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Hospital Station (1962)
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Maj or Qperation (1971)
Anbul ance Ship (1979)
Sector General (1983)

Star Heal er (1985)

Code Bl ue- Ener gency (1987)
The Genoci dal Heal er (1992)
The Gal actic Gournet (Tor, 1996)
Fi nal D agnosis (Tor, 1997)
M nd Changer (br, 1998)
Doubl e Contact (br, 1999)

Speci es C assification
The C assification System
by Gary Louie

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

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

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

Cl assification: AACL

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Crepel lian Pet No Individual Names Known

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

Pl anet : Unknown

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

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

Cl assification: AMSL

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Creppel i an, Crepellian

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

Cl assification: AMSO

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

Cl assification: AUGL

Pl anet: Chal derescol IT

Speci es: Chal dor, Chal der

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

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

Mur onmeshonon

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

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

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

Cl assification: BLSU

Pl anet: Groal ter

Species: Groal terri

I ndi vi dual : Hel i shomar the Cutter

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

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

Cl assification: BRLH

Pl anet: Tarl a

Speci es: Tarl an

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

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

Cl assification: CLCH

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Names Known

Appar ent typographical error for O assification CLHG

Cl assification: CLHG

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Rol | er

I ndi vi dual s: Cansaug, Surreshun

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

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

Classification: CLSR

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Names Known

Appar ent typographical error for Cassification CPSD.

Cl assification: CPSD

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: The Bl ind Ones

No I ndividual Nanes Known

These beings are roughly circular, just over a meter in diameter
and, in cross section, a slimoval flattened slightly on the
under-side. In shape they very much resenble their ship, except that
the ship does not have a long, thin horn or sting projecting aft or
a wide, narrow slit on the opposite side which is obviously a nouth.
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The upper lip of the mouth is wider and thicker than the | ower, and
can be curled over the lower lip, apparently sealing the nout shut.
The beings are covered, on their upper and | ower surfaces and around
the rim by sone kind of organic stubble which varies in thickness
frompin-size to the width of a small finger. The stubble on the
underside is much coarser than that on the upper surface, and it is
plain that parts of it are designed for anbulation. The Blind Ones
evol ved underground, and have no organs for sight. They fornmed an
alliance with the Protectors of the Unborn, each species providing
sonet hing that other |acked.

Cl assification: CRLT

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

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

Cl assification: DBDG

Pl anets: Earth, Gegory (Col ony)

Speci es: Eart h- human, Gregori an

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cl assification: DBDG

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

Speci es: Etl an, |mnperi al

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

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

Cl assification: DBDG

Pl anet: Ni di a

Speci es: N di an

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

Sar nyagh- Sa, Yor agh- Kar

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

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

t eddy- bear.

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

Cl assification: DBLF

Planet:la

Speci es: 1 an (pre-adol escent)

No I ndividual Narnes Known

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

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

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

Cl assification: DBLF

Pl anet : Kel gi a

Speci es: Kel gi an

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

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

Pr obabl e | ndi vi dual : Charge Nurse Kursenneth

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

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

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

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

Cl assification: DBPK

Pl anet: Dwerl a

Speci es: Dwer | an

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

Cl assification: DCNF

Pl anet : Somrar adva

Speci es: Sommar advan

I ndi vi dual : Trai nee Cha Th rat

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

Cl assification: DCSL

Pl anet : Cronsag

Speci es: Cronsaggar

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

Pl anet : \\ermar

Speci es: Wem

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

First Cook Renrath, First Teacher Tawsar

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

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

Cl assification: DRV]

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : Doct or Yeppha

Pl anet : Unknown

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

Cl assification: DTRC

Speci es: Rhum

Pl anet : Unknown

I ndi vidual : Crel yarre

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

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

t hem sel ves
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Classification: DTSB

Pl anet: Tral t ha

Speci es: Tral t han

No I ndividual Names Known

Appar ent typographical error for Cassification OISB.

Cl assification: EGCL

Pl anet : Duwet z

Speci es: Dewat ti

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

Cl assification: ELNT

Pl anet: Mel f Four

Speci es: Mel f an

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

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

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

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

Cl assification: EPLA

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : Lonvel lin

Appar ent typographical error for O assification EPLH

Cl assification: EPLH

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : Lonvel l'in

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

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

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

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

Cl assification: FGHJ

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

Cl assification DIRC

Classification: FGI

Pl anet: Tral t ha

Speci es: Tral t han

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

@urronsevas, Patient Horrantor, Senior Physician Hossantir,

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

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

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

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

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

frequently go to sleep standing up. Even healthy Tralthans have

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

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

conditions since this causes organic displacenent which woul d

increase their respira-tory difficulties. Standard gravity at Sector

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

Cl assification: FOKT

Pl anet : Gogl esk

Speci es: Gogl eskan

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

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

mobi lity, though not the high degree of flexibility and rapid
mo-bility of the Kelgian fur, and the spikes, some of which are
extrenely flexible and grouped together to forma digital cluster,
gi ve evi-dence of specialization. The other spikes are |onger and
stiffer, and some of themseemto be partially atrophied, as if they

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%...neral%2007%20-%20Code%20Blue%20Emergency.txt (10 of 131) [5/21/03 10:29:05 PM]



file:///F|/rah/James%20W hite/White, %20James%20-%20Sector %20Genera %2007%20-%20Code%20B| ue%20Emergency.txt

were evol ved for natural defense, but the reason for their presence
has | ong since gone. There are also a nunber of long, pale tendrils
lying amid the nulticolored hair covering the cranial area, used for
contact telepa-thy. Its voice seens to conme froma nunber of small,
vertical breath-ing orifices which encircles its waist. The being
sits on a flat, nus-cular pad, and it has legs as well. These
menbers are stubby and concertina-like, and when the four of them
are in use they increase the height of the being by several inches.
The being al 50 has two additional eyes at the back of its

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

Cl assification: FROB

Pl anet : Hudl ar

Speci es: Hudl ar, Hudl ari an

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

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

FROB- 73, Senior Physician Garoth, Infant Patient Metiglesh

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

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

Cl assification: FSQJ

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Protectors of the Unborn

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

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

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

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

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

Cl assification: GKNM

Planet:la

Speci es: lan (adult)

I ndi vi dual : Pati ent Makol |

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

Cl assification: GLNO

Pl anet: G nruss

Speci es: C nrusski n

I ndi vi dual : Seni or Physician Prilicla

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

Ci nrusskins are sexl ess.

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

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

Cl assification: MSVK

Pl anet: Euri |

Species: Eurils

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

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

tol erance to radiation.

Cl assification: OTSB

Pl anet: Tral t ha

Speci es: Tral t han

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

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

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

Classification: PVQ&X

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : Doct or Frenvessith

Appar ent typographical error for Cassification PVSJ.

Cl assification: PVSJ

Pl anet: Il ensa

Speci es: 11| ensan

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

Di agnostici an Lachlichi, Charge Nurse Leethveeschi

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

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

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

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

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

No I ndividual Names Known

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

Cl assification: QLCL

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

Cl assification: SNLU

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name: Vosan

I ndi vi dual : Di agnostician Senlic

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

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

Cl assification: SRIH

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Heal ers or Physicians or Protectors

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

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

Cl assification: SRTT

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

Classification: TLTU

Pl anet: Threcald 5

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vi dual : TLTU Di agnosti ci an

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

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

Cl assification: TOBS

Pl anet : Fot awn

Speci es: Name Unknown

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cl assification: TRLH

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

Cl assification: VTXM

Pl anet: Tel f

Speci es: Tel fi, Tel phi

I ndi vi dual : Astrogator-part Cheixic

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

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

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

Pl anet : Unknown

Speci es: Name Unknown

I ndi vidual : Dr. Arretapec

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

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

Cl assification: Unknown

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Farmer Fi sh

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

Cl assification: Unknown

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Strata Creatures

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

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

Cl assification: Unknown

Pl anet : Dr anbo

Speci es: Thought Control |l ed Tool s

No I ndividual Nanes Known

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

m ni ature bust of Beethoven, a set of Tralthan dentures, and a
Hudl ar food sprayer, anong other things. The tools belong to the
only sentient Strata Creature on Drambo, and were used to attack the
medi cal and mlitary forces attenpting to treat the Strata Crea-ture
for radiation poisoning.

Cl assification: Unknown

Pl anet : Dut ha

Speci es: Dut han

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

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

Cl assi fication: Unknowm

Pl anet : Ker an
Speci es: Ker anni

No | ndi vi dual Names Known
No description given

Cl assi fication: Unknown

Pl anet : Unknown
Speci es: Kregl i nni

No | ndi vi dual Nanmes Known
No description given

Classification: Various

Pl anet : Meat bal |

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

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

Chapter 1

The ruler of the ship sat beside Cha Thrat at the recreation deck's viewscreen
while the fuzzy bl ob of Iight that was the space hospital grewinto a gigantic,
conpl ex structure ablaze with every color and intensity of light that her eyes
could detect. She had strong feelings of awe, wonder, excitenment, and great
enmbarrassment .

Rul er Chiang, she had |learned, carried the rank of major in the Mnitor Corps
Extraterrestrial Comunications and Cul tural Contact division. But the ruler
seriously confused her at times by behaving like a warrior. Now it was sitting
besi de her because it felt sone strange, Earth-human obligation to do so. It had
wanted to pay her the conplinment of allowing her to watch the approach to the
hospital fromits control deck, but as she was physiologically unable to enter
that small and al ready crowded conpartnent, it had felt obliged to desert its
post and sit with her here.

The conplinment was a conpl etely unnecessary piece of tine-wasting nonsense,
considering wide disparity in the social and professional |evels of the people
i nvol ved, but Chiang seened to derive sone pleasure fromthe foolishness and it
had, after all, been a patient of hers.

The nuted conversation in Control was being relayed with the image on the
repeater screen and, while ChaThrat's translator gave her the equival ent of
every word, the particular technical jargon that the ship's warriors were using
made the total neaning of what they were saying unclear. But suddenly there was
a new, anplified voice whose words were sinple and unanbi guous, acconpani ed by a
pi cture of the disgustingly hairy being who was speaki ng them

"Sector Ceneral Reception,"” it said briskly. "ldentify yourself, please.
Patient, visitor, or staff; degree of urgency; and physiol ogical classification,
if known. If uncertain, please make full visual contact and we will classify.”
"Monitor Corps courier vessel Thromasaggar," a voice from Control responded.
"Short-stay docking facilities to unload patient and staff nmenber. Crew and
patient classification Earth-human DBDG Patient is anbul atory, conval escent,
treatnment nonurgent. Staff nmenber is classification DCNF and is also a

war nbl ooded oxygen-breather with no special tenperature, gravity, or pressure
requirenents.”

"Wait," the obnoxious creature said, and once again the inmage of the hospita
filled the screen. A definite inprovenent, she thought.
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"What is that thing?" she asked the ruler. "It looks like a... a scroggila. You
know, one of our rodents.”

"I'"ve seen pictures of them" the ruler said, and made the unpl easant bar ki ng
sound that denoted amusenent with these people. "It is a N dian DBDG about half
the body mass of an Earth-human with a very sinmilar nmetabolism Its species is
hi ghly advanced technol ogically and culturally, so it only |ooks |ike an outsize
rodent. You'll learn to work with much | ess beautiful beings in that place—=>

It broke off as the inage of the N dian returned.

"Fol | ow the bl ue-yell ow blue direction beacons," the receptionist said. "Debark
patient and staff menber at Lock One Zero Four, then proceed to Dock Ei ghteen
via the bl ue-bl ue-white beacons. Major Chiang and the Som naradvan heal er are
expected and will be net.”

By what? she wondered

The rul er had given her a great deal of helpful advice and information about
Sector Twel ve Ceneral Hospital, most of which she did not believe. And when they
entered the | ock antechanber a short time later, she could not believe that the
snoot h, wai st-hi gh hem sphere of green jelly occupying the deck between the two
wai ting Earth-humans was a person.

Rul er Chiang said, "This is Lieutenant Braithwaite of the Chief Psychol ogist's
Ofice, and Maintenance Officer Timmins, who is responsible for preparing your
acconmodat i on, and Doctor Danalta, who is attached to the anbul ance ship,
Rhabwar. . .”

Except for minor differences in the insignia on their uniforns, she could not
tell the two Earth-hunmans apart. The |arge bl ob of green stuff on the floor, she
guessed, was sone kind of practical joke, or perhaps part of an initiation
ritual for newconers to the hospital. For the tinme being she decided not to
react.

"... And this is Cha Thrat," it went on, "the new heal er from Somraradva, who is
joining the staff.”

Bot h Eart h-hunans noved their right hands up to waist |evel, then | owered them
as the ruler shook its head. Cha Thrat had already told Chiang that grasping a
strange person's appendage was consi dered quite vul gar where she cane from and
it would have been much nore considerate of themif they had given her sone

i ndication of their status. Ruler Chiang had spoken to them as equals, but then
it had often done that whil eaddressi ng subordi nates on the ship. It was very
carel ess of the ruler and nost confusing for her

"Timmins will see that your personal effects are noved to your quarters," the
ruler went on. "I don't know what DanalJta and Braithwaite have in nmind for us.
"Not hi ng too onerous,"” Braithwaite said as the other Earth-human was | eavi ng.
"On hospital time it is the mddle of the day, and the heal er's accombdati on
will not be ready until early evening. In mdafternoon you are due for a
physical, Major. Cha Thrat is expected to be present, no doubt to receive the
conmplinments of our nedics for what was obviously a very tidy piece of, for a
Sonmar advan, ot her-species surgery.”

It | ooked in her direction and for sonme reason inclined its head forward from
the neck, then went on. "Immediately follow ng the exanination both of you have
appoi ntnments in Psychol ogy: Cha Thrat for an orientation talk with O Mara, and
you for an investigation, purely a formality in your case, to ensure that there
is no non-physical trauma resulting fromyour recent injuries. But until then..
Have you eaten recently?”

"No," said Chiang, "and | would wel cone a change from ship food.”

The ot her Earth-human nade soft barking sounds and said, "You haven't tasted a
hospital nmeal yet. But we try hard not to poison our visitors...”

It broke off to apol ogi ze and explain hastily that it was maki ng an in-hospita
joke, that the food was quite pal atable, and that it had been given ful
instructions regarding Cha Thrat's dietary requirenments.

But she was only vaguely aware of what it was saying because her attention was
on the hemi sphere of green stuff, the surface of which had begun to ripple
andpucker and grow pseudopods. It wobbl ed sluggishly and heaved itself upright
until it was as tall as she was, its skin coloration becane nottled, the wet

gl eam of what could only be eyes appeared, the nunmber of short, crudely formnmed
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appendages increased until it |ooked |like sonething a young child on Sommar adva
m ght make from nodeling clay. She felt sudden nausea, but her feelings of
curiosity and wonder were even stronger as the body firnmed out, becane nore
finely structured, and the features appeared. Then the cl ot hing and equi pnent
pouch grew into place, and there was standi ng before her the figure of another
fermal e Sommaradvan identical in every detail to herself.

"If our Earth-human friends intend subjecting you to the environnent of a

mul tispecies dining hall within mnutes of your arrival,"” it said in a voice
that was not, thankfully, hers, "I must counteract their lack of consideration
by providing you with sonething famliar, and friendly, to whomyou can rel ate.
It is the least | can do for a new nenber of the staff.”

"Doctor Danalta," Braithwaite said, barking again, "is not as altruistic as it
woul d have you think, Cha Thrat. Due to the incredibly savage environnent of its
pl anet of origin, the species evolved protective mimcry of a very high order
There are few war m bl ooded oxygen-breathing life-forms in Sector General that it
cannot accurately reproduce within a few m nutes, as you've seen. But we suspect
that any new, intelligent life-formto arrive at the hospital, be it patient,
visitor, or staff, is regarded by Danalta as a challenge to its powers of
physical mmcry.”

"Neverthel ess," she said, "I aminpressed.”

She stared eye to eye at her utterly alien but identical twi n, thinking that the
bei ng had di spl ayed concern forher present nental well-being by using its
incredible talent to make her feel nore confortable. It was the action of a
heal er of rulers, and it mght even be a ruler itself. Instinctively she nade
the gesture of respect to superiors, then belatedly realized that neither the
Eart h-humans nor her Danalta-copy would recognize it for what it was.

"Why, thank you, Cha Thrat," said Danalta, returning the gesture. "Wth
protective mimcry there is an associated enpathic faculty. Wiile | don't know
what the |inb gesture nmeans exactly, | could feel that | was being
conmplinented.”

Danal ta, she had no doubt, was al so aware of her enbarrassnment, but as they
followed the two Earth-hunmans fromthe conpartnent the shape-changer did not
speak of it.

The corridor outside was thronged with a nmenagerie of creatures, a few of whom
resenbled, in shape if not in size, nonintelligent species found on Somrar adva.
She tried not to flinch as one of the small, red-furred bi peds of the species
she had seen in charge of Reception brushed past, and she felt acutely anxious
when enornous, six-linbed, nultitentacl ed nonsters of many tinmes her body nass
bore down on her. But not all of the creatures were frightening, or even ugly. A
| arge crustacean with a beautifully marked carapace and hard exo-skeletal |inbs
clickedpast, its pincers opening and closing slowy as it talked to a truly

| ovely being who had at least thirty short, stubby |legs and an overall coat of
rippling, silvery fur. There were others she could not see clearly because of
their protective envelopes and, in the case of the occupant of a nobile pressure
vessel from which steam was escaping, she had no idea what weird or wonderfu
shape the vehicle was conceal i ng.

The cacophony of hooting, chirping, gobbling, and npani ng conversation could not
be described, because it was totally unlike anything she had previously

experi enced.

"There is a much shorter route to the dining hall," Danalta said as a spiney,
menbr aneous bei ng who | ooked |i ke sone kind of dark, oily vegetable shuffled
past, its physical details clouded by the thick yellow fog inside its
transparent suit. "But it would nean a trip through the water-filled Chal der
wards, and your protective envel opes won't be ready for another six, maybe seven
days. How do you feel, and what do you think of the place so farl?”

It was disconcerting and enbarrassing to have Danalta, who could be nothing | ess
than a w zard-heal er of rulers, ask such questions of a nere warrior-surgeon

But the questions had been asked, and answers were expected. |If the being w shed
to practice its art in the mddle of a crowded corridor, it was certainly not
her place to criticize.
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Promptly she replied, "I feel confused, frightened, repelled, curious, and
unsure of ny ability to adapt. My confusion is such that | amunable to be nore
specific. 1'mbeginning to feel that the two Earth-hunmans wal king in front of

us, menber of a species that a short tine ago | would have considered totajly
alien, have an al nbst wel cone nornmality about them And | feel that you, because
you have made yourself the nost fam liar and reassuring entity in the hospital,
are by your very nature the nost alien of all. | haven't had enough tine, nor
have | sufficient direct experience, to formany useful inpressions or opinions
about the hospital, but it nmay well be that the enpathic faculty you possess has
al ready made you aware of ny feelings.

"I's the environment of the dining hall," she added worriedly, "much worse than

t hi s?”

Danalta did not reply at once, and the two Earth-humans had been silent for sone
time. The one called Braithwaite had fallen slightly behind the other, and its
head was turned to one side so that the fleshy protuberance that was one of its
auricul ar organs would be better able to pick up her words. It seened that her
feelings were of interest not only to the shape-changer. Wen Danalta did speak,
its words resenbled a lecture rather than a sinple reply to her question
"Alowlevel of enpathy is comon in nost intelligent life-forns," it said, "but
only in one species, the natives of Cinruss, is there a perfect enpathic
faculty. You will meet one of them soon because it, too, is curious about newy
di scovered life-forms and will want to seek you out at the first opportunity.
You can then conpare ny linmited enpathic faculty with Prilicla's.

"My owmn linmted faculty,” it went on, "is based on the observation of body
nmovenent s, tensions, changes in skin coloration, and so on, rather than the
direct reception of the subject's enotional radiation. As a heal er you, too,

must have a degree of enpathy with your patients, and on nany occasions are able
to sense their condition, or changes in their condition, w thout direct physica
i nvestigation. But no matter how refined the faculty may be, your thoughts are

still private, exclusively your own property, and it is sinply your stronger
feelings that | detect—=
"The dining hall," Braithwaite said suddenly. It turned into the w de, dooriess

entrance, narrowy avoided colliding with a Nidian and two of the silver-furred
bei ngs who were | eaving, and barked softly as they nade derogatory renmarks about
its clunsiness. It pointed. "Over there, an enpty table!”

For a nmonent Cha Thrat could not nove a single |inb as she stared across the
vast expanse of highly polished floor with its reginmented islands of eating
benches and seats, grouped by size and shape to accommpdate the incredible
variety of beings using them It was nuch, nuch worse than her experience of the
corridors, where she had encountered the creatures two or three at a tinme. Here
there were hundreds of them grouped together into species or with severa
different life-fornms occupying the sane table.

There were beings who were terrifying in their obvious physical strength and
range of natural weapons', others who were frightening, horrifying, and
repugnant in the color and slinme-sheen and nauseous growths covering their
tegunments; and many of them were the phantasnms of Sommaradvan ni ght mare gi ven
frightful solidity. At a few of the tables were entities whose body and |inb
configurations were so utterly ridiculous that she had troubl e believing her
eyes.

"This way," said Danalta, who had been waiting for Cha Thrat's linbs to stop
trenbling. It led the way to the table clainmed by Braithwaite, and she noticed
that the furiture suited neither the physiol ogies of the Earth-hunmans nor the
trio of exoskel etal crustaceans who were vacating it.

She wondered if she would ever be able to adapt to the ways of these chronically
di sorgani zed and untidy beings. At |east on Sonmaradva the people knew their

pl ace.

"The mechani smfor food selection and delivery is sinmilar to that on the ship,"
Braithwaite said as she |owered herself carefully into the dreadfully
unconfortabl e chair and her weight nade the nmenu display light up. "You tap in
your physiological classification and it will list the food available. Until the
catering conputer hasbeen programred with details of the conbinations,
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consi stencies, and platter displays you favor, it is likely to come in unsightly
but nutritious lunps. You'll soon get used to the system but in the neantine
I"l'l order for you.”

"Thank you," she said.

When it arrived the biggest lunp | ooked Iike an uneven bl ock of tasam But it
snelled like roasted cretsi, had the consistency of roasted cretsi, and, she
found after trying a small corner, it tasted |ike roasted cretsi. She realized
suddenly that she was hungry.

"I't sonetines happens," Braithwaite continued, "that the nmeals of your fellow
diners, or even the diners thenselves, are visually distressing to the point
where it is affecting your appetite. You nmay keep one eye on your platter and
close all the others; we won't be offended.”

She did as it suggested, but kept one eye slightly open so that she could see
Braithwaite, who was still watching her intently while pretending, for sone odd,
Eart h- human reason, not to do so. Wile she ate, her mnd went back to the
incident with the ship ruler on Som naradva, the voyage, and her reception here,
and she realized that she was becom ng suspicious, and irritated.

"On the subject of your stronger feelings," Danalta said, seemingly intent upon
resuming the lecture it had broken off at the entrance, "do you have any strong
feelings agai nst discussing personal or professional natters in the presence of
strangers?”

The ship ruler, Chiang; paused with what | ooked |ike a piece of what had once
been a liying creature halfway to its eating orifice. It said, "On Somraradva
they prefer to hear directly what other people think of them And conversely,
the presence of interested witnesses during a discussion of their affairs is
often consi dered beneficial.”

Brai thwaite, she saw, was concentrating too nuch attention on its disgusting
meal . She turned as nmany eyes as woul d bear on the shape-changer, ignoring the
many things she did not want to see in the background.

"Very well," Danalta said, turning its alien mmc's eyes on her. "You nust

al ready have realized, Cha Thrat, that your situation is unlike that of the
other staff menbers who join the hospital for a probationary period.

Appoi ntnents to Sector General are much sought after, and candi dates nust pass
rigorous professional exam nations and deep psychol ogi cal investigation on their
honme worlds to ensure that they will have a fair chance of adapting to a

mul ti speci es hospital environnment so that they will profit from our training.
"You were not screened in this manner," her alien twin went on. "There were no
prof essi onal examinations, no birth-to-maturity psych profiles, no objective
measure of your worth as a healer. W know only that you cone with a very high
recomendation, fromthe Cultural Contact department of the Monitor Corps and,
presumabl y, your professional colleagues on Sommaradva, a world and society
about which we know little.

"You appreciate our difficulty, Cha Thrat?" it continued. "An untrained,

unpr epar ed, single-species-oriented being could cause untold harmto itself and
to the hospital staff and patients. W have to know what exactly it is that
we're getting, and quickly.”

The others had stopped eating and so did she, even though there was a nouth free
for speaking. She said, "As a stranger arriving and expecting to take up an
appoi ntment here, | thought that ny treatnment showed a | ack of sensitivity, but
| decided that alien behavior patterns, of which I have very limted experience,
were to blane. Then | began to suspect that the harsh and insen-sitive treatnent
was deliberate, and | was being tested in sonme fashion. You have confirned this
suspicion, but | amseriously displeased that | was not inforned of the test.
Secret tests, to ny mnd, can often show a failure in the examner.”

There was a long silence. She | ooked at Danalta and away again. The
shape-changer's body and features and expression were the mrror of her own, and
told her nothing. She turned her attention to Braithwaite, who had been taking
such a continuous and covert interest in her, and waited for a reaction

For a nonent the Earth-human's two recessed eyes | ooked calmy into her four,
and she began to feel very sure that the being was, in fact, a ruler and not a
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warrior as it said, "A secret test is sonetinmes given to avoid the

unpl easantness of telling a candidate that it has failed. By pretending that no
test took place, another and nore acceptabl e reason, one that does not inply any
| ack of professional conpetence or psychol ogi cal or enotional weakness, can be
given for refusing the candidate an appointnent. |I'msorry that you are

di spl eased by the covert nature of the test, but in the circunstances we deci ded
that it was better to... to...”

It broke off and began to bark quietly, as if there was sonethi ng hunorous in
the situation, then went on. "We Earth-humans have an expression that covers
your position very well. W threw you in at the deep end of the pool.”

"And what," Cha Thrat said, deliberately omitting the gesture of politeness due
a ruler, "did you discover fromthis secret test?”

