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I NVADER

Far out on the Galactic Rm where star systens were widely scattered and the darkness nearly
absol ute, the tremendous structure which was Sector Twelve General Hospital hung in space. |nside
its three hundred and eighty-four |evels were reproduced the environnents of all the intelligent
life-forns known to the Gal actic Federation, a biological spectrumranging fromthe ultra frigid
met hane speci es through the nore normal oxygen- and chl orine-breathing types up to the exotic

bei ngs who existed by the direct conversion of hard radiation. In addition to the patients, whose
nunber and physi ol ogi cal classification was a constant variable, there was a nedi cal and

mai nt enance staff who were conposed of sixty-odd differing life-fornms with sixty different sets of
manneri sns, body odors and ways of |ooking at life.

The staff of Sector CGeneral was an extrenely able, dedicated, but not always serious group
of people who were fanatically tolerant of all forms of intelligent |ife-had this not been so they
coul d never have served in such a multienvironment hospital in the first place. They prided
t hensel ves that no case was too big, too snall or too hopeless, and their facilities and
prof essional reputation were second to none. It was unthinkable that one of their nunber should be
guilty of nearly killing a patient through sheer carel essness.

"Cbviously the thought isn't unthinkable," O Mara, the Chief Psychol ogist, said dryly.
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"I"'mthinking it, reluctantly, and you are also thinking it-if only nonmentarily. Far worse, Mannon
hinself is convinced of his own guilt. This | eaves ne with no choice but to-"

"No!" said Conway, strong enotion overriding his usual respect for authority. "Mannon is
one of the best Seniors we have-you know that!

He wouldn't. . . | nean, he isn't the type to.. . He's.

"A good friend of yours," O Mara finished for him sniling. Wien Conway did not reply he
went on, "My liking for Mannon nay not equal yours, but ny professional know edge of himis nuch
nmore detail ed and objective. So nmuch so that two days ago | would not have believed hi mcapabl e of
such a thing. Now, dammit, uncharacteristic behavior bothers ne...

Conway coul d understand that. As Chief Psychologist, O Mara's prine concern was the snooth
and efficient running of the hospital's nedical staff, but keeping so many different and

potentially antagonistic life-fornms working in harnony was a big job whose linits, |ike those of
O Mara's authority, were difficult to define. G ven even the highest qualities of tolerance and
mutual respect in its personnel, there were still occasions when friction occurred.

Potential ly dangerous situations arose through ignorance or m sunderstandi ng, or a being
coul d devel op a xenophobi c neurosis which mght affect its efficiency, nental stability, or both.
An Earth-human doctor, for instance, who had a subconscious fear of spiders would not be able to
bring to bear on one of the insectile Ci nrusskin patients the proper degree of clinical detachnment
necessary for its treatnment. It was O Mara's duty to detect and eradicate such trouble, or to
renmove the potentially troubl esone individuals. This guardi ng agai nst wrong, unhealthy or
i ntol erant thinking was a duty which he perforned with such zeal that Conway had heard himlikened
to a latter-day Torqguenada

Now it | ooked as if this paragon of psychol ogi sts had been something less than alert. In
psychol ogy there were no effects w thout prior cause and O Mara nust now be thinking that he had
m ssed sonme snall but vital warning signal-a slightly uncharacteristic word or expression or
di spl ay of tenper, perhaps-which should have warned hi m of trouble devel opi ng for Senior Physician
Mannon.

The psychol ogi st sat back and fixed Conway with a pair of gray eyes which saw so nuch and
whi ch opened into a mnd so keenly anal ytical that together they gave O Mara what anpunted to a
telepathic faculty He said, "No doubt you are thinking that | have lost ny grip. You feel sure
that Mannon's trouble is basically psychol ogical and that there is an expl anation other than
negl i gence for what happened. You nmay decide that the recent death of his dog has caused himto go
to pieces fromsheer grief, and other ideas of an equally unconplicated and ridicul ous nature wll
occur to you. In ny opinion, however, any time spent investigating the psychol ogi cal aspects of
this business will be conpletely wasted. Doctor Mannon has been subjected to the nbst exhaustive
tests. He is physically sound and as sane as we are. As sane as | am any..

"Thank you," said Conway.

"l keep telling you, Doctor," O Mara said sourly, "ny job here is to shrink heads, not
swell them Your assignnent, if we can call it that, is strictly unofficial. Since there is no
excuse for Mannon's error so far as health and psycho profile are concerned | want you to | ook for
sone ot her reason-sone outside influence, perhaps, of which the Doctor is unaware. Doctor Prilicla
observed the incident in question and nmay be able to help you

"You have a peculiar nmind, Doctor," O Mara concluded, rising fromhis seat, "and an odd
way of | ooking at problens. W don't want to | ose Doctor Mannon, but if you do get himout of
trouble the surprise will probably kill me. | mention this so that you will have an added
i ncentive .

Conway | eft the office, fumng slightly. O Mara was always flinging his allegedly peculiar
mnd in his face when the sinple truth was that he had been so shy when he had first joined the
hospital, especially with nurses of his own species, that he had felt nore confortable in
extraterrestrial conmpany. He was no |longer shy, but still he nunmbered nore friends anong the weird
and wonderful denizens of Traltha, Illensa and a score of other systems than beings of his own
species. This might be peculiar, Conway admitted, but to a doctor living in a nulti-environment
hospital it was also a distinct advantage.

Qutside in the corridor Conway contacted Prilicla in the other's ward, found that the
little enpath was free and arranged a neeting for as soon as possible on the Forty-sixth Level
whi ch was where the Hudl ar operating theater was situated. Then he devoted a part of his mnd to
the probl em of Mannon while the rest of it guided himtoward Forty-six and kept him from bei ng
tranpled to death en route.

H s Seni or Physician's arnmband automatically cleared the way so far as nurses and
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subor di nate grades of doctors were concerned, but there were continual encounters with the lordly
and absent ni nded Di agnostici ans who plowed their way through everyone and everything regardl ess,
or with junior nenbers of the staff who happened to belong to a nore nmmssive species. Tralthans of
physi ol ogi cal classification FG.I-warm bl ooded oxygen breathers resenbling a sort of |ow sl ung,

si x-1 egged el ephant. O the Kel gi an DBLFs who were giant, silver-furred caterpillars who hooted
like a siren when they were jostled whether they were outranked or not, or the crab-1ike ELNTs
fromNMelf LV...

The majority of the intelligent races in the Federati on were oxygen breathers even though
their physiological classifications varied enornmously, but a rmuch greater hazard to navigation on
foot was the entity traversing a foreign level in protective arnor. The protection required by a
TLTU doctor, who breathed superheated steam and whose gravity and pressure requirements were three
times those of the oxygen levels, was a great, clanking juggernaut which was to be avoided at all
costs.

At the next intersection |ock he donned a |ightweight suit and let hinself into the
yel l ow, foggy world of the chlorine-breathing Illensans. Here the corridors were crowded with the
spi ny, nenbranous and unadorned deni zens of Illensa while it was the Tral thans, Kel gians and Earth
humans |i ke hinself who wore, or in sone cases drove, protective arnor. The next leg of his
journey took himthrough the vast tank where the thirty-foot |ong, water-breathing entities from
Chal derescol |1 swam ponderously through their warm green world. The sanme suit served him here
and, while the traffic was | ess dense, he was sl owed down considerably through having to swim
i nstead of wal k. Despite this he was on the Forty-sixth Level observation gallery, his suit stil
streanm ng Chal der water, just fifteen mnutes after leaving O Mara's office, and Prilicla arrived
cl ose behind him

"Good norning, friend Conway," said the little enpath as it swng itself deftly onto the
ceiling and hung by six fragile, sucker-tipped |egs. The nusical trills and clicks of its
C nrusskin speech were received by Conway's Transl ator pack, relayed down to the tremendous
computer at the center of the hospital and transmtted back to his earpiece as flat, enotionless

English. Trenbling slightly, the G nrusskin went on, "I feel you needing help, Doctor."
"Yes indeed," said Conway, his words going through the sane process of Translation and
reaching Prilicla as equally toneless G nrusskin. "It's about Mannon. There was no tine to give

details when | called you.

"No need, friend Conway," said Prilicla. "On the Mannon incident the grapevine is nore
than usually efficient. You want to know what | saw and felt, of course.

"If you don't mind," said Conway apol ogetically.

Prilicla said that it didn't mnd. But the Cinrusskin was, in addition to being the nicest
entity in the whole hospital, its greatest liar.

O physi ol ogi cal classification GLNOinsectile, exoskeletal with six pipe stemlegs and a
pair of iridescent and not quite atrophi ed wi ngs, and possessing a highly devel oped enpathic
faculty, only on Cnruss with its one-eighth Earth gravity could a race of insects have grown to
such dinensions and in tine developed intelligence and a high civilization. But in Sector Cenera
Prilicla was in deadly danger for npbst of its working day. It had to wear gravity nullification
devi ces everywhere outside its quarters because the gravity pull which nost beings considered
normal woul d instantly have crushed it flat, and when Prilicla held a conversation with anyone it
swung itself out of reach of any thoughtless novenment of armor tentacle which would have caved in
its fragile body or snapped off a leg. Wile acconpanyi ng anyone on rounds it usually kept pace
with themalong the corridor walls or ceiling so as to avoid the sanme fate.

Not that anyone would have wanted to hurt Prilicla in any way-it was too well |iked for
that. Prilicla's enmpathic faculty sawto it that the little being always said and did the right
thing to peopl e-being an enotion-sensitive to do otherwi se woul d nmean that the feelings of anger
or sorrow which its thoughtless action caused would bounce back and figuratively smack it in the
face. So the little enmpath was forced constantly to lie and to al ways be kind and considerate in
order to nake the enotional radiation of the people around it as pleasant for itself as possible.

Except when its professional duties exposed it to pain and violent enotion in a patient,
or it wanted to help a friend.

Just before Prilicla began its report Conway said, "lI'mnot sure nyself what exactly it is
I"'m | ooking for, Doctor. But if you can renmenber anything unusual about Mannon's actions or
enotions, or those of his staff.

Wth its fragile body trenmbling with the nmenory of the enotional gale which had emanat ed
fromthe now enpty Hudl ar theater two days ago, Prilicla set the scene as it had been at the
begi nning of the operation. The little G.NO had not taken the Hudl ar physi ol ogy tape and so had
not been able to view the proceedings with any degree of involvenent with the patient's condition
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and the patient itself was anesthetized and scarcely radiating at all. Mannon and his staff had
been concentrating on their duties with only a small part of their mnds free to think or enote
about anything el se. And then Senior Physician Mannon had his... accident. In actual fact it was
five separate and di stinct accidents.

Prilicla's body began to quiver violently and Conway said, "I... |'msorry.

"I know you are," said the enpath, and resuned its report.

The patient had been partially deconpressed so that the operative field could be worked
more effectively. There was sone danger in this considering the Hudl ar pul se rate and bl ood
pressure, but Mannon hinself had evolved this procedure and so was best able to weigh the risks.
Since the patient was deconpressed he had had to work quickly, and at first everything seened to
be going well. He had opened a flap of the flexible arnor-plating which the Hudlars used for skin
and had control |l ed the subcutaneous bl eeding when the first mstake occurred, followed in quick
succession by two nore. Prilicla could not tell by observation that they were m stakes, even
though there was consi derable bleeding-it was Mannon's enotional reactions, sone of the nost
violent the enpath had ever experienced, which told it that the surgeon had conmtted a serious
and stupid bl under.

There were longer intervals between the two others which foll owed- Mannon's work had
sl owed drastically, his technique resenbling the first funblings of a student rather than that of
one of the nost skillful surgeons in the hospital. He had becone so slow that curative surgery was
i mpossi bl e, and he had barely tine to withdraw and restore pressure before the patient's condition
deteriorated beyond the point of no return

It was very distressing,” Prilicla said, still trenbling violently. "He wanted to work
qui ckly, but the earlier mstakes had wecked his self confidence. He was thinking twi ce about
doi ng even the sinplest things, things which a surgeon of his experience would do autonatically,
wi t hout thinking."

Conway was silent for a nonent, thinking about the horrible situation Mannon had been in.
Then he said, "Was there anything el se unusual about his feelings? Or those of the theater staff?"

Prilicla hesitated, then said, "It is difficult to isolate subtle nuances of enotion when
the source is enpting so. . . so violently. But | received the inpression of. . . the effect is
hard to describe . . . of something like a faint enotional echo of irregular duration..."

"Probably the Hudlar tape," said Conway. "It's not the first tine a physiol ogy tape gave
me mental double vision."

"That m ght possibly be the case,” said Prilicla. Wich, in a being who was invariably and
enthusiastically in agreenent with whatever was said to it, was as close as the enpath could cone
to a negative reply. Conway began to feel that he m ght be getting onto sonething inportant.

"How about the others?"

"Two of them" said Prilicla, "were radiating the shock-worry-fear conbination indicative
of a mldy traumatic experience in the recent past. | was in the gallery when both incidents
occurred, and one of themgave ne quite a jolt..

One of the nurses had al nost had an accident while lifting a tray of instrunents. One of
them a long, heavy, Hudlar Type Six scal pel used for opening the incredi bly tough skin of that
species, had slipped off the tray for sone reason. Even a snmall punctured or incised wound was a
very serious matter for a Kelgian, so that the Kelgian nurse had a bad fright when it saw that
vi cious bl ade dropping toward its unprotected side. But sonehow it had struck in such a way-it was
difficult to know how, considering its shape and | ack of balance-that it had not penetrated the
skin or even danaged the fur. The Kel gian had been relieved and thankful for its good fortune, but
still alittle disturbed.

"l can imagine," said Conway. "Probably the Charge Nurse read the riot act. Mnor errors
become major crines where theater staff are concerned

Prilicla's legs began to trenble again, a sign that it was nerving itself for the effort
of being slightly disagreeable. It said, "The entity in question was the Charge Nurse. That was
why, when the other nurse goofed on an instrument count-there was one too many or too fewthe
ticking off was relatively mld. And during both incidents | detected the echo effect radiated by
Mannon, al though in these cases the echo was fromthe respective nurses.

"W may have sonething there!" said Conway excitedly. "Did the nurses have any physica
contact w th Mannon?"

"They were assisting him" said Prilicla, "and they were all wearing protective suits. |
don't see how any formof parasitic life or bacteria could have passed between them if that is
the idea which is making you feel so excited and hopeful just now | amvery sorry, friend Conway,
but this echo effect, while peculiar, does not seemto ne to be inportant.”

"I't's something they had in common," said Conway.
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"Yes," Prilicla said, "but the sonething did not have self identity, it was not an
i ndi vidual. Just a very faint enotional echo of the feelings of the people concerned."

"Even so," said Conway.

Three peopl e had nmade m stakes or had had accidents in this theater two days ago, all of
whom had radi ated an odd enotional echo which Prilicla did not consider inportant. The presence of
an acci dent-prone Conway rul ed out because O Mara's screening nethods were too efficient in that
respect. But suppose Prilicla was wong and sonething had got in the theater or into the hospital
some formof life which was difficult to detect and outside their present experience. It was well
known that when odd things happened in Sector General the reasons very often were found outside
the hospital. At the nonent, however, he hadn't enough evidence to formeven a vague theory and
the first job should be to gather sone-even though he might not recognize it if he tripped over it
with both feet.

"I'"'mhungry and it's high time we talked to the man hinself,
find himand invite himto lunch.”

sai d Conway suddenly. "Let's

The dining hall for the oxygen-breathing Medical and Mai ntenance staff occupi ed one conplete
level, and at one time it had been sectioned off into physiological types with | ow dividing ropes.
But this had not worked out too well because the diners very often wanted to talk shop with other
speci es col |l eagues or they found that there were no vacant places in their own encl osure and space
going to waste in that of another life-form So it was no surprise when they arrived to find that
they had the choice of sitting at an enornous Tralthan table with benches which were a shade too
far fromthe table's edge and one in the Melfan section which was cozier but whose chairs
resenbl ed surrealistic wastepaper baskets. They insinuated thenselves into three of the latter and
began the usual prelimnaries to ordering.

"I"'mjust nyself today," said Prilicla in answer to Conway's question. "The usual, if you
pl ease. "

Conway dialed for the usual, which was a triple helping of Earth type spaghetti, then
| ooked at Mannon.

"I'"ve an FROB and an MSVK beastie riding ne," the other Senior said gruffly. "Hudlars
aren't persnickity about food, but those blasted MSVKs are offended by anything which doesn't | ook
i ke birdseed! Just get ne sonething nutritious, but don't tell nme what it is and put it in about
three sandwi ches so's | won't see what it is...."

While they were waiting for the food to arrive Mannon spoke quietly,. the normality of his
tone belied by the fact that his enotional radiation was making Prilicla shake like a l|leaf. He
said, "The grapevine has it that you two are trying to get me out of this trouble I'min. It's
nice of you, but you're wasting your tine.

"W don't think so and neither does O Mara," said Conway, shading the truth considerably.
"O Mara gives you a clean bill of nental and physical health, and he said that your behavi or was
nmost uncharacteristic. There nust be sonme expl anation, sone environmental influence, perhaps, or
sonet hi ng whose presence or absence woul d make you behave, if only nonmentarily, in an
uncharacteristic fashion..

Conway outlined what little they knew to date, trying to sound nore hopeful than he really
felt, but Mannon was no fool

"I don't know whether to feel grateful for your efforts or concerned for your respective
ment al wel | -beings," Mannon said when he had finished. "These peculiar and rather vague nenta
effects are.., are.. . at the risk of offending Daddy-Iongl egs here | would suggest that any
peculiarities there are lie in your own mnds-your attenpts to find excuses for me are becomn ng
ridicul ous!™

"Now you're telling me | have a peculiar mnd," said Conway.

Mannon | aughed quietly, but Prilicla was trenbling worse than ever. "A circunstance, person or
thing," Conway repeated, "whose presence or absence might effect your- "Ye Gods!" Mannon bur st

out. "You're not thinking of the dog!" Conway had been thinking about the dog, but he was too much
of

a noral coward to admit it right then. Instead he said, "Wre you thinking about it during that

op, Doctor?"

"No!" sai d Mannon

There was a | ong, awkward silence after that, during which the service panels slid open
and their orders rose into view. It was Mannon who spoke first.

"I liked that dog," he said carefully, "when | was nyself, that is. But for the past four
years |'ve had to carry MSVK and LSVO tapes permanently in connection with my teaching duties, and
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recently |'ve needed the Hudlar and Mel fan tapes for a project Thornnastor invited nme to join.
They were in permanent occupation as well. Wth nmy brain thinking that it was five different
people, five very different people... WIIl, you know how it is..."

Conway and Prilicla knew howit was only too well.

The Hospital was equipped to treat every known formof intelligent life, but no single
person could hold in his brain even a fraction of the physiol ogi cal data necessary for this
purpose. Surgical dexterity was a matter of ability and training, but the conplete physiol ogica
know edge of any patient was furni shed by nmeans of an Educator Tape, which was sinply the brain
record of some great nedical genius belonging to the sane or a sinmlar species to that of the
patient being treated. If an Earth human doctor had to treat a Kel gi an patient he took a DBLF
physi ol ogy tape until treatnent was conpleted, after which it was erased. The sol e exceptions to
this rule were Senior Physicians with teaching duties and the Diagnosticians.

A Di agnostician was one of the elite, a being whose m nd was consi dered stable enough to
retain permanently six, seven or even ten physiol ogy tapes simultaneously. To their data-cramed
m nds was given the job of original research in xenol ogical medicine and the treatmnment of new
di seases in hitherto unknown |ife-forns.

But the tapes did not inpart only physiological data, the conplete nenory and personality
of the entity who had possessed that know edge was transferred as well. In effect a Diagnostician
subj ected hinself or itself voluntarily to the nost drastic form of schizophrenia. The entities
apparently sharing one's mind could be unpl easant, aggressive individual s- geniuses were rarely
charm ng people-with all sorts of peeves and phobias. These did not becone apparent only at
meal ti mes. The worst period was when the possessor of the tapes was rel axing prior to sleeping.

Alien nightmares were really nightmarish and alien sexual fantasies and wi sh-fulfill ment
dreanms were enough to nmake the person concerned wi sh, if he were capable of wi shing coherently for
anyt hi ng, that he was dead.

..... Wthin the space of a few minutes," Mannon continued, "she would change from being a
ferocious, hairy beast intent on tearing out ny belly feathers to a brainless bundle of fur which
woul d get squashed by one of nmy six feet if it didn't get to blazes out of the way, to a perfectly
ordinary dog wanting to play. It wasn't fair to the nutt, you know. She was a very old and
confused dog toward the end, and |I'mnore glad than sorry that she died.

"And now let's talk and enpte about sone other subject," Mannon ended briskly. "OQherw se
we will completely ruin Prilicla's Ilunch.

He did just that for the renmainder of the meal, discussing with apparent relish a juicy
pi ece of gossip originating in the SNLU section of the nethane wards. How anything of a scandal ous
nature could occur between two intelligent crystalline life-forns living at m nus one hundred and
fifty degrees Centigrade was sonething which puzzled Conway, or for that matter why their noral
shortconmi ngs were of such interest to a warm bl ooded oxygen-breather. Unless this was one of the
reasons why Senior Physician Mannon was so far on the way to beconing a Diagnostician hinself.

O had been.

I f Mannon was assi sting Thornnastor, the Diagnostician-in-Charge of Pathology (and as such
the hospital's senior Diagnostician) in one of that august being' s projects, then Mannon had to be
i n good physical and nental shape-Di agnosticians were terribly choosy about their assistants. And
everything the Chief Psychol ogist had told himpointed the same way. But then what had got into
Mannon two days ago to make hi m behave as he had?

As the others tal ked Conway began to realize that the sort of evidence he needed ni ght be
difficult to gather. The questions he had to ask would require tact and sonme sort of theory to
explain his line of investigation. H's mind was still mles away when Mannon and Prilicla began
rising to go. As they were |eaving the table Conway noved closer to Prilicla and asked softly,
"Any echoes, Doctor?"

"Not hing," said Prilicla, "nothing at all."

Wthin seconds their places at the table were taken by three Kel gi ans who draped their
long, silvery, caterpillar bodies over the backs of the ELNT chairs so that their forward
mani pul ators hung over the table at a confortable distance for eating. One of the three was
Naydrad, the Charge Nurse on Mannon's theater staff. Conway excused hinself to his friends and
returned quickly to the table.

When he had finished talking it was Naydrad who spoke first. It said, "W would like to
hel p, sir, but this is an unusual request. It involves, at very |least, the whol esal e betrayal of
confi dence.

"W don't want nanes," said Conway urgently. "The m stakes are required for statistica
purposes only and no disciplinary action will be taken. This investigation is unofficial, an idea
of my own. Its only purpose is to help Doctor Mannon."
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They were all keen to help their Chief, naturally, and Conway went on, "To summarize, if
we accept that Senior Physician Mannon is incapable of gross professional msconduct-which we all
do-then we nust assune that his error was caused by an outside influence. Since there is strong
evi dence that the Doctor was nentally stable and free fromall disease or physical malfunction it
follows that we are | ooking for an outside influence-or nore accurately, indications of the
presence of an outside influence-which may be nonphysi cal

"M stakes by a person in authority are nmore noticeable, and serious, than those of a
subordi nate,"” Conway went on, "but if these errors are being caused by an outside agency they
shoul d not be confined only to senior staff, and it is here that we need data. There are bound to
be m stakes, especially anong trainee staff-we all realize this. Wat we nust know i s whet her
there has been an overall or local increase in the nunber of these minor errors and, if so,
exactly where and when they occurred.”

"Is this matter to be kept confidential?" one of the Kel gi ans asked.

Conway nearly choked at the idea of anything being kept confidential in this place, but
the sarcasmwas, fortunately, filtered out of his tone by the process of Transl ation.

"The nore people gathering data on this the better," he said. "Just use your discretion..

A few ninutes |ater he was at another table saying nmuch the same thing, then another and
another. He would be late back to his wards today, but fortunately he had a couple of very good
assi stants-the type who just loved it when they had a chance to show how well they could do
wi t hout him

During the remai nder of the day there was no great response, nor had he expected any, but
on the second day nursing staff of all shapes and speci es began approaching himw th el aborate
secrecy to tell of incidents which invariably had happened to a third party. Conway noted tines
and pl aces carefully while showing no curiosity whatever regarding the identities of the persons
concerned. Then on the norning of the third day Mannon sought himout during his rounds.

"You're really working at this thing, aren't you, Conway," Mnnon said harshly, then
added, "lI'mgrateful. Loyalty is nice even when it's msplaced. But | w sh you would stop. You're
headi ng for serious trouble.™

Conway said, "You're the one in trouble, Doctor, not ne.

"That's what you think," said Mannon gruffly. "I've just come from O Mara's office. He
wants to see you. Forthwith."

A few ninutes | ater Conway was being waved into the inner sanctum by one of O Mara's
assistants, who was trying hard to warn himof inpending doomw th his eyebrows while
comriserating with himby turning down the corners of his nmouth. The conbi nati on of expressions
| ooked so ridiculous that Conway found hinself inside before he realized it, facing a very angry
O Mara with what must have been a stupid grin on his face.

The psychol ogi st stabbed a finger in the direction of the |east confortable chair and
shouted, "What the blazes do you nean by infesting the hospital with a disenbodied intelligence?"

"What. . . ?" began Conway.

Are you trying to nake a fool of yourself?" O Mara stormed on, disregarding him "O rmake
a fool out of me? Don't interrupt! Granted you're the youngest Senior in the place and your
col | eagues-none of whom specialize in applied psychol ogy, |et ne add-think highly of you. But such
idiotic and irresponsi ble behavior is worthy only of a patient in the psychiatric wards!

“Junior staff discipline is going to pot, thanks to you," O Mara went on, a little nore
quietly. "It is now beconm ng the done thing to make mni stakes! Practically every Charge Nurse in
the place is screaming for nme-nel-to get rid of the thing! Al you did was invent this invisible,
undet ectabl e, insubstantial nonster-apparently the job of getting rid of it is the responsibility
of the Chief Psychol ogist!"

O Mara paused to catch his breath, and when he continued his tone had become quiet and
al rost polite. He said, "And don't think that you are fooling anyone. Boiled down to its sinplest
terns, you are hoping that if enough other mi stakes are nade your friend's will pass relatively
unnoti ced. And stop opening and cl osi ng your nouth-your turn to talk will conme! One of the aspects
of this whole situation which really troubles me is that | share responsibility for it in that |
gave you an insol ubl e probl em hoping that you nmight attack it froma new angl e-an angl e which
nm ght give a partial solution, enough to let our friend off the hook. Instead you created a new
and perhaps worse probl em

"I may have exaggerated things a little because of excusabl e annoyance, Doctor," O Mara
went on quietly, "but the fact remains that you may be in serious trouble over this business.
don't believe that the nursing staff will deliberately nmake m stakes-at |east, not of the order
whi ch woul d endanger their patients. But any relaxation of standards is dangerous, obviously. Do
you begin to see what you' ve been doi ng, Doctor?"
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"Yes, sir," said Conway.

"I see that you do," O Mara said with uncharacteristic nmildness. "And now | would like to
know why you did it. Wll, Doctor?"

Conway took his tinme about answering. This was not the first tine he had | eft the Chief
Psychol ogist's office with his ego singed around the edges, but this tine it |ooked serious. The
general Iy hel d opinion was that when O Mara was not unduly concerned over, or in some cases when
he actually liked an individual, the psychologist felt able to relax with them and be his bad-

t enper ed, obnoxious self, but when O Mara became quiet and polite and not at all sarcastic, when
he began treating a person as a patient rather than a colleague in other words, that person was in
trouble up to his or its neck.

Finally, Conway said, "At first it was sinply a story to explain why | was being so nosy,
sir. Nurses don't tell tales and it might have | ooked as if that was what | wanted themto do. A
I did was suggest that as Doctor Mannon was in all respects fit, outside physical agencies such as
e-t bacteria or parasites and the |like were ruled out because of the thoroughness of our aseptic
procedures. You, sir, had already reassured us regarding his nental condition. | postulated an...
an outside, nonmaterial cause which mght or m ght not be consciously directed.

"I haven't anything so definite as a theory about it," Conway went on quickly. "Nor did
mention di senbodi ed intelligences to anyone, but sonething odd happened in that theater, and not
only during the tine of Mannon's operation

He described the echo effect Prilicla had detected while nonitoring Mannon's enotiona
radiation, and the simlar effect when Naydrad had had the accident with the knife. There was al so
the later incident of the Melfan intern whose sprayer wouldn't spray-their mandi bl es weren't
suited to surgical gloves so that they painted themw th plastic before an op. Wen the intern had
tried to use the sprayer it oozed what the Melfan described as netallic porridge. Later the
sprayer in question could not be found. Perhaps it had never existed. And there were other
peculiar incidents. M stakes which seened a little too sinple for trained staff to make-errors in
i nstrument counts, dropping things, and all seemng to involve a certain anbunt of tenporary
ment al confusion and perhaps outright hallucination

So far there has not been enough to nake a statistically neaningful sanple," Conway went
on, "but they are enough to make nme curious. |'d give you their nanes if | wasn't sworn to keep
them confidential, because | think you would be interested in the way they descri be sone of these
i nci dents.

"Possibly, Doctor,"” said O Mara coldly. "On the other hand | might not want to |l end ny
prof essi onal support to a fignent of your imagination by investigating such trivia. As for the
near-accidents with scal pels and the other mstakes, it is nmy opinion that sone people are |ucky,
others a little bit stupid at times, while others are fond of pulling other peoples' |egs. Wll
Doct or ?"

Conway took a firmer grip on the arnms of his chair and said doggedly, "The dropped scal pe
was an FROB Type Six, a very heavy, unbal anced instrunent. Even if it had struck handle first it
woul d have spun into Naydrad's side a few inches bel ow the point of inpact and caused a deep and
serious wound-if the blade had any actual physical existence at all! This is something |I'm
begi nning to doubt. That is why | think we should w den the scope of this investigation. My |
have pernission to see Col onel Skenpton and if necessary contact the Corps survey people, to check
on the origins of recent arrival s?"

The expected explosion did not come. Instead O Mara's voi ce sounded al nbst synpat hetic as
he said, "I cannot deci de whether you are honestly convinced that you re onto sonmething or sinply
that you've gone too far to back down w thout |ooking ridiculous. So far as |I'm concerned you
couldn't | ook anynmore ridiculous at the nmonent. You should not be afraid to admt you were w ong,
Doctor, and begin repairing sone of the damage to discipline your irresponsibility has caused."

O Mara waited precisely ten seconds for Conway's reply, then he said, "Very well, Doctor
See the Colonel. And tell Prilicla I'"'mrearranging its schedule-it may be hel pful to have your
enotional echo-detector available at all tines. Since you insist on making a fool of yourself you
mght as well do it properly. Afterward-well, we will be very sorry to see Mannon go, and in al
honesty | suppose | nust say the sane about you. Both of you are likely to be on the sanme ship
out .

A few seconds | ater he was dismissed very quietly.

Mannon hi nmsel f had accused Conway of misguided |oyalty and now O Mara had suggested that his
present stand was the result of not wanting to adnmit to a m stake. He had been given an out, which
he had refused to take, and now the thought of service in the smaller multienvironment hospital
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or even a planet-side establishment where the arrival of an e-t patient would be considered a
maj or event, was beginning to cone home to him It gave himan unpl easantly gone feeling in the
abdom nal area. Maybe he was basing his theory on too little evidence and refusing to admt it.
Maybe the odd errors were part of an entirely different puzzle, with no connection whatever wth
Mannon's trouble. As he strode along the corridors, taking evading action or being evaded every
few yards, the inpulse grewin himto rush back to O Mara, say yes to everything, apologize
abjectly and promise to be a good boy. But by the time he was ready to give into it he was outside
Col onel Skenpton's door.

Sector General was supplied and to a | arge extent maintained by the Monitor Corps, which
was the Federation's executive and | aw enforcenent arm As the senior Corps officer in the
hospital, Colonel Skenpton handled traffic to and fromthe hospital in addition to a horde of
other administrative details. It was said that the top of his desk had never been visible since
the day it arrived. When Conway was shown in he | ooked up, said "CGood norning," |ooked down at his
desk and said, "Ten mnutes

It took nuch longer than ten mnutes. Conway was interested in traffic fromodd points of
origin, or ships which had called at such places. He wanted data on the | evel of technol ogy,
medi cal science and physiol ogical classification of their inhabitants-especially if the
psychol ogi cal sciences or psionics were well-developed or if the incidence of nental illness was
unusual | y high. Skenpton began excavating anong the papers on his desk.

But the supply ship, anbul ances and ships pressed into energency service as anbul ances
whi ch had arrived during the past few weeks had originated from Federati on worlds which were well
known and medi cally i nnocuous. All except one, that was-the Cultural Contact and Survey vesse
Descartes. It had | anded, very briefly, on a npbst unusual planet. She was on the ground, if it
could be called that, for only a few nmi nutes. None of the crew had | eft the ship, the air-Iocks
had renai ned seal ed and the sanples of air, water and surface material were drawn in, analyzed and
declared interesting but harm ess. The pathol ogy departnment of the hospital had made a nore
t hor ough anal ysis and had had the sane thing to say. Descartes had called briefly to | eave the
sanpl es and a patient...

"A patient!" Conway al nbst shouted when the Col onel reached that point in his report.
Skenpt on woul d not need an enpathic faculty to know what he was t hi nking.

"Yes, Doctor, but don't get your hopes up," said the Col onel. "He had nothing nore exotic
than a broken |l eg. And despite the fact e-t bugs find it inpossible to |live on beings of another
species, a fact which sinplifies the practice of extraterrestrial medicine no end, ship nedics are
constantly on the | ookout for the exception which is supposed to prove the rule. In short, he was
suffering only froma broken leg."

“"I'd like to see himanyway," said Conway.

"Level Two-eighty-three, Ward Four, nane of Lieutenant Harrison," said Skenpton. "Don't
sl am t he door."

But the neeting with Lieutenant Harrison had to wait until late that evening, because
Prilicla s schedule needed tinme to rearrange and Conway hinself had duties other than the search
for hypothetical disenbodied intelligences. The del ay, however, was fortunate because nuch nore
i nfornati on was nade available to him gathered during rounds and at nealtines, even though the
data was such that he did not quite know what to do with it.

The nunber of boobs, errors and m stakes was surprising, he suspected, only because he had
not interested hinmself in such things before now Even so, the silly, stupid nistakes he
encountered, especially anong the highly trained and responsible OR staff, were definitely
uncharacteristic, he thought. And they did not formthe sort of pattern he had expected. A plot of
times and pl aces shoul d have shown an early focal point of this hypothetical mental contagion
becom ng nore w despread as the di sease progressed. Instead the pattern indicated a single focus
nmoving within a certain circunscribed area-the Hudlar theater and its i medi ate surroundi ngs.

What ever the thing was, if there was anything there at all, it was behaving like a single entity
rather than a di sease
Which is ridiculous!" Conway protested. "Even | didn't seriously believe in a

di senbodi ed intelligence-it was a working hypothesis only. I'mnot that stupid!"

He had been filling Prilicla in on the | atest devel opnents while they were on the way to
see the Lieutenant. The enpath kept pace with himalong the ceiling for a few mnutes in silence,
then said inevitably, "I agree.

Conway woul d have preferred sonme constructive objections for a change, so he did not speak
again until they had reached 283-Four. This was a snall private ward off a larger e-t conpartnent
and the Lieutenant seened glad to see them He |ooked, and Prilicla said that he felt, bored.

"Apart from sone tenporary structural danage you are in very good shape, Lieutenant,"
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Conway began, just in case Harrison was worried by the presence of two Senior Physicians at his
bed. "Wiat we would like to talk about is the events leading up to your accident. If you wouldn't
mnd, that is."”

"Not at all," said the Lieutenant. "Were do you want ne to start? Wth the | anding, or
bef ore that?"

“I'f you were to tell us a little about the planet itself first," suggested Conway.

The Li eutenant nodded and noved his headrest to a nore confortable angle for conversation
then began, "It was a weirdie. W had been observing it for along time fromorbit.

Chri stened Meatball because Captain WIlianmson of the cultural contact and survey vesse
Descartes had declined, very forcibly, to have such an odd and distasteful planet nanmed after him
it had to be seen to be believed-and even then it had been difficult for its discoverers to
bel i eve what they were seeing.

Its oceans were a thick, living soup and its [and nasses were al nost conpletely covered by
sl ow nmovi ng carpets of aninmal life. In many areas there were mneral outcroppings and soil which
supported vegetable life, and other forns of vegetation grewin the water, on the sea bed, or
rooted itself on the organic |land surface. But the greater part of the |and surface was covered by
a layer of animal life which in sone places was half a mle thick.

Thi s vast organic carpet was subdivided into strata which craw ed and slipped and fought
their way through each other to gain access to necessary top surface vegetation or subsurface
m nerals or sinmply to choke off and canni balize each other. During the course of this slow,
gargantuan struggle these living strata heaved thenselves into hills and valleys, altering the
shapes of | akes and coastlines and changi ng the whol e topography of their world fromnonth to
nont h.

