall acconpany you. There will be no further delays or argunents."
When- they reached Rhabwar's Casualty Deck the EGCL was still not fully
conscious and Prilicla was again being se-riously affected by the anbient
enotional radiation which was being anplified and bounced off their patient. The
di sconfort dimnished sharply with increasing distance fromthe hospital, the
enpath told them and the awakening EGCL was radiating only a relatively | ow
intensity of disconfort fromthe sites of the recent surgery—but Prilicla did
not have to tell themthat because they could all feel it for thenselves.

"l have been thinking about the probl em of comunicating with these people,"

O Mara said thoughtfully. "If they are all high-powered transnmitters and
reflectors of enotional radia-they nay not be aware of what they are doing, only
that ave an automatic, nonmaterial defense agai nst everything and everyone

wi shing them harm The job of establishing comnunications with them may not be
easy and is likely to be a

| ong-range affair, unless our basic premse is wong and we—=

"My first idea," Conway broke in, "was to put it in the lander with
renote-controll ed medi cal servonechs. Then

t hought there should be one nmedic, a volunteer, in atten-dance—=

"I won't ask who," O Mara said dryly, and sniled as Con-way's enbarrassnent
bounced off the EGCL and hit them

"—because if ever there was case denandi ng isolation,'’
it."

The Chi ef Psychol ogi st nodded. "What | had been about to say was that we may
have m scal cul ated. Certainly we could never treat EGCLs in hospital where the
patients surrounding themwere in pain, even slight pain. But the situation here
in the shipisn't too bad. | can feel pains in the equivalent sites to where the
EGCL is hurting, but nothing I can't handle. And the rest of you are enoting
concern; for the patient, and this is not unpl easant even when magnified. It
seens that if you don't think badly toward the patient, it can't bounce anyt hing
too unpl easant back at you. It's surprising. 1 feel just the way | always do,
except nmore so."

"But it is regaining consciousness,’
intensification of =

"There isn't," O Mara cut in. "That is very obvious, Con-way. Could the reason
be because the patient is regaining consciousness? Think about it. Yes, Doctor,
we can all feel you feeling 'Eureka!'"

"Of courser Conway said, and paused because his pleasure and excitement at
seeing the answer, magnified by the EGCL, was causing Prilicla's wings to go
into the series of slow, rippling undulations which indicated intense pleasure
in a Cn-russkin. It also counteracted the aches which he and everyone el se were
feeling fromthe pateint. He thought, Wat a weird experience the cultura
contact specialists were going to have with this species.

Al oud he said, "The process of reflecting and magnifying the feelings, hostile

Conway ended, "this is

Conway protested. "There should be an
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or otherw se, of the people around themis a defense nechani smwhi ch woul d,
naturally, be at its nost effective when the being is hel pless, vulnerable, or
uncon-scious. Wth a return to consciousness the effect seens to dim nish but
the enpathic reflections are still strong. The result is that everyone around
themwi Il have an enpathic faculty not unlike Prilicla's, and yet the EGCLs are
deaf to each other's envotional radiation because they are transmitters only.
"Being like Prilicla," he went on, |ooking across at the enpath, "is sonething
of a mixed blessing. But the EGCL woul d be a nice perspn to have around if we
were having a good tine —"

"Control here," the voice of the Captain broke in. "I have sone information on
your patient's species. Federation Ar-chives have signaled the hospital to the
effect that this race —their nanme for thenselves is the Duwetz —was contacted
briefly by an exploring Hudlar ship before the formation of the Galactic
Federation. Enough informati on was obtained for the basic Duwetz | anguage to be
programmed into the present-day trans-lation conputers, but contact was severed
because of serious psychol ogical problenms anong the crew. W are advised to
proceed with caution."

"The patient,” Prilicla said suddenly, "is awake."

Conway noved closer to the EGCL and tried to think pos-itive, reassuring
thoughts toward it. He noted with relief that the bi osensors and associ ated
monitors were indicating a weak but stable condition; that the damaged | ung was
agai n working satisfactorily and the bandages i mobilizing the two rejoined
appendages were firmy in position. The extensive suturing on the nmuscul ar apron
and anbul atory pad at the base were well up to Thornnastor and Edanelt's high
standards, as were the deftly inserted staples which gleanmed in neat rows where
the carapace fractures had been. Obviously the being was in con-siderable
disconfort in spite of the painkilling nmedication Thonnastor had synthesized for
its particular netabolism But Pain was not the predominant feeling it was
transmtting, and rear and hostility were entirely absent.

Two of its three renmaining eyes swiveled to regard them while the other one was
directed toward the viewport where Rector Twel ve General Hospital, now al nost
eight kiloneters Aslant, blazed |like some vast, surrealistic piece of jewelry
agai nst the interstellar darkness. The feelings which washed - Tough them so
intensely that they trenbled or caught their breathss or rippled their fur, were
of curiosity and wonder.

"I'"'mnot an organ nechanic |ike you people," O Mara said stiffly, "but | would
say that with this case the prognosis is favorable."

The anmbul ance ship Rhabwar had mad the trip from Sector General to the scene of
the supposed disaster in record tine and with a precision of astrogation, Conway
t hought, which woul d cause Lieutenant Dodds to exhibit synptons of cranial
swelling for many days to conme. But as the informati on was di spl ayed on the
Casualty Deck's repeater screens, it be-came clear to the watching nedical team
that this was not going to be a fast rescue—that this might not, in fact, be a
rescue mssion at all.

The fully extended sensor net reveal ed no sign of a distressed ship, nor any

wr eckage or conponents of such a ship. Even the finely divided, expanding cloud
of debris which would have indicated a catastrophic malfunction in the veseel's
reactor was mssing. All there was to be seen was the characteristic shape of a
dead and partially fused distress beacon at a distance of a few hundred neters
and, about three million kilometers beyond it, the bright crescent shape which
was one of this systens P!anets.

Maj or Fl etcher's voice came fromthe speaker. The Captain did not sound pl eased.
"Doctor," he said. "W cannot assune that this was a sinple false alarm

Hyper space radi o di stress beacons are highly expensive hunks of machinery for
one thing, and | have yet to hear of an intelligent species who does not have an
aversion to crying their equivalent of wolf. 1 think the crew nust have

pani cked, then discovered that the condition of the ship was not as distressed
as they at first thought. They may have resunmed their journey or. tried for a

pl anetary landing to effect repairs. We'll have to elinminate the latter
possibility before we | eave. Dodds?"

"The system has been surveyed," the Astrogator's voice replied. "Gtype sun,
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seven planets with one, the one we can see, habitable in the short term by

war m bl ooded oxygen breathers. No indigenous intelligent life. Course for a

cl ose approach and search, sir?"

"Yes," Fletcher said. "Haslam pull in your |long-range sen-sors and set up for a
pl anetary surface scan. Lieutenant Chen, 1'll need inpul se power, four Gs, on ny
signal. And Haslam just in case the ship is down and trying to signal its
presence, nonitor the normal and hyperradi o frequencies."

A few nmnutes later they felt the deck press nonentarily against their feet as
the artifical gravity system conpensated for the four-G thrust. Conway,

Pat hol ogi st Murchi son, and Charge Nurse Naydrad noved closer to the repeater
where Dodds had displayed the details of the target planet's gravity pull

at nospheric conposition and pressure, and the environ-nental data which nade it
just barely habitable. The enpathic Doctor Prilicla clung ;o0 the safety of the
ceiling and observed the screen at slightly | onger range.

It was the Charge Nurse, its silvery fur rippling in agitation, who spoke first.
"This ship isn't supposed to | and on unprepared surfaces,"” Naydrad said. "That
ground i s—s rough."

"Way couldn't they have stayed in space like good little distressed aliens,"

Mur chi son said to nobody in particular, "and waited to be rescued?"

Conway | ooked at her and said thoughtfully, "It is possible that their condition
of distress was nonnechanical. Injury, sick-ness, or psychol ogi cal disturbances
anong the crew, perhaps, problens which have since been resolved. If it was a
physi cal probl emthen they should have stayed out here, since it is easier to
effect repairs in weightless conditions."

"Not al ways, Doctor," Fletcher's voice cut in sharply from

;;the Control Deck. "If the physical problemwas a badly holed hull, a

br eat habl e at nosphere around them nmi ght seem nore desirabl e than weightless and
airl ess space. No doubt you have nedical preparations to nmake."

Conway felt a surge of anger at the other's thinly veiled suggestion that he
tend to his nedical knitting and stop trying to tell the Captain his business.
Besi de hi m Murchi son was breat hing heavily and Naydrad's fur was tufting and
rippling as if blown by a strong wi nd, while above themthe enption-sensitive
Prilicla's six insectile legs and iridescent wings quiv-ered in the enotiona
gal e they were generating. Qut of con-sideration for the enpath, Conway tried to
control his feelings, as did the others.

It was “understandabl e that Fletcher, the ship's commander, |iked to have the

| ast word, but he knew and accepted the fact that on Sector General's special
anbul ance ship he had to relinquish conmand to the senior nedic, Conway, during
the course of a rescue. Fletcher was a good officer, able, resource-ful, and one
of the Federation's top nen in the field of comparative extraterrestrial

technol ogy. But there were tines during the short period while responsibility
was bei ng passed to Seni or Physician Conway when his nanner becanme a trifle
cool, for-mal—even downright nasty.

Prilicla's trenbling dimnished and the little enpath tried to say sonething

whi ch would further inprove the quality of the enotional radiation around it.

"If the lately distressed vessel has |landed on this planet,"” it said timdly,
"then we know that the crew belongs to one of the oxygen-breathing species and
the preparations to receive casualties, if any, will be relatively sinple."
"That's true," Conway said, |aughing.

"Only thirty-eight different species fall into that category,"” Mirchison said,
and added dryly, "that we know of."

Rhabwar's sensors detected a small concentration of netal and associ at ed

| ow| evel radiation, which on an uni nhabited Pianet could only nmean the presence
of a grounded ship, while they were still two dianmeters out. As a result they
were able to decel erate and enter atnosphere for a closer ook after only |*o
orbits.

The anbul ance ship was a nodified Mnitor Corps cruiser

and, as such, the largest of the Federation vessels capable of aerodynamc
maneuvering in atnosphere. It sliced through the brown, sand-laden air like a
great white dart, trailing a sonic Shockwave | oud enough to wake the dead or, at
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the very least, to signal its presence to any survivors capabl e of receiving
audi o stimul us.

Visibility was nil as they approached the grounded ship. The whole area was in
the grip of one of the sandstorms which regularly swept this harsh, near-desert
world, and the picture of the barren, nountainous surface was a sensor
simulation rather than direct vision. It accurately reproduced the succes-sion
of wind-eroded hills and rocky outcroppi ngs and the patches of thorny vegetation
which clung to them Then suddenly they were above and past the grounded ship.

Fl etcher pulled Rhabwar into a steep clinb which becanme a ponderous | oop as they
curved back for a slower pass over the landing site. This tinme, as they flew | ow
over the other ship at close to stalling speed, there was a brief cessation in
the stormand they were able to record the scene in near-perfect detail

Rhabwar was clinbing into space again when the Captain said, "I can't put this
shi p down anywhere near that area, Doctor. |I'mafraid we'll have to check for
survivors, if there are any, with the planetary |ander. There aren't any obvi ous
signs of life fromthe weck."

Conway studied the still picture of the crash site on his screen for a nonent
before replying. It was arguabl e whether the ship had nade a heavy | anding or a
barely controlled crash. Mich | ess massive than Rhabwar, it had been designed to
land on its tail, but one of the three stabilizer fins had coll apsed on inpact,
tipping the vessel onto its side. In spite of this the hull was relatively
undamaged except for a small section am dships which had been pierced by a | ow
ridge of rock. There was no visible evidence of damage other than that caused by
the crash.

Al around the weck at distances varying fromtwenty to forty neters there were
an nunber of objects—Conway counted twenty-seven of themin all—which the sensor
identified as organic material. The objects had not changed position between the
first and second of Rhabwar's thunderous fly-bys, so the probability was that
they were either dead or deeply uncon-

sci ous. Conway stepped up the magnification until the outlines becanme indistinct
in the heat shinmer, and shook his head in baffl enent.

The obj ects had been, or were, living creatures, and even though they had been
partly covered by w ndbl own sand, he could see a collection of protuberances,
fissures, and angul ar projections which had to be sensory organs and |i nbs.
There was a general simlarity in shape but a marked difference in size of the
bei ngs, but he thought they were nore likely to be representatives of different
subspeci es rather than adults and their young at different stages of

devel opment .

"Those life-forms are new to nme," the pathol ogi st said, standing back fromthe
screen. She | ooked at Conway and the others in turn. There was no di ssent.
Conway t hunbed t he communi cator button. "Captain,"he said briskly, "Mirchison
and Naydrad will go down with ne. Prilicla will remain on board to receive
casualties.” Normally that woul d have been the Kel gi an Charge Nurse's job, but
nobody there had to be told that the fragile little enpath would last for only a
few m nutes on the surface before being blown away and smashed agai nst the rocky
terrain. He went on, "I realize that four people on the lander will be a tight
squeeze, but initially I1'd like to take a couple of pressure litters and the
usual portable equi pnent—

"One large pressure litter, Doctor," Fletcher broke in. 'There will be five

peopl e on board. | am going down as well in case there are technical problens
getting into the weck. You're forgetting that if the life-forms are newto the
Federation, then their spaceship technol ogy could be strange as well. Dodds will

fetch anything el se you need on the next trip down. Can you be ready at the

| ander bay in fifteen m nutes?"

"We'll be there," Conway said, smling at the eagerness in the other's voice.
Fl etcher wanted to | ook at the inside of that wecked ship just as badly as
Conway wanted to investigate the internal workings of its crew And if there
were survivors, Rhabwar would shortly be engaged in conducting anot her ned-ial
first contact with all the hidden problens, both clinical and cultural, which
that inplied.

Fl etcher's eagerness was underlined by the fact that he rather than Dodds took
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the vehicle down and landed it in a ridiculously

smal |l area of flat sand within one hundred neters of the weck. Fromthe surface
the w nd-eroded rock outcroppings | ooked higher, sharper, and rmuch nore
dangerous, but the sandstorm had died down to a stiff breeze which lifted the
grains no nore than a few feet above the ground. Fromthe orbiting Rhabwar,

Hasl am reported occasional wind flurries passing through their area which night
briefly inconveni ence them

One of the flurries struck while they were hel ping Naydrad unload the litter, a
bul ky vehicl e whose pressure envel ope was capabl e of reproducing the gravity,
pressure, and atnosphere requirenents of nost of the known life-forns. Gavity
nullifiers conpensated for the litter's considerable weight, making it easily
manageabl e by one person, but when the sudden wi nd caught it, Naydrad, Dodds,
and Conway had to throw them selves across it to keep it from bl owi ng away.
"Sorry about this," Lieutenant Dodds said, as if by studying the avail abl e

informati on on the planet he was sonehow re-sponsible for its msdeneanors. "It
is about two hours before |ocal midday here, and the wind usually dies down by
now. It remains calmuntil just before sunset, and again in the mddle of the

ni ght when there is a severe drop in tenperature. The sandstorns after sunset
and before dawn are very bad and last for three to five hours, when outside work
woul d be very dangerous. Work during the night lull is possible but

i nadvi s-able. The local animal life is small arid omivorous, but those thorn
carpets on the slope over there have a degree of nmobility and have to be

wat ched, especially at night. 1'd estimate five hours of daylight calmto
conplete the rescue. If it takes longer than that, it would be better to spend
the ni ght on Rhabwar and come back tonorrow "

As the Lieutenant was speaking, the wind died again so that they were able to
see the weck, the dark objects scattered around it, and the harsh, arid

| andscape shinmrering in the heat. Five hours should be nore than enough to ferry
up the casualties to Rhabwar for prelimnary treatment. Anything done for then)
down here woul d be done quickly, sinple first aid.

"Did they bother to nane this Godforsaken planet?" the Captain asked, stepping
down fromthe | ander's airl ock.

Dodds hesitated, then said, "Trugdil, sir."

Fl etcher's eyebrows rose, Mirchison | aughed, and they could

see agitated novenents of Naydrad's fur under its lightweight suit. It was the
Kel gi an who spoke first.

"The trugdil," it said, "is a species of Kelgian rodent with the particularly
nasty habit of —=

"I know," the astrogator said quickly. "But it was a Kel gi an-crewed Monitor

Cor ps scoutship which made the discovery. In the Corps it is customary for the
Captain of the discovering ship to give his, her, or its nane to the world which
has been found. But in this instance the officer waived the right and offered it
to his subordinates in turn, all of whomlikew se refused to give their nanes to
the planet. Judging by the nane it ended with, they didn't think rmuch of the

pl ace either. There was anot her case when—

"Interesting," Conway said quietly, "but we're wasting tinme. Prilicla?"

Thr ough his hel met phones, the enpath's voice replied at once. "I hear you,
friend Conway. Lieutenant Haslamis re-laying an overall picture of the area to
me through the tel escope, and your hel net vision pickups enable ne to see all
that you see. Standing by'."

"Very good," Conway said. To the others he went on, "Nay-drad will acconpany ne
with the litter. The rest of you split up and take a quick | ook at the other
casualties. If any of themare noving, or there are indications of recent
movenent, call Pathol ogi st Miurchison or nme at once."

As they noved off he added, "It is inportant that we don't waste tinme on
cadavers at the expense of possible survivors. But be careful. This is a new
life-formto us, and we are |ikew se strange to it. Physically we nmay resenbl e
sonething it fears, and there is the added factor of the survivor being weak, in
pain, and nentally confused. Guard against an instinctive, vi-olent reaction
fromthem which, in normal circunstances, would not occur." He stopped talking
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because the others were already fanning our and the first casualty, lying very
still and partly covered by sand, was only a few neters away.

As Naydrad hel ped hi mscoop sand from around t he body Conway saw that the being
was six-linmbed, with a stubby, cylindrical torso with a spherical head at one
end and possibly a tail at the other extremity, although the severity of the
injuries made it difficult to be sure. The two forelinbs termnated in

long, flexible digits. There were two recogni zabl e eyes, par-tially conceal ed by
heavy lids, and various slits and orifices which were doubtless aural and

ol factory sensors and the open-ings for respiration and ingestion. The tegunent,
whi ch was pal e brown shading to a deeper, reddish color on its top surface,
showed many i nci sed wounds and abrasi ons which had bled freely but had since
congeal ed and becone encrusted w th sand—perhaps the sand had assisted in the
process of coag-ulation. Even the | arge wound at the rear, which | ooked as if it
m ght be the result of a traumatic anputation, was remarkably dry.

Conway bent cl oser and began going over the body with his scanner. There was no
evi dence of fracturing or of damaged or displaced organs, so far as he could
see, so the being could" be noved without risk of conplicating its injuries.
Naydrad was waiting with the litter to see whether it was a survivor for

i medi ate | oading or a cadaver for |ater dissection, when Con-way's scanner's
sensors detected cardiac activity, extrenely feeble but undoubtedly present, and
respiration so slow and shall ow that he had al nbst mssed it.

"Are you getting this, Prilicla?" he said.

"Yes, friend Conway," replied the enpath. "A nost inter-esting life-form"
"There is considerable tissue wastage," he went on, still using the scanner
"Possibly the result of dehydration. And there is a simlarity in degree and
type of the injuries which | find strange..." He trailed off into silence as
Naydrad hel ped himlift the casualty into the litter

"No doubt it has already occurred to you, friend Conway," Prilicla said, using
the formof words which was the closest it ever cane to suggesting that someone
had m ssed the obvious, "that the dehydration and the deeper coloration on the
upper areas of the epidermis may be connected with local environ-nental factors,
and the redness is due to sunburn."”

It had not occurred to Conway, but fortunately the enotional radiation
associated with his enbarrassnment was wel|l beyond the range of the enpath. He
indicated the litter and said, "Nay-drad, don't forget to fit the sun filter."
In his phones he heard Murchi son | aughing quietly, then she said, "It hadn't
occurred to nme, either, so don't feel bad

about it. But | have a couple of beasties over here I'd like you to | ook at.
Both are alive, just barely, with a'large nunber of incised wounds. There is a
great disparity in mass between them and the arrangenent of the internal organs

inthe large one is, well, peculiar. For instance, the alinentary canal is—
"Ri ght now," Conway broke in, "we nust concentrate on separating the |iving and
the dead. Detailed exam nations and discussions will have to wait until we're

back on the ship, so spend as little tinme as possible on each one. But | know
how you feel —ay casualty has sone peculiarities as well."

"Yes, Doctor," she replied coldly, in spite of his half apol-ogy. Pathol ogi sts,
even beautiful ones |ike Mirchison, he thought, were strange people.

"Capt ai n? Li eutenant Dodds?" he said irritably. "Any other survivors?"

"l haven't been |ooking at themclosely, Doctor," Retcher replied. There was an
odd harshness in his voice. Possibly the condition of the crash victins was

di stressing to a nonnmedi cal man, Conway thought, and sone of these casualties
were in really bad shape. But before he could reply the Captain went on, "I've
been novi ng around the area quickly, counting themand | ooking to see if any
have been covered by sand or hi dden between rocks. There are twenty-seven of
themin all. But the positioning of the bodies is odd, Doctor. It's as if the
ship was in imm nent danger of blowing up or catching fire, and they used the

| ast of their remmining strength to escape fromit.

"The sensors show no such danger," he added.

Dodds waited for a few seconds to be sure that the Captain had finished
speaki ng, then said, "Three alive and show ng slight novenent. One that |ooks
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dead, but you're the doctor, Doctor."

" "Thank you," Conway said dryly. "W'll ook at them as soon as possible.
Meanwhi | e, Lieutenant, help Naydrad |oad the litter, please."

He joined Murchison then, and for the next hour they noved anobng the casualti es,
assessing the degree of injury and read-ying themfor transfer to the | ander.
The litter was alnost full and had space for two of the nediumsized casualties,
whi ch they had tentatively classified as bel onging to physiol ogi ca

type DCVH,. or one of the large DCQJs. The very small DCLGs, which were |ess
than half the mass of the DCVH Conway had first examined, were left for the tine
bei ng because they all showed flickerings of life. As yet neither Mirchison nor
Con-way coul d make sense of them physiologically. She thought the snmall DCLGs

m ght be nonintelligent lab animals or pos-sibly ship's pets, while Conway was
convinced that the | arge DCQJs were food aninmals, also nonintelligent. But with
new y discovered e xtra-terrestrial life-forms, one could never be sure of
anything, and all of themwould therefore have to be treated as patients.

Then they found one of the small aliens who was quite definitely dead. Mirchison
said briskly, "I''l'l work on it in the lander. Gve ne fifteen mnutes and I|'|
have something to tell Prilicla about their basal netabolismbefore the

casual ties begin arriving."

A flurry of wind blew the sand di sturbed by her feet ahead of her as she noved
toward the | ander, the snall cadaver supported by her shoul der and one armwhile
the other hand, carrying her ned kit, acted as a counterbal ance. Conway was
about to suggest that a proper exami nation on Rhabwar, where the full |aboratory
facilities were available, would be better. But Mirchis-on woul d al ready have
consi dered doing that and decided agai nst it, for two obvious reasons: If she
returned to the anbul ance ship with Dodds and Naydrad, sone of the casualties

al ready | oaded woul d have to be | eft behind, and she needed to tell Prilicla
only enough for the enpath to provide energency surgery and supportive treatnent
until the survivors were taken to Sector General

"Captain, you overheard?" Conway said. "I'd |like Dodds and Naydrad to take off
as soon as Pat hol ogi st Murchison is through. It looks as if three trips will be
necessary to lift all of them and another for ourselves. W' re going to be
pushed for time if this is to be wapped up before the sunset stormhits the
area."”

There wa_s no reply from Fl etcher, which usually signified assent when Conway
was in command. He went on, "Mir-chison will stay behind and assenbl e anot her

batch of casualties for the next lift. W'Ill collect themwhere there is shelter
from

the sun and sand. The |ee side of the weck would do, or better still, inside it
if there isn't too nuch debris."

"No, Doctor," the Captain said. "I'mworried about what we night find on that
ship."

Conway did not reply, but the sigh he gave as he continued his exanination of
the casualty he was working on made his inpatience clear. Fletcher was one of
the Monitor Corps' ac-know edged experts in the field of alien ship technol ogy.
This was the reason he had been given command of Sector General's npbst advanced
anbul ance shi p—+t had | ong been recogni zed that a rescue mission's greatest
danger was to the rescuers, who woul d be | ooking for survivors in a distressed
vessel whose technol ogy and operating principles they did not understand.

Fl et cher was careful, conscientious, highly conpetent, and did not as a rule
worry out |oud about his work or ability to carry it out. Conway was stil
wonderi ng about the Captain's un-characteristic behavior when a shadow fell
across the casualty he was exani ni ng.

Fl et cher was standi ng over himand | ooking as worried as he had sounded. "I
realize, Doctor," the Captain said awk-wardly, "that during rescue operations
you have the rank. | want you to know that | go along with this willingly. But
on this occasion | believe the circunstances are such that conplete authority
should revert to nme." He gl anced back at the weck and then down at the badly
injured alien. "Doctor, do you have any experience in forensic nedicine?"
Conway sat back on his haunches and sinply gaped at him Retcher took a deep
breath and went on. "The distribution and condition of the casualties around the
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w eck seemed wong to nme," he said seriously. "It indicated a rapid evacuation
of a relatively undamaged ship, even though our sensors showed no radiation or
fire hazard. As well, all of the casualties were severely injured to varying

degrees and with the sane type of wounding. It seened to ne that some of them
woul d have been able to nake a greater distance fromtheir ship than others, yet
sll of themcollapsed within a relatively snmall radius fromthe weck. This made
me wonder whether the injuries had been sustained inside the ship or close to
where they were lying."

"A local predator,"” Conway said, "which attacked them as

they cane out already shocked and weakened as a result of the crash.”

The Captain shook his head. "No |life-formcapable of in-flicting such injuries
inhabits this world. Most of the injuries |'ve seen are incised wounds or those
caused by the renmoval of a linmb. This suggests the use of a sharp instrunent of
sonme kind. The user of the instrunent nay or may not be still on board the ship.
If it is on board, it nmay be that the beings who escaped were the |ucky ones, in
which case | hate to think of what we may find inside the weck. But you can see
now why | nust resune overall responsibility, Doctor

"The Monitor Corps is the Federation's |awenforcement arm" he concl uded
quietly. "It seenms to ne that a very serious-crine has been committed, and | am
a policeman first and an anbul ance driver second."

Bef ore Con way could reply, Mirchison said, "The condition of this cadaver, and
the other casualties |I've exam ned, does not preclude such a possibility."

' Thank you, ma'am" the Captain said. "That is why | want the medi cal team back

on Rhabwar while Dodds and | arrest this crimnal. If things go wong, Chen and
Hasl am can get you back to the hospital =
"Haslam sir," the Comunications Officer's voice broke in. "Shall | request

Cor ps assi stance?"

The Captain did not reply at once, and Con way began think-ing that the other's
theory could very well explain why a pre-viously undanaged ship had rel eased a
di stress beacon and then left the scene to try for a planetary | anding.
Sonet hi ng had gotten | cose anbng the crew, perhaps. Sonething which m ght have
been confined had escaped, sonething very, very nasty. Wth an effort Conway
brought his runaway i nmagi nati on under control. "W can't be absolutely sure that
a crimnal was responsible for this. A nonintelligent experinental animal which
broke | oose, injured and perhaps nmaddened with pain, could have done—

"Ani mal s use teeth and claws, doctor," the Captain broke in. "Not knives."

"This is a conpletely new species,”" Conway replied. "W don't know anyt hi ng
about them their culture or their codes of behavior. They may be ignorant of
our particular |aws."

"I gnorance of the law," Fletcher said inpatiently, "has never been an acceptable
excuse for commtting a crimnal act against another intelligent being. Just as
i gnorance of |aw by the in-nocent victimdoes not exclude the being concerned
fromits protection.”

"l agree— Conway began. "But | amnot conpletely sure that a crinme has been
committed,” he went on. "Until | amsure, you, Haslam wll not send for help.
But keep a close watch on this area and if anything noves, apart fromthe
sur-vivors or ourselves, let me know at once. Very soon Dodds will be taking off
with the | ander and—

"Naydrad and the casualties,” Mirchison ended for him Quietly but firmy she
went on, "Your theory scares hell out of nme, Captain, but it is still only a
theory. You've admitted as much yourself. The facts are that there are a |arge
nunber of casualties all around us. They don't know it yet but they are entitled
to the protection of Federation |aw. Wether their injuries are due to the crash
or to being carved up by sone psychopathic or tenporarily deranged alien, they
are also en-titled, under that same law, to all necessary nedical assistance."
The Captain | ooked toward the | ander where the Pathol ogist was still working on
the speci men, then back to the Doctor

"I'"ve nothing to add," Conway sai d.

Fl etcher remmined silent while Mirchison conpl eted her investigation and Dodds
and Naydrad transferred two casualties into the |ander. He did not speak while
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the vehicle was taking off or when Conway sel ected a spot under a |arge

out croppi ng of rock which would give waiting casualties shelter fromthe sun and
wi ndbl own sand. Neither did he offer to help themcarry the injured e-ts to the
assenbly point even though, without the litter, it was hot, back-breaki ng work.
I nstead he noved anpong the e-ts with his vision pickup, recording them
indi-vidually before and after the ground had been disturbed around ftem by

Mur chi son and Conway, and al ways positioning himself between the two nedics and
the wreck.

Plainly the Captain was taking his strange, new role as a Policenman and
protector of the innocent bystanders very seri-ously indeed.

The cooling unit in his suit did not seemto be working very *eH and Conway
woul d have | oved to open his visor for a few

m nutes. But doing that, even in the shelter of the outcropping, woul d have
meant letting in a lot of w ndbl own sand.

"Let's rest for a while," he said as they placed another casualty beside its
fellows. "Time we had a talk with Prilicla."