"W discovered," Braithwaite said, and this tinme it did not bark, "that you are
a very good sw mmer.”

Chapter 2

BRAI THWAI TE | eft before the others had finished eating, saying that O Mara woul d
have its intestines for hosiery supports if it was late back fromlunch two days
in arow Cha Thrat knew nothing of the entity other than that it was a greatly
respected and feared ruler of sonme kind, but the punishnment for tardiness
sounded a bit extrene. Danalta said that she should not worry about it, that
Eart h-humans frequently made such ridicul ously exaggerated statenents, that
there was no factual basis to the remark, and that it was some kind of
linguistic code they used anong t hensel ves which had a tenuous connection with
the nmental associative process they called hunor.

"l understand," Cha Thrat said.

"I don't," Danalta said.

Ship ruler Chiang barked quietly but did not speak

As a result, the shape-changer was their only guide on an even | onger and nore
conplicated journey to the place where Chiang was to undergo its exam nati on—
one of the casualty reception and observation wards, she was inforned, reserved
for the treatnent of warnbl ooded, oxygen-breathing patients. Danalta had
returned to its original body configuration of a |arge, dark-green, uneven bal
that guided itself, with surprising speed and accuracy, through the wheel ed and
wal king traffic in the corridors. Was the Sommaradvan formtoo difficult to

mai ntain, she wondered, or did it now feel that such psychol ogi cal props were no
| onger necessary?lt was a surprisingly |arge conpartnent, rendered small by the
nunber and variety of exam nation tables and associ ated equi prent covering the
floor and walls. There was an observation gallery for the use of visitors and
trai nees, and Danalta suggested that she choose the | east unconfortable chair
while they were waiting. One of the silver-furred beings had al ready taken
Chiang away to be prepared for the exam nation

"W shall be able to see and hear everything that is happening," Danalta said,
"but they will not hear us unless you press the transmt button, just there, on
the side of your chair. You may have to use it if they ask questions.”

Anot her silver-furred being, or perhaps it was the sane one, undulated into the
conmpartment, perforned a seem ngly purposel ess act on an as-yet inconprehensible
pi ece of equiprment, then | ooked up at thembriefly as it was | eaving.

"And now we wait," Danalta went on. "But you nust have questions, Cha Thrat.
There is enough tinme to answer a few of them”

The shape-changer had retained the formof'a |unpy green hem sphere, featurel ess
except for one bul bous eye and a small fleshy protuberance that seened to
conbi ne the functions of hearing and speech. In tinme, she thought, one could
become used to anythi ng—except the [ ack of discipline anbng these people, and
their unwillingness to define properly their areas of authority and
responsibility.

Choosi ng her words with care, she said, "As yet | amtoo ignhorant and confused
by all this to ask the rightquestions. But could 1 begin by asking for a
detailed clarification of your own duties and responsibilities, and the class of
patient you treat?”

The answer |eft her feeling nore confused than ever

"I don't treat patients,"” Danalta replied, "and unless there was a ngjor
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surgical energency, | would not be asked to do so. As for ny duties, | am part
of the medical teamon Rhabwar. That is the hospital's special anbul ance ship,
which carries an operational crew of Mnitor Corps officers and a nedical team
that assumes overall authority once the ship has reached the location of the
vessel in distress or, as the case may be, the site of the disaster

"The nedical team" it went on, ignoring Cha Thrat's confusion, "which is |led by
the C nrusskin enpath, Prili-cla, also conprises Pathol ogi st Mirchison, an

Eart h-human fenal e; Charge Nurse Naydrad, a Kel gi an experienced in space rescue
work; and nyself. My job is to use the shape-changing ability to reach and
render first aid to casualties who might be trapped in areas inaccessible to

bei ngs of Iimted physical adaptability, and do whatever | can to help the
injured until the rescue crewis able to extricate and nove themto the

anbul ance ship for rapid transfer to the hospital here. You will understand that
by extruding |inbs and sensors of any required shape, useful work can be done in
the very restricted conditions found inside a badly damaged space vessel, and
there are tines when | can nake a val uable contribution. But in honesty | nust
say that the real work is done by the hospital

"And that," it concluded, "is how !l fit into this nedical nmadhouse.”

Wth every word, Cha Thrat's confusion had increased. Able and physically gifted
this entity might be,but was it, in truth, nmerely a servant? But if Danalta had
j sensed her confusion, it mstook the reason for it.

"l have other uses, too, of course,” it went on, and \ nmade a very Earth-human
barking sound with its un-Earthly nouth. "As a conparative newconer to the
hospital, they send ne to neet new arrivals |ike you on the assunption that—Pay
attention, Cha Thrat! They're bringing in your ex-patient.”

Two of the silver-furred beings, identified by Danalta as Kel gi an operating room
nurses, noved Chiang in on a powered litter, even though the ship ruler was

qui te capabl e of wal king and was constantly rem nding themof this fact. The
Earth-human's torso was draped in a green sheet so that only its head was
visible. Chiang's protests continued while they were transferring it to the
exam nation table, until one of the nurses, in a manner conpletely lacking in
the respect due a ruler, remnded it that it was a fully grown, nmature entity
who should stop acting like an infant.

Bef ore the nurse had*fini shed speaking, a six-legged, exoskeletal being with a
hi gh, richly narked carapace entered and approached the exam nation table.
Silently it held out its pincers and waited while a nurse sprayed themwth
sonething that dried into a thin, transparent film

"That is Senior Physician Edanelt," Danalta said. "It is a Melfan, physiol ogica
classification ELNT, whose reputation as a surgeon is—=

"Apol ogi es for my personal ignorance,” Cha Thrat broke in. "Beyond the fact that
| ama DCNF, the Earth-human is a DBDG and the Melfan is an ELNT, | know

not hing of your classification system”

"You'll learn," the shape-changer said. "But for now, just watch and be ready
for questions.”

But there were no questions. Wile the exanm nationproceeded, Edanelt did not
speak and neither did the nurses or the patient. Cha Thrat |earned the purpose
of one of the nechanisns, a deep scanner that showed in mnute detail the
subdermal bl ood supply network, nuscul ature, bone structure, and even the
nmovenent of the deepest underlying organs. The images were relayed to the
observation gallery's screen, together with a mass of physiol ogical data that
was presented graphically but in a formthat was conpletely unintelligible to
her,"That is sonething else you will learn,"” Danalta said. Cha Thrat had been
wat chi ng the screen closely, so captivated by Edanelt's neticul ous charting of
her surgical repair work that she had not realized that she had been thinking

al oud. She looked up intinme to see the arrival of yet another and even nore
incredible being. "That," Danalta said sinply, "is Prilicla." It was an insect,
an enornous, incredibly fragile, flying insect that was tiny in conparison wth
the other beings in the room Fromits tubul ar, exoskeletal body there projected
six pencil-thin legs, four even nore delicately formed manipul ators, and four
sets of wide, iridescent wings that were beating slowy as it flew toward the
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exam nation table and hovered above it. Suddenly it flipped over, attached its
sucker-tipped legs to the ceiling, and curved its extensible eyes down to regard
the patient.

From sonmewhere in its body canme a series of nusical clicks and trills, which her
translator relayed as "Friend Chiang, you |look as if you' ve been in a war.”
"We're not savages!" Cha Thrat protested angrily. "There hasn't been a war on
Sonmar adva for eight generations—=

She stopped abruptly as the long, incredibly thin legs and partly fol ded w ngs
of the insect began to shake. It was as if there were a strong wi nd bl owi ng
through theroom Everyone on and around the exam nation table was staring at the
little being, and then they were turning to | ook up at the observation gallery.
At her.

"Priliclais a true enpath," Danalta said sharply. "It feels what you are
feeling. Please control your enotions!" It was very
difficult to control her enotions: not only her anger at the inplied insult to
her now unwarli ke race but also the feeling of utter disbelief that such contro
was necessary. She had often been forced to hide her feelings before superiors
or patients, but trying to control themwas a new experience. Wth a great
effort, which in sone obscure fashion seenmed to be a negation of effort, she
made herself calm

"Thank you, new friend," the enpath trilled at her. It was no | onger trenbling
as it returned its attention to Chiang.
"I'"'mwasting your valuable time, Doctors,
feel fine.”

Prilicla dropped fromthe ceiling to hover above the site of Chiang's recent
injuries, and touched the scar tissue with a cluster of feather-light digits. It
said, "I know how you feel, friend Chiang. And we are not wasting our tine.
Wul d you refuse us, a Melfan and a G nrusskin who are both keen to enlarge our
ot her - speci es experience, the opportunity of tinkering with an Earth-human, even
a perfectly healthy one?”

"l suppose not," Chiang said. It nade another soft, barking sound and added,

"But you would have found it nore interesting if you'd seen ne after the crash.”
The enpath returned to the ceiling. To the Melfan it said, "Wat is your
assessnent, friend Edanelt?”

"The work is not as | would have perfornmed it," the Melfan replied, "but it is
adequate.”

"Friend Edanelt," the enpath said gently, with a briefglance in the direction of
the gallery, "we are all aware, with the exception of the newest nenber of our
staff, that you consider as nmerely adequate the kind of surgery which Conway

hi nsel f woul d describe as exenplary. It would be interesting to discuss the pre-
and postoperative history.”

"That was my thought as well," the Melfan said. There was a rapid, irregular
tapping of its six boney feet, and it turned to face the observation gallery.
"WIl you join us, please.”

Qui ckly Cha Thrat disentangled herself fromthe alien chair and foll owed Danalta
into the ward and across to the group at the table, aware that it was now her
turn to undergo an even nore searchi ng exam nation, one that woul d establish her
prof essi onal rather than her physical fitness to practice in Sector General

The prospect nmust have worried her nmore than she realized because the enmpath was
beginning to tremble again. And it was disconcerting, even frightening, to be so
close to the G nrusskin. On Sonmaradva, |arge insects were to be avoi ded because
they invariably possessed | ethal stings. Her instincts told her to swat or run
away fromthis one. She had hated insects and al ways avoi ded | ooki ng cl osely at
them Now she had no choi ce.

But there was a subtle visual attraction in the intricate synmetry of the
extraordinarily fragile body and trenbling |inbs, whose dark sheen seened to be
reflecting colors that were not present in the room The head was an alien,
convol uted eggshell, so finely structured that the sensory and nani pul atory
organs that it supported seenmed ready to fall off at the first sudden novenent.
But it was the conplex structure and coloration of the partially fol ded w ngs,
seem ngly nmade of iridescent gossanmer stretched across a framework of inpossibly

the Earth-human said. "Honestly,
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thin twigs, that nmade her realize that, alien or not, this insectwas one of the
nost beautiful creatures she had ever-seen—and she couid see it very clearly
because its linmbs] were no |onger trenbling.
"Thank you again, Cha Thrat," the enpath said. "Youi |earn quickly. And don't
worry. We are your friends and| are wi shing for your success."

, _Edaneit's feet were nmaking irregular clicking noises
against the floor, a sound that m ght possibly be indicating inpatience. It
said, "Please present your patient,1l Doctor.”
For a nonent she | ooked down at the Earth-human,: at the pink, oddly forned
alien body that, as a result of the accident, had become so famliar to her. She
renenbered how it had | ooked when she first saw it: the bleeding, open wounds
and the fractured, protruding bones; the general condition that strongly
indicated the i nmedi ate use of conforting nedication until casualty term nation
Even now she could not find the words to explain why she had not ended this
Earth-human's life. She | ooked up again at the Ci nrusskin.
Prilicla did not speak, but she felt as if waves of reassurance and
encouragenent were emanating fromthe little enpath. That was a ridicul ous idea,
of course, and probably the result of w shful and not very lucid thinking, but
she felt conforted nonethel ess.
"This patient," Cha Thrat said calmy, "was one of three occupants of an
aircraft that crashed into a nmountain | ake. A Sommaradvan pil ot and anot her
Eart h-human were taken fromthe weck before it sank, but they were already
dead. The patient was taken ashore and | ooked at by a heal er who was
insufficiently qualified, and, knowing that | was spending a recreation period
in the area, he sent for ne.
"The patient had sustained many incised and | acerated wounds to the |inbs and
torso caused by violentcontact with the netal of the aircraft,” she went on
"There was continuing blood | oss. Differences in the appearance of the linbs on
the right and left sides indicated the presence of nultiple fractures, one of
which was visible where it projected through the tegunent of the left leg. There
was no evidence of blood comng fromthe patient's breathing and speaki ng
orifices, so it was assuned that no serious injuries had been sustained in the
| ung and abdom nal areas. Naturally, very careful consideration had to be given
before | agreed to take the case.” "Naturally," Edanelt said. "You were faced
with treating a nenber of an off-planet species, one possessing a physiol ogy and
met abol i sm of which you had no previous experience. O had you previous
experience? Did you consider sending for sane-speci es nedi cal assistance?”
"I had not seen an Earth-human before that tine," Cha Thrat replied. "I knew
that one of their ships was in orbit around Sommaradva and that the process of
establishing friendly contact was well advanced. | had heard that they were
traveling widely anmong our principal cities, and that they often used our air
transport, presunmably to gain sone experience of our |evel of technology. | sent
a nmessage to the nearest city hoping that they would relay it to the
Eart h-humans, but it was unlikely that it would arrive in tine. The area is
renote, nountainous, heavily forested, and thinly populated. The facilities were
limted and tinme was short.”
"l understand," Edanelt said. "Describe your procedure.”
Renmenbering, Cha Thrat | ooked again at the network of scars and the dark,
contused areas where the subder-nmal bl eeding had not conpletely dispersed.
"At the tinme of treatnment | was not aware of the fact that native pathogens have
no effect on life-fornms which evolved on a different planet, and it seened to ne
thatthere was a grave danger of infection. It was al so thought] that Sommaradvan
medi cati on and anesthetics would bel ineffective if not lethal. The only
i ndi cated procedur”. was to thoroughly irrigate the wounds, particularly those]
associated with the fractures, with distilled water. Wiile j reducing the
fractures, sone mnor repairs were required to damaged bl ood vessels in the
area. The incised, wounds were sutured, covered, and the fractured |inbs |
i mobi |l i zed. The work was done very qui ckly because the patient was consci ous
and...”
"Not for |ong,

Chiang said in a |low voice. "I passed out.”
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and the pul se seened weak and irregular," she went on, "even though

didn't know the nornmal rate. The only neans avail able to counteract shock and
the effects of blood | oss were external heating, provided by wood fires placed
downwi nd so that snoke and ash woul d not contam nate the operative field, and
pure water given intravenously when consciousness was |ost. 1 was unsure whether
our saline solution would be beneficial or toxic. | realize nowthat |I was being
overcautious, but | did not want to risk losing a linb.”

"Naturally," Edanelt said. "Now describe your postoperative treatnent.”

"The patient regained consciousness |ate that evening," Cha Thrat went on. "It
appeared to be nmentally and verbally lucid, although the exact neaning of sone
words were unclear since they referred to the consigning of the faulty aircraft,
the whole current situation, and nyself to sone hypothetical but extrenely

unpl easant afterlife. Since the native edible vegetation was likely to prove
harnful , only water administered orally could be given. The patient conpl ai ned
of severe disconfort at the site of the wounds. Native pain-relief nedication
could not be given because it mght prove toxic, so thatthe condition could only
be treated, however inadequately, by verbal reassurance and encour agenent —=

"For three days she never stopped talking," Chiang said. "Asking questions about
my work, and what | would be doing after | returned to active duty, when | was
pretty sure that | would be returning in a box. She tal ked so nuch, sonetines,
that | just fell asleep.”

There was a slight trenor apparent in Prilicla s |linbs. Cha Thrat wondered if
the Cinrusskin was sensitive even to the Earth-human's renenbered pain.

She resunmed. "In response to several urgent requests, five nenbers of the
patient's species, one of whomwas a healer, arrived with supplies of suitable
food and supportive nedication. Progress toward recovery was rapid thereafter
The Earth-hunman heal er gave advice on diet and nedi cati on dosage, and it was
free to exanmine the patient at any tine, but | would not allow further surgica
intervention. | should explain that on Sonmmaradva, a surgeon will not share or
in any other way avoid personal responsibility for a patient. There was strong
criticism both personal and professional, of ny standpoint, particularly from
the Earth-human healer. | would not allow the patient to be noved to its ship
until eighteen days after the operation, when | was convinced that ful
recuperation was assured.”

"She wat ched over ne," Chiang said, barking softly, "like an old nother hen.”
There was silence for what seened to Cha Thrat to be a very long tine, during
whi ch everyone | ooked at the Melfan while it regarded the patient. It was
tappi ng one hard-tipped | eg against the floor, but the sound it nade was a

t houghtful rather than an inpatient one.

Finally it said, "Wthout inmmediate surgical attention you woul d undoubtedly
have died as a result of your injuries, and you were fortunate indeed to receive
thenecessary attention froman entity conpletely unfamliar j with your
physi ol ogi cal classification. Fortunate, too, in that the entity concerned was
not only skilled, resource-, ful, and deeply concerned with your aftercare, but
made the proper use of the linmted facilities available to it. | can find no
serious fault with the surgical work perforned here, and the patient is, indeed,
wasting the hospital's tine.”

Suddenly they were all |ooking at her, but it was the enmpath who spoke first.
"From Edanelt," Prilicla said, "that is praise indeed.”

Chapter 3

THE private office of the Earth-human O Mara was |arge, but the floor area was
al nrost entirely covered by a variety of chairs, benches, recliners and franes
designed for the use of the entities having business with the Chief
Psychol ogi st. Chiang took the indicated Earth-human chair and Cha Thrat chose a
| ow, convoluted cage that |ooked as if it might not be too unconfortable, and
sat down.

She saw at once that O Mara was an ol d Earth-human. The short, bristling fur
covering the top and sides of its head, and the two thick crescents above its
eyes, were the gray color of unpainted netal. But the heavy nuscle structure
apparent in the shoul ders, upper linbs, and hands was not that of the other aged
Eart h-hunmans she had seen. The flexible, fleshy covers of its eyes, which were
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simlar in color to its hair, did not droop as it studied her in every physica
detail .

"You are a stranger anong us, Cha Thrat," it said abruptly. "1 amhere to help
you feel |ess strange, to answer questions you have been unable or unwilling to
ask of others, and to see how your present abilities can be trai ned*and extended
so that they may be put to the best possible use by the hospital.”

It turned its attention to Chiang. "My intention was to interview you
separately, but for sone reason you wish to be present during nmy initial talk
with Cha Thrat. Can it be that you have heard, and believed, sone of the things
the staff say about ne? Do you have del usi ons of being a gentleman and Cha Thrat
a lady, albeit of a different physiological classification, who if not actually
in distress is a friend in need of noral support? Is that it, Major?”

Chi ang barked quietly but did not speak

"A question," Cha Thrat said. "Wy do Earth-humans nmake that strange
bar ki ng sound?”

O Mara turned its head to regard her for a long nmonent, then it exhal ed | oudly
and said, "I had expected your first question to be nore... profound. But very
wel | . The sound is called | aughing, not barking, and in npbst cases it is a
psychophysi cal nechani smfor the rel ease of m nor degrees of tension. An

Eart h-human | aughs because of a sudden relief fromworry or fear, or to express
scorn or disbelief or sarcasm or in response to words or a situation that is
ridiculous, illogical, or funny, or out of politeness when the situation or
words are nor funny but the person responsible is of high rank. | shall not even
try to explain sarcasmor the Earth-human sense of hunor to you, because we
don't fullyunderstand them oursel ves. For reasons that will becone clearer the
| onger you stay here, | rarely laugh.”

For sone reason Chiang bar ked—+aughed—agai n.

Ignoring it, O Mara went on. "Senior Physician Edan-elt is satisfied regarding
your professional conpetence and suggests that | assign you to a suitable ward
as soon as possible. Before that happens you nust beconme nore fanmliar with the
| ayout, operation, and work of the hospital. You will find that it is a very
dangerous and frightening place to the uninformed. At present, that is you.”

"l understand," Cha Thrat said.

"The people who will inpart this very necessary information," it went on, "are
of many different physiological types and nedical and technical specialities.
They will range from Di agnostici ans, Senior Physicians, and healers like, or
totally unlike, yourself, to nursing staff, and | aboratory and nmai nt enance
technicians. Sonme of themw Il be your nedical or admnistrative superiors,
others will be nonminally subordinate to you, but the know edge they inpart is
equal ly valuable. I'mtold that you are averse to sharing patient
responsibility. Wiile learning you may, at the discretion of the doctor in
charge, be allowed to practice, but under close supervision. Do you understand,
and agree?”

"1l do," Cha Thrat said unhappily. It was going to be her first year in the
School for Warrior-Surgeons on Sommaradva all over again but, hopefully, wthout
the attendant nonnedi cal probl ens.

"This interview," O Mara went on, "will not deci de whether or not you are
accepted as a pernmanent nenber of the hospital staff. | cannot tell you what or
what not to do in every situation that will arise; you nust |earn by observation
and attention to the words of your tutors and decide that for yourself. But if
there are really serious problens that you are unable to solve for yourself,
youmay come to nme for guidance. Naturally, the fewer visits you nmake to this
office the better disposed | shall feel toward you. | shall be receiving
continuous reports on your progress, or lack of it, and it is these that wll
deci de whether or not you remain here.”

It paused briefly and noved the digits of one hand through*the short gray
head-fur. She watched carefully but saw no sign of dislodged parasites, and
deci ded that the novenent was an unthi nki ng one.

"This interview," O Mara continued, "is intended to explore sone of the
nonnedi cal aspects of your treatnent of Chiang. In the short tine available |

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%...neral%2007%20-%20Code%20Blue%20Emergency.txt (28 of 131) [5/21/03 10:29:06 PM]



file:///F|/rah/James%20W hite/White, %20James%20-%20Sector %20Genera %2007%20-%20Code%20B| ue%20Emergency.txt

would Iike to I earn as much as possi bl e about you as a person: your feelings,
nmotivations, fears, likes, and dislikes, that sort of thing. Is there any area
in which you woul d not want to answer questions, or would give obscure or false
answers, because of noral or parental or community tribal conditioning during
chil dhood or maturity? | must warn you that | am capabl e of detecting a lie,
even the weird and wonderfully conplicated Iies that sonme of our
extraterrestrials tell, but it takes time and 1 have none of thatto waste.”

She thought for a nmoment, then said, "There are matters involving sexua
encounters that | would rather not discuss, but all other answers will be

conpl ete andtruthful .”

"Cood!" O Mara said. "I have no intention of entering that area and, hopefully,
may never have to do so. At present | aminterested in your thoughts and
feelings between the tinme you first saw your patient and the decision to
operate, any rel evant di scussion between the healer who was first on the scene
and yourself, and the reason for the delay in starting the operati on when you
did take charge. If you had any strong feelings at thattinme, please describe and
explain themif you can, and speak as the thoughts cone to you.”

For a nmonent Cha Thrat tried to recall her exact feelings at the tine, then she
said, "I was spending but not enjoying an enforced vacation in the area, because
| woul d have preferred to continue working in my hospital instead of trying to
devi se ways of wasting time. Wien | heard of the accident | was al nost pleased,
thinking at first that the survivor was a Somaradvan, and there was proper work
for me to do. Then | saw the Earth-hunman's injuries and knew that the |oca
heal er woul d not dare touch it because he was a healer of serviles. Even though
the survivor was not a Sonmmaradvan warrior, it was plainly a warrior injured in
the course of its duty.

"I amuncertain about your units of tine measurenent," she went on. "The crash
occurred just before sunrise, and 1 reached the shore of the | ake where Chiang
had been placed shortly before the tinme of the norning neal. Wthout proper

medi cati on or know edge of the body structure, many things had to be consi dered.
The sensible course woul d have been to allow the survivor to bleed to death or,
out of kindness, expedite matters by inmersing it in the |lake...”

She stopped for a nonent because O Mara seened to have a tenporary bl ockage of
the breathi ng passages, then she resuned. "After several exam nations and

eval uations of the risks, surgery was begun early in the afternoon. At the tine
I did not know that Chiang was the ruler of a ship.”

The two Earth- humans exchanged | ooks, and O Mara said, "That was five, maybe six
hours later. Do you usually take as long as that to reach a professiona

deci sion? And would it have nmade any difference if you had known of Chiang's

i mportance?”

"There were many risks to consider—+ did not want to risk losing a linmb," she
replied sharply, sensing a criticism "And yes, it should have nade a
difference. A warrior-surgeon is in the same position to a ruler as the
servile-healer is in relation to a warrior. | amforbidden to practice beyond ny
qualifications. The penalties are nost severe, even allow ng for the
increasingly | ax standards so preval ent these days. But in this instance, well,

it was a unique situation. | felt frightened, and excited, and | would probably
have acted in the sane way.”
O Mara said, "I'mglad you don't normally practice surgery beyond your |evel of

compet ence. . .”

"It's a good thing she did," Chiang said softly.

" And your tutors will be relieved as well," O Mara went on. "But |'m
interested in this stratification of the Somraradvan nedi cal profession. Can you
tell ne aboutthat?”

Puzzl ed by what seenmed to be a nonsense question, she replied, "W are not

forbi dden to tal k about anything. On Sommaradva there are three | evels of
persons —serviles, warriors, and rulers—and three levels of healers to care for
them..”

At the bottom were the serviles, the people whose work was undenandi ng and
repetitious—nportant in many respects, but conpletely wthout risk. They were a
contented group, protected from gross physical damage, and the heal ers charged
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with their care used very sinple procedures and nmedi cati on such as herbs,

poul tices, and other traditional renedies. The second | evel, |ess nunerous than
the serviles, were the warriors, who occupi ed positions of responsibility and

of ten great physical danger

There had been no war on Sommaradva for nmany generations, but the warrior class
had kept the nane. They were the descendants of the people who had fought
toprotect their honelands, hunted for food, raised city defenses, and generally
performed the dangerous, responsible jobs while the serviles sawto their

physi cal needs. Now they were the engineers, technicians, and scientists who
still performed the high-risk jobs associated with m ning, power generation,

| arge-scal e construction, and the protection of rulers. For that reason the
injuries sus- \ tained by warriors were and al ways had been traumatic in nature,
requiring surgical intervention or repair, and this work was the responsibility
of the warrior-surgeons.

The rul er-heal ers had even greater responsibilities and, at times, much |ess
reward or satisfaction in their work.