It had been generally agreed by the specialists on Descartes that if the planet possessed
intelligent life it should take one of two forns, and both were a possibility. The first type
woul d be | arge-one of the tremendous, living carpets which mght be capable of anchoring itself to
the underlying rock while pushing extensions toward the surface for the purpose of breathing,

i ngestion, and the elimnation of wastes. It should al so possess a neans of defense around its far-
flung perineter to keep less intelligent strata creatures frominsinuating thensel ves between it
and the ground bel ow or fromslipping over it and cutting off light, food, and air as well as

di scouragi ng sea predators large and small who seenmed to nibble at it around the clock

The second possibility mght be a fairly small life-form snooth skinned, flexible, and
fast enough to allow themto live inside or between the strata creatures and avoid the ingestive
processes of the strata beasts whose novenents and netaboli smwere slow. Their hones, which would
have to be safe enough to protect their young and develop their culture and science, would
probably be in caves or tunnel systens in the underlying rock

If either life-formexisted on the planet it was unlikely that they woul d possess an
advanced technol ogy. Certainly the larger, conplex type of industrial machinery was inpossible on
this heaving world. Tools, if they devel oped themat all, would be small, handy and unspecialized,
but the chances were that it would be a very primtive society with no roots.

"They mi ght be strong in the philosophical sciences,” Conway broke in at that point.
Prilicla nmoved closer, trenbling with Conway's excitenment as well as its own.

Harrison shrugged. "W had a Cnrusskin with us," he said, looking at Prilicla. "It
reported no indication of the nore subtle type of enoting usually radiated by intelligent life,
but the aura of hunger and raw, aninal ferocity emanating fromthe whol e planet was such that the
enpath had to be kept under sedation nost of the tine. This background radiation m ght well have
conceal ed intelligent enoting. The proportion of intelligent life on any given world is only a
smal | proportion of its total life..

"I see," said Conway, disappointed. "How about the |andi ng?"

The Captain had chosen an area conposed of sone thick, dry, leathery material. The stuff
| ooked dead and insensitive so that the ship's tail flare should not cause pain to any life in the
area, intelligent or otherw se. They | anded without incident and for perhaps ten m nutes nothing
happened. Then gradually the | eathery surface bel ow t hem began to sag, but slowy and evenly so
that the ship's gyros had no trouble keeping themlevel. They began to sink into what was at first
a shal |l ow depression and then a lowwalled crater. The lips of the crater curled toward them
pressing against the landing |l egs. The |l egs were designed to retract tel escopically, not fold
toward the center line of the ship. The extensi on nechani smand | eg housi ngs began to give, with a
noi se |i ke sonebody tearing sheet metal into small pieces.

Then sonebody or sonething began throwi ng rocks. To Harrison it had sounded al nost as if
Descartes was sitting atop a volcano in process of erupting. The din was unbelievable and the only
way to transnit orders was through the suit radios with the volume turned way up. Harrison was
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ordered to nmake a qui ck danage check of the stern prior to takeoff.

| was between the inner and outer skin close to the venturi orifice level when | found the
hol e,” the Lieutenant went on quickly. "It was about three inches across and when | started to
patch it | found the edges to be slightly nmagnetized. Before | could finish the Captain decided to
take of f at once. The crater wall was threatening to trap one of the landing legs. He did give us
five seconds' warning..."

Harrison paused at that point as if to clarify something in his own nmind. He said
carefully, "There wasn't ruch danger in this, you understand. W were taking off at about one-and-
a-hal f Gs because we weren't sure whether the crater was a nanifestation of intelligence, even
hostile intelligence, or the involuntary noverment of some dirty great beastie closing its nouth,
so we wanted to avoi d unnecessary destruction in the area. If | hung onto a couple of supporting
struts and had somewhere to brace ny feet I'd be all right. But long-duration suits are awkward
and five seconds isn't long. | had two good hand-hol ds and was | ooking for a bracket which should
have been there to brace my foot. Then | sawit, and actually felt my boot touch it, but.., but.

"You were confused and nmi sjudged the distance,” Conway finished for himsoftly. "O
perhaps you sinply imagined it was there."

On the other side of the Lieutenant, Prilicla began to trenble again. It said, "I'msorry,
Doctor. No echoes."
"I didn't expect any," said Conway. "It nust have noved on by now. "

Harrison | ooked fromone to the other, his expression puzzlied and a little hurt. He said,
"Maybe | did inmagine it was there. Anyhow, it didn't hold me and | fell. The landing I eg on ny
side tore free during the takeoff and the weckage of its housing plugged the inters kin space so
tightly that | couldn't get out. The engine roomcontrol |ines passed too close to ne for themto
risk cutting ne out, and our nedic said it would be better to cone here and | et your heavy-rescue
people cut a way in. W were coming here with the sanpl es anyway.

Conway | ooked quickly at Prilicla, then said, "At any time during the trip back did your
G nrusskin enpath nmonitor your enotional radiation?”

Harri son shook his head. "There was no need-1 was having pain despite the suit's
medi cation and it woul d have been unpl easant for an enpath. Nobody could get within yards of ne..

The Li eutenant paused, then in the tone of one who w shed to change an unpl easant subj ect

he said brightly, "W'll send down an unmanned ship next, packed wi th communicati ons equi pnent. |f
that thing is just a big nouth connected with a bigger belly and with no brains at all, at worst
we'll lose a drone and it will get indigestion. But if it is intelligent or if there are smaller

intelligent beings on the planet who maybe use, or have trained, the bigger beasties to serve them
that is a strong possibility, our cultural contact people say-then they are bound to be curious
and try to communi cate.. ."

"The inmagi nati on boggles," said Conway, sniling. "At the present nonent |'mtrying hard
not to think about the nedical problens a beastie the size of a subcontinent would have. But to
return to the here and now, Lieutenant Harrison, we are both very nuch obliged for the information
you' ve given us, and we hope you won't mind if we cone again to-"

"Any tine," said Harrison. "G ad to help. You see, nost of the nurses here have nandi bl es
or tentacles or too many feet. .. No offense, Doctor Prilicla

"None taken," said Prilicla.

And ny ideas regarding mnistering angels are rather old fashioned," he ended as they
turned to go. Hi s expression | ooked decidedly woebegone.

In the corridor Conway called Miurchison's quarters. By the time he had finished explaining
what he wanted her to do she was fully awake.

“I"'mon duty in tw hours and don't have any free time for another six," she said,
yawni ng. "And normally | do not spend ny precious time off doing a Mata Han on lonely patients.

But if this one has information which might help Doctor Mannon | don't mind at all. 1'd do
anyt hi ng for that nan.

"How about me?"

"For you, dear, alnobst anything. 'Bye."

Conway racked the handset and said to Prilicla, "Sonething gained entrance to that ship
Harrison suffered the same type of mld hallucination or nental confusion that the OR staff
experienced. But | keep thinking about that hole in the outer skin-a disenbodied intelligence
shoul dn't have to nake a hole to get in. And those rocks hitting the stern. Suppose this was only
a side-effect of the nmajor, nonmaterial influence-a disturbance anal ogous to the poltergeist
phenonena. Where does that |eave us?"

Prilicla didn't know.

“I'"Il probably regret it," said Conway, "but | think I'Il call O Mara.
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But it was the Chief Psychol ogist who did all the talking at first. Mannon had just |eft
his office after having told O Mara that the Hudl ar patient's condition had deteriorated suddenly,
necessitating a second operation not |ater than noon tonorrow. The Seni or Physician, it had been
obvi ous, held no hopes for the patient's survival, but had said that what little chance it did
have woul d be fractionally increased if they operated quickly.

O Mara ended, "This doesn't give you nuch tinme to prove your theory, Conway. Now, what did
you want to say to nme?"

The news about Mannon had put Conway badly off his stride, so that he was woefully aware
that his report on the Meatball incident and his ideas regarding it sounded weak and, what was
worse where O Mara was concerned, incoherent. The psychologist had little patience with people who
did not think clearly and say exactly what they neant.

And the whole affair is so peculiar,'' he concluded awkwardly, "that |'m al nost convi nced
now t hat the Meatball business has nothing to do with Mannon's trouble, except that..

"Conway!" said O Mara sharply. "You're talking in circles, dithering! You nust realize
that if two peculiar events occur with only a small separation in tine then the probability is
hi gh that they have a common cause. | don't mnd too nuch if your theory is downright ridicul ous-
at least you arrived at it by a tortuous formof logic-but I do mnd you ceasing to think at all.
Bei ng wong, Doctor, is infinitely preferable to being stupid!"

For a few seconds Conway breathed heavily through his nose, trying to control his anger
enough to reply. But O Mara saved himthe trouble by breaking the connection

"He was not very polite to you, friend Conway," said Prilicla. "Toward the end he sounded
quite bad-tenpered. This is a significant inprovenent over his feelings for you this norning.

Conway | aughed in spite of hinself. He said, "One of these days you will forget to say the
right thing, Doctor, and everyone in the hospital will drop dead!"

The galling part of the whole affair was that they did not know what exactly they were
| ooking for, and now their time for finding it had been cut in half. Al they could do was to
continue gathering i nformati on and hope that sonething would energe fromit. But even the
questions sounded nonsensical -variations of "Have you done or onitted to do sonmething during the
past few days which mght |ead you to suspect that sonething was influencing your m nd?" They were
| oosely worded, silly, alnobst neaningl ess questions, but they went on asking themuntil Prilicia's
pencil-thin | egs were rubbery with fatigue-the enpath's stam na was proportional to its strength,
whi ch was practically nonexistent-and it had to retire. Doggedly Conway went on asking them
feeling nmore tired, angrier and nore stupid with every hour which passed.

Deliberately he refrained from contacti ng Mannon agai n-the Doctor at that tinme would, if
anything, be a denoralizing influence. He called Skenpton to ask if Descartes' nedical officer had
made a report, and was sworn at horribly because it was the niddle of the Colonel's night. But he
did find out that the Chief Psychol ogi st had call ed seeking the same i nformation, saying that he
preferred his facts to cone fromthe official report rather than through an enotionally involved
Doctor with a disenbodied ax to grind. Then the totally unexpected happened in that Conway's
sources of information went suddenly dry on him

Apparently O Mara was bringing in certain operating roomstaff for their periodic testing
before their psych tests were due, and nost of them had been people who had been very hel pfu
about admitting their mistakes to Conway. It was not suggested in so many words that Conway had
broken confi dence and bl abbed to O Mara, but at the sanme tinme nobody would tal k about anyt hing.

Conway felt weary and di scouraged and stupid, but nostly weary. It was too near breakfast
time, however, to go to bed.

After his rounds Conway had an early lunch with Mannon and Prilicla, then acconpani ed the doctor
to OMara's office while the empath left for the Hudlar theater to nonitor the enotional radiation
of the staff during their preparations. The Chief Psychol ogist |ooked a little tired, which was
unusual , and rather grunpy, which was usually a good sign

"Are you assisting Senior Physician Mannon in this operation, Doctor?"

"No, sir, observing," Conway replied. "But frominside the theater. If anything funny is
goi ng on-f nean, the Hudlar tape mi ght confuse ne and | want to be as alert as possible-"

"Alert, he says." O Mara's tone was scathing. "You | ook asleep on your feet." To Mannon he

said, "You will be relieved to know that |, too, am beginning to suspect something funny is going
on, and this tine I'll be observing fromthe observation blister. And nowif you'll lie on the
couch, Mannon, I'll give you the Hudlar tape nyself..

Mannon sat on the edge of the | ow couch. H's knees were nearly level with his chin and he
had hal f-fol ded his arnms across his chest so that his posture was al nost a fetal position, sitting
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up. When he spoke his tone was pl eading, desperate. He said, "Look. I've worked with enpaths and
tel epat hs before. Enmpaths receive but do not project enmption, and tel epaths can only conmuni cate
with other telepaths of their own species-they ve tried occasionally, but all they did was give ne
a slight nental itch. But that day in the theater | was in conplete nmental control of nyself-f am
absolutely sure of this! Yet you all keep trying to tell me that sonething unsubstantial

i nvi si bl e and undetectabl e influenced ny judgnment. It would be nuch sinpler if you adnitted that
this thing you're looking for is nonexistent as well, but you're all too dammed-"

"Excuse me," said O Mara, pushing Mannon backward and | owering the massive helnmet into
position. He spent a few m nutes positioning the el ectrodes, then switched on. Mannon's eyes began
to glaze as the nmenories and experience of one of the greatest Hudl ar physicians who had ever
lived flooded into his brain.

Just before he | ost consciousness conpletely he nuttered, "My trouble is that no natter
what | say or do, you believe only the best about ne..

Two hours later they were in the theater. Mannon wore a heavy operating suit and Conway a
lighter type which relied only on its gravity neutralizers for protection. The G plates under the
floor were set for a pull of five gravities, the Hudlar normal, but the pressure was only a
fraction higher than the Earth norm Hudl ars were not unduly bothered by | ow pressure and could, in
fact, work quite without protection in the vacuum of space. But if sonething went disastrously

wong and the patient needed full, honme-planet pressure, Conway would have to |l eave in a hurry.
Conway had a direct line to Prilicla and O Mara in the observation blister and another, and
conpl etely separate, channel linking himw th Mannon and the operating staff.

O Mara's voice crackl ed suddenly in his ear-piece. "Prilicla is getting enotional echoes,
Doctor. Also the radiation indicative of a mnor error having been made-ninor |evel anxiety and
confusi on. .

“"Yehudi is here," said Conway softly.

"What ?"

"The little man who isn't there,” Conway replied, and went on, nisquoting slightly, "The
little man upon the stair. He isn't there again today, Oh, gee | wish he'd go away...

O Mara grunted, then said, "Despite what | told Mannon in ny office there is still no rea
proof that anything untoward is happening. My remarks then were designed to hel p both Doctor and
pati ent by bol stering Mannon's weakeni ng sel f-confi dence-sonet hing which they failed to do. So it
woul d be better for Mannon and yourself if your little man cane in and introduced hinself."

The patient was brought in at that nmonent and transferred to the table. Mannon's hands,
projecting fromthe heavy arns of the suit, were encased only in thin, transparent plastic, but
shoul d full Hudlar pressure becone necessary he could snap on heavy gauntlets within a few
seconds. But to open a Hudlar at all in these conditions was to cause an i mmedi ate deconpression
so that the subsequent procedures had to be done quickly.

Physi ol ogi cal classification FROB, the Hudlar was a | ow, squat, imensely powerful being
somewhat reminiscent of an arnadillo with a tegunent |ike flexible arnmor plate. Inside and out the
Hudl ars were tough-so nuch so that Hudlar nedical science was a al nost conpl ete stranger to
surgery. If a patient could not be cured by nedication very often it could not be cured at all,
because surgery on that planet was inpracticable if not downright inmpossible. But in Sector
General, where pressure and gravity of any desired conbination could be produced at a few m nutes
noti ce, Mannon and a few others had been nibbling at the edges of the hitherto inpossible.

Conway watched himmake a triangular incision in the incredibly tough tegunent and cl anp
back the flap. Immediately a bright yellow, inverted cone of mst flicked into being above the
operative field-a fine spray of blood under pressure escaping fromthe severed capillaries. A
nurse quickly interposed a sheet of plastic between the opening and Mannon s visor while another
positioned a mirror which gave himan indirect view of the operative field. In four and a hal f
m nutes he had controlled the bl eeding. He should have done it in two.

Mannon seenmed to be readi ng Conway's mind, because he said, "The first time was faster
than this-I was thinking two or three noves ahead, you know how it is. But |I found |I was making
i nci sions now that | shouldn't have made until several seconds later. If it had happened once it

woul d have been bad enough, but five tines...! | had to withdraw before | killed the patient there
and t hen.

"And now," he added in a voice thick with self-loathing, "I'mtrying to be careful and the
result will be the sane.

Conway renai ned silent.

"Such a piddling little growh, too," Mannon went on. "So near the surface and a natura
for the first attenpt at Hudlar surgery. Sinply cut away the growth, encase the three severed
bl ood vessels in the area with plastic tubing, and the patient's bl ood pressure and our specia
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cl amps shoul d make a perfect seal until the veins regenerate in a few nonths. But this. .. ! Have
you ever seen such a botched-up mness..

More than half of the growth, a grayish, spongy mass which seenmed to be nore than half
vegetabl e, renmined in position. Five nmajor blood vessels in the area had been severed-two of
necessity, the rest by "accident"-and encased in tubing. But these lengths of artificial vein were
too short or insecurely clanped-or perhaps the novenent of the heart had pull ed one of the vessels
partially out of its tube. The only thing which had saved the patient's |ife had been Mannon's
insistence that it was not to be allowed to regain consciousness since the first operation. The
slightest physical effort could have pulled one of those vessels free of its tubing and caused a
massi ve internal henorrhage and, with the tremendous pul se rate and pressure of the Hudl ar
species, death within a few m nutes.

On O Mara's channel Conway said harshly, "Any echoes? Anything at all?"

"Not hi ng," said O Mara.

"This is ridiculous!" Conway burst out. "If there is an intelligence, disenbodied or
otherwi se, it should possess the attributes-curiosity, the ability to use tools, and so on. Now
this hospital is a large and interesting place, with no barriers we know of to the novenents of
the entity we are trying to find. Wiy then had it stayed in one place? Wiy didn't it go prowing
around Descartes? What nakes it stay in this area? Is it frightened, or stupid, or disenbodied
even?

"There is little likelihood of finding a conplex technology on Meatball," Conway went on
qui ckly, "but a good chance of them being well advanced in the phil osophical sciences. If
sonet hi ng physi cal boarded Descartes, there is a definite lower limt to the nass of an
intelligent being.

"I'f you want to ask questions of anyone, Doctor," O Mara said quietly, "I will throw a
little of ny weight behind them But there isn't nuch tinme."
Conway thought for a noment, then said, "Thank you, sir. I'd like you to get Muirchison for

me. She's in-"

"At atime like this,” said O Mara in a dangerous voice, "he wants to call his

"She's with Harrison at the nonent," said Conway. "I want to establish a physica
connection between the Lieutenant and this theater, even though he has never been within fifty
| evel s of the place. Wuld you ask her to ask him.

It was a long, involved, nmany-sided question, designed to tell himhow a small
intelligent life-formhad reached this area without detection. It was also a stupid question
because any intelligence which affected the mnds of Earth-humans and e-ts alike could not have
remai ned undetected with an enpath like Prilicla around. Wich [eft himback where he started with
a nonmateri al sonething which refused, or was incapable of, noving beyond the environs of the
t heater.

"Harrison says he had | ots of delusions during the trip back," O Mara's voi ce sounded
suddenly. "He says the ship's doctor said this was normal considering all the dope he had in him
He al so says he was conpletely out when he arrived here and doesn't know how or where he cane in.
And now | suppose we contact Reception, Doctor. |I'mpatching you in, just in case | ask the wong
questi ons. .

Seconds later a slow, flat, translated voice which could have bel onged to anything said,
"Li eutenant Harrison was not processed in the usual way. Being a corpsnman whose nedi cal background
was known in detail he was admitted to Service Lock Fifteen into the charge of Major Edwards.

Edwar ds was not avail able, but his office promised O Mara that they would have himin a
few m nut es.

Al'l at once Conway felt like giving up. Lock Fifteen was too far away-a difficult,
conplicated journey involving three nmajor changes of environment. For their hypothetical invader
who was al so a stranger to the hospital, to find its way to this theater would have necessitated
it taking nental control of soneone and being carried. But if that was the case Prilicla would
have detected its presence. Prilicla could detect anything which thought-fromthe smallest insect
to the slow enmanations of a mnd deeply and totally unconscious. No living thing could shut its
m nd down conpletely and still be alive.

Wi ch neant that the invader m ght not be alivel

A few feet distant Mannon had signaled for a nurse to stand by the pressure cock. A sudden
return to Hudl ar normal pressure would di minish the violence of any bl eedi ng which m ght occur
but it would also make it inpossible for Mannon to operate w thout heavy gloves. Not only that,
the pressure increase would cause the operative field to subside within the opening, where
nmovenent transnmitted fromthe nearby heart woul d nake delicate work inpossible. At present,
despite the danger of a wong incision, the conplex of blood vessels was di stended, separate and
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relatively notionless.

Suddenly it happened. Bright yellow blood spurted out, so violently that it hit Mannon's
visor with an audible slap. Driven by the patient's enornous bl ood pressure and pul se rate the
severed vei n whi pped about |ike a mniature unheld hose-pi pe. Mannon got to it, lost it, tried
again. The spurting became a thin, wavering spray and stopped. The nurse at the pressure cock
rel axed visibly while the one at Mannon's side cleaned his visor

Mannon noved back slightly while the field was sucked clear. Through the visor his eyes
glittered oddly in the sweating white mask of his face. Time was inmportant now. Hudlars were
tough, but there were limts-they could not stand deconpression indefinitely. There would be a
gradual novenent of body fluid toward the opening in the tegunment, a strain on vital organs in the
vicinity and an even greater increase in blood pressure. To be successful the operation could not
last for rmuch nore than thirty minutes and nore than half the tinme had gone nerely in opening up
the seat of the trouble. Even if the growth was renoved, its renoval entailed danmage to underlying
bl ood vessels which had to be repaired with great care before Mannon w t hdrew

They all knew that speed was essential, but to Conway it seermed suddenly as if he was
wat ching a filmwhich was steadily being speeded up. Mannon's hands were noving faster than Conway
had ever seen them nove before. And faster still.

"I don't like this," said O Mara harshly. "It |ooks |ike he's regained his confidence, but
more likely that he's ceased caring-about hinself, that is. He still cares about the patient,
obvi ously, even though he knows it hasn't nuch chance. And the tragic thing about it is that it
never did have much chance, Thornnastor tells ne. If it hadn't been for your hypothetical friend s
i nterference Mannon woul dn't have worried too much about losing this patient-it woul d have been
one of his very few failures. Wien he made that first slip it wecked his self-confidence and now
he's-"

"Sonet hing made himslip," said Conway firmy

"You' ve tried convincing himof that, with what result?" the psychol ogi st snapped back. He
went on, "Prilicla is seriously agitated and its shakes are getting worse by the minute. But
Mannon is, or was, a pretty stable type | don't think he'll crack until after the operation
Though with these serious, dedicated types whose profession is their whole life it's hard to say
what m ght happen. "

"Edwards here," said a new voice. "Wat is it?"

"Go ahead, Conway," said the psychol ogist. "You ask the questions. R ght now |'ve other
things on nmy mind."

The spongy growth had been lifted clear, but a great many small bl ood vessels had been
severed to acconplish this and the job of repairing themwould be nmuch nore difficult than
anyt hi ng whi ch had gone before. Insinuating the severed ends into the tubing, far enough so that
they woul d not sinply squirmout again when circulation was restored, was a difficult,
repetitious, nerve-w acking procedure.

There were only eighteen mnutes left.

"I renenber Harrison well,"” the distant Edwards replied when Conway had expl ai ned what he
wanted to know. "Hi s suit was danmaged in the | eg section only, so we couldn't wite it off-those
things carry a full set of tools and survival gear and are expensive. And naturally we
decontam nated it! The regul ati ons expressly state that-"

"It still may have been a carrier of some kind, Mjor," Conway said quickly. "How
thoroughly did you carry out this decon-"

"Thoroughly,"” said the Major, beginning to sound annoyed. "If it was carrying any kind of
bug or parasite it is defunct now The suit together with all its attachments was sterilized with

hi gh-pressure steamand irradiated-it went through the sane sterilization procedure as your
surgical instrunents, in fact. Does that satisfy you, Doctor?"

"Yes," said Conway softly. "Yes indeed."

He now had the link-up between Meatball and the operating theater, via Harrison's suit and
the sterilization chanber. But that wasn't all he had. He had Yehudi

Besi de hi m Mannon had stopped. The surgeon's hands were trenbling as he said desperately,
"I need eight pairs of hands, or instruments that can do eight different operations at once. This
isn't going well, Conway. Not well at all

"Don't do anything for a mnute, Doctor," Conway said urgently, then began calling out
instructions for the nurses to file past himcarrying their instrunent trays. O Mara started
shouting to know what was goi ng on, but Conway was concentrating too hard to answer him Then one
of the Kelgian nurses nade a noise |like a foghorn breathing in, the DBLF equival ent of a shriek of
surprise, because suddenly there was a medi um si zed box spanner anong the forceps on her tray.

"You won't believe this," said Conway joyfully as he carried the- thing-to Mannon and
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placed it in the surgeon's hands, "but if you'll just listen for a minute and then do as | tel
you. .

Mannon was back at work in | ess than a m nute.

Hesitantly at first, but then with growi ng confidence and speed, he resuned the delicate
repair work. Cccasionally he whistled through his teeth or swore luridly, but this was nornal

behavi or for Mannon during a difficult op which was pronmising to go well. In the observation
blister Conway could see the happily scowing, baffled face of the Chief Psychol ogi st and the
fragile,. spidery body of the enpath. Prilicla was still trenbling, but very slowy. It was a type

of reaction not often seen in a Cinrusskin off its native planet, indicating a nearby source of
enotional radiation which was i ntense and al t oget her pl easant.

After the operation they had all wanted to question Harrison about Meatball, but before they could
do so Conway had first to explain what had happened again to the Lieutenant.
“...And while we still have no idea what they look |ike," Conway was sayi ng, "we do know

that they are highly intelligent and in their own fashion technically advanced. By that | nean
they fashion and use tools..

"I ndeed yes,"” said Mannon dryly, and the thing in his hand becane a netallic sphere, a
m ni ature bust of Beethoven and a set of Tralthan dentures. Since it had becone certain that the
Hudl ar woul d be another one of Mannon's successes rather than a failure he had begun to regain his
sense of hunor.

..... But the tool -maki ng stage nmust have followed a | ong way after the devel opnent of the
phi | osophi cal sciences,"” Conway went on. "The imagi nation boggles at the conditions in which they
evol ved. These tools are not designed for manual use, the natives may not possess hands as we know
them But they have ninds..

Under the nmental control of its owner the "tool" had cut a way into Descartes beside
Harrison's station, but during the sudden takeoff it had been unable to get back and a new source
of nmental control, the Lieutenant, had unwittingly taken over. It had becone the foothold which
Harri son had needed so badly, only to give under his weight because it had not really been part of
the ship's structure. Wen the attachnments of Harrison's suit had been sterilized in the same room
as the surgical instrunents and when a nurse had cone looking for a certain instrunment for the
theater, it again becane what was want ed.

Fromthen on there was confusion over instrument counts and falling scal pels which did not
cut and sprayers whi ch behaved oddly indeed, and Mannon had used a knife which had followed his
m nd i nstead of his hands, with near-fatal results for the patient. But the second tine it
happened Mannon knew that he was holding a small, unspecialized, all purpose tool which was
subject to nental as well as nanual control, and sone of the shapes he had nmade it take and the
things he had nmade it do woul d nake Conway renenber that operation for the rest of his life.

..... This. . . gadget.. . is probably of great value to its owner," Conway finished
seriously. "By rights we should return it. But we need it here, many nore of themif possible!
Your peopl e have got to make contact and set up trade relations. There's bound to be sonething we
have or can do that they want.

“"I'd give ny right armfor one," said Mannon, then added, grinning, "M/ right |eg,
anyway. "

The Lieutenant returned his snile. He said, "As | renmenber the place, Doctor, there was no
shortage of raw neat."

O Mara, who had been unusually silent until then, said very seriously, "Norrmally | am not
a covetous man. But consider the things this hospital could do with just ten of those things, or
even five. W have one and, if we were doing the right thing, we would put it back where we found
it- obviously a tool like this is of enornobus value. This neans that we will have to buy or
conduct some formof trade for them and to do this we nust first learn to conmunicate with their
owners. "

He | ooked at each of themin turn, then went on sardonically. "One hesitates to nention
such sordid commercial matters to pure-m nded, dedicated nedical nen |ike yourselves, but | nust
do so to explain why, when Descartes eventually makes contact with the beings who use the tools, |
want Conway and whoever el se he nmay select to investigate the nmedical situation on Meatball.

"Qur interest will not be entirely comercial, however," he added quickly, "but it seens
to ne that if we have to go in for the practice of barter and exchange, the only thing we have to
trade is our nedical know edge and facilities."

VERTI GO
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It was perhaps inevitable that when the | ong-awaited indication of intelligent life at I|ast
appeared the majority of the ship's observers were | ooki ng somewhere el se, that it did not appear
in the batteries of tel escopes that were being trained on the surface or on the still and cine
films being taken by Descartes' planetary probes, but on the vessel's cl ose approach radar
screens.

In Descartes' control roomthe Captain jabbed a button on his console and said sharply,

" Conmuni cati ons. .

"W have it, sir," cane the reply. "A tel escope | ocked onto the radar bearing-the imge is
on your repeater screen Five. It is a two- or three stage chemically fueled vehicle with the
second stage still firing. This means we will be able to reconstruct its flight path and pinpoint
the launch area with fair accuracy. It is emtting conplex patterns of radi o frequency radiation
i ndi cative of high-speed telenetry channels. The second stage has just cut out and is falling
away. The third stage, if it is a third stage, has not ignited. . . It's in trouble!"

The alien spacecraft, a slim shining cylinder pointed at one end and thi ckened and bl unt
at the other, had begun to tunble. Slowy at first but with steadily increasing speed it swng and
whirl ed end over end.

"Ordnance?" asked the Captain.

"Apart fromthe tunbling action," said a slower, nobre precise voice, "the vessel seenms to
have been inserted into a very neat circular orbit. It is nost unlikely that this orbit was taken
up by accident. The lack of sophistication-relative, that is-in the vehicle's design and the fact
that its nearest approach to us will be a little under two hundred niles all point to the
conclusion that it is either an artificial satellite or a manned orbiting vehicle rather than a
mssile directed at this ship.

“I'f it is nmanned," the voice added with nore feeling, "the crew nust be in serious trouble

"Yes," said the Captain, who treated words |ike nuggets of some rare and preci ous netal
He went on, "Astrogation, prepare intersecting and matching orbits, please. Power Room stand by."

As the trenendous bul k of Descartes closed with the tiny alien craft it becane apparent
that, as well as tunmbling dizzily end over end, the other vessel was |eaking. The rapid spin nade
it inmpossible to say with certainty whether it was a fuel leak fromthe unfired third stage or air
escaping fromthe comand nodule if it was, in fact, a manned vehicle.

The obvi ous procedure was to check the spin with tractor beans as gently as possible so as
to avoid straining the hull structure, then defuel the unfired third stage to renove the fire
hazard before bringing the craft alongside. If the vessel was manned and the | eak was of air
rather than fuel, it could then be taken into Descartes' cargo hold where rescue and first contact
proceedi ngs woul d be possible-at |eisure since Meatball's air was suited to human beings and the
reverse, presumably, also held true

It was expected to be a fairly sinple rescue operation, at first..

"Tractor stations Six and Seven, sir. The alien spacecraft won't stay put. W've slowed it
to a stop three tines and each tinme it applies steering thrust and recomences spi nning. For some
reason it is deliberately fighting our efforts to bring it to rest. The speed and quality of the
reaction suggests direction by an on-the-spot intelligence. W can apply nore force, but only at
the risk of damaging the vessel's hull-it is incredibly fragile by present-day standards, sir."

"l suggest using all necessary force to imedi ately check the spin, opening its tanks and
jettisoning all fuel into space then whisking it into the cargo hold. Wth normal air pressure
around it again there will be no danger to the crew and we will have tine to..."

"Astrogation, here. Negative to that, I'mafraid, sir. Qur conputation shows that the
vessel took off fromthe sea-nore accurately, frombeneath the sea, because there is no visible
evidence of floating gantries or other launch facilities in the area. W can reproduce Meat bal
air because it is virtually the sane as our own, but not that aninal and vegetabl e soup they use
for water, and all the indications point toward the crew being water breathers."

For a few seconds the Captain did not reply. He was thinking about the alien crew nmenber
or nenbers and their reasons for behaving as they were doing. Wether the reason was technical
physi ol ogi cal, psychol ogical or sinply alien was, however, of secondary inportance. The nain thing
was to render assistance as quickly as possible.

If his own ship could not aid the other vessel directly it could, in a matter of days,
take it to a place which possessed all the necessary facilities for doing so. Transportation
itself posed only a minor problemthe spinning vehicle could be towed w thout checking its spin by
attaching a magnetic grapple to its center of rotation, and with the shipside attachnment point
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also rotating so that the line would not tw st-shorten and bring the alien craft crashing into
Descartes' side. During the trip the larger ship's hyper-drive field coul d be expanded to encl ose
bot h vessel s.

Hi s chief concern was over the | eak and his conplete ignorance of how | ong a period the
al i en spacecraft had intended to stay in orbit. He had also, if he wanted to establish friendly
relations with the people on Meatball, to nake the correct decision quickly.

He knew that in the early days of human space flight | eakage was a quite nornma
occurrence, for there had been many occasions when it had been preferable to carry extra air
supplies rather than pay the severe weight penalty of making the craft conpletely airtight. On the
other hand the | eak and spinning were nore likely to be energency conditions with the tine
avail able for their correction strictly limted. Since the alien astronaut or astronauts would
not, for some odd reason, let himimmobilize their ship to make a nore thorough investigation of
its condition and because he could not reproduce their environment anyway, his duty was plain.
Probably his hesitancy was due to m splaced professional pride because he was passing
responsibility for a particularly sticky one to others.

Quickly and with his usual econony of words the Captain issued the necessary orders and,
| ess than half an hour after it had first been sighted, the alien spacecraft was on its way to
Sector Ceneral.

Wth quiet insistence the PA was repeating, "WII Senior Physician Conway please contact Mjor
O Mar a.

Conway quickly sized up the traffic situation in the corridor, junped across the path of a
Tralthan intern who was | unbering down on himon six el ephantine feet, rubbed fur briefly with a
Kel gi an caterpillar who was noving in the opposite direction and, while squeezing hinself against
the wall to avoid being run over by sonmething in a highly refrigerated box on wheels, unracked the
hand-set of the conmmuni cator.

As soon as he had established contact the PA began insisting quietly that somebody el se
contact sonebody el se.

"Are you doing anything inportant at the nonent, Doctor?" asked the Chief Psychol ogi st
wi t hout preanble. "Engaged on vital research, perhaps, or in perform ng sone life-or-death
operation?" O Mara paused, then added dryly, "You realize, of course, that these questions are
purely rhetorical

Conway sighed and said, "I was just going to lunch."

"Fine," said O Mara. "In that case you will be delighted to know that the natives of
Meat bal | have put a spacecraft into orbit-judging by its looks it may well be their first. It got
into difficulties-Colonel Skenpton can give you the details-and Descartes is bringing it here for
us to deal with. It will arrive in just under three hours and | suggest you take an anbul ance ship
and heavy rescue gear out to it with a viewto extricating its crew. | shall also suggest that
Doctors Mannon and Prilicla be detached fromtheir normal duties to assist you, since you three
are going to be our specialists in Meatball matters.™

"I understand,"” said Conway eagerly.

"Right," said the Major. "And |I'mglad, Doctor, that you realize that there are things
nore inportant than food. A less enlightened and abl e psychol ogi st than nyself m ght wonder at

this sudden hunger whi ch devel ops whenever an inportant assignnment is nentioned. |, of course,
realize that this is not an outward synptom of a sense of insecurity but sheer, blasted greed!
"You will have arrangenments to make, Doctor," he concluded pleasantly. "Of."

Skenpton's office was fairly close so that Conway needed just fifteen m nutes-which
i ncluded the tine taken to don a protective suit for the two hundred yards of the journey which

lay through the levels of the Illensan chlorine breathers-to reach it.
"Good norning," said Skenpton while Conway was still opening his nmouth. "Tip the stuff off
that chair and sit down. O Mara has been in touch. |'ve decided to return Descartes to Meatball as

soon as it leaves the distressed spacecraft. To native observers it mght appear that the vehicle
was taken-one m ght al nost say ki dnapped-and Descartes should be on hand to note reactions, nake
contact if possible and give reassurances. |1'd be obliged if you would extricate, treat and return
this patient to Meatball as quickly as possible-you can inmagine the boon this would be to our
cultural contact people.

"This is a copy of the report on the incident radioed from Descartes," the Col onel went on
wi t hout, apparently, even pausing for breath. "And you will need this analysis of water taken from
the sea around the takeoff-the actual sanples will be avail able as soon as Descartes arrives.
Shoul d you need further background information on Meatball or on contact procedures call on
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Li eutenant Harrison, who is due for discharge now and who will be glad to assist. Try not to slam
t he door, Doctor."

The Col onel began excavating deeply in the | ayer of paperwork covering his desk and Conway
closed his nouth again and left. In the outer office he asked pernission to use the comuni cator
and got to work.