"That is a pleasure at any tinme, friends Mirchison and Conway," the enpath said
pronptly. "Wiile | am of course, beyond the range of the enotional radiation
bei ng generated down there, | synpathize and hope that your feelings of anxiety
about the crimnal are not too unpl easant."

"Qur feelings of bew |ldernent are much stronger," Conway said dryly. "But naybe
you can help relieve them by going over our information, inconplete as it is,
before the first cas-ualties reach you."

There was still a little doubt about the accuracy of the phys-iol ogica
classifications, Conway expl ained, but there were three separate but rel ated
types—BCLG DCWVH, and DCQJ. The wounds fell into two general categories, incised
and abraded wounds whi ch coul d have resulted when the ship's occupants were

hurl ed agai nst sharp-edged netal during the crash, and a traumatic anputation of
maj or |inmbs which was so preval ent anpbng the casualties that an expl anation
other than the crash was needed to explain them

Al of the survivors had body tenperatures significantly greater than the norm
for warm bl ooded oxygen breathers, in-dicating a high netabolic rate and a
hyperactive life-form This was supported by the uniformy deep state of
unconsci ousness di splayed by all of the casualties, and the evidence of
dehy-dration and mal nutrition. Beings who burned up energy rapidly rarely
lingered in a semniconscious state. There were also signs that the beings had an
unusual ability to control bleeding fromsevere wounds. Coagul ation in the

i nci sed wounds, perhaps assisted by the presence of the sand, was rapid but not
abnor-mally so, while the stunps at the anputation sites showed little evidence
of bl eedi ng.

"Supportive treatnent to relieve the dehydration and mal-nutrition is all that
can be done until we get themto the hos-pital," Conway went on. "Mirchison has
al ready specified the nutrients suited to their netabolism You can al so insert
sutures as you see fit. If the load is too great for you, which in my opinion it
is, retain Naydrad and send down only the pilot with

the litter. Murchison can ride with the casualties on the next trip. She wll
stay with you while Naydrad cones down for the |last batch."

There was a nonent's silence, then the enpath said, "I wider-stand, friend
Conway. But have you considered the fact that your suggestion will nean three
menbers of the nedical team being on Rhabwar for a | engthy period and only one,
yoursel f, on the surface where nedical assistance is nbst ur-gently needed? |
.amsure that, with the aid of the Casualty Deck's handling devices and the

assi stance of friends Hasl am and Chen, | can cope with these patients."

It was possible that Prilicla could cope with the patients provided they

remai ned unconsci ous. But if they cane to sud-denly and reacted instinctively to
their strange and, to them perhaps frightening surroundings, and to the giant
but incred-ibly fragile insect nmedic hovering over them Conway shud-dered to
think of what mi ght happen to the enpath's eggshell body and pi pestem|i nbs.
Before he could reply, Prilicla was speaking again.

"l am beyond the range of your enotional radiation, of course," the enpath said,
"but fromlong contact with the both of you | know of the strength of the
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enoti onal bond between friend Mirchison and yourself. This, taking into account
the strong possibility that there is a very dangerous life-forml oose down
there, is undoubtedly a factor in your decision to send her to the safety of the
ship. But perhaps friend Miurchison would suffer | ess enotional disconfort if she
remai ned with you."

Mur chi son | ooked up fromthe casualty she was attending. "lIs that what you were
t hi nki ng?"

"No," Conway |ied.

She | aughed and said, "You heard that, Prilicla? He is a Person utterly | acking

in consideration and sensitivity. | should have married soneone |like you."
"I am highly conmplinented, friend Mirchison," the enpath Said. "But you have too
fewlegs."

There was the sound of Fletcher clearing his throat disap-provingly at this
sudden and unseemy levity, but the Captain

did

not speak. He could no doubt appreciate as well as any of the need to relieve
fear tensions.

"Very well," Con way said. "Pathologist Mirchison will remain with her feet, and
too few legs, on Trugdil. Doctor Prilicla, you will keep Charge Nurse Naydrad
with you, since it will obviously be of greater assistance in preparing and
pre-senting the casualties for exam nation and treatnent than would the Engi neer
and Communi cations officer. Haslamor Dodds can return with the litter and

medi cal supplies which we will specify |ater. Questions?"

"No questions, friend Conway," Prilicla said. "The | ander is docki ng now. "

Mur chi son and Conway returned their full attention to the casualties. The
Captain was exam ning the hull of the weck. They could hear himtapping at the
outer skin and making the netallic scraping noises characteristic of nmagnetic
sound sen-sors being noved across the surfaces. The w nd kept changi ng direction
so that the casualties in the shadow of the outcropping were sheltered only from
the sun and not the wi nd-driven sand.

From Rhabwar Hasl amreported that the area was being affected by a small, |oca
sandst orm whi ch shoul d cl ear before the | ander returned in half an hour. He
added reassuringly that nothing was noving in the area except thensel ves and
several patches of anbul ating thorn bushes, which would | ose -a race against a
debilitated tortoise

Al'l but three of the casualties had been noved to the out-cropping, and while
Conway was bringing themin the pa-thol ogist was protecting the others fromthe
wi nd and sand by | cosely wapping themin transparent plastic sheets after first
attaching a small oxygen cylinder to each survivor. The tanks rel eased a netered
quantity of gas calculated to satisfy the nmetabolic requirenents of the entity
concerned. They had de-cided that encasing the casualties in nakeshift oxygen
tents could do no harmsince the pure oxygen would assist the weak respiration
and aid in the healing of the wounds, but with a conpletely new |life-formone
coul d never be sure of anything. Certainly the treatnment showed no sign of
returning any of the casualties to consciousness.

"The uniformy deep | evel of unconsci ousness bothers ne," Mirchison said as
Conway returned carrying, with difficulty, one of the large aliens they had
classified as DCQJ. "The | evel

does not bear any relation to the nunber or severity of the wounds. Could they
be in a state of hibernation?"

"The onset was sudden," Conway said doubtfully. "They were in the process of
fleeing their ship, according to the Captain. Hibernation usually occurs in a

pl ace of safety, not when the being concerned is in i mediate physical danger."
"I was thinking of an involuntary form of hibernation,” Mirchison said, "perhaps
i nduced by their injuries, which en-ables themto survive until help
arrives—Wat was thatT

That was a loud, netallic screeching noise which cane fromthe weck. It |lasted
for a few seconds, then there was a no-nent's silence before it was repeated.
They coul d hear heavy breathing in their suit phones so it had to be coming from
Fl et cher.
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"Captain," Mirchison said, "are you all right?"

"No trouble, ma'am" Fletcher replied at once. "I've found a hatch in what
appears to be a cargo hold. It is, or was, a sinple hernetically seal ed door

rat her than an airlock. Wen the ship tipped over the door couldn't open fully
because the outer edge dug into the sand, which |'ve now cl eared away. The hatch
opens freely now but the hinges were warped in the crash, as you probably heard.
Two of the occupants were trying to escape, but couldn't squeeze through the
narrow openi ng. They are one of the large- and one of the nediumsized types,
both with anputati on wounds, neither of themnoving. Shall | bring themto you?"
"I'"d better ook at themfirst," Conway said. "Gve ne a fewmnutes to finish
with this one."

As they were placing the last casualty inside its nakeshift oxygen tent,

Mur chi son said, "Have you found any trace of the crininal, Captain?"

"Gt her than the wounding on these two, no ma'am" Fletcher replied. "My sensors
pick up no trace of bodily novenent inside the ship, nothing but a few quiet,

intermttent sounds suggesting settling debris. |'mpretty sure it is outside
the ship sonewhere."

"In that case," she said, |ooking at Conway, "I'll go with you."

The wind died and the sand settled as they neared the weck

so that they could see clearly the black rectangular opening in the hull just at

ground |l evel, and the armof the Captain waving at themfrominside it. There
were so nmany ot her openings caused by sprung plating and access hatches that
without Fletch-er's signal they would not have known whi ch gap was the right
one. Fromoutside it looked as if the ship was ready to fall apart, but when
they crawl ed through the opening and stood up their helnet lights showed little
evi dence of internal damage

"How did the others get out?" Conway asked. He knelt and began running his
scanner over the larger of the two casualties. There was evidence of a traumatic
anputation of a major linb but the other injuries were superficial

"There is a large personnel hatch on the upper surface of the hull forward,"

Fl etcher replied. "At least it was on the upper side after the ship toppl ed.
Presunmably they had to slide down the curve of the hull and junp to the ground,
or nmove along the ship to the prow, which isn't very far fromthe ground, and
junp fromthere. These two were unlucky."

"One of themwas very unlucky," Mirchison said. "The DCQJ is dead. Its injuries
were not as severe as the other cases |'ve seen, but there is evidence of |ung
damage by a corrosive gas of sonme kind, according to ny analyzer. Wat about
your DCVH?"

"This one is alive," Conway said. "Simlar general condi-tion, including the

| ung danage. Probably it is sinply a nmuch tougher life-formthan the other two."
"I wonder about this DCQJ life-form" Mirchison said thoughtfully. "Is it
intelligent at all? The snmall DCLG and the DCVH al nost certainly are: The linb
extrenmities termnate in specialized manipulators, and the former seens to have
de-vel oped six hands and no feet. But the big DCQJ has four feet and two cl awed
forward appendages, and is otherwi se nade up of teeth and a | arge system of
stomachs. "

"Which is enpty," Conway said. After a nonment he added, "All of the cases |I've
exam ned so far had enpty stonachs."

"Mne as well," Mirchison said. They stared at each other for a nonent, then
Conway said, "Captain,"

Fl et cher had been working on what seenmed to be the inboard entrance to the hold,
reachi ng hi gh above his head because he was standing on a wall with the fl oor
and ceiling on each side

of him There was a loud click and a door swung downward and hung open. The
Captain nmade a sel f-satisfied sound and joi ned them

"Yes, Doctor."

Conway cleared his throat and said, "Captain, we have a theory about your
crimnal. We think that the condition of distress which caused this ship to

rel ease its beacon was hunger. All of the casualties we've exam ned so far have
had enpty stonachs. It is possible, therefore, that your crinmnal is a crew
menber who turned cannibal . "
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Before Fletcher could reply, the voice of Prilicla sounded in their phones.
"Friend Conway," the enpath said timdly. "I have not yet exam ned all of the
casual ties you sent up, but those | have exami ned display synptons of
dehydration and tissue wastage indicative of hunger and thirst. But the
condition is not far enough advanced for death to be inm nent. Your hypothetica
crimnal must have attacked the other crew menbers before | ack of food became a
serious problem The being was hungry but not starving to death. Are you sure
that the creature is intelligent?"

"No," Conway said. "But if Mirchison and | have missed it while exam ning the
first of the casualties, and at that tine we were nore concerned with charting
the injuries than in the contents, if any, of their stomachs, the beastie could
be on Rhabwar now. So if you find a well-fed casualty, get Haslam and Chen to
restrain it, quickly. The Captain has a professional interest init."

"That | have," Fletcher said grimy. He was about to go on when Haslam who had
relieved Dodds as |ander pilot, inter-rupted to say that he woul d be touching
down in six mnutes and woul d need help loading the litter

By packing the litter and strapping casualties, sonetinmes |wo to a couch in the
crew s positions, Haslamwas able to lift just over half of the remaining
survivors. There was no change 'n the condition of the remmining casualties. The
shadow of the outcropping had | engthened, though the air was still warm the sky
remai ned clear and there was no wi nd. Mirchison said fhat she could usefully
spend the time until the | ander returned 'nvestigating, so far as she was able
wi th her portabl e equip-

ment, the large DCQJ cadaver they had left in the weck. The nmedi um si zed DCVH
survivor had gone up with Hasl am

It was obvious fromthe start that Fletcher found the dis-section distasteful,
and when Murchison told himthat there was enough light for the work fromthe
hel met spots of Conway and herself, he left quickly and began clinbing anong the
containers fastened to the nowvertical deck beside them After about fifteen

m nutes he reported that his scanner showed the contents to be identical and,
judging by the anmount of packing used, were alnost certainly cargo rather than
ship's stores. He added that he intended noving into the corridor outside the
hold to explore, |ook for other casualties, and gather evidence.

"Do you have to do it now, Captain?" Mirchison said wor-v riedly, |ooking up
Conway turned to regard Fletcher, too, but sonehow his eyes did not rise above
the Il evel of the other's waist and the weapon attached to it.

"Do you know, Captain," he said quietly, "you have been wearing a sidearm ever
since Rhabwar's first nmission, and |'ve barely noticed it? It was just a part of
your uniform Ilike the cap and insignia. Now it |ooks even nore conspi cuous than
your backpack. "

Fl et cher | ooked unconfortable as he said, "W're taught that the psychol ogi ca

ef fect of displaying a weapon is negli-gible anong the | aw abi di ng, but
increases in direct proportion to the guilt or harnful intentions of the
crimnal or potential |awbreaker. However, the effect of nmy weapon was purely
psychol ogi cal until Lieutenant Hasl am brought down the charges for it a few

m nutes ago." Defensively he added, "There was no need to wear a | oaded weapon
on an anbul ance ship, and I'd no reason to believe that this would be a police
operation."

Mur chi son | aughed softly and returned to her work, and Conway joined her. As the
Captain turned to go, he said, "W can't spend nmuch tine here, but | nust make
as full a report as possible of the incident and all relevant circunstances.
This is a new species to the Federation, a different technol ogy, and the purpose
of this ship mght have a bearing on the case. Was our crimnal a responsible
bei ng, perhaps a captive, or an un-intelligent aninmal? If it was intelligent was
it deranged, and if so why? And was the distressed condition of the ship and
crew a contributory factor? I knowthat it is difficult to conceive of
extenuating circunstances for grievous woundi ng and canni-balism but until al
the facts are known—

He broke of f and placed his sensor against the deck beside him A few seconds

| ater he went on, "There is nothing other than oursel ves noving inside the
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weck. |'ve left the outside hatch open only a few inches. If anything tried to
get in you will have plenty of warning, either fromthe beastie itself forc-ing
it open against the sand or fromthe sensors on Rhabwar. | can get back to you

in plenty of tine in any case, so you have nothing to worry about."

Wil e they resunmed the dissection they could follow every step of the Captain's
progress stern ward, because he insisted on verbally describing and anplifying
the pictures he was send-ing up to Dodds. The corridor was | ow and not very
roony by Earth-human standards, he reported. He had to crawl on hands and knees
and it would be difficult to turn around to cone back other than at an
intersection. Cable |oons and air or hydraulic pipelines ran along the sidewalls
of the corridor, and coarse-nesh netting was. attached to the floor and ceiling
indicating that the ship did not possess an artificial gravity system

Aft of the conpartnment occupied by the nedics there was another cargo deck, and
beyond that the unni stakabl e shapes of the hyperdrive generators. Further aft
the reactor and thrust-ers were sealed fromhimand heavily shiel ded, but the
sensor indications were that there had been a conpl ete power shut-down—probably
an automatic safety nmeasure built into the design—when the ship had toppled. But
he coul d detect a residue of power in sonme of the corridor |ines which he

t hought m ght be associated with an energency lighting circuit, and he thought
he had identified a light switch

It was a light switch, he confirned a few seconds later. A large stretch of the
corridor was illuninated. The lighting was unconfortably bright but his eyes
were adjusting to it. He was noving am dshi ps.

They heard hi m pause outside their cargo hold, and suddenly the |ights canme on
all over the ceiling beside them Conway switched off his now unnecessary hel net
I'ight.

"Thank you, Captain," he said, then continuing the discus-sion he had been
havi ng with Mirchi son, went on, "There is capacity for a large brain in the
cranium but we cannot assumne

that all of the available'volume is used for cerebration. | don't see how a
beastie with four feet and two nmani pulators which are little nore than cl aws
could be a tool user, nuch |ess a crew nenber of a starship. And those teeth

bot her ne. They are certainly not those of a predator. In the distant past they
m ght have been fearsonme natural weapons, but now their con-dition shows that
they have not much to do."

Mur chi son nodded. "The stonach systemis overlarge in relation to the nass of
the being," she said, "yet there is no evidence of adi pose or excess edible

ti ssue which would be present if it was an animal bred for food. And the stomach
resenbl es that of an Earth-type ruminant. The di gestive systemis odd, too, but
I'"d have to work out the whole intake to elimnation cycle to nake any sense out

of it, and | can't do that down here. 1'd love to know what these things ate
before their food ran out."
"I''m passing a storage deck of some kind," Fletcher said at that point. "It is

divided into large racks with passages between nmem The racks are filled with
containers of different colors and sizes with funnellike di spensers at one end.
There are wastebins hol ding enpties, and sone of the full and enpty containers
have spilled out into the corridor."

"May | have sanples, please," Mirchison said quickly, "of both."

"Yes, ma'am" the Captain replied. "Considering the starved condition of the
survivors they are nore likely to contain paint or lubricant than food. But |
expect you have to elimnate all possibilities, like ne. | amnoving toward the
next —enh!"

Conway opened his nmouth to ask what was happening but the Captain forestalled
hi m

"I switched on the lighting for this section and found two nore casualties,"” he
reported. "One is a DCVH, one of the nmediumsized ones, which was crushed by a
buckl ed structural nenber and certainly dead. The other is the snmall, DCLG
life-form wth one anputation wound, not noving. I'mfairly sure that it's
dead, too. This is the section of the ship which fell across the outcropping
when she tipped over

"The internal structure is badly deforned," he went on, "with sprung deck and
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wal | plating all over the place. There are also two |arge, wall-nounted
cylinders which seemto have

been the reservoir for a hydraulic actuator system Both have been ruptured and
their connecting lines fractured, and there is a faint fog surroundi ng them as
if some of the contents remains and is evaporating.
"Ahead the corridor is partly blocked by weckage,"
but there will be a lot of noise, so don't—
"Captain," Conway broke in. "Can you please bring us the DCLG and a sanpl e of
the hydraulic fluid with the other samples as soon as you can." To Miurchi son he
added, "I'd like to know if the lung danage is associated with that |eakage. It
woul d elimnate another possibility."

Fl etcher sounded irritated at having to break off his inves-tigation of the
ship. He said shortly, "They'l|l be outside your hold entrance in ten m nutes,
Doctor."

By the tinme Conway had retrieved the sanples the Captain had already returned to
the m dshi ps section, but once again his investigation was interrupted, this
time by Lieutenant Dodds.

"The lander is ready to leave, sir," the Astrogator said. There was a certain
hesitancy in his voice as he went on, "I'mafraid there will be time for only
one round trip before sunset, so would the Doctor and you deci de which

casual ties should be lifted and which left there for retrieval tomorrow? Wth
you three and Hasl am on board just over half of the renmining casualties can be
lifted, less if you bring up all portable equip-nment."

"I"'mnot |eaving unattended casualties down here,"” Conway said firmy. "The drop
in tenperature and the sandstorns would probably finish them"

"Maybe not," Mirchison said thoughtfully. "If we have to | eave sone of them and
it seems we've no choice, we could cover themw th sand. They have a hi gh body
tenmperature, the sand is a good insulator, and they are already sealed up with a
sel f-cont ai ned oxygen supply."”

"I'"ve heard of doctors burying their m stakes,
broke in again.

"Sorry, there is a problemthere, Ma'am" he said. "There 316 four large thorn
pat ches noving toward the weck. Slowy, af course, but we estinmate their

arrival just before mdnight. According to ny information the thorns are

omi vor ous and

trap nobile prey by slowy encircling it, often at a distance, and allow ng the
animal to scratch itself on the thorns. These secrete a poison which is

paral yzing or lethal, depending on the size of the prey and nunber of scratches.
When the prey is imuobilized the thorn clunp inserts its roots and renoves

what ever nutrient material there is avail able.

"l don't think your buried casualties," he added grimy, "would survive til
nor ni ng. "

Mur chi son swore in very unladylike fashion, and Conway said, "W could nove them
into the hold here and seal the hatch. W woul d need heaters and a nedica

he continued. "I can nove it

Conway began dryly, but Dodds

monitor arid—I'mstill not happy about |eaving them unattended."

"Cbviously this is something which will have to be carefully considered,
Doctor," the Captain said. "Your casualties wilf not only have to be attended,
they may have to be defended as well. Dodds, how | ong can you delay the |Iaunch?"

"Hal f an hour, sir," the Astrogator said. "Then allow ng another half hour for
the trip and at | east an hour on the surface to | oad up and nake provision for
the other casualties. If the | ander does not leave in two and a half hours there
will be serious problens with the wind and sand during take-off."

"Very well," Fletcher said. "W should reach a decision in half an hour. Hold
the lander until then."

But there was very little discussion and the decision was made, in spite of
anyt hi ng Murchi son and Conway could say to the contrary, by the Captain.

Fl etcher stated that the two nedics on Trugdil had done everything possible for
the cas-ualties and could do nothing further without the facilities of Rhabwar,
except keep them under observation. The Captain insisted that he was capabl e of
doi ng that, and of defending themin case they were attacked again.
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He was sure that the crimnal responsible for their injuries was not currently
on the ship, but it mght return to the shelter of the weck when the cold and
the sandstorns returned, or even to escape the advancing thorn clunps. He added
that the proper place for all of the nedical teamwas on Rhabwar where the
casualties there could t?e given proper attention

"Captain," Conway said angrily, unable to refute his ar-gunents, "in the nedica
area | have conplete authority."”
UCI NCt t AU »/

"Then why don't you exercise it responsibly, Doctor?" Fletcher replied.
"Captain," Murchison broke in quickly, trying to head off an argunent which
coul d sour relations on the anbul ance ship for weeks to cone. "The DCLG speci nen
you found was not badly injured, conpared with sonme of the others, but it was
defunct, I'mafraid. Severe inflammtion of the breathing pas-sages and nassive
I ung damage similar to the one you found in the hold. Both sets of |ungs

contai ned traces of the sanple you took fromthe hydraulic reservoir. That is

| ethal stuff, Captain, so don't open your visor anywhere near a |eak."

"Thank you, ma'am | won't," Fletcher said calny, and went on, "Dodds, you can
see that the stretch of corridor ahead has been crushed al nbst flat. There is
enough space for crew nenbers to squeeze through, but I will have to cut away a
lot of this jagged netal —=

Conway switched off his radio and touched his hel met agai nst Murchison's so that
they could speak privately. He said fu-riously, "Wose side are you on?"

She grinned at himthrough her visor, but before she could reply Prilicla's
voice rustled timdly fromthe phones. The enpath, too, was trying to calma
potentially unpl easant source of enotional radiation

"Friend Conway," it said, "while friend Fletcher's argu-nments are valid, and
woul d personally wel come the presence of friend Miurchison and yoursel f back on
board, friend Naydrad and mysel f are coping adequately with the patients, all of
whom are in a stable condition with the exception of three of the small DCLGs
who are showi ng a slight reduction in body tenpera-ture."

"Deepeni ng shock, do you think?" Conway asked.

"No, friend Conway," Prilicla replied. "There seenms to be a slight inprovenent
in their general condition."

"Enpotional radiation?"

"Not hi ng on the conscious level, friend Conway," the empath replied, "but there
are unconsci ous feelings of deprivation, and need."

"They are all hungry," Conway said dryly, "except one."

"The thought of that one is abhorrent to nme, too," Prilicla

said. "But to return to the condition of the patients: The |ung danage and

i nflammati on of the breathing passages noted by friend Miurchison is repeated, to
a much | esser degree of se-verity, in the other survivors, and the cause is
correctly attrib-uted to the damaged reservoir. But it is possible that
operating in Trugdil conditions with the | ess sensitive portable equip-nent—=
"Prilicla," Conway said inpatiently, "what you nmean is that we were too blind or
stupid to spot an inportant nedical:datum but you are too nice a person to hurt
our feelings. But intense inpatience and curiosity can be unpl easant enotions,
too, so just tell us what you di scovered, Doctor."

"I amsorry, friend Conway," said the enpath. "It is that the food passage as
wel|l as the breathing passage is sinmlarly inflamed. The condition is relatively
mld, not obvious as are the other areas of inflanmmtion, but is present in
uniformin-tensity in all of the survivors regardl ess of physiol ogi ca
clas-sification. | wondered if there was anything on their ship which would
explain this.

"I am al so puzzled by the amputation wounds," Prilicla went on. "I have been
suturing incised wounds, none of which have penetrated to vital organs, and
generally tidying up. But the stunps | have covered with sterile dressings only
until the possibility of replacing the original |inbs has been elininated. Have
you found anythi ng down there which mght be a mssing |linb or organ? O have
you gi ven thought to the shape, size, and purpose of these nissing parts?”
From ami dshi ps there were sounds of netal scraping against netal and of erratic,
heavy breathing in their phones as the Captain cleared an obstruction. Wen it
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was qui et again, Mir-chison said, "Yes, Doctor, but I've fornmed no firm
conclusions. There is a fairly conplex nerve linkage to the stunp in all three
types and, in the case of the big DCQJ, a collapsed, tubular connection whose
origin | have been unable to trace because of its close association with the
very conpl ex upper intestinal tract. But taking into account the positioning of
these linbs or organs, which are at the base of the spine in the two smaller
life-forms and on the nedial underside of the large one, all 1 can say is that
the m ssing parts nust have been considered particularly edible by the attacker
since it did not renobve any-

thing else. | have no clear idea of the size or shape of the missing parts, but
my guess would be that they are probably tails, genitalia, or mammari es—
"I"'msorry to interrupt a nedical conference, ma'am" Fletcher broke in, in a
tone whi ch suggested that he was very glad to interrupt before it could go any
farther. He went on quickly, "Doctor Conway, |'ve found another DCVH It is
tangl ed up in bedding, not noving, and seens to be uninjured. | thought you
mght like to examine it here rather than have it pulled through the weckage in
the corridor."

"I'"'mon ny way," Conway said.

He clinbed out of the hold and crawl ed along the corridor in the Captain's wake,
listening as Fletcher resunmed his comnentary. Immediately forward of the
cleared section of corridor the Captain had found the Dormtory Deck. It was
characteristic of the early type of hyperships which did not have artificia
gravity, and was filled with rows of sandw ch-styl e doubl e hammocks whi ch
retained the sleeper in weightless conditions. The hammbcks were suspended on
shock absorbers so as to double as accel eration couches for off-duty crew
menbers.

There were three distinct sizes of hammobck, so the ship had the DCLG DCwvH, and
DCQJ life-forns in the crew—which proved that even the |large and apparently
unintelligent DCQJs were ship's personnel and not |ab animals. Judging by the
nunmber and size of the hammocks, the two snmaller life-fornms outnunbered the

| arge one by three to one.

He had made a quick count of the hammobcks, the Captain said as Conway was
passi ng the damaged hydraulic systemreservoir, and the total nunber, thirty,
agreed with the nunber of casualties found outside and inside the ship, which
meant that the missing crimnal was alnbst certainly not of any of the three
speci es who served as the crew.

It was difficult to be precise regarding occurrences on the Dormtory Deck,

Fl et cher expl ai ned, because | oose objects, ornanents, and personal effects had
collected on the wall when the ship had fallen on its side. But one third of the
hammocks were neatly stowed while the remaining two thirds | ooked as though they
had been hastily vacated. No doubt the neat ham nobcks bel onged to the crew
menbers on duty, but the Captain thought it strange that if the ship operated a
one-wat ch-on, two-

off duty roster the rest of the crew were in their bunks instead of half of them
bei ng outside the dormtory on a recreation deck. But then he was forgetting the
fact that the safest place during the | anding nmaneuver woul d be inside the

accel erati on hamocks

The Captain was backing out of the dornmitory as Conway reached it. Fletcher

poi nted and said, "It is close to the inner hull anong the DCVH hamocks. Cal

me if you need hel p, Doctor."

He turned and began crawling toward the bows again. But he did not get very far
because by the tine Conway reached the casualty he could hear the hiss of the
cutting torch and the Captain's heavy breathing.

It took only a few mnutes to piece together what had hap-pened. Two of the
hammock' s supports had broken due to the lateral shock when the ship had

fall en+they had been designed to withstand vertical G forces, not horizontal
ones—and t he hammpck had swung downward throwi ng its occupant agai nst the
suddenly horizontal wall. There was an area of subcuta-neous bl eedi ng where the
DCVH s head had struck, but no sign of a fracture. The bl ow had not been fatal,
but it had been enough to render the being unconscious or dazed until the highly
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| et hal vapor fromthe damaged reservoir had invaded its lungs. This one had been
doubly unlucky, Conway thought as he carefully drew it the rest of the way from
its hammock and extended his examination. There was one wound, the usual one, at
the base of its spine. Conway's scalp prickled at the thought that the attacker
had been inside the dormtory and had struck even at a victimin its hamock.
What sort of creature was it? Small rather than |arge, he thought. Vicious. And
fast. He | ooked quickly around the dormitory, then returned his attention to the
cadaver.

"That's unusual," he said aloud. "This one has what seens to be a snmall quantity
of partially digested food in its stomach.” "You think that's unusual ."

Murchi son said in a baffled tone. "The sanple containers fromthe storage deck
contain food. Liquid, a powdery solid, and sone fibrous nmaterial, but all

hi gh-grade nutrient suited to the nmetabolisns of all three life-forns. Wat was
the excuse for cannibalisn? And why

OCw !l v-ti vji_iN_nr\i_ iv
the bl azes was everybody starving? The whol e deck is packed with food!"

"Are you sure—=2" began Conway, when he was cut off by a voice in his phones

whi ch was so distorted that he could not tell who was speaking.

"What is that thing?"

"Captai n?" he said doubtfully.

"Yes, Doctor." The voice was still distorted, but recogniz-able.

"You—you' ve found the crininal?"

"No, Doctor," Fletcher replied harshly. "Another victim Definitely another
victi m=

"I't's noving, sir!" Dodds voice broke in.

"Doctor," the Captain went on, "can you cone at once. You too, nma'am"

Fl et cher was crouched inside the entrance of what had to be the ship's Contro
Deck, using the cutting torch on the tangle of weckage which alnost filled the
space between the ceiling and fl oor. The place was a shanbl es, Conway saw by the
I'ight coming through the open hatch above them and the few strips of energency
lighting which were still operating. Practically all of the ceiling-nounted

equi prent had torn free in the fall; ruptured piping and twi sted, jagged-edged
supporting brackets projected into the space above the control couches on the
deck opposite.