Protected against all physical accident or injury, the ruler class were the

adm ni strators, academ cs, researchers, and planners on Somraradva. They were
the .j people charged with the snpboth running of the cities and the continents
and the world, and the ills that affected themwere invariably the phantasns of
the mind. Their healers dealt in w zardry, spells, synpathetic nmagic, and all
the ot her aspects of nonphysical nedicine.

"Even fromthe earliest tinmes the practice of healing has been so divided," Cha
Thrat concluded, "into physicians and surgeons and w zards.”

When she finished speaking, O Mara | ooked down for a nonent at its hands, which
were placed palnms down on its desktop, and said quietly, "It's nice to know t hat
I would rate the top I evel of the Sommaradvan nedi cal profession, but |I'm not
sure that | like being called a wizard." It |ooked up suddenly. "What happens if
one of your warriors or rulers gets a sinple tumyache, instead of a traumatic
injury or an enotional problen? O if a servile should accidentally break a | eg?
O what if a ser-vile or a warrior is dissatisfied and wants to better itself?”
"The Cul tural Contact people sent you a full report onall this," Chiang broke
in, "as background material on the new nmedic." Apologetically it added, "The
decision to send Cha Thrat was taken at the |last noment, and possibly the report
arrived with us on Thromasaggar,”

O Mara exhal ed | oudly, and she wondered if it was an expression of irritation at
the interruption, then said, "And the hospital's internal nail system operates
at a speed considerably less than that of light. Please go on,Cha Thrat."~"In
the highly unlikely event of a servile having such an accident," she said, "a
request for treatnent would be nmade to a warrior-surgeon who, dependi ng on
assessnent of the injuries, would or would not agree to do the work.
Responsibility for a patient is not taken lightly on Somraradva, as is shown by
the delay in treating Chiang, and the loss of alife, an organ, or a |linb has
serious repercussions for the surgeon

"Should a warrior or ruler require sinple nedical attention," she continued,
servil e-heal er would be instructed, and woul d i ndeed be honored, to provide

t henecessary assi st ance.

"I'f a discontented servile or warrior is able as well as anbitious," she went
on, "elevation to a higher level is possible. But the exami nations are

wi de-ranging and difficult, and it is nuch easier to remain at the |eve
traditionally occupied by the fanmily or tribe or, if a release from probl ens and
responsibilities is desired, to go dowmn a |level. Pronotions, even m nor
pronotions within a | evel, are not easy on Sommaradva.”

"Nor are they easy here,”" O Mara said. "But why did you cone to Sector Ceneral ?
Anbition, curiosity, or a release fromproblens at honme?”

a

This was an inportant question, Cha Thrat knew, and the quality and accuracy of
the answer woul d have an inportant bearing on whether or not she was accepted by
the hospital. She tried to frame the answer so that it woul d be accurate,
truthful, and brief, but before she could reply the ship ruler was talking

agai n.

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%...neral%2007%20-%20Code%20Blue%20Emergency.txt (30 of 131) [5/21/03 10:29:06 PM]



file:///F|/rah/James¥%20White/White,%20James%20-%20Sector%20General %2007%20-%20Code%20B | ue¥%20Emergency.txt
"W were grateful to Cha Thrat for saving ny life," Chiang said, speaking very
qui ckly, "and we told her colleagues and superiors so in no uncertain | anguage.
The subject of treatnment by ot her-species nedics cane up, and Sector General,
where it was the rule rather than the exception. It was suggested to us, and we
agreed, that Cha Thrat should cone here. The Sommaradvan cultural contact is
going very well and we didn't want to risk offending, perhaps insulting, them by
r ef usi ng.
"I realize that we bypassed the nornal candi date sel ection procedure," it
continued. "But her already-proven ability to perform other-species surgery, on-
me, made us sure that you would be interested in—=
O Mara was hol ding up one hand, and it had not taken its attention from Cha
Thrat while the other Earth-human had been speaking. It said, "Is this a
political appointnent, then, which we nust accept whether we like it or not? But
the original question remains. Wiy did you want to cone here?”
"I didn't want to conme here,"” she replied. "I was sent.”
Chiang covered its eyes suddenly with one hand, a gesture she had never seen it
make before. O Mara | ooked at her for a nmonent, then said, "Explain.”
"When the warriors of the Monitor Corps told us of the many different
intelligent species who nake up the Gal actic Federation," she replied, "and
talked to nme at great |ength about Sector General, where | could neet and work
with many of these life-forns, | was curious and interested, but nuch too
frightened by the prospect of neeting not one but nearly seventy different
species to risk undergoi ng an experience that nmght give me a ruler's disease. |
told everyone who would listen ny feelings, and rem nded themof ny utter |ack

of conpetence in relation to the | evel of surgery practiced here. | was not
pretending to nodesty. | really was, and am ignorant. Because | was warrior
| evel, | could not be forced, but it was strongly suggested by ny coll eagues and

local rulers that | cone.”

"l gnorance can be a tenporary condition," O Mara said. "And it nust have been a
pretty strong suggestion. Wiy was it nade?”

"In ny hospital | amrespected but not liked," she went on, hoping that the
anger in her voice was not reproduced by the translator. "In spite of being one
of the first female warrior-surgeons, an innovation in itself, 1 ama
traditionalist. | will not tolerate the reduced standards of professiona
behavi or that are becoming increasingly prevalent, and | amcritical of

col | eagues and superiors alike if they becone lax. It was suggested to ne that
if I did not take advantage of the opportunity being offered by the

Eart h-humans, there would be a continuing increase of the nonmaterial pressures
associated with nmy work as a surgeon. The situation was too conplex for nme to
describe briefly, but ny rulers nmade suggestions to the Mnitor Corps, who were
very reassuring and persuasive. The Earth-humans pulled while ny superiors
pushed, and | am here.

"Now that | amhere," she ended, "I shall use ny linmted abilities, under
direction, as best | can.”

O Mara was | ooking at the ship ruler now. Chiang had taken its hand away from
its eyes, but its pink face was a deeper col or than she had ever seen before.
"The Sommaradvan contact was wi dening nicely,” Chiang said, "but it was at a
delicate stage. W didn't | want to risk refusing what seened to themto be such
a smal|l favor. And anyway, we were pretty sure that they were giving Cha Thrat a
hard ti me and we—+—thought she woul d be happier here.”

"So," O Mara said, still looking at the ship ruler, whose face was now an even
deeper shade of pink, "we have not only a political appointee but an unwilling
vol unteer and possibly a misfit. And, out of a misplaced sense of gratitude, you
tried to conceal the true situation fromne. That's great!”

It turned to face Cha Thrat again and said, "I appreciate your truthful ness.
This material will be useful in the preparation of your psych profile but it
does not, in spite of what your msguided friend may think, preclude your
acceptance by the hospital provided the other requirenents are satisfied. Those
you will learn during training, which will begin first thing in our norning.”
The words were coning faster than before, as if OMira' s tinme for tal king were
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limted, as ;t went on. "In the outer office you will be given an information
package, maps, class schedul es, general rules, and advice, all printed in the
most wi dely used | anguage on Sonmmar - adva. Sone of our trainees will tell you
that their first and nost difficult test was finding their roons.

"CGood |uck, Cha Thrat.”

As she was picking her way between the alien furniture toward the door, O Mara
was saying "lI'mprimarily interested in your postoperative enotional condition,
Maj or Chiang. Have there been any waking fears, recurrent nightnares,
unexpl ai ned epi sodes of tension, with or w thout acconpanying perspiration,
associ ated with the operation? Any feelings of drowning, strangulation,

i ncreasi ng and unreasoni ng fear of the dark?...”

Truly, she thought, O Mara was a great w zard.

In the outer office, the Earth-human Braithwaite gave verbal as well as printed
advice together with a white band to wear on one of her upper arns. It signified
to all that she was a trainee, it said, laughing, and likely to becone confused
and | ost. Should that happen she could ask any nmenber of the hospital staff for
directions. It, too, ended by wi shing her well.

Finding the way to her roomwas a nightmare worse, she was sure, than any that
Chiang m ght be relating to O Mara. She needed directions on two occasions, and
each time she asked groups of the silver-furred Kel gi ans who seened to be
everywhere in the hospital, rather than any of the great, |unbering nonsters or
the squi shy beings in chlorine envel opes who crowded past her. But on both
occasions, in spite of the respectful manner of her request, the information was
given in a nost rude and abrupt fashion

Her inmmedi ate feeling was one of severe personal offense. But then she saw that
the Kel gi ans were rude and short-tenpered even to other nmenbers of their own
speci es, and she decided that it mght be better not to upbraid themfor their
extreme |lack of politeness toward astranger

When she at last | ocated her room the door was w de open and the Earth-human
Tinmrins was |lying prone on the floor and holding a small metal box that was
maki ng qui et noises and winking its lights.

"Just testing," Timmns said. "I'Il be finished in a nonment. Look around. The
operating instructions for everything are on the table. If there is anything you
don't understand, use the comunicator to call Staff Training, they'll help
you." It rolled onto its back and got to its feet in a way that was physically

i npossi ble for a Som maradvan, and added, "Wat do you think of the place?”
"I'"'m+"'msurprised," Cha Thrat said, feeling al mrostIJMWCS WHI I fflshocked by its
famliarity. "And delighted. It's just likfl ny quarters at hone.”

"W aimto please,” Tinmins said. It raised one hand! in a gesture she did not
under st and, and was gone.

For a long tine she noved about the small roomex-j amning the furniture and
equi prent, not quite believing i what she saw and felt. She knew t hat

phot ographs and i neasurenents had been taken of her quarters in the war- |j
rior-surgeon | evel at the Cal gren House of Healing, but ' she had not expected
such close attention to detail in the reproduction of her favorite pictures,

wal | coverings, ' lighting, and personal utilities. There were differences, too,
sonme obvious and others subtle, to remind her that this place, despite
appearances to the contrary, was not on her home world.

The roomitself was larger and the furniture nore confortable, but there were no
joints visible in the construction. It was as if every item had been fabricated
in one piece. All the doors and drawers and fastenings in the replicas worked
perfectly, which the originals had never done, and the air snelled different—n
fact, it did not snmell at all.

Gradual ly her initial feelings of pleasure and relief were being diluted by the
realization that this was nothing nore than a tiny, faniliar bubble of normality
inside a vast, alien, and terrifyingly conplex structure. The fear and anxiety
she was beginning to feel were greater than she had ever experienced on her
incredi bly distant home planet, and with themwas a grow ng degree of |oneliness
so acute that it felt like an intense, physical hunger

But she was not |iked or wanted on far Sonmaradva, and here, at |east, they had
taken positive nmeasures to wel cone her, so nmuch so that she had to remain in
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this terrible place if only to discharge the obligation. And she would try to

| earn as nmuch as she could before the hospital rulers decided that she was
unsui t abl e and sent her hone.

She shoul d start |earning now Was the hunger real, she wondered, rather than

i magi nary? She had not been able to eat to repletion during the earlier visit to
the dining hall because her mnd had been on natters other than food. She began
to plan the route there, and to the location of her first lecture in the
nmorning, fromher present position. But she did not feel |ike another trip along
the hospital's weirdly popul ated corridors just yet. She was very tired, and the
roomhad a limted-nmenu food di spenser for trainees who did not wish to
interrupt their studies by going to the dining hall. She referred to the |ist of
foods suited to her netabolismand tapped for nediumto-|large portions. Wen she
was feeling confortably distended, she tried to sleep

The room and the corridor outside were full of quiet, unidentifiable sounds, and
she did not know enough to be able to ignore them Sleep would not cone and she
was beginning to feel afraid again, and to wonder if her thoughts and feelings
were of the kind to interest the wizard O Mara, and that nade her even nore
fearful for her future at Sector General. Wile still lying at rest, physically
if not nentally, she used the ceiling projection facility of the comrunicator to
see what was happeni ng on the entertai nnent and traini ng channels.

According to the relevant information sheet, ten of the channels continuously
screened sone of the Galactic Federation's nbst popul ar entertai nment, current
interest, and drama prograns with a translator output, if required. But she

di scovered that while she could understand the words that the different
physi ol ogi cal types were saying to and about each other, the acconpanying
actions were in turn horrifying, nystifying, ridicu-lous, or downright obscene
to Sommar advan eyes. Sh switched to the training channels.

There she had a choice of watching displays of cur-rently neaningl ess figures
and tabul ations on the tenper atures, blood pressures, and pul se rates of about
fif different life-fornms, or surgical operations in progress that were visually
di squi eting and not calculated to |uJ anyone to sl eep

I n desperation, Cha Thrat tried the sound-only chan-nels. But the nusic she
found, even when the voluns was reduced to bare audibility, sounded as if it
were coming froma piece of mal functioning heavy machinery So it was a great
surprise when the room al arm began rem ndi ng her, nonotonously and with steadily
increas-ing volune, that it was time to awaken if she required breakfast before
her first |ecture.

Chapter 4

The lecturer was a Nidian who had been intro- | duced as Seni or Physician
Cresk-Sar. Wiile it was speaking, it prow ed up and down the line of trainees
|ike sone small, hairy, carnivorous beast, which neant that every few mnutes it

passed Cha Thrat so closely that she wanted to either fold her linbs in

def ensi ve node or run away.

"To mnimze verbal confusion during neetings with other-species entities," it
was saying, "and to avoid in-advertently giving offense, it is assuned that all
menbers of the nedical and support staff who do not belong to your own
particul ar species are sexl ess. Wiether you are addressing themdirectly or

di scussing themin their absence, you will always think of themas an 'it'. The
only exception to this rule is when an other-species patient is being treated
for a condition directly related to its sex, in which case the doctor nust know
whether it is male or fenmale, or one of the multisexed species, if the proper
treatnent is to be carried out.

"I ama male N dian DBDG " Cresk-Sar went on, "but do not think of me as 'he' or
"himl. Think of me as'it'.”

As the disgusting, hairy shape noved to within a few paces of her before turning
away again, Cha Thrat thought that she would have no difficulty in thinking of
this Senior Physician as "it.”

Wth the intention of finding soneone |ess repulsive to | ook at, she turned her
eyes toward the trainee closest to her—ene of the three silver-furred Kel gi ans
attending the lecture. It was strange, she thought, how the N -dian's fur nade
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her cringe inwardly while the equally alien covering of the Kelgian relaxed and
cal med her like a work of great art. The fur was in constant notion, with |ong,
slow ripples noving fromthe creature's conical head right down to its tail

wi th occasional cross-eddi es and wavel ets appearing, as if the incredibly fine
pelt was a liquid stirred by an unfelt wind. At first she thought the novenents
were random but a pattern of ripples and eddi es seenmed to be devel opi ng the
nmore cl osely shewat ched

"What are you staring at?" the Kel gian said suddenly, its translated words
overlaid by the nmpani ng and hi ssing sounds of its native speech. "Do | have a
bal d patch, or sonething?”

"I"'msorry, | had not neant to give offense," Cha Thrat said. "Your fur is
beautiful and | couldn't help ad-| miring it the way it noves—=

"Pay attention, you two!" the Senior Physician saidj sharply. It noved cl oser,

| ooked up at each of themin turn, then went prow ing down the |ine again.
"Cresk-Sar's fur," the Kelgian said softly, "is a sight.'] It nakes me think
that invisible and no doubt inaginary ; parasites are about to change their
abode. It gives nme a terrible psychosomatic itch.”

This time Cresk-Sar gave them another long | ook, nmade an irritated, snuffling
sound that did aot translate, and continued with what it was saying.

" There is a great deal of illogical behavior associated with sexua
differences," it went on, "and | mnust enphasize once again, unless the sex of a
particular entity has a direct bearing on its course of treatnent, the subject
must be ignored if not deliberately avoi ded. Sonme of you may consider that such
know edge of another species would be hel pful, conversationally useful during
of f-duty neetings or, as often happens in this place, when a particularly
interesting piece of gossip is circulating. But believe nme, in this area,
ignorance is a virtue.”

"Surely," said a Melfan trainee hal fway down the Iine, "there are interspecies
soci al occasions, shared neals or |lectures, when it would be a gross act of bad
manners to ignore another intelligent and socially aware person's gender.

think that—=

"And / think," Cresk-Sar said with a bark, or laugh, "that you are what our
Eart h-human friends call a gentleman. You haven't been listening. lgnore the

di fference. Consider everyone who is not of your own species as neuter. In any
case, you would have to observe sonme of our other-species people very closely to
tell the differ-ence, and that in itself could cause serious embarrassment. In
the case of Hudlar life-mates, who alternate between nale and fenal e npde, the
behavi or patterns are quite conplex.”

"What woul d happen," the Keigian beside her said, "if they should go, conpletely
or partly, out of synchronization?”

Fromthe line of trainees there were a nunber of different sounds, none of which
regi stered on her translator. The Senior Physician was |ooking at the Kel gian,
whose fur, for sone reason, had begun to nove in rapid, irregular ripples

"I shall treat that as a serious question," Cresk-Sar said, "although | doubt
that it was intended as such. Rather than answer it nyself, | shall ask one of
you to do so. Wuld the Hudlar trainee please step forward." So that, Cha Thrat
thought, is a Hudlar. It was a squat, heavy life-formw th a hard, al nost
featurel ess dark-gray skin, discolored by patches of the dried paint she had
seen it spraying on itself before they had entered the |l ecture theater, and she
had decided then that it was extrenely careless in its application of cosnetics.
The body was supported on six heavy tentacles, each of which terninated in a
cluster of flexible digits, curled inward so that the wei ght was borne on heavy
knuckl es and the fingers remai ned clear of the floor

There were no body openi ngs that she could see, not even in the head, which
cont ai ned eyes protected by hard, transparent shells and a sem circul ar nenbrane
that vibrated to produce the creature's words as it turned toward them

"It is very sinple, respected coll eagues,” the Hudlar said. "Wiile |I am
presently male, Hudlars are all sexually neutral until puberty, after which the
direction taken is dependent on social -environnental influences, sonetines quite
subtl e influences that do not involva body contact. A picture of an attractive
mal e- nrode Hudi | ar might inpel one fromneuter toward femal e node, or the other
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way around. A conscious choice can be nmade if the career one intends to follow
favors a particular sexj Unless one is mated, the postpuberty sex choice is
fixed for the remai nder of one's life.

"When two adults becone life-mates," the Hudlar went on, "that is, when they
join for the purpose of becom ng parents and not sinply for tenporary pleasure,
the sex changes are initiated shortly after conception. By the tinme the child is
born the mal e has becone nmuch | ess aggressive, nore attentive and enotionally
oriented ward its mate, while its mate is beginning to |l ose the fenale
characteristics. Followi ng parturition, the process continues, with the
father-that-was taking responsibility for the child while progressing to ful
fermal e node, and the nother develops all the nale characteristics that wll
enable it to be a father-to-be.

"There is, of course, a tinme during which both life-nmates are enotiona
neuters,"” the Hudl ar added, "but this is a period of the pregnancy when physica
coupling is contraindicated.”

"Thank you," the Senior Physician said, but held up a small, hairy hand to
indicate that the Hudlar should remain where it was. "Any further comments,
questi ons?”

It was | ooking at the Kel gi an beside her, the one who had asked the origina
question, but Cha Thrat spoke on i npul se.

"It seens to ne that the Hudlars are fortunate," she said, "in that they are not
troubl ed by the situation of the nenbers of one sex considering thensel ves
innately superior to the other, as is the case on Sommaradva.

"And on too many other worlds of the Federation,” the Kelgian interjected, the
fur rising into tufts behind itshead.

"... | thank the Hudlar for its explanation," Cha Thratwent on, "but | was
surprised to find that it is presently a male. My first thought, based on
observation of what | mstakenly assunmed to be cosnetic paint on its body, was
that it was female.”

The Hudl ar's speaki ng nenbrane began to vibrate, but Cresk-Sar held its hand up
for silence and said, "What are your second thoughts?”

Confused, she stared at the hairy little creature, wondering what she was
expected to say.

"Cone, cone," Cresk-Sar barked. "Tell us what other thoughts, observations,
assunptions, m staken or otherw se, have been going through your Sommaradvan
mnd regarding this life-form Think and speak clearly.”

Cha Thrat turned all her eyes on it in a way that, had it been a Sommaradvan,
woul d have elicited an i nmedi ate verbal and physical response. She said, "My
first thoughts were as described. My second was that it m ght be Hudl ar nal es
rat her than femal es, or perhaps both, who wear decorative paint. Then | observed
that the being' s novenents were careful, as if it was afraid of injuring nearby
peopl e and equi pnent, the novenents of a gentle being of i mense physica
strength. That taken in conjunction with the low, squat formof the body, with
six rather than two or four |inbs, suggested that it was a native of a dense,
heavy-gravity world with conparabl e at nospheric pressure, where an acci denta
fall would be damagi ng. The very hard but flexible skin, which is unbroken by
any permanent body orifices for the intake or elimnation of food, suggested
that the paint which I had observed the Hudl ar spraying onto itself mght be a
nutrient solution.”

The eyes of Cresk-Sar, and the variegated visual sen-sors of the other trainees,
were wat ching her steadily. Nobody spoke.

Hesitantly she added, "Another thought, wonderful and exciting but, | expect,
pure supposition, is that if this heavy-gravity, high-pressure creature can |live
unprotected in the hospital surroundings, its body nust be capabl e of containing
its own very high internal pressures, and an even | ower pressure environnent
shoul d not inconvenience it. .

"It mght be possible,"” she went on, expecting a stormof ridicule fromthe

Ni di an Senior, "for it to work unprotected in space. This would nean that—=

"At any nmonent," Cresk-Sar said, holding its hand up, "you will give ne its
physi ol ogi cal classification coding, even though we haven't covered that yet. Is
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this the first time you' ve seen a Hudl ar?”

"I saw two of themin the dining hall," she replied, "but at the time | was too
confused to know what | was seeing.”

"May your confusion continue to dimnish, Cha Thrat," Cresk-Sar said. Turning
its head toward the others, it went on, "This trainee has displayed the
qualities of observation and deduction that, when trained and refined, wll
enabl e you to |ive anmpong, understand, and . treat your other-species

col | eagues and patients. However, | would advise you not to think of a
particular life-formas a Nidian, a Hudlar, a Kelgian, a Melfan, or a I
Sonmar advan, that is, by their planets of origin, but by e their

physi ol ogi cal cl assifications, DBDG, FROB, DBLF, ELNT, or DCNF. That way
you wi Il always be ; reminded of their pressure, gravity, and atnosphere
requi renents, basic netabolismand other physiol ogical needs, and know

i medi ately when there is a potential environnmental threat to themor to
your sel ves.”

It continued, "Should a PVSJ, a chlorine-breathingnative of Illensa,
accidentally rupture its pressure envelope, the risk to the being concerned and
to any oxygen-breathing D, E, and F prefixes in the vicinity woul d be extrene.
And, if you are ever called to a space rescue situation, there nmay be tinmes when
an urgent and accurate identification of the casualty's physiol ogi ca
classification, and therefore its |ife-support requirenents, nay depend on a
single linb or small area of body surface glinpsed under shifting w eckage.
"You nmust train yourselves to be aware, instinctively, of all the differences of
the peopl e around you," Cresk-Sar went on, giving a |ow | augh-bark, "if only to
know whomit is safe to jostle in the corridors. And now | will take you to the
wards for your initial patient experience before ny next class in—=>

"What about the classification systen?" said the silver-furred Kel gi an—+he DBLF
Cha Thrat corrected hersel f—beside her. "If it is as inportant as you say it is,
surely you are lacking in the qualities of a teacher not to have explained it to
us.”

Cresk-Sar wal ked slowy toward the speaker, and she wondered if she could

possi bly reduce the verbal violence to cone by asking the Senior Physician

anot her and nore politely worded question. But for sone reason the Nidian

conpl etely ignored the DBLF and spoke instead to Cha Thrat.

"You will already have observed," it said, "that these Kelgian DBLF life-forns
are outspoken, ill-mannered, rude, and conpletely lacking in tact...”

You should tal k, Cha Thrat thought.

" But there are good psychophysi ol ogi cal reasons for this," it went on
"Because of inadequacies in the Kel gian speech organs, their spoken | anguage

| acks nodul ation, inflection, and all enotional expression. But they are
conmpensated by their highly nmobile fur that acts, so far as another Kelgian is
concerned, as a perfect but uncontrollable nmirror to the speaker's enotiona
state. As a result the concept of |ying, of being diplomatic, tactful, or even
polite is completely alien to them A DBLF says exactly what it means or feels,
because the fur reveals its feelings fromnonent to nonent and to do ot herw se
woul d be sheer stupidity. The opposite also holds true, because politeness and
the verbal circum ocution used by many species confuses and irritates them
"You will find sone of the personalities here as alien as the persons," it
continued. "Considering the fact that you have met only one other-species being
before your arrival here, your behavior today nakes nme sure that you will have
not trouble in adapting to—=

"Teacher's pet," the DBLF said, its fur tufting into spikes. "I was the one who
asked the question, renenber?”

"That you did," Cresk-Sar replied, |ooking at the wall chrononeter. "Tapes
covering the |ife-form physiological classification systemw ||l be sent to your
quarters sonetinme today. You nust study the visual nmaterial they con- -| tain,
carefully and repeatedly, and use your translators on the spoken commentary. But
now | have time only to outline the basics of the system”

It turned suddenly and resuned its place facing them > Plainly the answer to
the question was being directed,! toward everyone.

"Unl ess you have already been attached to one of the smaller, multienvironnent

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James%...neral%2007%20-%20Code%20Blue%20Emergency.txt (36 of 131) [5/21/03 10:29:06 PM]



file:///F|/rah/James%20W hite/White, %20James%20-%20Sector %20Genera %2007%20-%20Code%20B| ue%20Emergency.txt

hospitals," Cresk-Sar said, "you will normally have encountered off-world
patients one species at a tine, probably on a short-termbasis as a result of a
ship accident, and you would refer to themby their planets of origin. But I

must stress once again, the rapid and accurate identification of incomng
patients isvital, because all too often they are in no condition to furnish the
necessary physiol ogi cal data thensel ves. Here we have evolved a basic,
four-letter physiological classification systemthat enables us to provide the
required life-support and initial treatnment pending a nore detail ed
investigation, if that should be necessary, by Pathology. It works |like this.
"The first letter denotes the | evel of physical evolution reached by the species
when it acquired intelligence,” it continued. "The second indicates the type and
distribution of linbs, sense organs, and body orifices, and the remaining two
letters refer to the conbination of netabolismand food and air requirenents
associated with the hone planet's gravity and atnospheric pressure, which in
turn gives an indication of the physical nmass and protective tegunent possessed
by the being.”