An unoccupi ed ward in the Chal der section was the obvious place to house the new patient.
The gi ant deni zens of Chal derescol |l were water breathers, although the tepid, greenish water in
whi ch they lived was al nbst one hundred percent pure conpared with the soupy environment of
Meat bal | 's seas. The analysis would allow Dietetics and Environnmental Control to synthesize the
food content of the water-but not to reproduce the living organisns it contained. That woul d have
to wait until the sanples arrived and they had a chance to study and breed t hese organisns, just
as the E.C. people could reproduce the gravity and water pressure, but would have to wait for the
arrival of the spacecraft to add the finishing touches to the patient's quarters.

Next he arranged for an anbul ance ship wi th heavy rescue equi prent, crew and nedical
support to be made available prior to Descartes' arrival. The tender should be prepared to
transfer a patient of unknown physiol ogical classification who was probably injured and
deconpressed and close to terminal by this tine, and he wanted a rescue team experienced in the
rapi d energency transfer of shipweck survivors.

Conway was about to nake a final call, to Thornnastor, the Diagnostician-in-Charge of
Pat hol ogy, when he hesitat ed.

He was not quite sure whether he wanted to ask a series of specific questions-even a
series of hypothetical questions-or to indulge in several mnutes worrying out loud. It was
vitally inportant that he treat and cure this patient. Quite apart fromit being his and the
hospital's job to do so, successful treatnent would be the ideal way of opening conmunications
with the natives of Meatball and ultimately |aying hands on nore of those wonderful, thought-
control | ed surgical instrunents.

But what were the owners of those fabulous tools really Iike? Were they small and
conpl etely unspecialized with no fixed physical shape like the tools they used or, considering the
mental abilities needed to develop the tools in the first place, were they little nore than
physi cal Iy hel pl ess brains dependent on their thought-controlled instruments to feed them protect
them and furnish all their physical needs? Conway badly wanted to know what to expect when the
ship arrived. But Diagnosticians, as everyone knew, were unpredictable and even nore inpatient of
muddy or confused thinking than was the Chief Psychol ogi st.

He woul d be better advised, Conway told hinself, to let his questions wait until he had
actually seen his patient, which would be in just over an hour fromnow. The intervening period he
woul d spend studying Descartes' report.

And havi ng | unch

The Monitor Survey cruiser popped into normal space, the alien spacecraft spinning |ike an
unwi el dy propeller astern, then just as quickly reentered hyperspace for the return trip to
Meat bal | . The rescue tender closed in, snagged the towine which had been | eft by Descartes and
fixed the free end to a rotating attachnent point of its own.

Space suited Doctors Mannon and Prilicla, Lieutenant Harrison and Conway watched fromthe
tender's open airl ock.

"It's still leaking," said Mannon. "That's a good sign-there is still pressure inside

"Unless it's a fuel leak," Harrison said.

"What do you feel ?" asked Conway.

Prilicla's fragile, eggshell body and six pipe-steml|egs were beginning to quiver
violently so it was obvious that it was feeling sonething.

"The vessel contains one living entity," said Prilicla slowmy. "lIts enptional radiation is
conprised chiefly of fear and feelings of pain and suffocation. | would say that these feelings
have been with it for many days-the radiation is subdued and lacking in clarity due to devel opi ng
unconsci ousness. But the quality of that entity's mentation | eaves no doubt that it is intelligent
and not sinply an experinmental aninmal..

"It's nice to know," said Mannon dryly, "that we're not going to all this trouble for an
i nstrunment package or a Meatball space puppy...

"W haven't nmuch time," said Conway.

He was thinking that their patient nust be pretty far gone by now. It's fear was
under st andabl e, of course, and its pain, suffocation and di m ni shed consci ousness were probably
due to injury, intense hunger and foul breathing water. He tried to put hinself in the Matbal
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astronaut's position.

Even though the pilot had been badly confused by the apparently uncontrollable spinning,
the being had deliberately sought to maintain the spin when Descartes tried to take it aboard
because it nust have been snart enough to realize that a tunbling ship could not be drawn into the
cruiser's hold. Possibly it could have checked its own spin with steering power if Descartes had
not been so eager to rush to its aid-but that was sinply a possibility, of course, and the
spacecraft had been | eaking badly as well. Now it was still |eaking and spinning and, with its
occupant barely conscious, Conway thought he could risk frightening it just a little nore by
checking the spin and nmoving the vehicle into the tender and the patient as quickly as possible
into the water-filled conpartnment where they could work on it.

But as soon as the immterial fingers of the tractor beans reached out an equally
invisible force seened to grip Prilicla's fragile body and shake it furiously.

"Doctor," said the enpath, "the being is radiating extrene fear. It is forcing coherent
thought froma nmind which is close to panic. It is |osing consciousness rapidly, perhaps dying.

Look! It is using steering thrust!"

"Cut!" shouted Conway to the tractor beaners. The alien spacecraft, which had al nost cone
to rest, began to spin slowy as vapor jetted fromlateral vents in the nose and stern. After a
few mi nutes the jets becane irregular, weaker and finally ceased altogether, |eaving the vehicle
spinning at approximately half its original speed. Prilicla still |looked as if its body was being
shaken by a hi gh wi nd

"Doctor," said Conway suddenly, "considering the kind of tools these people use | wonder
if sonme kind of psionic force is being used agai nst you-you are shaking like a leaf."

When it replied Prilicla's voice was, of course, devoid of all enption. "It is not
thinking directly at anyone, friend Conway," said the enpath. "Its enotional radiation is conposed
chiefly of fear and despair. Perceptions are dinminishing and it seenms to be struggling to avoid a
final catastrophe

"Are you thinking what |'mthinking?" said Mannon suddenly.

"If you mean am 1 thinking of setting the thing spinning at full speed again," Conway
replied. "The answer is yes. But there's no logical reason for doing so, is there?"

A few seconds |ater the tractor beam nmen reversed polarity to increase the vessel's spin.
Al nost i mediately Prilicla's trenbling ceased and it said, "The being feels much better now
relatively, that is. Its vitality is still very low"

Prilicla began to trenble again and this time Conway knew that his own feelings of angry
frustration were affecting the little being. He tried to make his thinking cooler and nore
constructive, even though he knew that the situation was essentially the sane as it had been when
Descartes had first tried to aid the Meatball astronaut, that they were making no progress at all

But there were a few things he could do which would help the patient, however indirectly.

The vapor escaping fromthe vehicle should be anal yzed to see if it was fuel or sinply
water fromthe being' s life-support system Mich val uable data could be gained froma direct |ook
at the patient-even if it was only possible to see it through the wong end of a periscope, since
the vessel did not possess a direct-vision port. They should al so seek neans of entering the
vessel to exanmine and reassure the occupant before transferring it to the anbul ance and the wards.

Closely followed by Lieutenant Harrison, Conway pulled hinself along the towi ng cable
toward the spinning ship. By the tine they had gone a few yards both men were turning with the
rotating cable so that when they reached the spacecraft it seened steady while the rest of
creation whirled around themin dizzying circles. Mannon stayed in the airlock, insisting that he
was too old for such acrobatics, and Prilicla approached the vessel drifting free and using its
spacesuit propul sors for maneuveri ng.

Now t hat the patient was al nost unconscious the Cinrusskin had to be close to detect
subtl e changes in its enotional radiation. But the long, tubular hull was hurtling silently past
the little being |like the vanes of sone tremendous wi ndmll.

Conway did not voice his concern, however. Wth Prilicla one did not need to.

"I appreciate your feelings, friend Conway," said Prilicla, "but | do not think that | was
born, despite ny physiological classification, to be swatted."

At the hull they transferred fromthe towi ng cable and used wist and boot nagnets to
cling to the spinning ship, noting that the magnetic grapple placed there by Descartes had
seriously dented the hull plating and that the area was obscured by a fog of escaping vapor. Their

own suit nmagnets left shallow grooves in the plating as well. The metal was not mruch thicker than
paper, and Conway felt that if he made a too sudden noverment he would kick a hole init.
"It isn't quite as bad as that, Doctor," said the Lieutenant. "In our own early days of

space flight-before gravity control, hyper spatial travel and atonic notors nade consi derations of

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%?2...0r%20General%2003%20-%20Major%200peration.txt (20 of 72) [5/21/03 10:25:10 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %2003%20-%20M gj or%200peration.txt

wei ght of little or no inportance-vehicles had to be built as light as possible. So nuch so that
the fuel contents were sonetinmes used to help stiffen the structure.

"Neverthel ess,” said Conway, "I feel as if I amlying on very thin ice-I can even hear
wat er or fuel gurgling underneath. WIIl you check the stern, please. I'll head forward."

They took sanpl es of the escaping vapor from several points and they tapped and sounded
and |istened carefully with sensitive mcrophones to the noises conming frominside the ship. There
was no response fromthe occupant, and Prilicla told themthat it was unaware of their presence.
The only signs of life fromthe interior were mechanical. There seened to be an unusually |arge
anount of machinery, to judge fromthe sounds they could hear, in addition to the gurgling of
liquid. And as they noved toward the extrenities of the vessel, centrifugal force added anot her
conpl i cation.

The cl oser they noved toward the bow or stern, the greater was the force tending to fling
them of f the spinning ship.

Conway' s head was pointing toward the ship's bow so that the centrifugal force was
i nposing a negative G on his body. It was not really unconfortable as yet, however-he felt a
little pop-eyed but there was no redding out of vision. Hs greatest disconfort cane fromthe
sight of the anmbul ance ship, Prilicla and the vast, tubular Christnmas tree which was Sector
General sweeping around the apparently steady ship's bows. Wen he closed his eyes the feeling of
vertigo di m ni shed, but then he could not see what he was doi ng.

The farther forward he went the nore power his suit magnets needed to hold hi magainst the
snooth netal of the ship's hull, but he could not increase the power too nuch because the thin
pl ati ng was beginning to ripple under the magnets and he was afraid of tearing open the hull. But
a few feet ahead there was a stubby, projecting pipe which was possi bly some ki nd of periscope and
he began to slide hinself carefully toward it. Suddenly he began to slip forward and grabbed
instinctively for the pipe as he slithered past.

The projection bent alarmingly in his hand and he let go hurriedly, noticing the cloud of
vapor which had formed around it, and he felt hinmself being flung away |like a stone froma
slingshot.

"Where the bl azes are you, Doctor?" said Mannon. "Last tine around you were there, now you
aren't

"l don't know, Doctor,"
and added, "Can you see me now?"

As he felt the tractor beanms focus on himand begin to draw hi mback to the tender, Conway
went on, "This is ridiculous! W're taking far too |l ong over what should be a sinple rescue job.

Li eutenant Harrison and Doctor Prilicla, go back to the tender, please. W'll try another
approach. "

Wil e they were discussing it Conway had the spacecraft photographed fromevery angl e and
had the tender's lab begin a detailed analysis of the sanples Harrison and hinself had gathered.
They were still trying to find another approach when the prints and conpl eted anal yzes reached
them several hours |ater

It had been established that all the leaks in the alien spacecraft were of water rather
than fuel, that the water was for breathing purposes only since it did not contain the usua
ani mal and vegetable matter found in the Meatball ocean sanples and that, conpared with these
| ocal sanples, its CO2 content was rather high-the water was, in brief, dangerously stale.

A cl ose study of the photographs by Harrison, who was quite an authority on early space
flight, suggested that the flared-out stern of the ship contained a heat shield to which was
mounted a solid fuel retro pack. It was now plain that, rather than an unignited final stage, the
long cylindrical vehicle contained |little nore than the |ife-support equi pnent which, judging by
its size, nust be pretty crude. Having nmade this statenment the Lieutenant pronptly had second,
nore charitable thoughts and added that while air-breathing astronauts could carry conpressed air
with them a water breather could not very well conpress its water.

The point of the nose cone contained small panels which woul d probably open to rel ease the
| andi ng parachutes. About five feet astern of this was another panel which was about fifteen
inches wide and six feet deep. This was an odd shape for an entry and exit hatch for the pilot,
but Harrison was convinced that it could be nothing else. He added that the |ack of sophistication
shown in the vehicle's construction made it unlikely that the exit panel was the outer seal of an
airlock, that it was alnost certainly a sinple hatch opening into the comand nodul e.

If Doctor Conway was to open this hatch, he warned, centrifugal force would enpty the ship
of its water-or to be quite accurate, of half its water-within a few seconds. The sane force woul d
see to it that the water in the stern section remained there, but it was alnost certain that the
astronaut was in the nose cone.

Conway replied angrily. He lit one of his suit's distress flares
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Conway yawned furiously and rubbed his eyes. He said, "I have to see the patient to get
sonme idea of its injuries and to prepare acconmodation, Lieutenant. Suppose | cut a way in
anm dships at the center of rotation. An appreciable quantity of its water has al ready | eaked away
and centrifugal force has caused the remai nder to be pushed toward the nose and stern, so that the
m ddl e of the ship would be enpty and the additional |oss of water caused by ny entry would be
slight."

"I agree, Doctor," said Harrison. "But the structure of the ship m ght be such that you
woul d open a seaminto the water-filled sections-it's so fragile there is even the danger that
centrifugal force mght pull it apart. ~

Conway shook his head. "If we put a wide, thin-netal band around the waist section, and if
the band included a hinged, airtight hatch big enough for a man, we can seal the edges of the band
to the ship with fast-setting cement-no wel ding, of course, as the heat m ght danage the skin-and
rig a tenporary airlock over the hatch. That would allow ne to get in without-"

"That would be a very tricky job," said Mannon, "on a spinning ship."

Harrison said, "Yes. But we can set up a light, tubular framework anchored to the hull by
magnets. The band and airl ock could be set up working fromthat. It will take a little tineg,

t hough. "

Prilicla did not conment. Cinrus skins were notoriously lacking in physical stam na and
the little enpath had attached itself to the ceiling with six, sucker-tipped |egs and had gone to
sl eep.

Mannon, the Lieutenant and Conway were ordering material and specialized assistance from
the Hospital and beginning to organize a work party when the tender's radi oman said, "I have Mjor
O Mara for you on Screen Two."

"Doctor Conway," said the Chief Psychol ogi st, when he was able to see and be seen. "Runors
have reached ne that you are trying-and may have al ready succeeded, in fact-to set up a new record
for the length of tine taken to transfer a patient fromship to ward. | have no need to remi nd you
of the urgency and inportance of this matter, but I will anyway. It is urgent, Doctor, and
i nportant. O f."

"You sarcastic. began Conway angrily to the already fading i nage, then quickly
controlled his feelings because they were beginning to nmake Prilicla twitch in its sleep

"Maybe," said the Lieutenant, |ooking speculatively at Mannon, "ny leg isn't properly
heal ed since | broke it during that |anding on Meatball. A friendly, cooperative doctor m ght
decide to send ne back to Level Two-eighty-three, Ward Four."

"The sane friendly, helpful doctor,” said Mannon dryly, "nmight decide a certain Earth-
human nurse in 283-Four had sonething to do with your rel apse, and he m ght send you to.. . say,
241- Seven. There is nothing |ike being fussed over by a nurse with four eyes and far too nmany | egs
to cure a nman of baying at the noon."

Conway | aughed. "lgnore him Harrison. At tinmes his mind is even nastier than O Mara's.

Ri ght now there isn't anything nore we can do and it has been a long, hard day. Let's go to bed
before we go to sleep.”

Anot her day went by wi thout any significant progress being nade. Because of the need for urgency
the teamsetting up the framework tried to hurry the job, with the result that they | ost tools,
sections of franmework and on several occasions men overboard. The men could be retrieved easily
enough by tractor beans, but the tools and franmework sections were not equi pped with signal flares
and were usually lost. Cursing the necessity for having to performa tricky job of construction on
a space going nerry-go-round, the nen went back to work.

Progress becanme nmuch slower but a little nore certain, the nunber of dents and furrows put
in the spacecraft's hull by tools and space boots had become uncountable, and the fog of water
vapor escaping fromthe vessel continued to increase.

In a desperate attenpt to speed things up, and nuch against Prilicla s w shes, Conway
tried slowing the craft's rate of spin again. There were no signs of panic fromthe occupant this
time, the enpath reported, because it was too deeply unconscious to care. It added that it could
not describe the patient's enotional radiation to anyone but another enmpath, but that it was its
consi dered professional opinion that if full spin was not restored the patient would die very
shortly.

Next day the franmework was conpl eted and work started on fitting the netal band which
woul d take the tenporary airlock. Wiile the lock structure was going up Conway and Harrison
attached safety lines to the framework and exami ned the hull. The Lieutenant discovered quite a
| ot about the steering jets and the circuits to the retro pack, while Conway could only stare
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baffl ed at the long, narrow exit hatch or stare through the tiny glass port-it was only a few

i nches in dianeter-which showed little nmore than a shutter which opened and closed rapidly. And it
was not until the follow ng day that the Lieutenant and hinself were able to enter the alien
spacecraft.

Its occupant was still alive, Prilicla said, but only just.

As expected the wai st section of the spacecraft was al nost enpty of water. Centrifuga
force had caused it to collect toward the extrenities of the ship, but their spotlights reflected
off a dazzling fog of water vapor and droplets which, a quick investigation showed, were being
stirred up by the operation of a system of sprocket wheels and chain drives that ran the | ength of
t he ship.

Movi ng carefully so as not to snag a hand between a gear wheel and its chain or
i nadvertently stick a boot through the fragile hull into space, the Lieutenant noved aft while
Conway went forward. They did this so as to ensure that the vessel's center of gravity stayed as
closely as possible to its center of rotation, for any inbal ance introduced now woul d shake | oose
the framework and probably tear holes in the sides of the shinp.

"I realize that the circulation and purification of water requires heavier hardware than
an air recycling system" said Conway, speaking to Harrison and the tender, "but surely there
shoul d be a higher proportion of electrical to nmechanical systens? | can't nove nore than a few
yards forward and all | can see are gear wheels and chains drives. The circul ati on system sets up
a strong current, as well, and I'min danger of being drawn into the works."

The fine, ever-present m st of bubbles made it difficult to see clearly, but for a nonent
he caught a glinpse of sonething which was not part of the machinery-sonething that was brown and
convoluted and with a suggestion of fronds or short tentacles sprouting fromit, sonething
organi c. The being was hemmed in on all sides by revolving nmachinery, and it al so seenmed to be
rotating, but there was so little of its body visible that he could not be sure.

"I see it," said Conway. "Not enough for accurate classification, though. It doesn't seem
to be wearing a pressure suit so this nust be its equivalent of shirt-sleeve conditions. But we
can't get at the brute without tearing its ship apart and killing it in the process.” He swore,
then went on furiously, "This is ridiculous, insane! |I'm supposed to conme out here, imuobilize the

patient, transfer it to a ward and give treatnment. But this blasted thing can't be i mobilized
wi t hout . . .

"Suppose there is something wong with its |life-support system" the Lieutenant broke in.

" Somet hi ng which requires gravity, or artificial gravity in the formof centrifugal force, to
restore proper function. If we could sonehow repair this mal functioni ng equi pnent.

"But why?" said Conway suddenly, as a vague idea that had been lurking at the back of his
m nd began to creep out into the light. "I nean, why should we assume that it is malfunctioning.

" He paused, then said, "W'Ill open the valves of a couple of oxygen tanks in here to freshen up
the beastie's air-I mean water. It's only a first-aid neasure, |I'mafraid, until we're in a
position to do sonething nore positive. Then back to the tender, |'m beginning to get sonme odd
i deas about this astronaut and 1'd like to test them"

They returned to the control roomw thout taking off their suits, and were net by Prilicla
who told themthat the patient's condition seemed a little better although it was stil
unconsci ous. The enpath added that the reason for this mght be that the being was injured and in
an advanced state of malnutrition as well as having been close to death through asphyxiation
Conway began telling them about his idea and sketching the alien ship as he tal ked.

"If this is the center of spin,” he said when the drawi ng was conplete, "and the distance
fromthat point to the pilot's position is this, and the rate of rotation is this, can you tell ne
how cl osely does the apparent gravity in the pilot's position approach that of Meatball itsel f?"

"Just a minute," said Harrison as he took Conway's pen and began to scribble. A few
m nutes later-he had taken extra tine to double check his cal cul ati ons-he said, "Very close,
Doctor. ldentical, in fact."

"Whi ch neans," said Conway thoughtfully, "that we have here a beastie which can't, for
sonme very good physi ol ogi cal reason no doubt, live without gravity, for whom wei ghtless conditions
are fatal.

"Excuse ne, Doctor,"
on Screen Two.

Conway felt the idea which was beginning to take shape at the back of his mnd being bl own
into tatters. Spin, he thought furiously, trying to draw it back; centrifugal force, wheels within
wheel s! But the square, craggy features of the Chief Psychologist were filling the screen and it
was i nmpossible to think of anything el se.

O Mara spoke pleasantly-a very bad sign. He said, "Your recent activity has been

the quiet voice of the radioman cut in. "I have Major O Mara for you
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i mpressive, Doctor-especially when it took the formof nman-made neteorite activity in the shape of
dropped tools and structural material. But |I'm concerned about your patient. W all are-even, and
especially, the Captain of Descartes who has recently returned to Meatball

"The Captain has run into trouble," the psychol ogi st continued, "in the shape of three
m ssiles with nucl ear warheads which were directed at his ship. One of themwent off course and
dirtied up a large area of Meatball ocean, and the other two cane so close that he had to use ful
energency thrust to avoid them He says that establishing comruni cations and friendly contact with
the inhabitants in these circunmstances is inpossible, that they obviously think he has ki dnapped
their astronaut for sone ghastly purpose of his own, and that the return of the being in a happy

and healthy condition is the only neans there is of retrieving the situation... Doctor Conway,
your mouth is open. Either say sonething or close it!"

"Sorry, sir," said Conway absently. "I was thinking. There is sonething | would like to
try, and perhaps you could help me with it-by getting Col onel Skenpton's support, | nmean. We're
wasting time out here, | realize that now, and | want to bring the spacecraft inside the hospital
Still spinning, of course-at first, anyway. Cargo Lock Thirty is big enough to take it and is

cl ose enough to the water-filled corridor leading to the ward we are preparing for this patient.
But I'mafraid the Colonel will be a bit sticky about allow ng the spacecraft into the hospital."

The Col onel was very sticky indeed, despite Conway's argunments and the support given by
O Mara. Skenpton, for the third time, gave a firm and unequi vocal negati ve.

He said, "I realize the urgency of this matter. | fully appreciate its inportance to our
future hopes of trading with Meatball and |I symnpathize with your technical problens. But you are
not, repeat not, going to bring a chem cally powered spacecraft with a live retro pack inside this
hospital! If it accidentally ignited we m ght have a hole blown in the hull which would cause a
| ethal pressure drop on a dozen levels, or the vehicle nmight go bulleting into the centra
computer or gravity-control sections!"

"Excuse ne," said Conway angrily, and turned to the Lieutenant. He asked, "Can you ignite
that retro pack, working fromthe ambul ance ship, or disconnect it?"

"I probably couldn't disconnect it without inadvertently setting it off and burning nyself
to a crisp," Harrison replied slowy, "but | know enough to be able to set up a relay which.

Yes, we could ignite it fromthis control room"

"Go to it, Lieutenant," said Conway, and returned to the inmage of Skenpton. "I take it,
sir, that you have no objection to taking the vessel aboard after its retro pack has been fired?
O to furnishing the special equipnent | will need in the cargo | ock and ward?"

"The mai ntenance officer on that |evel has orders to cooperate,” said Skenpton. "Good
| uck, Doctor. Of."

Wil e Harrison set up his relay, Prilicla kept an enptional eye on the patient while
Mannon and hi nmsel f worked out the being' s approxi mate size and wei ght based on the brief |ook
Conway had had of the astronaut and on the dinmensions of its ship. This information would be
needed quickly if the special transporter and the rotating operating theater were to be ready in
tinme.

“"I"'mstill here, Doctor," said O Mara sharply, "and | have a question. Your idea that the
bei ng needs gravity, either normal or artificial, to live | can understand, but strapping it onto
an el aborate nmerry go-round.

"Not a nerry-go-round, sir," said Conway. "It will be nobunted vertically, like a ferris
wheel . "

O Mara breathed heavily through his nose. "I suppose you are quite sure that you know what
you' re doi ng, Doctor?"

"Well.. ." began Conway.
"Ask a stupid question," said the psychol ogist, and broke the connection

It took longer than the Lieutenant had estinmated to set up his relay- everything took |onger than
estimated on this assignnment!-and Prilicla reported that the patient's condition was rapidly
wor seni ng. But at |ast the spacecraft's retros flared out for the nunber of seconds necessary to
have brought it out of its original orbit and the anbul ance ship kept pace with it, spinning it
with opposing tractors as soon as thrust disappeared so that the occupant would still have the
gravity it needed. There were conplications even so. Inmediately the retros cut out, panels opened
in the nose cone and the | andi ng parachute tunbl ed out and within seconds the spinning ship had
wound the parachute untidily around itself.

The short period of thrust had added to the hull damage as well.

"It's leaking like a sieve!™ Conway burst out. "Shoot another magnetic grapple to it. Keep
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it spinning and get us to Lock Thirty quick! How is the patient?"

"Conscious now," said Prilicla, trenbling. "Just barely conscious and radi ati ng extrene
f ear

Still spinning, the vehicle was maneuvered into the enornous nmouth of Lock Thirty. Inside
the I ock chanber the artificial gravity grids under the deck were set at neutral so that the
wei ghtl ess conditions of space were duplicated there. Conway's feeling of vertigo, which had been
with himsince he had first seen the ship, was intensified by the sight of the alien vessel
whirling ponderously in the encl osed space, flinging out streamers of coldly steanming water as it
spun.

Then suddenly the lock's outer seal clanged shut, the tractors snoothly checked the ship's
spin as, simultaneously, the artificial gravity of the deck was brought up to Meatball nornal.
Wthin a few seconds the spacecraft was resting horizontally on the deck

"How is it?" began Conway anxiously.

Prilicla said, "Fear.. . no, extreme anxiety. The radiation is quite strong now ot herw se
the being seens all right, or at |east inproved.

The enpath gave the inpression of not believing its own feelings.

The spacecraft was lifted gently and a long, low trolley nounted on ball oon wheels rolled
under it. Water began pouring into the | ock chanber fromthe seal which had opened into the
adj acent water-filled section. Prilicla ran up the wall and across the ceiling until it was in
position a few yards above the nose of the vessel, and Mannon, Harrison and Conway waded, then
swam in the sane direction. Wien they reached it they clustered around the forward section
ignoring the team which was throwing straps around the hull and fastening it to the trolley prior
to noving it into the nearby corridor of the water-breathers, while they cut into the thin hul
plating and carefully peeled it away.

Conway insisted on extrene care during this operation so as to avoid danaging the life-
support machi nery.

Gradual |y the nose section becane little nore than a skel eton and the astronaut |ay
reveal ed, like a |eathery, brown caterpillar with its tail in its nmouth that was caught on one of
the innernost gear wheels of a giant clock. By this tinme the vessel was conpl etely subnerged,
oxygen was being released into the water all around it, and Prilicla was reporting the patient's
feelings as being extrenely anxi ous and confused.

"It's confused.. ." said a fam liar, irascible voice and Conway di scovered O Mara sw nmi ng
besi de him Col onel Skenpton was dogpaddling along on his other side, but silently. The
psychol ogi st went on, "This is an inportant one, Doctor, in case you' ve forgotten-hence our close
personal interest. But now why don't you pull that glorified alarmclock apart and get the patient
out of there? You' ve proved your theory that it needed gravity to live, and we're supplying that
now.

"No, sir," said Conway, "not just yet..

"Cbviously the rotation of the being inside the capsule,” Col onel Skenpton broke in,
"conpensates for the ship's spin, thus allowing the pilot a stationary view of the outside world."

"I don't know," said Conway doggedly. "The ship's rotation does not quite natch that of
the astronaut inside it. In ny opinion we should wait until we can transfer it quickly to the
ferris wheel, which will alnost exactly duplicate nodule conditions. | have an idea-it may be a
pretty wild one-that we aren't out of the woods yet."

"But transferring the whole ship into the ward when the patient alone could be noved there
in a fraction of the tine.

"No," said Conway.

"He's the Doctor," said O Mara, before the argunent could devel op further, and snoothly
directed the Colonel's attention to the system of paddl e-wheel s which kept the water-breathing
astronaut's air circul ating.

The enornous trolley, its weight supported in the water to a large extent by air-filled
bal l oon tires, was nmanhandl ed al ong the corridor and into the trenendous tank which was one of the
conbi ned theater/wards of the hospital's water-breathing patients. Suddenly there was anot her
conpl i cation.

"Doctor! It's comng out!"

One of the nen swarming around the nose section must have accidentally pushed the
astronaut's ejection button, because the narrow hatch had swng open and the system of gears,
sprocket wheels and chain drives was sliding into new positions. Sonething which | ooked like three
five foot dianeter tires was rolling toward the opening.

The innernost tire of the three was the astronaut while the two on each side of it had a
metallic look and a series of tubes running fromtheminto the central, organic tire-probably food
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storage tanks, Conway thought. Hi s theory was borne out when the outer sections stopped just
inside the hatch and the alien, still trailing one of the feeding tubes, rolled out of its ship
Still turning it began to fall slowy toward the fl oor eight feet bel ow

Harrison, who was nearest, tried to break its fall but could only get one hand to it. The
being tipped over and hit the floor flat on its side. It bounced slowy just once and cane to
rest, notionless.

"I't is unconscious again, dying! Quickly, friend Conway!"

The normally polite and self-effacing enpath had turned the volune of its suit radio to
mexi mum so as to attract attention quickly. Conway acknow edged with a wave-he was al ready
swiming toward the fallen astronaut as fast as he could-and yelled at Harrison, "Get it upright,
man! Turn it!"

"What.. ." began Harrison, but he neverthel ess got both hands under the alien and began to
lift.

Mannon, O Mara and Conway arrived together. Wth four of themworking on it they quickly
lifted the being into an upright position, but when Conway tried to get themto roll it, it
wobbl ed |i ke a huge, soggy hoop and tended to fold in on itself. Prilicla, at great danger to life
and its extrenely fragile |inbs, |anded beside them and deaf ened everyone with details of the
astronaut's enotional radiation-which was now virtually nonexistent.

Conway yelled directions to the other three to lift the alien to waist height while
keeping it upright and turning. Wthin a few seconds he had O Mara pulling down on his side,
Mannon lifting on his and the Lieutenant and hinself at each flank turning and steadying the
great, flaccid, ring-shaped body.

"Cut your volune, Priliclal" O Mara shouted. Then in a quieter, furious voice he snarled,
"l suppose one of us knows what we're doing?"

"I think so," said Conway. "Can you speed it up-it was rotating nuch faster than this
inside its ship. Prilicla?"

"It . . . it is barely alive, friend Conway."

They did everything possible to speed the alien's rotation while at the sane tinme noving
it toward the accomodation prepared for it. This contained the elaborate ferris wheel which
Conway had ordered and a watery atnosphere which duplicated the soup of Meatball's oceans. It was
not an exact duplicate because the nmaterial suspended in the soup was a nonliving synthetic rather
than the living organisns found in the original, but it had the same food val ue and, because it
was nontoxic so far as the other water breathers who were likely to use the ward were concer ned,
the astronaut's quarters were contained by a transparent plastic filmrather than netal plating
and a | ock chanmber. This al so hel ped speed the process of getting the patient into its ward and
onto the wheel

Finally it was in position, strapped down and turning in the direction and at the same
velocity as its "couch” on the spacecraft. Mannon, Prilicla and Conway attached thenselves as
close to the center of the wheel and their rotating patient as possible and, as their exam nation
proceeded, theater staff, special instrunments, diagnhostic equipnent and the very special, thought-
controlled "tool" from Meatbal | added thensel ves or were attached to the franework of the whee
and whirled up and over and around through the nearly opaque soup.

The patient was still deeply unconscious at the end of the first hour

For the benefit of O Mara and Skenpton, who had relinquished their places on the wheel to
menbers of the theater staff, Conway said, "Even at close range it is difficult to see through
this stuff, but as the process of breathing is involuntary and includes ingestion, and as the

pati ent has been short of food and air for a long tine, I'd prefer not to work in clear, food-free
water at this tinme."

"My favorite medicine," said Mannon, "is food."

"l keep wondering how such a life-formgot started,"” Conway went on. "l suppose it al

began in some w de, shallow, tidal pool-so constituted that the tidal effects caused the water to
wash constantly around it instead of going in and out. The patient m ght then have evol ved from
sone early beastie which was continually rolled around in the shallows by the circular tides,
picking up food as it went. Eventually this prehistoric creature evolved specialized interna
muscul ature and organs which allowed it to do the rolling instead of trusting to the tides and
currents, also nmanipul atory appendages in the formof this fringe of short tentacles sprouting
fromthe inner circunference of its body between the series of gill mouths and eyes. Its visua
equi pnent rnust operate |ike some formof coeleostat since the contents of its field of vision are
constantly rotating.

"Reproduction is probably by direct fission
monent of their |ives, because to stop is to die."

he went on, "and they keep rolling for every
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"But why?" O Mara broke in. "Why nust it roll when water and food can be sucked in w thout
it having to nove?"

"Do you know what is wong with the patient, Doctor?" Skenpton asked sharply, then added
worriedly, "Can you treat it?"

Mannon made a noi se which could have been a snort of derision, a bark of |aughter or
perhaps nerely a strangl ed cough

Conway said, "Yes and no, sir. O, in a sense, the answer should be yes to both
questions." He glanced at O Mara to include the psychol ogi st and went on, "It has to roll to stay
alive-there is an ingenious nmethod 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 conti nua
rolling causes its blood to circulate-it uses a formof gravity feed systeminstead of a nuscul ar
punmp. You see, this creature has no heart, none at all. Wen it stops rolling its circulation
stops and it dies within a few m nutes.

"The trouble is," he ended grimy, "we may have al nost stopped its circul ation once too
often.”

"I disagree, friend Conway," said Priicla, who never disagreed with anyone as a rule. The
enpath's body and pi pe stemlegs were quivering, but slowy in the manner of a Ci nrusskin who was
bei ng exposed to enotion of a confortable type. It went on, "The patient is regaining
consci ousness quickly. It is fully conscious now. There is a suggestion of dull, unlocalized pain
whi ch is alnost certainly caused by hunger, but this is already beginning to fade. It is feeling
slightly anxious, very excited and intensely curious.

"Curious?" said Conway.

"Curiosity is the predom nating enotion, Doctor."

"Qur early astronauts," said O Mara, "were very special people, too

It was nore than an hour later by the tine they were finished, nmedically speaking, with
the Meatball astronaut and were clinbing out of their suits. A Corps linguist was sharing the
ferris wheel with the alien with the intention of adding, with the m ni mum of delay, a new e-t
| anguage to the nmenory banks of the hospital's translation conputer, and Col onel Skenpton had |eft
to conmpose a rather tricky nessage to the Captain of Descartes

"The news isn't all good," Conway said, grinning with relief despite hinmself. "For one
thing, our 'patient' wasn't suffering fromanything other than mal nutrition, partial asphyxiation

and general mshandling as a result of being rescued-or rather by-by Descartes. As well, it shows
no special aptitude in the use of the thought-controlled tools and seens conpletely unfaniliar
with the things. This can only nmean that there is another intelligent race on Meatball. But when

our friend can talk properly I don't think there will be much difficulty getting it to help us
find the real owners-it doesn't hold any grudges for the nunber of tines we nearly killed it,

Prilicla says, and.., and | don't know how we nmanaged to cone out of this so well after all the
stupid m stakes we made."
"And if you are trying to extract a conplinment fromme for another brilliant piece of

deductive reasoning, or your lucky guess,"” said O Mara sourly, "you are wasting your tine and
m ne.

Mannon said, "Let's all have |unch."

Turning to go, O Mara said, "You know | don't eat in public-it gives the inpression that |
am an ordi nary human being |like everyone else. Besides, |I'll be too busy working out a set of
tests for yet another so-called intelligent species

BLOCD BROTHER

This is not a purely nedical assignment, Doctor," said O Mara when Conway was sunmoned to the
Chi ef Psychol ogist's office three days later, "although that is the nost inportant, naturally.
Shoul d your problens devel op political conplications-"

"I shall be guided by the vast experience of the cultural-contact specialists of the
Monitor Corps," said Conway.

“Your tone, Doctor Conway," said O Mara dryly, "is an inplied criticismof the splendid
body of nen and creatures to which | have the honor to bel ong.

The third person in the roomcontinued to make gurgling sounds as it rotated ponderously
i ke sone | arge, organic prayer wheel, but otherw se said nothing.

..... But we're wasting tine," O Mara went on. "You have two days before your ship | eaves
for Meatball-time enough, | should think, to tidy up any personal or professional |oose ends. You
had better study the details of this project as nmuch as possible, while you still have confortable
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surroundi ngs in which to work."

He continued, "I have decided, reluctantly, to exclude Doctor Prilicla fromthis
assignment - Meatball is no place for a being who is so hypersensitive to enptional radiation that
it practically curls up and dies if anyone thinks a harsh thought at it. Instead you will have
Surreshun here, who has volunteered to act as your guide and advi ser-although why it is doing so
when it was quite literally by and nearly killed by us is a nystery to ne .