The control couches had been solidly mounted and had renmi ned in position, but
they were enpty, their restraini ng webbi ng hangi ng | oose—except for one. This
was a very large, deep cupola around which the other couches were closely
grouped, and it was occupi ed.

Conway began to clinb toward it, but the foothold he had been using gave way
suddenly and a stub of broken-off piping dug himpainfully in the side without,
fortunately, rupturing his suit.

"Careful, damm it!" Fletcher snapped. "W don't need an-other casualty."

"Don't bite ny head off, Captain," Conway said, then | aughed nervously at his
unfortunate choice of words.

He cringed inwardly as he clinbed toward the central cupol a

in the wake of the Captain, thinking that the crew on duty and those in the
Dormtory Deck had had to find a way through this nmess, and in great haste
because of the toxic vapor flooding through the ship. They were nuch snall er
than Earth-humans, of course, but even so they nust have been badly cut by that
tangle of nmetal. In fact, they had been badly cut, with the exceptions of the
DCVH in the dormitory and the new |ife-formabove them neither of whom had
attenpted to escape.

"Careful, Doctor," the Captain said.

An idea which had been taking shape at the back of his nind dissolved.
Irritably, Conway said, "Wat can it do except look at me and twitch its

st unps?”

The casualty hung sideways in its webbing against the lower lip of the cupola, a
great fleshy, elongated pear shape perhaps four tines the nass of an adult
human. The narrow end ter-ninated in a | arge, bul bous head mounted on a wal rus
neck which was arched downward so that the two big, w dely spaced eyes could
regard the rescuers. Conway could count seven of the feebly tw tching stunps
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proj ecting through gaps in the webbing, and there were probably others he could
not see.

He braced hinmsel f against a control console which had re-mained in place and
took out his scanner, but delayed begi nning the exam nation until Muirchison, who
had just arrived, could clinb up beside him Then he said firmy, "W wll have
to remain with this casualty overnight, Captain. Please instruct Lieutenant

Hasl amto evacuate all the other casualties on the next trip, and to bring down

the litter stripped of nonessential |ife-support equiprment so that it will
acconmpdat e this new casualty. W also need extra air tanks for ourselves and
oxygen for die casualty, heaters, lifting gear, and webbing, and any-thing el se

you think we need."

For a |l ong nonent the Captain was silent, then he said, "You heard the Doctor,
Hasl am "

Fl etcher did not speak to themwhile they were exanm ning the new casualty ot her
than to warn them when a piece of | oose weckage was about to fall. The Captain
did not have to be told that a wide path would have to be cl eared between the
big control cupola and the open hatch if the litter was to be guided in and out
again carrying the large alien. It was likely to be a long, difficult job

| asting nost of the coming night, nade nore

SCO | Ut

difficult by ensuring that none of the debris struck Mirchi son, Conway, or their
patient. But the two nedics were nuch too engrossed in their exam nation to
worry about the falling debris.

"I won't attenpt to classify this life-form" Conway said nearly an hour |ater
when he was summing up their findings for Doctor Prilicla. "There are, or were,
ten linbs distributed laterally, of varying thicknesses judging by the stunps.
The sol e exception is the one on the underside which is thicker than any of the
others. The purpose of these missing linbs, the nunber and type of manipul atory
and anbul at ory appendages, is unknown.

"The brain is large and well devel oped,"” he want on, |ooking aside at Mirchison
for corroboration, "with a small, separate |obe with a high mneral content in
the cell structure suggesting one of the V classifications—

"A wide-range telepath?" Prilicla broke in excitedly.

"I'"d say not," Conway replied. "Telepathy linmted to its own species, perhaps,
or possibly sinple enpathy. This is borne out by the-fact that its ears are well
devel oped and the nouth, although very small and toothless, has shown itself
capabl e of nodul ati ng sounds. A being who talks and |listens cannot be a

wi de-range telepath, since the telepathic faculty is supplenented by a spoken

| anguage. But the being did not display agitation on seeing us, which could nean
that it is aware our intentions toward it are good.

"Regarding the airway and lungs," Conway continued, "you can see that there is
the usual inflammtion present but that the lung danmage is minor. W are
assuning that since the being was unable to nove when the gas perneated the
ship, it was able, with its large lung capacity, to hold its breath until nost
of the toxic vapor had dissipated. But the digestive systemis baffling us. The
food passage is extrenely narrow and seens to have coll apsed in several places,
and with few teeth for chewing food it is difficult... to see how—

Con way's voice slowed to a stop while his mind raced on. Beside hi m Mirchison
was meki ng sel f-derogatory renmarks because she, too, had not spotted it sooner,
and Prilicla said, 'Are you thinking what | amthinking, friends?"

There was no need to reply. Conway said, "Captain, where are you?"

Fl etcher had cleared a narrow path for hinself to the open hatch. Wile they had
been tal king they had heard his boots noving back and forth along the outer

hul |, but for the past few minutes there had been sil ence.

"On the ground outside, Doctor," Fletcher replied. "I've been trying to find the
best way of noving out the big one. In nmy opinion we can't swing it down the
sides of the weck, too nmuch sprung plating and debris, and the stern isn't nuch
better. We'll have to lower it fromthe prow But carefully. | jarred ny ankles
badly when | junped fromit to the sand, which is only about an inch deep over a
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gently sloping shelf of rock in that area. Obviously the big life-formneeded a
speci al elevator to board and debark, because the extending | adder arrangenent
bel ow the hatch is usable only by the three snmaller |ife-formns.

"I'"mabout to reenter the ship through the cargo hold hatch," he ended. "Is
there a probl en?"

"No, Captain," Conway said. "But on your way here would you bring the cadaver
fromthe Dormitory Deck?"

Fl et cher grunted assent and Murchi son and Conway resuned their discussion with
Prilicla, stopping frequently to verify with their scanners the various points
rai sed. Wien the Captain arrived pushing the dead DCVH ahead of him Conway had
just finished attachi ng an oxygen tank and breathing tube to the patient and
covering its head in a plastic envel ope against the time when, during the night,
the entry hatch would be closed and the funes produced by the cutting torch

agai nst the netal and plastic debris might turn out to be even nore toxic than
those fromthe hydraulic reservoir.

They took the cadaver from Fl etcher and, holding it above their heads, fitted it
into one of the control couches designed for it. The big alien did not react and
they tried it in a second, then a third couch. This tinme the patient's stub
tentacles began to twitch and one of them nade contact with the DCVH It

mai nt ai ned the contact for several seconds then slowy with-drew and the big

entity became still again.

Conway gave a long sigh, then said, "It fits, it all fits. Prilicla, keep your
patients on oxygen and IV fluids. | don't think they will return to ful

consci ousness until they have food as well, but the hospital can synthesize that

when we get back." To Murchison he said, "All we need now is an analysis of the
stomach contents of that cadaver. But don't do the dissection here, do it in the
corridor. It would probably, well, upset the Captain."

"Not me," Fletcher said, who was already at work with his cutting torch. "I
won't even | ook."

Mur chi son | aughed and pointed to the patient hangi ng above them She said, "He
was tal ki ng about the other Captain, Cap-tain."

Bef ore Fl etcher could reply, Haslam announced that he would be Ianding in
fifteen mnutes.

"Better stay with the patient while | help the Captain |oad the | ander," Conway
told Murchison. "Radiate feelings of re-assurance at it; that's all we can do
right now If we all left it might think it was bei ng abandoned. "

"You intend | eaving her here al one?" Fletcher said harshly.

"Yes, but there is no danger " Conway began, when the voice of Dodds
interrupted him

"There is nothing noving within a twenty-mile radius of the weck, sir,
reassuringly, "except thorn patches."

Fletcher said very little while they were hel pi ng Hasl am nove the casualties
fromthe outcropping into the | ander and while they were pushing the litter with
its load of spare equip-nment to the weck. It was unlike the Captain, who
usual |y spoke his mnd no matter who or what was bothering him to behave this
way. But Conway's mind was too busy with other things to have tinme to probe.

"I was thinking," Conway said when they reached the open cargo hatch, "that
according to Dodds the thorn patches are attracted to food and warnth. W are
going to create a lot of warnth inside the weck, and there is a storage deck
filled with food containers as well. Suppose we nove as much food as we can from
the weck and scatter it in front of the thorn clunmps —that m ght nmake them

|l ose interest in the weck for a while."

"l hope so," Fletcher said.

The lander took off in a small, self-created sandstorm as Conway was draggi ng
the first containers of food toward the edge of the nearest thorn patch, which
was about four hundred neters astern of the weck. They had agreed that Fletcher
woul d nove the containers fromthe storage deck to the ground outside the hatch,
and Conway woul d scatter them along the front of the advancing thorns. He had
wanted to use,the litter with its greater capacity and gravity neutralizers, but
Naydrad had stated in its forthright fashion that the Doctor was unused to
con-trolling the vehicle and if the gravity settings were wong or a part of the

he said
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|l oad fell off, the litter would di sappear skyward or bl ow wei ghtl essly away.
Conway was forced to do it the hard way.

"Make this the | ast one, Doctor," the Captain said as he was coming in fromhis
eighth round trip. "The wind is rising."

The shadow of the weck had | engthened steadily as he worked and the sky had
deepened in color. The suit's sensors showed a marked drop in the outside
tenmperature, but Conway had been generating so nmuch body heat hinself that he
had not noticed it. He threw the containers as far in front and to each side of
hi m as he coul d, opening sone of themto nake sure that the thorns would know
that the unopened containers also held food, although they could probably sense
that for thenselves. The thorn clunps covered the sand across a wide front |ike
bl ack, irregul ar crosshatching, seemingly notionless. But every tine he | ooked
away for a few m nutes then back again, they were closer.

Suddenly the thorn patches and everything el se di sappeared behind a dark-brown
curtain of sand and a gust of wind punched himin the back, knocking himto his
knees. He tried to get to his feet but an eddy blew himonto his side. Half
crawl ing and hal f running, he headed back toward the weck, although by then he
had no clear idea where it was. The stormdriven sand was hissing so |oudly
agai nst his helnmet that he could barely hear Dodds' voi ce.

"My sensors show you heading toward the thorns, Doctor," the astrogator said
urgently. "Turn right about one hundred ten degrees and the wreck is about three
hundred neters distant."

Fl et cher was outside the cargo hatch with his suit spotlight turned to nmaxi mum
power to guide himin. The Captain pushed himthrough the hatch and closed it
behind him The crash had warped the hatch so that sand continued to blow in
around the edges, except near the bottomwhere it came through in a steady
trickle.

"Wthin a few m nutes the outside of the hatch will be seal ed

by a sand drift," Fletcher said without |ooking at Conway. "It will be difficult
for our cannibal to get in. Dodds will spot it on the sensors anyway and |'|
have tinme to take the necessary steps."”

Conway shook his head and said, "W've nothing to worry about except the w nd,
sand, and thorn patches." Silently he added, If that wasn't enough

The Captain grunted and began clinbing through the hatch leading to the
corridor, and Conway crawled after him But it was not until Fletcher slowed to
pass the | eaking hydraulic reservoir, which was steam ng very faintly now, that
Conway spoke.

"I's there anything el se bothering you, Captain?"

Fl et cher stopped and for the first time in over an hour |ooked directly at the
Doctor. He said, "Yes, there is. That creature in the Control Deck bothers ne.
Even in the hospital, what can you do for it, a nultiple anputee? It will be

completely helpless, little nore than a |ive specinmen for study. |'m wondering
if it would not be better just to let the cold take it and—
"W can do a great deal for it, Captain," Conway broke in, "if we can get it

safely through the night. Wren't you listening to Murchison, Prilicla, and ne
di scussi ng the case?"

"Yes and no, Doctor," Fletcher said, nmoving forward again. "Some of it was quite
technical, and you m ght as well have been tal king untransl ated Kel gian so far
as | was concerned."

Conway | aughed quietly and said, "Then | had better trans-late."

The alien vessel had rel eased, its distress beacon, he ex-plained, not because
of a technical malfunction but because of serious illness on board which had
affected the entire crew. Presunably the | east affected crew nenbers were on
duty on the Control Deck while the rest were confined to their hamnocks. It was
still not clear why the ship had to put down on a planet. Possibly there were
physi ol ogi cal reasons why a plan-etary gravity or atnosphere was needed, or
maybe the wei ght-1ess conditions on board aggravated the condition and they
could not provide artificial gravity by using their thrusters be-cause the crew
were fast |osing consciousness. Watever the reason they had nade an energency

| andi ng on Trugdil. There
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were much better |landing sites on the planet, but their degree of urgency nust
have been extrene and they had | anded here.

Conway broke off as they entered the Control Deck because Mirchi son was hi gh
above them cl osing the personnel hatch. She said, "Don't let ne interrupt you,
but now that we will be using the cutting torches in a confined space, |'m going
to take the patient off pure oxygen. It seens to be breathing easily now. Wuld
one part oxygen to four inert.be suitable, Doctor?"

"Fine," Conway said. "I'll help you."

The hissing of sand agai nst the outer hull rose suddenly and the whole ship
seenmed to lurch sideways. There was a screech-ing and bangi ng sound from

am dshi ps, which halted suddenly as a section of hull plating tore free and bl ew
awnay.

"A piece of the weck has bl own away," Dodds reported unnecessarily, then went
on, "The thorn patches have halted over the food containers, and those nearby
are converging on the area. But there are other large clunps off to the side
which are still heading directly for the weck. They are noving quite fast. The
wind is behind themand they are letting it carry themforward using only enough
of their root systemto maintain a | oose hold on the ground. At this rate they
could be at the ship in half an hour."

It was as if an enornous, soft pillow struck the side of the ship. The deck
tilted under their feet, then righted itself. This tine it sounded as if mani acs
wi th sl edgehamrers were at-tacking three different sections of the hull until, a
few seconds | ater, the banging ceased. But to the sound of the sand beating

agai nst the hull plating was added the di scordant noani ng and whistling of the
wind as it forced its way into the weck.

"Qur defenses," the Captain said worriedly, "have becone deci dedly porous. But
go on, Doctor."

"The ship nade an enmergency | anding here," Conway re-suned, "because they had no
time to look for a better spot. It was a good | anding, all things considered,
and it was sheer bad luck that they toppled and as a result ruptured that
hydraulic reservoir. If they hadn't done so it is possible that their illness,
what ever the cause, would have run its course and in time they woul d have taken
of f again. O maybe the first sandstorm woul d have knocked them over anyway. But
i nstead they crash-landed and found thensel ves suddenly in a weck which was
rapidly

filling with toxic funes. Wakened by their condition as they were, they had to
get out fast and, because the escape routes aft |ed past the source of the
contami nant and were partly bl ocked by weckage fromthe fall, they had to

evacuate through the Control Deck here and al ong the upper surface of the hull
then slide to the ground.

"They injured thensel ves very seriously in doing so," Con-way added.

He paused for a nonent to help Mirchison change over the patient's air supply.
Fromthe stern there was a cl anking sound which reverberated steadily and

nmonot onously throughout the ship. One of the pieces of weckage was refusing to
becone detached. Conway raised his voice

"The reason they did not nove far fromtheir ship was probably two-fold," he
continued. "As a result of the debili-tating effects of their illness, they did
not have the strength to nove farther, and | suspect there were strong
psychol ogi cal reasons for renmaining close to their ship. Their physica
con-dition, the high tenperatures, and the indications of malnutri-tion
observed, which we m stakenly assunmed to be due to enforced starvation, were
synptons of the disease. The state of deep unconsci ousness may al so have been a
synptom or possibly some kind of hibernation node which they adopt when injured
or otherw se distressed and assistance is likely to be delayed, and which sl ows
the nmetabolic rate and reduces bl eed-ing."

Fl etcher was readying his cutting torch and | ooking baffled. He said, "D sease
and injuries caused by escaping fromthe weck | can believe. But what about the
m ssing |inbs and—=

"Dodds, sir," Rhobwar's astrogator broke in. "lI'mafraid the m dnight drop in
wind strength will not affect your area. There are |ocal weather disturbances.
Three | arge thorn patches have reached the stern and sections of the periphera
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growth are entering the food storage deck. Alot of hull plating is mssing
there. Once they open that concentrated store of food they'll probably |ose
interest in anything else."” H's optinm sm sounded forced.

Mur chi son said, "We're not conpletely sure that it was a di sease that caused the
trouble, Captain. Fromthe analysis of the stomach contents of the cadaver from
the dormtory deck.

the indications are that it was a severe gastrointestinal infection caused by a
bug native to their hone planet, and the synptom which |led us to suspect
mal nutrition was total regurgitation of stomach contents in all of the other
cases. The casualty fromthe dormtory had been knocked unconsci ous before the
process was conpl ete and was asphyxi ated shortly afterward so that involuntary
regurgitation did not take place. But it is also pos-sible that the ship's own
food supply was contam nated and that caused the trouble.”
Conway wondered if it was possible for a nobile ommi-vorous vegetable to get
food poisoning, and if it would take effect in tinme to save themfromthe
thorns. He rather doubted it.
"Thank you, Ma'am" Fletcher said, and went on, "About the missing |inbs?"
"There are no missing linbs. Captain," she replied. "Or perhaps the crew are al
m ssing the same organ, their head. The |arge nunber of the other injuries
concealed the truth at first, but there are no missing linbs, and there is no
crimnal."
Fl et cher | ooked at Conway, too polite to express his disbelief to the
pat hol ogi st in words, and the Doctor took over the ex-planation. But he had to
work as he tal ked because he and Murchi son were faced with the long, difficult
job of transferring the big alien fromits cupola to the litter
It was hard to imagi ne the set of environnmental circum stances which had caused
such an essentially helpless life-formto evol ve, beconme doninant, and in tine
achieve a culture capable of star travel, Conway said, but these gross,
l'inbless, and all too obviously inmmobile creatures had done just that. It was a
host - synbi ot e, they now knew, who had devel oped nul -tiple synbiotes specialized
so as to act as short-and | ong-range mani pul ators and sensors. Its stunps and
the areas which on the casualties had been nistaken for anputation sites were
the interfaces which joined the host creature to its synbiotes when physica
activity becane necessary or the host required suste-nance.
It was likely that a strong nental as well as physical bond existed between the
host Captain and its crew, but continuous contact was not needed because in and
around the wreck there had been three tinmes the nunber of crew nmenbers as there
OC-V-/ 1 \jr\ \3CINCnM _

|
were organi c connectors on the host. It was also probable that the host entity
did not sleep and provided continual, nonphys-ical support to its synbiotes.
This was borne out by the type of enotional radiation being picked up on Rhabwar
by Prili-cla—eonfusion and feelings of |oss. The host Captain's tele-pathic or
enpat hic faculty did not reach as far as the anmbul ance ship's orbit.
"The snallest, DCLGIlife-formis independently intelligent and perforns the
finer, nore intricate mani pul ative opera-tions," Mirchison joined in, clarifying
the situation in her owmn nind as well as for the Captain, who had di sappeared
briefly into the corridor to check on the position of the thorns. "As is the
slightly larger DCVH. But the function of the big DCQJ is purely that of eating
and suppl yi ng predigested food to the host. There is evidence, however, that all
three of these life-forms have their own ingestion, digestion, and reproductive
systens, but one of themnust figure in the transfer of spermor ova between
i mobi | e host creatures—=
She broke off as the Captain returned, his cutter in one hand and what | ooked
like a short, tangled piece of barbed wire in the other. He said, "The thorns
have grown out of the food storage deck and are hal fway along the corridor. |
brought you a sanple, ma'am"
She took it fromhimcarefully and Conway joined her for a closer look. It was
|l'i ke a dark-brown, three-dinensional zig-zag with fine green thorns grow ng out
of every angle, except one which sprouted a |long, tapering hollow tube |ike the
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veg- et abl e equi val ent of a hypoderm ¢ needl e, and which was prob-ably a root.
She snipped off the thorns with surgical scissors and et themdrop into her

anal yzer.
"Whay did we have to wear |ightweight suits?" she said a few mnutes later. "A
scratch froma thorn won't kill you, but three or four would. What are you

doi ng, Captai n?"

Fl etcher was unclipping the signal flare fromhis backpack. He said, "You can
see fromthe charring on the stemthat they burn. | renoved that sanple with the
cutting torch. But the flane isn't self-sustaining. Maybe this will stunt its
growh for a while. Stay clear of the corridor entrance, both of you. These
things were not neant to be used in a confined space."

He set the timer on the flare and threw it as hard as he could

into the corridor. The beam of |ight which poured out of the entrance was so
intense that it |ooked alnbst solid, and the hissing of the flare was | ouder
even than the sand | ashing against the outer hull. The beam maintained its
intensity but began to flicker as snoke poured fromthe entrance. The thorns
wer e burning, Conway thought excitedly, and hoped that the py-rotechnics were
not worrying their patient too much. It seened to be unusually agitated—

There was a sudden, crashing detonation. Pieces of the flare, burning thorn
branches, and parts of the dissected DCVH erupted fromthe corridor entrance,
and t he cupol a edge Conway was gri pping seened to jerk in his hands. He hung on
desperately as the vertical deck swung toward him acconpanied by the. screech
of tearing metal. There was a softer shock and the metallic noises ceased. The
energency lighting had died but there was enough illum nation fromthe
sputtering pieces of flare and their helnet lights to show that the patient had
fallen out of its cupola and was hanging directly above him suspended only by
its webbing, sections of which were beginning to tear

"The litter!" Conway shouted. "Help nme!"

There was so rmuch snoke fromthe flare that all he could see clearly were
Murchison's and the Captain's helnmet lights. He let go his hold with one hand
and felt around for the litter, which had been left drifting weightlessly with
repul sors set to one negative G so as to nake the vehicle easier to maneuver in
the confined space. He found it and a few seconds later felt other hands
steadying it. Above himthe alien hung like a great organic tree trunk with its
stunps projecting between the web-bing, ready to fall and crush himand probably
kill itself on the charred but still poisonous thorns bel ow t hem

Suddenly it sagged closer. Conway flinched, but the rest of the webbing was
holding it. He felt for the control panel of the litter. "Get it under the
things!" he shouted. "Right under its center of gravity, that's it."

Gradual ly he increased the repulsion until the litter was pressing firmy

agai nst the underside of the patient, and again until the being's entire weight
was bei ng supported and the webbing was sinply holding it against any |latera
nmovement. He becane aware of the voice of Dodds in his phones, asking over and
over again what had happened and were they all right.

"We're all right," Fletcher said angrily. "And you tell us what happened,

Li eutenant. What are your sensors for?"

"An explosion at the site of the danaged hydraulic reservoir, sir," DQds said,
sounding relieved. "The stuff is highly in-flanmable as well as toxic, it seens,
and the flare set it off. The expl osi on broke the back of the ship where it lies
across that rock outcropping, and now the prowis lying on the sand, too.

Anmi dshi ps and stern sections have been stripped of plating by the expl osi on and
the wind. The ship | ooks very open, sir."

The snoke had cl eared but fine clouds of sand were bl owi ng through the Contro
Deck from somewhere. Fletcher said dryly, "I believe you, Dodds. It is also very
cold. How long until pickup?"

"Just under three hours, sir," Dodds replied. "Sunrise is in two hours and the
wi nd shoul d have abated an hour later."

The two portable heaters and spare cutting torch had been shaken | oose by the
expl osion and had fallen into the thorns. One of the heaters was stil
functioning but its .effect was se-verely reduced by the icy, sand-laden w nd
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sweepi ng out of the corridor. Conway shivered and clenched his teeth, both to
stop themchattering and in reaction to the indescribable noise of the w nd
scream ng through the bare bones of the stern section and the irregular,
thunderous din of the remaining plat-ing shaking itself |oose. He resiled the
portable lights, which had survived the explosion, so that they were within a
few feet of the litter. They gave a little warnth.

More than an hour was spent conpleting the transfer of the alien fromits cupola
tothe litter and securing it in the vehicle. The being, too, was suffering from
the cold—ts organic con-nectors twi tched continuously and patterns of winkles
mar ched across its snooth, featurel ess body. Conway tried to find some-thing to
wap around it, but all that was avail able was the control cupola webbing from
its own and the crew s positions. By the tinme he had finished, the being was
virtually cocooned in the stuff and the few areas of skin visible were stil

twi tching and wrinkling.

They noved it up to the seal ed personnel hatch, hoping that the avail abl e heat
would rise and it would be fractionally warnmer UP there. The difference, to
Conway, was indetectable. He wondered if it would be possible to rescue the

ot her heater, but when he | ooked down he saw that a fresh, uncharred tangle of
thorns had grown in fromthe corridor and was clinbing toward them

"Doctor," said Fletcher quickly, indicating a |arge ceiling panel which was held
in position by a single remaining support strut. "Hold onto that while | cut it
free."

They dropped the panel onto the thorns and knotted | oose pieces of webbing
together into a rope so that the Captain could |lower hinself onto its center

The panel buckl ed slightly under his weight but the thorns beneath the plate
were forced down by two neters or nore. Fletcher kneeled carefully on his
make-shift raft and unlinbered his cutting torch. Wth,the flane focused down to
a long, thin needle he attacked the thorns all* around him

After nearly six hours of constant use the power pack was exhausted. Wen the
flame di mmed and died, Fletcher got carefully to his feet and began fl exi ng and
straightening his |legs, bouncing the section of plating up and down. The thorns
were forced | ower. He paused for a rest and still the plate continued to sink
But now t he needl e-sharp thorns were growing in fromthe edges of the raft,
slowy subnerging it.

The rope of webbing was barely within reach. Fletcher steadied hinself, junped,
and caught the end in a double grip as the plate teetered and di sappeared

si deways under the thorns. Conway clinmbed down as far as he could and pulled the
rope close so that Fletcher could get his feet onto the edge of a projecting
cabi net .

"Did you see the way that thing noved itself fromunder the plate and surrounded
you, Captain?" Mirchison said when they rejoined her. "It's very slow, but do
you think we are hurting a potentially intelligent vegetable |ife-fornP"

"Yes, ma'am" the Captain said with feeling, "but not nearly enough."

"Eighty minutes to go, sir," Dodds said.

They detached the few pi eces of weckage and equi prent that could be disl odged
by hand and dropped themonto the thorns, but with little effect. Fletcher and
Conway took turns hacking at the growth with a netal support strut, but still it
grew slowy toward them Soon there was not enough space to nove around freely
or exercise to keep warm or nore

accurately, less cold. They could only huddle close to the personnel hatch,
teeth clenched together to keep fromchatter-ing, and watch the thorns creep

cl oser.

The scene was being relayed to Rhabwar and was causi ng increasing concern

Li eutenant Hasl am sai d suddenly, "I can | aunch now, sir, and—=

"No," the Captain said firmy. "If you touch down before it is safe to do so and
the lander is blown over, nobody here will get out of this ness—

He broke of f because his voice had suddenly sounded very | oud.

The wi nd had di ed.

"Open up," Fletcher said. "Let's get out of here."

The dark-bl ue norni ng sky showed t hrough the opening hatch and a negligible
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quantity of sand blew in. They maneu-vered the litter and its trussed-up
casual ty through the opening and onto the upper surface of the hull

"The lull may be temporary, sir," Dodds warned. "There are still a few squalls
runni ng through your area."
The rising sun was still hidden behind sand cl ouds, but there was nore than

enough light to see that the surface had been drastically altered overni ght by
the shifting of many sand drifts. From midships to stemthe weck was denuded of
pl ating, but the skeleton had been filled out by a tightly packed tangle of
thorns. The upper surface of the ship forward to the prow was intact, and the
rocky shel f ahead was cl ear of thorns.

*"One large squall will hit you in about twelve minutes," Dodds added.
They jamred the litter against the open hatch and attached its magnetic grapples
to the hull. Then they secured their suit safety lines to the nmassive hinge and

threw t hensel ves across the litter, hooking their fingers into the webbing
around the casualty. It was just one nore physical indignity for the alien
captai n, Conway thought, but by now the being was probably Past caring about
such things.

Abruptly the sky was dark again and the wind and sand tore Mthem threatening
tolift thembodily off the hull. Conway desperately gripped the webbing as he
felt the magnetic grap-begin to slide and the litter slue around. He wondered if
the wi nd woul d bl ow hi m beyond the surroundi ng

thorns were he to let go his grip and his safety line. But his fingers were

|l ocked in a cranp and he felt that his arns, |like those of the alien Captain,
were about to be separated fromhis torso. Then as suddenly as it had cone the
wind died and it was |ight again.

He saw that Murchison, Fletcher, and the patient were still safely attached to
the litter. But he did not nove. It grew brighter and he could feel the sun
warm ng his side when the sand | ashed at them again, acconpanied by a

hi gh- pi t ched, scream ng thunder.

"Extrovert!" Mirchison yell ed.

Conway | ooked up to see the | ander hovering ahead of the ship and blasting sand
inall directions with its thrusters. Haslamtouched down on the shelf of rock
whi ch was clear of thorns, barely fifty meters fromthem

There were no problenms while moving the litter to the other ship, and no
shortage of tine to do it even though the thorns were already inching toward it.
Before loading it on board, Conway rempved the extra webbing and the makeshift
eye protection fromthe patient and gave it a thorough exam nation. In spite of
everything it had gone through it was alive and, in Conway's opinion, very well.
"How about the others, Prilicla?" he asked.

"The tenmperatures of all of them have cone down, friend Conway," the enpath
replied. "They are radiating strong feel-ings of hunger, but not on the |evel of
distress. Since the food supply on the weck has been | ost, and nmay have been

con-tam nated anyway, they will have to wait until the hospital's synthesizers
provi de some. Ot herwi se they are enoting feelings of confusion and | oss.

"But they will feel much better,” Prilicla added, "when they rejoin their
Captain."