Cresk-Sar barked softly before saying "Usually | have to rem nd our
other-species trainees at this point that the initial letter of their
classification should not be allowed to give themfeelings of inferiority,
because the degree of physical evolution is controlled by environmental factors
and bears little relation to the degree of intelligence...”

Species with the prefix A, B, or C, it went on to explain, were water-breathers.
On nost worlds, life had originated in the sea, and these bei ngs had devel oped
intelligence without having to leave it. D through F were warm bl ooded
oxygen-breathers, into which group nost of the intelligent races of the
Federation fell, and the G and K types were al so oxygen breat hing, but

insectile. The Ls and Ms were |light-gravity, w nged beings.

Chlorine-breathing life-forms were contained in the O and P groups, and after
these cane the nore exotic, the nore highly evolved physically, and the
downright weird types. Into these categories fell the radiation-eaters, the
ultra-col d-bl ooded or crystalline beings, and entities ca-pable of nodifying
their physical structure at will. However, those bei ngs possessing extrasensory
powers, telekinesis, or teleportation sufficiently well devel oped to make

anbul atory or mani pul atory appendages unnecessary were given the prefix V
regardl ess of their size, shape, or environnental background.

"There are anomalies in the system" the Senior Physician continued, "and these
nmust be bjanmed on the lack of imagination and foresight of the originator. The
AACP life-form for exanple, has a vegetable netabolism Normally the A prefix
denotes a water-breather, there being nothing | ower on our evolutionary coding
scale than the piscatorial life-forns. But the double-A prefix, the AACPs, are
mobil e, intelligent vegetables, and plant |ife evolved before the fish

"And now," it said, |ooking at the chrononmeter again, "you will neet sone of
these weird and wonderful and perhaps horrifying creatures. It is the hospital's
policy to give you the earliest possible opportunity of getting to know and work
with the patients and staff nenbers. Regardl ess of your position or seniority in
your hone-pl anet hospitals, your rank here will be that of Junior or Trainee
Nurse—dntil, that is, you can convince ne that your professional conpetence
warrants a hi gher rating.
"I am not easy to convince,
"Fol | ow e, please.”

It was not easy to follow the Senior Physician because it noved fast for such a
smal | being, and Cha Thrat had the feeling that the other trainees were nore
experienced in navigating the hospital corridors than she was. But then she
noticed that the Hudl ar—+the FROB—was falling behind as well.

"For obvious reasons," the FROB said as they drew |l evel, "the people here give
me plenty of room I|f youwere to stay directly behind ne, together we night
significantly increase our speed.”

She had a sudden and shocking feeling of unreality, as if she had been pl unged
into a nightmare world that was both terrifying and wonderful, a world in which
courtesy was being shown by a horrendous beast that was capabl e of tearing her

Cresk-Sar added as it began noving toward the exit.
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apart without straining a nuscle on one of its six tentacles. But even if this
were a dream the proper response had to be nade.

"You are nost considerate,” she said. "Thank you." The being's menbrane vibrated
but the sound did not translate. Then it said, "About the nutrient paint you
noticed earlier, to conplete your information and to show how cl ose your
deductions were to the actuality, the paint is not necessary at hone. There the
at nosphere is so dense and thickly packed with edible, floating organisnms that
it resenbles a semliquid soup, a food source that, because of our high

met abolic rate, is absorbed continuously. As you can see, the | ast paint
application has al nost di sappeared and is due for renewal .”

Bef ore she could reply, one of the Kelgian DBLFs fell back and said, "I was
nearly wal ked on by a Tralthan just now. This |ooks |ike a good idea. There's
room for one nore.”

It nmoved closer to Cha Thrat so that they were both protected by the Hudlar's
massi ve body. Choosing her words carefully, she said, "I do not wish to give

of fense, but | cannot tell the difference between one Kel gi an and another. Are
you the DBLF whose fur | was admiring during the |ecture?”

"Admiring, you used the right word!" the Kelgiansaid, its fur running in
concentric waves fromhead totail. "Don't worry about it. If we had nore than
oneSommar advan, | couldn't tell the difference either.”

Suddenly the Hudl ar stopped and, |ooking past itsspeaking nmenbrane, she saw why.
The whol e group ofl trainees had halted and Cresk-Sar was beckoning to af Melfan
and the other two Kel gi ans.

"This is a Tralthan post-op recovery ward," it said.l You two will report here
after lectures every day until] instructed otherwi se. You don't need protective
suits,; the air is breathable, and trace quantities of Tralthan) body odor
shoul d be ignored. Go in, you're expected.”

When the party was on its way again she noticed aJ few of the trai nees detaching
thensel ves wi thout being told, and assunmed that they had joined the class
earlier and had al ready been assigned wards. One of them was her Hudlar crowd
controller. Very soon the group had shrunk until there was only the DBLF and
hersel f left, and Cresk-Sar was pointing at the Kel gi an

"This is a PVS) nedical ward," it said briskly. "You will be net inside the |ock
ant echanmber and instructed in the use of your protective envel ope before going
through. You will then—=

"But they're chlorine-breathers in there!" the Kel gian protested, its fur
standing out in spikes. "Can't you give ne a ward where | can at |east breathe
the air? Do you try to make it as difficult as possible for the new peopl e? Wat
happens if | accidentally rupture ny suit?”

"To answer your questions in turn," the Senior Physician replied, "No. You' ve

di scovered that. And the nearby patients would have their existing injuries
conplicated by oxygen contam nation.”

"What about ne, stupid?”

"You," Cresk-Sar said, "would suffer chlorine poisoning. And what the Charge
Nurse would do to you if you recovered doesn't bear thinking about.”

She had to concentrate so hard on keeping pace with the Senior Physician as they
descended three levels, and traversed seem ngly endl ess and over popul at ed
corri-dors, that there was no chance to ask what she woul d be expected to do

But then Cresk-Sar stopped at an enormpus | ock entrance that was visually
identified in the Galactic Federation's principal witten | anguages—but which
did not, of course, include Sonmaradvan—and answered the unasked question

"This is the hospital's AUGL ward," it said. "You will find that the patients,
all natives of the ocean work! of Chal derescol, are anpng the nost visually
fearsone beings you are ever likely to encounter. But they are harnl ess so | ong
as you—

"The A prefix~" Cha Thrat broke in urgently, "denotes water-breathers.”
"Correct," the Nidian said. "What's wong? Is there a problem O Mara didn't tel
me about? Are you unconfortable or afraid in water?”

"No," Cha Thrat said. "1 enjoy swimmng, on the surface. The problemis ny |ack
of a protective garnent.”

Cresk-Sar barked and said, "There is no problem The nore conplex protective
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equi pnent for heavy-gravity, high-pressure, and el evated tenperature work needs
time to produce, but a sinple, water-inperneable, contoured envelope with air
and communi cation systens is an easy job for the fabricator. Your suit is

wai ting for youinside.”

This time the Senior Physician went with her, explaining that, as she was a new
life-formto the hospital, it had to ensure that her equi prent functioned
properly and confortably. But in the event, it was the being waiting for themin
the | ock antechanber who i medi ately took charge and did all the talKking.

"Cha Thrat," it said briskly, "I am Charge Nurse Hredlichli, a PVSJ. Your
protective envelope is in two pieces. dinb into the lower half, pulling on one
leg at a tinme, in whichever order you find nost convenient, using the heavier
arns encircling your waist. Use the same four arns to pull on the top half,
inserting the head; and four shoul der-nounted arnms first. You will think that

the linb end-sections are small, but this is to ensure a tight fit and naxi mum
sensitivity for the digits. Don't seal the waist joint until you know that your
air supply is working. Wien you are sealed in, |I'D show you the systens checks

that nust be perforned at every dressing. Then you will renbve the envel ope and
put it on again, repeating the process until we are both happy with your
performance. Pl ease begin.”

Hredlichli circled her, giving advice and directions during the first three
dressings, and then seened to ignore her while it talked to the Senior
Physi ci an. The spi ney, nenbraneous body, |ooking |ike a haphazard collection of
oily, unhealthy vegetation, was obscured by the yellow chlorine fog inside the
being's protective envelope. It was inpossible to tell where the Charge Nurse's
attention was directed, because Cha Thrat had been unable to |ocate its eyes.
"We are seriously understaffed at present," Hredlichli was saying, "with three
of ny best nurses on special post-op recovery cases to the exclusion of al

el se. Are you hungry?”

Cha Thrat felt that the question was for her, but was unsure of the type of
answer to give—the subservient, self-negating reply expected by a ruler or the
accurate, truthful kind due a warrior-Ilevel colleague. Ignorant as she was of
Hredlichli's exact status, she did her best to conbine the two.

"I am hungry," she replied, using the opportunity to test her suit's

conmmuni cator, "but the condition is not yet so advanced that it would inpair ne
physically.”

"Good!" said Hredlichli. "As a junior-in-training you will soon discover that

practically everyone and every-thing takes precedence over you. If this causes
enotional tension, which may be expressed as verbal resentnent or anger, try not
torelease it until you are out of nmy ward. You will be allowed to visit your
dining hall, for a strictly linmted period, as soon as soneone returns to
relieve you. And now | think you know how your suit works...”

Cresk-Sar turned toward the entrance. Lifting one tiny, hairy hand, it said,
"CGood |uck, Cha Thrat.”

"... Sowe'll goinside to the Nurses' Station," it went on, seening to ignore
the departing Nidian. "Doubl e-check your suit seals and follow ne.”

She found herself in a surprisingly small conpartnent that had one transparent
wal |l giving a viewinto a dimgreen world where the difference between the

i nhabi tants and the decorative vegetation designed to nake them feel at hone was
uncl ear. The other three sides of the roomwere covered by storage units,

nmoni tor screens, and equi pnment whose purpose she could not even guess at. The
entire ceiling was devoted to brightly col ored signs and geonetrical shapes.
"W have a very good staff and patient safety record in this ward," the Charge
Nurse went on, "and | don't want you to spoil it. Should you damage your suit
and be in danger of drowning, however, nouth-to-nbuth resuscitation is not

advi sabl e between oxygen- and chl orine-breathers, so you nust nove quickly to
one of the enmergency air chanbers marked so"—she indicated one of the ceiling
designs—and await rescue. But the accident, or should | say the serious

i nconveni ence, that you nust guard against is pollution by patient body wastes.
Filtration or replacenent of the water volune in a ward this size is a mjor
mai nt enance operation that woul d hanper our work and get us tal ked about in
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derogatory fashion all over the hospital.”

"I understand," Cha Thrat said.

Why had she conme to this awful place, she wondered, ] and could she justify to
hersel f her inmediate resignation? In spite of the warnings from O Mara and
Cresk-Sar that she would be starting at the | owest level, this was not work for
a Sonmar advan warrior-surgeon. |If word of what she was expected to do were to
get back to her erstwhile colleagues, she would be forced into the life of a
recluse. But these people were not likely to tell her people about it because,
to them such activities were so conmmonpl ace as to be unworthy of nention

Per haps she woul d be found unsuitable or inconmpetent and disnissed fromthe
hospital with this deneani ng and unpl easant epi sode secret and her honor intact.
But she was dreadi ng what was com ng next.

But it was not nearly as bad as she had expect ed.

"The patients usually know in advance when they need to evacuate," Hredlichl
went on, "and will call the nurse with tinme to spare. Should you be called for
this purpose, the equiprment you require is stored in the conpartnment with its
door marked like this." A frondlike arm appeared inside its protective envel ope,
poi nting to another distinctively marked panel on the ceiling, then to its
distant, brightly lit twin that shone through the green di mess of,the ward. It
went on, "But don't worry, the patient will know all about the operation of the
equi prrent and will prefer to help itself. Mst of themdislike using the thing,
you'll find that Chal ders enbarrass easily, and any who are not imobilized will
prefer to use the roomnmarked with that synmbol. It is a |l ong, narrow conpartnment
barely | arge enough to contain one Chalder and is operated by the user
Extraction and filtration of the wastes is automatic, and if anything goes wong
it is a Maintenance problem”

Hredlichli's appendage rose again to point toward theconfusion of shapes at the

other end of the ward. "If you need help with a patient, ask Nurse Towan. Mbst
of its time is being spent with a seriously ill patient, so don't distract it
unnecessarily. Later today | shall instruct you on the Chal der optinum pul se

rate, pressure, and body tenperature, and how and where to obtain them The
vital signs are taken and recorded at regular intervals, the frequency depending
on the condition of the patient. You will also be shown howto sterilize and
dress surgi cal wounds, which is not a sinple job on a water-breather, and in a
few days you may be allowed to do it yourself. But first you nust get to know
your patients.”

The appendage was pointing at a doorl ess opening into the main ward. A sudden
paral ysis seenmed to be affecting all twelve of Cha Thrat's |inbs, and she tried
desperately to delay any novenent by asking questions. "Nurse Towan," she said.
"What species is it?" "An AMSL," the Charge Nurse replied. "A Creppel-lian
octopoi d, and Sector Ceneral qualified, so you have nothing to worry about. The
patients know that we are being assigned a new species trainee and are expecting
you. Your body configuration is well suited to the water nmedium so | suggest
that you go in and begin by teaching yourself how to nove about the ward.”

"Pl ease, a further question," Cha Thrat said desperately. "The AMSL is a

wat er - breather. Way aren't all of the nedical attendants here water-breathers?
Wuldn't it be sinmpler if they were Chal ders, the sanme species astheir
patients?”

"You haven't even net a patient and already you're trying to reorgani ze the
ward!" Hredlichli said, producing another appendage from sonewhere and
gesticulating with themboth. "There are two reasons why we don't do as you
suggest. One is that very large patients can be effectively treated by snall
medi cs, and Sector General was designed with precisely that situation in mnd.
The second is structural. Personnel acconmmopdation and recreation space is at a
premi um here, and can you imagi ne how nuch of it would be taken up by the
I'ife-support requirenents of, say, a basic nedical and nursing staff of one
hundred wat er - breat hi ng Chal ders?"But enough of this," the Charge Nurse said
inmpatiently. "Go into the ward and act as if you know what you're doing. W'l
talk later. If | don't go for lunch this instant, they'll find me in a corridor
dead frommalnutrition ...”

It seenmed like a very long tine before she was able to venture into the green
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imensity of the ward, and then she swamonly as far as a structural support

| ess than five body-lengths fromthe entrance. The harsh, angul ar contours of
the netal had been visually softened by irregular areas of paint and the
attachnent of artificial foliage, Cha Thrat saw as she swam around it, no doubt
to make it resenble the vegetation of the honme worl d.

Hredlichli had been right; she was able to adapt quickly to noverment in water.
When she kicked out with her feet and sinultaneously swept the four md-arns
downward, she spurted forward and coasted for three body-Iengths. Wen one or
two of the md-arns were held steady and the hands angled, quite delicate
directional and positional control was possible. Previously she had never been
able to remamin under water for nore than a few nonents, and she was beginning to
really enjoy the sensation. She continued to circle the structural nenber,
moving up and down its entire length and exam ning the artificial vegetation
even nore closely. There were clusters of what could have been underwater fruit,
which glowed with rmultihued light at her approach, revealing thenselves to be a
part of the ward lighting system But the pleasures of discovery were
short-1Iived.

One of the long, dark-green, notionless shadows |ying along the floor of the
ward had detached itself and was rushing silently toward her. It slowed, took
nmonstrous, terrifying, three-dimensional formand began to circle her slowy as
she had been circling the structural support.

The creature was |ike an enornmous, arnored fish with a heavy, knife-edged tail

a seem ngly haphazard arrangenent of stubby fins, and a thick ring of ribbon
tentacles projecting fromthe few gaps in its organic body-arnor. The tentacles
lay flat along its sides when it was noving forward, but they were | ong enough
to reach beyond the thick, blunt wedge of the head. One tiny, lidless eye

wat ched her as it circled closer

Suddenly the head divided to reveal a vast pink cavern of a nouth edged with row
upon row of enornous white teeth. It drifted closer, so that she could even see
the periodic fogging of the water around its gills. The nouth opened even wi der
"Hello, Nurse," it said shyly.

Chapter 5

ChaThrat was not sure whether the AUG ward's duty roster had been drawn up by
Charge Nurse Hredlichli or a seriously deranged conputer overl ooked by the

Mai nt enance staff, and she could not ask without calling into question soneone's
| evel of nental conpe-tence. It was unbal anced, she thought, whether "it" re~i
ferred to the roster, sone anonynous M ntenance entity, or Hredlichli itself.
After six days and two and a half nights darting about |ike an overworked m nnow
anong her outsized Chal ders, she had been given two whol e days in which she
could do whatever she |iked—provided that part of the free tinme was spent at
her studi es.

The proportion suggested by their noxious N dian tutor, Cresk-Sar, was

ni nety-ni ne percent.

Sector General's corridors held fewer terrors for her now, and she was trying to
deci de whether to go exploring or continue studying when her door signa

sounded.

"Tarsedt h?" she called. "Come in.”

"I hope that question refers to ny purpose in calling," the Kelgian trainee said
as it undulated into the room "and not another expression of doubt regarding ny
ideality. You should know me by new”

Cha Thrat also knew that no reply was often the best reply.

The DBLF came to a halt in front of the viewscreen and went on. "Wat's that, an
ELNT | ower mandi bl e? You're lucky, Cha Thrat. You've gotten the hang of this
physi ol ogi cal classification business a |lot faster than the rest of us, or is it
just that you study every waking m nute? Wen Cresk-Sar pulled that three-second
visual on us and you identified it as a blowup of an FGAI |arge netatarsal and
phal ange before the picture was off the screen—=

"You're right, | was lucky," Cha Thrat broke in. "W had D agnostici an
Thornnastor in the ward two days earlier. There was a small m sunderstanding, a
pi ece of clunsiness on ny part, while we were presenting the patient for
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exam nation. For a few nonents | had a veryclose | ook at a Tralthan |large toe
while the foot was trying not to step on ne.”

"And | suppose Hredlichli junped on you with all five of those squishy things it
uses for feet?”

"It told ne..." Cha Thrat began, but Tarsedth's nouth and fur had not stopped
novi ng.
"I'"'msorry for you," it went on. "That is one tough chlorine-breather. It was

Charge Nurse on ny PVSJ ward before it applied for other-species duty with the
Chal ders, and |'ve been told all about it, including sonething that happened
between it and a PVSJ Senior Physician on Level Fifty-three. | wish | knew what
did happen. They tried to explain it to ne but who knows what is right, wong,
normal, or utterly scandal ous behavi or where chl ori ne-breathers are concerned?
Sone of the people in this hospital are strange.”

Cha Thrat stared for a nonent at the thirty-linbed, silvery body that sat like a

furry question mark in front of the viewscreen. "I agree," she said.
Returning to the original question, Tarsedth said, "Are you in trouble with
Hredl i chli? About your clunsiness when a Di agnostician was in the ward, | nean?

WIIl it report you to Cresk-Sar?”

"I don't know," Cha Thrat replied. "After we'd finished the evening surgica
round, it said that | should take myself out of its sight for the next two days,
and no doubt | would enjoy that as nuch as it would. Did | tell you that it

all ows me to change sone of the surgical dressings now? Under its supervision,
of course, and the wounds concerned are al nost heal ed.”

"Well," Tarsedth said, "your trouble can't be too serious if it's having you
back again. Wat are you going to do with your two days? Study?”

"Not all the time," she replied. "1 want to explore the hospital, the areas
where ny protective suit will take nme,that is. Cresk-Sar's high-speed tour and

| ecture sessions don't give nme enough tinme to stop and ask questions.”

The Kel gi an dropped another three or four sets of linbs to the floor, a clear
indication that it was about to |eave.

"You'll be living dangerously, Cha Thrat," it said. "I'mcontent to | earn about
this nmedical madhouse a little at a tinme; that way |'mless likely to end up as
one of the casualties. But |'ve been told that the recreation |level is well
worth a visit. You could start your explorations fromthere. Com ng?”

"Yes," she said. "There at |east the heavies will be relaxing and at rest, and
not charging along the corridors like nobile disasters waiting to happen to us.”
Later, Cha Thrat was to wonder how she coul d have been so w ong.

The signs over the entrance read:recreation |level, species DBDG DBLF, DBPK
DCNF, EGCL, ELNT, FG.l, & FROB. species GKWN & GLNO at own ri sk

For nmenbers of the staff whose witten | anguages were not represented, the sane
i nformati on was repeated endl essly via transl ator

"DCNF, " Tarsedth said. "They've got your classification up there already.
Probably a routine updating by Personnel.”

"Probably," Cha Thrat said. But she felt very pleased and, for the first tineg,

i mportant.

After days spent in crowded hospital corridors, her tiny room and the even nore
cramped confines of the suit she had to wear in the tepid, green depths of the
AUGL ward, the sheer size of the place made her feel insecure and unsteady. But
t he spaci ousness, the opensky, and the |ong distances were apparent rather than
real, she soon realized, and the initial shock dinnished quickly to becone a
feeling of pleased surprise.

Trick lighting and sonme inspired | andscapi ng had given the recreation level its
illusion of trenendous spaci ousness. The overall effect was of a small tropica
beach encl osed on two sides by cliffs and open to a sea that stretched out to a
hori zon rendered indistinct by heat haze. The sky was blue and cl oudl ess, and
the water of the bay was deep bl ue shading to turquoi se where the waves ran onto
the bright, golden sand of the beach

Only the light fromthe artificial sun, which was too reddish for Cha Thrat's
taste, and the alien greenery fringing the beach and cliffs kept it from]l ooking
like a tropical bay anywhere on Sommar adva.

But then, space was at a premiumin Sector Ceneral, she had been told before her
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first visit to the dining hall, and the people who worked together had to eat
together. Now it seened that they were expected to play togetheras well.
"Realistic cloud effects are difficult to reproduce," Tarsedth volunteered, "so
rather than risk themlooking artificial, they don't bother trying. The

Mai nt enance person who suggested | come here told nme that. It also said that the
best thing about the place was that the gravity was maintai ned at half
Earth-normal, which is close enough to half Kel gia- and Sommar adva- nornmal . The
people who like to rest actively can be nore active, and the others find the
sand softer to lie on—Yatch out!”

Three Tralthans on a total of eighteen nmassive feet went thundering past them
and plowed into the shallows, scattering sand and spray over a wi de area. The
hal f-G conditions that allowed the normally sl ow and ponderous FGLIs to junp
about |i ke bipeds al so kept the sand theyhad disturbed airborne for a long tine
before it settled back to the beach. Sone of it had not settled because Cha
Thrat was still trying to blink it out of her eyes.

"Over there," Tarsedth said. "W can shelter between the FROB and the two ELNTs.
They don't look as if they are very active resters.”

But Chat Thrat did not feel like lying still and doing nothing but absorb
artificial sunlight. She had too much on her mnd, too many questions of the
kind that could not be asked without the risk of giving serious offense, and she
had found in the past that strenuous physical activity rested the

m nd—soneti nes.

She watched a steep, lowgravity wave roll in and break on the beach. Not all of
the turbulence in the bay was artificial —+t varied in proportion to the nunber,
size, and enthusiasm of the swimers. The npost favored sport, especially anong
the heaviest and | east streamined life-forns, was junping into the bay from one
of the springboards set into the cliff face. The boards, which seened to her to
be dangerously high until she renenbered the reduced gravity, could be reached
through tunnels concealed within the cliff. One board, the highest of themall
was solidly braced and without flexibility, probably to avoid the risk of an
overenthu-siastic diver fracturing its craniumon the artificial sky.

"Whul d you like to swin?" she asked suddenly. "That is, | nean, if DBLFs can.”
"We can, but | won't," the Kelgian said, deepening the sandy trench it had

al ready dug for itself. "It would leave ny fur plastered flat and unable to nove
for the rest of the day. If another DBLF canme by | wouldn't be able to talk to
it properly. Lie down. Relax.”

Cha Thrat folded her two rear |egs and gently collapsed into a horizontal
position, but it nust have beenobvi ous even to her other-species friend that she
was not rel axed.

"Are you worried about sonething?" Tarsedth asked, its fur rippling and tufting
in concern. "Cresk-Sar? Hred-lichli? Your ward?”

Cha Thrat was silent for a nmonent, wondering how a Sommaradvan warri or-sur geon
could explain the problemto a nenber of a species whose cultural background was
conpletely different, and who mi ght even be a servile. But until she was sure of
Tarsedth's exact status, she would consider the Kel gi an her professional equal,
and speak.

"l do not wish to offend," she said carefully, "but it seens to nme that, in
spite of the w de-rangi ng know edge we are expected to acquire, the strange and
varied creatures we care for, and the wonderful devices we use to do it, our
work is repetitious, undignified, without personal responsibility, invariably
performed under direction, and well, servile. W should be doing sonething nore
important with our time, or such a large proportion of it, than conveying body
wastes fromthe patients to the disposal facility.”

"So that's what's bothering you," Tarsedth said, twisting its conical head in
her direction. "A deep, incised wound to the pride.”

Cha Thrat did not reply, and it went on. "Before | left Kelgia | was a nursing
superintendent responsible for the nursing services on eight wards. Sane-species
patients, of course, but at lettst | had cone up through nursing. Sone of the

ot her trainees, yourself included, were doctors, so | can inagi ne how t hey—and
you—feel. But the servile condition is tenporary. It will be relieved when or if
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we conplete our training to Cresk-Sar's satisfaction. Try not to worry about it.
You are | earning other-speciesnedicine, if you excuse the expression, fromthe
bott om up.

"Try taking nore interest in the other end of the patient," Tarsedth added,
"instead of concerning yourself with the plunbing all the time. Talk to them and
try to understand how their minds work.”

Cha Thrat wondered how she could explain to the Kel gi an, who was a nenber of
what seened to be an advanced but utterly di sorgani zed and cl assl ess
civilization, that there were things that a warrior-surgeon should and shoul d
not do. Even though the medical fraternity on Somraradva coul d not have cared

| ess what happened to her, in Sector General she had been forced by
circumstances into behavior that was wong, in both the negative and positive
sense, for sonmeone of her professional status. She was acting above and bel ow
her | evel of conpetence, and it worried her.