"It is because | am so brave and generous and forgiving," said Surreshun in its flat,
Transl ated voice. Still rotating, it added, "I amalso farsighted and altruistic and concerned
only with the ultimte good of both our species.”

"Yes," said OMara in a carefully neutral voice. "But our purpose it not conpletely
altruistic. W plan to investigate and assess the nedi cal requirenents on your hone planet with a
view to rendering assistance in this area. Since we are al so generous, altruistic and.., and
highly ethical this assistance will be given freely in any case, but if you should offer to make
avail able to us a nunber of those instrunents, quasiliving inplements, tools or what ever you
choose to call themwhich originate on your planet-"

"But Surreshun has already told us that its race does not use them. began Conway.

"And | believe it," said Major O Mara. "But we know that they cone fromits hone pl anet
and it is your problemone of your problens, Doctor-to find the people who do use them And now,
if there are no other questions .

A fewmnutes later they were in the corridor. Conway | ooked at his watch and said, "Lunch. |
don't know about you, but | always think better with my mouth full. The water breathers' section
is just two | evels above us- "It is kind of you to offer but | realize how inconvenient it is for
your species to eat in ny environnent," replied Surreshun. "My |ife-support equi pment contains an
interesting selection of food and, although |I am conpletely unselfish and thoughtful where the
confort of nmy friends is concerned, | shall be returning hone in two days and the opportunities of
experiencing nultienvironment conditions and contacts are therefore Iimted. | should prefer to
use the dining facilities of your warm bl ooded oxygen breathers."

Conway's sigh of relief was untranslatable. He nerely said, "After you

As they entered the dining hall Conway tried to decide whether to eat standing up like a
Tralthan or risk giving himself a nultiple hernia on a Melfan torture rack. Al the Earth-human
tabl es were taken.

Conway insinuated hinself into a Melfan chair while Surreshun, whose food supply was
suspended in the water it breathed, parked its nobile |ife-support systemas close as possible to
the table. He was about to order when there was an interruption. Thornnastor, the D agnhosti ci ani n-
Charge of Pathol ogy, |unbered up, directed an eye at each of themwhile the other two surveyed the
roomat |arge and made a noise |ike a nodul ated foghorn

The sounds were retransmitted in the usual tonel ess voice saying, "I saw you come in,
Doctor and Friend Surreshun, and wondered if we might discuss your assignment for a few m nutes-
bef ore you begi n your nea

Like all its fellow Tralthans Thornnastor was a vegetarian. Conway had the choi ce of
eating salad-a food which he considered fit only for rabbits-or waiting, as his superior had
suggested, on a steak

At the tables around them people finished their |unches and wal ked, undul ated and, in one
case, flew out to be replaced by a simlar assortnment of extraterrestrials, and still Thornnastor
continued to discuss nethods of processing the data and speci nmens they woul d be sendi ng hi mand
the efficient organization of this planet-sized nedical exam nation. As the being responsible for
anal yzing this nmass of inconmng data it had very definite ideas on how the job should be handl ed.

But finally the pathol ogi st |unbered off, Conway ordered his steak and for a few minutes
he performed major surgery with knife and fork in silence. Then he becane aware that Surreshun's
Transl ator was nmaking a low, erratic grow ing sound which was probably the equival ent of the
unt ransl at abl e noi se an Eart h- human woul d make clearing his throat. He asked, "You have a
questi on?"

"Yes," said Surreshun. It made another untransl atable sound then went on, "Brave and
resourceful and enotionally stable as | am.

"Modest, too," said Conway dryly.

| cannot help but feel slightly concerned over tonorrow s visit to the being O Mara's
office. Specifically, will it hurt and are there any nental aftereffects?"

"Not a bit and none at all," said Conway reassuringly. He went onto explain the procedure
used for taking a brain recording or Educator Tape, adding that the whole affair was entirely
voluntary and shoul d the idea cause Surreshun nental or physical distress it could change its m nd
at any tinme without |oss of respect. It was doing the hospital a great service by allowi ng O Mara
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to prepare this tape, a tape which would enable themto gain a full and val uabl e understandi ng of
Surreshun's world and society~

Surreshun was still making the equival ent of "Aw, shucks noises when they finished their
meal . Shortly afterward it left for a roll around the water-filled AUG ward and Conway headed for
his own section.

Bef ore nmorni ng he would have to nmake a start on tidying up |oose ends, famliarizing
hinself with Meatball conditions and drawi ng up sonme fairly detailed plans for procedure prior to
arrival-if for no other reason than to give the corpsman who woul d be assisting himthe idea that
Sector General doctors knew what they were doing.

Currently in his charge were a ward of silver furred caterpillar Kelgians and the
hospital's Tralthan maternity section. He was al so responsible for a small ward of Hudlars, with
their hide like flexible arnmor plate, whose artificial gravity systemwas set at five Gs and whose
at nrosphere was a dense, high-pressure fog-and the oddball TLTU classification entity hailing from
he knew not where who breathed superheated steam It took nore than a few hours to tidy up such a
coll ection of |oose ends.

The courses of treatnent or conval escence were well advanced, but he felt obliged to have
a word with themall and say good-bye because they woul d be di scharged and back on their hone
pl anets | ong before he returned from Meat bal |

Conway had a hurried and unbal anced nmeal off an instrument trolley, and then decided to cal
Mur chi son. Reaction to his I engthy bout of nedical dedication was setting in, he thought
cynically, and he was beginning to think only of his own selfish pleasure..

But in Pathology they told himthat Mirchison was on duty in the nethane section, encased
in a small half-track vehicle-heavily insulated, jamed with heaters inside, hung with
refrigerators outside-which was the only way of entering the Cold Section w thout both freezing
herself to death within seconds and blasting the life out of every patient in the ward with her
body heat .

He was able to get through to her on a relay fromthe ward's duty room but, renmenbering
the ears both hunman and ot herw se which were probably listening in, he spoke briefly and
professionally about his coning assignnent and the possibility that she mght be able to join him
on Meatball in her capacity as a pathol ogi st, and suggested that they discuss the details on the
recreation | evel when she canme off duty. He discovered that that would not be for six hours. Wile
she spoke he could hear in the background the ineffably sweet and delicate tinkling-like the
chiming of colliding snowfl akes, he thought-of a ward full of intelligent crystals talking to each
ot her.

Six hours later they were in the recreation level, where trick lighting and sone really
i nspired | andscapi ng gave an illusion of spaciousness, lying on a snmall, tropical beach encl osed
on two sides by cliffs and open to a sea which seened to stretch for mles. Only the alien
vegetation growing fromthe cliff tops kept it fromlooking |like a tropical bay anywhere on Earth,
but then space was at a prenmiumin Sector General and the people who worked together were expected
to play together as well.

Conway was feeling very tired and he realized suddenly that he woul d have been due to
start tonorrow norning's rounds in two hours' tine if he still had had rounds to nake. But
tonorrowt oday, that was- woul d be even busier and, if he knew his O Mara, Conway woul d not be
conpl etely hinsel f.

When he awakened, Mirchi son was | eaning over himw th an expression which was a m xture of
anusenent, irritation and concern. Punching himnot too gently in the stonmach she said, "You went
to sleep on ne, in the mddle of a sentence, over an hour ago! | don't like that-it nakes ne fee
i nsecure, unwanted, unattractive to nmen." She went on punishing his diaphragm "I expected to hear
sone inside information, at |east. Sone idea of the problems or dangers of your new job and how
long you will be gone. At very least | expected a warm and tender farewell

"I'f you want to fight," said Conway |aughing, "let's westle..."

But she slipped free and took off for the water. Wth Conway cl ose behind she dived into
the area of turbul ence surrounding a Tralthan who was bei ng taught how to swim He thought he had
| ost her until a slim tanned arm cane around his neck from behind and he swall owed half of the
artificial ocean

Wil e they were catching their breath again on the hot, artificial sand, Conway told her
about the new assignment and about the tape taken from Surreshun which he was expected to take
shortly. Descartes was not due to | eave for another thirty-six hours, but for nost of that tine
Conway woul d have del usi ons of being an ani mated doughnut whi ch probably considered all Earth-
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human fenmal es as shapel ess and unl ovel y bags of dough, or perhaps sonething much worse.

They left the recreation level a few nminutes later, talking about the best way of wangling
her rel ease from Thornnastor, to whose el ephantine species the word romance was just an
unTransl| at abl e noi se.

There was no real necessity for themto | eave the recreation |level, of course. It was just
that the Earth-hunan DBDGs were the only race in the Galactic Federation with a nudity taboo, and
one of the very few nenber species with an aversion to naking |love in public.

Surreshun had al ready gone when Conway arrived in Major O Mara's office. "You know it all already,
Doctor," said the psychol ogi st as he and Li eutenant Craythorne, his assistant, hooked himup to
the Educator. "But | am nevertheless required to warn you that the first few mnutes foll ow ng
menory transfer are the worst-it is then that the human mnd feels sure that it is being taken
over by the alien alter ego. This is a purely subjective phenonenon caused by the sudden influx of
alien menories and experience. You nmust try to nmaintain flexibility of mind and adapt to these
alien, sonetinmes very alien, inpressions as quickly as possible. How you do this is up to you
Since this is a conpletely new tape | shall nonitor your reactions in case of trouble. How do you
feel ?"

"Fine," said Conway, and yawned.

"Don't show off," said O Mara, and threw the switch

Conway came to a few seconds later in a small, square, alien roomwhose planes and
outlines, like its furnishings, were too strai ght and sharp-edged. Two grotesque entities-a snall
part of his mnd insisted they were his friends-towered over him studying himwith flat, wet eyes
set in tw faces nade of shapel ess pink dough. The room its occupants and hinsel f were notionl ess
and. ..

He was dyi ng!

Conway was aware suddenly that he had pushed O Mara onto the floor and that he was sitting
on the edge of the treatnent couch, fists clenched, arns crossed tightly over his chest, swaying
rapi dly back and forth. But the novement did not help at all-the roomwas still too horrifying,

di zzyingly steady! He was sick with vertigo, his vision was fading, he was choking, |osing al
sense of touch..

"Take it easy, lad," said O Mara gently. "Don't fight it. Adapt."

Conway tried to swear at himbut the sound which cane out was |ike the bleat of a
terrified small animal. He rocked forward and back, faster and faster, waggling his head from side
to side. The room jerked and rolled about but it was still too steady. The steadi ness was
terrifying and |l ethal. How, Conway asked hinmself in utter desperation, does one adapt to dying?

"Pull up his sleeve, Lieutenant," said O Mara urgently, "and hold hi m steady."

Conway | ost control then. The alien entity who apparently had control would not all ow
anyone to immobilize its body-that was unthinkable! He junped to his feet and staggered into
O Mara's desk. Still trying to find a novenent which would pacify the alien inside his nmind Conway
crawl ed on hands and knees through the organi zed clutter on top of the desk, rolling and shaki ng
hi s head.

But the alien in his mnd was dizzy fromstanding still and the Earth human portion was
dizzy fromtoo nuch novenent. Conway was no psychol ogi st but he knew that if he did not think of
somet hi ng qui ckly he would end up as a patient-of O Mara's-instead of a doctor, because his alien
was firmy convinced that it was dying, right now

Even by proxy, dying was going to be a severe traumatic experience.

He had had an idea when he clinbed onto the desk, but it was hard to recall it when nost
of his mnd was in the grip of panic reaction. Soneone tried to pull himoff and he kicked unti
they let go, but the effort nade himlose his balance and he tunbled head first onto O Mara's
swivel chair. He felt hinmself rolling toward the floor and instinctively shot out his leg to check
the fall. The chair swi veled nore than 180 degrees, so he kicked out again, and again. The chair
continued to rotate, erratically at first, but then nore snmoothly as he got the hang of it.

Hi s body was jackknifed on its side around the back of the chair, the left thigh and knee
resting flat on the seat while the right foot kicked steadily against the floor. It was not too
difficult to imagine that the filing cabinets, bookshelves, office door and the figures of O Mara

and Craythorne were all lying on their sides and that he, Conway, was rotating in the vertica
pl ane. Hi s panic began to subside a little.
"I'f you stop ne," said Conway, neaning every word, "I'll kick you in the face..

Craythorne's expression was ludicrous as his face wobbled into sight. O Mara's was hi dden
by the open door of the drug cabi net.
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Def ensi vel y Conway went on, "This is not sinply revulsion to a suddenly introduced alien
Vi ewpoi nt-bel i eve me, Surreshun as a person is nore human than nost of the taped entities |I've had

recently. But | can't take this one! I'mnot the psychol ogi st around here, but I don't think any
sane person can adapt to a continually recurring death agony.

"On Meatball," he continued grimy, "there is no such thing as pretending to be dead,
sl eepi ng or unconsci ousness. You are either noving and alive or still and dead. Even the young of

Surreshun's race rotate during gestation until-"
"You' ve made your point, Doctor," said O Mara, approaching once again. Hi s right hand,

pal mupward, held three tablets. "I won't give you a shot because stopping you to do so will cause
di stress, obviously. Instead I'll give you three of these sl eep-bonbs. The effects will be sudden
and you will be out for at |least forty-eight hours. | shall erase the tape while you're

unconsci ous. There will be a few residual nenories and inpressions when you awaken, but no panic.

"Now open your nouth, Doctor. Your eyes will close by thensel ves

Conway awoke in a tiny cabin whose austere color schene told himthat he was aboard a
Federation cruiser and whose wall plaque narrowed it down to Cultural Contact and Survey vesse
Descartes. An officer wearing Major's insignia was sitting in the single, fold-down chair,
overcrowdi ng the cabin while studying one of the thick Meatball files. He | ooked up

"Edwards, ship's nedical officer," he said pleasantly. "Nice to have you with us, Doctor.
Are you awake?"

Conway yawned furiously and said, "Half."

"In that case," said Edwards, noving into the corridor so that Conway could have roomto
dress, "the Captain wants to see us.

Descartes was a large ship and its control roomwas spaci ous enough to contain Surreshun's
|'ife-support systemwithout too nuch inconvenience to the officers manning it. Captain WIIlianmson
had invited the roller to spend nost of its tine there-a conplinent which could be appreciated by
any astronaut regardl ess of species-and for a being who did not know the neaning of sleep it had
t he advant age of al ways bei ng manned. Surreshun could talk to them after a fashion

The vessel's conputer was tiny conpared with the nonster which handl ed Transl ati on at
Sector Ceneral, and even then only a fraction of its capacity could be spared for translation
purposes since it still had to serve the ship. As a result the Captain's attenpts at comuni cating
conmpl ex psycho political ideas to Surreshun were not neeting with nmuch success.

The officer standing behind the Captain turned and he recogni zed Harri son. Conway nodded
and said, "How s the |eg, Lieutenant?"

"Fine, thank you," said Harrison. He added seriously, "It troubles ne a little when it
rains, but that isn't often in a spaceship.

"I f you nust make conversation, Harrison," said the Captain with controlled irritation
"pl ease nmake intelligent conversation." To Conway he said briskly, "Doctor, its governmental
systemis conpletely beyond me-if anything it appears to be a formof paranilitary anarchy. But we
must contact its superiors or, failing this, its mate or close relatives. Trouble is, Surreshun
doesn't even understand the concept of parental affection and its sex relationships seemto be
unusual | y conpl ex. .

"That they are," said Conway with feeling.

"Cbviously you know nore than we do on this subject,"” said the Captain, |ooking relieved

"I had hoped for this. As well as sharing ninds for a fewnnutes it was also your patient, |'m
tol d?"

Conway nodded. "It was not really a patient, sir, since it wasn't sick, but it cooperated
during the many physiol ogi cal and psychol ogical tests. It is still anxious to return hone and

al nost as anxious for us to nake friendly contact with its people. Wiat is the problem sir?"

Basically the Captain's problemwas that he had a suspicious nind and he was giving the
Meat bal | natives credit for having simlar mnds. So far as they were concerned Surreshun, the
first being of their race to go into space, had been swall owed up by Descartes' cargo | ock and
taken away.

"They expected to | ose ne,
have me stolen."

Thei r subsequent reaction on Descartes' return was predictable- every form of nastiness of
whi ch they were capabl e had been hurled at the ship. The nuclear nissiles were easily evaded or
knocked out, but WIIlianmson had wi thdrawn because their warheads had been of a particularly dirty
type and surface life would have been seriously affected by fallout if the attack had been all owed
to continue. Now he was returning again, this tine with Meatball's first astronaut, and he nust
prove to the planetary authorities and/or Surreshun's friends that nothing unpl easant had happened
toit.

Surreshun put in at that point, "but they did not expect to
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The easiest way of doing this would be to go into orbit beyond the range of their missiles
and let Surreshun itself spend as nuch time as necessary convincing its people that it had not
been tortured or had its m nd taken over by some formof nonstrous alien |life |like the Captain
Its vehicle' s comunications equi prent had been duplicated so there was no technical problem
Neverthel ess, WIllianmson felt that the proper procedure would be for himto communicate with the
Meat bal | authorities and apol ogi ze for the nistake before Surreshun spoke.

"The original purpose of this exercise was to nake friendly contact with these people,"
W1 1lianson concluded, "even before you people at the hospital got so excited about these thought-
controlled tools and decided that you wanted nore of them"”

"My reason for being here is not altogether comercial," said Conway, in the tone of one
whose conscience is not altogether clear. He went on, 'So far as the present problemis concerned,
I can help you. The difficulty stems fromyour not understanding their conplete |ack of parenta
and filial affection or any other enotional ties other than the brief but very intense bond which
exists prior to and during the mating process. You see, they really do hate their fathers and
everyone el se who

"Hel p us, he said," nmuttered Edwards.

Everyone else who is directly related to them" Conway went on.

"As well, sone of Surreshun's nore unusual nenories have remained in nmy nmind. This sonetinmes
occurs after exposure to an unusually alien personality, and these people are unusual

The structure of Meatball's society until the fairly recent past had been a conplete
reversal of what nost intelligent species considered normal. Qutwardly it was an anarchy in which
the nost respected people were the rugged individualist, the far travelers, the beings who |ived
dangerously and continually sought for new experiences. Cooperation and self-inmposed discipline
was necessary for mutual protection, of course, since the species had nany natural enenies, but
this was conpletely foreign to their natures and only the cowards and weaklings who put safety and
confort above all else were able to overcone the shame of cl ose physical cooperation.

In the early days this stratum of society was considered to be the | owest of the [ow but
it had been one of them who had devised a nmethod of allowi ng a person to rotate and live w thout
having to travel along the sea bed. This, the ability to |live while remaining stationary, was
anal ogous to the discovery of fire or the wheel on Earth and had been the begi nning of
t echnol ogi cal devel opment on Meat bal | .

As the desire for confort, safety and cooperation grew the nunber of rugged individualists
dwi ndl ed-they tended to be killed off rather frequently, in any case. Real power canme to lie in
the stubby tentacles of the beings who worried about the future or who were so curious about the
worl d around themthat they were willing to do shaneful things and give up practically all of
their physical freedomto satisfy it. They nmade a token adm ssion of guilt and | ack of authority,
but they were, in fact, the real rulers. The individualists who were nominally the rulers had
becone figureheads with one rather inportant exception

The reason for this topsy-turvy arrangenment was a deep, sex-based revulsion toward al
bl ood relations. Since the rollers of Meatball had evolved in a fairly small and confined area and
had been forced to nove continually within this area, physical contact for nating purposes-a
whol ly instinctive affair in presapient times-was nuch nore likely to occur between relatives than
conpl ete strangers, they had evol ved an effective safeguard agai nst inbreeding.

Surreshun's species reproduced hermaphroditically. Each parent after mating grew their
twin of fspring, one on each side of their bodies like continuous blisters encircling the side
walls of atire. Injury, disease or the nental confusion imrediately followi ng birth could cause
the parent to |lose balance, roll onto its side, stop and die. But this type of fatality occurred
| ess frequently now that there were machines to maintain the parent's rotation until it was out of
danger. But the points where the children eventually detached thenselves formtheir parents
remai ned very sensitive areas to everyone concerned and their positions were governed by
hereditary factors. The result was that any close blood relation trying to nmake mati ng contact
caused itself and the other being considerable pain. The rollers really did hate their fathers and
every other relative. They had no choice.

..... And the very brief period of courtship,” Conway added in conclusion, "explains the
appar ent boastful ness we have observed in Surreshun. During a chance convergence on the sea bottom
there is never much tinme to inpress an intended mate with the strength and beauty of one's
personality, so that nodesty is definitely a no survival characteristic."

The Captain gave Surreshun a | ong, thoughtful |ook, then turned back to Conway. "I take
it, Doctor, that our friend, because of the long training and discipline necessary to its becom ng
Meatball's first astronaut, belongs to the | owest social stratumeven though unofficially it may
be quite well thought of?"
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Conway shook his head. "You' re forgetting, sir, the inportance- again this is tied in with
t he avoi dance of inbreedi ng-which these people place on the far travel ers who bring back new bl ood
and knowl edge. In this respect Surreshun is unique. As the planet's first astronaut it is top dog
no matter which way you viewit-it is the nost respected being on its world and its influence is,
wel |, considerable."”

The Captain did not speak, but his features were stretching thenselves into the unusual
for them configuration of a snile.

"Speaki ng as one who had been inside | ooking out," said Conway, "you can be sure that it
doesn't hold a grudge over being kidnapped-it feels obligated to us, in fact-and that it wll
cooperate during contact procedure. Just renenber, sir, to stress our differences to these people.
They are the strangest species we have encountered-which is literally true. Be especially carefu
not to talk about us all being brothers under the epidernis, or that we belong to the great,
gal axy-wi de family of intelligent life. '"Famly' and 'brother' are dirty words!"

Shortly afterward WIllianson called a neeting of the cultural contact and conmuni cations
specialists to discuss Conway's new i nfornation. Despite the poor translation facilities avail able
on Descartes, by the tinme the watch-keeping officers in the control roomhad been relieved for the
second tine they had conpleted plans for nmaking contact with the natives of Meatball.

But the senior cultural-contact specialist was still not satisfied-he wanted to study the
culture in depth. Normal civilizations, he insisted, were based upon the extension of fanmly ties
to tribe, village and country until eventually the world was untied. He could not see how a
civilization could rise w thout such cooperation at fanily and tribal |evel, but he thought that a
cl oser study of personal relationships, mght clarify things. Perhaps Doctor Conway would like to
take the Surreshun tape agai n?

Conway was tired, irritable and hungry. His reply was forestalled by Major Edwards who
said, "No! Definitely not! O Mara has given nme strict instructions about this. Wth respect,
Doctor, he forbids it even if you are stupid enough to volunteer. This is one speci es whose tapes
are unusable. Dammit, |'mhungry and | don't want nore sandw ches!"

"Me, too," said Conway.

"Why are doctors al ways hungry?" asked the CC officer

"Gentlenen," said the Captain tiredly.

"Speaki ng personally," Conway said, "it is because ny entire adult |life had been devoted
to the unsel fish service of others and ny wi de powers of healing and surgical skill instantly
avail able at any time of the day or night. The tenets of ny great and altruistic profession demand
no | ess. These sacrifices-the |Iong hours, inadequate sleep and irregular neals-I suffer willingly
and wi thout conplaint. If | should think of food nore often than seens normal for |esser beings it
i s because sone nedical enmergency may arise to nmake the next neal uncertain and eating now will

enable ne to bring a greater degree of skill-even laynmen |ike yoursel ves nust appreciate the
effect of malnutrition on nind and nuscle- to the aid of nmy patient."”
He added dryly, "There is no need to stare, gentlenen. | amnmerely preparing ny mnd for

contact with Surreshun's people by pretending that nodesty does not exist."

For the remai nder of the voyage Conway divided his tinme between Conmuni cations and Contro
talking to the Captain, Edwards and Surreshun. But by the tine Descartes materialized inside the
Meat bal | sol ar system he had gained very little useful information on the practice of nedicine on
the planet and even | ess about its nmedical practitioners.

Contact with his opposite nunbers on Meatball was essential for the success of the
assi gnment .

But curative surgery and nedicine were very recent devel opnents which had becone possible
only when the species |learned howto rotate while renmaining in one position. There were vague
ref erences to another species, however, who acted as physicians of sorts. From Surreshun's
description they seenmed to be part physician, part parasite and part predator. Carrying one of
themwas a very risky business which very often caused inbal ance, stoppage and death in the
patient's continually rotating body. The doctor, Surreshun insisted, was nore to be feared than
t he di sease

Wth the imted translation facilities it was unable to explain how the beings
comuni cated with their patients. Surreshun had never net one personally nor was it on rolling-
together terms with anyone who had. The nearest it could express it was that they made direct
contact with the patient's soul

"Ch Lord," said Edwards, "what next?"

"Are you praying or just relieving your feelings?" asked Conway.

The Maj or grinned, then went on seriously, "If our friend uses the word 'soul' it is
because your hospital translator carries the word with an equival ent Meatball neaning. You'll just
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have to signal the hospital to find out what that overgrown el ectronic brain thinks a soul is."

"O Mara," said Conway, "will begin wondering about ny nental health again.

By the time the answer arrived Captain WIlIliamson had successfully made his apologies to
the Meatball non-authorities and Surreshun had painted such a glowing picture of the utter
strangeness of the Earth humans that their wel cone was assured. Descartes had been requested to
remain in orbit, however, until a suitable |anding area had been narked out and cl eared.

"According to this," said Edwards as he passed the signal flinmsy to Conway, "the
conmputer's definition of "soul' is sinply "the life of principle." O Mara says the programers did
not want to confuse it with religious and phil osophical factors by including material or imorta
souls. So far as the translation conputer is concerned if athing is alive then it has a soul
Apparently Meatball physicians nake direct contact with their patients' life-principle.”

"Faith healing, do you think?"

"I don't know, Doctor," said Edwards. "It seenms to ne that your Chief Psychol ogist isn't
bei ng much help on this one. And if you think I"'mgoing to help by giving you Surreshun's tape
agai n, save your breath.”

Conway was surprised at the normal appearance of Meatball as seen fromorbit. It was not
until the ship was within ten nmles of the surface that the sl ow winklings and twi tchings of the
vast carpets of aninmal tissue which crawl ed over the | and surface becane obvious, and the
unnatural stillness of the thick, soupy sea. Only along the shorelines was there activity. Here
the sea was stirred into a yellowgreen forth by water-dwelling predators large and small tearing
furiously at the living coastline while the "land" fought just as viciously back

Descartes canme down about two mles off a peaceful stretch of coast in the center of an
area marked with brightly colored floats, conpletely hidden in the cloud of steam produced by its
tail flare. As the stern slipped below the surface, thrust was reduced and it cane to rest gently
on the sandy sea bottom The great mass of boiled water produced by the flare drifted slowy away
on the tide and the people began to roll up

Literally, thought Conway.

Li ke great soggy doughnuts they rolled out of the green liquid fog and up to the base of
the ship, then around and around it. Wen outcroppings of rock or a spiky sea growh got in the
way t hey wobbl ed ponderously around it, sonetines |aying thenselves alnost flat for an instant if
forced to reverse direction, but always maintaining their constant rate of rotation and the
maxi mum possi bl e di stance from each ot her.

Conway waited for a decent interval to allow Surreshun to descend the ranp and be properly
wel conmed by its non-friends. He was wearing a |lightweight suit identical to the type used in the
wat er breather's section of the hospital, both for confort and to show as nmuch as possible of his
oddly shaped body to the natives. He stepped off the side of the ramp and fell slowy toward the
sea bottom listening to the translated voices of Surreshun, the VIPs and the | ouder nenbers of
the circling crowd.

When he touched bottom he thought he was being attacked at first. Every being in the
vicinity of the ship tried to score the nearest possible mss on himand each one said sonething
as it passed. The suit m ke picked up the sound as a burbling grunt but the translator, because it
was a sinple nessage within the capabilities of the ship's conputer, relayed it as "Wl cone
stranger."

There coul d be no doubt about their sincerity-on this cockeyed world the warnth of a
wel come was directly proportional to the degree of strangeness. And they did not mnd answering
questions one little bit. Fromhere on in, Conway was sure his job would be easy.

Al nost the first thing he discovered was that they had no real need of his professiona
servi ces.

It was a soci ety whose nenbers never stopped noving through and around "towns" which were
sinply facilities for manufacture, learning or research rather than I arge groupings of |iving
quarters-on Meatball there were no living quarters. After a period of work on a mechanically
rotated frane the doughnut slipped out of its retaining harness and rolled away to seek food,
exerci se, excitenment or strange conpany sonmewhere across the sea bed.

There was no sl eep, no physical contact other than for reproduction, no tall buildings, no
burial places.

When one of the rollers stopped due to age, accident or a run-in with one of the predators
or a poison-spined plant it was ignored. The generation of internal gases which took place shortly
after death caused the body to float to the surface where the birds and fish di sposed of it.

Conway spoke to several beings who were too old to roll and who were being kept alive by
artificial feeding while they were rotated in their individual ferris wheels. He was never quite
sure whether they were kept alive because of their value to the community or sinply the subject of
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experinmentation. He knew that he was seeing geriatrics being practiced, but other than a sinilar
formof assistance with difficult births this was the only form of nedicine he encountered.

Meanwhi | e the survey teans were mapping the planet and bringing in speci nens by the boatl oad. Most
of this material was sent to Sector Ceneral for processing and very soon detailed analysis
suggestions for treatnent began com ng from Thornnastor. According to the Diagnostician-

Pat hol ogi st Meatbal|l had a nedical problem of the utnost urgency. Conway and Edwards, who had had
a prelinmnary look at the data and a number of |lowlevel flights over the planetary surface, could
not have agreed nore.

"W can begin a prelimnary diagnosis of the planet's troubles,” said Conway angrily,
"which are caused by the rollers being too dammed free with the use of nuclear weapons! But we
still badly need a | ocal appreciation of the nedical situation and that we are not getting. The
big question is-"

"I's there a doctor in the house?" said Edwards, grinning. "And if so, where?"

"Exactly," said Conway. He did not I|augh.

Qutside the direct vision port the slow, turgid waves reflected the noonlight through a
curtain of surface m st. The npon, which was approaching Roche's Limt and disintegration, would
pose the inhabitants of Meatball yet another nmjor problembut not for another million years or
so. At the nonent it was a great jagged crescent illumnating the sea, the two hundred feet of
Descartes whi ch projected above the surface and the strangely peaceful shoreline.

Peaceful because it was dead and the predators refused to eat carrion.

“I'f I built a rotating framework for nyself would O Mara.. . ?" began Conway.

Edwar ds shook his head. "Surreshun's tape is nore dangerous than you think-you were very
| ucky not to have lost all of your narbles, permanently. Besides, O Mara has al ready thought of
that idea and discarded it. Rotating yourself while under the influence of the tape, either in a
swivel chair or in a gadget built by our nmachine shop, will fool your mind for only a few m nutes,
he says. But 1'll ask himagain, if you Ilike?"

“I"1l take your word for it," said Conway. Thoughtfully, he went on, "The question | keep
asking nyself is where on this planet is a doctor nost likely to be found. Suppose the answer is
where the greatest nunber of casualties occur, that is, along the coastlines-"

"Not necessarily," Edwards objected. "One doesn't nornally find a doctor in a
sl aught erhouse. And don't forget that there is another intelligent race on this planet, the nmakers
of those thought-controlled tools. Isn't it possible that your doctors belong to this race and
your answer lies outside the roller culture entirely?"

"True," said Conway. "But here we have the willing cooperation of the natives and we
shoul d nake all possible use of it. | shall ask permission, | think, to follow one of our far-
travel ing doughnuts next tinme it sets off on a trip. It may be like having a third party al ong on
a honeynoon and | nay be told politely where to go with nmy request, but it is obvious that there
are no doctors in the towns or settled areas and it is only the travel ers who have a chance of
nmeeti ng one. Meanwhile," he ended, "let's try to find that other intelligent species."

Two days | ater Conway made contact with a non-rel ative of Surreshun who worked in the
near by power station, a nuclear reactor in which he felt alnost at home because it had four solid
walls and a roof. The roller was planning a trip along an unsettled stretch of coast at the end of
its current work period which, Conway estimated, would | ast two or three days. The being's nane
was Cansaug and it did not mind Conway com ng al ong provided he did not stay too close if certain
circunmst ances arose. It described the circunstances in detail and w thout apparent shane.

Cansaug had heard about the "protectors,” but only at second or third hand. They did not
cut people and sew them up again as Conway's doctors did-it did not know what they did exactly,
only that they often killed the people they were supposed to protect. They were stupid, slow
novi ng bei ngs who for some odd reason stayed close to the nost active and dangerous stretches of
shore.

"Not a sl aughterhouse, Major, a battlefield,"” said Conway smugly. "You expect to find
doctors on a battlefield.

But they could not wait for Cansaug to start its vacation-Thornnastor's reports, the
sanpl es brought in by the scout ships and their own unai ded eyes | eft no doubt about the urgency
of the situation.

Meat bal | was a very sick planet. Surreshun's people had been much too free in the use of
their newy discovered atonic energy. Their reason for this was that they were an expandi ng
cul ture which could not afford to be hanpered by the constant threat of the massive | and beasts.
By detonating a series of nuclear devices a few niles inland, taking good care that the w nd woul d
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not blow the fallout onto their own living area, of course, they had killed |l arge areas of the
| and beast. They were now able to establish bases on the dead land to further their scientific
investigation in many fields.

They did not care that they spread blight and cancer over vast areas far inland-the great
carpets were their natural eneny. Hundreds of their people were stopped and eaten by the | and
beasts every year and now they were sinply getting their own back

"Are these carpets alive and intelligent?" asked Conway angrily as their scout ship made a
| ow 1l evel run over an area which seenmed to be afflicted with advanced gangrene. "Or are there

small, intelligent organisnms living in or under it? No matter which, Surreshun's people will have
to stop chucking their filthy bonbs about!"

"I agree," said Edwards. "But we'll have to tell themtactfully. W are their guests, you
know. "

"You shouldn't have to tell a man tactfully to stop killing hinself!"

"You nmust have had unusually intelligent patients, Doctor," said Edwards dryly. He went
on, "If the carpets are intelligent and not just stomachs with the attachnents for keeping them

filled they should have eyes, ears and sone kind of nervous system capable of reacting to outside
stimuli-"

"When Descartes landed first there was quite a reaction," said Harrison fromthe pilot's
position. "The beastie tried to swallow us! W'll be passing close to the original landing site in
a few mnutes. Do you want to | ook at it?"

"Yes, please," said Conway. Thoughtfully, he added, "Opening a nouth could be an
instinctive reaction froma hungry and unintelligent beast. But intelligence of some kind was
present because those thought controlled tools cane aboard."

They cl eared the diseased area and began to chase their shadow across | arge patches of
vivid green vegetation. Unlike the types which recycled air and wastes these were tiny plants
whi ch served no apparent purpose. The speci mens whi ch Conway had exami ned in Descartes' |ab had
had very long, thin roots and four wi de | eaves which rolled up tight to display their yellow
under si des when they were shaded fromthe light. Their scout ship trailed a line of rolled-up
| eaves in the wake of its shadow as if the surface was a bright green oscill oscope screen and the
shi p's shadow a hi gh-persi stency spot.

Sonewhere in the back of Conway's mind an idea began to take shape, but it dissolved again
as they reached the original landing site and began to circle.

It was just a shallow crater with a |unmpy bottom Conway thought, and not at all like a
mout h. Harrison asked if they wanted to land, in a tone which left no doubt that he expected the
answer to be "No."

"Yes," said Conway.

They landed in the center of the crater. The doctors put on heavy duty suits as protection
agai nst the plants which, both on | and and under sea, defended thenselves by [ashing out with
poi son-thorn branches or shooting lethal quills at anything that came too close. The ground gave
no indication of opening up and swall owi ng them so they went outside, |eaving Harrison ready to
take off in a hurry should it decide to change its nind

Not hi ng happened while they explored the crater and inmedi ate surroundi ngs, so they set up
the portable drilling rig to take back sone | ocal sanples of skin and underlying tissue. Al scout
ships carried these rigs and speci nens had been taken from hundreds of areas all over the planet.
But here the specinmen was far fromtypical-they had to drill through nearly fifty feet of dry,
fibrous skin before they canme to the pink, spongy, underlying tissue. They transferred the rig to
a position outside the crater and tried again. Here the skin was only twenty feet thick, the
pl anetary average.

"This bothers nme," said Conway suddenly. "There was no oral cavity, no evidence of
operating nuscul ature, no sign of any kind of opening. It can't be a nouth!"

"It wasn't an eye it opened," said Harrison on the suit frequency. "I was there.., here, |
mean. "

"I't looks just like scar tissue," said Conway. "But it's too deep to have been forned only
as a result of burning by Descartes' tail flare. And why did it just happen to have a nouth here
anyway, just where the ship decided to |and? The chances agai nst that happening are nmllions to
one. And why haven't other nouths been discovered inland? W' ve surveyed every square nile of the
| and nass, but the only surface nouth to appear was a few minutes after Descartes | anded. Why?"