COVBI NED OPERATI ON

They energed into normal space at a point whose coordi nates placed them far out
on the galactic rimand where the brightest object to be seen was a nearby sun
burning coldly against a faint powdering of stars. But as Conway stared through
Control's direct vision port, it becanme obvious that the enp-tiness was only
apparent, because suddenly both the radar and | ong-range sensor displays were

i ndicating two contacts, very close together and just under two thousand

kil oneters distant. For the next few m nutes Conway expected to be ignored.
"Control, Power Room" Captain Fletcher said briskly. "I Want maxi mumthrust in
five mnutes. Astrogator, give nme the nunbers to put us al ongside that trace,
and the ETA."

Li eutenants Chen and Dodds, seven decks below and a few feet away respectively,
acknow edged. Then Li eutenant Has-tam fromthe Comuni cations position, joined
in.
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"Sir," he said without taking his attention fromhis displays, "the sensor

readi ngs suggest that the larger trace has the mass, ~nfiguration, and antennae
depl oynent of a scoutship engaged °n survey duty. The other trace is currently
unidentifiable, but relative positions night indicate a recent collision."

"Very well," the Captain said. He touched his transmt stud and, speaking slowy
and distinctly, he went on, "This is the anbul ance ship Rhabwar, operating out
of Sector Twelve Gen-eral Hospital, responding to your distress beacon rel eased
six plus hours ago. W will close with you in—

"Fifty-three minutes," Dodds supplied.

"—+f you are able to communicate, please identify your-selves, specify the
nature of your trouble, and list the type and nunber of casualties."

In the supernunerary's position Con way |eaned forward intently, even though the
difference of a few centineters could not affect the clarity of any incom ng
message. But when the voice did come it sounded apol ogetic rather than

di stressed.

"The Monitor Corps scoutship Tyrell here, Mjor Nelson commanding," it said. "It
was our distress beacon, but we released it on behalf of the weck you see

besi de us. Qur nedical officer isn't sure, you understand, because its nedica
experience covers only three species, but it thinks that there may still be life
on board."

"Doctor— the Captain began, |ooking across at Conway. But before he could go
on, Haslam was reporting again.

"Sir! Another, no, two nore traces. Sinilar mass and con-figuration as the

di stressed vessel. Also snaller, widely scat-tered pieces of netallic weckage."
"That's the other reason why we rel eased our beacon," Nel-son's voice sounded
fromTyrell. "W don't have your |ong-range sensor equi pnent—eur stuff is

chi efly photooptical and conputing gear associated with survey work—but this
area seens to be littered with weckage and, while | don't entirely agree with
my medic that sonme of it nust contain survivors, the possibility does exist

t hat —=

"You were quite right to call for help, Captain Nelson," Conway said, breaking
in. "W would rmuch rather answer a dozen false alarns than risk m ssing one

whi ch night nmean a rescue. Space accidents being what they are, npbst distress
calls are answered too late in any case. However, Captain, as a matter of
urgency we need the physiol ogical classification of the weck's survivors and
the nature and extent of their injuries so that we can begin naki ng preparations
for accommdating and treating them

"I am Seni or Physician Conway," he enaea. nmay i apvan ;to your nedica

of ficer?"

There was a long, hissing silence during which Haslamreported several nore
traces and added that, while the data were far fromconplete, the distribution
of the wreckage was such that he was fairly certain that the accident had
happened ; to a very large ship which had been bl own apart into uniform pieces,
and that the weckage al ongside Tyrell and the -other sinmilar pieces which were
appearing all over his screens were |ifeboats. Judging by the spread of the

wr eckage so far detected, the disaster had not been a recent occurrence.

Then the speaker came to |life again with a flat, enotionless voice, robbed of

all inflection by the process of translation. "I am Surgeon-Lieutenant
Krach-Yul, Doctor Conway," it said. "My know edge of other-species physiology is
smal |, since | have had nedi cal experience with only the Earth-human, N -dian,

and ny own Orligian life-forms, all of which, as you know, fall within the DBDG
war m bl ooded, oxygen- br eat hi ng

classification."

The fact that the natives of Orligia and their planetary neigh-bor Nidia had a
mar ked di sparity in physical mass and one of them possessed an overall coat of
tight, curly red fur was too small a difference to affect the four-letter
classification coding, Conway thought as the other doctor was tal king. Just like
the small difference which had, in the early days of their stellar exploration,
caused Oligia and Earth to fight the first, brief, and so far only interstellar
war .

For this reason the Oligians and Earth-humans were nore than friendl y—howadays
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they went out of their way to help each other—and it was a great pity that
Krach-Yul was too professionally inexperienced to be really helpful. Al Conway
could hope for was that the Oligian nedic had had sense enough to restrain its
prof essional curiosity and not poke its friendly, furry nose into a situation
whi ch was conpletely be-yond its experience.

"We did not enter the weck," the Oligian was saying, "because our crew nenbers
are not specialists in alien tech-nology and there was the danger of them

i nadvertently con-tributing to the problemrather than its solution. |
considered telling through die hull and withdrawing a sanple of the weck's
S.G~+

at nosphere, in the hope that the survivor was a warm bl ooded oxygen breat her

i ke ourselves and we could punp in air. But | decided against this course in
case their atnosphere was an exotic mxture which we could not supply and we
woul d then have reduced their ship's internal pressure to no purpose.

"W are not certain that there is a survivor, Doctor," Krach-Yul went on. "Qur
sensors indicate pressure within the weck, a small power source, and the
presence of what appears to be one large nass of organic material which is
inconpletely visible through the viewports. W do not knowif it is living."
Conway sighed. Were extraterrestrial physiology and ned-icine were concerned
this Krach-Yul was uneducated, but it certainly was not unintelligent. He could
imgine the Orligian qualifying on its hone planet, noving to the neighboring
world of Nidia, and later joining the Monitor Corps to further increase its e-t
experience and, while treating the minor ills and injuries of an Earth-human
scoutship crew, hoping for sonething just like this to happen. The Oligi an was
probably one great, furry lunp of curiosity regarding the organic contents of
the weck, but it knewits professional Iimtations. Conway was already
developing a liking for the Oligian nedic, sight unseen.

"Very good, Doctor," Conway said warmly. "But | have a request. Your vessel has
a portable airlock. To save tine would you nm nd—

"It has al ready been depl oyed, Doctor," the Oligian broke in, "and attached to
the weck's hull over the largest entry port we could find. W are assunming it
is an entry port, but it could be a | arge access panel because we did not try to
open it. The weck was spinning about its lateral axis and this notion was
checked by Tyrell's tractor-beans, but otherw se the vessel is as we found it."
Conway t hanked the other and unstrapped hinself fromhis couch. He could see
several new traces on the radar display, but it was the picture of Tyrell and
the weck growing visibly larger on the forward screen which was his i medi ate
concern

"What are your intentions, Doctor?" the Captain asked.

I ndicating the i mage of the weck, Conway said, "It doesn't seemto be too badly
damaged and there isn't nuch sharp netal in sight so, in the interests of a fast
recovery, ny people will wear |ightweight suits. | shall take Pathol ogi st

Mur chi son and

Doctor Prilicla. Charge Nurse Naydrad will remain in the Ca-sualty Deck | ock
with the litter, ready to pressurize it with the survivors' atnosphere as soon
as Murchi son anal yzes it. You, sir, will cone along to pick the alien airlock?"
Rhabwar was the first of its kind. Designed as a special anbulance ship, it had
the configuration and mass of a Fed-eration |light cruiser, which was the | argest
type of Mnitor Corps vessel capable of aerodynam ¢ maneuver within a plan-etary
at nosphere. As he pulled hinself aft along the gravity-free central well, Conway
was visualizing its gleaming white hull and delta wi ngs decorated with the

Cccl uded Sun, the Brown Leaf, the Red Cross, and the many ot her synbols which
represented the concept of aid freely given throughout the worlds of the
Feder ati on.

It was a Traltha-built ship with all the design and structural advantages which
that inplied, and naned Rhabwar after one of the great figures of Tralthan

medi cal history. The ship had been designed for operation by an Earth-hunman
crew, whose quarters were imredi ately bel ow Control on Deck Two. The nedica
team occupi ed simlar accommodati on on Three except in the matter of furniture
and bedding for the Kel gian Charge Nurse and reduced artificial gravity for the
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G nrusski n enpat h.

Deck Four was a conproni se, Conway thought as he pulled hinself past it, a

conbi nati on Messdeck and recreation room where the people who worked toget her
were expected, regard-less of physiological classification, to play

t oget her—even t hough there was barely enough roomto play a gane of chess when
everyone was present. The whol e of Five was devoted to the ship's consumabl es,
whi ch conprised not only the food required by six Earth-hunmans, a Kelgian, and a
Ci nrusskin of classifications DBDG DBLF, and GLNO respectively, but the storage
tanks whose contents were capabl e of reproducing or synthesizing the atnosphere
breat hed by any species known to the Gal actic Federation

Si x and Seven, where Conway was headed, were the Ca-sualty Deck and underlying
|lab and treatnment ward. Here the gravity, atnospheric pressure, and conposition
could be varied to suit the |life-support requirenents of any survivors who night
be brought in. Deck Ei ght was the Power Room the province of Lieutenant Chen,
who controll ed the ship's hyperdrive gen-

erators and normal space thrusters, the power supply for the artificial gravity
grids, tractor and pressor beans, comuni-cations, sensors, and everything which
made the energy-hungry ship live.

Conway was still thinking of the dimnuitive Chen and the frightful powers

avail abl e at the touch of one of his stubby fingers when he arrived on the
Casualty Deck. He did not have to speak because his earlier conversation with
the Captain had been relayed to Casualty, as were the nore interesting and

i mportant displays on Control's screens. There was nothing for himto do except
climb into his spacesuit—he had a very good nedi cal team who kept their

equi prent and thensel ves at in-stant readi ness, and who tried constantly to nmake
their | eader feel redundant.

Mur chi son was bendi ng and stretching to check the seals of her |ightweight
spacesuit, and Naydrad was inside the casualty entrance |ock testing a pressure
litter, its beautiful silver fur rippling in slow waves along its
caterpillarlike body as it worked. The incredibly fragile Prilicla, aided by its
gravity nullifiers and a double set of iridescent w ngs, was hovering close to
the ceiling where it would not be endangered by an accidental collision with one
of its nore nmassive coll eagues. Its eight, pipestemlegs were twitching slowy
in unison, indicating that it was being exposed to enotional radiation of a

pl easur abl e ki nd.

Mur chi son | ooked fromPrilicla to Conway and said, "Stop that."

Conway knew that it was Murchison, albeit indirectly, and hinself who were
responsible for the Cnrusskin's twitchings. Prilicla, |like the other nmenbers of
its intelligent and sensitive race, possessed a highly devel oped enpathic
faculty which caused it to react to the nost minute changes and | evel s of
feeling in those surrounding it. Pathol ogi st Mirchison pos-sessed that

conbi nati on of physical attributes which nade it extrenely difficult for any
Eart h-hunman male DBDG to regard her with anything like clinical detachnent—-and
whil e she was Wearing a contour-hugging |ightweight suit it was downright

i mpossi bl e.

"Sorry," Conway said, |aughing, and began clinbing into his own suit.

The wreck | ooked like a long section of netal tree trunk with a few short,

twi sted branches sprouting fromit, Conway thought as they | aunched thensel ves
from Rhabwar's casualty lock toward the distressed alien ship, but apart from
those pieces of projecting netal the vessel seened to have retained its
struc-tural integrity. He could see two small viewports reflecting the anbul ance
ship's floodlights like two tiny suns. One of the ports was set about two neters
back fromthe bows of the weck and the other a similar distance fromthe stern,
al though it was inpossible to say just then which was which, and he had | earned
that there were another two viewports in identical positions on the side hidden
fromhim

He coul d al so see the | oose, transparent folds of Tyrell's portable airlock
clinging to the hull like a winkled linpet and, beside it, the tiny figure of
what could only be the scoutship's Oligian nedic, Krach-Yul

Fl et cher, Mufchison, and Conway | anded beside the Oli-gian. They did not speak
and they tried hard not to think so that Prilicla, who was slowy circling the
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di stressed vessel, would be able to feel for survivors with the m ni mum of
enp-tional interference. If anything lived inside that weck, no mat-ter how
faintly the spark of life glowed, the little enpath would detect it.

"This is very strange, friend Conway," said Prilicla after nearly fifteen

m nutes had passed and they were all radiating feelings of inpatience in spite
of thenselves. "There is Iife on board, one source only, and the enotiona
radiation is so very faint that | cannot locate it with accuracy. And contrary
to what | would expect in these circunstances, there are no indications that the
survivor is in a distressed condition."

"Coul d the survivor be an infant?" Krach-Yul asked, "Left in a safe place by
adul ts who perished, and too young to realize that there is danger?"

Prilicla, who never disagreed with anyone because to do so might give rise to
unpl easant enotional radiation fromthe other party, said, "The possibility
cannot be dismissed, friend Krach-Yul."

"An enbryo, then," Mirchison said, "who still lives within its dead parent?"
"That is not inpossible, either, friend Murchison,” Prilicla replied.

"Whi ch nmeans," the Pathol ogi st said, |aughing, "that you don't think nuch of
that idea, either."

"But there is a survivor,'
it out."

Fl etcher wiggled through the double seal of the portable airlock and under the
folds of tough, transparent plastic which, when inflated, would forma chanber

| arge enough for themto work at extricating the survivor and, if necessary,
provi de energency treatnent. Mirchi son and Conway, neanwhile, spenf severa

m nutes at each of the tiny viewports, which were so deeply recessed that their
hel met |ights showed only areas of featureless |eathery tegunent.

When they joined the Captain in the |ock, Fletcher said, "There are only so many
ways of opening a door. It can hinge inward or outward, unscrew in either
direction, slide open, or dilate. The actuator for this one appears to be a
sinmpl e recessed | ever which—&n!"

The large netal hatch was swi ngi ng open. Conway tensed, waiting to feel the
outward rush of the ship's air tugging at his suit and inflating the portable

| ock, but nothing el se happened. The Captain grasped the edge with both hands,
detached his foot nmagnets so that his | egs swng away fromthe hull, and drew
his head deep inside the opening. "This isn't an airlock but a sinple access
hatch to nmechani sms and systens situated between the inner and outer hulls. |
can see cable runs, plunb-ing, and what |ooks |ike a—

"I need an air sanple,” Mirchison said, "quickly.” "Sorry, nma'am" Fletcher
said. He let go with one hand and pointed carefully, then went on, "It seens
obvious that only the inner hull is airtight. It should be safe enough for you
if you site your drill in the angle between that support bracket and cable | oom
just there. | don't know how efficient their insulation is, but that cable is
too thin to carry nmuch power. The col or codi ng suggests that their visual range
is simlar to ours, wouldn't you say?"

"I would," Mirchison agreed

the Captain said inpatiently, "so let's go in and get

Conway said quickly, "If you use a Five drill it will be w de enough to take an
Eye."

"I intend doing that," she said dryly.

The drill whirred briefly, the sound conducted through the netal of the hull and
the fabric of Conway's suit, and a sanple of the ship's atnbsphere hissed
through the hollow drill-head and into the anal yzer

"The pressure is a little |low by our standards," she reported quietly, "but that
coul d be dangerously low or normal so far as the survivor is concerned.
Conposition, the proportion of oxygen to inert gases, nakes it a warm bl ooded,
oxygen-breathing life-form | shall now insert the Eye."

Conway saw her detach the analyzer fromthe hollow drill and, so expertly that
she could not have |lost nore than a few cubic centineters of ship's atnosphere
in the process, replace it with the Eye. Very carefully she threaded in the
transparent tube containing the lens, light source, and vision recorder through
the hollow center of the drill, then attached the eyepi ece and magnifier which_
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woul d enabl e her to use the instrument while wearing a space hel net.

For what seened |ike an hour but was probably only ten mnutes she swivel ed the
I ens and varied the light intensity, w thout speaking. Then she wiggled
backward out of the open-ing to give Conway and the others a | ook

"I't's big," she said.

The interior of the weck was a hollow cylinder conpletely free of conpartnent

di viders or structural crossnmenbers and the floor—€onway was assunming it was the
floor because it was flat and ran the I ength of the shi p—had a double Iine of
closely spaced holes three or four inches in dianeter running down the mddle.
Seven or eight pairs of the survivor's feet disappeared into the holes so they
were probably part of the vessel's system of safety restraints, as were the
broad bands of torn webbing which floated | oosely about its body.

The Eye was positioned close to floor level so that Conway could see the being's
flank along the section whose feet were held in the deck holes. Farther along,
where the feet had been pulled free by the force of the accident to its ship, he
could see in detail the double line of stubby, centipedal |egs and the pal e-gray
underside. In the opposite direction—he coul d not

tell whether it was toward the being's head or tail —-he could nmake out part of
the upper surface of the creature and a single line of dorsal tentacul ar
appendages. The long, cylindrical compartnment did not give the being much room
to maneuver arid the twists and curves of the weightless, flaccid body seriously
hanpered viewi ng, but at the limt of his vision Conway coul d just nake out
three I engths of tubing, pencil thin, transparent, and apparently flexible,

whi ch sprouted froma container at-tached to the wall to disappear into the body
of the survivor.

Despite the multiplicity of the being's arns and | egs there seened to be very
little if anything for it to do. Apart froma |arge number of wall-nounted
storage cabinets, the interior of the ship was bare of anything resenbling
control and indication systens or any obvi ous neans by whi ch the vessel could be
gui ded by its occupant—unl ess, of course, there was a small control center
forward in the area conceal ed by the survivor's body.

Conway nust have been thinking al oud because the Captain, who had just returned
froman external examination of the ship, said seriously, "There is nothing for
it to do, Doctor. Except for a very unsophisticated power cell which, at

present, is not being used to power anything, there is nothing. No propul sion
unit, no attitude control jets, no recogni zabl e external sensors or
conmmuni cati ons, no personnel lock. |I'mbeginning to won-der if this is a ship or
sone kind of survival pod. This would explain the odd configuration of the
vessel, which is a cylinder of constant diameter with a perfectly flat face at
each end. However, when | sighted along the hull in an effort to detect m nor
protrusions which coul d have housed sensor equiprment, | observed that the
cylinder was very slightly curved along its longitudinal axis. This opens up
anot her possibility which—=

"What about power sources and conmm equi pnent nmount ed out board?" Conway broke in
before the Captain's observations could develop into a | ecture on ship design
phi | osophy. "We have mat ched hyperdrive generators on our w ngtips and per-haps
these people had a simlar idea."

"No, Doctor," Fletcher said in the cool, formal tone he used when he thought
sonmeone was trying to tell himhis business. "I exani ned those external spars,
whi ch have been broken off too short to give any indication of the type of
structure they

supported, but the wiring still attached to themis nmuch too thin to carry power
to a hyperspace generator. In fact, | seri-ously doubt if these people had
either hyperdrive or artificial gravity, and the general |evel of technol ogy
displayed is pretty elementary for a star-traveling race. Then there is the
appar ent absence of an entry port. An airlock for this beastie would have to be
al nrost as long as the vessel itself."

"There are a few star-traveling speci es who do not use them" Conway said. "For
purely physiol ogi cal reasons they do not indulge in extravehicular activity,
entering and leaving their ships only at tine of departure and arrival."
"Suppose, " Mirchison said, "this vehicle is the being's spacesuit."
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"A nice idea, ma'am but no," Fletcher said apologetically. "Apart fromthe four
vi ewports, whose angles of vision are severely limted because of their snmall
size and the space be-tween the outer and inner hulls, there is no sensory input
of any kind known to nme and, nore inportant, no external na-nipulators. But
there nust be sone easy way of getting that beastie into and out of that thing,
whether it is a ship, a survival pod, or sonething else."

There was a long silence, then Conway said, "I'msorry, Captain. A few mnutes
ago you were about to nention a third possibility when | interrupted you."
"I was," Fletcher said in the tone of one graciously receiving an apol ogy. "But

you Wi Il understand, Doctor, that the theory is based on ny initial visua
observation only and not, as yet, supported by accurate neasurenents.
Nevert hel ess, as | have already stated, this vessel is not a true cylinder but
appears to be curved slightly along its |ongitudinal axis.

"Now, an explosion or collision sufficiently violent to warp the cylinder out of
true," he went on, slipping into his |ecturing manner, "woul d buckle and open up
seans in the hull plating, and | eave evidence of heat discoloration and
indentations fromflying debris. There are no such indications. So if the

| ongi -tudinal axis of the vessel is, in fact, a very flat curve rather than a
straight line, then the curvature was deliberate, built in. This would explain
the lack of power and control |inkages and an artificial gravity system because
t hey used—

"OfF course!" Conway broke in. "The hull beneath the flat

deck was outward facing and free of structural projections, which neans that
they got their gravity the ol d-fashioned way by-"

"WIIl one of you," Miurchison said crossly, "kindly tell ne what you are talking
about ?"

"Certainly," Conway said. "The Captain has convinced ne that this structure is
not a ship or a lifeboat, but a section of a space station, an early Weeltype
of very large dianeter, which suffered a collision."

"A space station away out here?" Mirchison sounded in-credul ous. Then she began
to realize the inplications and added feelingly, "In that case we could have an
awful ot of work ahead of us."

"Maybe not, ma'am" Fletcher said. "Adnittedly there is a strong possibility of
finding many nore space station segnents, but the survivors may be very few "
Hi s tone becane suddenly forceful. "Transferring that creature to our Casualty
Deck is out of the question. Instead | suggest we attach it to our hull, extend
Rhabwar's hyperspace envel ope accordingly, and whisk it back to Sector Genera
where their airlocks can easily handle a patient extraction problemof this

size. | amnot the e-t nedical specialist, of course, but I think we should do
this at once, leaving Tyrell to search for other survivors, and then return as
soon as possible for the others.” "No," Conway said firmy.

"l don't understand you, Doctor." Behind his helnet visor Fletcher's face had

gone red.

Conway ignored himfor a nonment while he addressed Miur-chison and Prilicla, who
had drifted closer in spite of the strong enotional radiation being generated in
the area. He said, "The survivor, so far as we are able to see, is linked to
what appears to be sone kind of |ife-support systemby three separate sets of
tubing. It is deeply unconscious but not physically distressed. There is al so
the fact that its vessel contains a reservoir of power which is not presently
bei ng used. Now, would either of you agree that the observed enotional radiation
and apparent |ack of physical injury could be the result of it being in a

hi bernati on anesthesia condition?"

Before either of themcould reply, Conway added, "Since there is no evidence of
the presence of the power-hungry,

conplex refrigeration systens which we associate with sus-pended ani mati on
techni ques, just three sets of tubing entering its body, would you al so agree
that the life-formis a natural hibernator?"

There was a short silence, then Miurchison said, "W are famliar with the idea
of long-term suspended ani nation being associated with star travel that used to
be the only way to do it, after all, and the col d-sl eeping travelers would
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require neither air nor food during their trips. In the case of alife-formwth
the ability to go periodically into a state of hibernation for planetary
environmental reasons, a niniml supply of food and air would be required. It is
qui te possible that the natural process of hibernation could be artificially
initiated, extended, and counteracted by specific nmedication and the food
supplied intravenously, as seens to be the case with our friend here."

"Friend Conway," Prilicla said, "the survivor's enotional radiation pattern
agrees in every particular with the hypothesis of hibernation anesthesia." -
Captain Fletcher was not slow on the uptake. He said, "Very well, Doctor. The
survivor has been in this condition for a very long tinme, so there is no great
urgency about nmoving it or the other survivors we nmight find to the hospital

But what are your immediate intentions?"

Conway was aware of a multiple, purely subjective silence as the party on the
alien's hull and the communi cations officers who were listening in on Rhabwar
and Tyrell held their col-lective breath. He cleared his throat and said, "W
will exam ne this section of space station, if that is what it is, as closely as
possible without entering it, and sinultaneously nake as de-tailed a visua

exam nation of the survivor as we can using the Eye, and then we will all try to
t hi nk. "

He had the feeling, very strong and not at all pleasant to judge by the
trenbling of Prilicla's spidery linbs, that this was not going to be an easy
rescue.

For a little over three hours, the duration remaining to their |ightweight

suits, they did nothing but think as they exam ned the exterior of the weck and
what little they could see of its occupant, slowy adding data which night or

m ght not be inportant. But they thought as individuals, increasingly baffled

i ndividuals, so that it was not until they met on Rhabwar's Messdeck and
recreation level that they were able to think as an equally baffled group

Tyrett was represented by its Captain, Major Nelson, .and Surgeon-Lieutenant
Krach-Yul, while Major Fletcher and the astrogation officer, Lieutenant Dodds,
furnished the required mlitary bal ance for Rhabwar. Murchison, Prilicla,
Naydrad, and Conway-—who were, after all, nere civilians—filled the renai nder of
the deck space with the exception of the enpath, who was clinging to the safety
of the ceiling.

It was Prilicla, knowi ng that nobody else felt ready to con-tribute any usefu

i deas, who spoke first.

"I feel that we are all agreed," it said in the nusical trills and clicks of the
Ci nrusskin tongue, which emanated fromtheir translator packs as faultless if
somewhat tonel ess speech in the | anguages of Kelgia, Oligia, and Earth, "that
the being is in a state of suspended animation, that there is a high probability
that it is not a patient but a survivor who should be returned to its home world
as soon as convenient if this planet can be found, and that the need to nove it
is not an urgent one."

Li eutenant Dodds | ooked at Fletcher for pernmission to speak, then said, "It
depends on what you nmean by urgent, Doctor. | ran a vectors and velocities check
on this and the other pieces of weckage within detector range. These bits of
alien vessel or space station occupied roughly the sane vol une of space

approxi mately ei ghty-seven years ago, which is when the dis-aster nust have
occurred. If it was a ship | don't think it was heading for the nearby sun since
there are no planets, but a lot of the dispersed weckage will either fall into
the sun or pass closely enough to nake no difference to any other survivors in
hi bernation. This will begin to occur in just over eleven weeks."

They digested that for a nonent, then Tyrell's Captain said, "I still say a
space station way out here is inpossible, especially one traveling at such a
clip that its weckage will reach the sun, there, in eleven weeks. It is far
more likely that the survivor is in a lifeboat with suspended ani mati on
extending the duration of its consunabl es."

Fl etcher glared at his fellow captain, then he noticed Prilicla beginning to
trenble. He visibly calnmed hinself as he said,

ono i un

"I't is not inpossible, Mjor Nelson, although it is unlikely. Let us suppose
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that the survivor's race, which is at the inter-planetary flight |evel of

technol ogy, was begi nning to experi-ment with hyperspace generation on its space
station and inadvertently perforned a random Junp and found thensel ves very far

i ndeed from honme, and subsequently went into hiber-nation for the reason you
have stated. Many such accidents have occurred during early experinments with
hypertravel . In any case, | think we are drawi ng too many concl usi ons from what
is, after all, only one snmall piece of a very large jigsaw "

Conway decided to join in before this spirited exchange of technical views could
devolve into a quarrel. He said placat-ingly, "But what conclusions, however few
and tentative, can we draw fromthe piece you have exam ned, Captain? And what,
however vaguely, can you see of the conplete picture?"

"Very well," said Fletcher. He quickly inserted his vision spool fromthe weck
into the Recreation Deck's display unit and began to describe everything he had
observed and deduced during his exam nation of the distressed vessel, which he
pre-ferred to think of as a sinple, pressurized container rather than a ship. It
was a cylinder just over twenty neters in |length and approximately three neters
in diameter, with ends which were flat except for a, set of eight couplings

whi ch would enable it to be connected at either end to other simlar containers.
The couplings had been designed to break open before any external shock or force
applied to adjacent structures could danmage or deformthe container. If the

di mensi ons of the other containers or space station sections were the sane as
the one exanmined, and if the longitudinal curvature was uniformin all of them
then approximately eighty of these sections would forma Weel just under five
hundred neters in dianeter.

He paused, but Mjor Nelson still had his |ips pressed tightly together, and the
others, knowi ng that a reaction was expected of them kept perversely silent.
The section had a double hull with only the inner one pres-surized, Fletcher
resuned, but it possessed no control, sensor, or power systens other than those
associated with the sus-pended ani mati on equi pnrent. The | evel of technol ogy

di s-pl ayed was advanced interplanetary rather than interstellar, so the station
had no business being where it was in the first place.

But the nobst puzzling feature of the container was the method used to enter and
| eave it.

They had already seen that there were no openings on the hull |arge enough to
allow entry or exit by the survivor, which neant that it had to enter and | eave
via the flat, circular plate at each end of the cylinder. In Fletcher's opinion
the creature went in one end and canme out the other because physically it was
too massive to turn itself around inside its container. But there was nothing
resenbling a door at either end of the cyl-inder, just the two large circular
pl at es whose edges were set inside the thick rins which supported the couplings.
"So far as | can see there is no operating nechanismfor these endpl ates,"

Fl etcher went on with the hint of an apology creeping into his tone. "There are
only so many ways for a door to open, and there has to be a door into and out of
that thing, but | can't find one. | even considered explosive bolts, with the
extraterrestrial sealed in until it arrived or was taken by its rescuers to an
environnmental |y suitable position—either a planet or the hold of a rescue

shi p—whereupon it would blow the hatch fastenings and craw out. But there are
no hatch fastenings that | can see and the rimstructure surrounding the
hatches, if that is what they are, would not allow themto be bl own open.

Nei t her can they be opened i nward because the dianeter of the inner, pressurized
hull is much smaller than that of the endplates.”

Fl et cher shook his head in bafflenment and ended, "I'msorry, Doctor. Ri ght now
can see no way for you to get to your survivor without cutting its ship apart.
What | need is another piece of this jigsaw puzzle to exam ne, a broken piece
which will et me see how the other undamaged pi eces were put together."

There was silence for a few seconds, during which Prilicla trenbled in synpathy
with the Captain's enbarrassment, then Mirchi son spoke.

"I would like to exam ne a broken piece as well," she said quietly.
"Specifically, a piece containing a nonsurvivor which would | et nme see how our
survivor is put together."
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Con way turned to Dodds. "Are there nany pieces which |ook as if they had been
br oken up?"