"I do talk to them" she said. "One especially, and it says that it likes
talking to ne. | try not to favor any particular patient, but this one is nore
di stressed than the others. | shouldn't be talking to it as I'mnot qualified to
treat it, but nobody else can or will do anything for the patient.”

Tarsedth's fur rippled with concern. "Is it termnal?" "I don't know | don't
think so," Cha Thrat replied. "It's been a ward patient for a very long tine.
Seniors examine it sonmetines with advanced trai nees present, and Thornnast or
spoke to it when the Diagnostician was in the ward with another patient, but not
to ask about its condition. | haven't access to its case history, but |'mpretty
sure that the nedication prescribed for it is palliative rather than curative.

It is not neglected or ill treated so much as politely ignhored. I'mthe only one
who will listen to its synptons, so it talks to me at every opportu-nity.
shouldn't talk to it, not until | know what's wong with it, because |'m not
qualified.”

The novenent of Tarsedth's fur settled down to a nore even rhythmas it said,
"Nonsense! Everybody is qualified to talk, and a bit of verbal synpathy and
encouragenent can't harmyour patient. But if its condition is incurable, your
ward water woul d be teening with Diagnosticians and Seniors intent on proving
otherwi se. That's the way things work here; nobody gives up on anybody. And your
patient's problemw ||l give you sonmething to think about while you do the |ess
attractive jobs. O don't you want to talk to it?”

"Yes," Cha Thrat said, "I'mvery sorry for the great, suffering brute, and

want to help it. But I'"'mbeginning to wonder if it is a ruler, in which case
shoul d not be talking to it.”

"Whatever it is, or was, on Chal derescol," Tarsedth said, "has no bearing, or
shoul dn't have, on its treatnment as a patient. What harmcan a little nonnedica
synpat hy and encouragenent do either of you? Frankly, | don't see your
difficulty.”

Patiently Cha Thrat said again, "I'mnot qualified.”

Tarsedth's fur was noving in a manner that denoted inpatience. "I still don't

understand you. Talk, don't talk to it. Do whatever you want to do.”

"I have talked to it," Cha Thrat said, "and that's what worries ne—Is sonet hing
wrong?”

"Can't it leave nme alone!" said Tarsedth, its fur tufting into angry spikes.
"I"'msure that's Cresk-Sar coming this way, and it's seen our trai nee badges.
The first question it will ask is why we aren't studying. Can't we ever escape
fromits infuriating 'l have .questions for you' routine?”

The Seni or Physician detached itself froma group of two other N dians and a

Mel fan who had been novingtoward the water's edge and stopped, | ooking down at

t hem

"l have questions for both of you," it said inevitably, but unexpectedly went
on. "Are you able to relax in this place? Does it enable you to forget all about
your work? Your Charge Nurses? Me?”

"How can we forget about you," Tarsedth said, "when you're here, and ready to
ask us why we're here?”

The Kel gi an' s seemi ng rudeness was unavoi dabl e, Cha Thrat knew, but her reply
woul d have to be nore dipl onatic.
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"The answer to all four questions is, not entirely," she said. "W were rel axi ng
but were discussing problens relating to our work.”

"Good," Cresk-Sar said. "I would not want you to forget your work, or ne,
entirely. Have you a particular problemor question that | can answer for you
before | rejoin ny friends?”

Tarsedth was burrow ng deeper into the artificial sand and pointedly ignoring
their tutor who, nowthat it was off duty, seenmed to Cha Thrat to be a nuch | ess
obnoxi ous N di an. Cresk-Sar deserved a polite response, even though the recent
topi c of discussion, the psychol ogical and enotional problens associated with
the renoval of other-species body wastes, was not an area in which a Senior
Physi ci an woul d have firsthand experience. Perhaps she could ask a genera
question that would satisfy both the social requirenents of the situation and
her own curiosity.

"As trainees," Cha Thrat said, "we are assigned to the | ess pleasant, nonnedica
ward duties, in particular those involving organic wastes. These are an

unpl easant but necessary by-product common to all species whose food is

i ngested, digested, and elimnated. However,there nust be wide differences in
the chemical conposition of other-species wastes. Since the hospital was
designed so far as was possible to be a closed ecol ogi cal system what becones
of all this material ?”

Cresk-Sar seenmed to be having difficulty with its breathing for a nonment, then
it replied, "The systemis not conpletely closed. W do not synthesize all our
food or nedication and, 1 ampleased to tell you, there are no intelligent
life-fornms known to us who can exist on their own or any other species' wastes.
As for your question, | don't know the answer, Cha Thrat. Until now the question
has never cone up.”

It turned away quickly and went back to its Melfan and Nidian friends. Shortly
afterward the ELNT started to nake clicking sounds with its mandi bles while the
furry DBDGs barked, or perhaps |aughed, loudly. Cha Thrat could not find

anyt hing hunorous in the question. To the contrary, she found the subject
actively unpleasant. But the |oud, untranslatable noises comng fromthe group
showed no sign of stopping—dntil they were drowned out by the sharp, insistent,
and even | ouder sounds coning fromthe public address system

"Emergency," it blared across the recreation |level and from her transl ator
"Code Blue, AUG ward. Al naned personnel acknow edge on nearest comuni cator
and go imMmediately to the AUG ward. Chief Psychol ogist O Mara, Charge Nurse
Hredlichli, Trainee Cha Thrat. Code Bl ue. Acknow edge and go at once to—=

She m ssed the rest of it because Cresk-Sar had cone back and was gl ari ng down
at her. It was neither barking nor | aughing.

"Move yourself!" it said harshly. "I'll acknow edge the nessage and go with you
As your tutor | amresponsible for your nmedical m sdeeds. Hurry.”

As they were leaving the recreation level it went on,"A Code Blue is an
enmergency invol ving extrene danger to both patients and nedical staff, the kind
of trouble during which untrai ned personnel are ordered to stay clear. But they
have paged you, a trainee, and, of all people, Chief Psychol ogist O Mara. "Wat
have you done

Chapter 6
Cha Thrat and the Senior Physician arrived at the AUG ward mninutes before
O Mara and Charge Nurse Hredlichli, and joined the other three nurses on

duty—two Kel gi an DBLFs and a Mel fan ELNT-who had abandoned their patients to
take shelter in the Nurses' Station

This normal |y reprehensi bl e behavi or was not being considered as a dereliction
of nmedical duty, the tutor explained, because it was the first tinme in the
hospital's wi de experience in staff-patient relations that a Chal der had becone
violently antisocial .

In the green dimess at the other end of the ward a |ong, dark shadow drifted
slowly fromone side-wall to the other, as Cha Thrat had seen many of the
nmobi | e, bored, and restless Chal ders doing while she had been on duty. Except
for a few pieces of decorative greenery detached and drifting untidily between
the supports, the ward | ooked peaceful and nornal.
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"What about the other patients, Charge Nurse?”

Cresk- Sar asked. As the Senior Physician present it had overall nedica
responsibility. "Is anyone hurt?”

Hredlichli swam along the |ine of nonitors and said, "Disturbed and frightened,
but they have sustained no injuries, nor has their food and nedi cation delivery
system been danaged. They've been very |l ucky.”

"Or the patient is being selective in its violence— O Mara began, then broke
of f.

The |1 ong shadow at the other end of the ward had foreshortened and was enl argi ng
rapidly as it rushed toward them Cha Thrat had a glinpse of fins blurred by
rapid notion, ribbon tentacles streaning backward, and the serried ranks of

gl eaning teeth edging the enornous, gaping nmouth before it crashed against the
transparent wall of the Nurses' Station. The wall bulged inward al arm ngly but
did not coll apse.

It was too |large for the dooriess entrance, she saw, but it changed position and
nmoved three of its tentacles inside. They were not |ong enough or strong enough
to pull anyone outside to the nmouth, although one of the Kel gian nurses had a
few anxi ous nonents. Di sappointed, the Chal der turned and swam away, W th

det ached vegetation eddying its wake.

O Mara made a sound that did not translate, then said, "Wo is the patient, and
why was trainee Cha Thrat called?”

"I't is the long-stay patient, AUG-One Sixteen," the Melfan nurse replied. "Just
before it becane violent it was calling for the new nurse, Cha Thrat. Wen

told the patient that the Sommaradvan woul d be absent for a few days, it stopped
communi cati ng and has not spoken to us since, even though its translator is
still in position and working. That is why the trainee's name was included when
| called in the Code Blue.”

"Interesting," the Earth-human said, turning its atten-lion to Cha Thrat. "Wy
did it want you especially, and why should it start taking the ward apart when
you weren't avail abl e? Have you established a special relationship with AUG.-One
Si xt een?”

Bef ore she could reply, the Nidian said urgently, "Can the psychol ogi ca

ram fications wait, Major? My inmmedi ate concern is for the safety of the ward
patients and staff. Pathology will give us a fast-acting anesthetic and a dart
gun to pacify the patient, and then-you can—=

"A dart gun!" one of the Kelgians said, its fur rippling in scorn. "Senior
Physici an, you are forgetting that your dart has to travel through water, which
will slowit down, and then penetrate that organic suit of arnmor One Sixteen
wears! The only sure way of placing the dart effectively would be to shoot it
into the soft tissues of the inner mouth. To place it accurately, the person
usi ng the gun would have to be very close and mght find itself follow ng the
dart into the open nouth, with imediately fatal results. 1 am not

vol unt eering!”

Bef ore Cresk-Sar could reply, Cha Thrat turned to the Senior Physician and said,
"I'f you will explain what exactly it is that | must do, | shall volunteer for
this duty.”

"You | ack the training and experience to— began the N dian, and broke off as

O Mara held up its hand for silence.

"OfF course you will volunteer," O Mara said quietly. "But why, Cha Thrat? Are
you exceptionally brave? Are you naturally stupid? Do you have an urge to conmit
sui cide? O are you, perhaps, feeling a neasure of responsibility and guilt?”
"Mpjor O Mara," Hredlichli said firmy, "this is not the time for apportioning
responsi bility or undertaking deep analysis. Wiat is to be done about Patient
One Sixteen? And ny other patients?”

"You're right, Charge Nurse," O Mara said. "I shalldo it ny way, by attenpting
to pacify and reason with One Sixteen. |'ve spoken to it many tinmes, enough for
it totell ne apart fromother Earth-humans if | wear this |ightweight suit.
Wiile I"'mworking with it | may also need to talk to Cha Thrat, so stay by the
conmmuni cator, trainee.”

"No need, I'lIl go with you," Cha Thrat said firmy. Silently she began the
mental and noral exercises that were supposed to help reconcile her to an
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untinely ending of her life.

"And |," O Mara said, naking another sound that did not translate,
busy with our denented friend to stop you. Cone al ong, then.”

"But it is only a trainee, O Mara!" Cresk-Sar protested. "And in a |ightweight
suit it mght recognize you, all right, as a convenient piece of plastic-wapped
meat. This life-formis omivorous and until recently they—=>

"Cresk-Sar," the Earth-human said, as it swamtoward the entrance. "Are you
trying to worry ne?”

"Ch, very well,"” the Nidian said. "But |, too, shall do things ny way, in case
you can't talk yourselves through this problem Charge Nurse, signal imediately
for a four-unit patient transfer teamw th heavy-duty suits, dart guns, and
physical restraints suitable for a fully conscious and uncooperative AUG..."

will be too

The tutor was still talking as Cha Thrat swaminto the ward behind O Mara.
For what seened a very long tine they hung silent and notionless in the mddle
of the ward, watched by an equally still and silent patient fromthe cover of a

patch of torn artificial greenery. O Mara had told her that they should not do
anything that One Sixteen mght construe as a threat, that they nust therefore
appear defensel ess before it, and that the first nove was up to the patient. Cha
Thrat thought that the Earth-Human was probabl yright, but her whol e body was
slippery with perspiration, and nuch warner than could be expl ained by the
tenmperature of the green, |ukewarm water outside her protective suit. Plainly
she was not yet conpletely reconciled to the ending of her existence.

The voice of the Senior Physician in her suk 'phones nmade her twitch in every

l'i mb.

"The transfer teamis here," Cresk-Sar said quietly. "Nothing nmuch is happening
at your end. Can | send themin to nove the other patients into OR? It will be a
tight squeeze in there, but they will be able to receive treatnent and be
confortable for a few hours, and you will have One Sixteen all to yourselves.”
"I's the treatnment urgent?" O Mara asked softly.

"No," Cha Thrat said, answering the question before Cresk-Sar could relay it to
the Charge Nurse. "Just routine observation and recording of vital signs, wound
dressi ng changes, and admi nistration of supportive nedication. Nothing really

urgent.”

"Thank you, Trainee," Hredlichli said in a tone as corrosive as the atnosphere
it breathed, then went on. "I have been Charge Nurse here for a short tine,
Maj or O Mara, but | feel that |, too, have the patient's trust. | would like to
join you.”

"No, to both of you," the Earth-human said firmy. "I don't want our friend to
be frightened or unsettled by too many com ngs and goings within the ward. And
Hredlichli, if your protective suit were to rupture, contact with water is

instantly lethal to a chlorine-breather, as you very well know. Wth us
oxygen-breathers, we can drown in the stuff if help doesn't reach us in tine,
but it isn't poisonous or—Uh-oh!”

Pati ent AUG.- One Sixteen was silent but no longer still. It was rushing at them
like a gigantic, organic tor-pedo, except that torpedoes did not have suddenly
openi ng nout hs.

Frantically they swam apart so as to give the attacking Chal der two targets

i nstead of one, the theory being that while it was disposing of one the other

m ght have enough tine to make it to the safety of the Nurses' Station. But this
was planning for a renote contingency, the Earth-human had insisted. O Mara
woul d not believe that AUG.-One Sixteen, who was normally so shy and tinid and
anenabl e, was capabl e of making a |lethal attack on anyone

On this occasion it was right.

The vast jaws snapped shut just before the Chal der swept through the gap that
had opened between them Then the great body curved upward and over them dove,
and began swimm ng around themin tight circles. Turbul ence sent them spinning
and twisting like leaves at the center of a whirlpool. Cha Thrat did not know
whether it was circling themin the vertical or horizontal plane, only that it
was so close that she could feel the conpression waves every tine the jaws
snapped shut, which was frequently. She had never felt so hel pl ess and
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disoriented and frightened in all her life.

"Stop this nonsense, Miuromeshonon!" she said loudly. "We are here to help you
Wiy are you behavi ngli ke this?”

The Chal der sl owed but continued to circle themclosely. It nouth gaped open and
it said, "You cannot help me, you have said that you are not qualified. Nobody

here can help nme. | do not wish to harmyou, or anyone else, but | am
frightened. | amin great pain. Sonetinmes | want to hurt everyone. Stay away
fromnme or | will hurt you...”

There was a nuffled, underwater clang as its tail flicked out and struck her air
tanks a gl ancing bl ow, sendi ng her spinning again. An Earth-human hand grasped
one of her waist |inbs, steadying her, and she saw that the patient had returned
to its dark corner and was watching them

"Are you hurt?" O Mara asked, releasing its grip. "Is your suit ail right?”
"Yes," Cha Thrat said, and added, "It left very quickly. I'msure the bl ow was
acci dental .”

The Earth-human did not reply for a few nonents, then it said, "You called

Pati ent One Sixteen by name. | amaware of its name because the hospita
requires this information for possible notification of the next-of-kin, but I
woul d not consider using its name unless there were very exceptiona
circunstances, and then only with its perm ssion. But sonehow you have | earned
its name and are using it as lightly and thoughtlessly as you woul d Cresk-Sar's
or Hredlichii's, or my nanme. Cha Thrat, you nust never—

"It told ne its nane," Cha Thrat broke in. "W exchanged nanmes while we were

di scussi ng ny observations regardi ng the i nadequacy of its treatnent.”

"You discussed..." O Mara said incredulously. It nmade an untransl atabl e noi se
and went on. "Tell me what exactly you said to it.”

Cha Thrat hesitated. The AUGL had left its dark corner and was novi ng toward
them again, but slowy. It stopped hal fway down the ward and hung with its fins

and tail still and the ribbon tentacles spread |ike an undulating, circular fan
around it, watching and probably listening to every word they said.

"On second thought, don't tell me," O Mara said angrily. "I'Il tell you what |
know about the patient first, then you can try to reduce mny |evel of ignorance.
That way we will avoid repetition and save tine. | don't know how nuch tine it
will give us to talk without anotherinterruption. Not a lot, | suspect, so |'l

have to speak quickly...”

Patient AUG.- One Sixteen was a |ong-stay patient whose tine in Sector Genera
exceeded that of many of the medical staff. The clinical picture had been and
still rermai ned obscure. Several of the hospital's top Diagnosticians had
examined it, finding signs of strain in certain areas of the patient's body
plating that partly explained its disconfort—a being who was | argely

exoskel etal, |azy, and sonething of a glutton could only put on weight fromthe
i nside. The generally agreed diagnosis was hypochondria and the condition

i ncur abl e.

The Chal der had become seriously ill only when there was talk of sending it
hone, and so the hospital had acquired a pernmanent patient. It did not nind.
Visiting as well as hospital nedics and psychol ogi sts had given it a going over,
and continued to do so, as did the interns and nurses of all the life-forms
represented on the staff. It had been probed, pried into, and unnercifully
pounded by trai nees of varying degrees of gentleness, and it |oved every ninute
of it. The hospital's teaching staff were happy with the arrangenent and so was
t he Chal der.

"Nobody mentions going honme to it anynore,” O Mara ended. "Did you?”

"Yes," Cha Thrat said.

O Mara nmade anot her untransl atabl e noi se and she went on quickly. "This explains
why the nurses ignored it when other patients needed treatnent, and supports mny
own di agnosi s of an unspecified ruler's disease that—=

"Listen, don't speak!" the Earth-hunman said sharply. The patient seened to be
drifting closer. "My depart-nmep~has tried to get to the root causes of One

Si xteen' s hypochondria, but | was not required to solve its problemso it

remai ned unsol ved. This sounds |ike an excuse,and it is. But you nust understand
that Sector General is not and can never be a psychiatric hospital. Can you
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imgine a place like this where a |arge proportion of the nultispecies patients,
the nere sight of which gives sane people nightmares, are physically fit and
mental |y disturbed? Can you inagi ne the probl ens of other-species treatnent and
restraint? It is difficult enough to be responsible for the nmental well-being of
the staff without adding disturbed patients, even a harm essly disturbed patient
like One Sixteen, to nmy load. When a nedically ill patient displays signs of
mental instability it is kept under close observation, restrained if necessary,
and returned to its own people for the appropriate treatnent as soon as it is
physically well enough to be discharged.”

"l understand," Cha Thrat said. "The expl anati on excuses you.”

The Earth-human grew pinker in the face, then said, "Listen carefully, Cha
Thrat, this is inportant. The Chalders are one of the fewintelligent species
whose personal nanmes are used only between mates, nenbers of the inmedi ate
famly, or very special friends. Yet you, an other-species stranger, have been
told, and have spoken al oud, One Si xteen's personal nane. Have you done this in
i gnorance? Do you realize that this exchange of nanes neans that anything you
may have said to it, or any future action you may have pronised, is as binding
as the nost solem prom se given before the highest inmaginable physical or

met aphysi cal authority?”

"Do you realize now how serious this is?" O Mara went on in a tone of quiet
urgency. "Way did it tell you its nane? Wiat, exactly, was said between you?”
She coul d not speak for a nonent because the patient had noved very cl ose, so
close that she could see the individual points of its six rows of teeth. A
strangely detached and uncaring portion of her mnd wonderedwhat evol utionary

i nperative had caused the upper three rows to be longer than the | ower set. Then
the jaw snapped shut with a boney crash that was nuffled by the surrounding
water, and the caring part of her m nd wondered what it would sound like if a
limb or her torso were between those teeth.

"Have you fallen asleep?" O Mara snapped. "No," she said, wondering why an
intelligent being had asked such a stupid question. "W tal ked because it was

| onel y and unhappy. The other nurses were busy with a post-op patient and | was
not. | told it about Som maradva and the circunstances that led to ne com ng
here, and sonme of the things | would be able to do if |I qualified for Sector
General. It said that | was brave and resourceful, not sick and old and
increasingly fearful likeitself.

"It said that many tinmes it dreaned of swiming free in the warm ocean of

Chal derescol ," she went on, "instead of this aseptic, water-filled box with its
pl astic, inedible vegetation. It could talk about the honme world to other AUGL
patients, but rmuch of their post-op recovery tinme was spent under sedation. The
medi cal staff were pleasant to it and would talk, on the rare occasi ons when
they had tine to do so. It said that it would never escape fromthe hospital,
that it was too old and frightened and sick.”

"Escape?" O Mara said. "If our permanent patient has begun to regard the
hospital as a prison, that is a very healthy sign, psychologically. But go on,
what were you saying to it?”

"W spoke of general subjects," she replied. "Qur worlds, our work, our past
experiences, our friends and famlies, our opinions—=

"Yes, yes," the Earth-human said inpatiently, |ooking at One Sixteen, who was
edging closer. "I'"'mnot inter-ested in the small talk. Wiat did you say that

m ght have brought on this trouble?”

Cha Thrat tried to choose the words that woul d describe the situation concisely,
accurately, and briefly as she replied, "It told me about the space accident and
injuries that brought it here originally, and the continuing but irregular

epi sodes of pain that keep it here, and of its deep unhappiness with its

exi stence generally.

"I was uncertain of its exact status on Chal derescol," she went on, "but from
the way it had described its work | judged it to be an upper-level warrior, at
least, if not a ruler. By that tine we had exchanged nanes, so | decided to tel
it that the treatnent being provided by the hospital was palliative rather than
curative, and it was being treated for the wong sickness. | said that its
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mal ady was not unknown to me and, although | was not qualified to treat the
condition, there were wi zards on Sommaradva capabl e of doing so. | suggested, on
several occasions, that it was becomng institutionalized and that it mnight be
happier if it returned home.”

The patient was very close to themnow Its nmassive nouth was cl osed but not
still, because there was a regular chewing notion that suggested that the teeth
were grinding together. The novenent was acconpani ed by a hi gh-pitched, bubbling
moan that was both frightening and strangely pitiful

"Go on," O Mra said softly, "but be very careful what you say.”

"There is little nore to tell," Cha Thrat said. "During our last neeting | told
it that | was leaving for a two-day rest period. It would speak only of the

wi zards, and wanted to know if they could cure its fear as well as the pains. It
asked ne as a friend to treat it, or send for one of our Somraradvan brothers
who woul d be able to cureit. | told it that | had some know edge of the spells
of the wizards, but not enough to risk treating it, and that | |acked the status
and authority to summon a wi zard to the hospital.”

"What was the response to that?" O Mara asked.

"None," Cha Thrat said. "It would not speak to nethereafter.”

Abruptly they were looking into the AUG's open nmouth, but it was keeping its
unconfortably short distance as it said, "You were not like the others, who did
not hi ng and proni sed not hing. You held out the hope of a cure by your w zards,
then withdrew it. You cause ne pain that is many tinmes worse than that which
keeps nme here. Go away, Cha Thrat. For your own safety, goaway.”

The jaws crashed shut and it swept around them and headed for the other end of
the ward. They could not see clearly but, judging by the voices coning fromthe
Nurses' Station, it seemed intent on wecking the place.

"My patients!" Charge Nurse Hredlichli burst out. "My new treatnment franmes and
medi cati on cabinets...”

"According to the nonitors," Cresk-Sar broke in, "the patients are still all
right, but they've been lucky. I'msending in the transfer teamnow to knock out
One Sixteen. It will be a bit tricky. Both of you get back here, quickly.”

"No, wait," O Mara said. "We'll try talking to it again. This is not a violent
patient and | don't believe that we are in any real danger." On Cha Thrat's
frequency it added, "But there is always a first tinme for being wong.”

For sonme reason a picture from Cha Thrat's chil dhood rose suddenly to the
surface of her adult mind. She saw again the tiny, nmany-colored fish that had
been herfavorite pet, as it circled and butted desperately and hopel essly
against the glass walls of its bow. Beyond those walls, too, |lay an environnent
in which it would quickly asphyxiate and die. But that small fish, like this
overl arge one, was not thinking of that.

"When One Si xteen gave you its nane," O Mara said with quiet urgency, "it placed
a binding obligation on both of you to help the other in every way possible, as
would a life-mate or a nmenber of your fanmily. Wen you nentioned the possibility
of a cure by your Sonmarad-van w zards, regardless of the efficacy of such

ot her-species treatnent, you were expected to provide the wi zard regardl ess of
any effort, cost, or personal danger to yourself.”

There were noises of tearing netal and the conplaining voices of the other AUG.s
being transmitted through the green water, and Hredlichli sounded very agitated.
O Mara ignored themand went on. "You nust keep faith with it, Cha Thrat, even

t hough your wi zards might not be able to help One Sixteen any nore than we can.

And | realize that you haven't the authority to call in one of your w zards. But
if Sector General and the Monitor Corps were to put their conbi ned wei ght behind
you—=

"They wouldn't cone to this place," Cha Thrat said. "Wzards are notoriously
unst abl e people, but they are not stupid—It's comi ng back!”

This time One Sixteen was conming at themnore slowy and deliberately, but stil
too fast for themto swmto safety, nor could the transfer teamwith their
anesthetic darts reach themin time to do any good. There was no sound fromthe
patients in the ward and the beings watching fromthe Nurses' Station. As the
AUCL | ooned cl oser she could see that its eyes had theferal, manic | ook of a
wounded predator, and slowy it was opening its nouth.
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"Use its nane, dammit!" O Mara said urgently. "Mi-Mroneshonon," she

stamered. "My—ny friend, we are here to help you.”

The anger in its eyes seenmed to dima little so that they reflected nore of its
pai n. The nouth closed slowy and opened again, but only to speak

"Friend, you are in great and i nmedi ate danger," the AUGL said. "You have spoken
my name and told ne that the hospital cannot cure ne with its nedicines and
machines, and it no longer tries, and you will not help nme even though you have
said that a cure is possible. If our positions were reversed | would not act, or
refuse to act, as you have done. You are an unequal friend, w thout honor, and
am di sappoi nted and angry with you. Go away, quickly, and protect your life. |
am beyond hel p.”