"It saw us conming and.. ." began Harrison

"What with?" said Edwards.

..... O fit us land, then, and decided to forma nouth..
"A nouth," said Conway, "with muscles to open and close it, with teeth, predigestive
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juices and an alinmentary canal joining it to a stomach which, unless it decided to formthat as
well, could be many nmiles away- all within a few minutes of the ship |andi ng? Fromwhat we know of
carpet netabolism|l can't see all that happening so quickly, can you?"

Edwar ds and Harrison were silent.

"From our study of the carpet inhabiting that snmall island to the north," said Conway, "we
have a fair idea of how they function."

Since the day after their arrival the island had been kept under constant observation. Its
i nhabi tant had an incredibly slow alnost vegetable, netabolism The carpet's upper surface
appeared not to nove, but it did in fact alter its contours so as to provide a supply of rainwater
wher ever needed for the plant life which recycled its air and wastes or served as an additiona
food supply. The only real activity occurred around the fringes of the carpet, where the great
being had its nmouths. But here again it was not the carpet itself which nmoved quickly but the
hordes of predators who tried to eat it while it slowy and ponderously ate themin with the
thick, food-rich sea water. The other big carpets unlucky enough not to have a fringe adjoi ning
the sea ate vegetation and each other

The carpets did not possess hands or tentacles or manipul atory appendages of any ki nd-j ust
nmout hs and eyes capabl e of tracking an arriving spaceshi p.

"Eyes?" said Edwards. "Wy didn't they see our scout ship?"

"There have been dozens of scout ships and copters flitting about recently,"” said Conway,
"and the beast nmay be confused. But what |1'd like you to do now, Lieutenant, is take your ship up
to, say, one thousand feet and do a series of figure-eight turns. Do themas tightly and quickly
as possible, cover the sane area of ground each tinme and nake the crossover point directly above
our heads. Got it?"

"Yes, but

"This will let the beastie know that we aren't just any scout ship but a very speci al
Conway expl ai ned, then added, "be ready to pick us up in a hurry if something goes w ong.

A few nminutes |ater Harrison took off, |eaving the two doctors standing beside their
drilling rig. Edwards said, "I see what you nmean, Doctor. You want to attract attention to us. 'X
mar ks the spot and an 'X with closed ends is a figure-eight. Persistency of vision will do the
rest.”

one,

The scout ship was criss-crossing above themin the tightest turns Conway had ever seen
Even with the ship's gravity conpensators working at full capacity Harrison nust have been taking
at least four Gs. On the ground the ship's shadow whi pped past and around them trailing a |ong,
bright yellow line of rolled-up | eaves. The ground shook to the thunder of the tiny vessel's jet
and then, very slightly, it began shaking by itself.

"Harrison!"

The scout ship broke off the maneuver and roared into a | anding behind them By then the
ground was al ready begi nning to sag.

Suddenl y they appear ed.

Two large, flat netal disks enbedded vertically in the ground, one about twenty feet in
front of themand the other the sane di stance behind. As they watched each di sk contracted
suddenly into a shapel ess bl ob of netal which crawed a few feet to the side and then suddenly
became a |l arge, razor-edged di sk again, cutting a deep incision in the ground. The di sks had each
cut nmore than a quarter circle around them and the ground was sagging rapidly inside the incisions
bef ore Conway realized what was happeni ng.

"Think cubes at theml " he yelled. "Think sonething blunt! Harrison!"

"Lock's open. Cone running."

But they could not run without taking their eyes and mnds off the disks, and if they did
that they could not run fast enough to clear the circular incision which was bei ng nmade around
them Instead they sidled toward the scout ship, willing every inch of the way that the disks
become cubes or spheres or horseshoes-anything but the great, circular scal pels which sonething
had made t hem becone.

At Sector General Conway had watched his coll eague Mannon performincredi ble feats of surgery,
usi ng one of these thought-controlled tools, an all-purpose surgical instrunent which becane
anything he wanted it to be instantly. Now two of the things were crawing and twisting |ike
metallic nightmares as they tried to shape them one way and sonet hi ng el se-whi ch was their owner
and as such had nore expertise-tried to shape themanother. It was a very one-sided struggle but
they did, just barely, nmanage to hanper their opponent's thinking enough to allow themto get
clear before the circular plug of "skin" containing the drilling rig and other odds and ends of
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equi prent dropped from sight.

"They're wel come to it," said Major Edwards as the | ock slamed shut and Harrison lifted
off. "After all, we've been taking specinmens for weeks and it may give them sonmething to think
about before we broaden contact with shadow di agrans." He grew suddenly excited as he went on
"Wth high-acceleration radio-controlled mssiles we can build up quite conplex figures!"”

Conway said, "I was thinking nore in terns of a tight beam of |ight projected onto the
surface at night. The | eaves should react by opening and the beam coul d be noved very quickly in a
rectangul ar sweep pattern like ol d-fashioned TV. It night even be possible to project noving
pictures."”

"That's it," said Edwards enthusiastically. "But how a dirty great beast the size of a
county, who doesn't have arns, |legs or anything else, will be able to answer our signhals is
another matter. Probably it will think of something."

Conway shook his head. "It is possible that despite their slow novenents the carpets are
capabl e of quick thinking, that they are in fact the tool users we are looking for and that their
enor mous bodi es undergo voluntary surgery whenever they want to draw i n and exani ne a speci nen
which is not within reach of a nouth. But | prefer the theory of a smaller, intelligent life-form
i nside or under the big one, an intelligent parasite perhaps which hel ps maintain the host in good
health by the use of the tools and other abilities, and which makes use of the host being' s 'eyes
as well as everything el se. You can take your pick."

There was silence while the scout ship leveled off on a course which would take it back to
the nmother ship, then Harrison said, "W haven't nmade direct contact, then-we've just put
squi ggl es on a vegetable radar screen? But it is still a big step forward."

"As | see it," said Conway, "if tools were being used to bring us to them they nust be a
fair distance fromthe surface-perhaps they can't exist on the surface. And don't forget they
woul d use the carpet exactly as we use vegetable and mineral resources. How woul d they anal yze
life sanples? Wuld they be able to see themat all down there? They use plants for eyes but |
can't inmagine a vegetable m croscope. Perhaps they would use the big beastie's digestive juices in
certain stages of the analysis

Harrison was beginning to look a little green around the gills. He said, "Let's send down
a robot sensor first, to see what they do, eh?"

Conway began, "This is all theory.

He broke off as the ship's radio humed, cleared its throat and said
briskly, "Scout ship Nine. Mdther here. |I have an urgent signal for Doctor
Conway. The bei ng Canmsaug has gone on vacation wearing the tracer the
Doctor gave it. It is heading for the active stretch of shore in area
H Twel ve. Harrison, have you anything to report?"

"Yes, indeed," replied the Lieutenant, glancing at Conway. "But first | think the Doctor
wants to speak to you."

Conway spoke briefly and a few minutes |later the scout ship | eaped ahead under energency
thrust, ripping through the sky too fast for even the |eaves to react to its shadow and trailing
an unendi ng shock wave whi ch woul d have deafened anything on the surface with ears to hear. But
the great carpet slipping past them m ght well nunber deafness anong its many other infirnmities
whi ch now, Conway thought angrily, included a nunmber of well-devel oped and extensive skin cancers
and God al one knew what el se.

He wondered if a great, slownoving creature like this could feel pain, and if so, how
much? WAs the condition he could see confined to hundreds of acres of "skin" or did it go ruch
deeper ? What woul d happen to the beings living in or under it if too many of the carpets died,
deconmposed? Even the rollers with their offshore culture woul d be affected-the ecol ogy of the
whol e pl anet woul d be wecked! Sonmebody was going to have to talk to the rollers, politely but
very, very firmly, if it wasn't already too |ate.

Al at once the horse-tradi ng aspect of his assignnent, the swapping of tools for nedica
assi stance, was no |longer inportant. Conway was beginning to think Iike a doctor again, a doctor
with a desperately ill patient.

At Descartes the copter he had requested was waiting. Conway changed into a |ightweight
suit with a propul sion notor strapped onto his back and extra air tanks on his chest. Cansaug had
too great a lead for himto follow on foot, so Conway would fly out to the being' s present
position by helicopter. Harrison was at the controls.

"You again," said Edwards.

The Lieutenant snmiled. "This is where the action is. Hold tight."

After the mad dash to the nother ship the helicopter trip seened incredibly slow Conway
felt that he would fall flat on his face if it did not speed up and Edwards assured himthat the
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feeling was nutual and that they would have made better time sw nmmng. They watched Cansaug's
trace grow larger in the search screen while Harrison cursed the birds and flying |lizards diving
for fish and suiciding on his rotor bl ades.

They flew | ow over the settled stretch of coast where the shallows were protected fromthe
| arge predators of the sea by a string of offshore islands and reefs. To this natural protection
the rollers had added a | andward barrier of dead |and-beast by detonating a series of |ow power
nucl ear devices inside the vast creature's body. The area was now so settled that doughnuts coul d
roll with very little danger far inside the beast's cavernous nout hs and prestomachs and out
agai n.

But Cansaug was ignoring the safe area. It was rolling steadily toward the gap in the reef
| eading to the active stretch of coast where predators |arge, nediumand snall ate and eroded the
l'iving shore.

"Put me down on the other side of the gap,"” said Conway. "I'Il wait until Canmsaug cones
through, then followit."

Harri son brought the copter down to a gentle |landing on the spot indicated and Conway
| owered hinself onto a float. Wth his visor open and his head and shoul ders projecting through
the floor hatch he could see both the search screen and the half-mle distant shore. Sonething
which | ooked like a flatfish grown to the dinensions of a whale hurled itself out of the water and
fl opped back again with a sound |ike an expl osion. The wave reached them a few seconds | ater and
tossed the copter about like a cork.

"Frankly, Doctor," said Edwards, "I don't understand why you're doing this. Is it
scientific curiosity regarding roller mating habits? A yen to look into the gaping gullet of a
| and beast? W have renmpte-controlled instruments which will |let you do both w thout danger once
we get a chance to set them up.

Conway said, "lI'mnot a peeping Tom scientific or otherw se, and your gadgetry ni ght not
tell me what | want to know. You see, | don't know what exactly I'mlooking for, but |I'mpretty
sure that this is where | can contact them™

"The tool users? But we can contact themvisually, through the plants.”

"That nmay be nore difficult than we expect," Conway said. "I hate to attack ny own |ovely
theory, but let's say that because of their vegetable vision they have difficulty in grasping
concepts |ike astronomnmy and space travel or, as beings who live in or under their enornmous host,
of visualizing it froman outside viewpoint..

This was just another theory, Conway went onto explain, but the way he saw it the too
users had gained a | arge neasure of control over their environment. On a nornmal world
environnental control included such itens as reforestation, protection against soil erosion
efficient utilization of natural resources and so on. Perhaps on this world these things were not
the concern of geol ogists and farmers but of people who, because their environnent was a |iving
organi sm were specialists in keeping it healthy.

He was fairly sure that these beings would be found in peripheral areas where the giant
organi smwas under constant attack and in need of their assistance. He was al so sure that they
woul d do the work thensel ves rather than use their tools because these thought-controll ed devices
had t he di sadvant age of obeyi ng and shapi ng thensel ves to the nearest thought source-this had been
proved many tinmes at the Hospital as well as earlier today. Probably the tools were valuable, too
much so to risk them being swall owed and/ or rendered usel ess by the savage and di sorgani zed
t hi nki ng of predators.

Conway did not know what these people called thenselves-the rollers called them Protectors
or Healers or an al nobst certain nethod of commtting suicide because they killed nore often than
they cured. But then the nost fanous Tralthan surgeon in the Federati on would probably kill an
Eart h- human patient if it had no nedical knowl edge of the species and no physiol ogy tape
avai l abl e. The tool users worked under a sinilar handi cap when they tried to treat rollers.

"But the inportant thing is they do try," Conway went on. "All their efforts go toward
keepi ng one big patient alive instead of nany. They are the medi cal profession on Meatball and
they are the people we nust contact first!"

There was silence then except for the gargantuan splashi ng and smacki ng sounds comi ng from
the shoreline. Suddenly Harrison spoke.

"Canmsaug is directly below, Doctor."

Conway nodded, closed his visor and fell awkwardly into the water. The weight of his
suit's propul sor and extra air tanks nmade himsink quickly and in a few m nutes he spotted Cansaug
rolling along the sea bottom Conway followed, matching the roller's speed and keeping just barely
in sight. He had no intention of invading anyone's privacy. He was a doctor rather than an
ant hropol ogi st and he was interested in seeing what Cansaug did only if it ran into trouble of a
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medi cal nature.

The copter had taken to the air again, keeping pace with himand maintaini ng constant
radi o contact.

Cansaug was angling gradually toward the shore, wobbling past clunps of sea vines and
por cupi ne carpets which grew nore thickly as the bottom shel ved, sonetines circling for severa
m nutes while one of the big predators drifted across its path. The vines and prickly carpets had
poi sonous thorns and quills and they |ashed out or shot spines at anything which came too close.
Conway' s probl em now was how to drift past themat a safe altitude but remain | ow enough so as not
to be scooped up by a giant flatfish

The water was beconing so crowded with life and ani mal and vegetable activity that he
could no longer see the surface di sturbance caused by the helicopter. Like a dark-red precipice
the edge of the | and beast |oonmed cl oser, alnobst obscured by its mass of underwater attackers,
parasites and, possibly, defenders-the situation was too chaotic for Conway to tell which was
whi ch. He began to encounter new forns of |ife aglistening black and seem ngly endl ess mass which
undul ated across his path and tried to wap itself around his legs and a great, iridescent
jellyfish so transparent that only its internal organs were visible.

One of the creatures had spread itself over about twenty square yards of seabed while
another drifted just above it. They did not carry spines or stings so far as he could see, but
everything el se seened to avoid them and so did Conway.

Suddenly Camsaug was in trouble.

Conway had not seen it happen, only that the roller had been wobbling nore than usual and
when he jetted cl oser he saw a group of poisoned quills sticking out of its side. By the tinme he
reached it Cansaug was rolling in a tight circle, alnost flat against the ground, |like a coin in
sl ow noti on that has al nobst stopped spinning. Conway knew what to do, having dealt with a simlar
emer gency when Surreshun was being transferred into the Hospital. He quickly lifted the roller
upri ght and began pushing it along the bottomlike an oversize, flabby hoop

Cansaug was maki ng noi ses which did not translate, but he felt its body grow | ess flabby
as he rolled it-it was beginning to help itself. Suddenly it wobbled away fromhim rolling
between two clunps of sea vines. Conway rose to a safe height neaning to head it off, but a
flatfish with jaws gaping rushed at himand he dived instinctively to avoid it.

The giant tail flicked past, mnissing himbut tearing the propul sion unit from his back.

Si mul t aneously a vine |ashed out at his legs, tearing the suit fabric in a dozen places. He felt
cold water forcing its way up his |l egs and under the skin something which felt [ike liquid fire
pushi ng along his veins. He had a glinpse of Cansaug rolling like a stupid fool onto the edge of a
jellyfish and another of the creatures was drifting down on himlike an iridescent cloud. Like
Cansaug, the noi ses he was naki ng were not translatable.

"Doctor!" The voice was so harsh with urgency that he could not recognize it. "Wat's
happeni ng?"

Conway did not know and coul d not speak anyway. As a precaution agai nst danage in space or
in a noxious atnosphere his suit lining was built in annular sections which sealed off the
ruptured area by expanding tightly against the skin. The idea had been to contain the pressure
drop or gas contamination in the area of danage, but in this instance the expanded rings were
acting as a tourniquet which slowed the progress of the poison into his system Despite this
Conway could not nove his arms, legs or even his jaw. Hi s nouth was | ocked open and he was abl e-
just barely able-to breathe.

The jellyfish was directly above him It edges curled down over his body and tightened,
wapping himin a nearly invisible cocoon

"Doctor! |'mcomng down!" It sounded |ike Edwards.

He felt something stab several tinmes at his | egs and discovered that the jellyfish had
spines or stings after all and was using themwhere the fabric of his suit had been torn away by
the vines. Conpared with the burning sensation in his legs the pain was relatively slight, but it
worried himbecause the jabs seened very close to the popliteal arteries and veins. Wth a
trenendous effort he noved his head to see what was happening, but by then he already knew. H's
transparent cocoon was turning bright red.

"Doctor! Were are you? | can see Cansaug rolling along. Looks like it's wapped up in a
pi nk plastic bag. There's a big, red ball of something just above it-"

"That's nme..." began Conway weakly.

The scarlet curtain around him brightened nonentarily. Sonmething big and dark flashed past
and Conway felt hinself spinning end over end. The redness around hi mwas becom ng | ess opaque.

"Flatfish," said Edwards. "I chased it with nmy |aser. Doctor?"

Conway coul d see the Major now. Edwards wore a heavy-duty suit which protected himfrom
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vines and quills but nmade accurate shooting difficult-his weapon seenmed to be pointing directly ~t
Conway. Instinctively he put up his hands and found that his arns noved easily. He was able to
turn his head, bend his back and his |legs were | ess painful. Wen he | ooked at themthe area of
his knees was bright red but the body around it seened nore rather than | ess transparent.

Whi ch was ri di cul ous!

He | ooked at Edwards again and then at the awkward, dangerously slow rolling of the
wr apped-up Cansaug. A great |ight dawned.

"Don't shoot, Major," said Conway weal dy but distinctly. "Ask the Lieutenant to drop the
rescue net. Wnch both of us up to the copter and to Descartes, fast. Unless our friend here can't
survive in air, of course. In that case haul us both to Descartes subnerged-ny air will last. But
be very careful not to hurt it."

They both wanted to know what the bl azes he was tal king about. He did his best to explain,
adding, "So you see, not only is it nmy opposite number, the Meatball equivalent of a doctor, but I
owe it ny life as well. There is a close, personal bond between us-you night al nbst say that we
were bl ood brothers.™

MEATBALL

Conway had been worrying about the Meatball problemduring the whole of the trip back to the
hospital, but only in the past two hours had the process become a constructive one. That had been
the period during which he had finally adnmtted to hinself that he could not solve the problem and
had begun thinking of the nanes and professional capabilities of some of the beings, human and

ot herwi se, who nmight help himfind the solution. He was worrying so hard and constructively that
he did not know that their ship had materialized the regulation twenty niles fromthe hospita
until the flat, translated voice of Reception rattled fromthe control roonm s speaker.

"ldentify yourself please. Patient, visitor, or staff and species."

The Corps lieutenant who was piloting | ooked back at Conway and Edwards, the nother ship's
medi cal officer and raised an eyebrow

Edwards cl eared his throat nervously and said, "This is scout ship D 835, tender and
communi cations ship to the Monitor Corps survey and cultural contact vessel Descartes. W have
four visitors and one staff nenber onboard. Three are hunman and two are native Drambons of
different-"

"G ve physiological classifications, please, or make full-vision contact. Al intelligent
races refer to thensel ves as human and consi der others to be nonhuman, so what you call yourself
is irrelevant so far as preparing or directing you to suitable accomvpdation is concerned."

Edwar ds nuted the speaker and said hel plessly to Conway, "I know what we are, but how the
bl azes do | describe Surreshun and the other character to this nedical bureaucrat?"

Thumbi ng the transit switch, Conway said, "This ship contains three Earth-hunans of
physi ol ogi cal classification DBDG They are Major Edwards and Lieutenant Harrison of the Monitor
Corps and nysel f, Senior Physician Conway. W are carrying two Dranbon natives. Dranbo is the
native nanme for the planet-you may still have it listed as Meatball, which was our nane for it
before we knew it had intelligent life. One of the natives is a CLHG water-breathing with a warm
bl ooded oxygen-based netabolism The other is tentatively classified as SRIH and seens confortabl e
in either air or water.

"There is no urgency about the transfer,” Conway went on. "At the sanme tine the CLHG
occupies a physically irksone |ife-support nechani smand woul d doubtl ess feel nore confortable in
one of our water filled |l evels where it can roll nornmally. Can you take us at |ock Twenty-three or
Twent y-f our ?"

"Lock Twenty-three, Doctor. Do the visitors require special transport or protective
devices for the transfer?”

"Negative."

"Very well. Please informDietetics regarding food and |iquid requirenents and the
periodicity of their neals. Your arrival has been notified and Col onel Skenpton would like to see
Maj or Edwards and Li eutenant Harrison as soon as possible. Major O Mara would like to see Doctor
Conway sooner than that."

"Thank you."

Conway' s words were received by the being who was manning the reception board, whose
transl ator pack relayed themto the conputer which occupied three whole |evels at the nerve-center
of the hospital, which in turn returned themstripped of all enotional overtones to the scaly,
furry, or feathery receptionist in the formof hoots, cheeps, grow s, or whatever other odd noises
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the being used as its spoken | anguage.

To Edwards, Conway said, "Unless you are attached to a multienvironnent hospital you
normal ly neet e-ts one species at a tinme and refer to themby their planet of origin. But here,
where rapid and accurate know edge of incom ng patients is vital, because all too often they are
in no condition to furnish this information thensel ves, we have evol ved the four-letter
classification system Very briefly, it works like this.

"The first letter denotes the level of physical evolution," he continued. "The second
i ndi cates the type and distribution of |inbs and sense organs and the other two the conbination of
met abol i sm and gravity-pressure requirenents, which in turn gives an indication of the physica
mass and form of tegunent possessed by a being. Usually we have to rem nd sonme of our e-t students
at this point that the initial letter of their classification should not be allowed to give them
feelings of inferiority, and that the |level of physical evolution has no relation to the level of
intelligence."”

Species with the prefix A, B and C, he went onto explain, were water breathers. On npst
worlds life had begun in the seas and these beings had devel oped high intelligence w thout having
to leave it. D through F were warm bl ooded oxygen breathers, into which group fell nost of the
intelligent races in the galaxy, and the Gto K types were al so oxygen breathing but insectile.
The Ls and Ms were light-gravity, w nged beings.

Chlorine-breathing life-forns were contained in the 0 and P groups, and after that cane
the nore exotic, the nore highly evolved physically and the downright weird types. Radiation
eaters, frigid-blooded or crystalline beings and entities capable of nodifying their physica
structure at will. Those possessing extrasensory powers sufficiently well-devel oped to meke
wal ki ng or mani pul atory appendages unnecessary were given the prefix V regardl ess of size or
shape.

"There are anomalies in the system" Conway went on, "but those can be blanmed on a | ack of
i magi nation by its originators-the AACP life-form for instance, which has a vegetable netabolism
Normal Iy the prefix A denotes a water breather, there being nothing lower in the systemthan the
piscatorial life-forms, but the AACPs are intelligent vegetables and plants cane before fish-"

"Sorry, Doctor," said the pilot. "W'l|l be docking in five mnutes and you did say that
you wanted to prepare the visitors for transfer."

Conway nodded and Edwards said, "I'll lend a hand, Doctor."

The scout ship entered the enornous cubic cavern which was Lock Twenty-three while they
were donning the |ightweight suits used for environments where the liquid or gas was | ethal but at
reasonably normal pressures. They felt the grapples draw theminto the adjustable cradle and
staggered slightly as the artificial gravity grids were switched on. The Lock's outer seal clanged
shut and there was the sound of waterfalls pouring down nmetal cliffs.

Conway had just finished securing his helnmet when its receiver said, "Harrison here,
Doctor. The reception team | eader says that it will take some tinme to conpletely fill the |ock
with water as well as making it necessary to carry out the full anti contami nati on procedure at
the other five internal entrances. It is a big |ock, pressure of water on the other seals wll be
severe
if-"

"Filling won't be necessary," said Conway. "The Dranbon CLCH will be all right so long as
the water reaches the top edge of the freight hatch.”

"The man says bl ess you."

They let thenselves into the scout ship's hold, carefully avoiding the self-powered |life
support machinery which kept the first Dranbon rotating |like an organic prayer wheel as they
removed the retaining straps fromthe freight |ashing points

"We've arrived, Surreshun," said Conway. "In a few mnutes you'll be able to say good-bye
to that contraption for a few days. How is our friend?"

It was a purely rhetorical question because the second Dranbon did not and perhaps could
not speak. But if it could not converse it could at |east react. Like a great, translucent
jellyfish-it would have been conpletely invisible in water had it not been for its iridescent skin
and a few nmisty internal organs-the Drambon undul ated toward them It curled around Conway |like a
thi ck, translucent cocoon for a noment, then transferred its attentions to Edwards.

"Ready when you are, Doctors."

"This is a much better entrance than your first one," said Conway as Edwards hel ped him
maneuver Surreshun's |ife-support equi pnent out of the hold. "At least this tinme we know what we
are doing."

"There is no need to apol ogi ze, friend Conway," said Surreshun in its flat, translated
voice. "To a being of ny high intelligence and ethical values, synpathy for the nental
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shortconmi ngs of |esser beings and, of course, forgiveness for any wongs they may have done ne are
but small facets of nmy generous personality.”

Conway had not been aware that he was apol ogi zing, but to a being to whomthe concept of
nodesty was conpletely alien it was possible that his words had sounded that way. Diplomatically
he sai d not hi ng.

Lock Twenty-three's reception teamarrived to help them nove Surreshun's wheel to the entrance to
the water-filled AUGL wards. The team | eader, whose black suit had red and yellow striped arns and
| egs nmaking himlook |ike an updated court jester, swamup to Conway and touched hel nets.

"Sorry about this, Doctor,"” his voice sounded, clearly if somewhat distorted by the
transmtting nmedia, "but an emergency has cone up suddenly and | don't want to tie up the suit

frequency. I'd like all you people to nove into the ward as qui ckly as possible. Surreshun has
been t hrough our hands before so we don't have to worry about it, just take charge of the other
character wherever it is and. . . Wat the blazes!"

The ot her character had wapped itself around his head and shoul ders, pinioning his arns
and nuzzling at himlike a dog with a dozen invisible heads.

"Maybe it likes you," said Conway. "If you ignhore it for a mnute it will go away.

"Things usually do find ne irresistible," said the teamleader dryly. "I wi sh the sane
could be said for fenmales of ny own species..

Conway swam around and over it, grabbed two | arge handfuls of the flexible, transparent
tegunment covering its back and kicked sideways agai nst the water until the being's front end was
pointing toward the ward entrance. Great, slow ripples nmoved along its body and it began
undul ating toward the corridor leading to the AUGL ward like an iridescent flying carpet. Less
gracefully Surreshun's ferris wheel followed cl ose behind.

"An energency, you said?"

“Yes, Doctor," said the team | eader on the suit frequency. "But nothing will happen for
another ten mnutes, so | can use the suit radio if we keep it brief. My information is that a
Kel gi an DBLF on the Hudl ar operating theater staff was injured by a rmuscul ar spasm and invol untary
movenent of the patient's forward tentacles during the course of the op. The injuries are
conplicated by conpression effects plus the fact that the constituents of that high-pressure muck
whi ch Hudl ars breathe are highly toxic to the Kelgian netabolism But it is the bleeding which is
the real cause of the energency. You know Kel gi ans. "

"Yes, indeed," said Conway.

Even a small punctured or incised wound was a very serious matter for a Kel gian. They were
giant, furry caterpillars and only their brain, which was housed in the blunt, conical head
section, was protected by anything resenbling a bony structure. The body consisted of a series of
wi de, circular bands of nuscle which gave it nobility and served to protect, very inadequately,
the vital organs wthin.

The trouble was that to give those tremendous bands of nuscle an adequate bl ood supply the
Kel gi an pul se rate and pressure were, by Earth standards, abnormally high.

"They haven't been able to control the bleeding very well,"” the team | eader went on, "so
they are noving it fromthe Hudlar section two | evels above us to the Kel gian theater just bel ow,
and taking it through the water-filled levels to save tine. . . Excuse me, Doctor, here they cone.

Several things happened at once just then. Wth an untransl atabl e gurgle of pleasure
Surreshun released itself fromthe wheel and went rolling ponderously along the floor, zig-zagging
slow y anmong the patients and nursing staff who ranged from squat, crab-like Melfans to the forty
foot long tentacled crocodile who were natives of the ocean-covered world of Chal derescol. The
ot her Dranmbon had twitched itself free of Conway's grip and was drifting away, while high up on
the opposite wall a seal had opened and the injured Kel gian was bei ng noved in, attended by too
many people for Conway's assistance to be either necessary or desirable.

There were five Earth-humans wearing |ightweight suits Iike his own, two Kel gi ans, and an
Il ensan whose transparent envel ope showed the cl oudy yell ow of chlorine inside. One of the Earth-
human hel mets contai ned a head whi ch he recogni zed, that of his friend Mannon who specialized in
Hudl ar surgery. They swarnmed around the Kel gian casualty like a shoal of ungainly fish, pushing
and tugging it toward the other side of the ward, the size of the shoal increasing as the
recepti on-team | eader and his nen swam cl oser to assess the situation. The Dranbon jellyfish also
noved cl oser.

At first Conway thought the being was merely curious, but then he saw that the carpet of
i ridescence was undul ating toward the injured being with intent.

"Stop it!" Conway shouted.
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They all heard hi m because he saw themjerk as his voice rattled deafeningly fromtheir
suit phones. But they did not know and there was no tine to tell themwho, what, or even howto
stop it.

Cursing the inertia of the water Conway swam furiously toward the injured Kelgian, trying
to head the Dranbon off. But the big, blood soaked area of fur on the Kelgian's side was draw ng
the other like a nagnet and, like a magnet, its attraction increased with the inverse square of
the distance. Conway did not have tine to shout a warning before the Dranmbon struck softly and
cl ung.

There was a soft expl osion of bubbles as the Dranbon's probes ruptured the Kelgian's
pressure litter and slid into the already damaged suit it had been wearing in the Hudlar theater
and through the thick, silvery fur beneath. Wthin seconds its transparent body was turning a
deepeni ng shade of red as it sucked the blood fromthe injured Kel gian

"Quickly," Conway yelled, "get themboth to the air-filled section!"

He coul d have saved his breath because everyone was tal king and overl oadi ng the suit
radi o. The direct sound pickup was no help, either- all he could hear was the deep, water-borne
grow of the ward's energency siren and too nmany voices jabbering at once, until one very | oud,
transl ated Chal der voice roared out above the others.

"“Animal! Aninmal!"

Hi s strenuous sw mm ng had overl oaded the drying elenents in his suit, but those words
caused the sweat bathing his body to turn fromhot to cold.

Not all the inhabitants of Sector General were vegetarians by any neans, and their dietary
requi renents necessitated vast quantities of neat fromextraterrestrial as well as terrestria
sources to be shipped in. But the neat invariably arrived frozen or otherw se preserved, and for a
very good reason. This was to avoid cases of nistaken identity on the part of the larger, neat-
eating life-forns who very often canme into contact with smaller e-ts who frequently bore a
physi cal resenblance to the former's favorite food.

The rule in Sector Ceneral was that if a being was alive, no matter what size or shape it
m ght take, then it was intelligent.

Exceptions to this rule were very rare and included pets-nonviol ent, of course-bel onging
to the staff or inportant visitors. Wen a nonintelligent being entered the hospital by accident,
protective nmeasures had to be taken very quickly if the snaller intelligent life-forms were not to
suffer.

Neit her the medical staff engaged in transferring the casualty nor the reception team were
armed, but in a few mnutes' tine the alarmsiren would bring corpsnen who woul d be and neanwhil e
one of the Chalder patients-all nultitentacled, arnored, thirty feet of it-was noving in to renove
the clinging Dranmbon with one or at nost two bites of its enornous jaws.

"Edwar ds! Mannon! Help nme keep it off!" Conway shouted, but there were still too many
ot her people shouting for themto hear him He grabbed two fistfuls of the Dranbon's tegunent and
| ooked around wildly. The team | eader had reached the scene at the same tine and he had pushed one
|l eg between the injured Kel gian and the clinging SRIJH and with his hands was trying to pry them
apart. Conway tw sted around, drew both knees up to his chin and with both feet booted the team
| eader clear. He could apol ogize | ater. The Chal der was novi ng dangerously cl ose.

Edwards arrived then, saw what Conway was doing and joi ned him

Toget her they kicked out at the gigantic snout of the Chalder, trying to drive it away. They coul d
not hurt the brute, but were trusting the e-t not to attack two intelligent beings in order to
kill an apparent animal who was attacking a third intelligent being. The situation was
sufficiently confused, however, for a mstake to be made. It was quite possible that Edwards and
Conway coul d have their |egs anputated fromthe wai st down.

Suddenly Conway's foot was grabbed by a pair of |large, strong hands and his friend Mannon
swar ned al ong his body until their hel mets were touching.

"Conway, what the blazes are you..

"There's no time to explain,"” he replied. "Just get themboth to the air-filled section
quickly. Don't let anyone hurt the SRIJH, it isn't doing any harm

Mannon | ooked at the bei ng who was covering the Kel gian |ike an enornous, bl ood-red
blister. No |longer transparent, the blood of the injured nurse could actually be seen entering and
bei ng di ffused throughout the Dranmbon's great, slug-like body which now seened filled to bursting
poi nt .

"You could have fooled me," said Mannon, and pulled away. Wth one hand he gripped one of
the Chal der's enornous teeth, swung around until he was staring it in an eye nearly the size of a
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football and with his other hand made jabbing, sideways notions. Looking confused the Chal der
drifted away, and a few seconds later they were in the lock leading to the air-filled section

The water drained out and the seal opened to show two green-clad Corpsnmen standing in the
| ock ant echanber, weapons at the ready. One of themcradled an enornous gun with nultiple
magazi nes capable of instantly anesthetizing any one of a dozen or nore life-forns who cane within
t he category of warm bl ooded oxygen breathers, while the other held a tiny and nuch | ess ferocious-
| ooki ng weapon which could blast the life froma bull elephant or any e-t equival ent.

"Hold it!" said Conway, slipping and skidding across the still-wet floor to stand in front
of the Dranmbon. "This is a VIP visitor. Gve us a few minutes. Everything will be all right,
bel i eve ne.

They did not | ower their weapons, neither did they | ook as though they believed him

"You'd better explain," said the team | eader quietly, but with the anger showing in his

face.
"Yes," said Conway. "I, ah, hope you weren't hurt when | kicked you back there."
"Only ny dignity, but I still-"
"O Mara here," roared a voice fromthe communi cator on the wall opposite. "I want vision

contact. What's happeni ng down there?"

Edwar ds was cl osest. He trained and focused the vision pickup as directed and said, "The
situation is rather conplicated, Mjor-"

"Naturally, if Conway has anything to do with it,
doi ng there, praying for deliverance?"

Conway was on his knees beside the injured Kel gian, checking on its condition. From what
he coul d see the Dranbon had attacked itself so tightly that very little water had entered the
pressure litter or the danaged protective suit-it was breathing normally with no indications of
water in its lungs. The Dranbon's color had |ightened again. No |onger deep red, it had returned
to its normal translucent iridescent coloring tinged only faintly with pink. As Conway watched, it
detached itself fromthe Kelgian and rolled like a great, water-filled balloon to cone to rest
agai nst the wall.

Edwards was saying ..... A full report on this life-formthree days ago. | realize three
days is not along tinme for the results to be disseninated throughout an establishnment of this
size, but none of this would have happened if the Drambon had not been exposed to a seriously
i njured being who-"

"Wth respect, Major," said O Mara in a voice oozing with everything el se but, "a hospita
is a place where anyone at any tine can expect to see serious illness or injury. Stop meking
excuses and tell me what happened!"

"The Dranbon over there," put in the team|eader, "attacked the injured Kelgian."

"And?" said O Mara.

"Cured it instantly," said Edwards smnugly.

It was not often that O Mara was |ost for words. Conway noved to one side to allow the
Kel gi an, who was no | onger a casualty, to clinmb to its rmultitudi nous feet. He said, "The Dranbon
SRIJH is the closest thing to a doctor that we have found on that planet. It is a leech-like form
of life which practices its profession by withdrawing the blood of its patients and purifying it
of any infection or toxic substances before returning it to the patient's body, and it repairs
si mpl e physical danage as well. Its reaction in the presence of severe illness or injury is
instinctive. Wien the injured Kel gi an appeared suddenly it wanted to hel p. The casualty was
suffering from poisoning due to toxic material fromthe Hudlar theater environment infecting the
wound. So far as the Dranbon was concerned it was a very sinple case.

"Not all the blood withdrawn is returned, however," Conway went on, 'and we have not been
able to establish whether it is physiologically inpossible for the being to return all of it or
whether it retains a few ounces as paynment for services rendered.”

The Kel gi an gave a | ow pitched hoot |ike the sound of a nodul ated foghorn. The noi se
translated as "It's very welcone, |'msure."

The DBLF noved away then followed by the two armed corpsnen. Wth a baffled | ook at the
Dranbon the team | eader waved his nmen back to their stations and the silence began to drag.

Finally O Mara said, "Wen you' ve taken care of your visitors and if there are no
physi ol ogi cal reasons against it, | suggest we neet to discuss this. My office in three hours."