"Afew, " replied the astrogator. "Mst of the traces give

sensor readings simlar to the first piece. That is, a vehicle of simlar nass
retaining internal pressure and containing a snmall power source. Al of the

pi eces, including the few danaged ones, are at extrene sensor range. It is a

Il ong way to go on inpul se drive, but if we junped through hyperspace we woul d
probably overshoot."

"How many pi eces altogether?" asked Nel son

"Twenty-three solid traces so far," said Dodds, "plus a few masses of what
appears to be | oose, structural debris. There is also one |argi sh nass,
unpressurized and radi oactive, which |I'd guess was part of a power center."
Fromits position on the ceiling, Prilicla said, "If | mght make a suggestion
and if Major Nelson is willing to interrupt his survey nission... ?"

Nel son | aughed suddenly and the other Corps officers pres-ent snled. Wth great
feeling he went on, "There isn't a scout-ship crew on survey duty anywhere in
the Gal axy who woul d not rather be doing sonething, anything, else! You only
have to ask and give me half an excuse for accepting, Doctor."

"Thank you, friend Nelson," said the enpath with a slow trenor of pleasure. "MW
suggestion is that Rhabwar and Tyrell act independently to seek out other
survivors and return themto this area, using tractor beanms if the distance is
short enough for inpulse drive or by extending the hyperspace envel opes to
include themif a Junp is necessary. My enpathic faculty enables nme to identify
sections containing living occupants and, because of the |large nmass of these
bei ngs, Doctor Krach-Yul and Nurse Naydrad shoul d acconpany nme to assist with
treat-nent, should this be possible. Pathol ogist Mirchi son and you, friend
Conway, are well able to identify living casualties by nore orthodox neans if
the ship's sensors are uncertain.

"This will halve the tinme needed to search for other survi-vors," Prilicla ended
apol ogetically, "even though the period will still be a | engthy one."

Tyrell's medical officer spoke for the first time, its whining and barking
speech translating as "1 always assunmed that a space rescue by anbul ance ship
woul d be a fast, dramatic, and decisive operation. This one appears to be

di sappoi ntingly slow "

"1 agree, Doctor," said Conway. "We need help if this job is not to take nonths
instead of a few days. Not one scoutship

but a flotilla, or better yet a squadron of themto search the entire—

Captai n Nel son began to |augh, then broke off when he saw that Conway was
serious. He said, "Doctor, I'mjust a mgjor in the Monitor Corps and so is
Captain Fletcher. W haven't got the rank to whistle up a flotilla of scoutships
no matter how nmuch you think we need them Al we can do is explain the
situation and put in a very hunble request."

Fl etcher | ooked at his fellow Captain and opened his nouth to speak, then
changed hi s nind.

Conway snmiled and said, "I ama civilian, Captain, with no rank at all. O
considered in another way, |, as a specialist nmenber of the public, have
ultimate authority over people |Iike yourselves who are public servants—
Clearing his throat noisily, Fletcher said, "Please spare us the politica

phi | osophy, Doctor. Do you wish nme to get off a subspace signal to Sector base
requesting nmassive assi stance because of a | arge nunber of wi dely scattered
potential sur-vivors of a hitherto unknown |ife-fornP"

"That's it," said Conway. "And woul d you al so take charge of assigning search
areas to the scoutships if and when they arrive? In the neantinme we'll do as
Prilicla suggests, except that Murchison and | will go in Tyrell, if that is
agreeable to you, Captain."

"A pleasure," said Nelson, |ooking at Muirchison

"Because your crew aren't used to our fragile friend scam pering about on their
ceilings and there m ght be an accident," he continued. "But right now we'l]l
need help to transfer sonme of our portable equiprment to your ship."

Wil e their gear was being noved to the scoutship and Conway was trying hard to
keep Murchison fromtransferring the Casualty Deck's diagnostic and treatnent
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equi pnent in toto, Tyrell's portable airlock was detached fromthe alien vesse
and restowed on board in case it would be needed on one of the other widely
scattered sections. Several tines as they worked, Rhabwar's lighting and gravity
control fluctuated in nonentary overload, indicating that Conway's subspace
signal was goi ng out.

He knew t hat Fl etcher was keeping the signal as brief as possible because the
power required to punch a nmessage through

the highly theoretical medium of subspace froma vessel of Rhabwar's relatively
smal | size would have Lieutenant Chen in the Power Room chewing his nails. Even
so, that signal would be splattered with interstellar static and have audi bl e
hol es bl own through it by every intervening cloud of ionized gas, star, or

quasi stell ar object, and for that reason the nessage had been speeded up many
times and repeated so that the people at the receiving end would be able to

pi ece toget her a nornal -speed coherent nmessage fromthe junbl e reaching them
But their response to the signal was an entirely different matter, Conway
thought worriedly. Despite his seem ng con-fidence before the others, he did not
know what woul d happen because this was the first time he had nade such a
request.

Nel son had invited Miurchi son and Conway to Control so that they could observe
Tyrell's approach to the second section of alien space station to be
investigated, and so that his crew could observe the pathol ogist. Since the
subspace signal had gone out six hours earlier, the Captain had been regarding
Conway with a mixture of anxiety and awe as if he did not know whet her the
Doctor was seriously self-deluded or a highly potent individual indeed.

The nessages which erupted fromhis Control Room speaker shortly afterward, and
which continued with only a few nin-utes' break between them for the best part
of the next hour, resolved his doubts but left himfeeling even nore confused.
"Scoutship Tedlin to Rhabwar. Instructions please."

"Scoutship Tenel phi to Rhabwar, requesting reassignnment instructions.”
"Scoutship Torrance, acting flotilla leader. | have seven units and ei ghteen
nmore to follow presently. You have work for us, RhabwarT

Finally Nel son nuted the speaker and the sound of Captain Fletcher assigning
search areas to the newly arrived scoutships, which were being ordered to search
for sections of the alien space station and bring themto the vicinity of
Rhabwar. Wth so nmuch hel p avail abl e, Fletcher had decided that the anbu-I ance
ship would not itself join in the search but would instead remain by the first
section to coordinate the operation and give nedical assistance. Confident that
the situation was under con-

trol, Conway relaxed and turned to face Captain Nel son, whose curiosity had
becone an al nost pal pabl e thing.

"You—you are just a doctor, Doctor?" he said.

"That's right, Captain,"” Mirchison said before Conway could reply. She | aughed
and went on, "And stop looking at himlike that, you'll give himan inflated
sense of his own inportance."

"My col |l eagues are constantly on guard agai nst the possi-bility of that

happeni ng," Conway said dryly. "But Pathol ogi st Murchison is right. | am not
important, nor are any of the Mitor Corps officers or the nmedical teamon
Rhabwar. It is our job which is inportant enough to comuand the reassi gn-nent of
a fewflotillas of scoutships to assist."

"But it requires the rank of subfleet Commander or highej to order such a

thi ng— Nel son began, and broke off as Con-way shook his head.

"To explain it | nust first fill in some background, Captain," he said. "Sone of
this information is common know edge. Much of it is not because the rel evant
deci sions of the Fed-eration Council and their effects on Mnitor Corps
operational priorities are too recent for it to have filtered down to you. And
you'll excuse me, | hope, if sone of it is elenentary, especially to a scoutship
Captain on a survey mssion..."

Only a tiny fraction of the Gal axy had been explored by the Earth-humans or by
any of the sixty-odd other races who made up the Gal actic Federation, so that
the nmenber races were in the peculiar position of people who had friends in far

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%?2...tor%20General%2005%20-%20Sector%20General.txt (84 of 116) [5/21/03 10:27:11 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/ James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %62005%20-%20Sector%20General .txt

countries but had no idea who was living in the next street. The reason for this
was that travelers tended to neet each other nore often than the people who
stayed at hone, especially when the trav-el ers exchanged addresses and visited
each other regularly.

Visiting was conparatively easy. Providing there were no major distorting

i nfluences on the way and the exact coordinates of the destination were known,

it was al nost as easy to travel through hyperspace to a nei ghboring solar system
as to one at the other side of the galaxy. But first one had to find a system
containing a planet with intelligent life before its coordinates coul d be

| ogged, and finding new i nhabited systens was prov-ing to be no easy task

Very, very slowy a few of the blank areas in the star maps were being surveyed
and explored, but with little success. Wen

survey scoutship like Tyrell turned up a star with planets it was a rare find,
even rarer if one of the planets harbored life. And if one of these life-forns
was intelligent then jubilation, not unmi xed with concern over what mi ght
possibly be a future threat to the Pax Gal actica, swept the worlds of the
Federation, and the cultural contact specialists of the Mnitor Corps were
assigned the tricky, tinme-consuning, and often dangerous job of establishing
contact in depth.

The cultural contact people were the elite of the Mnitor Corps, a small group
of specialists in extraterrestrial comu-nications, philosophy, and psychol ogy.
Al t hough small, the group was not, regrettably, overworked.

"During the past twenty years," Conway went on, "they have initiated
first-contact procedure on three occasions, all of which were successful and
resulted in the species concerned joining the Federation. There is no need to
bore you with such details as the fantastically |arge nunber of survey m ssions
nmount ed, the ships, personnel, and material involved, or shock you with the cost
of it all. | nmention the cultural contact group's three successes sinply to nmake
the point that within the sane period Sector Twelve Ceneral Hospital, our first
mul tienviron-nment nedi cal treatnent center, becane fully operational and
initiated first contacts which resulted in seven new species joining the
Feder ati on.

"This was acconplished," he explained, "not by a slow, patient buildup and

wi deni ng of conmuni cations until the ex-change of conpl ex phil osophical and
soci ol ogi cal concepts be-cane possible, but by giving nedical assistance to a
sick alien."

This was sonething of an oversinplification, Conway ad-mitted. There were the
medi cal and surgical problens inherent in treating a hitherto unknown |ife-form
Sector General's trans-lation conmputer, the second |argest in the Federati on,
was avail -abl e, as was the assistance of the Mnitor Corps' hospital-based
communi cati ons specialists, and the Corps had been re-sponsible for rescuing and
bringing in many of the extrater-restrial casualties in the first place. But the
fact renmi ned that the hospital, by giving nmedical assistance, denonstrated the
Federation's goodwill toward e-ts nuch nore sinply and di-rectly than could have
been done by any tinme-consum ng ex-change of concepts.

Because all Federation ships were required to file course and passenger or crew
details before departure, the position of a distress signal was usually a good

i ndi cation of the ship and therefore the physiol ogical classification of the

bei ngs who had run into trouble, and an anbul ance ship with matching crew and
|'ife-support equi pment was sent from Sector General or fromthe ship's hone

pl anet to assist it. But there had been instances, far nore than was generally
realized, when the dis-asters involved beings unknown to the Federation in
urgent need of help, help which the woul d-be rescuers were powerless to give.
Only when the rescue ship concerned had the capability of extending its

hyper space envel ope to include the distressed vessel, or the survivors could be
extricated safely and a suitable environment provided for themw thin the
Federation ship, could they be transported to Sector General for treatnent. The
result was that many hitherto unknown life-fornms, entities of high intelligence
and advanced technol ogy, were | ost except as interesting specinens for

di ssection and study.
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But an answer to this problem had been sought and, hope-fully, found.

"It was decided to build and equip a very special anbul ance ship," Conway
continued, "which would give priority to an-swering distress signals whose
positions did not agree with the flight plans filed by Federation vessels. The
First Contact peo-ple consider Rhabwar to be the near-perfect answer in that we
i nvol ve ourselves only with star™traveling species, beings who are expecting to
encounter new and to themalien life-forns and who, should they get into
troubl e, would not be expected to display serious xenophobic reactions when we
try to help them Another reason why the cultural contact people prefer neeting
star travelers to planetbound species is that they can never be sure whether
they are hel ping or hindering the newy discovered culture's natura

devel opnment, giving thema tech-nological leg up or a crushing inferiority
conpl ex.

"Anyway, " Conway said, smiling as he pointed at Nelson's nmin display where the
newy arrived scoutships covered the screen, "now you know that it is Rhabwar
whi ch has the rank and not any nenber of its crew "

Nel son was | ooking only slightly |less inpressed, but before

he coul d speak the voices of two scoutship commanders re-porting to Rhabwar
sounded in quick succession. Both vessels had energed from hyperspace close to
sections of alien space station and were already returning to the rendezvous
point with themin tow on | ong-focus tractor beans. In both cases the sections
gave sensor indications of |ife on board.

"The news isn't all good, however," Nelson said, pointing at his nmain display
where an enlarged picture of the section toward which they were heading filled
the screen. "That one has taken a beating and | don't see how the occupant could
have survived."

Conway nodded, and as the wecked section turned slowy to present an end view,
Mur chi son added, "Cbviously it didn't."

The, alien cylinder had been dented and punctured by nul-tiple collisions with
sonme of the structural nmenbers which had furni shed the supporting franmework of
the original space station and which was still drifting nearby. Amd the | oose
tangl e of debris was one of the section's circular endplates, and fromthe open
end of .the conpartnent the body of its occupant protruded |ike an enornous,
dessicated caterpillar.

"Can you relay ihis picture to Rhabwar T Conway asked

"If 1 can get a word in edgew se,” Nelson replied, glancing at his speaker,

whi ch was carrying a continuous, nuted con-versation between, Fletcher and the
scout shi ps.

Mur chi son had been staring intently at the screen. She said suddenly, "It would
be a waste of tine exam ning that cadaver out here. Can you put a tractor on it,
Captain, and take us back to RhabwarT

"We' Il need to bring back the weck for study as well," Conway said. "The
|ife-support and suspended ani mation sys-tens will give us inportant information
on the being' s phys-iology and—=

"Excuse nme, Doctor," Nelson said. For several seconds the voices from Rhabwar
and t he scoutshi ps had been silent and the Captain had seized the chance to send
a nmessage of his own. He went on, "Tyrell here. WII| you accept a visual relay,
Rhabwar| Doctor Conway thinks it's inportant."

"Go ahead, Tyrell" Fletcher's voice said. "All other traffic wait out."
There was a long silence while Rhabwar's Captain studied
ii I C

the imge of the slowy rotating weck and the attached cadaver, |ong enough
,for it to make three conplete revolutions, then Fletcher spoke. The tone and
words were so uncharacteristic that they scarcely recognized his voice. "I'ma
fool, a stupid dammed fool for not seeing it!"

It was Murchi son who asked the obvious question. "For not seeing how that

endpl ate opened,” Fletcher replied. He nmade several nore self-derogatory renarks
in an undertone, then went on, "It drops out, or there is probably a

spring-1 oaded actuator which pushes it out through the slot which you can see
behind the coupling collar. No doubt there is an internal air pressure sensor
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linked to the actuator to keep the endplate from poppi ng out accidentally when
the section is in space or the adjoining section is airless. Do you intend
returning with this section and not just the cadaver?"

The tone of the question suggested that if such was not the Doctor's intention,
then forceful arguments would be forth-conming to nmake hi m change his nind.

"As quickly as possible," Conway said dryly. "Pathol ogi st Mirchison is just as
keen to |l ook inside that alien as you are to look inside its ship. Please ask
Naydrad to stand by the Casualty Lock."

"WIIl do," Fletcher said. He paused for a nonment, then went on seriously, "You
realize, Doctor, that the manner in which these cylinders open neans that their
occupants were sealed into their suspended animati on conpartrments while in

at nrosphere, alnost certainly on their hone planet, and the cylinders were not
meant to be opened until their arrival on the target world. These people are
menbers of a-sublight col oni-zation attenpt."”

"Yes," Conway said absently. He was thinking about the probable reaction of the
hospital to receiving a bunch of outsize, hibernating e-ts who were not,
strictly speaking, patients but the survivors of a failed colonization flight.
Sector General was a hospital, not a refugee canp. It would insist, and rightly,
that the colonists be transferred either to their planet of origin or
destination. Since the surviving colonists were in no i mnedi ate danger there
m ght be no need to involve the hospital at all —or the anbul ance ship —except
in an advisory capacity. He added, "W are going to need nore help."

"Yes," Fletcher said with great feeling. It was obvious that his thinking had
been parallelling Conway's. "Rhabwar out."

By the tinme Tyrell had returned to the assenbly area, it was beginning to | ook
congested. Twenty-ei ght hibernation compartments—all of which, according to
Prilicla, contained living e-ts-hung in the darkness |like a gigantic,

t hree- di nensi onal picture showi ng the agglutinization of a strain of rod-shaped
bacilli. Each section had been nunbered for later identification and

exam nation. There were no other scoutships in the area because they were busy
retrieving nore cylinders.

Even with the Casualty Deck's artificial gravity switched off and tractor beans
aiding the transfer, it took Mirchison, Naydrad, and Conway nore than an hour to
extricate the ca-daver fromits wecked conpartment and bring it into Rhabwar
Once inside it flowed over the examination table on each side and on to
intrument trolleys, beds, and whatever else could be found around the roomto
support its massive, coiling body.

Fl etcher paid thema visit some hours later to see the cadaver at cl ose range,
but he had chosen a nmoment when Miurchison's investigation was noving fromthe
vi sual examination to the dissection stage and his stay was brief. As he was

| eavi ng he said, "Wen you can be spared here, Doctor, would you nind com ng up
to Control ?"

Conway nodded without |ooking up fromhis scanner ex-ami nation of one of the
alien's breathing orifices and its tracheal connection. The Captain had |eft
when he straightened up a few mnutes later and said, "I just can't nake head or
tail of this thing."

"That is understandable, Doctor," Naydrad said, who be-longed to a very
literal -m nded species. "The being appears to have neither."

Mur chi son | ooked up from her mcroscopic exam nation of a | ength of nerve
ganglia and rubbed her eyes. She said, "Nay-drad is quite right. Both head and
tail sections are absent and nay have been surgically renoved, although | cannot
be certain of that even though there are indications of mnor surgery having
taken place at one extremity. Al that we know for sure is that it is a

war m bl ooded oxygen breat her and probably an adult. | say 'probably' despite the
fact that the creature in the first cylinder was relatively nore nassive
Genetic factors gen-

vvni i ¢

erally make for size differences anong the adults of npbst spe-cies, so | cannot
assune that it is an adol escent or younger. O one thing | am sure—Fhornnast or
is going to enjoy itself with this one."

"So are you," Conway said
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She smled tiredly and went on, "I don't wish to give the inpression that you
are not hel ping, Doctor. You are. But | had the distinct feeling back there that
the Captain was just being polite, and he wants to see you very urgently."
Prilicla, who had been resting on the ceiling between trips outside to nonitor
the enotional radiation of newy arrived survivors, made trilling and clicking
noi ses which translated as "For a nonenpath, friend Murchison, your feeling was
re® markably accurate.”

When Conway entered Control a few mintues |ater, both captains were present and
they |l ooked relieved to see him It was Nel son who spoke first.

"Doctor," he said quickly, "I think this rescue mssion is getting out of hand.
So far thirty-eight contacts have been nmade and the sensors report the presence
of life on all but two of them and nore cylinders are being reported every few
m nutes. They are all uniformin size and the present indications are that there
are nany nore sections out there than woul d be necessary to conpl ete one Weel."
"If, for technical or physiological reasons, the alien vessel had to have the
configuration of a Weel," Conway said thoughtfully, "then it could have been
built, as were sone of our early space stations, in a series of concentric
circles, as wheels w thin wheels."

Nel son shook his head. "The longitudinal curvature on all sections is identical
Coul d there have been two Weel s, sep-arate but identical vessels, which were in
col l'i sion?"

"l disagree with the collision theory," Fletcher said, joining in for the first
time. "At |least between two or nore Wieels. There are far too many survivors and
undamaged sections for that. Their vessel seens to have fallen apart. | think
there was a high-velocity collision with a natural body, the shock of which
shook the hub and central support structure apart.”

Conway was trying to visualize the finished shape of this

alien jigsaw puzzle. He said, "But you still think there was nore than one
Wheel ?"
"Not exactly," Fletcher replied. "Two of them nounted side by side, with a

different alien or set of aliens in each. R ght now we don't know whether we are
retrieving single aliens who have been surgically nodified for travel or pieces
of much larger creatures, and we won't know how many we are dealing with unti
the scoutships begin bringing back heads and tails. |I'massumng that all of the
occupants were in suspended an-imation and their ship ran itself, accelerating
or decelerating along its vertical axis. If I'"'mright then the hub weckage
should contain the remains of just one propul sion unit and one section which
contai ned the autonmatic navigation and sensor equi p-nent."

Conway nodded. "A neat theory, Captain. Is it possible to prove it?"

Fletcher smled and said, "All of the pieces are out there, even though sone of
themwi |l be smashed into their conponent parts and difficult to identify, but
given time and the necessary assistance we could fit themtogether."

"You nmean reconstruct it?"

"Perhaps," Fletcher replied in an oddly neutral tone. "But is it really any of
our busi ness?"

Conway opened his nmouth, intending to tell the other exactly what he thought of
a damm fool question like that, then closed it again when he saw the expressions
on both captains' faces.

For the truth was that the situation which was devel opi ng here was no | onger any
of their business. Rhabwar was an anbul ance shi p, designed and provisioned for
short-duration mssions ainmed at the rescue, energency treatnment, and transfer
to the hospital of survivors of accident or disease in space. But these
survivors did not require treatnent or fast transport to the hospital. They had
been in suspended animation for a long tine and woul d be capable of remaining in
that condition with-out harmfor a long tine to cone. Reviving them and, nore
important, relocating themon a suitable planet would be a najor project.

The sensible thing for Conway to do would be to bow out gracefully and dunp the
problemin the | aps of the cultura

I HO
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contact specialists. Rhabwar could then return to its dock and the nedical team
could go back to treating the weird and won-derful variety of patients who
turned up at Sector General while they waited for the next distress call for
their special anbul ance ship.

But the two nmen watching himso intently were a scoutship commander on survey
duty, who would be lucky if he turned up one inhabited systemin ten years of
searching, and Major Fletcher, Rhabwar's Captain and a recognized authority in
the field of extraterrestrial conparative technol ogy—and the res-cue of this e-t
subl i ght col oni zation transport could well be the biggest problemto face the
Federation since the discovery and treatnent of the continent-girdling strata
creature of Dramnbo/

Conway | ooked from Nel son to Fletcher, then said quietly, "You' re right,
Captain, this isn't our responsibility. It is Cul-tural Contact's problem and
they would not think any the less of us, in fact they would expect us to hand it
over to them But | get the inpression that you don't want ne to do that."

Fl et cher shook his head firmy and Nel son said, "Doctor, if you have any friends
in authority, tell theml|l would willingly give an armor a leg to be allowed to
stay on this one."

A cool, logical portion of Conway's mind was urging himto do the sensible
thing, to think about what he was letting himself in for and to remenber who
woul d be blanmed if things went wong, but it never had any hope of w nning that
ar gu- nent .

"Good," Conway said, "that nakes it unani nous."

They were both grinning at himin a manner totally unbe-fitting their rank and
responsibilities, as if he had bestowed sonme great favor instead of condemning
themto nonths of unremtting mental and physical hard | abor. He went on, "As
the ship responsible for making the original find, Tyrell would be justified in
remai ning, and as the nedical teamin attendance, the sane applies to Rhabwar
But we are going to need a lot of help, and if we are to have any hope of
getting it you will have to give nme detailed informati on on every aspect of this
problem not just the nedical side, and answers to the questions which are going
to be asked.

"To begin with, | shall need to know a great deal nore about the physiol ogy of
the survivors, and you will have to

bt«J | UM Ut Nt HAL
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find ne a couple of additional cadavers for Thornnastor, the hospital's

Di agnosti ci an-i n- Charge of Pathol ogy. It has six feet and weighs half a ton and
if Murchison and | don't come up with sonme sensible concl usions about this
life-form and spec-inmens for Thorny to investigate independently, it will walk
all over ne. And what O Mara and Skenpton will do—

"They're public servants, Doctor," Nelson said, grinning. "You have the rank."
Conway got to his feet and said very seriously, "This is not sinply a matter of
whistling up another flotilla of scoutships, gentlenmen, and sonething nore than
a hyperspace signal will be needed this tinme. To get the help we need |I'lIl have
to go back to the hospital and argue and plead, and probably thunp the table a
bit."

As he entered the gravity-free central well and began pulling hinmself toward the
Casualty Deck he could hear Fletcher say-ing, "That wasn't nuch of an

i nducenent, Nelson. Mst of his highly placed friends have nore arns and | egs
than they know what to do with."

Leavi ng Rhabwar and the rest of the nedical teamat the disaster site, Conway
traveled to Sector General in Tyrell. He had requested an urgent neeting with
the hospital's big three—Skenpton, Thornnastor, and O Mara—as soon as the
scout ship had enmerged into nornal space. The request had been granted but Chief
Psychol ogi st O Mara had told himcurtly that there would be no point trying to
start the neeting prematurely by worrying out |oud over the comrunication
channel, so Conway had to curb his inpatience and try to marshal his argunents
while Sector CGeneral slowy grew larger in the forward vi ew screen.

When Conway arrived in the Chief Psychol ogist's office, Thornnastor, Skenpton,
and O Mara were already waiting for him Col onel Skenpton, as the ranking
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Monitor Corps officer in the hospital, was occupying the only other chair, apart
fromO Mara's own, which was suitable for the use of Earth-humans; Thornnastor,
|ike the other nenbers of the Tralthan species, did everything including

sl eeping on its six, elephantine feet.

The Chi ef Psychol ogi st waved a hand at the selection of e-t furniture ranged in
front of his desk and said, "Take a seat

vvm 11

if you can do so without injuring yourself, Doctor, and make your report."
Conway arranged hinself carefully in a Kelgian relaxer frane and began to
describe briefly the events fromthe tinme Rhabwar had arrived in response to
Tyrell's distress beacon. He told of the investigation of the first section of
the fragnented alien vessel which was the product of a race in the early stage
of spaceshi p technol ogy, possessing sublight drive and gravity furni shed by
rotating their ship. Every undamaged section found had contained an e-t in
suspended ani mation. For this reason additional scoutships had been requested to
help find and re-trieve the renmining survivors as a matter of urgency because
the mpjority of these widely scattered suspended ani mati on' conpartnents woul d,
in just under twelve weeks' tine, fall into or pass so close to a nearby sun
that the beings inside themwould perish

Wi | e Conway was speaking, O Mara stared at himw th eyes which opened into a

m nd so perceptive and analytical that it gave the Chief Psychol ogi st what
anmounted to a tele-pathic faculty. Thornnastor's four eyes were focused equal ly
on Conway and Col onel Skenpton, who was staring down at his scratch pad where he
was drawing a circle and going over it repeatedly without lifting his stylus.
Conway found hinself watching the pad as well, and abruptly he stopped talKking.
Suddenly they were staring at himwith all of their eyes, and Skenpton said,
"I"'msorry, Doctor, does ny doodling distract you?"

"To the contrary, sir," Conway said, smling, "you have helped a lot."

I gnoring the Colonel's baffled expression, Conway went on, "Qur original theory
was that a sublight vessel with the configuration of a rotating wheeltype space
station suffered a catastrophic mal function or collision which carried away its
hub- mount ed propul si on and navi gation systens, and jarred the rimstructure
apart; the subsequent dispersal of the suspended ani nation containers was aided
by the centrifugal force which furnished their ship with artificial gravity. But
the nunber of sections found just before | left the area were nore than enough
to formthree conpl ete Wieel s and, because | have been both-ered by the fact
that no head segnents have been found so far,

I have decided to discard the Wieel or nultiple Wweel theory in favor of the
nore sinple configuration suggested by the Colonel's sketch of a continuous—
"Doctor," Thornnastor broke in firmly. As the D agnosti-cian-in-Charge of

Pat hol ogy it had a tendency toward single-m ndedness where its specialty was
concerned. "Kindly describe in detail and give ne the physiol ogica
classification of this life-formand, of course, your assessnment of the nunber
of casualties we will be required to treat. And are specinens of this life-form
avai l abl e for study?"

Conway felt his face reddening as he nade an adm ssion no Seni or Physician on
the staff of Sector CGeneral should ever have to make. He said, "W cannot
classify this life-formwith conplete certainty, sir. But | have brought you two
cadavers in the hope that you nay be able to do so. As | have already said, the
survivors are still inside their suspended ani mati on conpartnents and the
relatively few who did not survive are in a badly damaged conditi on—+n severa

pi eces, in fact."

Thor nnast or nmade untransl at abl e noi ses which probably sig-nified approval, then
it said, "Had they not been in pieces, | would soon have rendered them so. But
the fact that neither Murchison nor yourself are sure of their classification
surprises and intrigues ne, Doctor. Surely you are able to forma few tentative
concl usi ons?"

Conway was suddenly glad that Prilicla was still on board Rhabwar because his
enbarrassnent would have given the little enpath a bad fit of the shakes. He
said, "Yes, sir. The being we exam ned was a warm bl ooded oxygen breather with
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the type of basic metabolismassociated with that physiol ogi cal grouping. The
cadaver was nmssive, neasuring approxinmately twenty neters in length and three
meters in diameter, excluding projecting appendages. Physically it resenbles the
DBLF Kel -gian life-form but many tines |arger and possessing a | eathery
tegument rather than the silver fur of the Kelgians. Like the DBLFs it is

mul ti pedal, but the nani pul atory appendages are positioned in a single row al ong
t he back.

"There were twenty-one of these dorsal linbs, all showi ng evidence of early
evol utionary specialization. Six of themwere |ong, heavy, and clawtipped and
wer e obviously evol ved for defense since the being was a herbivore, and there
were fifteen

in five groups of three spaced between the six heavier tentacles. Each of the
thinner linbs terminated in four digits, two of which were opposable, and were
mani pul at ory appendages originally evolved for gathering and transferring food
to the nouths, of which there are three on each flank opening into three
stomachs. Two additional orifices on each side open into a very large and
conpl ex lung. The structure inside these breathing orifices suggests that
expelled air could be interrupted and nodul ated to produce intelligence-bearing
sounds. On the underside were three openings used for the elimnation of wastes.
"The nmechani sm of reproduction was unclear," he contin-ued, "and the speci nen
showed evi dence of possessing both nale and fenmale genitalia on the forward and
rear extrenities, respectively. The brain, if it was the brain, took the form of
a cable of nerve ganglia with localized swellings in three places, running

| ongi tudinally through the cadaver like a central core. There was anot her and
much thinner nerve cable running par-allel to the thicker core, but belowit and
about twenty-five centineters fromthe underside. Positioned close to each
ex-tremty were two sets of three eyes, two of which were nmounted dorsally and
two on the forward and rear flanks. They were recessed but capable of linited
ext ensi on and together gave the being conplete and continuous vision vertically
and horizon-tally. The type and positioning of the visual equipment and
appendages suggest that it evolved on a very unfriendly world.