"No!" Cha Thrat said fiercely. The npbuth was opening wi der, the eyes were
showi ng a mani ¢ gl eam once nore, and she realized that when the AUG attacked,
she would be its first victim Desperately she went on. "It is true that

cannot hel p you. Your sickness does not respond to the healer's herbs or the
surgeon's knife, because it is a ruler's disease that requires the spells of a
wi zard. A Sommaradvan wi zard m ght cure you but, since you are not yourself a
Sonmar advan, there is no certainty. Here there is the Earth-human, O Mara, a

wi zard with experience of treating rulers of nany different life-forns. | would
have approached it about your case at once but, being a trainee and unsure of
the procedure, | was about to request a neeting for another, an uninportant,

reason during which | would have spoken of you in detail...”

The AUG had closed its nouth but was noving its jaws in a way that could be

i ndi cating anger or inpatience. She went on quickly. "In the hospital | have
heard many peopl e speak of O Mara and his great powers of w zardry—=

"I"'mthe Chief Psychologist, dammit,” O Mara broke in, "not a wizard. Let's try
to be factual about this and not nmke nore prom ses we can't possibly keep!”
"You are not a psychologist!" Cha Thrat said. She was so angry with this
Eart h- human who woul d not accept the obvious that for a nonment she al nost forgot
about the threat from One Sixteen. Not for the first time she wondered what
obscure and undefined ruler's disease it was that made bei ngs who possessed high
intelligence, and The Power in great neasure, behave so stupidly at times. Less
vehenently, she went on. "On Sommaradva a psychol ogist is a being, neither
servil e-heal er nor warrior-surgeon, who tries to be a scientist by measuring
brain inpulses or bodily changes caused by physical and nental stress, or by
maki ng detail ed observations of behavior. A psychologist tries to inpose
imutable laws in an area of spells and nightnmares and changing realities, and
tries to make a science of what has al ways been an art, an art practiced only by
wi zards.”

They were both watching her, eyes unblinking, notionless. The patient's
expressi on had not changed but the Earth-human's face had gone a nmuch deeper
shade of pink.

"A wizard will use or ignore the instrunents and tabul ations of the
psychol ogi st," she continued, "to cast spells that influence the conplex,

i nsubstantial structures of the mnd. A w zard uses words, silences, mnute
observation, and intuition to conpare and gradual | ychange the sick, interna
reality of the patient to the external reality of the world. That is the

di fference between a psychol ogist and a w zard.”

The Earth-human's face was still unnaturally dark. In a voice that was both
qui et and harsh it said, "Thank you for remnding ne.”

Formally Cha Thrat said, "No thanks are required for that which needs to be
done. Please, may | renmain here to watch? Before now | have never had the chance
to see £ wi zard at work.”

"What ," the AUG asked suddenly, "will the wizard do to ne?”

It sounded curious and anxious rather than angry, and for the first tinme since
entering the ward she began to feel safe.

"Nothing," O Mara said surprisingly. "I shall do nothing at all...”
Even on Sommaradva the wi zards were full of surprises, unpredictabl e behavior
and words that began by sounding irrelevant, ill chosen, or stupid. Wiat little

of the literature that was available to one of the warrior-surgeon | evel, she
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had read and reread. So she conposed herself and, with great anticipation,

wat ched and |istened while the Earth-human wi zard did nothing at all

The spell began very subtly with words, spoken in a manner that was anything but
subtl e, describing the arrival of AUGL-One Sixteen at the hospital as the
commandi ng of ficer and sole survivor of its ship. The vessel s of water-breathing
speci es, and especially those of the outsize denizens of Chal derescol, were
notoriously unwi el dy and unsafe, and it had been exonerated of all blane for the
acci dent both by the Mnitor Corps investigators and the authorities on

Chal derescol —but not by itself. This was realized when the patient's physica
inju-ries had healed and it continued to conplain of severe psychosomatic

di sconfort whenever the subject of returning home was di scussed.

Many attenpts were nmade to nmake the patient realize that it was puni shing
itself, cutting itself off fromits home and friends, for a crine that was very
probably inmagi nary, but w thout success—t would not con-, sciously adnmt that
it had conmitted a crime, so telling it that it was not guilty had no effect. A
Chal der's nost prized possession was its personal integrity, and as an authority
that integrity was unassail able. AUG.-One Sixteen was a sensitive, intelligent,
and highly qualified being who, outwardly, was a submi ssive and cooperative
patient. But where its particular delusion was concerned it was as susceptible
to influence as the orbit of a major planet.

And so Sector General had acquired a pernanent patient, an AUG specinen in
perfect health and a continuing and strictly unofficial challenge to its

Depart ment of Psychol ogy, because only in the hospital could it be pain-free and
relatively happy.

Silently Cha Thrat apol ogized to the Earth-human for thinking that it had been
negligent, and listened in adniration as the speil took positive form

"And now," O Mara went on, "due to a conbination of circunstances, a significant
change has occurred. The talks with transient AUG patients have nmade you

i ncreasingly honesi ck. Your anger over your neglect by the nedical staff has
been grow ng because, subconsciously, you yourself were beginning to suspect
that you were not sick and their attention was unnecessary. And then there was
the unwarranted, but for you fortunate, interference by Trainee Cha Thrat, who
confirnmed your suspicion that you were not being treated as a patient. "You have
much in common with our outspokentrainee," it continued. "Both of you have
reasons, real or imaginary, for not wanting to go honme. On Somaradva as on

Chal derescol, personal integrity and public honor are held in high regard. But
the trainee is woefully ignorant of the custons of other species and, when you
took the unprecedented step of saying your nane to a non-Chal der, it

di sappoi nted and hurt you grievously by continuing to act toward you as had the
ot her nenbers of the staff. You were driven to react violently but, because of
the constraints inposed by your personality type, the violence was directed at

i nani mat e obj ect s.

"But," the Earth-human went on, "the sinple act of giving your nanme to this
synpat heti ¢ and untutored Sommaradvan, whom you had known only a few days, is
the cl earest possible indication of how badly you wanted help to get away from
the hospital. You do still want to go hone?”

AUCGL- One Si xteen replied with another high-pitched, bubbling sound that did not
translate. Its eyes watched only the Earth-hunan, and the nuscles around its
closed jaws were no |longer clenched into iron rigidity.

"I't was a stupid question," O Mara said. "OF course you want to go hone. The
trouble is, you are afraid and also want to stay here. A dil enma, obviously. But
let nme try to solve it by telling you that you are once again a patient here,
subject to the hospital reginmen and nmy own special and continuing treatnment, and

until | pronounce you cured you will not go hone...”
On the surface the situation had not changed, Cha Thrat thought admiringly. The
hospital still retained its permanent AUG. patient, but now there was doubt

about the permanency of the arrangenent. Now it fully understood its position
and had been given a choice, to stay or |leave, and its departure date was
unspecified so as to relieve its natural fears about |leaving. But it was
nol onger conpletely satisfied with its Iife in the hospital, and already the
Eart h-human wi zard was altering its internal reality by gently stressing the
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rehabilitative aspects of the therapy. Material would be provided by the Mnitor
Corps on the changes that had occurred on the home world in its absence, which
woul d be useful if it decided to |leave and informative should it stay, and there
woul d be regular and frequent visits by O Mara itself and other persons it would
speci fy.

Oh, yes, she thought as it talked on, this Earth-human w zard was good.

The transfer teamand their anesthetic dart guns had |ong since left the Nurses
Station, which neant that Cresk-Sar and Hredlichli nust have decided that the
danger from AUG.- One Si xteen had passed. Looking at the passive and

di stress-free patient who was hanging on O Mara's every word, she was in entire
agreenent with them

" And you should now realize," the Earth-human was saying, "that if you want
to go, and can convince ne that you are able to adapt to hone-planet life,

shall with great pleasure and reluctance kick you out. You have been a patient
for a very long tinme and, anong nany nenbers of the senior staff, our

prof essi onal concern has devel oped into the personal variety. But the best thing
that a hospital can do for a friend is to send it away, as quickly as possible,
cur ed.

"Do you understand?" O Mara ended.

For the first time since the Earth-human had begun talking to it, AUG.-(One
Sixteen turned its attention to Cha Thrat. It said plaintively, "I amfeeling
much better, | think, but confused and worried by all that | nust do. Was that a
spell? Is O Mara a good wi zard?”

Cha Thrat tried to control her enthusiasmas she said,"It is the beginning of a
very fine spell, and it is said that a really good wi zard nakes its patient do
all the hardwork.”

O Mara nade anot her one of its untransl atable noises and signal ed Hredlichl

that it was safe for the nurses to return to their patients. As they turned to

| eave AUGL- One Si xteen, who was once again its friendly and docile self, the
Chal der spoke agai n.

"OMra," it said formally, "you may use nmy nanme."” Wen they were again in the
air of the lock antechanber and all but Hredlichli had their visors open, the
Charge Nurse said angrily, "I don't want that—that interfering sitsachi anywhere
near me! | know that One Sixteen is going to get better and | eave sonetine, and
I"mglad about that. But just |look at the place! Wecked, it is! |I refuse to
allow that trainee in ny ward. That'sfinal!”

O Mara | ooked at the chlorine-breather for a nonment, then in the quiet,
unenotional tones of a ruler it said, "It is, of course, within your authority
to accept or refuse any trainee. But Cha Thrat, whether or not it is acconpanied
by nme, will be granted visiting facilities whenever and as often as the patient
itself or nyself consider it necessary. | do not foresee a | engthy period of
treatment. We are grateful for your cooperation, Charge Nurse, and no doubt you
are anxious to return to your duties.”

When Hredlichli had gone, Cha Thrat said, "There was no opportunity to speak
until now, and | am unsure how ny words will be received. On Sonmaradva good
work is expected of a wizard or any high-level ruler, so that the praise of a
subordinate for a superior is unnecessary and insulting. But in this case—=>

O Mara held up a hand for silence. It said, "Anything you say whether

complinmentary or otherwise, will haveno effect on what is to happen to you, so
save your breath.
"You are in serious trouble, Cha Thrat," it went on grimy. "The news of what

happened here will soon be all over the hospital. You nust understand that to a
Charge Nurse the ward is its kingdom the nursing staff its subjects, and

troubl emakers, including trai nees who exercise too nuch initiative too soon, are
sent into exile, which can, in effect, nmean home or to another hospital. |I'd be
surprised if there is a single Charge Nurse willing to accept you for practica
ward training.”

The Earth-human paused, giving her a nmonent to assinilate its words, then went
on. "You have two options. Go hone, or accept a nonnedical and servile position
wi th Mai nt enance.”
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In a nore synpathetic tone than she had ever heard it use before, Cresk-Sar
said, "You are a nost pronising and diligent trainee, Cha Thrat. |If you were to
take such a position you would still be able to visit and talk to One Sixteen,
and attend ny |lectures, and watch the teaching channels during your free tine.
But wi thout practical ward experience you could not hope to qualify here.

"If you don't resign," the Senior Physician went on, "it may well be that you
wi Il discover firsthand the answer to the question you asked ne this norning on
the recreation |evel.”

Cha Thrat renenbered that question very well, and the amusenent it had caused
among the tutor's friends. She also renenbered her initial feelings of shock and
shame when her duties as a trainee nurse had been explained to her. Nothing
could be nore deneaning for a warrior-surgeon than that, she had thought at the
time, but she had been w ong.

"I amstill ignorant of the |aws governing the hospi-tal," she said. "But 1
realize that | have transgressed themin sone fashion and nust therefore accept
t he consequences. | shall not take the easy option.”

O Mara sighed and said, "It is your decision, ChaThrat.”

Before she could reply, the N dian Senior Physician was talking again. "Putting
it into Maintenance would be a crimnal waste," the tutor protested. "It is the
nmost promising trainee inits class. If we were to wait until the Hredlichl
outcry died down, or until the grapevine is overloaded with another scandal, you
m ght be able to find a ward that would take it for a trial period and-=
"Enough," O Mara said, visibly relenting. "I don't believe in having second

t hought s because the first are usually right. But I'"'mtired and hungry and |

too, have had enough of your trainee.

"There is such a ward," it went on. "FROB CGeriatric, which is chronically
understaffed and may be desperate enough to accept Cha Thrat. It is not a ward
where | would normally assign a trainee who is not of the patients' own species,
but | shall speak to Diagnostician Conway about it at the first opportunity.
"Now go away," it ended sourly, "before | cast a spell consigning both of you to
the center of the nearest whitedwarf.”

As they were heading for the dining hall, Cresk-Sar said, "lIt's a tough ward
and, if anything, the work is even harder than a job in Mintenance. But you can
say whatever you like to the patients and nobody will mnd. Watever else
happens, you can't get into troublethere.”

The Nidian's words were positive and reassuring, butits voice carried undertones
of doubt.

Chapter 7

She was given two extra days off duty, but whether they were a reward for her
hel p with AUGL- One Si xteen or because it took that long for O Mara to arrange
for her transfer to FROB Geriatric, Cresk-Sar would not say. She paid three

I engthy visits to One Sixteen in the AUGL ward, during which her reception was
enough to turn its tepid water to ice, but she would not risk returning to the
recreation level or exploring the hospital. There was | ess chance of getting
into trouble if she stayed in her room and watched the teachi ng channels.
Tarsedth pronounced her certifiably i nsane and wondered why O Mara had not
confirned this diagnosis.

Two days | ater she was told to present herself at FROB Geriatric in time for
nmorni ng duty and to make herself known to the DBLF nurse in charge. Cresk- Sar
said that it would not need to introduce her on this occasion because Charge

Nur se Segroth, and probably every other being on the hospital staff, would have
heard all about her by now. That may have been the reason why, on her

meticul ously punctual arrival, she was given no opportunity to speak

"This is a surgical ward," Segroth said briskly, indicating the banks of
nmonitors occupying three walls of the Nurses' Station. "There are seventy Hudl ar
patients and 90a nursing staff of thirty-two counting yourself. Al the nurses
are war m bl ooded oxygen-breathers of various species, so you will not need
environmental protection other than a gravity conpensator and nasal filters. The
FROBs are divided into pre- and post-op patients, segregated by a light- and
soundproof partition. Until you |earn your way around you will not concern
yoursel f, or go anywhere near, a post-op patient.”
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Before Cha Thrat had tine to say that she understood, the Kelgian ran on. "W
have an FROB trai nee and classmate here who will, |I'msure, be happy to answer
any questions you are afraid to ask ne.”

Silvery fur puckered into irregular waves along its flanks in a way, she had

| earned fromobserving Tarsedth, that indicated anger and inpatience. It
continued. "Fromwhat |'ve heard of you, Nurse, you are the type who will

al ready have studied the available Hudlar material and will be eager to nake a
contribution. Don't even try. This is a special project of D agnostician Conway,
we are breaki ng new surgical ground here, so your'know edge is already out of
date. Except for those tines when you are required by O Mara for AUG.- One

Si xteen, you will do nothing but watch, listen, and occasionally performa few
sinmple duties at the direction of the nore experienced nurses or nyself.

"I would not want to be enbarrassed,"” she ended, "by you producing a nmracle
cure on your first day.”

It was easy to pick out her FROB classmate from anong the ot her nurses on
duty—they were either Kelgian DBLFs or Melfan ELNTs—and even easier to tell it
apart fromall the FROB patients. She could scarcely believe that there was such
a horrifying difference between a mature and an aged Hudl ar.

Her cl assmate's speaki ng nenbrane vibrated quietly on her close approach. It

said, "l see you've survivedyour first encounter with Segroth. Don't worry about
the Charge Nurse; a Kelgian with authority is even |l ess charm ng than one
without. If you do exactly as it tells you, everything will be fine. I'mglad to

see a friendly, famliar face in the ward.”

It was an odd thing to say, Cha Thrat thought, because Hudl ars did not possess
faces as such. But this one was trying hard to reassure her and she was gratefu
for that. It had not, however, called he'r by nanme, and whether the onission was
del i berate or due to an oversight she did not know. Perhaps the Hudl ars and

Chal ders had sonething in conmon besides great strength. Until she was sure that
their nanes could be used without giving offense, they could call each other
"Nurse" or "Hey, you!”

"I'"'msprayi ng and spongi ng-off at the nonent," the Hudlar trainee said. "Wuld
you like to strap on a spare nutrient tank and foll ow ne around? You can neet
sonme of our patients.”

Wthout waiting for her reply, it went on. "This one you won't be able to talk
to because its speaki ng nenbrane has been nmuffled so that the sounds it nmkes
will not distress the other patients and staff. It is in considerable disconfort
that does not respond very well to the pain-killing nmedication, and, in any
case, it is incapable of coherent speech.”

It was immedi ately obvious that this was not a well Hudlar. Its six great
tentacles, which nornmally supported the heavy trunk in an upright position for
the whole of its waking and sleeping |ife, hung notionless over the sides of its
support cradle like rotted tree trunks. The hard patches of callus—the knuckl es
on which it walked while its digits were curled inward to protect them agai nst
contact with the ground—were discolored, dry, and cracking. The digits

t hensel ves, usually so steadyand precise in their novenents, were twitching in
conti nual spasm

Large areas of its back and flanks were caked with partially absorbed nutrient
pai nt, which would have to be washed of f before the next neal could be sprayed
on. As she watched, a m |l ky perspiration was formng on its underside and
dripping into the suction pan under its cradle.

"What's wong with it?" Cha Thrat asked. "Can it, is it being cured?”

"dd age," the nurse said harshly. In a nore controlled and clinical tone it
went on. "W Hudl ars are an energy-hungry species with a greatly el evated

met abolic rate. Wth advancing age it is the food absorption and waste
elimnation mechani sns, both of which are normally under voluntary control, that
are first to suffer progressive degeneration. Wuld you respray this area as
soon as |'ve washed off the dried food, please?”

"Of course," Cha Thrat said.

"This in turn causes a severe inpairnment in the circulation to the linbs," the
Hudl ar went on, "leading to increasing deterioration in the associ ated nerve and
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muscl e systens. The eventual result is general paralysis, necrosis of the linb
extremities, and ternination.”

It used the sponge briskly and noved clear to enable Cha Thrat to apply fresh
nutrient, but when it resumed speaking its voice had |ost sonme of its fornmer
clinical calm

"The nost serious problemfor the Hudlar geriatric patient," it said, "is that
the brain, which requires a relatively small proportion of the avail abl e energy,
remai ns organi cally uninpaired by the degenerative process until a few nonents
after its double heart has ceased to function. Therein lies the real tragedy.
Rare indeed is the Hudlar nmind that can remain stable inside a body

whi chC.B.E.----5is disintegrating painfully all around it. You can understand
why this ward, which has been recently extended for the Conway Project, is the
cl osest that the hospital conmes to providing treatnent for psychol ogically

di sturbed patients.

"At least," it added, forcing a lighter tone as they noved to the next patient,
"that was so until you started anal yzi ng your AUG.- One Sixteen.”

"Please don't renind ne of that," Cha Thrat said.

There was another thick, cylindrical nuffler encasing the next patient's
speaki ng nenbrane, but either the sounds the Hudl ar was naki ng were too |oud for
it or the equi pnent was faulty. Miuch of what it was saying, which was clearly
the product of advanced denentia and great pain, was picked up by her

transl ator.

"l have questions," Cha Thrat said suddenly. "By inplication they may be

of fensive to you, and perhaps critical of Hudlar phil osophical val ues and

prof essional ethics. On Sommaradva the situation within the nedical profession

may be different. | do not wish to risk insulting you.”
"Ask," the other nurse said. "I shall accept your apology, if required, in
advance.”

"EBarlier | asked if these patients could be cured," she said carefully, "and you
have not yet replied. Are they incurable? And if so, why were they not advised
to self-terninate before their condition reached this stage?”

For several minutes the Hudlar continued to sponge stale nutrient fromthe
second patient's back without speaking, then it said, "You surprise but do not
offend me, Nurse. | cannot nyself criticize Somraradvan nedical practice
because, until we joined the Federation a few generations ago, curative nedicine
and surgery were unknown on my world. But do | understand correctly that you
urge your incurable patients to self-term nate?”

"Not exactly," Cha Thrat replied. "If a servile-healer « or warrior-surgeon or a
wizard will not take personal responsibility for curing a patient, the patient
will not be cured. It is given all the facts of the situation, sinply,
accurately, and without the kindly but nisguided |Iying and fal se encouragenent
that seemto be so preval ent anmong the nursing staff here. There is no attenpt
to exert influence in either direction; the decision is left entirely to the
patient.”

Wi | e she was speaki ng the other had stopped working. It said, "Nurse, you nust
never discuss a patient's case with it in this fashion, regardl ess of your
feelings about our nedical white lies. You would be in very serious trouble if

you did.”
"I won't," Cha Thrat said. "At least not until, or unless, the hospital once
again gives ne the position and responsibilities of a surgeon.”

"Not even then," the Hudlar said worriedly. "I don't understand," she said. "If
| accept total responsibility for a patient's cure—=

"So you were a surgeon back hone," the other nurse broke in, obviously wanting
to avoid an argunent. "I, too, am hoping to take home a surgical qualification.”
Cha Thrat did not want an argument, either. She said, "How many years will that
t ake?”

"Two, if I'mlucky," the Hudlar replied. "I don't intend going for the ful

ot her-speci es surgical qualification, just basic nursing and the FROB surgica
course, taken concurrently. | joined the new Conway Project, so |I'll be needed
at honme as soon as | can possibly make it. "And to answer your earlier
gquestion," it added. "Believe it or not, Nurse, the condition of the ngjority of
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these patients will be alleviated if not cured. They will be able to | ead | ong
and useful lives that will be pain-free, nmentally and, within limts, physically
active.”

"I"'minpressed,"” Cha Thrat said, trying to keep the incredulity she felt from
showi ng in her voice. "What is the Conway Project?”

"Rather than listen to nmy inconplete and inaccurate description,” the Hudl ar
replied, "it would be better for you to | earn about the project from Conway
itself. It is the hospital's Diagnostician-in-Charge of Surgery, and it will be
| ecturing and denonstrating its new FROB nmaj or operative techniques here this

af t ernoon.

"I shall be required to observe the operation,"” it went on. "But we will need
surgeons so badly and in such |arge nunbers that you would only have to express
an interest in the project, not actually join it, to be invited to attend. It
woul d be reassuring to have soneone beside ne who is al nbst as ignorant as

am”

"CQt her-species surgery,"” Cha Thrat said, "is ny principal interest. But |'ve
only just arrived in the ward. Wuld the Charge Nurse release ne fromduty so
soon?”

"OF course,"” the FROB said as they were noving to the next patient. "Just so

|l ong as you do nothing to antagonize it.”

"I won't," she said, then added, "at |east, not deliberately.”

There was no nmuffler around the third patient's speaking nmenbrane, and a few

m nutes before their arrival it had been having an ani mated conversati on about
its grandchildren with a patient across the ward. Cha Thrat spoke the ritua
greeting used by the healers on Sommaradva and, it seenmed, by every nedic in the
hospi t al

"How are you feeling today?”

"Wel |, thank you, Nurse," the patient replied, as she knew it woul d.

Plainly the being was anything but well. Although it was nentally alert and the
degenerative process had notyet advanced to the stage where the pain-killing
medi cation had no effect, the nere sight of the surface condition of the body
and tentacles nmade her itch. But, like so many of the other patients she had
treated, this one would not dream of suggesting that her ability was sonehow

| acking by saying that it was not well.

"When you' ve absorbed sone nore food," she said while her partner was busy with
its sponge, "you will feel even better.”

Fractionally better, she added silently. "I haven't seen you before, Nurse," the
patient went on. "You're new, aren't you? | think you have a nost interesting
and visually pl easing shape.”

"The last tinme that was said to ne," Cha Thrat said as she turned on the spray,
"it was by an overardent young Sommaradvan of the opposite sex.”

Untransl at abl e sounds came fromthe patient's speaki ng nenbrane and the great,
di sease-wast ed body began twitching in its cradle. Then it said, "Your sexua
integrity is quite safe with nme, Nurse. Regrettably, | amtoo old and infirmfor
it to be otherw se.”

A Sonmar advan nenory cane back to her, of seriously wounded and i mmobilized
warrior-patients of her own species trying to flirt with her during surgica
rounds, and she did not know whether to |augh or cry.

"Thank you," she said. "But | nay need further reassurance in this matter when
you becone conval escent K

It was the sane with the other patients. The Hudlar nurse said very little while
the patients and Cha Thrat did all the talking. She was new to the ward, a
menber of a species froma world about which they knew not hing, and a subject,
therefore, of the nbst intense but polite curiosity. They did not want to

di scuss thensel ves or their distressing physical conditions, they wanted to

tal kabout Cha Thrat and Sommar adva, and she was pleased to satisfy their
curiosity—at |east about the nore pleasant aspects of her life there.

The constant tal king hel ped her to forget her growing fatigue and the fact that,
in spite of the gravity conpensators reducing the weight of the heavy nutrient
tank to zero, the harness straps were nmaking a painful and possibly pernanent
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i npression on her upper thorax. Then suddenly there were only three patients
|l eft to sponge and feed, and Segroth had naterialized behind them

"If you work as well as you talk, Cha Thrat," the Charge Nurse said, "I shal
have no conplaints.” To the Hudlar, it added, "How is it doing, Nurse?”
"It assists ne very well, Charge Nurse," the FROB trainee replied, "and wi thout

complaint. It is pleasant and at ease with the patients.”

"Good, good," Segroth said, its fur rippling in approval. "But Cha Thrat bel ongs
to anot her one of those species that require food at least three tines a day if
a pl easant disposition is to be naintained, and the mdday nmeal is overdue.
Wuld you like to finish the rest of the patients by yourself, Nurse?”

"OfF course," the Hudlar said as Segroth was turning away.

"Charge Nurse," Cha Thrat said quickly. "I realize that I've only just arrived,
but could | have permi ssion to attend the—=

"The Conway |ecture," Segroth finished for her. "Naturally, you'll find any
excuse to escape the hard work of the ward. But perhaps | do you an injustice.
Judgi ng by the conversations | have overheard on the sound sensors, you have

di spl ayed good control of your feelings while talking with the patients and,
consi dering your surgical background, the practical aspects of the lecture
shoul d not worry you. However, if any part ofthe denobnstration distresses you,

| eave at once and asunobtrusively as possi bl e.

"Pernission would norrmally be refused a newy joined trainee |ike yourself," it
ended, "but if you can nmake it to the dining hall and back inside the hour, you
may attend.”