H s tone was onminously mld. It mght be a good idea if Conway roped in sone noral as well
as nedi cal support for the neeting with the Chief Psychol ogi st.

said O Mara caustically. "What is he

Conway asked his enmpath friend Prilicla to attend the neeting as well as the Mnitor officers
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Col onel Skenpton and Maj or Edwards, Doctor Mannon, the two Dranbons, Thornnastor, the

Di agnosti ci an-i n- Charge of Pathol ogy, and two nmedics from Hudl ar and Melf who were currently
taki ng courses at the hospital. It took several mnutes for themall to enter O Mara's enor nmous
outer office-a roomnormally occupied only by the Major's aide and nore than a score of pieces of
furniture suited to the e-ts with whom O Mara had professional contact. On this occasion it was

t he Chief Psychol ogi st who occupi ed his assistant's desk and waited with visibly controlled

i rpatience for everyone to sit, lie, or otherw se insinuate thenselves into the furniture.
VWhen they had done so O Mara said quietly, "Since the period of high drama acconpanyi ng
your arrival, | have caught up with the |atest Meatball reports, and to know all is to forgive all-

except, of course, your presence here, Conway. You were not due back for another three-"

“"Dranbo, sir," said Conway. "W use the native word sound for it now.

"We prefer that," Surreshun's translated voice joined in. "Meatball is not an accurate
name for a world covered with a relatively thin layer of animal l[ife, or for what we consider to
be the nost beautiful planet in the gal axy-even though we have not as yet had an opportunity to
visit any of the others. Besides, your translator tells ne that Meatball as a nane | acks accuracy,
reverence and respect. The continued use of your nanme for our glorious planet will not anger ne-|
have too great an understandi ng of the often shallow thinking engaged in by your species, too much
synpathy for these nental shortcomings to feel anger or even irritation-"

"You're too kind," said O Mara.

"That as well," agreed Surreshun

"The reason | returned,” Conway said hastily, "was sinply to get help. | wasn't maki ng any
progress with the Dranbo problemand it was worrying ne."
"Wrry," said OMara, "is a particularly usel ess activity-unless, of course, you do it out

I oud and in conmpany. Ah, now | see why you brought half the hospital along."

Conway nodded and went on, "Dranbo is badly in need of nedical assistance, but the problem
is unlike any other that we have already net on Earth-human or e-t planets and col onies. On those
occasions it was sinply a matter of investigating and isolating the diseases, bringing in or
suggesting where the specifics could be distributed nost effectively and then allowi ng the people
affected to administer their own nedicine through |ocal doctors and facilities. Dranmbo is not like
that. Instead of trying to diagnose and treat a | arge nunber of individuals, the patients are
relatively few but very, very large indeed.

"The reason for this is that within the past few years Surreshun's race has | earned how to
i berate atomic energy," Conway went on, then added, "Explosively, of course, and with vast
quantities of radiational dirt. They are very.. ." he hesitated, trying to find a diplomatic word
for careless, or crimnally stupid or suicidal, and failing, ..... proud of their new found
ability to kill large areas of the strata creatures and render the shall ows around these |iving
coastlines safe for their expandi ng popul ati on

"But living in or under and perhaps controlling these strata creatures is yet another
intelligent race whose land is quite literally in danger of dying all around them" Conway
continued. "These people nade the tool which cane aboard Descartes, and judging by that gadget
they are highly advanced i ndeed. But we still know nothing at all about them

"When it becane clear that Surreshun's people were not the tool nekers," Conway went on
"we asked oursel ves where they would be nost likely to be found, and the answer was in those areas
where their living country was under attack. It was in this situation that | expected to find
their nedical people as well, and | did in fact find our transparent friend here. It saved ny
life, inits rather disconcerting fashion, and I'm convinced that it is the Dranbon equival ent of
a doctor. Unfortunately it does not seemto be able to communicate in any fashion that | can
understand and, bearing in nind the fact that anyone can directly observe its innards wthout the
necessity for X rays, there doesn't seemto be a localized gathering of nerve ganglia or indeed
anything at all resenbling a brain.

"W badly need the help of its people,"” Conway added seriously, "which is the reason for
bringing it here so that a specialist in e-t comruni cati ons can succeed, perhaps, where the ship's
contact experts and nyself failed."

He | ooked pointedly at O Mara, who was | ooking thoughtfully at the | eech-1like Dranbon. It,
in turn, had put one of its eyes into a pseudopod and had extended it toward the ceiling so that
it could look at the fragile, insect-like figure of the enpath Prilicla. Prilicla had enough eyes
to | ook everywhere at once.

"Isn'"t it odd," said Col onel Skenpton suddenly, "that one of your Dranbons is heartl ess
and the other appears to be brainl ess?"

"Brainless doctors | amused to," said O Mara dryly. "I conmmunicate with them on the
whol e successfully, every day. But this isn't your only problenP"
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Conway shook his head. "l1've already said that we have to treat a small nunber of very
| arge patients. Even with the assistance of all the Dranmbon nedical people | would still need help
in charting-and I do nean charting by photoreconnai ssance-the extent of the trouble as accurately
as possi bl e and probing subsurface areas. X rays on this scale are inpossible. A full-scale
drilling operation to withdraw deep tissue sanples would be of little use either, since the drill
woul d be a short and inmpossibly fine needle. So we will need to investigate the di seased or
damaged areas in person, using arnored ground cars and, where possible, our hands and feet inside

heavy-duty spacesuits. Entrance to the affected areas will be through natural body openings, and
the exercise will go much faster if we have the hel p of people with nedical training who do not
need the protection of arnored vehicles and suits. I'mthinking of species |like the Chal ders and
Hudl ars and Mel fans who are arnored al ready.

"“From Pat hol ogy, " he went on, |ooking toward Thornnastor, "I would |ike suggestions for

providing a cure by surgery rather than nmedication. Present indications are that the trouble wll
be largely the result of radiation poisoning, and while | realize that we can cure even advanced
cases these days, the treatnent may well be inpossible to apply to patients this size, not to
mention the fact that the regenerative nedication required for only one of themcoul d represent
the total output of that drug froma dozen planets for many years. Hence the necessity for a
surgical solution."

Skenpton cleared his throat and said, "I begin to see the scope of your problem Doctor
My part will be in organizing transport and supplies for your medical people. I'd al so suggest a
full battalion of engineers to set up and maintain the special equipnent..

"To begin with," said Conway.

"Naturally," said the Colonel a trifle coldly, "we shall continue to assist you in
what ever - "

"You mi sunderstood nme, sir," said Conway. "I can't be sure just how nuch help we will need
at the present time, but | had been thinking in terns of a full sector sub fleet armed with | ong-
range | asers, surface penetrating torpedoes, tactical atom c weapons-cl ean, of course-and whatever
other forns of frightful ness you can suggest that are both concentrated and capabl e of being
directed accurately.

"You see, Colonel," Conway concluded, "surgery on this scale will nean that the operation
will be nmilitary rather than surgical." To O Mara he added, "Those are a few of the reasons for ny
unschedul ed return. The others are | ess urgent and.

"Can damm well wait until this lot are sorted out,"” said O Mara firmy

The neeting broke up shortly after that because neither Surreshun nor Conway could give
any information on Dranbo which was not already available in the Corps reports. O Mara retreated
into his inner office with the Dranbon doctor, Thornnastor and Skenpton returned to their quarters
and Edwards, Mannon, Prilicla, and Conway, having first seen to the confort of Surreshun in the
AUGL tank, headed for the cafeteria reserved for warm bl ooded oxygen breathers to refuel. The
Hudl ar and Mel fan doctors went along to find out nore about Dranbo and to watch the others eat. As
very recent additions to the hospital staff in the first flush of enthusiasm they were spending
every avail able m nute observing and talking to e-ts.

Conway knew the feeling. It was still very nuch with him but nowadays he was practica
enough to use as well as admire the enthusiasm of the new boys..

"The Chal ders are tough and nmobil e enough to hold their own agai nst the native predators,” Conway
said as they distributed thensel ves around a tabl e designed for Tralthan FG.Is-the Earth-human
DBDG tabl es were all taken, by Kel gians-and dialed their orders. "You Mel fans are very fast novers
on the sea bed and your |egs, being nostly osseus material, are proof against the poisonous plants
and spines growi ng on the ocean floor. Hudlars, however, while slow noving do not have to worry
about anything | ess than an arnor-piercing shell hurting themand the water all over the planet is
so thick with vegetable and animal |ife anxious to attach itself to any snoboth surface that you
could throw away your food spraying gear and live conpletely off the sea."

"It sounds |ike heaven," said the Hudlar, its flat, translated tone naking it inpossible
to tell whether or not it was being sarcastic. "But you will need | arge nunbers of doctors in all
three species-far too many to be supplied by the hospital even if everyone on the staff was
al | oned to vol unteer.

"W'l I need hundreds of you," Conway replied, "and Dranbo isn't heaven even for Hudl ars.
At the sane tine | thought there m ght be doctors-young, still restless, newy qualified people-
anxi ous for e-t experience..

"I"'mnot Prilicla,"” said Mannon, |aughing, "but even | can sense that you are preaching to
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the converted. Do you |ike |ukewarm steak, Conway?"

For several minutes they concentrated on eating so that the gentle breeze produced by
Prilicla's wings-it preferred to hover during neals, claimng that flying aided its digestion-
woul d not ruin everything but the ice cream

"At the neeting," said Edwards suddenly, "you nentioned other, |ess urgent problens. |
expect the recruiting of thick-skinned beasties |like Garoth here was one of them |'mafraid to
ask about the others..

Conway said, "W will need on-the-spot advice during this |arge-scale nedical exam nation
whi ch neans doctors, nurses and nedi cal technicians experienced in the processing and anal ysis of
speci nens covering the wi dest possible range of life-forns. | amgoing to have to tal k Thornnastor

into rel easing sone of his pathology staff..."

Prilicla side-slipped suddenly and al nost put one of its pencil-thin |legs into Mannon's
dessert. It was trenmbling slightly as it flew, a sure sign that someone at the table was radiating
strong and conplicated enotions.

"I'mstill not Prilicla," said Mannon, "but fromthe behavior of our enpathic friend
woul d guess that you are seeking, and trying to justify, a much closer liaison with the pathol ogy
departnment and especially a pathol ogist called Miurchison. R ght, Doctor?"

"My enotions are supposed to be privileged," said Conway.

"I did not say a word," said Prilicla, who was still finding difficulty in maintaining a
stabl e hover.

Edwar ds said, "Wo's Mirchison?"

"Ch, a fenale of the Earth-hunman DBDG cl assification,” said Garoth through his translator
"A very efficient nurse with theater experience covering nore than thirty different |ife-forns,
who recently qualified as a pathol ogi st senior grade. Personally | have found her pleasant and
polite, so much so that | amable to ignore the, to ne, physically repellent slabs of adipose
overl ayi ng much of her nuscul ature."

"And you're going to bring her to Drambo with you, Conway?" The Mnitor Corps and its
officers had very ol d-fashi oned i deas about m xed crews, even on | ong survey m ssions.

"Only," said Mannon gravely, "if he's given half a chance.™
"You should marry the girl, Conway."
"He did."

"This is a very strange establishnment in sone ways, Mjor," said Mannon, smling, "full of
odd and peculiar practices. Take sex, for instance. To a | arge nunber of the entities here it is
either a continuing, involuntary process as public, and giving the about degree of stinulation, as
breathing, or it is physiological earthquake which rocks themfor perhaps three days in the year.
People like these find it hard to understand the, to them bew | dering conplications and
ritualistic behavior connected with pairing off and mating in our species-although admttedly
there are a few whose sex |lives nmake ours | ook about as sinple as crosspollination

"But the point I'mtrying to nake," Mannon went on, "is that the vast majority of our e-ts
just do not understand why the femal e of our species should | ose her identity, surrender that nost
precious of all possessions, her name. To many of themthis smacks of slavery, or at |east second-
class citizenship, and to the others sheer stupidity. They don't see why an Earth-hunman fenal e
doctor, nurse or technician should change her identity and take the name bel ongi ng to anot her
entity for purely enptional reasons and neither, if it conmes to that, does the Records conputer
So they retain their professional nanmes, |ike actresses and similar professional fenmales, and are
very careful to use themat all times to avoid confusions of identity with e-ts who-"

"He gets the point," said Conway dryly. "But sonmetine I'd |like you to explain the
di fference between an amateur as opposed to a professional female."

"They behave differently in private, of course,” Mannon went on, ignoring him "Some of
themare sufficiently depraved to call each other by their first nanes.

"W need a pathology team" said Conway, ignoring Mannon. "But even nore we need | oca
medi cal hel p. Surreshun's people, for physiological reasons, can give us only noral support, which
means that everything depends on gaining the cooperation of our |eech-like friends. This is where
you cone in, Prilicla. You were monitoring its enotional radiation during the neeting. Any ideas?"

"I"'mafraid not, friend Conway," said the enpath. "During the whole of the neeting the
Dranmbon doctor was conscious and aware, but it did not react to anything that was said or done or
engage in any concentrated thinking. It enoted only feelings of well-being, repletion and self
satisfaction."”

"It certainly did a good job on that Kelgian," said Edwards, "and to a | eech the pint or
so of blood it siphoned off..
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Prilicla waited politely for the interruption to cease, then went on, "There was a very
brief heightening of interest detectable when nenbers of the neeting first entered the roomthe
enotion was not one of curiosity, however, but nore like the increase of awareness necessary for a
cursory identification."

"WAs there any indication that the trip here had affected it?" asked Conway. "lnpaired its
physical or mental faculties, anything |like that?"

"It was thinking only contented thoughts,” replied Prilicla, "so | would say not.~~

They di scussed the Dranmbon doctor until they were about to | eave the dining hall, when
Conway said, "O Mara will be glad of your help, Prilicla, while he is putting our bl ood-sucking
friend through his psychol ogi cal hoops, so | would be grateful if you could nonitor its enotional
radi ati on while contact is being established. The Major may want to wait until comunication is
conpl ete and a special translator pack has been progranmed for the Dranbon before contacting ne.
But | would like to have any useful information as you get it..."

Three days later as he was about to board Descartes with Edwards and the first batch of
recruits-a very carefully chosen few who woul d, he hoped, by their enthusiasmattract and instruct
many nore-the PA began quietly insisting that Doctor Conway contact Major O Mara at once, its
i nsi stence reinforced by the repeated double chinme which preceded npbst urgent signals. He waved
the others ahead and went to the | ock's conmmuni cat or

"dad | caught you," said the Chief Psychol ogi st before Conway coul d do anything nore than
identify hinmself. "Listen, don't talk. Prilicla and | are getting nowhere with your Dranmbon nedic.
It enotes but we can't get it excited about anything so that we cannot even establish its likes
and dislikes.

"We know that it sees and feels,” O Mara went on, "but we aren't sure if it can hear or
talk or, if it can, how it does these things. Prilicla thinks it may have a | ow form of enpat hy,
but until we can put a fewripples into its even disposition there is no way of proving that. | am
not admitting that |I'm beaten, Conway, but you have handed us a probl em which may have a very
simpl e sol ution-"

"Did you try it with the thought-controlled tool ?"

"That was the first, second and twenty-eighth thing we tried," said O Mara sourly.
"Prilicla detected a very slight heightening of interest consistent, it says, with the
identification of a familiar object. But the Dranbon nade no attenpt to control the gadget. | was
saying that you handed us a problem Mybe the sinplest answer would be for you to hand us anot her
just like it."

The Chi ef Psychol ogi st disliked having to give unnecessary expl anati ons al nbst as nuch as
peopl e who were sl ow on the uptake, so Conway thought for a nonent before saying, "So you would
like ne to bring back another Dranmbon nedic so that you coul d observe and eavesdrop on their
conversation when they neet, and reproduce the nethod on the translator

"Yes, Doctor, and fast," said O Mara, "before your Chief Psychol ogi st needs a
psychiatrist. Of."

It was not possible for Conway to i medi ately seek out, kidnap or otherw se acquire
anot her | eech-like SRIJH on his return to Dranbo. He had a group of e-ts of widely varying dietary,
gravity and atnosphere requirements to attend to and, while all three life-forms coul d exi st
wit hout too nmuch difficulty in the Dranmbon ocean, their quarters on Descartes had to have sone of
the conforts of hone.

They al so had to be given sonme appreciation of the scope of the nedical problemthey were
bei ng asked to help solve, and this entailed many copter flights over the strata creatures. He
showed themthe great tracks of living "land" covered with the tiny, |ong-rooted plants which
m ght or mght not serve as the strata beasts' eyes-the |leaves rolled back tightly to reveal their
bri ght undersi des when the helicopter's shadow passed over them and opened out again a few
seconds after it had passed. It was as if their shadow was a hi gh-persistency yell ow spot on a
bright green radar screen. And he showed them the coastlines, which were nmuch nore dramatic.

Here the sea predators, large and small, tore at each other and at the periphery of the
great |and beasts, stirring the thick, turgid ocean into yellow foam streaked and stained with
red. It was in an area like this, where Conway had judged the strata beast's need for protection
had been greatest, that he had found the | eech-like SRJHs and where, as soon as he could possibly
manage it, he must | ook for another.

But this tine he would have lots of willing and specialized help

Every day there was a nessage from O Mara, different only in the nounting inpatience
evi dent between the lines. Prilicla and the Chief Psychol ogi st were having no success with the
Dr ambon doctor and had come to the conclusion that it used one of the exotic Visio tactile
| anguages which were virtually inpossible to reproduce without a detailed sight touch vocabul ary.
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The first expedition to the coast was in the nature of a rehearsal-at |least, it started out that
way. Camsaug and Surreshun took the | ead, wobbling and wheeling al ong the uneven sea bed like a
pair of great organic doughnuts. They were flanked by two crab-Iike Melfans who were easily
capabl e of scuttling along twice as fast as the Dranbons could roll, while a thirty-foot scal ed
and tentacl ed Chal der swam ponderously above themready to di scourage |ocal predators with its
teeth, claws and great bony club of a tail-although in Conway's opinion one | ook fromany one of
its four extensible eyes would be enough to di scourage anything with the slightest will to live.

Conway, Edwards, and Garoth traveled in one of the Corps's surface cruisers, a vehicle
capabl e not only of noving over any conceivabl e topography but of going over, through or under the
sea as well as being able to hover for alimted period in the air. They kept just far enough in
the rear to keep everyone else in sight.

They were headed toward a dead section of coast, a deep strip of the strata beast which
Surreshun's people had killed to give thenselves nore protected rolling space. They had
acconpl i shed this by I obbing a series of very dirty atomic bonbs ten miles inland and then waiting
while the living coastline stopped killing and eating and drinking, and the coastline predators
lost interest in the dead neat and |eft.

Fal | out did not concern the rollers because the prevailing wind blewinland. But Conway
had deliberately selected a spot which was only a fewnles froma stretch of coast which was
still very nuch alive, so that with any luck their first examination might turn out to be
sonet hi ng nore than an autopsy.

Wth the departure of the predators the sea's plant life had noved in. On Dranmbo the
di vi sion between plant and animal life was rarely sharp and all aninmals were omivorous. They had
to travel along the coast for nearly a nmle before finding a nouth that was not either closed too
tightly or too badly overgrown to allow entry, but the tine was not wasted because Camsaug and
Surreshun were able to point out |arge nunbers of dangerous plants that even the heavily arnored e-
ts shoul d avoi d whenever possible.

The practice of extraterrestrial medicine was greatly sinplified by the fact that the
ill nesses and i nfections of one species were not transmittable to another. But this did not mean
that poisons or other toxic nmaterial secreted by e-t animals and plants could not kill, and on the
Dranbon sea bed the vegetation was particularly vicious. Several varieties were covered with
poi soned spines and one acted as if it had delusions of being a vegetable octopus.

The first usable nouth | ooked |ike an enornous cavern. Wen they followed the rollers
i nside the vehicle's spotlights showed pallid vegetati on waving and wiggling slowy to the limt
of vision. Surreshun and Cansaug were rolling out unsteady figure-eights on the densely overgrown
floor and apol ogizing for the fact that they could not take the party any farther w thout risking
bei ng stopped.

"W understand," said Conway, "and thank you."

As they noved deeper into the enornobus nouth the vegetation becane sparse and nore pallid,
revealing |arge areas of the creature's tissue. It |ooked coarse and fibrous and much nore |ike
vegetabl e rather than animal material, even allowing for the fact that it had di ed several years
earlier. The roof began suddenly to press down on themand the forward |ights showed the first
serious barrier, a tangle of long, tusk-like teeth so thick that they |ooked |ike the edge of a
petrified forest.

One of the Melfans was the first to report. It said, "I cannot be absolutely sure unti
Pat hol ogy checks ny speci nens, Doctor Conway, but the indications are that the creature's teeth
are vegetable rather than ani mal osseous material. They grow thickly on both the upper and | ower
surfaces of the mouth and to the Iimt of our visibility. The roots grow transversely so that the
teeth are free to bend forward and backward under steady pressure. In the nornal position they are
angl ed sharply toward the outer orifice and act as a killing barrier to |arge predators rather
than as a nmeans of grinding theminto snall pieces.

"Fromthe position and condition of several |arge cadavers in the area," the Melfan went
on, "I would say that the creature's ingestion systemis very sinple. Sea water containing food
animals of all sizes is drawn into a stomach or prestomach. Small animals slip through the teeth
whil e | arge ones inpal e thensel ves, whereupon the inward current and the struggles of the aninal
concerned cause the teeth to bend inward and release it. | assune that the small aninmals are no
probl em but that the big ones could do serious danage to the stonmach before the digestive system
neutralizes them so they have to be dead before they reach the stomach."

Conway directed the spotlight toward the area containing the Melfan and saw it wave one of
its mandi bl es. He said, "That sounds reasonable, Doctor. It wouldn't surprise nme if the digestive
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processes are very slow indeed-in fact, |'mbeginning to wonder if the creature is nore vegetable
than animal. An organi smof normal flesh, blood, bone and rmuscle of this size would be too heavy
to nove at all. But it noves, and does everything else, very slowly. . ." He broke off and

narrowed the beam for maxi mum penetration, then went on, "You had better get aboard so we can burn
a way through those teeth."

"No need, Doctor," said the Melfan. "The teeth have decayed and are quite soft and
brittle. You can sinply drive through themand we will follow "

Edwards allowed the cruiser to sink to the floor, then noved it forward at a confortable
scuttling pace for Melfans. Hundreds of the long, discolored plant teeth snapped and toppl ed
slow y through the cloudy water before they were suddenly in the clear

"I'f the teeth are a specialized formof plant life," said Conway thoughtfully, "they
occupi ed a very sharply defined area, which suggests that sonmeone is responsible for planting
them"

Grunting assent, Edwards checked to see that everyone had cone through the tunnel they had
just made, then he said, "The channel is w dening and deepeni ng again, and | can see another
presunably specialized formof plant life. Big, isn't it? There's another. They're all over the
pl ace.

"This is far enough," said Conway. "We don't want to |ose sight of the way out.

Edwar ds shook his head. "I can see openings on both sides just like this one. If the place
is a stomach, and it |ooks big enough, there are several inlets.”

Angry suddenly, Conway said, "W know that there are hundreds of these mouths in this dead
section alone and the nunber of stomachs is anybody's guess-great, flat, hollow caveins mles
across if that radar isn't telling fluorescent lies. W aren't even nibbling at the problem"

Edwar ds nade a synpathetic noi se and pointed ahead. "They | ook |ike stalactites that have
gone soft in the mddle. | wouldn't mind taking a closer |ook."

Even the Hudl ar went out to have a closer | ook at the great, sharply curved pillars which
supported the roof. Using their portable analyzers they were able to establish that the pillars
were a part of the strata beast's nuscul ature and not, as they had earlier thought, another form
of plant life-although the surface of all the nuscular supports in the area were covered with
sonet hi ng resenbling outsize seaweed. The blisters were nearly three feet across and | ooked about
ready to burst. A Melfan taking a specinmen of the underlying nmuscle accidentally touched one and
it did burst, triggering off about twenty others in the vicinity. They rel eased a thick, mlKky
l'iquid which spread rapidly and dissolved in the surroundi ng water.

The Mel fan made untransl at abl e noi ses and scuttl ed backward.

"What's wrong?" said Conway sharply. "lIs it poisonous?"

"No, Doctor. There is a strong acid content but it is not immediately harnful. If you were
a water breather you would say that it stinks. But |ook at the effect on the muscle."

The great pillar of nuscle rooted firmy to both floor and roof was quivering, its sharp
curve begi nning to straighten out.

"Yes," said Conway briskly, "this supports our theory about the creature's nethod of
ingestion. But now |l think we should return to Descartes-this area may not be as dead as we
t hought . "

Speci alized teeth plants served as a filter and killing barrier to food drawn into the
creature's stomach. Qther symbiotic plants growing on the nuscle pillars rel eased a secretion
whi ch caused themto stiffen, expand the stomach, and draw in large quantities of food-bearing
water. Presunmably the secretion also served to dissolve the food, digest it for assimlation
through the stomach wall or by other specialized plants- they had taken enough speci nens for
Thornnastor to be able to work out the digestive nechanismin detail. Wen the power of the
di gestive secretion had been diluted by the food entering the stonach their effect on the nuscles
di minished, allowing the pillars to partially collapse again and expel undi gested materi al

Blisters were beginning to rupture off the other pillars now By itself that did not nean

that the beast was alive, only that a dead muscle could still respond to the proper stinmulus. But
the cavern roof was being pushed up and water was flow ng in again.
"I agree, Doctor," said Edwards, "let's get out of here. But could we | eave by a different

mout h-we might |earn sonething froma stretch of new scenery.

"Yes," said Conway, with the unconfortable feeling that he should have said no. If dead
muscl es could twitch, what other forms of involuntary activity were possible to the gigantic
carcass? He added, "You drive, but keep the cargo hatch and personnel |ock open-1'Il stay outside
with the e-ts

A few ninutes |ater Conway was hanging onto a handy projection as the vehicle followed the
e-ts into a different nouth opening. He hoped it was a nouth and not a connection wth sonething
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deeper inside the beast, because Edwards reported that it was curving toward a |ive area of coast.
But before the lowering tenperature of his feet could affect his speech centers enough for himto
order them back the way they had cone, there was an interruption

"Maj or Edwards, stop the cruiser, please,"” said one of the Melfans. "Doctor Conway, down
here. | think | have found a dead.. . coll eague."

It was a Dranbon SRIJH, no |onger transparent but milky and shriveled with a | ong, incised
wound traversing its body, drifting and bunping along the floor.

"Thornnastor will be pleased with you, friend," said Conway enthusiastically. "And so wll
O Mara and Prilicla. Let's get it aboard with the other specinmens. Oh, I'mnot a water breather
but. .

"It doesn't," the Melfan replied to the unspoken question. "1'd say that it was too

recently dead to be of fensive. ~~

The Chal der came sweeping back, its tentacles gripped the dead SRIH and transferred it to
the refrigerated speci men conpartment, then it returned to its position. A few seconds |ater one
flat, toneless, translated word rasped in their receivers.

"Conpany. -~
Edwards directed all his lights ahead to show a fighting, squirm ng nenagerie practically
filling the throat ahead. Conway identified two kinds of |arge sea predators who had obviously

been able to batter a way through the brittle teeth, several smaller ones, about ten SRJHs and a
few | arge- headed, tentacled fish that he had never seen before. It was inpossible to tell at first
whi ch were fighting which or even if it mattered to the beings concerned.

Edwar ds dropped the vehicle to the floor. "Back inside! Quickly!"

Hal f-runni ng, hal f-swi nmng toward the vehicle, Conway envied the underwater nobility of
the Melfans so' much that it hurt. He overtook the Hudlar who had the jaws of a big predator
| ocked on its carapace. Just above himone of the newlife-forns had an SRJH wrapped around it,
the Drambon doctor already turning red as it treated its patient in the only way it knew how.
There was a deep, reverberating clang as another predator charged the cruiser, smashing two of
their four lights.

"Into the cargo hol d!'" Edwards shouted hoarsely. "We've no tine to fiddle about with
personnel | ocks!"

"Cet off me, you fool," said the Hudlar with the predator on its back. "I'minedible."

"Conway, behind you!"

Two big predators were coming at himalong the bottom while the Chal der was shooting in
fromthe flank. Suddenly there was a Dranbon doctor undul ating rapidly between the |eading
predator and Conway. It barely touched the beast but the predator went into a rmuscul ar spasm so
violent that parts of its skel eton popped white through the skin.

So you can kill as well as cure, thought Conway gratefully as he tried to avoid the second
predator. The Chalder arrived then and with a swipe of its arnored tail cleared the Hudlar's back
whil e simultaneously its enornmous maw opened and crashed shut on the second predator's neck

"Thank you, Doctor," said Conway. "Your anputation technique is crude but effective."

"All too often,” replied the Chalder, "we nust sacrifice neatness for speed..."

"Stop chattering and get in!" yelled Edwards.

"Wait! We need another local nedic for O Mara," began Conway, gripping the edge of the
hatch. There was a Drambon doctor drifting a few yards away, bright red and obliviously w apped
around its patient. Conway pointed and to the Chal der said, "Nudge it inside, Doctor. But be
gentle, it can kill, too."

When the hatch clanged shut a few mnutes later the cargo hold contained two Melfans, a
Hudl ar, the Chal der, the Dranbon SRIHwith its patient and Conway. It was pitch dark. The vehicle
shuddered every few seconds as predators crashed against its hull, and conditions were so cranped
that if the Chal der noved at all everyone but the arnor-plated Hudl ar woul d have been mashed fl at.
Several years seenmed to go past before Edward' s voi ce sounded in Conway's hel net.

"We're |l eaking in a couple of places, Doctor-but not badly and it shouldn't worry water

breathers in any case. The automatic caneras have sone good stuff on internal life-forns being
hel ped by local nedics. O Mara will be very pleased. Oh, | can see teeth ahead. W'Il soon be out
of this

Conway was to renenber that conversation several weeks later at the hospital when the
l'iving and dead specinens and fil m had been exam ned, dissected, and viewed so often that the
| eech-1i ke Dranmbons undul ated through his every dream

O Mara was not pleased. He was, in fact, extrenely displ eased-with hinself, which nade
thi ngs much worse for the people around him

"W have exam ned the Dranbon nmedics singly and together, friend Conway," said Prilicla in
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a vain attenpt to render the enotional atnosphere in the rooma little nore pleasant. "There is no
evi dence that they conmunicate verbally, visually, tactually, telepathically, by snmell or any

ot her system known to us. The quality of their enotional radiation | eads nme to suspect that they
do not comunicate at all in the accepted sense. They are sinply aware of other beings and objects
around them and, by using their eyes and a nechanismsinmilar to the enpathic faculty which nmy race
possesses, are able to identify friend and foe-they attacked the Dranbon predators w thout
hesitation, remenber, but ignored the nuch nore visually frightening Chal der doctor who was
feeling friendship for them

"So far as we have been able to discover,” Prilicla went on, "its enphatic faculty is
hi ghly devel oped and not allied to intelligence. The sane applies to the second Dranbon native you
brought back, except that it is .

“"Much smarter," O Mara finished sourly. "Alnbst as smart as a badly retarded dog. | don't
nmnd admitting that for a while |I thought our failure to comuni cate nay have been due to a | ack
of professional conpetence in myself. But nowit is clear that you were sinply wasting our tine
gi ving sophisticated tests to Dranbon aninmals.”

"But that SRIJH saved ne."

"A very highly specialized but nonintelligent animal," said O Mara firmy. "It protects
and heals friends and kills enem es, but it does not think about it. As for the new specinen you
brought in, when we exposed it to the thought-controlled tool it enmpoted awareness and caution-a
feeling simlar to our enotional radiation if we were standing close to a bare power |ine-but
according to Prilicla it did not think at or even about the gadget.

"So I'msorry, Conway," he ended, "we are still |ooking for the species responsible for
maki ng those tools, and for intelligent |ocal nedical assistance with your own problem"”

Conway was silent for a long time, staring at the two SRJHs on O Mara's floor. It seened
all wong that a creature responsible for saving his life should have done so w thout thought or
feeling. The SRIH was sinply a specialist |ike the other specialized aninmals and plants inhabiting
the interior of the great strata beasts, doing the work it had evolved to do. Chenical reactions
were so slow inside the strata creatures-the material was too diluted for themto be otherw se
since its blood mght be little nore than slightly inpure water-that specialized plant and ani nal
synbi otes coul d produce the secretions necessary for nuscle activity, endocrine bal ance, supplying
nouri shnment to and renoving waste material fromlarge areas of tissue. Other specialized synbiotes
handl ed the respiration cycle and gave vision of a kind on the surface.

"Friend Conway has an idea," said Prilicla.

"Yes," said Conway, "but | would |ike to check it by getting the dead SRJH up here.
Thornnastor hasn't done anything drastic to it yet, and if sonething should happen to it we can
easily get another. | would like to face the two living SRIHs with a dead col | eague.

"Prilicla says that they do not enote strongly about anything," Conway added. "They
reproduce by fission so there can be no sexual feeling between them But the sight of one of their
own dead shoul d cause some ki nd of reaction."

O Mara stared hard at Conway as he said, "I can tell by the way Prilicla is trenbling and
by the smug | ook on your face that you think you have the answer. But what is likely to happen?
Are these two going to heal and resuscitate it? Oh, never mind, |I'll wait and |l et you have your

nmorment of medi cal dram.

When the dead SRIH arrived Conway quickly slid it fromthe litter onto the office floor
and waved O Mara and Prilicla back. The two living SRJHs were already noving purposefully toward
the cadaver. They touched it, flowed around and over it and for about ten nminutes were very busy.
When they had finished there was nothing left.

"No detectable change in enotional radiation, no evidence of grief," said Prilicla. It was
trenbling but its own feelings of surprise were probably responsible for that.

"You don't | ook surprised, Conway," said O Mara accusingly.

Conway grinned and said, "No, sir. I'"'mstill disappointed at not naking contact with a
Dranmbon doctor, but these beasties are a very good second best. They kill the strata beast's
enem es, heal and protect its friends and tidy up the debris. Doesn't that suggest sonething to
you? They aren't doctors, of course, just glorified |eucocytes. But there nust be millions of
them and they're all on our side.

"dad you're satisfied, Doctor,"

said the Chief Psychol ogist, |ooking pointedly at his

wat ch.

"But I"'mnot satisfied," said Conway. "I still need a senior pathol ogist trained in and
with the ability to use the hospital's facilities-one particular pathologist. | need to maintain a
close liaison with-"

"The cl osest possible liaison," said O Mara, grinning suddenly. "I quite understand,
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Doctor, and | shall urge it with Thornnastor just as soon as you've closed the door..

MAJCR OPERATI ON

On the whole weird and wonderful planet there were only thirty-seven patients requiring treatnment,
and they varied widely both in size and in their degree of physical distress. Naturally it was the
patient who was in the greatest distress who was being treated first, even though it was al so the
| argest-so large that at their scout ship's sub orbital velocity of six thousand plus mles per
hour it took just over nine mnutes to travel fromone side of the patient to the other

"It's a large problem" said Conway seriously, "and even altitude doesn't nake it | ook
smal l er. Neither does the shortage of skilled help."

Pat hol ogi st Murchi son, who was sharing the tiny observation blister with him sounded coo
and a little on the defensive as she replied, "I have been studying all the Dranbon material |ong
before and since nmy arrival two nonths ago, but | agree that seeing it like this for the first
tinme really does bring the problemhonme to one. As for the shortage of help, you nust reali ze,
Doctor, that you can't strip the hospital of its staff and facilities for just one patient even if
it is the size of a subcontinent- there are thousands of smaller and nore easily curable patients
with equal demands on us.

"And if you are still suggesting that |, personally, took nmy tine in getting here," she
ended hotly, "I cane just as soon as ny chief decided that you really did need ne, as a
pat hol ogi st . "

"I've been telling Thornnastor for six nonths that | needed a top pathol ogist here," said
Conway gently. Mirchison | ooked beautiful when she was angry, but even better when she was not. "I
t hought everybody in the hospital knew why | wanted you, which is one reason why we are sharing
this cranped observation blister, |ooking at a view we have both seen many tinmes on tape and
argui ng when we coul d be enjoying some unprof essi onal behavior-"

"Pilot here,"” said a tinny voice in the blister's 'speaker. "W are |osing height and

circling back now and will |and about five niles east of the termnator. The reaction of the eye
plants to sunrise is worth seeing."

"Thank you," said Conway. To Mirchison he added, "I had not planned on | ooking out the
wi ndow. "

"I had," she said, punching himw th one softly clenched fist on the jaw. "You | can see
anytine."

She poi nted suddenly and said, "Sonmeone is drawi ng yellow triangles on your patient."

Conway | aughed. "I forgot, you haven't been involved with our communicati ons problens so

far. Mst of the surface vegetation is |light sensitive and, sonme of us thought, mght act as the
creature's eyes. W produce geonetrical and other figures by directing a narrow, intense beam of
light fromorbit into a dark or twilight area and nmoving it about quickly. The effect is sonething
like that of drawing with a high persistency spot on a vision screen. So far, there has been no
det ect abl e reacti on.