"Qur tentative classification of the being," Conway ended, "was an inconplete
CRLT."

"I nconpl et e?" Thornnastor said.

"Yes, sir," Conway said. "The cadaver we exani ned had sustai ned mni ni nrum danage
since it had died during a sl ow deconpression while in suspended ani mati on. W
coul d be wong, but there were signs of sone kind of radical surgery having
taken place, a double renobval of what may have been the head and tail of the
being. This was not a traumatic am putation caused by the disaster to their
ship, but a deliberate procedure which nmay have been required to fit the being
into its suspended ani mati on contai ner for the colonization attenpt. The body
tegunment overall is thick and very tough, but at the extrenities the only
protection is a hard, transparent |ayer of

organic material, and the underlying protrusions, fissures, ori-fices, and
muscul ature | ook raw. This suggests—

"Conway," O Mara said sharply, with a glance toward the suddenly paling Col onel
"Wth respect to Thornnastor, you have noved too quickly -fromthe general to
the particular. Please confine yourself at this stage to a sinple statenent of
the probl em and your proposed solution."

Col onel Skenpton was the nman responsi ble for making Sec-tor General function as
an organi zati on—but, as he was fond of telling his nedical friends when they
started to talk shop in grisly detail, he was a glorified bookkeeper, not a

bl oody sur-geon! The trouble was that there was no way Conway could state his
problem sinply wi thout offending the sensibilities of the overly squeani sh

Col onel

"Sinmply," Conway said, "the problemis a gigantic, wormlike entity, perhaps
five kilometers or nore in | ength, which has been chopped into nany hundreds of
pi eces. The indicated treatnment is to join the pieces together again, in the
correct order."

The Col onel's stylus stopped in md-doodl e, Thornnastor nade a | oud,

untransl atabl e sound, and O Mara, nornally a phlegmatic individual, said with
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consi der abl e vehenence, "Conway, you are not considering bringing that—that
M dgard Serpent to the hospital ?"
Conway shook his head. "The hospital is nmuch too snmall to handle it."

"And so," Skenpton said, looking up for the first tine, "is your anbul ance
ship."
Bef ore Conway could reply, Thornnastor said, "I find it difficult to believe

that the entity you describe could survive such radi cal anmputation. However, if
Prilicla and yourself state that the separate sections so far recovered are
alive, then | nust accept it. But have you considered the possibility that it is
a group entity, simlar to the Telphi life-formwhich are stupid as individuals
but highly intelligent as a gestalt? Physical frag-nentation in those
circunstances would be slightly nore cred-ible, Doctor."

"Yes, sir, and we have not yet discarded that possibility— Conway began

"Very well, Doctor," O Mara broke in dryly. "You nmay restate the problemin |ess
simple form™

The problem .. thought Con way.

He began by asking themto visualize the vast, alien ship as it had been before
the di saster—ot the nmultiple Weel shape first discussed but a great,

conti nuous, open coil of con-stant dianeter and similar in configuration to the
shape on the Col onel's pad. The separate turns of the coil had been | aced
together by an open latticewdrk of nmetal beans which held the vessel together as
arigidunit and provided the structural support needed al ong the thrust axis
during take-off, acceleration, and | anding. Assenbled in orbit, the ship had
been approximately five hundred neters in dianeter and close on a mle |ong,
with* its power and propul sion systemat one end of an axial support structure
and the automatic gui dance system and sensors at the other.

The exact nature of the accident or malfunction was not yet known, but judging
by the observed effects it had been caused by a collision with a |arge natura
obj ect which, striking the vessel head-on, had taken out the gui dance system
forward, the axial structure, and the stern thrusters. The shock of the
collision had shaken the great, rotating coil into its conponent suspended

ani mation conpartnents, and centrifugal force had done the rest.

"Thi s bei ng—er beings—+s so physiologically consti-tuted," Conway went on, "that
to assist it we nust first rebuild its ship and land it successfully. Fitting
the pieces together again can be done nost easily in weightless conditions. The
fact that the twenty-neter sections of the coil have flown apart but retained
their positions with respect to each other will greatly assist the reassenbly
operati on—

"Wait, wait," the Colonel said. "I cannot see this operation being possible,
Doctor. For one thing, you will need a very potent conputer indeed to work out
the trajectories of those expandi ng sections accurately enough to return themto
their original positions in this—this jigsaw puzzle—and the equi p-nent needed to
reassenble it woul d be—

"Captain Fletcher says it is possible,
remains of an extraterrestria] ship has
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been done before, and nuch val uabl e know edge was gai ned in the process.

Adm ttedly, on previous occasions there were no living survivors to be pieced
together as well and the work was on a nuch snmaller scale."

"Much smaller,"” O Mara said dryly. "Captain Fletcher is a theoretician and
Rhabwar is his first operational command. |Is he happy ordering three scoutship
flotillas around?"

The Chi ef Psychol ogi st was considering the problemin the terns of his own
specialty, Conway knew, and as usual O Mara was a junp ahead of everyone el se.
"He seens to enjoy worrying about it," Conway said care-fully, "and there are no
overt signs of negal omani a.”

O Mara nodded and sat back in his chair.

But the Colonel could junp to correct conclusions as well, if not always as

qui ckly as the Chief Psychol ogist. He said, "Surely, O Mara, you are not
suggesting that Rhabwar direct this operation? It's too damed big, and

Conway said firmy-"Piecing together the
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expensive. It has to be referred up to—=

"There isn't time for committee decisions," Conway began

"—the Federation Council," the Colonel finished. "And anyway, did Fletcher tel
you how he proposed fitting this puzzle together?"

Conway nodded. "Yes, sir. It is a matter of basic design phil osophy,.." Captain

Fl et cher was of the opinion—an opin-ion shared by the majority of the
Federation's top designers—that any piece of machi nery beyond a certain degree
of complexity, be it a sinple groundcar or a spaceship one kil onmeter |ong,
requi red an enormous amount of prior design work, plan-ning and tooling |ong
before the first sinple parts and subas-senblies coul d becone three-di mensi ona
met al on soneone”s wor kbench. The nunber of detail and assenbly draw ngs,

Wi r-ing diagrans, and so on for even a snall spaceshi p was ni nd-staggering, and
the purpose of all this paperwork was sinply to instruct beings of average
intelligence howto nmanufacture and fit together the pieces of the jigsaw

wi t hout knowi ng, or perhaps even caring, anything about the conpl eted picture.
If normal Earth-human, Tralthan, |llensan, and Mel fan prac-tice was observed—and
the engi neers of those races and nany others insisted that there was no easier
way—then those draw ngs and the conponents they described nust include
instruc-tions, identifying synbols, to guide the builders in the correct placing
of these parts within the jigsaw

Possibly there were extraterrestrial species which used nore exotic nethods of

i dentifying conponents before assenbly, such as tagging each part with an

ol factory or tactile coding system but this, considering the trenmendous size of
the coil ship and the nunber of parts to be identified and joi ned, would
represent a totally unnecessary conplication unless there were physiol ogi ca
reasons for doing things the hard way.

The cadaver had possessed eyes which operated within the normal visible
spectrum and Captain Fletcher was sure that the alien shipbuilders would do
things the easy way by marking the surface of the conponents with identifying
synbol s which could be read at a glance. Following a detailed exam nation of a
damaged suspended animation cylinder and the remains of its supporting
framework, Fletcher found that the system of identification used was groups of
synbol s vibro-etched into the netal, and that adjoining conponents bore the sane
type and sequence of synbols except for the final letter or nunber. "Clearly
they think, and put their spaceships together, nuch the sane as we do," Conway
concl uded.

"l see," the Colonel said. He sat forward in his chair. "But decodi ng those
synbols and fitting the parts .together will take a lot of tine."

"Or alot of extra help," Conway said. Skenpton sat back, shaking his head.
Thornnastor was silent also, but the slow, inpatient thunmping of its massive
feet in-dicated that it was not likely to remain so for long. It was O Mara who
spoke first.

"What assistance will you need, Doctor?" Conway |ooked gratefully at the Chief
Psychol ogi st for get-ting straight to the point as well as for the inplied
support. But he knew that O Mara woul d withdraw that support wi thout hesitation
if he had the slightest doubt about Conway's ability to handle the problem If
Conway was to be confirned in this assignment, he would have to convince O Mira
that he knew exactly what he was doing. He cleared his throat.

"First," he said, "we should initiate an inmediate search for the vessel's hone
world so that we can |earn as much as possible about this entity's culture,
environnment, and food re-quirenents, as well as having somewhere to put it when
the rescue is conplete. It is alnpst certain that the disaster caused a | arge
deviation in the coilship's course, and it is possible that the vessel suffered
a gui dance mal functi on not associated with the accident which fragnented it, and
it has already overshot the target world. This would conplicate the search and

i ncrease the nunber of units conducting it."

Bef ore the Col onel could react, Conway went on quickly, "I also need a search of
the Federation Archives. For nmany centuries before the Federation cane into
bei ng there were speci es who possessed the startravel capability and did a | ot
of independent exploration. There is a slight chance that one of them may have
encountered or heard reports of an entity re-senbling an intelligent Mdgard
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Ser pent =

He broke off, then for Thornnastor's benefit he explained that the Mdgard
Serpent was a creature of Earth-human ny-thol ogy, an enornobus snake which was
supposed to have en-circled the planet with its tail in its nmouth. Thornnastor
thanked himand expressed its relief that the being was nyt hol ogi cal

"Until now," the Colonel said sourly.

"Second," Conway went on, "cones the problemof rapid retrieval and placenent of
the scattered suspended ani mati on cylinders. Many nore scoutships will be
required, supported by all of the available specialists in e-t |anguages and
technical notation systens, and conputer facilities capable of analyzing this
material. A large, ship-borne translation conputer should be able to handle the
j ob—

"That neans Descartes Skenpt on pr ot est ed.

"—+n the tine remaining to us," Conway resuned, "and | hear Descartes recently
conpleted its first contact programon Dwerla and is free. But the third and
nmost technically difficult part of the problemis the reassenbly. For this we
need fleet auxiliaries with the engineering facilities and space construction
personnel capable of rapidly rebuilding those parts of the alien vessel's
supporting framework whi ch cannot be sal vaged fromthe weckage. ldeally the
peopl e concerned shoul d be experi-enced Tralthan and Hudl ar space construction

t eans.

"Four," he continued, allowing no tinme for objections, "we need a ship capable
of coordinating the reassenbly operation

and nounting a | arge nunber of tractor and pressor beambat-teries with officers
highly trained in their use. This will reduce the risk of collision in the
assenbly area between the retrieved sections and our own ships. The coordi nating
vessel will have its own conputer capable of handling the |ogistic—

"Vespasi an, he wants," Skenpton said dully.

"Yes, its tactical conmputer would be ideal," Conway re-plied. "It also has the
necessary tractor and pressor batteries and, | believe, a very large cargo |ock
in case | have to withdraw sone of the CRLTs fromtheir suspended ani mation
conpart-ments. Renenber, several segnents of the entity were de-stroyed and
surgery may be required in these areas to close the gaps. But until we know a
great deal nore about this entity's, physiology and environment | have no cl ear
i dea of the type and quantity of nedical assistance which will be needed."

"At last," Thornnastor grow ed through its translator, "you are about to discuss
the needs of the patient."

"The delay was intentional, sir," Conway said, "since we nust repair the ship
before we can help the occupant. Regarding this entity, or entities, Pathol ogi st
Mur chi son and nysel f have exam ned one cadaver and we seek confirmation of our
pre-limnary findings and as nuch additional physiological data as you can
provide fromthe specinmens brought back in Tyrell, and fromthe contents of the
i ntravenous infusion equi prent which is used, apparently, to induce, extend, and
reverse the suspended ani mation process. Specifically, we require nmuch nore
informati on on the nervous system the |inkages to the voluntary and involuntary
muscul ature, the degree and rapidity of tissue regeneration we can expect if
surgical intervention is necessary and additional data on the transparent

mat eri al which covers and protects the raw areas at the forward and rear
ex-tremties. Naturally, sir, this information is required the day before

yest erday. "

"Naturally," Thornnastor grow ed. Its six el ephantine feet, which had been
silent while Conway was speaking, resuned their slow thunping. Cearly-the
Tral t han was eager to go to work on those specinmens of the conpletely new
life-form

O Mara waited for precisely three seconds, then he scowl ed up at Conway and
said, "And that is all you require. Doctor?"

Conway nodded. "For the present."”

OCO U«

Col onel Skenpton | eaned forward and said caustically, "'For the present he needs
the services of a Sector subfleet, including Descartes and Vespasi an. Before we
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can recomend the de-ploynent of so many Service units we should refer the
matter to the Federation Council for— He broke off because the thunping of
Thornnastor's feet was maki ng conversation dif-ficult.

"Your pardon, Colonel," the Tralthan said, "but it seenms to nme that if we refer
this matter to the Council they will ponder on it at great |length and then
decide to nmake it the responsibility of the beings best able to understand and
solve the problem who are the entities conprising the technical and nedica
crew of Rhabwar. The special anbul ance ship program was designhed to deal with
the unexpected, and the fact that this problemis unexpectedly large is beside
t he point.

"This is an entity, or entities, of a hitherto unknown spe-cies," it went on,
"and | recomend that Senior Physician Conway be given the assistance he
requires to rescue and treat it. However, | have no objection to you
recomrendi ng this course and referring the matter to the Council for discussion
and ratification, and for anendnent should they cone up with a better idea.
wel |, Col onel ?"

Skenpt on shook his head. He said doggedly, "It's wong, | knowit's wong, for a
new y appoi nted ship conmander and a nedic to be given so nuch authority. But

t he Rhabwar people are the only ones who know what they are doing at the nonent.
Rel uctantly, | agree. O Mara?"

Al'l their eyes, the Colonel's and Conway's two and Thorn-nastor's four, were on
the Chi ef Psychol ogi st, who kept his steadily on Conway. Finally he spoke.

"If you have nothing else to say, Doctor," he said dryly, "l suggest you return
to Rhabwar as quickly as possible before the area becones so congested that you
can't find your own ship."

The reaction tinme of the Monitor Corps to an enmergency |large or small was
impressively fast. In Tyrell's forward view screen the area resenbled a small,
untidy star cluster in which Rhabwar's beacon flashed at its center like a
short-termvari-able. Apart from acknow edging their arrival and giving them
permi ssion to lock on, Fletcher did not speak to them because, he expl ai ned,
fifteen nore scoutships had arrived unexpectedly and he was busy fitting them
into his retrieval program For this reason Conway did not get an opportunity to
tell himabout the other unexpected things which were about to happen until he
was back on board the anmbul ance ship, and by that tine it was too |ate.

"Rkabwar," a voice said fromthe wall speaker as Conway entered Control, "this
is the survey and cultural contact vessel Descartes, Colonel Ckaussie
commanding. |I'mtold you have work for us, Mjor Fletcher."

"Well, yes, sir," the Captain said. He | ooked appealingly at Conway, then went
on, "If 1 might respectfully suggest, sir,, that your translation specialists—=
"I'"d rather you didn't," Col onel Okaussie broke in. "Re-spectfully suggest, |
mean. When | know as much about this situation as you do I'll accept

suggestions, respectful or oth-erwise. But until then, Mjor, stop wasting tine
and tell ne what you want us to do."

"Yes, sir," Fletcher said. Speaking quickly, concisely, and, out of habit,
respectfully, he did just that. Then a few seconds after he broke contact the
radar screen showed a new trace which was even |larger than Descartes. It
identified itself as the Hudl ar-crewed depot ship Mtann, a star-going

engi neering conplex normally used to bring technical assistance to vessels whose
hyperdrive generators had failed noncatastrophically | eaving them stranded in
nornmal space between the stars. Its captain, who was not a Mnitor Corps

of ficer, was al so happy to take his instructions fromFletcher. But then ah even
| arger blip appeared on the screen, indicating that a very |arge ship indeed had
just emerged from hyperspace. Autonmatically Lieu-tenant Haslam fed the bearing
to the tel escope and tapped for naxi mum nagnification

The tremendous, awe-inspiring sight of an Enperor-class battlecruiser filled the
screen.

"Rhabwar, this is Vespasian

Fl etcher paled visibly at the thought of giving instructions to the godlike
entity who would be in comuand of that ship, whose communications officer was
rel aying the conplinments of Fleet Conmander Dernod and a request for full vision
contact as soon as convenient. Conway, who had not had tine to tell the Captain
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what to expect because it was al ready hap-pening, got to his feet.

"I''"l'l be in the Casualty Deck lab," he said. Ginning, he reached across to clap
Fl etcher reassuringly on the shoul der and added, "You're doing fine, Captain.
Just remenber that, a long, long tine ago, the Fleet Commander was a ngjor,
too."

The conversation between Fletcher and the Fl eet Com nmander, conplete with
visual s, was on the Casualty Deck's repeater when he arrived, but the sound was
nmut ed because Prilicla was on another frequency giving instructions to one of
the scoutship nmedical officers regarding a cadaver the other had found and which
Mur chi son want ed brought in for ex-am nation. Mirchison and Naydrad were stil
working on the first specinen, which had been reduced to what seened to be its
conponent parts.

Mur chi son nodded toward the repeater screen and said, "You seemto have been

gi ven everything you needed. Was O Mara in a good npood?'.

"H s usual sarcastic, helpful self," Conway said, noving to join her at the

di ssection table. "Do we know anything nore about this outsize boa constrictor?"
"l don't know what we know," she said crossly, "but / knowa little nore and
feel nore than a little confused by the know -edge. For instance..."

The thick pencil of nerve ganglia with its localized bunch-ings and swellings
which ran through the center of the cylin-drical body was, alnobst certainly, the
CRLT's equivalent of a brain, and the idea of a missing head or tail was
beginning to seemunli kel y—especially since the transparent nmaterial which
covered the raw areas fore and aft was, despite its appearance, equally as tough
as the being' s | eathery body tegunent.

She had been successful in tracing the nerve connections between the core

swel lings and the eyes, nouths, and nmani p-ul atory appendages, and from both ends
of the axial nerve bundle to the puzzling systemof nuscles which underlay the
raw areas on the forward and rear faces of the creature.

The speci nen appeared to be nmale—at | east, the female genitalia at the other end
were shrunken and seened to be in a condition of early atrophy—and she had
identified the nale

sperm generator and the nethod of transfer to a fenale.

" There is evidence of unnatural organ displacenent,” she went on, "which can
only be caused by weightlessness. Gravity, real or artificial, is a
physi ol ogi cal necessity for this life-form During hibernation the absence of

wei ght woul d not be fatal, but weightl essness while conscious woul d cause severe
nausea, sensory inpairnent, and, | feel sure, intense nental and physica
distress.”

Whi ch neant that the being would have to be in position on the rimof its
rotating vessel or affected by natural gravity, that of its target world, when
it was revived. It isn't a doctor this patient needed, Con way thought wyly,
it's a mracle worker!

"Wth the Captain's help,"” Mirchison continued, "we have established that the
medi cati on whi ch produces and or extends the hibernation anesthesia occupies the
| arger volune of a dis-penser nechani smwhich also contains a smaller quantity
of the conpl ex organic secretion which can only be the reviver. Fletcher also
traced the input to the automatic sensor and ac-tuator which switches the
mechani smfromthe hibernation to the resuscitati on node and found that it
reacted to the conbined presence of gravity and external pressure. The sane
actuator nechanismis also responsible for ejecting the endplates of its

hi bernati on conpartnent which woul d enable the CRLT to di senbark.

"Sooner or later we're going to have to revive one of these things," she ended
worriedly, "and we'll have to be very sure that we know what we are doing."
Conway was al ready out of his spacesuit and clinbing into his surgica

coveralls. He said, "Anything in particular you' d like me to do?"

They worked on the cadaver while the hours flickered past on the time display to
becone days, then weeks. Fromtinme to tinme a terse, subspace nessage from
Thornnastor would arrive confirmng their findings or suggesting new avenues of
investigation, but even so it seened that their rate of progress was slowto
nonexi st ent .
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Qccasionally they woul d 1 ook up at the Control Roomre-peater, but with
decreasi ng frequency. Fletcher, a Hudlar space

construction specialist, and variously qualified Mnitor Corps officers were
usual Iy showi ng each other pieces of twisted nmetal via their vision channels,
conparing identification synbols and tal king endl essly about them No doubt it
was all vitally important stuff, but it nade boring listening. Besides, they
had their own organic jigsaw puzzle to worry about.

A pleasant break in the routine would occur when they had to go outside to | ook
at one of the other cadavers which had been brought in and attached to the outer
hull, there being roomfor only one CRLT at a tine inside Rhabwar. On these
oc-casions the investigations were conducted in airless conditions and only the
organic material which was of special interest to themwas excised for |ater
study. As a result they found a bewildering variety of age and sex conbinations
whi ch seenmed to indicate that the ol der CRLTs were wel | -devel oped mal es whose
raw areas at each extremty had a browni sh coloration, while the younger beings
were clearly female and the areas concerned were a livid pink under the
transparent covering.

Once there was a break in the investigative routine which was not pleasant.' For
several hours they had been studying a flaccid, purplish lunp of sonething which
m ght have been the organic trigger for the being' s hibernati on phase, and
mak-ing very little progress with it, when Prilicla broke into their angry,

i npatient silence.

"Friend Murchison," the enpath said, "is feeling tired."

"I"'mnot," the pathol ogist said, with a yawn which threat-ened to di sl ocate her
firmbut beautifully formed | ower man-dible. "At least, | wasn't until you

rem nded ne. "

"As are you, friend Conway— Prilicla began, when there was an interruption. The
furry features of Surgeon-Lieutenant Krach-Yul replaced the pieces of alien

har dwar e whi ch had been filling the repeater screen

"Doctor Conway," the Orligian nedic said, "I have to report an accident. Two
Eart h-human DBDGs, sinple fractures, no deconpression damage—

"Very well," said Conway, clenching his teeth on a yawn. "Now s your chance to
get in sone nore other-species surgical experience."

"—And a Hudl ar engi neer, physiological classification FROB," Krach-Yul went on
"I't has sustained a deep, incised,

and | acerated wound which has been quickly but inadequately treated by the being
itself. There has been a considerable |oss of body fluid and associated interna
pressure, dim nished sen-soria, and—

"Comi ng," Conway said. To Murchison he nuttered, "Don't wait up for ne.
Wiile Tyrell was taking himto the scene of the accident, an area where three of
the coilship sections were being fitted together, Conway reviewed his
necessarily scant surgical ex-perience with the Hudlar life-form

They were a species who rarely took sick, and then only during preadol escence,
and they were fantastically resistant to physical injury, with eyes which were
protected by a hardv transparent nenbrane, tegument like flexible arnmor, and no
body orifices except for the tenporary ones opened for nmating and birth.

The FROBs were ideally suited to space construction proj-ects. Their hone

pl anet, Hudlar, pulled four Earth gravities, and its atnospheric pressure—f
that dense, soupy m xture of oxygen, inerts, and rmasses of nicroscopic ani nal
and vege-table nutrient in suspension could be called an at nbsphere—was seven
times Earth-normal. At hone they absorbed the food-1aden air through their

i ncredi bly tough yet porous skin, while offplanet they sprayed thensel ves
regularly and frequently with nutrient paint. Their six flexible and i nmensely
strong linbs terminated in four-digited hands which, when the fingers were
curled inward and the knuckles presented to the ground, served also as feet.
Environnmental |y, the Hudlars were a very adaptabl e species, because the
physi ol ogi cal features which protected them agai nst their own planet's crushing
gravity and pressure also enabled themto work confortably in any noncorrosive
at nrosphere of | esser pressure right down to and including the vacuum of space.
The only item of equi pnent a Hudl ar space construction engi neer needed, apart
fromits tools, was a comuni cator which took the formof a small, air-filled
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blister enclosing its speaking menbrane and a two-way radio.

Conway had not bothered to ask if there was an FROB nedi ¢ on the Hudl ar ship.
Curative surgery had been a completely alien concept to that virtually

i ndestructible species unti

they had joined the Federation and | earned about places |ike Sector General, so
that nedically trained Hudl ars were about as rare outside the hospital as
physically injured ones inside it.

Captain Nelson placed Tyrell within fifty meters of the scene of the accident.
Conway headed for the injured Hudl ar. Krach-Yul had already reached the

Eart h-human casual ti es, one of whom was bl am ng hinself |oudly and unprintably
for causing the accident and tying up the suit frequency in the process.

Conway gat hered that the two Earth-hunmans had been saved from certain death by
bei ng crushed between two slowy closing ship sections by the Hudl ar interposing
its enornously strong body, which would have escaped without injury if the

j agged- edged stunp of an external bracing nmenber had not snagged one of the
FROB's linbs close to the point where it joined the body.

When Conway arrived, the Hudlar was gripping the injured linb with three of its
hands, tourniquet fashion, while the two free hands remaining were trying to
hol d the edges of the wound together—dnsuccessfully.' Tiny, nmsshapen gl obul es
of blood were fornmng between its fingers to drift weightlessly away, steam ng
furiously. It could not talk because its air bag had been lost, leaving its
speaki ng nenbranes to vibrate silently in the vacuum

Conway withdrew a |inb sleeve-piece, the |argest size he carried, fromhis
Hudl ar nedical kit and notioned for the casualty to bare the wound.

He could see that it was a deep wound by the way the dark red bubbl es grew
suddenly | arger before they broke away, but he was able to snap the sl eeve-piece
in position before too nuch bl ood was |ost. Even so there was a consi derabl e

| eakage around both ends of the sleeve as the Hudlar's high internal pressure
tried to enpty it of body fluids. Conway quickly at-tached circlips at each end
of the sleeve and began to tighten one while the Hudlar itself tightened the
other. Gradually the fluid | oss sl owed and then ceased, the casualty's hands
drifted away fromthe injured linb, and its speaking nenbrane ceased its silent
vi brating. The Hudl ar had | ost consci ousness.

Ten mnutes later the Hudlar was inside Tyrell's cargo | ock and Conway was using
his scanner to search for internal damage caused by the traumatic deconpression
The | onger he | ooked

the less he liked what he saw, and as he was concl udi ng the exam nati on
Krach-Yul joined him

"The Earth-humans are sinple fracture cases, Doctor," the Oligian reported.
"Before setting the bones | wondered if you, as a nenber of their own species,
woul d prefer to—

"And rob you of the chance to increase your other-species experience?" Conway
broke in. "No, Doctor, you treat them They're on antipain, | take it, and there
is no great degree of urgency?"

"Yes, Doctor," Krach-Yul said.

"Good," Conway said, "because | have another job for you—Iooking after this
Hudl ar Until you can nove it to Sector Gen-eral. You will need a nutrient
sprayer fromthe Hudlar ship, then arrange with Captain Nelson to increase the
air pressure' and artificial gravity in this cargo lock to levels as close to
Hudl ar-normal as he can manage. Treatnment will consist of spraying the casualty
with nutrient at hourly intervals and checking on the cardiac activity, and
periodically easing the tightness of the sleeve-piece if your scanner indicates
a serious reduction of circulation to the injured linb. Wile you are doing
these things you will wear two gravity neutralizers. If you were wearing one and
it failed under four-G conditions there would be another seriously injured
casual ty, you.

"Normally I would travel with this patient,"” he went on, stifling a yawn, "but I
have to be available in case sonething urgent develops with the CRLT. Hudl ar
surgery can be tricky so I'll tape sone notes on this one for the operating
team including the suggestion that you be allowed to observe if you wish to do
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so. "
"Very much," Krach-Yul said, "and thank you, Doctor."
"And now I'll |eave you with your patients and return to Rhabwar" Conway sai d.

Silently he added, to sleep

"Tyrell was absent for eight days and was subsequently assigned to courier duty,
taki ng specimens to Sector General and returning with information, advice, and
detailed lists of questions regarding the progress of their work from
Thomas-tor. The great, spiral jigsaw puzzle which was the alien ship was

begi nning to take shape—er nore accurately, to take a | arge nunber of

sem circular and quarter-circul ar shapes—as the hibernation cylinders were

i dentified, positioned, and cou-

pl ed. Many of the cylinders were still m ssing because they had been so
seriously danmaged that their occupants had died or they had still to be found
and retrieved by the scoutships.

Conway was worried because the inconplete coilship and the notley fleet of

Moni tor Corps vessels and auxiliaries were on a collision course with the nearby
sun, which was growi ng perceptibly brighter every day. It was clearly evident
that the growh rate of the alien vessel was nuch | ess perceptible. Wen he
worried about it aloud to the Fleet Comrander, Dernmod told himpolitely to mind
hi s own nedi cal business.

Then a few days later Tyrell returned with information which made it very nuch
hi s nedi cal busi ness.

Vespasi an' s communi cati ons officer, who was usually a nmaster of the diplomtic
del aying tactic, put himthrough to the Fleet Commander in a matter of seconds
instead of forcing himto clinb slowy up the ship's entire chain of command.
This was not due to any sudden increase in Conway's standing with the senior
Moni tor Corps officer, but sinply that while Conway was trying to reach Dernod,
the Fl eet Commander was trying to contact the Doctor

It was Dernpd who spoke first, with the slight artificiality of tone which told
Conway that not only was the other in a hurry and under pressure but that there
were ot her people pres-ent beyond the range of the vision pickup. He said,
"Doctor, there is a serious problemregarding the final assenbly phase and

need your help. You are already concerned over the linmted time remaining to us
and, frankly, | was unwilling to discuss the problemw th you until | was able
to present it, and the solution, inits entirety. This can now be done, in
reverse order, preferably. My imredi ate requirenment is for another capital ship.
Claudius is avail abl e and—

"Why— Conway began, shaking his head in nonentary confusion. He had been about
to list his own problens and requirenents and found hinsel f suddenly on the
recei ving end.