"Thank you," Cha Thrat said to the Kelgian's already departing back. Quickly she
began | oosening the nutrient tank harness.

"Before you go, Nurse," the Hudlar trainee said, "would you mind using sone of
that stuff on me? |'nstarving!”

Cha Thrat was anong the first to arrive and stood—Hudl ars did not use chairs,
so the FROB | ecture theater did not provide them-as close as possible to the
operating cradle while she watched the place fill up. There was a scattering of
Mel fan ELNTs, Kel gi an DBLFs, and Tralthan FGLIs anbng those present, but the
majority were Hudlars in various stages of training. She was hemred in by FROBs,
so much so that she did not think that she would be able to | eave even if she
shoul d want to, and she assunmed-she still could not tell them apart —that the
one standing closest to her was her partner of the norning.

From the conversations going on around her it was obvious that D agnostician
Conway was regarded as a very inportant being indeed, a nedical near-deity in
whose nind resided, by nmeans of a powerful spell and the instrunentation of

O Mara, the know edge, nenories, and instincts of many ot her-species
personalities. Having seen the hapless condition of the FROB ward's pre-op
patients, she was | ooking forward with growing anticipation to seeing it
perform

I n appearance Conway was not at all inpressive. It was an Earth-human DBDG,
slightly above average inheight, with head fiir that was a darker gray than the
wi zard O Mara's.

It spoke with the quiet certainty of a great ruler, and began the lecture

wi t hout preanbl e.

"For any of you who may not be conpletely infornmed regardi ng the Hudl ar Project,
and who may be concerned with the ethical position, let ne assure you that the
patient on which we will be operating today, its fellows in the FROB ward, and
all the other geriatric and pre-geriatric cases waiting in great distress on the
home world, are all candidates for elective surgery.

"The nunber of cases is so great—a significant proportion of the planetary
popul ation, in fact—that we cannot possibly treat themin Sector General...”

As the Earth-human Di agnostician tal ked on, Cha Thrat became increasingly

di sheartened by the sheer nmgnitude of the problem A planet that contained, at
any given time, many nmillions of beings in the sane horrifying condition as the
patients she had been recently attending was an idea that her nind did not want
to face. But it becane clear that Conway had faced it and was working toward an
eventual solution—by training | arge nunbers of the nedically untutored Hudl ars,
assi sted by other-species volunteers, to help thensel ves.
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Initially, Sector General would provide basic tuition in FROB physi ol ogy, pre-
and postoperative nursing care, and training in just one sinple surgica
procedure. The successful candi dates, unless they displayed such an unusually
hi gh aptitude that they were offered positions on the staff, would return hone
to establish their own training organizations. Wthin three generations there
woul d be enough own-species specialist surgeons to make this dreadful and

hi thert o unavoi dabl e scourge of the Hudlars a thing of the past.

The sheer scal e and what appeared to be the utter,crimnal irresponsibility of
the project shocked and sickened Cha Thrat. Conway was not training surgeons, it
was turning out vast numbers of consciencel ess, organic machi nes! She had been
surprised when the Hudl ar trainee had nentioned the tine required for
qualification, and it was possible that the hospital's tutors would be able to
provi de the necessary practical training during that short period. But what
about the long-termindoctrination, the courses of nmental and physical exercises
that woul d prepare the candidates for the acceptance of responsibility and pain,
and the long, presurgery novitiate? As the Diagnostician tal ked on, there was no
mention of these things.

"This is incredible!"™ Cha Thrat said suddenly. Softly the Hudl ar besi de her
said, "Yes, indeed. But be quiet, Nurse, and listen.”

"The degree and extent of the suffering anong aging FROBs is inpossible to

i magi ne or describe," the Earth-human was saying. "If the majority of the other
races in the Federation were faced with the sane problem there would be one
simple, if conpletely unsatisfactory, answer for the individuals concerned. But
the Hudlars, unfortunately or otherw se, are philosophically incapable of

sel f-term nation.

"Wbul d you bring in Patient FROB-El even Thirty-two, please.”

A nobil e operating frame driven by a Kelgian nurse glided to a stop in front of
the Diagnostician. It held the patient—ene of the Hudlars she had sprayed that
mont i ng—al ready prepared for surgery.

"The condition of Eleven Thirty-two," the Earth-human went on, "is too far
advanced for surgical intervention to reverse the degenerative processes

conpl etely. However, today's procedure will ensure that the renmi nder of the
patient's life will be virtually pain-free, which, in turn, neans that it wll
be nentally alert, and, it will be able to lead a useful if not very active
life. Wth Hudl ars who el ect for surgery before the onset of the condition, and
there are few nmenbers in the age groups concerned who do not so elect, the
results are i measurably better

"Before we begin," it continued, unclipping the deep scanner, "I would like to
di scuss the physiol ogical reasons behind the distressing clinical picture we see
before us...”

VWhat miracle of irresponsible and illegal surgery, Cha Thrat wondered sickly,
could nmake El even Thirty-two well agai n?But her curiosity was outwei ghed by a
growi ng fear. She did not know whether or not she could bear to hear the answers
that this terrible Earth-person would give, and still retain her sanity.

"I'n common with the majority of the life-forns known to us," the Diagnostician
continued, "the primary cause of the degenerative process known as aging is
caused by increasing loss of efficiency in the major organs and an associ at ed
circulatory failure

"Wth the FROB life-form" it went on, "the irreversible |loss of function and
the abnormal degree of calcification and fissuring in the extremties is
aggravated by the demand for nutrient, which is no | onger avail able.

"From your FROB physiology |ectures,” it continued, "you know that a healthy
adult of the species possesses an extrenely high netabolic rate that requires a
virtual ly continuous supply of nutrient, which is netabolized, via the

absor pti on nechanism to supply major organs such as the two hearts, the
absorption organs thensel ves, the wonb when the entity is in gravid femal e node,
and, of course, the linbs. These six inmensely strong |inbsformthe nost

energy- hungry system of the body, and demand close to eighty percent of the
total nutrient netabolized.

"If this excessive demand is renoved fromthe energy equation," the
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Di agnostician said slowy and enphatically, "the nutrient supply to

| ess-denandi ng systens is automatically increased to optimum?”

There was no | onger any doubt in Cha Thrat's mind regarding the surgica
intentions of the Earth-human, but still she was trying to convince herself that
the situation was not quite as bad as it seemed. Wth qui et urgency she asked,
"Do this life-formis |inbs regenerate?”

"That is a stupid question," the Hudl ar beside her said. "No, if such were the
case, the linb muscul ature and circul ati on woul d not have degenerated to their
present state in the first place. Please be quiet, Nurse, and listen.”

"I meant the Earth-human's |inbs," Cha Thrat said insistently, "not the
patient's.”

"No," the Hudlar inpatiently said. Wien she tried to ask other questions, it

i gnored her.

Conway was sayi ng, "The mmjor problem encountered while perforning deep surgery
on any life-formevolved for heavy gravity and high atnospheric pressure
conditions is, of course, internal organ displacenment and deconpressi on danage.
But with this type of operation there is no real problem The bleeding is
controlled with clanps, and the procedure is sinple enough for any of you
advanced trainees to performit under supervision

"In fact," the D agnhostician added, showing its teeth suddenly, "I shall not
even lay a cutter on this patient. The responsibility for the operation will be
coll ectively yours.”

A quiet, polite uproar greeted the Earth-human' swords and the trai nees surged
closer to the barrier, inprisoning Cha Thrat within a barricade of netal-hard
Hudl ar bodi es and tentacles. So nmany conversations were going on at once that
several tines her translator was overl oaded, but from what she did hear it
seemed that they were all in favor of this utterly shaneful act of professiona
cowardi ce, and stupidly eager rather than afraid to take surgica
responsibility.

She had never in her wldest and nost fearful inaginings expected anything Iike
this, nor thought to prepare herself for such a vicious and denoralizing attack
on her ethical code. Suddenly she wanted away fromthis nightnmare with its group
of demented and i moral Hudlars. But they were all too busy flapping their
speaki ng nenbranes at each other to hear her

"Quiet, please," Diagnostician Conway said, and there was silence. "I don't
believe in springing surprises, pleasant or otherw se, but sooner or l|ater you
Hudl ars will be performing nmultiple anputations like this on your hone world
hour after hour, day after day, and | feel that you should get used to the idea
sooner rather than later.”

It paused to ook at a white card it was holding in one hand, then said,

"Trai nee FROB-Severity-three, you will begin.”

Cha Thrat had an al nost overwhel ming urge to shout and screamthat she wanted
out and far away fromthis hellish denmonstration. But Conway, a Diagnostician
and one of the hospital's high rulers, had commanded sil ence, and the discipline
of alifetine could not be broken—even though she was far from Sommaradva. She
pushed silently against the wall of Hudlar bodies enclosing her on three sides,
but her attenpts to pass through were ignored if they were even noti ced.
Everyone's eyes were focused exclusively on the operating cradle and pa-tient
FROB- El even Thirty-two and, in spite of her attenpts to | ook el sewhere, hers
were turned in the sane direction

It was obvious fromthe start that Seventy-three's probl em was psychol ogi ca

rat her than surgical, and caused by the close proximty of one of the hospital's
forenpost Diagnhosticians watching every nove it nade. But Conway was being both
tactful and reassuring during its spoken commentary on the operation. \Wenever
the trainee seened hesitant, it nanaged to include the necessary advice and
directions without naking the recipient feel stupid and even nore unsettl ed.
There was sonething of the wizard in this Diagnostician, Cha Thrat thought, but
that in no way excused its unprofessional behavior

' The Nunber Three cutter is used for the initial incision and for renmpving the
underlying layers of nuscle," Conway was saying, "but sone of us prefer the
finer Nunber Five for the venous and arterial work, since the snoother edges of
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the incisions make suturing nmuch easier as well as aiding subsequent healing.
"The nerve bundles,” it went on, "are given extra length and covered with inert
metal caps, and are positioned just beneath the surface of the stunp. This
facilitates the nerve inmpul se augnentors that will |ater control the
prosthetics...”

"What ," Cha Thrat wondered al oud, "are prosthetics?”

"Artificial linbs," the Hudl ar beside her said. "Watch and |listen; you can ask
questions afterward.”

There was plenty to see but | ess to hear because Trai nee FROB-Seventy-three was
wor ki ng much faster and no | onger seened to be in need of the Diagnostician's
covert directions. Not only could Cha Thrat | ookdirectly at the operative field,
but the internal scanner picture was al so being projected onto a | arge screen
above and behind the patient, so that she could watch the careful, precise
movenments of the instrunents within the |inb.

Then suddenly there was no |inmb—t had fallen stiffly, |like the di seased brnch
of a tree, into a container on the fl oor—and she had her first view of a stunp.
Desperately she fought the urge to be physically sick

"The large flap of tegunent is folded over the stub linb," Conway was sayi ng,
"and is attached by staples that dissolve when the healing process is conplete.
Because of the elevated internal pressure of this life-formand the extrene

resi stance of the tegunent to puncturing by needle, nornmal suturing is useless
and it is advisable, in fact, to err on the generous side where the staples are
concer ned.”

There had been unsavory runors of cases |like this on Somaradva, traunatic
anputation of linbs during a major industrial or transportation accident, after
whi ch the casualty had survived, or insisted on surviving. The wounds had been
discreetly tidied up, usually by young, nonresponsi ble and as yet unqualified
warrior-surgeons or even, if nobody el se was avail able, by an anenable

servil e-heal er. But even when the warriors concerned had sustained the wounds as
a result of an act of bravery, the matter was hushed up and forgotten as quickly
as possi bl e.

The casualties went into voluntary exile. They woul d never dream of revealing
their disabilities or deformties to the public gaze, nor would they have been
all owed to do so. On Sonmmaradva they had too nuch respect for their bodies. And
for people to parade around with ne-chanical devices replacing their |inbs was
abhorrent and unt hi nkabl e.

"Thank you, Seventy-three, that was well done," the Earth-human said, gl ancing
once again at its white card. "Trainee Sixty-one, would you like to show us what
you can do?”

Abhorrent and repul sive though it was, Cha Thrat could not take her eyes from
the operating cradle while the new FROB denpbnstrated its surgical prowess. The
depth and positioning of every incision and instrunment was burned into her
menory as if she were watching sone horrid but fascinating perversion. Sixty-one
was followed by two other advanced trai nees, and patient FROB-El even Thirty-two
was left with only two of its six |linbs remaining in place.

"There is still a fair degree of nobility in one of the forelinbs," Conway said,
"and, considering the advanced age and reduced nental adaptability, | feel that
it should be left intact for psychol ogical as well as physiol ogical reasons. It
may well be that the increased bl ood and available nutrient supply due to the
absence of the other linbs will partially inprove the nuscle condition and
circulation in this one. As you can see, the other forelinb has degenerated
virtually to the point of necrosis and nust be renoved.

"Trai nee Cha Thrat," it added, "will performthe anputation.”

Suddenly they Wre all |ooking at her, and for a nonent Cha Thrat had the
ridiculous feeling that she was in the center of a three-dinensional picture,
frozen in this nightmare for all eternity. But the real nightmare lay a few
mnutes in the future, when she would be forced into a nmmjor professiona
deci si on.

Her partner fromthe ward vibrated its speaking nembrane quietly. "This is a
great professional conplinent, Nurse.”
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Bef ore she could reply, the Diagnostician was speaki ng again, to everyone.

It said, "Cha Thrat is a native of a newy discovered world, Sonmaradva, where
it was a qualified surgeon. It has prior experience of other-species surgery on
an Earth-human DBDG, a life-formthat it had encountered for the first tine only
a few hours earlier. In spite of this, the work was skillfully done, Senior
Physi ci an Edanelt tells me, and undoubtedly saved the entity's |inb and probably
its life. And now it can further increase its other-species surgical experience
with a much less difficult procedure on an FROB.”

Encouragingly it ended, "Cone forward, Cha Thrat. Don't be afraid. If anything
should go wong, | will be here to help.”

There was a great, cold fear inside her nixed with the hel pl ess anger of having
to face the ultinmate chall enge without adequate spiritual preparation. But the
Di agnosti ci an's concl udi ng words, suggesting that her natural fear mght sonmehow
keep her fromdoing the work, filled her with righteous anger. It was a hospita
ruler and, no matter how m sguided and irresponsibile its orders to her had
seened, they woul d be obeyed—that was the law. And no Sonmaradvan of the warrior
cl ass woul d show fear before anyone, and that included a group of other-species
strangers. But still she hesitated.

Impatiently the Earth-human said, "Are you capable of performing this
operation?”

"Yes," she said.

Had it asked her if she wanted to performthe operation, Cha Thrat thought sadly
as she nmoved toward the cradl e, the answer would have been different. Then,
jwith the incredibly sharp FROB Nunber Three cutter in her hand, she tried
agai n.

"What ," she asked quickly, "is my precise responsibility in this case?”

The Earth-human took a deep breath and let it out slowy, then said, "You are
responsi ble for the surgical renmoval of the patient's left forelinb.”

"I's it possible to save this |linmb?" she asked hesitantly. "Can the circul ation
be inproved, perhaps by surgical enlargenment of the blood vessels, or by—=

"No," said Conway firmy. "Please begin.”

She nmade the initial incisions and proceeded exactly as the others had done,

wi thout further hesitation or need of pronpting by the D agnostician. Know ng
what was to happen, she suppressed her fear and steadfastly refused to worry
about or feel the pain until the noment it would engulf her. She was utterly
determi ned now to show this strange, highly advanced but seeningly

nonr e-sponsi bl e medic how a truly dedi cated warrior-surgeon of Sonmaradva was
expected to behave.

As she was inserting the last few staples into the flap covering the stunp, the
Di agnostician said warmy, "That was fast, precise, and quite exenplary work,
Cha Thrat. | amparticularly inpressed by—Wat are you doi ngT' She t hought that
her intentions were obvious as soon as she lifted the Nunber Three cutter

Sonmar advan DCNFs di d not possess forelinbs as such but, she thought proudly,
the removal of a left-side nmedial |inb would satisfy the professiona
requirenents of the situation. One quick, neat slice was enough, then she | ooked
at it lying in the container anong the Hudlar |inbs and gripped the stunp
tightly to control the bl eeding.

Her |ast conscious nmenory of the epi sode was of Di agnhosti ci an Conway shouting
above the general uproar into the comunicator.

"FROB | ecture theater on the double,"” it was saying urgently. "One DCNF, a
traumatic anputation, self-inflicted. Ready the OR on Level Forty-three, dammt,
and assenble a mcrosurgery team”

Chapter 8

She could not be sure about the tinme required for her post-op recuperation, only
that there had been | engthy periods of unconsci ousness and a great many visits
from Chi ef Psychol ogi st O Mara and Di agnosti ci ans Thornnastor and Conway. The
DBLF nurse assigned to her nmade caustic comrents about the special attention she
was receiving fromthe hospital's hierarchy, the quantity of food she was noving
for a supposedly sick patient, and about a newly arrived N dian trai nee whose
furry little head had been turned by Cresk-Sar of all people. But when she tried
to discuss her own case it was obvious fromthe Kel gian nurse's agitated fur
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that that was a forbi dden subject.

It did not matter because, by accident or design, the nedication she was
receiving had the effect of naking her feel as if her m nd was sonme ki nd of
dirigible airship, noving at her direction but detached and floating free of all
mundane problens. It was, she realized, a very confortable but suggestible
state.

During one of its later visits, O Mara had suggested that, regardl ess of her
reasons for acting as she had, she had di scharged her particularly strict

prof essional obligations, so that no further action was required on her part.
The |inb had been conpletely severed and renpbved fromthe torso. The fact that
Conway and Thornnastor had together perfornmed sone very fancy microsurgery to
reattach it, with no loss of function or feeling, was a piece of good fortune
that she should accept gratefully and w thout guilt.

It had taken a long tinme to convince the wizard that she had already arrived at
the same concl usion, and that she was grateful, not only for her good fortune,
but to Diagnosticians Conway and Thornnastor for giving her back the linb. The
only part of the incident that continued to puzzle her, she had told O Mara, was
the adverse reaction of everyone to the noble and prai seworthy thingshe had
done.

O Mara had seened to relax then, and it had proceeded with a | ong, devious spel
that involved subjects which Cha Thrat had consi dered too personal and sensitive
to be discussed with a fell ow Sonmaradvan, nuch | ess a stranger. Perhaps it was
the nedication that reduced her feelings of shock and outrage, and nmde the
suggestions of the wi zard seem worthy of consideration rather than outright
rejection.

One of its suggestions had been that, when viewed nonsubjectively, the action
she had taken had been neither noble nor praiseworthy, but a little bit silly.
By the end of that visit she alnpbst agreed with it, and suddenly she was al |l owed
visitors.

Tarsedth and the Hudlar trainee were the first callers. The Kel gi an cane
bustling forward to ask how she was feeling and to exam ne her scars, while the
FROB remai ned standing in silence just inside the entrance. ChaThrat wondered if
there was anything bothering it, forgetting for the nonent that her nedication
frequently caused her to vocalize her thoughts.

"Not hing," said Tarsedth. "Just ignore the big softie. Wien | arrived it was
outside the door, don't know for how long, afraid that the nere sight of another
Hudl ar woul d gi ve you sonme kind of enotional relapse. In spite of all that
muscl e, Hudlars are sensitive souls. According to what O Mara told Cresk-Sar,
you are unlikely to do anything sudden or nelodramatic. You are neither nentally
unbal anced nor enotionally disturbed. Its exact words were that you were
normal |y crazy but not certifi-ably nmad, which is the condition of quite a few
peopl e who work in this place.”

It turned suddenly to regard the FROB, then went on. "Cone closer! It is in bed,
with a linb and nost of its body i mmobilized, it has been blasted into | ow orbit
with tranquilizers, and it isn't likely to bite you!”

The Hudl ar cane forward and said shyly, "W all, everyone who was there, w sh
you well. That includes Patient Eleven Thirty-two, who is pain-free now and
maki ng good progress. And Charge Nurse Segroth whose good wi shes were, ah, nore
perfunctory. WIIl you recover the full use of the |inb?”

"Don't be stupid," Tarsedth broke in. "Wth two Diagnosticians on the case it
doesn't dare not nmke a conplete recovery." To Cha Thrat it went on. "But so
much has been happening to you recently that | can't keep up. Is it true that
you ticked off the Chief Psychol ogist in front of everybody in the Chal der ward,
called it some kind of witch-doctor, and renminded it of its professional duty
toward Patient AUG-One Sixteen? According to the stories going around—=

"It wasn't quite as bad as that," Cha Thrat said.

"I't never is," the DBLF said, its fur subsiding in dis-appointnent. "But the
busi ness during the FROB denponstration, now. You can't deny or dim nish what
happened there.”

"Perhaps," the Hudlar quietly said, "it would rather not tal k about that.”
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"Why not?" Tarsedth asked. "Everyone else is talking about it.”

Cha Thrat was silent for a nmonent as she | ooked up at the head and shoul ders of
the Kelgian projecting like a silver-furred cone over one side of her bed and
the enornous body of the Hudlar | ooning over the other. She tried to nake her
unnatural ly fuzzy mind concentrate on what she wanted to say.

"I would prefer to talk about all the lectures |I've nmissed," she said finally.
"Was there anything especially interesting or inmportant? And woul d you ask
Cresk-Sar if | could have a renpte control for the viewscreen, so | can tune in

to the teaching channels? Tell it that | have nothing to do here and | would
like to continue with ny studies as soon as possible.”
"Friend," Tarsedth said, its fur rising into angry spikes, "I think you would be

wasting your tine.”

For the first tine she wished that her Kelgian classmate was capabl e of

sonet hing | ess than conpl ete honesty. She had been expecting to hear sonething
like this, but the bad news coul d have been broken nore gently.

"What our forthright friend should have told you," the Hudlar said, "is that we
i nqui red about your exact status from Senior Physician Cresk-Sar, who woul d not
give us a firmanswer. It said that you were guilty not so nuch of contravening
hospital rules but of breaking rules that nobody had dreaned of witing. The
deci sion on what to do with you has been< referred up, it said, and you could
expect a visit from O Mara quite soon

"When asked if we could bring you lecture material,"'
"Cresk-Sar said no.”

It did not make any difference how it was broken, she thought after they had
gone, the news was equally bad. But the sudden, raucous sound of her bedside
communi cator kept her fromdwelling for too | ong on her troubles.

It was Patient AUG.-One Sixteen who, with Charge Nurse Hredlichi's cooperation,
was shouting into one of the Nurses' Station comrunicators fromthe entrance to
the Chal der ward. It began by apol ogi zi ng for the physiol ogi cal and

envi ronmental problens that kept it fromvisiting her in person, then told her
how nuch it was m ssing her visits—the Earth-human wi zard O Mara, it said,

| acked her synpathetic nanner and charm-and it hoped she was recovering with no
physi cal or mental distress.

"Everything is fine," she lied. It was not a good thing to burden a patient with
its nedic's troubles, even when the nedic was tenporarily a patient. "How are
you?”

"Very well, thank you," the Chal der replied, sounding enthusiastic in spite of
the fact that its words were reaching her through two communi cators, a
translator, and a considerable quantity of water. "O Mara says that | can | eave
and rejoin ny famly very soon, and can start contacting the space

admi ni stration on Chal der about ny old job. I'mstill young for a Chal der, you
know, and | do really feel well.”

"I'"'mvery happy for you, One Sixteen," Cha Thrat said, deliberately onitting its
nane because others mght be listening who were not entitled to use it. She was
surprised by the strength of her feelings toward the creature.

"I'"ve heard the nurses talking," the Chalder went on, "and it seens |like you are
in serious trouble. | hope all goes well for you, but if not, and you have to

| eave thehospital... Well, you are so far from Sonmaradva out here that if you
felt like seeing another world on your way hone, ny people would be pleased to
have you for as long as you liked to stay. W're pretty well advanced on

Chal derescol and your food synthesis and |ife-support woul d be no probl em

"I't's a beautiful world," it added, "nmuch, much nicer than the Chal der ward...”
When the Chal der eventual ly broke contact, she settled back into the pillows,
feeling tired but not depressed or unhappy, thinking about the ocean world of
Chal derescol . Before joining the AUGL ward she had studied the library tape on
that world with the idea of being able to talk about hone to the patients, so
she was not conpletely unfamliar with the planet. The thought of living there
was exciting, and she knew that, as an off-planet person entitled to cal

Mur omreshonon by nane, its famly and friends woul d make her wel cone however | ong
or short her stay. But thoughts like that were unconfortabl e because they
presupposed that she woul d be | eaving the hospital

it ended apol ogetically,
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I nstead she wondered how the normally shy and gentle Chal der had been able to
prevail upon the acid-tongued Hredlichli to use the Nurses' Station conmunicator
as it had done. Could it have forced cooperation by threatening to weck the

pl ace again? O, nore likely, had the Chalder's call to her been supported,

per haps even suggested, by O Mara?That, too, was an unconfortabl e thought, but

it did not keep her awake. The continuing spell of the Earth-human wi zard or the
medi cation it had prescribed, or both, were still having their insidious effect.
During the days that foll owed she was visited singly and, where physi ol ogi cal
considerations pernmitted, in snmall groups by her classmates. Cresk-Sar cane

twi cebut, like all the other visitors, the tutor would not tal k about nedica
matters at all. Then one day O Mara and Di agnostician Conway arrived together
and woul d di scuss not hing el se.

"Good norning, Cha Thrat, how are you feeling?" the Diagnostician began, as she
knew it woul d.

"Very well, thank you," she replied, as it knew she would. After that she was
subj ected to the nost neticul ously thorough physical exanm nation she had ever
experi enced.

"You' ve probably realized by nowthat all of this wasn't strictly necessary,"
Conway said as it replaced the sheet that had been covering her body. "However,
it was ny first opportunity to have a really close | ook at the DCNF
physi ol ogi cal classification as a whole, as opposed to one of the linbs. Thank
you, it was interesting and nost instructive.

"But now that you are conpletely recovered,"” it went on, with a quick gl ance
toward O Mara, "and will require only a course of exercises before you would be
fit for duty, what are we going to do with you?”

She suspected that it was a rhetorical question, but she badly wanted to reply
to it. Anxiously she said, "There have been m stakes, m sunderstandi ngs. They
will not occur again. | would like to remain in the hospital and continue ny
training.”