"“Probably," he went on, "the creature can't react even if it wanted to, because eyes are

sensory receptors and not transmitters. After all, we can't send nessages with our eyes.

"Speak for yourself," she said.

"Seriously,"” Conway said, "lI'mbeginning to wonder if the strata creature itself is highly
intelligent...

They | anded shortly afterward and stepped carefully onto the springy ground, crushing
several of the vegetable eyes with every few yards of progress. The fact that the patient had
countless nillions of other eyes did not nmake them feel any better about the damage inflicted by
their feet.

VWen they were about fifty yards fromthe ship, she said suddenly, "If these plants are
eyes-and it is a natural assunption, since they are sensitive to |ight-why should it have so many
in an area where danger threatens so sel donf? Peripheral vision to coordinate the activity of its
feedi ng mout hs woul d be nuch nore useful ."

Conway nodded. They knelt carefully anmong the plants, their |ong shadows filled with the
yell ow of tightly closed | eaves. He indicated their tracks fromthe entry |lock of the ship, which
were al so bright yellow, and noved his arns about so as to partly obscure some of the plants from
the light. Leaves partially in shade or suffering even m nor damage reacted exactly as those
conpletely cut off fromthe light. They rolled up tight to display their yell ow undersides.

"The roots are thin and go on forever," he said, excavating gently with his fingers to
show a whitish root which narrowed to the dianeter of thin string before di sappearing from sight.
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"Even with mning equi pment or during exploratories with diggers we haven't been able to find the
other end of one. Have you | earned anything new fromthe internal s?"

He covered the exposed root with soil, but kept the palns of both hands pressed lightly
agai nst the ground.

Watching him she said, "Not very nuch. Light and darkness, as well as causing the | eaves
to open out or roll up tight, causes electrochenical changes in the sap, which is so heavily
| oaded with mineral salts that it makes a very good conductor. Electrical pul ses produced by these
changes could travel very quickly fromthe plant to the other end of the root. Er, what are you
doi ng, dear, taking its pul se?"

Conway shook his head w t hout speaking, and she went on. "The eye plants are evenly
distributed over the patient's top surface, including those areas containing dense growths of the
air-renewal and waste-elimination types, so that a shadow or light stinulus received anywhere on
its surface is transmitted quickly-al nost instantaneously, in fact-to the central nervous system
via this mneral-rich sap. But the thing which bothers me is what possible reason could the
creature have for evolving an eyeball several hundred mles across?"

"Cl ose your eyes," said Conway, smling. "I'mgoing to touch you. As accurately as you
can, try to tell me where."

"“You' ve been too long in the conpany of nen and e-ts, Doctor," she began, then broke off,
| ooki ng t hought f ul

Conway began by touching her lightly on the face, then he rested three fingers on top of
her shoul der and went on fromthere.

"Left cheek about an inch fromthe left side of my nouth,” she said. "Now you' ve rested
your hand on ny shoul der. You seemto be rubbing an X onto ny | eft bicep. Now you have a thunb and
two, maybe three, fingers at the back of ny neck just on the hairline... Are you enjoying this?
am "

Conway | aughed. "I might if it wasn't for the thought of Lieutenant Harrison watching us
and steaming up the pilot's canopy with his hot little breath. But seriously, you see what |'m
getting at, that the eye plants have nothing to do with the creature's vision but are anal ogous to
pressure- , pain- or tenperature-sensitive nerve endi ngs?"

She opened her eyes and nodded. "It's a good theory, but you don't |ook happy about it."

“I"'mnot," said Conway sourly, "and |I'd |like you to shoot as many holes in it as possible.
You see, the conplete success of this operation depends on us being able to comunicate with the
bei ngs who produced the thought-controlled tools. Up until now | had assuned that these beings
woul d be conparable in size to ourselves even if their physiological classification would be
conpletely alien, and that they woul d possess the usual sensory equi pnment of sight, hearing,
taste, touch and be capabl e of being reached through any or all of these channels. But now the
evidence is piling up in favor of a single intelligent life-form the strata creature itself,
which is naturally deaf, dunb and blind so far as we can see. The problem of communicating even
the sinplest concepts to it is-"

He broke off, all his attention concentrated on the pal mof one hand which was stil
pressed agai nst the ground, then said urgently, "Run for the ship."

They were much | ess careful about stepping on plants on the way back, and as the hatch
sl anmed shut behind them Harrison's voice rattled at themfromthe | ock conmmuni cat or.

"Are we expecting conpany?"

"Yes, but not for a few mnutes,"” said Conway breathlessly. "How nuch time do you need to
get away, and can we observe the tools' arrival through sonething bigger than this airlock port?”

"For an energency liftoff, two mnutes," said the pilot, "and if you cone up to Contro
you can use the scanners, which check for external danage.

"But what were you doing, Doctor?" Harrison resuned as they entered his control position
"I mean, in ny experience the front of the bicep is not considered to be a zone of erotic
stimulation.”

When Conway did not answer he | ooked appealingly at Muirchison

"He was conducting an experinent," she said quietly, "designed to prove that | cannot see
with the nerve endings of ny upper arm Wen we were interrupted he was proving that | did not
have eyes in the back of ny neck, either."

"Ask a silly question. " began Harrison

"Here they cone," said Conway.

They were three sem circul ar disks of netal which seenmed to flicker into and out of
exi stence on the area of ground covered by the |Iong norning shadow of the scout ship. Harrison
stepped up the nagnification of his scanners, which showed that the objects did not so nuch appear
and di sappear as shrink rhythnmically into tiny nmetal blobs a few inches across, then expand again
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into flat, circular blades which knifed through the surface. There they lay flat for a few seconds
anong t he shadowed eye plants, then suddenly the discs becane shall ow inverted bow s. The change
was so abrupt that they bounced several yards into the air to | and about twenty feet away. The
process was repeated every few seconds, with one disc bouncing rapidly toward the distant tip of
their shadow, the second zig-zagging to chart its width and the third heading directly for the
shi p.

"I'"ve never seen themact |like that before," said the |ieutenant.

"W've nmade a long, thin itch," said Conway, "and they've cone to scratch it. Can we stay
put for a few m nutes?”

Harri son nodded, but said, "Just renenber that we'll still be staying put for two mnutes
after you change your nmind."
The third disk was still coming at themin five-yard | eaps along the center of their

shadow. He had never before seen themdisplay such nmobility and coordination, even though he knew
that they were capabl e of taking any shape their operators' thought at them and that the
conplexity of the shape and the speed of the change were controlled solely by the speed and
clarity of thought of the user's mnd

"Li eutenant Harrison has a point, Doctor," said Miurchison suddenly. "The early reports say
that the tools were used to undercut grounded ships so that they would fall inside the strata
creature, presunably for closer exami nation at its leisure. On those occasions they tried to
undercut the object's shadow, using the shaded eye plants as a guide to size and position. But
now, to use your own anal ogy, they seemto have |learned howto tell the itch fromthe object
causing it."

A loud clang reverberated along the hull, signaling the arrival of the first tool
| nmedi ately the other two turned and headed after the first, and one after the other they bounced
high into the air, higher even than the control position, to arch over and crash agai nst the hull
The danage scanners showed them strike, cling for a few seconds while they spread over hul
projections like thin, nmetallic pancakes, then fall away. An instant |ater they were clangi ng and
clinging against a different section of hull. But a few seconds |ater they stopped clinging
because, just before naking contact, they grew needl e points which scored bright, deep scratches
in the plating.

"They nmust be blind," said Conway excitedly. "The tools nust be an extension of the
creature's sense of touch, used to augnment the information supplied by the plants. They are
feeling us for size and shape and consistency."

"Before they discover that we have a soft center,’
we nmake a tactical withdrawal, or even get the hell out.

Conway nodded. While Harrison played silent tunes on his control panels he explai ned that
the tools were controllable by human ninds up to a distance of about twenty feet and that beyond
this distance the tool users had control. He told her to think blunt shapes at them as soon as
they came into range, any shape so long as it did not have points or cutting edges .

"No, wait," he said as a better idea struck him "Think wide and flat at them wth an
aerofoil section and sone kind of vertical projection for stabilization and gui dance. Hold the
shape while it is falling and glide it as far away fromthe ship as possible. Wth luck it wll
need three or four junps to get back."

Their first attenpt was not a success, although the shape which finally stuck the ship was
too blunt and convoluted to do serious damage. But they concentrated hard on the next one, holding
it to a triangle shape only a fraction of an inch thick and with a wide central fin. Mirchison
hel d the overall shape while Conway thought-warped the trailing edges and stabilizer so that it
perfornmed a bal anced vertical bank just outside the direct-vision panel and headed away fromthe
ship in a long, flat glide.

The glide continued long after it passed beyond their range of influence, banking and
wobbling a little, then cutting a short swathe through the eye plants before touchi ng down.

"Doctor, | could kiss you. " she began

"I know you like playing with girls and nodel airplanes, Doctor," Harrison broke in dryly,
"but we lift in twenty seconds. Straps."

“I't held that shape right to the end," Conway said, beginning to worry for sonme reason
"Could it have been learning fromus, experinmenting perhaps?"

He stopped. The tool nelted, flowed into the inverted bow shape and bounced high into the
air. As it began to fall back it changed into glider configuration, picking up speed as it fell
then leveled out a few feet above the surface and cane sweeping toward them The |eadi ng edges of
its wings were like razors. Its two conpanions were also aloft in glider form slicing the air
toward them fromthe other side of the ship.

said Harrison firmy, "l suggest that
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"Straps."

They hit their acceleration couches just as the three fast-gliding tools struck the hull
by accident or design, cutting off two of the external vision pickups. The one which was stil
operating showed a three-foot gash torn in the thin plating with a glider enbedded in the tear
changi ng shape, stretching and widening it. Probably it was a good thing that they could not see
what the other two were doing.

Through the gash in the plating Conway could see brightly colored plunbing and cabl e runs
whi ch were al so bei ng pushed apart by the tool. Then that screen went dead as well just as takeoff
boost rammed hi m deep into the couch

"Doctor, check the stern for stowaways," said Harrison harshly as the initial acceleration
began to taper off. "If you find any, think safe shapes at them sonething which won't scranble
anynore of my wiring. Quickly."

Conway had not realized the full extent of the danmage, only that there were nore red
lights than usual wi nking fromthe control board. The pilot's fingers were noving over his panels
with such an intensity of gentleness that the harshness in his voice made it sound as if it was
comng froma conpletely different person

"The aft pickup,"” said Conway reassuringly, "shows all three tools gliding in pursuit of
our shadow.

For a tine there was silence broken only by the tuneless whistling of air through torn
pl ati ng and unretracted scanner supports. The surface wobbl ed past bel ow them and the ship's
nmoti on made Conway feel that it was at sea rather than in the air. Their problemwas to maintain
height at a very low flying speed, because to increase speed woul d cause danaged sections of the
hull to peel off or heat up due to atnospheric friction, or increase the drag to such an extent
that the ship would not fly at all. For a vessel which was classed as a supersonic glider for
operations in atnosphere their present |ow speed was ridicul ous. Harrison nust be holding onto the
sky with his fingernails.

Conway tried hard to forget the lieutenant's problens by worrying al oud about his own.

"I think this proves conclusively that the strata creatures are our intelligent too
users," he said. "The high degree of nmobility and adaptability shown by the tools nakes that very
pl ai n. They nust be controlled by a diffuse and not very strong field of nental radiation
conducted and transnmitted by root networks and extending only a short distance above the surface
It is so weak that an average Earth-human or e-t mind can take |ocal control

"I'f the tool users were beings of conparable size and nental ability to ourselves," he
went on, trying not to | ook at the | andscape |urching past bel ow them "they would have to trave
under and through the surface material as quickly as the tools were flying over it if they were to
mai ntain control. To burrow at that speed would require them being encased in a self-propelled
arnor-piercing shell. But this does not explain why they have ignored our attenpts at maki ng w de-
range contact through renote-control devices, other than by reducing the comunication nodules to
their component pieces..

"If the range of nental influence pervades its whole body,"” Mirchison broke in, "would
that nean that the creature's brain is also diffuse? O, if it does have a localized brain, where
is it?"

"I favor the idea of a centralized nervous system" Conway replied, in a safe and
naturally well-protected area-probably close to the creature's underside where there is a
plentiful supply of minerals and possibly in a natural hollow in the subsurface rock. Eye pl ant
and simlar types of internal root networks which you' ve analyzed tend to becone nore conpl ex and
extensive the closer we go to the subsurface, which could nean that the pressure-sensitive network
there is augnented by the el ectro vegetabl e system which causes nuscul ar novenent as well as the

ot her types whose function and purpose are still unknown to us. Adnmittedly the nervous systemis
| argely vegetable, but the mineral content of the root systens nmeans that el ectrochenica
reactions generated at any nerve ending will transmit inpulses to the brain very quickly, so there
is probably only one brain and it could be situated anywhere."

She shook her head. "In a being the size of a subcontinent, with no detectable skel eton or
osseous structure to forma protective casi ng and whose body, relative to its area, resenbles a
thin carpet, | think nore than one woul d be needed-one central brain, anyway, plus a number of

neural substations. But the thing which really worries ne is what do we do if the brain happens to
be in or dangerously close to the operative field."

"One thing we can't do," Conway replied grimy, "is delay the op. Your reports nake that
very clear."

She had not been wasting time since conmng to Dranbo and, as a result of her analysis of
t housands of specinmens taken by test bores, diggers and exploring nmedics fromall areas and | evels

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%?2...0r%20General%2003%20-%20Major%200peration.txt (57 of 72) [5/21/03 10:25:11 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %2003%20-%20M gj or%200peration.txt

of its far-flung body, she was able to give an accurate if not conpletely detail ed picture of the
creature's current physiol ogical state.

They al ready knew that the nmetabolismof the strata creature was extrenely slow and that
its muscul ar reactions were closer to those of a vegetable than an animal. Voluntary and
i nvol untary nuscles controlling nobility, ingestion and digestion, circulation of its working
fluid and the breaki ng down of waste products were all governed or initiated by the secretions of
the specialized plants. But it was the plants conprising the patient's nervous systemw th their
ext ensi ve root networks which had suffered worst in the roller fallout, because they had all owed
the surface radioactivity to penetrate deep inside the strata creature. This had killed many pl ant
speci es and had al so caused the deaths of thousands of internal animal organi sns whose purpose it
was to control the growth of various forns of specialized vegetation

There were two distinct types of internal organisns and they took their jobs very
seriously. The |arge-headed farmer fish were responsible for cultivating and protecting benign
grow h and destroying all others- for such a large creature, the patient's metabolic bal ance was
remar kably delicate. The second type, which were the being' s equival ent of |eucocytes, assisted
the farnmer fish in plant control and directly if one of the fish becanme injured or unwell. They
were also cursed with the tidy habit of eating or otherw se absorbing dead nenbers of their own or
the fish species, so that a very snmall quantity of radi oactive material introduced by the roots of

surface plants could be responsible for killing a very |large nunber of |eucocytes, one after
anot her.

And so the dead areas which had spread far beyond the regions directly affected by roller
fall out were caused by the uncontrolled proliferation of malignant plant life. The process, |ike

deconposition, was irreversible. The urgent surgical renoval of the affected areas was the only
sol uti on.

But the report had been encouraging in sone respects. Mnor surgery had al ready been
performed in a nunber of areas to check on the probable ecol ogical effects of |arge masses of
deconposi ng ani nb vegetable material on the sea or adjacent living strata creature, and to devise
met hods of radi oactive decontam nation on a |large scale. It had been found that the patient would
heal, but slowy; that if the incision was wi dened to a trench one hundred feet across, then the
uncontrolled growh in the excised section would not spread to infect the Iiving area, although
regul ar patrols of the incision to make absolutely sure of this were reconmended. The
deconposition probl emwas no problemat all-the explosive growh rate continued until the plant
Iife concerned used up the available material and died. On |l and the residue would subside into a
very rich | oam and make an ideal site for a self-supporting base if nedical observers were needed
in the years to cone. In the case of material sliding off shelving coastlines into the sea, it
sinmply broke up and drifted to the seabed to forman edible carpet for the rollers.

Certain areas could not be treated surgically, of course, for the sane reason that Shyl ock
had to forego his pound of flesh. These were relatively small trouble spots far inland, whose
condition was anal ogous to a severe skin cancer, but limted surgery and incredibly nassive doses
of nedi cation were beginning to show results.

"But | still don't understand its hostility toward us," Mirchison said nervously as the
ship went into a three-dinmensional skid and lost a ot of height. "After all, it can't possibly
know enough about us to hate us like that."

The ship was passing over a dead area where the eye plants were discolored and |ifeless
and did not react to their shadow. Conway wondered if the vast creature could feel pain or if
there was sinply a | oss of sensation when parts of it died. In every other life-formhe had ever
encountered, and he had net sone really weird ones at Sector General, survival was pleasure and
deat h brought pain-that was how evolution kept a race fromjust Iying down and dyi ng when the
goi ng got tough. So the strata creature alnost certainly had felt pain, intense pain over hundreds
of square miles, when the rollers had detonated their nuclear weapons. It had felt nore than
enough pain to drive it mad with hatred.

Conway cringed inwardly at the thought of such vast and uni nagi nabl e pain. Several things
were beconming very clear to him

“"You're right," he said. "They don't know anything at all about us, but they hate our
shadows. This one in particular hates them because the aircraft carrying the sea-rollers' atomc
bonbs produced a shadow not unlike ours just before large tracts of the patient's body were fried
and irradiated."

"We land in four mnutes,"” said Harrison suddenly. "On the coast, |I'mafraid, because this
bucket has too many holes in it to float. Descartes has us in sight and will send a copter.

The pilot's face nmade Conway fight the urge to laugh. It |ooked like that of a half nade-
up clown. Furious concentration had drawn Harrison's brows into a ridicul ous scom while his | ower
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lip, which he had been chewi ng steadily since takeoff, was a w de, blood-red bow of good hunor.

Conway said, "The tools can't operate in this area and, except for a little background
radi ati on caused by fallout, there is no danger. You can | and safely.”

"Your trust in ny professional ability," said the pilot, "is touching." Fromtheir
condition of unlevel flight they curved into a barely controlled, tail-first dive. The surface
crept, then rushed up at them Harrison checked the rush with full energency thrust. There were
metallic tearing noises and the rest of the lights on his board turned red.

"Harrison, pieces of you are dropping off.. ." began Descartes' radi oman, then they
touched down.

For days afterward the observers argued about it, trying to decide whether it had been a
| andi ng or a crash. The shock-absorber |egs buckled, the stern section took sone nore of the shock
as it tried to tel escope am dshi ps and the accel erati on couches took the rest-even when the ship
toppl ed, crashed onto its side and a broad, flickering wedge of daylight appeared in the plating a
few feet away. The rescue copter was al nbst on top of them

"Everybody out," said Harrison. "The pile shielding has been danaged."

Looking at the dead and discol ored surface around them Conway thought again of his
patient. Angrily, he said, "Alittle nore radi ati on hereabout won't nake nuch difference."

"To your patient, no," said the lieutenant urgently. "But perhaps selfishly | was thinking
of ny future offspring. After you."

During the short trip to the nother ship Conway stared silently out of the port beside him
and tried hard not to feel frightened and i nadequate. H's fear was due to reaction after what
could easily have been a fatal crash plus the thought of an even nore dangerous trip he would have
to make in a few days' tine, and any doctor with a patient who stretched beyond the Iimts of
visibility in all directions could not help feeling snmall. He was a single microbe trying to cure
the body containing it, and suddenly he | onged for the normal doctor-patient relationships of his
hospi tal -even though very few of his patients or colleagues could be considered nornal

He wondered if it might not be better to have sent a general to nedical school than to
give a doctor control of a whole sector sub fleet.

Only six of the Monitor Corps heavies were grounded on Dranbo, their landing | egs planted
firmy in the shallows a few niles off one of the dead sections of coastline. The others filled
the nmorning and evening sky |like reginmented stars. H s medical teans were grouped in and around
t he grounded shi ps, which rose out of the thick, soupy sea |ike gray beehives. The Earth-hunmans
like hinself lived on board while the e-ts, none of whom breathed air, were quite happy roughing
it on the sea bed.

He had cal |l ed what he hoped woul d be the final pre-op neeting in the cargo hold of
Descartes, which was filled with Dranmbon sea water whose content of animal and plant, |ife had
been filtered out so that the beam of the projector would have a sporting chance of fighting its
way to the screen attached to the forward bul kheads.

Prot ocol demanded that the Dranbons present opened the proceedi ngs. Watching their
spokesman, Surreshun, rolling like a great flaccid doughnut around the clear space in the center
of the deck, Conway wondered once again how such a ridiculously vul nerabl e species had been able
to survive and evol ve a highly conplex, technol ogy-based culture- though it was just possible that
an intelligent dinosaur would have had simlar thoughts about early nan.

Surreshun was followed by Garoth, the Hudlar Senior Physician who was in charge of the
patient's nedical treatnment. Garoth's chief concern was with the devising and inplementation of
artificial feeding in areas where incisions would cut the throat tunnels between the coasta
nmout hs and the inland prestonmachs. Again unlike Surreshun, it did not say very nuch but let the
projector do all the talking.

The big screen was filled by a picture of an auxiliary nmouth shaft situated about two
nmles inland of the planned incision line. Every few mnutes a copter or small supply ship
grounded beside the shaft discharged its |oad of freshly dead aninmal life fromthe coasta
shal l ows and departed while corpsnen with | oaders and earth-novi ng nmachi nery pushed the food over
the Iip. Possibly the anbunt and quality of the food was | ess than that which was drawn in
natural ly, but when the throat was sealed during the nmajor operation this would be the only way
that large areas of the patient could be supplied with food.

Aseptic procedures were inpossible in an operation on this scale so that punping equi prent
drawi ng sea water fromthe coast was drawn through | arge-diameter plastic piping. It poured in a
steady stream except when tools cut the pipeline-into the food shaft, supplying the strata
creature with needed working fluid and at the sane tinme wetting the walls so that |eucocytes coul d
be slipped down fromtine to tinme to conbat the effects of any dangerous plant |ife which m ght
have been introduced during feeding.
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They were seeing a drill, of course, perfornmed at one of the feeding installations a few
days earlier, but there were nore than fifty auxiliary mouths in a simlar state of readiness
strung out along the proposed incision |ine.

Suddenly there was a silvery blur of notion on the ground beside the punp housing and a
corpsman hopped a few yards on one foot before falling to the ground. Hi s boot with his other foot
still init lay on its side where he had been standing and the tool, no longer silvery, was
already cutting its way beneath the bl ood-spl ashed surface.

"Tool attacks are increasing in frequency and strength," said Garoth in Transl ated. "They
are al so displaying considerable initiative. Your idea of clearing an area around the feeding
installations of all eye plants so that the tools would have to operate blind, and would have to
bounce around feeling for targets, worked only for a short time, Doctor. They devised a new trick
that of sliding along a few inches below the surface, blind, of course, then suddenly extruding a
point or a cutting blade and stabbing or swinging with it before retreating under the surface
again. If we can't see them nental control is inpossible, and guarding every working corpsman
wi th another carrying a netal detector has not worked very well so far-it has sinply given the
tool a better chance of hitting soneone.

"And just recently," Garoth concluded, "there are indications of the tools linking up into
five- , six- and in one case ten-unit conbinations. The corpsman who reported this died a few
seconds | ater before he was able to finish his report. The condition of his vehicle |ater supports
this theory, however."

Conway nodded grimy and said, "Thank you, Doctor. But now I'mafraid that you'll have to
withstand air attacks as well. On the way here we taught the patient how gliders work, and it
| earned fast.. ." He went onto describe the incident, adding the |atest pathological findings and
their deductions and theories on the nature of their patient. As a result the nmeeting quickly
became a debate and was degenerating into a bitter argunent before he had to pull rank and get his
human and e-t doctors back to a state of clinical detachnent.

The heads of the Melfan and Chal der teans nmade their report practically as a duet. Like
Garoth they had both been concerned with the no surgical aspects of the patient's treatnent. To a
hypot heti cal observer ignorant of the true scope of their problemthis nedical treatnent could
have been m staken for a very wi despread nining operation, agriculture on an even |arger scale and
mass ki dnapping. Both were strongly convinced, and Conway agreed with them that the wwong way to
treat a skin cancer was by anputation of the affected Iinb.

The anounts of radioactive material deposited by fallout in the central areas were
relatively small, and their effects spread fairly slowly into the depths of the patient's body.
But even this condition would be ultinmately fatal if sonething was not done to check it. And,
since the areas affected by light fallout were too numerous and occurred in too nmany inoperable
| ocations, they had skinned off the poisoned surface with earth-noving machi nery and pushed it
into heaps for later decontanination. The remai nder of the treatnment involved hel ping the patient
to help itself.

A picture appeared suddenly on the screen of a section of subsurface tunnel under one of
the areas affected by fallout. There were dozens of life-forns in the tunnel, nost of themfarner
fish with stubby arns sprouting fromthe base of their enlarged heads while the others drifted or
undul ated toward the observer's position |ike great, transparent slugs.

For a living section of the strata creature it |ooked none too healthy. The farmer fish,
whose function was the cultivation and control of internal plant Iife, nmoved slowy, bunping into
each other and the | eucocytes which, normally transparent, were displaying the mlky coloration
whi ch occurred shortly before death. The radi ati on sensor readings |eft no doubt as to what they
were dying from

"These speci nens were rescued shortly afterward,"” said the Chalder, "and transferred to
sick bays in the larger ships and to Sector CGeneral. Both fish and | eeches respond to the sane
decont ami nati on and regeneration treatnments given to our own people who have been exposed to a
radi ati on overdose. They were then returned to carry on their good work."

"That being," the Melfan joined in, "absorbing the radiation fromthe nearest poisoned
plant or fish and getting thenselves sick again."

O Mara had accused Conway of treating Sector Ceneral |ike sone kind of e-t sausage
machi ne, al though the hospital was curing everything Dranbon that they possibly could, and the
Moni t or Corps nedics had nerely | ooked | ong-suffering when they weren't |ooking extrenely busy.

By thensel ves neither the hospital nor treatnent facilities on the capital ships were
enough to swing the balance. To really allow the patient to fight these |ocal infections required
massi ve transfusions of the |leucocyte life-formfromother, and healthier, strata creatures.

Wien he had first suggested the transfusion idea Conway had been worried in case the
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patient would reject what were, in effect, another creature's anti bodies. But this had not
happened, and the only probl ens encountered were those of transportation and supply as the first
single, carefully selected ki dnappi ngs becane continual whol esal e abduction

On the screen appeared a sequence showi ng one of the special conmandos wi t hdraw ng
| eucocytes froma snmall and disgustingly healthy strata creature on the other side of the planet.
The entry shaft had been in use for several weeks and the notion of the strata creature had caused
it to bend in several places, but it was still usable. The corpsnmen dropped fromthe copters and
into the sloping tunnel, running and occasionally ducking to avoid the lifting gear which would
later haul their catch to the surface. They wore |ightweight suits and carried only nets. The
| eucocytes were their friends. It was very inportant for themto renenber that.

The | eucocytes possessed a highly devel oped enpathic faculty, which allowed themto
di stinguish the parent body's friends fromits foes sinply by nonitoring their enotiona
radi ati on. Provided the corpsnen ki dnappers thought warm friendly thoughts while they went about
their business, they were perfectly safe. But it was hard and often frustrating work, netting and
haul i ng and transferring the massive and inert slugs into the transport copters. Sweating and
short-tenpered as they frequently were, it was not easy to radiate feelings of friendship and
hel pf ul ness toward their charges. Circunstances arose in which a corpsman gave way to a flash of
anger or irritation-at an itemof his own equi pnent, perhaps- and for such | apses nany of them
di ed.

Rarely did they die singly. At the end of the sequence Conway watched the entire crew of a
transport copter taken out within a few m nutes, because it had been inpossible for one man to
think kindly thoughts toward a being who had just killed a crew mate-by injecting a poison which
triggered of f nuscul ar spasns so violent that the man broke practically every bone in his body-
even if his own life did depend on it. There was no protection and no cure. Heavy-duty spacesuits
tough enough to resist the needle points of the | eeches' probes would not have all owed enough
mobility for the corpsnmen to do their job, and the creatures killed just as quickly and thoroughly
and unt hi nkingly as they cured.

"To summarize,"” said the Chalder as it blanked the screen, "the transfusion and artificia
feedi ng operations are going well at present, but if casualties continue to nount at this rate the
supply will fall dangerously short of the conputed demand. | therefore recomend, npbst strongly,
that surgery be commenced i mediately."

"I agree," added the Melfan. "Assuming that we must proceed wi thout either the consent or
cooperation of the patient, we should start inmrediately."”

"How i medi ate?" broke in Captain WIIlianmson, speaking for the first tine. "It takes tine
to deploy a whole sector sub fleet over the operative field. My people will need final briefings
and, well, | think the Fleet Commander is a little worried about this one. Up to now his

operations have been purely nmilitary."

Conway was silent, trying to force himself to the decision he had been avoiding for
several weeks. Once he gave the word to start, once he began cutting on this gargantuan scale, he
was conmtted. There would be no chance to withdraw and try again |ater, there were no specialists
that he could fall back on if the going got tough and, worst of all, there was no tine for
dithering, because already the patient's condition had been left untreated for far too | ong.

“"Don't worry, Captain," said Conway, trying hard to radiate the confidence and reassurance
which he did not feel. "So far as your people are concerned, this has become a nmilitary operation
I know that in the beginning you treated it as a disaster-relief exercise on an unusually |arge
scale, but now it has becone indistinguishable fromwar in your mnds, because in war you have to
expect casualties and you are certainly getting them |'mvery sorry about that, sir. | never
expected such heavy | osses and |'mpersonally very sorry that | taught those tools to glide this
nmor ni ng because that stunt will cost a lot nore..

“I't couldn't be hel ped, Doctor," WIIianmson broke in, "and one of our people was bound to
think of the same idea sone time-they've thought of practically everything else. But what | want
to know is-"

"How soon is imediately,"” said Conway for him "WelIl, bearing in mnd the fact that the
operation will be neasured in weeks rather than hours, and provided there are no | ogistica
reasons for hol ding back, | suggest we start the job at first light on the day after tonorrow "

W lianmson nodded, but hesitated before he spoke. "W can be in position at that tine,
Doctor, but sonething el se has just come up which nmay cause you to change your mnind about the
timng."

He gestured toward the screen and went on, "I can show you charts and figures, if you
like, but it is quicker to tell you the results first. The survey of healthy and less ill strata
creatures which you asked our cultural contact people to carry out-your idea being that it mght
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be easier to establish conmunications with a being who was not in constant pain than otherw se-is
now conpl ete. Altogether eighteen hundred and seventy-four sites covering every known strata
creature were visited, a tool left unattended on the surface and kept under observation froma

di stance for periods of up to six hours. Even though the body naterial was practically identica
with that of our patient, including the presence of a sonewhat sinplified formof eye plant, the
results were conpletely negative. The strata creatures under test nade no attenpt to control or
change the tools in any way, and the small changes which did occur were directly traceable to
mental radiation frombirds or nonintelligent surface aninals. We fed this data to Descartes
conputer and then to the tactical conputer on Vespasian. The conclusions left no doubt at all, I'm
afraid.

"There is only one intelligent strata creature on Dranbo," WIIlianson ended grimy
it is our patient."

Conway did not reply at once and the neeting becane nore and nore di sorgani zed. To begin
with there were a few useful ideas put up-at |east, they sounded good until the Captain shot them
down. But then instead of ideas he got sensel ess argunents and bad tenper and suddenly Conway knew
why.

and

They had all been both overworked and overtired when the neeting had started, and that had
been five hours ago. The Melfan's bony underside was sagging to within a few inches of the deck
The Hudl ar was probably hungry because the water inside the hold had been cleared of all edible
material as had the floor, which would sinilarly displease the constantly rolling Dranbon. Above
them t he enornous Chal der had been hanging in a cranped position for far too long, and the other
Earth hunmans nust have been finding their pressure suits as irksonme as Conway was finding his. It
was obvi ous that there would be no nore useful contributions fromanyone at this neeting,
including hinself, and it was time to wind it up

He signaled for silence, then said, "Thank you, everyone. The news that our patient is the
planet's only intelligent strata creature nmakes it necessary for us to try even harder, if that is
possi bl e, to nake the forthcom ng operation a success. It is not a valid reason for del aying
surgery.

"You will all have plenty to occupy you tonorrow," he ended. "I shall spend the tine
maki ng one last try at obtaining the consent and cooperation of our patient."

Modi fi cati ons had been conpleted to a pair of the tracked boring machines just three days
earlier, making them as fool proof as possible and extending their two-way vision equipment to
all ow Conway to view and, if necessary, direct the operation from anywhere on or inside the strata
creature. It was the conmunications gear that he checked first.

"I have no intention of beconmng a dead hero," Conway explained, grinning. "If we are in
any danger | shall be the first to screamfor help."

Harrison shook his head. "The second."

"Ladies first," said Murchison firmy.

They drove inland to a healthy area thickly covered by eye plants and stopped for a ful
hour, then noved on for an hour and stopped again. They spent the norning and early afternoon
nmovi ng and stopping with no discernible reaction fromthe patient. Sometinmes they drove around in
tight circles in an attenpt to attract attention, still w thout success. Not a single too
appeared. Their ground sensors gave no sign that anything was trying to undercut them Altogether
it was turning out to be an intensely frustrating if physically restful day.

VWhen darkness fell they switched on the digger's spotlights and played them around and
wat ched t housands of eye plants open and cl ose suddenly to this artificial sunshine, but still the
strata creature refused the bait.

“In the beginning the brute nust have been curious about us," said Conway, "and anxious to
i nvestigate any strange object or occurrence. Nowit is sinply frightened and hostile, and there
are much better targets el sewhere.”

The digger's vision screens showed several transfusion and feeding sites under constant
tool attack, and too many dark stains on the ground which were not of oil

"I still think," said Conway seriously, "that if we could get close to its brain, or even
into the area where the tools are produced, we would stand a better chance of communicating
directly. If direct communication is inpossible we nmight be able to artificially stinulate certain
sections to nake it think that |arge objects had | anded on the surface, forcing it to draw off the
tools attacking the transfusion installations. O if we could gain an understanding of its
technol ogy that mght give us a lever..."

He broke of f as Miurchi son shook her head. She produced a chart conprising thirty or nore
transparent overlays which showed the patient's interior |layout as accurately as six nonths' hard
work with insufficient facilities could nake it. Her features fell into their lecturing
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expression, the one which said that she wanted attention but not admiration

She said, "W have already tried to find the patient's brain | ocation by backtracking
al ong the nerve paths-that is, the network of rootlets containing netallic salts which are capable
of carrying el ectrochem cal inpulses. Using test bores taken at randomon the top surface and by
di rect observation fromdiggers, we found that they link up, not to a central brain, but to a flat
| ayer of similar rootlets Iying just above the subsurface. They do not join directly onto this new
network, but lie alongside, paralleling it close enough for inpulses to be passed across by
i nducti on.

"Sone of this network is probably responsible for the subsurface nuscul ar contractions
whi ch gave the patient nobility before it took over this particular |and mass and stopped cli nbing
over and snothering its enemes, and it is natural to assune that the eye plants above and the
muscl es bel ow has a direct connection since they would give the first warning of another strata
creature attenpting to slip over this one, and the subsequent mnuscul ar reaction woul d be al nost
i nvol untary.

"But there are nmany other root networks in that layer," she went on, "whose function we do
not know. They are not col or coded-they all |ook exactly the sane except for mnute variations in
t hi ckness. The type which apparently abstracts mnerals fromthe subsurface rock can vary in
t hi ckness. So | woul d advise against artificial stinmulation of any kind. You could very easily
start a bunch of subsurface nuscles to twitching, and the corpsnen up top would have |ocalized
eart hquakes to contend with as well as everything else."

"Al'l right,"” said Conway irked for no other reason than that her objections were valid.
"But | still want to get close to its brain or to the tool-producing area, and if it won't pull us
in we nust go looking for it. But we're running out of tine. Wiere, in your opinion, is the best
pl ace to | ook?"

She was thoughtful for a nonment, then said, "Either the brain or the tool-producing area
could be in a hollow or small valley in the subsurface where, presunmably, the creature absorbs
necessary mnerals. There is a large, rocky hollow fifteen mles away, just here, which would give
the necessary protection frombelow and fromall sides while the mass of the overlaying body woul d
save it frominjury fromabove. But there are dozens of other sites just as good. Ch, yes, there
woul d have to be a constant supply of nutrinment and oxygen available, but as this is a quas
veget abl e process in the patient with water instead of blood as the working fluid, there should be
no problemin supplying a deeply buried brain.

She broke off, her face and jaw stiffening in a successfully stifled yawn. Before she

could go on, Conway said, "It's quite a problem Wy don't you sleep on it?"