"Very well, Doctor, I'll state the problemfirst," The Fl eet Commander said,
frowni ng as he nodded to soneone out of sight. The screen blanked for a few
seconds, then it displayed a black field on which there was a thick, vertica
gray line. At the lower end of the line a fat red box appeared and on the
opposite end a blue circle. Dernod went on briskly, "W now

have a pretty accurate idea of the configuration of the alien ship, and | am
showi ng you a very sinple representati on be-cause 1 haven't tine to do otherw se
ri ght now.

"The ship had a central stem the gray line," Dernod ex-plained, "with the power
pl ant and thrusters represented by the red box aft and the forward-nounted
sensors and navi gation systens shown as a blue circle. Since the ship's occupant
was unconscious, all of these systens were fully automatic. The stem al so

provi ded the anchoring points for the structure which supported the inhabited
coil. You will see that the main supports are angled forward to conpensate for
stresses encountered while the vessel was under power and during the |anding
maneuver . "

A forest of branches grew suddenly fromthe stem naking it look |like a squat,
cylindrical Christmas tree standing in its * red tub and with a bright-blue
fairy light at the top. Then the continuous spiral of |inked hibernation
conpartments was at-tached to the ends of the branches, followed by the spacing
menbers which separated each | oop of the coil, and the picture | ost al
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resenmbl ance to a tree.

"The coil dianeter remai ns constant throughout at just under five hundred
meters," the Fleet Conmmander's voice continued. "Originally there were twel ve
turns of the coil and, with each hibernation cylinder neasuring twenty neters in
I ength, this nmeans there were roughly eighty hibernating CRLTs in every |oop of
the coil and close on one thousand of the beings on the conplete ship.

"Every |l oop of the coil was separated by a di stance of seventy neters, so that
the total height of the coilship was just over eight hundred neters. W were
puzzled by this separation since it would have been structurally nmuch sinpler

| aying one on top of the other, but we now believe that the open coi
configuration was designed both to reduce and | ocalize neteo-rite collision
damage and renove the majority of the hibernation conpartnments as far as
possible fromradiation | eakage fromthe reactor at the stern. Wiile encased in
its rather unusual vessel we think the creature traveled tail-first so that its
thinking end was at the stern to initiate disenbarkation follow ng the | andi ng.
Unfortunately, the stern section had to be heavier and nore rigid than the
forward structure since it had to support the weight of the vessel during

decel eration and | andi ng, and

so it was the stern which sustai ned nost of the damage when the collision
occurred, and nost of the CRLT casualties were fromthe sternnost | oop of the
coil."

According to Vespasian's conputer's reconstruction, the vessel had been in
direct head-on collision with a large neteor, and the closing velocities

i nvol ved had been such that the whole central stem had been obliterated, as if
an old-tine projectile hand weapon had been used to renove the core of an apple.
Only a few scraps of debris fromthe power unit and gui dance system

r emai ned—enough for identification purposes but not for reconstructi on—and the
shock of the collision had shaken the overall coil structure apart.

On the screen the widely scattered hibernation conpartnents canme together again
into a not quite conplete coil: There were several sections m ssing,
particularly near the stern. Then the stem its power and gui dance systens, and
the entire support structure di sappeared fromthe display |eaving only the
incomplete coil

"The central core of that vessel is a nmass of pulverized weckage nmany
light-years away," Dernpd continued briskly, "and we have decided that trying to
sal vage and reconstruct it would be an unnecessary waste of time and materi el
when there is a sinpler solution available. This requires the presence of a
second Emperor-cl ass vessel to—

"But why do you want —=2" Conway began

"I amin the process of explaining why, Doctor," the Fleet Commander said
sharply. The inmage on the screen changed again and he went on, "The two capita
ships and Descartes will take up positions in close line-astern formati on and

| ock onto each other with matched tractor and pressor beans. In effect this wll
convert the three ships into a single, rigid struc-ture which will replace the
alien vessel's central stem and the branching nenbers whi ch supported the coi
will also be non-material but equally rigid tractors and pressors.

"I'n the landing configuration Vespasian will be bottom of the heap,” Dernod
continued, with a tinge of pride creeping into his voice. "Qur thrusters are
capabl e of supporting the other two ships and the alien coilship during

decel eration and | anding, with Caudius and Descartes furnishing |latera
stability and taking sone of the load with surface-directed pressors.

After touchdown, the power reserves of all three vessels will be sufficient to
hol d everything together for at |east twelve hours, which should be | ong enough,
I hope, for the alien to leave its ship. If we can find somewhere to put it,
that is."

The inmage flicked off to be replaced by the face of the Fl eet Commander. "So you

see, Doctor, | need Claudius to conplete this—this partly nonmaterial structure
and to test its practic-ability in weightless conditions before working out the
stresses it will have to undergo during the |anding maneuver. O equal urgency

are the cal cul ations needed to extend the conbi ned hyperspace envel ope of the

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%...0r%20General%2005%20-%20Sector%20General.txt (100 of 116) [5/21/03 10:27:11 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/ James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %62005%20-%20Sector%20General .txt

three ships to enclose the coil and Jump with it out of here before this dam
sun gets too close."

Conway was silent for a nonment, inwardly cringing at the thought of sone of the
thi ngs which could go catastrophically wong when three |inked ships perfornmed a
si mul t aneous Junp. But he could not voice his concern because ship maneuvers
were nost decidedly the Fleet Conmander's and not the Doc-tor's business, and
Dermod woul d tell himso with justification. Besides, Conway had his own

probl ems and right now he needed help with them

"Sir" he said awkwardly, "your proposed solution is in-genious, and thank you
for the explanation. But my original question was not regarding the reason why
you wanted C au-dius, but why you needed ny help in the matter."

For a nonent the Fleet Commander stared at himblankly, then his expression
softened as he said, "My apologies, Doctor, if | seenmed a trifle inpatient with
you. The position is this. Under the new Federati on Council directive covering

extrater-restrial rescue operations by Rhabwar, | amrequired in a | arge-scale
conbined nmedical and military operation of this kind to obtain your approval for
addi tional personnel and nmateriel, specifically another capital ship. | assune
it is forthcom ng?"

"OfF course," Conway said.

Der mrod nodded pl easantly despite his obvious enbarrass-nment, but the |ines of

i npati ence were beginning to gather again around his nmouth as he said, "It wll

be sufficient if you tape a few words as the physician-in-charge of the case to
the effect that Caudius is urgently required to ensure the present safety and
continued well-being of your patient. But you were calling nme, Doctor. Can |
hel p you?"

"Yes, sir," Conway said, and went on quickly, "You have been concentrating on
joining the coilship sections in proper sequence. Now | have to begin putting
the patient together, with special enphasis on the joining of segnents which are
not in sequence. That is, the ones which were separated by the hibernation
conpartments whose occupants died. W are now sure that the being is a group
entity whose individual nenbers are independently intelligent and may be capabl e
of linking up naturally to their adjoining group nmenbers when the conditions are
right. This is the theory, sir, but it requires experinental verification

"The entities who are out of sequence coul d pose serious problens," Conway
concluded. "They will have to be removed fromtheir hibernation conpartnments and
presented to each other so that | may determ ne the extent of the surgical work
i nvolved in reassenbling the group entity."

"Sooner you than me, Doctor," Dernod said with a brief grinace of synpathy. "But
what exactly do you need?"

He is like O Mara, Conway thought, inpatient with con-fused thinking. He said,

"I need two small ships to bring in the CRLT segnents | shall specify and to
return themto their places in the coil. Also a large cargo hold which can
accom nodate two of the hibernation cylinders joined end to end and the two

bei ngs which will be withdrawn fromthem The hold is to be fitted with
artificial gravity grids and nonmaterial re-straints in case the conscious CRLTs
becone confused and aggressive, and personnel to operate this equipnent. | know
this will mean using the cargo |lock and hold in one of the |argest ships, but |
require only the hold; the vessel can go about its assigned duties."

"Thank you," the Fleet Conmander said dryly, then paused whil e sonmeone of fscreen
spoke quietly to him He went on, "You nmay use the forward hold in Descartes,
which will also provide the personnel and its two planetary |anders for fetching
and carrying your CRLTs. Is there anything el se?"

Conway shook his head. "Only an item of news, sir. The Federation archivists
think they have found the CRLTs hone planet, although it is no | onger habitable
due to mgjor orbital changes and associ ated | arge-scal e sei smic disturbances.
The Departnment of Col oni zation has a new hone for themin mnd

and will give us the coordinates as soon as they are absolutely sure that the
envi ronment and the CRLTs physiol ogical clas-sification are conpatible. So we
have sonmewhere to take Hunpty-Dunpty when we've put it together again.

"However," Conway ended very seriously, "all the indi-cations are that this was
not sinply a colony ship which ran into trouble, but a planetary |ifeboat

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%...0r%20General%2005%20-%20Sector%20General.txt (101 of 116) [5/21/03 10:27:11 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/ James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %62005%20-%20Sector%20General .txt

carrying the last surviving nmenbers of the race.”

Conway stared anxiously around the enornpus interior of Descartes's forward hold
and thought that if he had known there were going to be so many sightseers he
woul d have asked for a much |arger operating theater. Fortunately one-of them
was the ship's commandi ng officer, Colonel kaussie, who kept the others from
getting in the way and ensured that the area of deck containing the two joined
hi bernation cylinders was clear except for Mirchison, Naydrad, Prilicla,

Fl et cher, and Ckaussi e hinmsel f. Conway was sure of one thing: Wether the
initial CRLT link-up attenpt was a success or a failure, there would be no
chance at all of keeping the result a secret.

He wet his lips and said quietly, "Uncouple the cylinders and nove the joined
faces three neters apart. Bring the artificial gravity up to Earth-nornmal,
slowy, and the atnosphere to normal pressure and conposition for the life-form
You have the figures."

The fabric of his Ilightweight spacesuit began to settle agai nst Conway's body
and there was nounting pressure against the soles of his feet as he watched the
facing ends of the two cylinders. Then abruptly the circular endpl ates junped
out of their slots to clank onto the deck and cone to rest |ike enor-nous,

spi nning coins. The hibernation cylinders were now open at both ends, enabling
the two CRLTs to nove toward or away from each other, or fromone conpartnent to
t he next.

"Neat!" Fletcher said. "When the coilship is spinning in its space-traveling
node, centrifugal force holds the being against the outboard surface of the
cylinder, and when the spin ceases in the presence of real gravity and an

at nosphere the airtight seals drop away, the individual conpartnments are opened
to all of the others and the beastie, the conplete group entity, that is, exits
by working down the stern-facing wall until al

of it reaches the surface. The gravity and pressure sensors are linked to the
medi cation reservoirs, Doctor, so you have just reproduced the conditions for
resuscitation following a plane-tary |anding."

Conway nodded. He said, "Prilicla, can you detect any-thing?"

"Not yet, friend Conway."

They noved closer so as to be able to ook into the two opened cylinders,
dividing their attention between the occu-pants who were lying flaccidly with
their dorsal manipulators hanging linply along their sides. Then one of the

enor nous, tubul ar bodi es began to quiver, and suddenly they were both noving
ponderously toward each ot her

"Move back," Conway said. "Prilicla?"

"Consciousness is returning, friend Conway," the enpath replied, trenbling with
its own as well as everyone else's ex-citenent. "But slowy; the novenents are
instinctive, invol-untary."1

As the forward extrenity of one CRLT approached the rear of the other, the
organic filmwhich protected the raw areas on each creature softened, |iquefied,
and trickled away. At the center of the forward face a blunt, conical shape
began to form surrounded by systens of nuscles which twitched thensel ves into
mounds and hol |l ows and deep, irregular fissures. The rear face of the other CRLT
had grown its own series of hollows and orifices which exactly corresponded with
the protuberances of the other, as well as four large, triangular flaps which
opened out like the fleshy petals of an alien flower. Then all at once there was
just one double-length creature with a join which was virtually invisible.

And | was worried about joining themtogether, Conway thought incredul ously. The
probl em m ght be to keep them apart!

"Are we observing a physical coupling for the purpose of reproduction?”

Mur chi son said to nobody in particular

"Friend Murchison," Prilicla said, "the enotional radiation of both creatures
suggests that this is not a conscious or in-voluntary sex act. A closer anal ogy
woul d be that of an infant seeking the physical reassurance of its parent.
However, both beings are seeking physical and nental reassurance, and have
feelings of confusion and | oss, and these feelings are so closely matched that
the only explanation is shared nentation."
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"Tractor beaners," Conway said urgently. "Pull them apart, gentlyl"

He had been delighted to find that the beings who nmade up the vast group entity
woul d I'ink together naturally when the conditions were right, although that

m ght not be the case if too many intervening segnents had been destroyed in the
ac-cident, but he nost certainly did not want a prenmature and pernmanent |ink-up
bet ween these two at this stage. They would have to be returned to a state of

hi bernation and resune their positions in the coil, otherw se they mght find

t hensel ves pernmanently separated, orphaned, fromthe group entity.

Even though the tractor beanmers were no | onger being gentle, the two CRLTs
stubbornly refused to separate. Instead they were becomnmi ng nore physically
agitated, they were trying to energe conpletely fromtheir hibernation
cylinders, and their enotional radiation was seriously inconveniencing Prilicla.
"W nust reverse the process— Conway began

"The sensors react to gravity and air pressure," Fletcher broke in quickly. "W
can't evacuate the hold without killing them but if we cut the artificia
gravity only it night—=

"The endpl ate rel ease nechanismwas al so linked to those sensors,” Conway said,
"and we can't replace themin their slots w thout chopping the two beasties
apart, in the wong place."

"I't might stop the flow of resuscitation nedication," Fletcher went on, "and
restart the hibernation sequence. The needles are still sited in both creatures
and the connecting tubing is flexible and still unbroken, although it won't be
for long if we don't stop themfromleaving their cylinders. If we put a clanp
on the resuscitation line of each beastie, Doctor, | believe |I could bypass the
endpl ate actuator and restart the hibernation medication."

"But you will be working inside the cylinders,"” Mirchison said, "beside two very
massi ve and angry e-ts."

"No, ma'am" the Captain said. "1 am neither fool hardy nor a xenophobe, and
shal |l work through an access panel in the outer skin. It should take about
twenty minutes."

"Too long," Conway said. "They will have di sconnected

thensel ves fromthe tubing by then. W can cal cul ate the dos-age needed to put
them back to sleep. Can you drill through the wall of the container, ignoring
the sensors and actuators, and withdraw the required quantity of nedication
directly?"

For a nonent there was silence while Fletcher's features fell into an angry,

why-di dn't-1 think-of-that? expression, then he said, "O course, Doctor."

But even when injections of the CRLTs own hi bernation medication were ready
their troubles were far fromover. The pressor beam operators who were
responsible for immbilizing the creatures could not hold down the two joi ned
e-ts without also flattening the medics who were trying to work on them Their
best conpronise was to | eave a two-neters cl earance on each side of the
operative field wherein the nmedi cal team woul d not be inconveni enced by the
pressors. But this nmeant that there was no restraint placed on the novenents of
the creature along a four-meter length of its body, which wiggled and hunped
and | ashed out with its dorsal appendages and generally nade it plain that it
did not want strange beings clinbing all over it and sticking it wth needles.
Several tines Conway was knocked away fromthe patient and once, if it had not
been for a warning from Fl etcher, he woul d have | ost his helmet and probably the
head inside it. Mirchison observed crossly that the big advantage in dealing

wi th cadavers was that, regardl ess of their physiological clas-sifications, they
did not assault the pathol ogist and | eave her normally peachlike skin

pi gmentation black and blue. But with Naydrad's long, caterpillarlike body

wr apped around one ap-pendage and both Fl etcher and Col onel Ckaussi e hangi ng
onto the other linb which threatened the operative field, and with Mirchison

st eadyi ng the scanner for himwhile he sat astride the creature |ike a bareback
horseri der, Conway was able to guide his hypo into the correct vein and

di scharge its contents before a particularly violent heave pulled the needle
free.

Wthin a few seconds Prilicla, whose fragile body had no place in this violent
muscul ar activity announced fromits po-sition on the ceiling that the being was
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goi ng back to sleep. Wien they withdrew to turn their attention to its
conpani on, its novenents were already grow ng weaker.

By the tine they had dealt simlarly with the other CRLT,

the two creatures had separated. The hol |l ows and protuberances and fl aps of
nmuscl e had col | apsed and snoot hed thensel ves out, and the raw interface areas
began exuding the clear liquid which congealed into a thin, transparent film
Gently the tractor and pressor beamnen |lifted and pushed the two bei ngs back
into their respective hibernation cylinders. Conway signaled for the artificial
gravity to be reduced to zero and, as expected, they were able to replace the
cylinder endplates without trouble. The cargo hold's air pressure was reduced
gradually so that they could check whether the premature opening of the

hi ber-nation conpartnments had caused a | eak. It had not.

"So far so good," Conway said. "Return themto their po-sitions in the coil and
bring in the next two."

The first two had been the occupants of adjoining cylinders and their |inking up
had been autonatic, a natural process in all respects. But the second two had
been separated by a com partnent which had been ruptured by a piece of flying
debris and its occupant killed. The affinity between these two might not be so
strong, Conway thought.

However, they nerged as enthusiastically and naturally as had the first two. The
resuscitation process was reversed before they were fully conscious so as to
elimnate the nultispecies westling match needed to put theminto hibernation
again. Prilicla reported a mnor variation in the enotional radiation associ ated
with the initial body contact-~-a feeling, very faint and tenporary., of

di sappoi ntnent. But the two segnents of the group entity were conpatible and
that particular break in continuity in the coil could be closed up

Conway felt uneasy. Too nmuch good |uck worried him Sonething was bothering
Prilicla, too, because he had |long since |learned to recogni ze the difference
between the little enpath's reaction to its own feelings and those of the beings
around it.

"Friend Conway," Prilicia said, while they were awaiting the arrival of the
third set of CRLTs. "The first two beings were relatively imature and taken
fromthe forward section of the coil, that is, fromthe tail segnments of this
multiple creature, and the second two cane froma position considerably aft of
am dshi ps. Qur own deductions, supported by the in-formation on the creatures
probabl e pl anet of origin which

arrived with Tyrell, suggest that the tail segments are inmmture beings, perhaps
very young adults, and the head segnments aft to be conposed of the older, nore
experienced, and nost highly intelligent of the beings since they are
responsi bl e for ship operations and di senbarkation following a stern |anding."
"Agreed," Conway said, wishing Prilicla would get to the point, no matter how
unpl easant it was, instead of talking all around it.

"Aft of amidships, friend Conway," Prilicla went on, "the CRLTs should be ol der
The two who have just left us, judging by their enptional radiation, were even

| ess mature than the first set."

Conway | ooked at Murchi son, who said defensively, "I don't know why that should
be, I"'msorry. Do the data on their hone planet, if it is their honme planet,
suggest an answer?"

"I"'mpretty sure it was their hone planet," Conway replied thoughtfully,
"because there couldn't possibly be another like it. But the data are old and
sparse and predate the assenbly and | aunching fromorbit of the coilship, and
we' ve been too busy since Tyre'll brought back the information to discuss it
properly."

"W have half an hour," Mirchi son observed, "before the next two CRLTs arrive."
Many centuries before the formation of the Galactic Fed-eration, the Eurils had
ranged interstellar space, driven by a curiosity so intense and at the sane tine
hanpered by a caution so extrene that even the Cinrusskin race to which Prilicla
bel onged was consi dered brave, even fool hardy, by conpari-son. Physiologically
they were classification MSVK—a |owgravity, tripedal, and vaguely storklike
life-form whose wings had evolved into twin sets of nultidigited manipul ators.
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They had been and still were the galaxy's prine observers, and they were content
to look and learn and record through their |ong-range probes and sensors without
maki ng their presence known to the |arge and dangerously overnuscl ed speci nens,
intelligent or otherwi se, who were under study.

During their travels the Eurils had conme upon a system whose single,
|'ife-bearing planet pursued a highly eccentric orbit about its primary which
forced its flora and fauna to adapt

to environmental conditions ranging fromsteani ng polar jun-gles in sumer to an
apparently lifeless winter world of ice. Seeing it for the first time inits
frigid, winter node, the Eurils had been about to dismss it as being

uni nhabi tabl e until their probes showed evi dence of a highly technical culture
encased in the winter ice. Coser investigation revealed that the civi-lization
was current and was awaiting the spring, |like every other animal and vegetable
life-formon the planet, to come out of hibernation

It was not until the polar spring was far advanced that the nenbers of this

hi bernating culture were identified as the large, |oglike objects which had been
lying in and around the cities under the ice.

"It is clear fromthis that the overall being is a group entity* which, for
reasons we do not yet understand, must separate into its individual parts before
hi bernation can take place," Conway went on. "Since hibernation is natural to
them the problemof artificially extending it and reversing the process for the
purpose of interstellar migration was, nedically speak-ing, relatively easy to
sol ve.

"The followi ng year a nunber of the beings were observed by the Eurils in a
fully conscious state,"” he continued, "going about their business in small group
gestalts inside heated dones under the winter ice, which indicates that they do
not go into hibernation unless or until it is forced on them It is
unnec-essary, therefore, to duplicate the extremes of tenperature of their

pl anet of origin on their new home since any world closely resenbling their
sunmmer environnent would suit them Had this not been so, the near inpossibility
of finding another and identical planetary environment to the one they were
trying to |l eave woul d have nade the migration hopeless fromthe start. And the
reasons for the CRLT |ife-formbecoming a group entity, initially a small-group
entity, are also becoming clear." Even at the tine of the Eurils' visit the
CRLTs, despite their advanced technol ogy, were not having things all their own
way. They lived on an incredibly savage world which had no cl ear division
between its ani nal and vegetabl e predators. In order to have any chance of
survival at all, the young CRLTs had to be born physically well devel oped and
remai n under the

protection of the parent for as long as possible. In the CRLT' s case,
parturition was delayed until the offspring was a young adult who had | earned
how to survive and how to aid the continued survival of its parent.

Separation took place every winter, when everything went to sleep and there was
no physical threat, and the young one rejoined its parent in the spring to
continue its lessons in sur-vival. The young one, who at this stage was

i nvari ably femal e, reached physical maturity early and produced a child of its
own. And so it went with the original adult, who had begun to change its sex to
male, trailing a long tail of beings of dimnishing degrees of masculinity and
experience behind it as it noved up the chain of the group entity toward the
head.

"The CRLT brain forns part of the central nerve core which during fusion is
linked to the brains of the individuals ahead of and behind it via the
interfaces at each end of the body," Conway went on, "so that an individua
segnment learns not only by its own experience but fromthose of its predecessors
farther up the line. This means that the larger the nunmber of individuals in the
group, the smarter will be its nmale head and forward segnents. Should the head
segnment, who is the elder of the group and probably its decision nmaker, die from
natural or other causes, the nmale next in line takes over."

Mur chi son cl eared her throat delicately and said, "If anyone w shes at this
juncture to make a general observation regarding the superiority, physical or
intellectual, of the male over the fenale, be advised that | shall spit in his,

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%...0r%20General%2005%20-%20Sector%20General.txt (105 of 116) [5/21/03 10:27:11 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/ James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %62005%20-%20Sector%20General .txt

her, or its eye."

Conway smiled and shook his head. He said seriously, "The nale head wll,
naturally, fertilize a nunber of young female tail segnents of other group
entities, but there is a problem Surely there would be serious psychol ogi ca
difficulties, sex-based frustrations, with so nmany of the interveni ng segnents
neither fully male or fenal e and unable to—

"There is no problem"™ Mirchison broke in, "if all nmentation and, presunably,
the pain and pleasure stinuli are shared by every individual in the group."
"OF course, |I'd forgotten that aspect," Conway said. "But there is another

Think of the length of our survivor. If nen-tation and experience are shared,
then this could be a very | ong-

lived and highly intelligent group entity i ndeed—

The di scussion was cut short at that point by the |lock cycling warning. The
third pair of CRLTs had arrived, *

These two had been taken fromthe sternnost | ocops of the coilship where the
casual ties anobng the nost senior and in-telligent CRLTs had been heavi est.
According to Vespasian's tactical conputer and the findings of Descartes's
specialists in e-t witten | anguages and nunerical systens, fifty-three of the
CRLT hi bernation cylinders—and their occupants-had been destroyed as a result of
the collision, and between these two segnents there had been seventeen nenbers
of the group entity who had not nade it.

The other breaks in the coil were nmuch smaller—the |argest mssing five segnents
and the rest only three or four each. Conway hoped that if the |argest gap could
be closed success-fully, then the smaller ones should pose fewer problens.

As with the previous two CRLTs, the conbination of ar-tificial gravity and

at nospheric pressure triggered the actuators which opened the cylinders and
reversed the hibernation pro-cess. Conway had already sited the IV needl es which
woul d put them back to sl eep again should they beconme disorderly, and Prilicla
reported that they were reviving and their enotional radiation indicated that
they were beings who were fully nma-ture, healthy, and highly intelligent. As
consci ousness returned they began noving out of their cylinders and toward each
ot her.

They touched, and jerked apart.

"What ?" Conway began. But Prilicla was al ready answering the question

"There are feelings of intense disconfort, friend Conway," the enpath said,
trenbling violently. "Al so of confusion, dis-appointnent, and rejection. There

i s background enobtion, a conbination of anxiety and curiosity, which is probably
re-garding their present surroundings."

Because he could think of nothing to say, Conway noved to a position directly
between the forward and rear interfaces of the two CRLTs. He did not consider
the position dangerous because, if Prilicla' s enotional readings were correct,
they were unlikely to cone together. He began examining the two interfaces, both
visually and with his x-ray scanner, and taking nmeasurenents. A few m nutes

| ater Murchison joined him and

Prilicla dropped to hover cautiously a few neters above the area.

"Even wi th unai ded vision you can see that the two interfaces are not
conpatible,” Conway said worriedly. "There are three areas which cannot be nade
to join without surgical interven-tion. But | amreluctant to start cutting

wi t hout having a clearer idea of howto proceed. 1 wish | could obtain the
consent and cooperation of the patients."”

"That mght be difficult," Colonel Ckaussie said. "But | could have ny nen try
to—

"Lift themon tractor beans and force another contact,"” Conway finished for him
"l need one nore attenpted joining, at least, with vision recorders catching it
in close-up fromthe anterior, posterior, and |ateral aspects. | also need
Prilicla to nonitor their enotional radiation closely during the attenpt so that
we will know which particular areas give the nost dis-confort and are,
therefore, nost in need of surgical attention. During surgery, instead of using
an anesthetic, we can return theminto hibernation. Yes, Doctor?"

"Have you considered, friend Conway— began Prilicla, but Conway cut it short.
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"Little friend," he said, "I know of old your roundabout manner of expressing
di sagreenent as well as your feelings regarding the causing of unnecessary

di sconfort to patients, and you know that | share those feelings. But much as
dislike causing pain, in this case it is necessary."

"Doctor Con way," Col onel Okaussie said, with an inpatient edge to his tone,
few nmonents ago | had been about to suggest that since the beings are fully
conscious, intelligent, and their visual range is sinmlar to our own, we should
be able to obtain their cooperation by explaining the situation to them
graphically. | think it is worth a try."

"It nost certainly is," Conway said. He caught Fletcher's eye and nuttered, "Now
why didn't | think of that?"

Descartes's commandi ng officer smled and said, "I'll have a projection screen
set up as quickly as possible, Doctor." Conway began assenbling the instrunents
he woul d need while Mirchi son and Naydrad took over the job of neasuring the
interfaces and Prilicla hovered above themradiating reassur-ance to the
patients.

It was a large screen, set between the angle of the*ceiling and the aft wall of
the hold so that the dorsally mounted eyes of both CRLTs would be able to view
it without distortion. Descartes's officers were specialists in e-t
communi cati ons and the presentation was short, sinple, and very nmuch to the

poi nt. The opening sequence was familiar since it was part of the material the
Fl eet Conmander had used during his recent brief-ing to Conway. It showed a

di agrammati c reconstruction of the CRLTs great, coillike interstellar transport
conplete with central stem coil supporting structure, thrusters, and gui dance
system noving slowy against a starry backdrop. Suddenly a | arge neteor appeared
at the edge of the screen, heading directly' for the coilship. It struck, noving
along the inside of the coil and carrying away the thrusters, guidance system
and all of the central supporting structure for the continuous spiral of

hi bernati on conpartnments. The inpact shook the coil apart, and the individua

hi bernation cylinders, because of the vessel's rotation, went flying off in all
directions |like shrapnel froma slow notion expl osion

Because of the greater rigidity of the structure aft, the shock in this area was
much nore severe and the casualties anong the hibernating CRLTS were heavy; the
cylinders whose oc-cupants had not survived were shown in red. Then there was a
two-mi nute shot of the scene as it actually was, with Ves-pasian, C audius and
Descartes with a shoal of smaller vessels busy reassenbling the coil followed by
a | onger sequence, displayed graphically, which showed a nodified coil ship
coming into land on a fresh, green world with the two capital ships and
Descartes |inked together so as to replace the m ssing support structure and
thrusters.

The presentation ended by showing the coilship with the m ssing segnents
indicated in throbbing red, then with the red sections renoved and the gaps
closed up to nmake a slightly shorter coil, and the final scene showed the
successful link-up of the first two CRLTs.

As a piece of visual comunication it left very little roomfor

nm sunder st andi ng, and Conway did not need Prilicla's empathic faculty to tel

hi mthat the nessage had been under -

a

stood—the two CRLTs were already noving cautiously toward each ot her.
"Recorders?" Conway said urgently.

"Runni ng, " Mirchi son said.

Conway held his breath as once again the two massive creatures attenpted fusion.
The novenents of their stubby, caterpillarlike |legs were barely perceptible and
their dorsal ap-pendages were tensely still, nmaking themresenble two enor-nous,
alien | ogs being pushed together by the current of an invisible river. Wen they
were separated by about six inches, the forward face of the rearnost creature
had grown the pattern of bunps and fl eshy projections which they had seen during
the first two link-ups, and the rear interface of its companion had tw tched
itself into a pattern of fissures and a single deep recess. Around the periphery
of the interface four wide, tri-angular flaps of muscle tipped with osseus

mat eri al, features which had not appeared to be of any inportance when exam ned
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on sl eeping or dead CRLTs, had grown suddenly to nearly four tinmes their size in
t he unconsci ous state and opened out |ike fleshy, horn-tipped petals. But with
these two the interfaces did not correspond. They touched, held contact for
perhaps three seconds, then jerked apart.

Bef ore Conway could comment, they were com ng together again. This tinme the
forward creature remained still while the second twisted its forward interface
into a slightly different position to try again, but with the same result.

It was obvious that the contacts were intensely unconfort-able, and the
resultant pain had triggered off the involuntary novenent which had jerked them
apart. But the CRLTs were not giving up easily, although it appeared at first as
if they had. They withdrew until their bodies were again inside their

hi bernation cylinders, then their stubby legs blurred into notion as they drove
thensel ves at each other seeking, it seenmed, by sheer brute force and bodily
inertia to force a fusion. Conway wi nced as they cane together with a sound |ike
a loud, multiple slap.

But to no avail. They broke contact to lie a few feet fromeach other with their
dorsal appendages twi tching weakly and air hissing loudly as it rushed in and
out of their breathing orifices. Then slowy they began to nove together again.
."They are certainly trying," Mirchison said softly.

"Friend Conway," Prilicla said, "the enotional radiation fromboth creatures has

becone nore conplex. There is deep anxiety but not, | would say, personal fear
Al so a feeling of understanding and great determ nation, with the determ nation
predom nating. | would say that both entities fully understand the situation and

are desperately anxious to cooperate. But these unsuccessful attenpts at fusion
are causing great pain, friend Conway."

It was characteristic of the little enpath that it did not nmen-tion its own
pai n, which was only fractionally | ess severe than that of the emoting CRLTs.
But the uncontrollable trenbling of its pipestemlegs and fragile eggshell of a
body spoke nore el oquently than words.

"Put themto sleep again," Conway said.

There was silence while the hibernation nedication was taking effect, broken
finally by Prilicla who said, "They are | osing consci ousness, but there is a
mar ked change in the eno-tional radiation. They are feeling both anxiety and
hope. | think they are expecting us to solve their problem friend Conway."
They were all looking at him but it was Naydrad, whose nobile, silvery fur was
registering its bafflenent and concern, who put the question everyone el se was
too polite to ask.

" How?"

Conway did not reply at once. He was thinking that two highly intelligent elder
CRLTs fromthe coilship's stern, fol-lowing their first abortive attenpt at
fusion, would have realized that a |ink-up was inpossible for them But they had
made two further attenpts—ene when the rearnost creature had tried to tw st
itself and its interface into a new position, and again when it had tried to
achi eve fusion by sheer brute force. He was begi nning to wonder whether the
recent attenpt at communi-cating with the aliens had been strictly one way.
Until the Descartes linguists could be given the opportunity to learn the CRLTs
| anguage, an accurate exchange of ideas was inpos-sible. But it had already been
shown that pictures were very effective in putting across a nessage, and they
were all for-getting that actions, like pictures, often spoke |ouder than words.
Recal | i ng those three unsuccessful attenpts at fusion. Con-way wondered if the
two CRLTs had in fact been trying to

demonstrate that the link-up was inpossible for themw thout assistance, but
that by changing the positions and perhaps the dinmensions of sone of the surface
features on the interfaces and forcing things a little, then a join mght be
achi eved.

"Friend Conway," Prilicla announced, "is having feelings of optimsm"
"Perhaps," Mirchison said, "in his owm good tinme, of course, he will explain to
us nonenpat hs the reason for his optimsm?"

I gnoring the sarcasm Conway briefly outlined his recent thinking, although he
personal |y woul d have described his feel-ing as one of forlorn hope rather than
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optinmism He went on, "So | believe that the CRLTs were trying to tell us that
surgical intervention is necessary for themto achieve fusion, not brute force.
And it has just occurred to nme that there is a precedent for this procedure. One
of the cadavers exam ned on Rhabwar showed evi dence of surgery on its forward
interface and this could nean—

"But that was a very youthful, although physically nmature CRLT," Muirchi son broke
in, "and the surgery was mnor. W agreed that it had probably been perforned
for cosnetic rea-sons."

"I think we were wong," Conway said. Excitedly he went on, "Consider the

physi cal organization of this group entity. At the head is the nbst mature, male
adult and at the tail the nost recently born infant, although as we know t he
infant grows to physical maturity wthout separating fromthe parent. Be-tween
the head and the tail there is a gradual and steady pro-gression fromthe nost
elderly and intelligent male entities down to the increasingly youthful and
femal e segments which formthe tail sections. But Prilicla has reported an
anomaly in this progression. Young CRLTs positioned relatively close to the tai
show evi dence of greater physical age and brain de-vel opnent than entities in
the midsections. Until now 1 could see no reason for this anonaly.

"But now | et us suppose that this group entity," he continued quickly, "form ng
as it does a conplete col onization project, has been artificially |engthened.
The extraordinarily |arge number of individuals in this group entity has al ways
bot hered nme, and now there is a sinple explanation for it. Let us assune that
there is one head or. nore accurately, a fairly | arge nunber

of linked elders form ng the | eading segnents, and several tails connected one
behind the other. These would be very youthful tails because it nust be nuch
easier to carry out the surgical nodifications on young CRLTs which enabl e them
to link up. So we have this colonist group entity with intelligence and
experience at its head and |linked to a nunber of young and inexperienced
subgroups formng an artificially lengthened tail. The joins between these
subgroups are surgically assisted and, | feel sure, tenporary, because once
establi shed on the target planet they would be able to separate again, and in
time the young heads would grow to full adulthood and the dangers from

i nbreedi ng woul d be avoi ded.

"Perhaps the head on this group entity has al so been artif-ically extended,"
Conway added, "so as to include elder CRLTs with specialist experience relating
to the col oni zation project who would be available initially to protect the
younger group entities, and subsequently to teach and train them and pass on the
know edge of their race's history and science.”

Prilicla had fl own closer while Conway had been speaki ng and was hovering a few
i nches above the Doctor's head. It said happily, "An ingenious theory, friend
Conway. It fits both the facts as we know them and the type of enotiona

radi ation received fromthe beings."

"I agree," Miurchison said. "I, too, found difficulty in ac-cepting the extrene

Il ength of this group entity, but the idea of a wise old head acting as gui de and
mentor to an as yet unknown nunber of young tails is rmuch easier to believe.
However, | can't help remenbering that it was the head segments which suffered
most of the casualties. Perhaps the head is no | onger as wise as it should have
been and an awful ot of vital know -edge has been lost to this nultiplegroup
entity."

Col onel kaussie waited for a noment to see if anyone in the nedical team would
speak, then he cleared his throat and said, "Maybe not, nma'am Mbst of the head
segnments who were killed in the collision were very close to the stern and to
the ship's control and propul sion centres. One coul d reasonably expect that
these segments were the beings charged with the responsibility for operating the
ship and carrying out the |anding maneuvers, functions which are now the
responsibility of the Monitor Corps. It is likely that the scientist and teacher
seg-

ments were positioned a little farther back in the chain and the majority of the
casualties were suffered by the vessel's crew, whose specialist know edge woul d
no |l onger be of vital importance to the col onization project after the vesse
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had | anded. " Before Miurchison could reply Naydrad gave an inpatient, nodul ated
grow which translated as "Wy don't we stop talk-ing and get on with the job?"
The screen which had been used to communicate with the CRLTs was continuously

di spl ayi ng di stant and cl ose-up views of spacesuited figures of various
physi ol ogi cal classifications busily at work on the final stages of the

coil ship's reassenbly. Conway coul d not deci de whet her Descartes'” conmandi ng

of ficer was screening the material to be hel pful and informative or as a means
of suggesting, very subtly, that the nedical teamdisplay a simlar degree of

i ndustry. The attenpt was a failure in either event, Conway thought, because the
Rhabwar nedi cs were far too busy to | ook at Ckaussie's pictures. They were
concentrating instead on neasuring and renmeasuring the fea-tures on the CRLT
interfaces and charting with their scanners the paths of underlying bl ood
vessel s and the distribution of the nerve ganglia. And with great care and
accuracy they were nmarking the areas where surgical intervention was possible

wi t hout causing either a major henorrhage or sensory inpair-nent.

It was slow, tedious work and visually not very dramatic. Col onel kaussie could
be forgiven for thinking that the am bul ance ship personnel had gone to sl eep on
t he j ob.

"Friend Conway," Prilicla said at one particularly awkward stage, "the physica
di fferences between these two entities are so marked that | cannot help
wondering if they belong to dif-ferent subspecies."

Al of Con way's attention at that nonent was concentrated on what seened to be
the mai n sphinctor nuscle on the rear interface of the forward CRLT, so that by
the tine he was ready to reply Mirchison had done it for him

"I'n a sense you are right, Doctor Prilicla," she said. "It is a natural result
of their method of reproduction. Think of this forward CRLT when it was the | ast
and female link in its group-entity chain. In due tine it grewto maturity and,
still attached

toits parent, it was fertilized by the nal e head of another group entity. Its
own infant grew and becane nmature and in turn produced another, and the process
continued with different nal e heads adding their individual sets of genes at
every stage. 'The physical connection between any given CRLT and its of fspring
is perfect," she continued, "and perfect fusion may even be possible between a
parent and its grandchild or great-grandchild. But the effect of different nales
fertilizing each new endlink in the chain would be cunulative. So it is
under - st andabl e when you think about it, Doctor, that the differences between
the fusion interfaces of these two, which were sepa-rated by seventeen

i nterveni ng segnents, are considerable."

"Thank you, friend Murchison," Prilicla said. "My brain seenms not to be
functioning properly."”

"Probably," Murchison replied in a synpathetic tone, "be-cause your brainis
more than half asleep, like mne." "And mine," Naydrad joined in.

Con way, who had been trying not to think of howlong it had been since he had

| ast eaten or slept, decided that the best way to deal with an inpending nutiny
among his overworked nmedics was to ignore it. He indicated a snall area on the
rear interface of the first alien, mdway between the central conical depression
and the upper rimof the interface, then pointed to the correspondi ng area on
the forward face of the second one. He said, "W can safely ignore these
reproductive organs in both creatures, since this kind of link-up is tenporary
and physiol ogi cally i ndependent of the parent-offspring fusion nmechanism As 1
see it the three areas we nust concentrate on are the central conical projection
and its corresponding recess, which are the connecting points for the centra
nerve core and our primary concern. Second is this narrow, senirigid tongue with
the fleshy nushroomat its tip which locates with this slit in the other—=

"That connection is also of vital inportance,” Mirchison broke in, "since it
links up the nerve networks controlling the voluntary and involuntary nuscles
whi ch nove each CRLTs | egs and enable the group entity to walk in unison. There
woul d be small advantage to the group entity if it could share nen-tation but a
number of its segnments were unable to walk." "Friend Murchison,” Prilicla said
timdly, "it seens to nme that the original nerve inpulse fromthe head segnent,
or whi chever individual CRLT was responsible for initiating the novenent, would
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not be sufficiently strong to trigger the ambul atory nuscl es throughout the
enornous | ength of this group entity."

"That is true," the pathologist replied. "But there is an organic anplifier,
consi sting of a bunching of nerve ganglia situated just above the wonb, or the
position where the wonb had been in the males, in an area where the surroundi ng
tissue has a high mneral content and is particularly rich in copper salts. This
bi ol ogi cal booster ensures that the anbul atory nus-cles receive their signals

wi th undi m ni shed strength t hroughout the length of the chain."

"Third," Conway said, raising his voice slightly to dis-courage further
interruptions, "there are these four flaps of nuscle which terninate at their
apexes in osseous hooks which locate in these four bone-reinforced orifices in
the second crea-ture. This is the prinmary nechani sm by which the individua
segnents are held together nose to tail, and in this instance—=

"It is also the method by which the CRLT fenale at the end of the line held onto
its devel oping offspring,"” Mirchison broke in again. "At that stage the

of fspring had no choice in the matter. But as it matured, produced its own

of fspring, and noved farther up the line | feel sure that voluntary separation
becane possible. In fact, separation would be necessary during activities which
did not require the entire group entity for their performance."

"That is nobst interesting, friend Murchison,"” Prilicla said. "I should think
that the first time such a voluntary separation took place a certain anmount of
psychol ogi cal trauma woul d be present. It would be anal ogous to a com ng-of - age
cerenony, perhaps, even though the separation m ght not be pernmanent—

Bef ore Conway coul d speak, Prilicla fell silent and began trenbling in reaction
to the Doctor's feelings of irritation and inpatience. He said, "This is al

very interesting, friends, but we do not have the tine just now for a genera

di scussion. In any case, following the type of tenporary separation you
men-tioned, the young adult would rejoin its original parent segnent and not a—
suppose you coul d describe it as an ancestor seventeen tinmes renoved, which is
the problemcurrently facing us. And now, if you don't mnd, we will concentrate
on this problemand on the surgical procedures necessary to solve it.

"Feel free to interrupt at any tine," he added dryly.

But the interruptions were few and pertinent, and very soon it becane obvious
even to the watching tractor beaners, Des-cartes's commanding officer, and Fl eet
Conmander Dernod, whose face appeared briefly but with increasing frequency on
the overhead screen, that the nmedical team was al so working hard.

Because Sector Ceneral was the Federation's forenpost ener-gency hospital, the

ki nd of surgery perforned there, whether the patient was Earth-human or
extraterrestrial, tended to be curative rather than cosnetic. It felt very
strange to Conway, and he knew that his feelings were being shared by the other
menbers of the team to be operating on a perfectly healthy e-t with the purpose
of sinply nodifying the size and contours of certain physiological features. But
the operation itself was far from sinple.

The greater proportion of the surgical work had to be per-fornmed on the second
al i en whose forward nerve coupling cone was too wide at its base to be retained
by the sphincter nuscle surrounding the corresponding orifice in the first CRLT.
Wth the seniflexible tongue and groove connecti on which joined the two beings

| oconot or nerve networks, the solution was nmuch sinpler. The deep recess in the
first alien was surgically w dened until neasurenent showed that it would
acconmpdat e the tongue confortably, after which reinforcing sutures were
inserted to prevent further accidental w dening. But the four triangular flaps
with their bony, hooklike extensions posed a conpletely different and nore
difficult problem

Toget her the four nenbers formed the principal organic coupling which held the
consi derabl e mass of the second e-t against the first, and they did not fit
because the hooks did not quite reach the apertures neant to receive them

El ongating the four triangular nenbers was contraindicated since this would have
entailed surgical interference and con-sequent serious weakening of the nuscle
systens concerned, and they could not foresee the effect on the network of bl ood
vessel s whi ch becane engorged and extended the nenbers to quadruple their size
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when the being returned to consci ousness.

I nstead they made nol ds of the four hooks and nmade artificial ones using a hard,
biologically neutral plastic at the tips and a wi de band of thinner, nore
flexible material around the bases. The result was a set of hollow, hook-tipped
gl oves which, when a little of the original hooks were filed away to nake them
fit, were slipped over the original nmenmbers and secured in position with rivets
and sutures.

Suddenly there was nothing left to do, but hope.

Above the two unconscious CRLTs the vision screen was displaying an overal
picture of their coilship, conplete now except for the segnents whose occupants
were awaiting sur-gical attention, and the dense but orderly nass of shipping
moving in and around it. The thought came to Conway, no nmatter how hard he tried
to avoid it, that the trenmendous fleet of Mnitor Corps and other units, from
the great capital ships and auxiliaries down to the swarns of scoutships and the
army of specialists in engineering and comruni cati ons they repre-sented, were
all wasting their time here if this particular op-eration was not a success.

For this responsibility he had argued | ong and el oquently w th Thornnastor,

O Mara, and Skenpton at Sector General. He nust have been nad.

Harshly, he said, "Wake themup."

They wat ched anxi ously as once again the two CRLTs cane out of hibernation and
began noving toward each other. They touched once, a brief, exploratory contact,
then they fused. Wiere there had been two nassive, twenty-neter caterpillarlike
creatures there was now one of tw ce that |ength.

The join was visible, of course, but one had to | ook very carefully to see it.

Conway forced hinmself to wait for ten in-term nable seconds, and still they had
not pulled away from each ot her
"Prilicla?"

"They are feeling pain, friend Conway," the enpath replied, trenmbling slightly.
"It is within bearable linits. There are also feelings of acceptance and
gratitude."

Conway gave a relieved sigh which ended in an enornous, eye-watering yawn. He
rubbed his eyes and said, "Thank you, everyone. Put them back to sleep, check
the sutures, and reseal themin their hibernation cylinders. They will not have
to link up again until after the [anding, by which tine the wounds shoul d have
healed to a large extent so that the fusion will be nore confortable for them
As for ourselves, | prescribe eight hours solid sleep before—=

He broke off abruptly as the features of Fleet Commander Dernod appeared on the
screen.

"You appear to have successfully repaired a major break in our alien chain,
Doctor," he said seriously, "but the tine taken to do so was not short. There
are nmany other breaks and we have three days during which a concerted Junp is
possi bl e, Doctor, after which the gravitational distortion effects caused by
that rapidly approaching sun will nmake an accurate Junp out of the question even
for single ships.

"Should we overrun the three-day deadline," he went on grinmy, "single-ship
Junping within operational safety limts will be possible for an additiona
twenty hours. During this twenty-hour period, if the coilship is not to be
abandoned to fall into the sun, it will have to be dismantled into sections
smal | enough to be accommpdat ed by the hyperspheres of the units available in
the area. This, you will understand, would of necessity be a very hurried
operation and our own accident casualties as well as those of CRLTs woul d be
heavy?

"What | am saying, Doctor," he ended gravely, "is that if you cannot conplete
your organic link-ups within three days, tell nme now so that we can begin
dismantling the coilship in a safer and nore orderly fashion."

Con way rubbed his eyes and said, "There were seventeen m ssing segnents between
the join which we have just effected, and this nmakes it the nost difficult job
of the Iot. The renmining breaks are of two, three, or at nost five segnents, so
that those linking operations will be correspondingly easier. W know the dril
now and three days should be anple tinme, barring an unforeseen catastrophe."

"l cannot hold you responsible for one of those, Doctor," the Fleet Conmmander
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said dryly. "Very well. What are your immediate intentions?"

"Ri ght now," Conway said firmy, "we intend to sleep.”

Der mod | ooked vaguely surprised, as if the very concept of sleep was one that
had becone alien to himover the past few days, then he nodded grudgi ngly and
br oke cont act.

Feeling rested, alert, and much nore human—and, of course, nore Kel gi an and

Ci nrusski n—they returned to Descartes's cargo hold to find another two CRLTs

al ready waiting for themand the renmaining segnents to be joined clanped to the
outer hull. The Fleet Commander, it was clear, was a nman who believed in

mai ntai ni ng the pressure.

But achieving fusion with these two was remarkably easy. Only two intervening
segnments were mssing so that the surgery required was mnor indeed. The next
pair were nore difficult, neverthel ess a satisfactory |ink-up was achi eved
within two hours and, with their growi ng confidence and expertise, this was to
become the average tinme required for the job. So well did they progress that
they becanme al nbost angry with them sel ves when they were forced to break for
meal s or sl eep.

Then suddenly they were finished and there was nothing to do but watch the
screen while the last gap in the coil was being closed and hundreds of
spacesuited figures swarnmed all over it to give a final check to the sensor
actuators on each hiber-nation cylinder which would expel their endplates and
initiate resuscitation on | anding.

Wth the exception of Rhabwar and one of Descartes's planetary |anders, the
great fleet of scoutships and auxiliaries withdrewto a di stance of one and a
hal f thousand kil oneters, which was far enough to relieve the traffic congestion
in the area but close enough for themto return quickly should anything go

wWr ong.

"I do not foresee anything going seriously wong at this end," the Fleet
Commander said when the coilship was in one trenendous, spiral piece. "You have
gi ven us enough tinme, Doctor, to carry out all the necessary pre-Junp
calculations and calibrations. This will be a tine-consuning process since our
three vessel s, whose hyperspace envel opes will have to be extended to encl ose
the coilship, are Junping in concert. Should a problemarise and we are unabl e
to make this Junp, the units standing by will nove in, dismantle the coilship as
qui ckly as possible, and Junp away with the pieces and sal vage what we can from
this operation.

"There will be enough Mnitor Corps nmedics on these ships to deal with the
expected casualties," he went on, "and for this reason | would |ike Rhabwar to
| eave at once and position itself close to the CRLTs new target planet. I|f
trouble develops it is much nore likely to be at that end."

"l understand," Conway said quietly.

The Fl eet Conmander nodded. "Thank you, Doctor. Fromnow on this is purely a
transport problemand ny responsi-bility."

Sooner yours than mine, Conway thought grimy as Dernod broke contact.

He was thi nking about the Fleet Conmmander's problem while they were wi shing

Col onel kaussie and the Descartes's tractor beam crew good-by and good | uck,
and it remained in his mnd after the nedical team boarded Rhabwar and the
anbul ance ship was heading out to Junp distance fromthe conbined CRLT and
Federati on vessels.

Conway understood Dernod's problemall too well and the strong but unspoken
reason why the Fleet Comrander wanted the anbul ance ship positioned in the
target system They both knew that the majority of single-ship accidents
occurred be-cause of a premature energence into nornmal space when one of the
unfortunate vessel's matched set of hyperdrive generators was out of
synchroni zati on. A single generator pod energing into nornmal space while the
rest of the vessel was in the hy-perdinmension could tear the ship apart and

| eave weckage strewn across nmillions of kilometers. Timng, therefore, was
:ritical even on a single ship where only two or perhaps four generators had to
be mat ched. The Fl eet Commander's probl em was that Vespasian, C audius, and
Descartes together with the jnormous coilship of the CRLTs were |inked together
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by tractor and pressor beans into a single rigid structure.

The Enperor-class cruisers were the | argest ships operated by the Mnitor Corps,
and each required six generators to nove its trenendous nass into and out of
hyper space, while the survey and cultural contact vessel Descartes needed only
four. 1"his neant that sixteen generators in all would be required to performa
si mul t aneous Junp and subsequent energence into nornmal space. And the problem
was further conplicated by the Fact that all of the generators would be
operating under controlled overload conditions because their coonbi ned

hyper space envel ope had to be extended to encl ose the : coil ship.

As Rhabwar nade its Junp into hyperspace Conway was overcone by such an intense,
gnawi ng anxietty that even Prilicla could not reassure himout of it. He had the
awful feeling that they were about to witness the worst spactdi sasaster in
Federation history.

The new hone chosen for the CRLIs had been known to the Federation for nearly
two centurie and was |isted as a possible colony world for the Chal ders. however,
the deni zens of Chal derescol Three—a water-breathing life-formresembling an
outsi ze, tentacl ed crocodile which conbined physical inaction with nmental
agility—were not very enthusiastic about it since they already possessed two
colony worlds and their hone planet was far fromovercrowled So when they

| earned of the plight of the CRLT colonists they willlingly relinquished their
claimto a planet which was of marginal interest to them anyway.

It was a warm pleasant world with a continent, largely desert, encircling its
equator like a wide, ragged belt and two relatively small bands of ocean
separating the equatorial |land-mass fromthe two | arge continents centred 3 at
each pole; these were green, tenperate, and free of icecaps.

Fol | owi ng exhaustive investigations of tthe cadavers avail-able to them at
Sector General both Mirchison and Thornnastor were firmy of the opinion that
this would be an ideal hone for the CRLT |ife-form-noreover it was an

envi ronment which would not force theminto periodic hibernation.

The landing area, a large clearing on the shore of a vast, inland sea, had

al ready been marked with beacons. It awaited only the arrival of the CRLTs-as,
vith nounting anxiety, did the personnel on board Rhabwar. On t the Casualty
Deck Conway and the ot her nenbers of the nedical team each picked a direct

vi sionport, hoping in sone obscure fashion that by watching and worryi ng hard
they might ensre the safe arrival of the coil ship.

It was no surprise, considering the distances involved, that they | earned of its
energence fromthe Control Roomrepeaters.

"Trace, sir!" Haslam s voice sounded excitedly. "The bear-ing is —
"Are you sure it's then?"

"A single trace that size couldn't be anything else, sir. And yes, the sensors
confirm"

"Very well," the Captain's voice replied, trying unsuccess-fully to hide its
relief. "Lock the scope on your radar bearing and give nme full magnification
Dodds, contact astrogation on Vespasian and arrange a rendezvous. Power Room
stand by."

The rest of the crewren's conversation was ignored as the nedical team crowded
around the Casualty Deck's repeater screen. One | ook was enough to tell them
that their preparations to receive |large nunbers of casualties fromthe expected
ener g-ence acci dent had been wasted effort, but they did not care because it was
i medi at el y obvious that the concerted Junp had been conpl etely successful
Centered on the repeater screen was a small, sharp inmage of the coilship with
its three Monitor Corps vessels spaced along its axis, |ooking |like an exercise
in alien three-dinen-sional geonetry. Vespasian, the stern conponent, was

al ready applying thrust, and the three |inked ships were beginning to turn
around their longitudinal axes in order to reproduce the original rate of
rotation and centrifugal force conditions ofthe coilship before its accident.
Gradually a voice from Control made itself heard above the sound of the nedics
human and extraterrestrial jubilation

" Rendezvous in four hours thirteen nminutes," Haslamwas saying. "No
prelimnary orbital maneuvering, sir. They intend going straight in."
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Rhabwar, in its hypersonic glider configuration, circled the descending coil ship
at a distance of three kiloneters using its thrusters only when necessary to

mai ntain the sane rate of descent. Rotating slowy and illum nated to near-

i ncandescent brightness by the systems sun and noontine reflection fromthe

pl anet's cloud blanket, it seened to Conway as if it were boring its way into
the | ower reaches of the atnobsphere like sonme gigantic, alien drill. Inside the
enornous, dazzling coil the three Federation ships in their drab service
liveries were virtually invisible except for the flare of Vespasian's thrusters,
whi ch were supporting the weight not only of the coilship but the two vessels
stacked above it. The great alien and Mnitor Corps conposite continued its
descent until, three kiloneters fromthe surface, tangential thrust was applied
to begin killing its spin.

Vespasian's flare | engthened suddenly and brightened, slow ng the descent unti
the ship was hovering a neter above the ground. Then sinultaneously the
coilship's rotation ceased, Vespasian's stabilizers came to rest on the fused
and bl ackened soil, and the sternnpbst segnment of the coilship touched down.

For perhaps five seconds nothing happened, then, reacting to the cessation of
spin and the presence of a suitable atnob-sphere, the sensor-actuators on every
hi bernation cylinder per-fornmed their function. The endpl ates which kept the

i ndi vidual CRLTs apart were ejected to fall Iike a shower of giant coins to the
ground, and resuscitation of the group entity was initi-ated. Conway coul d

i magi ne the individual CRLTs awakeni ng, stretching, and linking up, the
occupants of close on nine hundred hibernation conpartnments whi ch had survived
the ei ghty-seven years past collision. Then he began to worry in case sone of
them could not link up and there was an organi c | og-jam sone-where inside the
coil trapping CRLTs above it...

But within a surprisingly short tine the great group entity was leaving its
ship, the | eading head segnents wal king care-fully around the fused earth under
Vespasian's stern and toward the vegetation on the edge of the clearing. And,
like an endless, leathery caterpillar the younger segments enmerged carrying

equi pnent and stores and following the tracks of their elders.

When at last the tail was clear of the coilship, the power to the supporting
tractor and pressor beans was gradual |y reduced so that the towering, open
spiral collapsed slowy onto itself tolie |ike a great, |oose coil of netal
rope on the ground. A few m nutes |later Vespasian, C audius, and Descartes took
of f and separated, the two capital ships to go into orbit and Des-cartes to | and
again a few kiloneters along the shoreline to await formal contact with the CRLT
group entity. Contact would occur, they knew, because the individual CRLTs who
had undergone surgery knew that the beings inside the Federation ships w shed
themwell and, since the CRLT life-formhad shared nentation, the whole group
woul d be aware of these good intentions.

By this tinme Rhabwar's | ander had al so touched down and its nedics were on the
surface standing as close as they possibly could to the being who was mar chi ng
endl essly past them Ostensibly they were there to furnish any nedica

assi stance which nmight be required. Actually they were sinply satisfying their
curiosity regarding a being which nust surely have been the strangest life-form
yet encount er ed.

Conway, as was his wont, was indulging in a bout of post-operative worrying. He
waved, indicating the endless |ine of dorsal appendages which were either
gathering pieces of edible vegetation or waving back at him and said, "I
realize that one or nore of the head segnents nust have tried the |oca
vege-tation with no ill effects, and now the whole group entity knows what is
safe to eat, but the procedure seens a bit slapdash to nme. And | haven't been
abl e to spot any of our surgical joins going past. There is bound to be a
certain anpbunt of nuscul ar weakness in those areas, and perhaps an inpairnent in
sensory conmmuni cati on and—What the blazes is that\"

That was a | ow, npani ng and caterwaul i ng sound whi ch ran up and down the | ength
of the kiloneters-long entity, rising in volune suddenly until it becane
deafening. It sounded as if each and every CRLT was suffering intense physica
or nental anguish. But strangely the outpouring of enotional ra-diation which
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nmust have acconpanied it was not bothering Prilicla.

"Do not feel concern," the little enpath said. "It is an expres-sion of group
pl easure, gratitude, and relief. They are cheering, friend Conway."
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