Suddenly she | aughed. "I am Hadn't you noticed?"

Conway smled and said, "Seriously, | would like to call a copter to pick you up before we
go under. |'ve no idea what to expect if we do find what we're | ooking for-we might find ourselves
caught in an underground bl ast furnace or paralyzed by the brain's nental radiation. | realize
that your curiosity is strong and entirely professional, but | would nuch prefer that you didn't
come. After all, scientific curiosity kills nore cats than any other kind."

"Wth respect, Doctor," said Mirchison, showing very little of it, "you are talking
rubbi sh. There have been no indications of unusually high tenperatures on the subsurface, and we
both know that while sonme e-ts communicate telepathically, they can only do so anpong their own
species. The tools are an entirely different matter, an inert but thought-nmnalleable fabrication
which. . ." She broke off, took a deep breath and ended quietly, "There is another digger just
like this one. I"'msure there would al so be an officer and gentleman on Descartes willing to trai
you init."

Harrison sighed loudly and said, "Don't be antisocial, Doctor. If you can't beat 'em |et
themjoin you."

“I'"1l drive for a while," said Conway, treating incipient mutiny in the only way he could
in the circunmstances, by ignoring it. "I'mhungry, and it's your turn to dish up."

“I''"l'l help you, Lieutenant," said Mirchison

As Harrison turned over the driving position to Conway and headed for the galley, he
muttered, "You know, Doctor, sonetines | enjoy drooling over a hot dish, especially yours."

It was shortly before m dnight that they reached the area of the subsurface depression
nosed over and bored in. Mirchison stared through the direct-vision port beside her, occasionally
maki ng notes about the tracery of fine roots which ran through the danp, cork-1like material which
was the flesh of the strata creature. There was no indication of a conventional blood supply,
nothing to show that the creature had ever been alive in the aninmal rather than the vegetable
sense.

Suddenly they broke through the roof of a stomach and drifted down between the great
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veget abl e pillars which raised and | owered the roof, draw ng food-bearing water fromthe sea and
expel ling, many days later, the waste material not already absorbed by specialist plants. The
vegetabl e stalactites stretched away to the limts of the spotlight in all directions, each one
covered with the other specialized growhs whose secretions caused the pillars to stiffen when the
stomach had been enpty for too long and relax when it was full. Oher caverns, snmaller and spaced
cl oser together than the stonachs, sinply kept the water flowing in the systemw thout performng
any di gestive function.

Just before they drifted to the floor Harrison angled the digger into diving position and
spun the forward cutters to maxi mum speed. They struck the stomach floor softly and kept on going.
Hal f an hour later they were thrown forward against their straps. The soft thudding of the cutter
bl ades had risen to an ear-piercing shriek, which died into silence as Harrison switched them off.

"Ei ther we've reached the subsurface," he said dryly, "or this beastie has a very hard
heart .

They withdrew a short distance, then flattened their angle of descent so that they could
continue tunneling with their tracks rolling over the rocky subsurface and the cutters chew ng
through material which now had the appearance of heavily conpressed and thickly veined cork. Wen
they had gone a few hundred yards Conway signal ed the Lieutenant to stop

"This doesn't look like the stuff that brains are nmade of," Conway said, "but | suppose we
shoul d take a cl oser |ook."

They were able to collect a few specinens and to | ook closely, but not for long. By the
time they had sealed their suits and exited through the rear hatch, the tunnel they had nade was
al ready saggi ng dangerously and, where the wet, gritty floor nmet the tunnel sides, an oily bl ack
liquid oozed out and clinbed steadily until it was over their ankles. Conway did not want to take
too nmuch of the stuff back with theminto the digger. Fromthe earlier sanples taken by drill they
knew that it stank to high heaven.

When they were back inside Murchison lifted one of the specimens. It looked a little like
an Earthly onion which had been cut laterally in tw. The flat underside was covered by a pad of
stubby, worm|like growhs and the single stalk divided and subdivided many tines before joining
the nerve network a short di stance above them She said, "I would say that the plant's secretions
di ssol ve and absorb mnerals and/or chemicals fromthe subsurface rock and soil and, with the
wat er which filters down here, provides the |ubrication which allows the creature to change
position if the mineral supply runs out. But there are no signs of unusual or concentrated nerve
networ ks here, nor are there any traces of the scars which tools | eave when they cut their way
through this material. I'mafraid we'll have to try again sonewhere else.”

Nearly an hour went by before they reached the second holl ow and another three took them
to the third. Conway had been a little doubtful fromthe beginning about the third site because it
was too close to the periphery, in his opinion, to house a brain. But the possibility had stil
not been ruled out, on a creature this size, of nmultiple brains or at |east a nunber of neura
substations. She rem nded himthat the old-tine brontosaurus had needed two, and it had been
m croscopi ¢ when conpared with their patient.

The third site was al so very close to the beginning of the first incision line.

"We could spend the rest of our lives searching hollows and still not find what we're
| ooking for," said Conway angrily, "and we haven't that nuch tine."

H s repeater screens showed the sky |ightening far above them w th Mnitor heavy cruisers
already in position, floodlights being switched off at transfusion and feeding installations and
occasionally glinpses of Edwards, who had been transferred to the flagshi p Vespasi an as nedi ca
Iiaison chief for the duration. It was his job to translate Conway's nedical instructions into
mlitary maneuvers for the fleet's executive officers.

"Your test bores," said Conway suddenly. "I assunme they were spaced out at regul ar
intervals and went right down to the subsurface? Was there any indication that the black goo which
the patient uses as a lubricant is nore prevalent in certain areas than in others? I'mtrying to
find a section of the creature which is virtually incapable of novenment, because-"

"Of course,” said Miurchison excitedly, "that is the big factor which nmakes our intelligent
patient different fromall the smaller and nonintelligent strata creatures. For better protection
the brain, and probably the tool -production centers, would alnost certainly have to be in a
stationary section. Ofhand, | can only renmenber about a dozen test bores in which |ubricant was
absent or present in very small quantities, but |I can ook up the map references for you in a few
m nutes. "

"You know," said Conway with feeling, "I still don't want you here but |I'mglad you' ve
cone.

"Thank you," she said, then added, "I think."
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Five mnutes |later she had all the available information. "The subsurface forns a snal
plain ringed by ow nmountains in that area. Aerial sensors tell us that it is unusually rich in
mnerals, but then so is nost of the center of this land nass. Qur test bores were very w dely
spaced, so that we could easily have m ssed picking up brain material, but |'mpretty sure now
that it is there."

Conway nodded, then said, "Harrison, that will be the next stop. But it's too far to go
traveling on or under the surface. Take us topside and arrange for a transport copter to lift us
to the spot. And on the way would you nmind angling us toward Throat Tunnel Forty-three, as close
to the incision |line as you can nanage, so that | can see how the patient reacts to the early
stages of the operation. It is bound to have sone natural defense agai nst gross physical injury.

He broke off, his nmpod swi nging suddenly from high excitenent to deepest gloom He said,

"Danmit, | wish | had concentrated on the tools fromthe very begi nning, instead of getting
sidetracked with the rollers, and then thinking that those overgrown | eucocytes were the
intelligent tool users. |'ve wasted far too much tine."

"W're not wasting tine now," said Harrison, and pointed toward his repeater screens.

For better or for worse, mmjor surgery had begun

The nain screen showed a |line of heavy cruisers playing ponderous followthe-I|eader al ong
the first section of the incision, rattlers probing deep while their pressers held the edges of
the wound apart to all ow deeper penetration by the next ship in line. Like all of the Enperor
cl ass ships they were capable of delivering a wide variety of frightfulness in very accurately
met ered doses, fromputting a few streets full of rioters to sleep to dispensing atomc
anni hilation on a continental scale. The Mnitor Corps rarely allowed any situation to deteriorate
to the point where the use of mass destructi on weapons becane the only solution, but they kept
themas a big and potent stick-like nost policenen, the Federation's |aw enforcenent arm knew t hat
an undrawn baton had better and nore |long-lasting effects than one that was too busy cracking
skulls. But their nost effective and versatile cl ose-range weapon-versatile because it served
equally well either as a sword or a plowshare-was the rattler

A devel opnment of the artificial gravity system which conpensated for the killing
accel erations used by Federation spaceships, and of the repul sion screen which gave protection
agai nst meteorites or which allowed a vessel with sufficient power reserves to hover above a
pl anetary surface like an old-tine dirigible airship, the rattler beam sinply pushed and pulled,
violently, with a force of up to one hundred Gs, several tines a mnute.

It was very rarely that the corps were forced to use their rattlers in anger-nornally the
fire-control officers had to be satisfied with using themto clear and cultivate rough ground for
newl y established colonies- and for the optimumeffect the focus had to be really tight. But even
a diffuse beam coul d be devastating, especially on a snall target |like a scout ship. Instead of
tearing off large sections of hull plating and making nmetallic mincenmeat of the underlying
structure, it shook the whole ship until the men inside rattled.

On this operation, however, the focus was very tight and the range known to the Il ast inch.

Visually it was not at all spectacular. Each cruiser had three rattler batteries which
could be brought to bear, but they pushed and pulled so rapidly that the surface seened hardly to
be disturbed. Only the relatively gentle tractor beans positioned between the rattlers seened to
be doi ng anything-they pulled up the narrow wedge of material and shredded vegetation so that the
next rattler in line could deepen the incision. It would not be until the incision had penetrated
to the subsurface and extended for several nmiles that the other squadrons still hanging in orbit
woul d cone in to widen the cut into what they all hoped would be a trench wi de enough to check the
spread of vegetable infection fromthe exci sed and deconposi ng dead materi al

As a background to the pictures Conway could hear the clipped voices of the ordnance
officers reporting in. There seened to be hundreds of them all saying the sane things in the
fewest possible words. At irregular intervals a quiet, unhurried voice would break in, directing,
approvi ng, coordinating the overall effort-the voice of God, sometinmes known as Fl eet Commrander
Dernmod, the ranking Monitor Corps officer of Galactic Sector Twel ve and as such the tactica
director of nore than three thousand major fleet units, supply and comuni cati ons vessels, support
bases, ship production lines and the vast nunber of beings, Earth-human and ot herw se, who nmanned
t hem

If the operation canme unstuck, Conway certainly would not be able to conplain about the
quality of the help. He began to feel quietly pleased with the way thing were going.

The feeling lasted for all of ten mnutes, during which time the incision |line passed
t hrough the tunnel - Nunber Forty-three-which they had just entered. Conway could actually see the
inward end of the seal, a thick, corrugated sausage of tough plastic inflated to fifty pounds per
square i nch which pressed against the tunnel walls. Special arrangenents had been needed to guard
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agai nst 1 oss of working fluid because the strata creature's healing processes were woefully sl ow
Its blood was quite literally water and one inportant quality which water did not have was the
ability to coagul ate

Two corpsnen and a Mel fan nedic were on guard beside the seal. They seened to be agitated,
but there were so many | eucocytes noving about the tunnel that he could not see the reason for it.
Hi s screens showed the incision line crossing the throat tunnel. A few hundreds of gall ons of
wat er between the seal and the incision poured away-considering the size of the patient, it was
scarcely a drop. The rattlers and tractors noved on, extending and deepening the cut while the
great immaterial presser beans, the invisible stilts which supported the enornous wei ght of the
crui sers, pushed the edges apart until the incision becane a wi dening and deepeni ng ravi ne. A
smal | charge of chenical explosive brought down the roof of the enptied section of tunnel
reinforcing the plastic seal. Everything seenmed to be working exactly as planned, until the
i medi ate attention signal began flashing on his board and Maj or Edwards' face filled the screen

"Conway," said the Major urgently. "The seal in Tunnel Forty-three is under attack by
tools.”

"But that's inpossible," said Miurchison, in the scandalized tones of one who has caught a
friend cheating at cards. "The patient has never interfered with our internal operations. There
are no eye plants down here to give away our positions, no |light to speak of, and the seal isn't
even netal. They never attack plastic material on the surface, just nmen and nmachi nes."

"And they attack nmen because we betray our presence by trying to take mental control of
them" Conway said quickly. Then to Edwards, "Major, get those people away fromthe seal and into
the supply shaft. Quickly. | can't talk to themdirectly. Wile they' re doing that tell themto
try not to think-"

He broke off as the seal ahead di sappeared in a soft white explosion of bubbles which
roared toward them al ong the tunnel roof. He could not see anything outside the digger and inside
only Edwards' face and pictures of ships in line astern fornation.

"Doctor, the seal's gone," shouted the Major, his eyes sliding to one side. "The debris
behind the seal is being washed away. Harrison, dig in!"

But the Lieutenant could not dig in because the bubbles roaring past nade it inpossible to
see. He threw the tracks into reverse, but the current sweeping themalong was so strong that the
di gger was just barely in contact with the floor. He killed the floodlights because reflection
fromthe froth outside the canopy was dazzling them But there was still a patch of |ight ahead,
growi ng steadily larger...

"Edwards, cut the rattlers.

A few seconds |ater they were swept out of the tunnel as part of a cataract which tunbl ed
down an organic cliff into a ravine which seened to have no bottom The vehicle did not explode
into its conmponent parts nor thenselves into strawberry jam so they knew t hat Mj or Edwards had
been able to kill the rattler batteries in tinme. Wien they crashed to a halt a subjective eternity
later, two of the repeater screens died in spectacul ar inplosions and the cataract which had
cushioned their fall on the way down began battering at their side, pushing and rolling them al ong
the floor of the incision

"“Anyone hurt?" said Conway.

Mur chi son eased her safety webbing and winced. "I'm bl ack and blue and.., and enbossed al
over."

"That," said Harrison in an obviously uninjured tone, "I would like to see.

Both relieved and irritated, Conway said, "First we should |look at the patient."

The only operable view screen was transmitting a picture taken fromone of the copters
stationed above the incision. The heavy cruisers had drawn off a short distance to | eave the
operative field clear for rescue and observation copters, which buzzed and di pped above the wound
like great metal flies. Thousands of gallons of water were pouring fromthe severed throat tunne
every mnute, carrying the bodies of |eucocytes, farmer fish, inconpletely digested food and
clunps of vital internal vegetation into and along the ravine. Conway signaled for Edwards.

"We're safe,"” he said before the other could speak, "but this is a ness. Unless we can
stop this loss of fluid, the stonach systemw || collapse and we will have killed instead of cured
our patient. Danmmit, why doesn't it have some nethod of protecting itself against gross physica
injury, a nonreturn valve arrangenment or sone such? | certainly did not expect this to happen.

Conway checked hinself, realizing that he was begi nning to whi ne and nmake excuses i nstead
of issuing instructions. Briskly, he said, "I need expert advice. Have you a specialist in short-
range, | ow power expl osive weapons?"

"Right," said Edwards. A few seconds |ater a new voice said, "Ordnance control, Vespasian,
Maj or Hol royd. Can | hel p you, Doctor?"
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| sincerely hope so, thought Conway, while aloud he went onto outline his problem

They were faced with the energency situation of a patient bleeding to death on the table
Whet her the being concerned was |arge or snall, whether its body fluid was Earth-human bl ood, the
superheated liquid netal used by the TLTUs of Threcald Five or the sonewhat inpure water which
carried food and specialized internal organisns to the far flung extremties of this Dranbon
strata creature's body, the result would be the same-steadily reduci ng bl ood pressure,

i ncreasingly deep shock, spreadi ng nuscul ar paral ysis and deat h.

Nor mal procedure in these circunmstances would be to control the bleeding by tying off the
damaged bl ood vessel and suturing the wound. But this particular vessel was a tunnel with walls no
nore strong or elastic than the surroundi ng body naterial, so they could not be tied or even
cl amped. As Conway saw it the only method renai ning was to plug the ruptured vessel by bringing
down the tunnel roof.

"Close-range TR-7s," said the ordnance officer quickly. "They are aerodynam cally clean

so there will be no problemshooting into the flow, and provided there are no sharp bends near the
mout h of the tunnel any desired penetration can be achi eved by-"
"No," said Conway firmly. "I'm concerned about the conpression effects of a |arge

explosion in the tunnel itself. The shock wave would be transnmitted deep into the interior, and a
great many farnmer fish and | eucocytes would die, not to nention large quantities of the fragile

i nternal vegetation. W nust seal the tunnel as close to the incision as possible, Mjor, and
confine the damage to that area

"Arnor-piercing B-22s, then," said Holroyd pronptly. "In this material we coul d get
penetrations of fifty yards wi thout any trouble. | suggest a sinultaneous |aunch of three
m ssil es, spaced vertically above the tunnel nmouth so that they will bring down enough | oose
material to block the tunnel even against the pressure of water trying to push it away as it
subsi des. "

“"Now, " said Conway, "you're talking."

But Vespasi an's ordnance officer could do nore than talk. Wthin a very few minutes the
screen showed the cruiser hovering | ow over the incision. Conway did not see the mssiles |aunched
because he had suddenly renenbered to check if their digger had been swept far enough to avoid
being buried in the debris, which fortunately it had. His first indication that anything at al
had happened was when the flow of water turned suddenly nuddy, slowed to a trickle and stopped. A
few m nutes | ater great gobs of thick, viscous nmud began to ooze over the lip of the tunnel and
suddenly a wi de area around the nouth began to sag, fall apart and slip like a mass of brown
porridge into the ravine.

The tunnel mouth was now six tines larger than it had been and the patient continued to
bl eed with undi m ni shed force.

"Sorry, Doctor," said Holroyd. "Shall | repeat the dose and try for greater penetration?"
"No, wait."
Conway tried desperately to think. | knew that he was conducting a surgical operation, but

he did not really believe it-both the problemand the patient were too big. If an Earth-human was
in the same condition, even if no instruments or nedication were available, he would know what to
do-check the flow at a pressure point, apply a tourniquet.. . That was it.

"Hol royd, plant three nore in the sanme position and depth as last tine," he said quickly.
"But before you |l aunch them can you arrange your vessel's presser beans so that as many of them as
possi ble will be focused just above the tunnel opening? Angle them against the face of the
i nci sion instead of having themacting vertically, if possible. The idea is to use the wei ght of
your ship to conpress and support the nmaterial brought down by the nmissiles.”

"Can do, Doctor."

It took less than fifteen mnutes for Vespasian to rearrange and refocus her invisible
feet and |l aunch the missiles, but alnobst at once the cataract ceased and this tine it did not
resume. The tunnel opening was gone and in its place there was a great, saucer-shaped depression
in the wall of the incision where Vespasian's starboard pressers were focused. Water still oozed
t hrough the conpacted seal, but it would hold so long as the cruiser maintained position and
| eaned her not inconsiderable weight on it. As extra insurance another inflatable seal was already
bei ng noved into the supply tunnel

Suddenly the picture was replaced by that of a Ilined, young-old face above green-cl ad
shoul ders on which there rested a quietly inpressive weight of insignia. It was the Fleet
Conmander hi nmsel f.

"Doctor Conway. My flagship has engaged in sone odd exercises in her tinme, but never
bef ore have we been asked to hold a tourniquet."

“I"'msorry, sir-it seemed the only way of handling the situation. But right now, if you
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don't mind, 1'd like you to have this digger lifted to map reference nunbers..

He broke off because Harrison was waving at him The Lieutenant said softly, "Not this
digger. Ask himto have the other one checked out and waiting when they get around to pulling us
out."

Three hours later they were in the second nodified and strengthened di gger, suspended
under a transport copter and approaching the area which, they hoped, contained the strata
creature's brain and/or tool producing facilities. The trip gave them a chance to do sone
constructive theorizing about their patient.

They were now convinced that it had evolved originally froma nobile vegetable form It
had al ways been | arge and ommi vorous, and when these life-forns began to live off each other they
grew in size and conplexity and shrank in nunbers. There did not seemto be any way that the
strata creature could reproduce itself. It sinply continued to live and grow until one of its own
kind who was bigger than it was killed it. Their patient was the biggest, ol dest, toughest and
wi sest of its kind. As the sole occupant of its land nass for many thousands of years, there had
no | onger been the necessity for it to nove itself bodily and so it had taken root again.

But this had not been a process of devolution. Wth no chance of cannibalizing others of
its own kind, it devised nethods of controlling its growth and of rendering its netabolismnore
efficient by evolving tools to do the jobs like mining, investigating the subsurface, processing
necessary nminerals for its nerve network. The original farmer fish were probably a strain which

were able to survive, like the | egendary Jonah, in its stomach and later grow plant teeth for both
the parent creature and the farner fish to defend thensel ves agai nst sea predators sucked in by
the nouths. How the | eucocytes got there was still not clear, but the rollers occasionally ran

across a snmaller, less highly evolved variety which were probably the | eeches' w | d cousins.

"But one point which we nust keep in mnd when we try to talk to it," Conway ended
seriously, "is that the patient is not only blind, deaf and dunb, it has never had another of its
own kind to talk to. Qur problemisn't sinmply learning a peculiar and difficult e-t |anguage, we
have to communi cate with sonething which does not even know t he neaning of the word comunicate."

"If you're trying to raise ny norale,” said Miurchison dryly, "you aren't.”

Conway had been staring ahead through the forward canopy, nostly to avoid having to | ook
at the carnage depicted on his repeater screens where the tool attacks were taking an increasingly
heavy toll at the feeding and transfusion sites. He said suddenly, "The suspected brain area is
far too extensive to be searched quickly but, correct me if I'"'mwong, isn't this also the
locality where Descartes made her first touchdown? If that is so then the tools sent to
i nvestigate her had a relatively short distance to cone, and if it is possible to trace the path
of a tool by the scar tissue it |eaves in the body naterial

"It is," said Miurchison, |ooking excited. Harrison gave new instructions to the transport
copter's pilot without having to be told and a few ninutes |ater they were down, cutting bl ades
spinning and nosing into their patient's spongy quasi flesh.

But instead of the large, cylindrical plug cut fromthe body material they found a flat,
reversed coni cal section which tapered sharply to a narrow, alnost hair-thin wound which angl ed
al nost at once toward the suspected brain area.

"The ship would have been drawn only a short distance bel ow the surface, obviously," said
Mur chi son. "Enough to let tools make contact with its total surface while supported by body
material, instead of naking a fleeting contact after bouncing themselves into the air. But do you
noti ce how the tools, even though they nust have been cutting through at top speed, still nanaged
to avoi d severing the root network which relays their nental instructions

"At the present angle of descent,” Harrison cut in, "we are about twenty mnutes fromthe
subsurface. Sonar readings indicate the presence of caverns or deep pits."

Bef ore Conway could reply to either of them Edwards' face flicked onto the main screen
"Doctor, seals Thirty-eight through Forty-one have gone. W' re already hol ding tourniquets at
Ei ght een, Twenty-six and Forty-three, but-"

"Sane procedure,"” snapped Conway.

There was a dull clang followed by netallic scraping sounds running the |length of the
di gger. The sounds were repeated with rapidly increasing frequency. Wthout |ooking up, Harrison
said, "Tools, Doctor. Dozens of them They can't build up nuch inpetus coming at us through this
spongy stuff and our extra arnor should cope. But |I'mworried about the antenna housing."

Bef ore Conway coul d ask why, Mirchison turned fromthe view port. She said, "lI've lost the
original trail, Doctor-this area is practically solid with tool scar tissue. Traffic nust be very
heavy around here."

The secondary screens were showi ng | ogistic displays on the depl oynent of ships, earth-
nmovi ng machi nery, decontamni nati on equi pnent and novenents into and out of the feeding and

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%?2...0r%20General%2003%20-%20Major%200peration.txt (68 of 72) [5/21/03 10:25:12 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %2003%20-%20M gj or%200peration.txt

transfusi on areas, and the nain screen showed Vespasi an no | onger in position above Tunnel Forty-
three. It was |osing height and wheeling around in a ponderous, lateral spin while its pilot was
obviously fighting hard to keep it fromflipping over onto its back

One of its four presser installations, Conway saw during the next swi ng, had been snmashed
inas if by a gigantic hamrer and he knew w thout being told that this was the one which had been
hol di ng cl osed the ruptured Forty-three. As the ship whirled closer to the ground he wanted to
cl ose his eyes, but then he saw that the spin was being checked and that the surface vegetation
was being flattened by the three remaining pressers, fanned out at naxi mum power to support the
ship's wei ght.

Vespasi an | anded hard but not catastrophically. Another cruiser noved into position above
Forty-three while surface transport and copters raced toward the crash-landed ship to give
assi stance. They arrived at the sane tinme as a |large group of tools which were doing nothing at
all to help.

Suddenly Dernod's head filled the screen

"Doctor Conway," said the Fleet Cormander in a coldly furious voice, "this is not the
first time that | have had a ship converted to scrap around ne, but | have never |earned to enjoy
t he experience. The accident was caused by trying to balance virtually the whole of the ship's
wei ght on one narrowly focused presser beam with the result that its supporting structure buckl ed
and damm near wecked the ship."

H's tone warmed a little, but only tenmporarily, as he went on, "If we are to hold
tourni quets over every tunnel, and with tools attacking every seal it looks as if we will have to
do just that, | shall either have to withdraw ny ships for najor structural nodifications or use

them for an hour or so at a time and check for incipient structural failure after each spell of
duty. But this will tie up a nuch |arger nunber of ships in unproductive activity, and the farther
we extend the incision the nore tunnels we will have to sit on and the slower the work will go.
The operation is fast beconming a |logistical inpossibility, the casualty figures and materi al

| osses are making it indistinguishable froma full-scale battle, and if | thought that the only
result would be the satisfaction of your nedical curiosity, Doctor, and that of our cultura

contact people, | would throw a permanent 'Hold' on it right now. | have the mnd of a policenman,
not a soldier-the Federation prefers it that way. | don't glory in this sort of thing..

The digger lurched and for an instant Conway felt a sensation inpossible in these
surroundi ngs, that of free fall. Then there was a crash as the vehicle struck rocky ground. It

| anded on its side, rolled over twice and noved forward again, but skidding and slewing to one
side. The sound of tools striking the hull was deafening.

Two vertical creases appeared on the Fleet Conmander's forehead. He said, "Having trouble,
Doct or ?"

The constant banging of tools nmade it hard to think. Conway nodded and said, "I didn't
expect the seals to be attacked, but now | realize that the patient is sinply trying to defend
itself where it thinks it is under the heaviest attack. | also realize nowthat its sense of touch

is not restricted to its top surface. You see, it is blind, deaf and dunb but it seens to be able
to feel in three dinmensions. The eye plants and subsurface root networks allow it to feel areas of

| ocal pressure, but vaguely, without detail. To feel the fine details it sends tools, which are
extrenmely sensitive- sensitive enough to feel the airflow over their wings in the glider
configuration and reproduce the shape thenselves at will. Qur patient |learns very quickly and that
glider | thought at it has cost a lot of lives. | wsh-"

"Doctor Conway," the Fleet Conmander broke in harshly. "You are
either trying to make excuses or giving ne a very basic lecture with which
| amalready famliar. | have time to listen to neither. W are faced with
a surgical and tactical emergency. | require guidance."

Conway shook his head violently. He had the feeling that he had just said or thought of
sonet hi ng i nportant but he did not know what it was. He had to stay with his present train of
thought if he expected to drag it out into the light again

He went on, "The patient sees, experiences everything, by touch. So far our only area of
common contact are the tools. They are thought controlled extensions of its sense of touch
t hroughout and for a short distance above the patient's body. Qur own nental radiation and contro
are nmore concentrated and of strictly linmted range. The situation has been that of two fencers
trying to conmuni cate only through the tips of their foils-"

He stopped abruptly because he was talking to an enpty screen. Al three repeaters gl owed
with power, but there was neither sound nor vision.

Harrison shouted, "I was afraid of this, Doctor. W strengthened the hull arnmor but had to
cover the antenna housing with a plastic radone to allow two-way comuni cations. The tools have
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found our weak spot. Now we are deaf, dumb and blind, too-and nissing one | eg because our port
caterpillar tread won't work.'

The digger had conme to rest on a flat shelf of rock in a large cavern which angl ed steeply
into the subsurface. Above and behind them hung a great mass of the creature's body material from
whi ch there was suspended t housands of rootlets which joined and rejoined until they becane thick,
silvery cables withing notionlessly across the cavern floor, walls and roof before disappearing
into the depths. Each cable had at |east one bud sprouting fromit, like a |leaf of winkled
tinfoil. The nore well devel oped buds quivered and were trying to take the shapes of the tools
whi ch were attacki ng the digger

"This is one of the places where it nmakes the tools," she said, using a spotlight as
pointer, "or should | say grows them!| still can't decide whether this is an animal or vegetable
life-formbasically. The nervous system seens to be centered in this area, so it is al nost
certainly part of the brain as well. And it is sensitive-do you see how carefully the tools avoid
those silver cables while they are attacki ng?"

"W'll do the sane," said Conway, then to Harrison, "That is, if you can nove the digger
on one track to that overhanging wall with the cables running along it, w thout crushing those two
on the floor?"

Damage in this sensitive area could have serious effects on their patient.

The Lieutenant nodded and began rocking the digger forward and backward al ong the shel f
until they were tight against the indicated wall. Protected by the sensitive cables above, the
cavern floor below and the rocky wall on their starboard side, the tool attack was confined to
their unprotected port side. They could once again hear themnsel ves think, but Harrison pointed out
firmy but apologetically that they could not clinb the slope or dig their way out on one track
that they could not call for help and that they had air for only fourteen hours and then only if
they sealed their suits to use their remaining tanked air.

"Let's do that now, " said Conway briskly, "and nmove outside. Station yourselves at each

end of the digger, under the cables and with your backs to the cavern wall. That way you will have
to think off attacks fromthe front only-any tool trying to cut through the rock behind you will
make too nmuch noise to take you by surprise. | also want you far enough from ny position am dships

so that your mental radiation will not affect the tools which | will be trying to control.

"l know that snug, self-satisfied |ook," said Mirchison to the Lieutenant as she began
sealing her helnet. "Qur Doctor has had a sudden rush of brains to the head. | think he intends
talking to the patient."

"What | anguage?" asked Harrison dryly.

"l suppose,” said Conway, snmling to show the confidence which he did not feel, "you could
call it three-dinensional Braille."

Qui ckly he expl ai ned what he hoped to do and a few mnutes later they were in position
out side the digger. Conway sat with his back to the port track housing a few feet froma water-
filled depression in the cavern floor. There was a hol e of unknown depth in the center of the
depression where a cable or simlar ore-extracting plant had eaten its way into the rock. To one
side of hima group of seven or eight tools had nerged together to encircle and squeeze the
vehicle's hull, and sone of the arnor was beginning to gape at the seans. Conway thought a break
in the netal band and then he rolled it into the depression |like a great lunp of animated, silvery
dough. Then he got down to work.

Conway nmade no attenpt to protect hinself against attacking tools. He intended
concentrating so hard on one particul ar shape that anything which came within nmental range woul d,
he hoped, |ose its dangerous edges or points.

Thought - shapi ng the creature's outward aspect was easy. Wthin a few ninutes there was a
| arge, silvery pancake-a small-scale replica of the patient-lying in the center of the pool. But
t hi nki ng three dinmensionally of the nouths and their connecting tunnels and stomachs was not so
easy. Even harder was the stage when he began thinking the tiny stomachs into expandi ng and
contracting, sucking the gritty, algae-filled water into his scale nodel and expelling it again

It was a crude, oversinplified nodel. The best he could nanage at one tine was ei ght
nmout hs and connecting stomachs, and he was very nmuch afraid that it bore the sane relation to the
patient that a doll did to a living baby. But then he began to add the creeping notions he had
observed in smaller, younger strata creatures, keeping the area around the central depression
mot i onl ess, however, and hoping that with the punping notions of the stomachs he was giving the
i npression of a living organism The sweat poured off his forehead and into his eyes, but by then
it did not matter that he could not see properly, because the sections he was shaping were out of
si ght anyway. Then he began to think certain areas solid, notionless, dead. He extended these
dead, motionless and detail-less areas until gradually the whole nbodel was a solid, lifeless |unp.
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Then he blinked the sweat out of his eyes and started all over again, and then again, and
suddenly the others were standi ng beside him

"They aren't attacking us anynore,"” said Harrison quietly, "and before they change their
mnds | amgoing to try fixing that danaged track. At least, there is no shortage of tools."

Mur chi son said, "Can | hel p-apart from keeping ny mnd blank to avoid warping your nodel ?"

Wt hout |ooking up Conway said, "Yes, please. |I'mgoing to take it through the sane
sequence once again, but halt it at the point where the dead areas extend to at the present tine.
When | do that | would Iike you to think the positions of our incisions and extend and w den them
while |I seal the severed throat tunnels and think the feeding and transfusion shafts. You w thdraw
the excised material a short distance and think it solid-dead, that is-while | try to get across
the idea that the renmainder is alive and twitching and likely to stay that way."

She caught on very quickly but Conway had no way of knowing if their patient had, or
coul d, catch on. Behind them Harrison was at work on the danaged tread while before themtheir
nmodel of the patient and the effects of their present surgery becane nore and nore detailed- right
down to the miniature corrugated seals and what happened to the creature when one of them was

col l apsed. But still there was no indication fromthe patient that it understood what they were
trying to tell it.

Suddenly Conway stood up and began clinbing the sloping floor. He said, "I'msorry, | have
to nove out of range for a minute to catch my nmental breath."

"Me, too," she said a fewmnutes later. "I'Il join you.., |ook!"

Conway had been staring at the darkness of the cavern roof to rest both his mnd and his
eyes. He | ooked down quickly, thinking they were himinto the digger and, while Conway made
contact with the surface, Mirchison instinctively raised her hand in farewell to the cavern and
t he shapes of the tool nodels scattered across the shelf. She nust have been thinking very hard
about her good-bye because her |ast nodel raised its hand also and kept it there while the digger
craw ed slowy out of mental range.

Suddenly all three repeaters were alive and Dernod was staring at him his face reflecting
concern, relief and excitenent in sequence and then altogether. He said, "Doctor, | thought we'd
| ost you-you bl anked out four hours ago. But | can report progress. The incision is proceedi ng and
all tool attacks ceased half an hour ago. There is no tool trouble reported fromthe tunnel seals,
t he decontanination teans, the transfusion shafts anywhere. Doctor, is this a tenporary
condition?"

Conway let his breath go in a long, loud sigh of relief. Their patient was a very bright
|l ad despite its physically slow reaction tines. He shook his head and said, "You will have no nore
trouble fromthe tools. In fact, you will find them of assistance in hel ping nai ntai n equi prent
and for use in awkward sections of the incision once we make it understand our needs. You can al so
forget about digging that isolation trench-our patient retains enough nmobility to withdraw itself
fromthe newy excised material-which neans that ships which woul d have been tied up in digging
that trench will now be free to extend the incision nore rapidly, so that our operation will be
conpleted in a fraction of the tine originally thought necessary.

"You see, sir," Conway ended, "we now have the active cooperation of our patient."

Maj or surgery was conpleted in just under four nonths and Conway was ordered back to
Sector Ceneral. Postoperative treatnent would take a great many years and woul d proceed in
conjunction with the exploration of Dranbo and the closer investigation of its life-forms and
cultures. Before leaving, while he was still seriously troubled by the thought of the casualty
figures, Conway had once questioned the value of what they had done. A rather supercilious
cul tural contact specialist had tried to make it very sinple for himby saying that difference,
whether it was cultural, physiological or technol ogical, was i mensely valuable. They would | earn
much fromthe strata creature and the rollers while they were teaching them Conway, with sone
difficulty, accepted that. He could al so accept the fact that, as a surgeon, his work on Dranbo
was done. It was nuch harder to accept the fact that the pathology team particularly one menber
of it, still had a lot of work to do.

While O Mara did not openly enjoy his anguish, neither did he display synpathy.

"Stop suffering so loudly in silence, Conway," said the Chief Psychologist on his return
"and sublinmate yourself-preferably in quickline. But failing that there is always work, and an odd
case has just cone in which you might Iike to ook at. 1'mbeing polite, of course. It is your
case as of now. GObserve."

The large visi screen behind O Mara's desk cane to life and he went on. "This beastie was
found in one of the hitherto unexplored regions, the victimof an accident which virtually cut its
ship and itself in two. Airtight bul kheads seal ed of f the undanaged section and your patient was
able to withdraw itself, or some of itself, before they closed. It was a large ship, filled with
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sone kind of nutrient earth, and the victimis still alive- or should | say half alive. You see,
we don't know which half of it we rescued. Well?"

Conway stared at the screen, already devising nmethods of immobilizing a section of the
patient for exami nation and treatnment, of synthesizing supplies of that nutrient soil which now
must be virtually sucked dry, and for studying the weck's controls to gain data on its sensory
equi prent. |f the accident which had wecked its ship had been due to an explosion in the power
pl ant, which was likely, then this mght well be the front half containing the brain.

Hi s new patient was not quite the Mdgard Serpent but it did not fall far short of it.
Twi sting and coiling it practically filled the enornous hangar deck which had been enptied to
accommodate it.

"Wel | ?" said O Mara agai n.

Conway stood up. Before turning to go he grinned and said, "Small, isn't it?"
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