"No!" Conway said sharply. In a quieter voice it went on. "You are a fine
surgeon, Cha Thrat—potentially a great one. Losing you would be a shaneful waste
of talent. But keeping you on the nedical staff, with your peculiar ideas of
what constitutes ethical behavior, is out of the question. There isn't a ward in
the hospital that would accept you for practical training now Segroth took you
only because O Mara and | requested it.

"I like to make ny surgery lectures as interesting andexciting as possible for
the trainees," Conway added, "but there are linmts, dammit!”

Before either of themcould say the words that woul d send her fromthe hospital,
Cha Thrat said quickly, "Wat if sonething could be done that woul d guarantee ny
future good behavior? One of ny early lectures was on the Educator tape system
of teaching alien physiology and nedicine that, in effect, gives the recipient
an ot her-species viewpoint. If | could be given such a tape, one with a nore
acceptable, to you, code of professional behavior, then | would be sure to stay
out of trouble.”

She waited anxiously, but the two Earth-humans were | ooking at each other in

sil ence, ignoring her

W thout the Educator or physiol ogy tape system she had |earned, a nultispecies
hospital |ike Sector General could not have existed. No single brain, regardless
of species, could hold the enornous quantity of physiol ogi cal know edge required
to successfully treat the variety of patients the hospital received. But
conpl et e physiol ogi cal data on any patient's species was avail abl e by nmeans of
an Educator tape, which was sinply the brain record of sone great nedical mnd
bel onging to the same or a simlar species as the patient to be treated.

A being taking such a tape had to share its mind with a conpletely alien
personality. Subjectively, that was exactly howit felt; all of the nenories and
experiences and personality traits of the being who had donated the tape were

i npressed on the receiving mnd, not just selected pieces of nmedical data. An
Educator tape could not be edited and the degree of confusion, enptiona
disorienta-tion, and personality dislocation caused to a recipient could not be
adequat el y descri bed even by the Senior Physicians and Di agnostici ans who
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experienced it.

The Di agnosticians were the hospital's highest nedical rulers, beings whose

nm nds were both adaptable andC.B.E.----6stable enough to retain pernmanently up
to ten physiology tapes at one tine. To their data-cramed ninds was given the
job of original research into xenol ogi cal nmedicine and the treatnment of new

di seases in newy discovered |ife-forns.

But Cha Thrat was not interested in subjecting herself voluntarily, as had the
Di agnosticians, to a nultiplicity of alien ideas and influences. She had heard
it said anong the staff that any person sane enough to' be a Diagnostician had to
be mad, and she could well believe it. Her idea represented a nuch | ess drastic
solution to the probl em

"If 1 had an Earth-human, a Kel gian, even a N dian personality sharing ny mnd,"
she persisted, "I would understand why the things | sonetinmes do are consi dered
wong, and would be able to avoid doing them The other-species material would
be used for interpersonal behavioral guidance only. As a trainee | would not try
to use its nedical or surgical know edge on ny patients wthout perm ssion.”

The Di agnostician was suddenly overcone by an attack of coughing. Wen it
recovered it said, "Thank you, Cha Thrat. |I'msure the patients would thank you,
too. But it's inpossible to... O Mra, this is your field. You answer it.”

The Chi ef Psychol ogi st noved cl ose to the bedsi de and | ooked down at her. It
said, "Hospital regulations do not allow nme to do as you ask, nor would | do so
if I could. Even though you are an unusually strong and stubborn personality,
you would find it very difficult to control the other occupant of your mnd. It
isn't an alien entity fighting for control, but because the type of |eading

medi cal specialist who donates the tapes is frequently a very strong-m nded and
aggressive person used to getting its owm way, it would feel as if it is

taki ngcontrol. The ensuing purely subjective conflict could give rise to

epi sodes of pain, skin eruptions, and nore troubl esonme organi ¢ mal functioni ngs.
Al'l have a psychosonatic basis, of course, but they will hurt you just as mnuch
as the real thing. The risk of pernmanent nental danage is great and, until a
trainee has | earned to understand the external personalities of the beings
around it, it would not receive one of their Educator tapes.

"In your case there is an additional reason," O Mara added. "You are a fenmle.”
Sonmar advan prej udi ces, she thought furiously, evenhere in Sector General! and
made a sound that at honewoul d have resulted in an i nedi ate and probably vio-*
|l ent breakdown in conmunication. Fortunately, thesound did not translate.
"The concl usi on you have just junped to is wong," O Mara went on. "It is sinply
that the fenales of all the two-sexed species yet discovered have evolved with
certain peculiarities, as opposed to abnorrmalities, of mnd. One of themis a
deeply rooted, sex-based fastidi ousness and aversion toward anything or anyone
entering or trying to possess their minds. The only exception is in the
situation when life-mating has taken place, where, in nmany species, the
processes of physical and nmental sharing and the feelings of possession

conpl enent each other. But | can't imagine you falling in love with an

ot her - species m nd inpression.”

"Do male entities,"” Cha Thrat asked, both satisfied and intrigued by the

expl anation, "receive mnd recordings from other-species fenales, then? Could /
be given a fenale tape?”

"There is only one'recorded instance of that..." O Mara began
"Let's not go into that," Conway broke in, its face becom ng a darker shade of
pink. "I'"msorry, Cha Thrat,you cannot be given an Educator tape, now or ever

O Mara has expl ai ned why, just as he has explained the political circunstances
of your arrival here and the delicate state of the cultural contact on

Sonmar adva that woul d be jeopardized if we sinply dismssed you fromthe
hospital. Wuldn't it be better for all concerned if you left of your own free
will?”

Cha Thrat was silent for a nonent, her eyes turned toward the linb that she had
t hought woul d be | ost forever, trying to find the right words. Then she said,
"You don't owe me anything for my work on ship ruler Chiang. | have already
expl ai ned, during nmy first neeting with the Chief Psychol ogist, that the del ay
in attending to its injuries was caused by ny not wanting to lose a |inb because
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if, as aresult of nmy decision to performthe operation it lost a linb, then so

would I. As a warrior-surgeon | cannot escape a responsibility willingly
accept ed.

"And now," she went on, "if | were to | eave the hospital as you suggest, it
woul d not be of ny owmn free will. | cannot do, or |eave undone, sonething that
know to be wong.”

The Diagnostician was al so |ooking at the replaced linb. "I believe you," it
sai d.

O Mara exhaled slowy and half turned to leave. It said, "I'mvery sorry |

didn't pick up on that 'losing a linb' remark you made at our first neeting; it
woul d have saved us all a lot of trouble. Against ny better judgnment | relented
after the AUG.- One Sixteen business, but the bl oody drama during the FROB
denonstrati on was too nuch. The remmi nder of your stay here will not be very

pl easant because, in spite of the earlier reconmendati ons you've had from

Di agnosti ci an Conwayand mnysel f, nobody wants you anywhere near their patients.
"Let's face it, Cha Thrat," it ended as both Earth-hunmans noved toward the door,
"you're in the doghouse.”

She heard themtalking with a third person in the corridor, but the words were
too nmuffled for translation. Then the door opened and anot her Earth-human
entered. It was wearing the dark-green uniformof the Mnitor Corps and | ooked
famliar.

Cheerfully it said, "lI've been waiting outside in case they couldn't talk you
into leaving, and O Mara was pretty sure they wouldn't. I'mTinmns, in case you
don't renmenber ne. W have to have a |ong tal k.

"And before you ask," it went on, "the doghouse, so far as you're concerned, is
t he Mai ntenance Departnent.”

Chapter 9

It was obvious fromthe beginning that Lieutenant Tinmns did not consider its
job to be either servile or nenial, and it was not |ong before the Lieutenant
had her beginning to feel the sanme way. It wasn't just the Earth-human's qui et
enthusiasmfor its job, there was also the portable viewer and set of study
tapes it had left at her bedside that convinced her that this was work
forlwarriors—al though not, of course, for warrior-surgeons. The w de-rangi ng and
conpl ex problens of providing technical and environnental support for the

si xty-odd—sone of themvery odd i ndeed—+ife-forns conprising the hospital's
patients and staff made her earlier nmedical and physi ol ogi cal studi es seem easy
by conpari son.

Her last formal contact with the training programwas when Cresk-Sar arrived,
carried out a brief but thorough exam nation, and, subject to the findings of
the eye specialist, Doctor Yeppha, who would be visiting her shortly, pronounced
her physically fit to begin the new duties. She asked if there would be any
objection to her continuing to view the nedical teaching channels in her free
time, and the Senior Physician told her that she could watch whatever she

pl eased in her spare tine, but it was unlikely that she would ever be able to
put any of the nedical know edge gained into practice.

It ended by saying that while it was relieved that she was no | onger the
Training Departnment's responsibility, it was sorry to |l ose her and that it
joined her erstwhile coll eagues in w shing her success and personal satisfaction
in the new work she had chosen

Doctor Yeppha was a new life-formto her experience, a small, tripedal, fragile
bei ng that she classified as DRVJ. Fromthe furry dome of its head there
sprouted, singly and in small clusters, at |east twenty eyes. She wondered

whet her the overabundance of visual sensors had any bearing on its choice of
specialty, but thought it better not to ask

"Good norning, Cha Thrat," it said, taking a tape fromthe pouch at its wai st
and pushing it into the viewer. "This is a visual acuity test designed primarily
to check for color blindness. W don't care if you have nuscles |like a Hudlar or
a Cnrusskin, there are ma-cniiies |u uu me icaiiy ncavy worn., oui you nave 10
oe able to see. Not only that, you nust be able to clearly identify col ors and
the subtl e shades and dilution of color brought about by changes in the
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intensity of the anmbient |ighting. Wat do you see there?”

"A circle made up of red spots,"” Cha Thrat replied, "enclosing a star of green
and bl ue spots.”

"Good," Yeppha said. "I am naking this sound nuch sinpler than it really is, but
you will learn the conplexities in tine. The service bays and interconnecting
tunnels are filled with cable | oons and plunbing all of which is color coded.
Thi s enabl es the nai ntenance people to tell at a glance which are power cabl es
and which the , |ess dangerous comunication |ines, or which pipes carry oxygen,
chl orine, methane, or organic effluvia. The danger of contanination of wards by
ot her - speci es atnospheres is always present, and such an environnental
catastrophe should not be allowed to occur because sone partially sighted

ni nconpoop has connected up the wong set of pipes. What do you see now?”

And so it went on, with Yeppha putting designs in subtly graduated colors on the
screen and Cha Thrat telling it what she saw or did not see. Finally the DRVJ
turned off the viewer and replaced the tape in its pouch

"You don't have as nany eyes as | do," it said, "but they all work. There is no
bar, therefore, to you joining the Mintenance Departnment. My sincere

conmi serations. Good | uck!”

The first three days were to be devoted exclusively to unsupervised | essons in
i nternal navigation. Tinmns explained that whenever or wherever an emnergency
occurred, or even if a minor fault was reported, the naintenance people were
expected to be at the site of the trouble with mininmmdelay. Because they

woul dnornal |y be carrying tools or replacenent parts with themon a self-powered
trolley, they were forbidden the use of the main hospital corridors, except in
the direst of energencies—staff and patient traffic there was congested enough
as it was without risking a vehicular thronbosis. She was therefore expected to
find her way fromA to B, with diversions through H P, and W wi thout |eaving
the service bays and tunnels or asking directions of anyone she ni ght meet.
Nei t her was she allowed to make an illegal check on her position by emerging
into the main corridor systemto go to |unch

"Wearing the |ightweight protective envelope will probably be unnecessary,"
Timrins said as he lifted the grating in the floor just outside her room "but
mai nt enance peopl e al ways wear themin case they have to pass through an area
where there may be a nonurgent seepage of own-species toxic gas. You have
sensors to warn you of the presence of all toxic contam nants, including
radiation, a lanp in case one of the tunnels has a lighting failure, a map with
your route clearly shown, a distress beacon in case you becone hopel essly | ost
or sone ot her personal energency occurs, and, if | nmay say so, nore than enough
food to keep you alive for a week nuch | ess a day!

"Don't worry and don't try to hurry, Cha ThraC it went on. "Look on this as a
long, leisurely wal k through unexplored territory, with frequent breaks for a
picnic. 1'll see you outside Access Hatch Twelve in Corridor Seven on Level One
Twenty in fifteen hours, or less.”

It aughed suddenly and added, "O possibly nore.”

The service tunnels were very well |it, but |ow and narrow-at |east so far as
the Sonmaradvan |ife-formwas concerned—with al coves set at frequent

interval salong their I ength. The al coves were puzzling in that they were enpty
of cable runs, pipes, or any form of nmechanisns, but she discovered their

pur pose when a Kelgian driving a powered trolley cane charging al ong the tunne
toward her and yelled, "Mve aside, stupid!”

Apart fromthat encounter she seened to have the tunnel to herself, and she was
abl e to nmove much nore easily than she had ever been able to do in the main
corridor whose floor was now above her head. Through the ventilator grilles she
could clearly hear the sounds of thunping and tapping and slithering of

ot her - speci es anbul at ory appendages overhead, and the indescribabl e babbie of
grow i ng, hissing, gobbling, and cheepi ng conversation that acconpanied it.

She noved forward steadily, careful not to be surprised by another fast-noving
vehicl e as she consulted her nmap, and occasionally stopped to dictate notes
describing the size, dianeter, and col or codings on the protective casings of
the mechani snms and connecting pipes and cable runs that covered the tunnel walls
and roof. The notes, Timm ns had told her, would enable it to check her progress
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during the test, as well as give her an inportant check on her general |ocation
The power and comuni cation |ines would | ook the sane anywhere in the hospital,
but nost of the plunbing here bore the color codings for water and the

at nospheric mxture favored by the warm bl ooded, oxygen-breathing life-forns
that made up nore than half of the Federation's nenber species. Under the |evels
where they breathed chlorine, nmethane, or super-heated steamthe colors would be
much different and so would be her protective clothing.

A mechani smthat did not appear to be working caught her attention. Through its
transparent cover shecould see a group of unlit indicators and a serial nunber
that probably meant something to the entities who had built the thing, but to
nobody el se who was not famliar with their witten | anguage. She | ocated and
pressed the plate of the audible | abel and swi tched on her transl ator

"I am a standby punp on the drinking water supply line to the DBLF ward

Ei ghty-three diet kitchen," it announced. "Functioning is automatic when
required, currently inoperative. The hinged inspection panel is opened by
inserting your general -purpose key into the slot narked with a red circle and
turning right through ninety degrees. For conponent repair or replacenent
consult Mi ntenance Instructions Tape Three, Section One Twenty. Don't forget to
cl ose the panel again before you | eave.

"I ama standby punp..." it was begi nning again when she took her hand away,
silencing it.

At first she had been worried by the thought of traveling continuously along the
| ow, narrow service tunnels, even though O Mara had assured Tinmins that her
psych profile was free of any tendency toward cl austrophobia. Al of the tunnels
were brightly Iit and, she had been told, they renmained so even if they were
unoccupi ed for long periods. On Sommaradva this woul d have been considered a
crimnal waste of power. But in Sector General the additional demand on the nmain
reactor for continuous |lighting was negligible, and was nore than outwei ghed by
t he mai ntenance problemthat would have been posed if fallible on-off switches
had been installed at every tunnel intersection

Gradual |y her route took her away fromthe corridors and the alien cacophony of
the people using them and she felt nore conpletely and utterly al one than she
had believed it possible to feel

The absence of outside sounds nade the subduedhumm ng and clicking of the power
and punpi ng systens around her appear to grow | ouder and nore threatening, and
she took to pressing the audible | abels at random just to hear another

voi ce—even though it was sinply a machine identifying itself and its often

mysti fying purpose.

Cccasional ly she found hersel f thanking the nmachine for the information

The col or codi ngs had begun to change fromthe oxygen-nitrogen and water
mar ki ngs to those for chlorine and the corrosive liquid that the Illensan PVSJ]
met abol i smused as a working fluid, and the corridors were shorter with many
nmore twists and turns. Before her confusion could grow into panic, she decided
to nmake herself as confortable as possible in an al cove, substantially reduce
the quantity of food she was carrying, and think

According to her map she was passing fromthe PVSJ section downward through one
of the synthesizer facilities that produced the food required by the
chlorine-breathers and into the section devoted to the supply of the AUG

wat er - breat hers. That expl ai ned the seemingly contradictory markings and the
squar e-sectioned conduits that nmade hissing, runbling noises as the solid,
prepackaged PVSJ food was being noved pneumatically along them However, a |arge
corner of the AUG section had been converted to a PVSJ operating room and
post-op observation ward, and this was joined to the main chlorine section by an
ascendi ng spiral corridor containing noving ranps for the rapid transfer of
staff and patients, since the PVSJs were not physiologically suited to the use
of stairs. The twists and turns of the service tunnel were necessary to get
around these topo-logically conplex obstructions. But if she got safely past
this conplicated interpenetration of the water- andchl ori ne-breathing sections,
the journey should be nmuch sinpler.

There was no shortage of vocal conpany. Warning | abels, which spoke whet her she
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pressed themor not, advised her to check constantly for cross-species
cont ami nati on.

Provi si on had been nmade to take food w thout unsealing her protective suit, but
her sensors showed the area clear of toxic material in dangerous quantities, so
she opened her visor. The smell was an indescribabl e combination of every sharp,
acrid, heavy, unpleasant, and even pl easant snell that she had ever encountered
but, fortunately, only in trace quantities. She ate her food, quickly closed the
visor, and noved on with increased confidence.

Three long, straight sections of corridor |ater she realized that her confidence
had been mi spl aced.

According to her estimates of the distances and directions she had travel ed, Cha
Thrat should be sonewhere between the Hudl ar and Tralthan | evels. The tunne
wal I s shoul d have been carrying the thick, heavily insul ated power cables for
the FROBs' artificial gravity grids and at | east one distinctively marked pipe
to supply their nutrient sprayers, as well as the air, water, and return waste
conduits required by the warm bl ooded, oxygen-breathing FG.Is. But the cable
runs bore col or conbi nations that should not have been there, and the only

at nosphere line visible was the smal | -di anmet erpi pe supplying air to the tunne
itself. Irritated with herself, she pressed the nearest audible |abel

"I aman autonmatic self-nmonitoring control unit for synthesizer process One
Twelve B," it said inportantly. "Press blue stud and access panel will nove
aside. Warning. Only the container and audible | abel are reus-able. If faulty,
conmponents nust be replaced and not repaired. Not to be opened by MsSVK, LSVO or
other species with |ow radiation tol erance unl ess special protective neasures
are taken.”

She had no desire to open the cabinet, even though her radiation nonitor was
indicating that the area was safe for her particular life-form At the next

al cove she had another | ook at her map and list of col or codings.

Sonehow she had wandered into one of the sections that were inhabited only by
automati ¢ machinery. The nmap indicated fifteen such areas within the nmain

hospi tal conpl ex, and none of them was anywhere near her , planned route.
Plainly she had taken a wong turning, perhaps a series of wong turnings, soon
after leaving the spiral tunnel connecting the PVS) ward with its new operating
room

She noved on again, watching the tunnel walls and roof in the hope that the next
change in the col or codings would give her a clue to where she m ght be. She

al so cursed her own stupidity al oud and touched every | abel she passed, but soon
deci ded that both activities were nonproductive. It was a w se deci sion because,
at the next tunnel intersection, she heard distant voices.

Tinmmins had told her not to speak to anyone or to enter any of the public
corridors. But, she reasoned, if she was al ready hopel essly off-course then
there was nothing to stop her taking the side tunnel and noving toward the
sound. Perhaps by listening at one of the corridor ventilating grilles she m ght
overhear a conversation that would give her a clue to her present whereabouts.
The t hought nade Cha Thrat feel ashamed but, conpared with sone of the things
she had been forced tothink about recently, it was a small, personal dishonor
that she thought she could live wth.

There were | engthy breaks in the conversation. At first the voices were too
qui et and distant for her translator to catch what was being said, and when she
cane closer the people concerned were indulging in one of their |engthy
silences. The result was that when she cane to the next intersection, she saw
them before there was another chance to overhear them

They were a Kel gian DBLF and an Earth-human DBDG, dressed in M ntenance
coveralls with the additional insignia of Mnitor Corps rank. There were tools
and di smant| ed sections of piping on the floor between them and, after gl ancing
up at her briefly, they went on talking to each other

"l wondered what was coming at us along the corridor," the Kelgian said, "and
maki ng nore noi se than a drunken Tralthan. It nmust be the new DCNF we were told
about, on its first day underground. W nustn't talk to it, not that |'d want
to, anyway. Strange-looking creature, isn't it?”

"I wouldn't dreamof talking to it, or vice versa," the DBDG replied. "Pass ne
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the Nunber El even gripper and hold your end steady. Do you think it knows where
it's going?”

The Kelgian's conical head turned briefly in the direction Cha Thrat was headed,
and it said, "Not unless it was feeling that the tunnel walls were closing in on
itv and it wanted to treat threatened cl austrophobia with a* jolt of agoraphobia
by wal king on the outer hull. This, is no job for a Corps senior non-com
shortly, if what the Major says is true, to be pronoted Lieutenant.”

"This is no job for anybody, so don't worry about it," the Earth-human said. It
turned to | ook pointedly along,the corridor to the left. "On the other hand, it
could be contenplating a visit to the VIXM section. Stupid in a |ightweight
suit, of course, but maintenance trai nees have to be stupid or they'd try for
sone other job.”

The Kel gi an made an angry sound that did not translate, then said, "Wy is it
that nowhere in the vast imensity of explored space have we di scovered yet a
single life-formwhose body wastes snell nice?”

"My furry friend," the Earth-human said, "I think you may have touched upon one
of the great philosophical truths. And on the subject of inexplicable phenonena,
how could a Melfan Size Three dilator get into their waste-disposal system and
travel through four levels before it gummed up the works down here?”

She could see the Kelgian's fur rippling under its coveralls as it said, "Do you
think that DCNF is stupid? Is it going to stand there watching us all day? Is it
intending to foll ow us hone?”

"Fromwhat |'ve heard about Sonmaradvans,"” the DBDG replied, still not | ooking
directly at her, "lI'd say it wasn't so nuch stupid as a bit slowwtted.”
"Definitely slowwitted," the Keigian agreed.

But Cha Thrat had already realized that, cloaked though they were by statenents
that were derogatory and personally insulting, the overheard conversation had
contained three accurate points of reference which would easily enable her to
establish her position and return to the planned route. She regarded the two

mai nt enance people for a nonment, sorry that she was forbidden to speak to them
as they were to her. Quickly she made the formal sign of thanks between equal s,
then turned away to nove in the only direction the two beings had nor discussed.
"I think," the Kelgian said, "it nmade a rude gesture with its forward nedi a
linmb,”

"Inits place," the Earth-human replied, "I'd have done the sane.”

During the renmai nder of that internm nable journey she doubl e-checked every
change of direction and kept watch for any unexpected alterations in col or
codings on the way to Level One Twenty, and paused only once to nake anot her

| arge dent in her food store. When she opened Access Hatch Twel ve and cli nbed
into Corridor Seven, Tinmns was already there.

"Wel | done, Cha Thrat, you nmade it," the Earth-human said, showing its teeth.
"Next time |I'd better nake the trip a little longer, and a ot nore conpli cat ed.

After that 1'lIl let you help out with a few sinple jobs. You may as well start
earni ng your keep.”
Feeling pleased and a little confused, she said, "I thought | arrived early.

Have | kept you waiting |ong?”

Ti mmi ns shook its head. "Your distress beacon was for your own persona
reassurance in case yoir felt lost or frightened. It was part of the test. But
we keep pernanent tracers on our people at all tinmes, so | was aware of every
nmove you made. Devious, aren't |? But you passed very close to a mmintenance
team at one stage. | hope you didn't ask themfor directions. You know the
rule.”

Cha Thrat wondered if there was any rule in Sector General so inflexible that it
could not be bent out of shape, and she hoped that the outer signs of her
enbarrassnent could not be read by a nenber of another species.

"No," she replied truthfully, "we didn't speak to eachother”

Chapter 10

In the event, she was not given a job until Timmns had shown her the full range
and conplexity of the work that, one day, she nmight be capable of taking on. It
was obvi ous that the Earth-human was quietly but intensely proud of its
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Mai nt enance Departnent and, with good reason, was showing off while trying to
instill alittle of its own pride in her. True, much of the work was servile,
but there were aspects of it that called for the qualities of a warrior or even
a mnor ruler. Unlike the rigid stratification of |abor practiced on Somaradva,
however, in the Miintenance Departnent advancenment toward the higher |evels was
encour aged.

Ti mmi ns was doing an awful |ot of encouraging, and seenmed to be spending an
unusual |y large proportion of its tine showi ng her around.

"Wth respect," she said after one particularly interesting tour of the

| owt enperature nethane |evels, "your rank and obvious ability suggest that you
have nore inportant uses for your tine than spending it with nme, your nost
recent and, | suspect, nobst technically ignorant naintenance trai nee. Wy am |
given this special treatnent?”

Ti nmi ns | aughed quietly and said, "You mustn't think that |'m neglecting nore

i nportant work to be with you, Cha Thrat. If |I'mneeded | can be contacted

wi t hout delay. But that is unlikely to happen because ny subordinates try very
hard to nake me feel redundant.

"You should find the next section particularly interesting," it went on. "It is
the VIXM ward, which, strange as it may seem forns part of the main reactor
You know from your medical |ectures that the Telfi are a gestalt |ife-formwho
live by the direct absorption of hard radiation, so that all patient exam nation
and treatnent is by renpte-controlled sensors and mani pul ators. To be assigned
to maintenance in this area you woul d need special training in—=

"Special training," Cha Thrat broke in, beginning to | ose her patience, "neans
special treatment. | have already asked this question. Am | being given specia
treatment ?”

"Yes," the Earth-human said sharply. It waited while a refrigerated vehicle
containing one of the frigid-blooded SNLU net hane-breathers roll ed past, then
went on. "COf course you are being given special treatnent.”

"\ 2"

Timmi ns did not reply.

"Why do you not answer this sinple question?" she persisted.

"Because," the Earth-human said, its face deepening in color, "your question
does not have a sinple answer, and |'mnot sure if | amthe right person to give
it to you, since | mght also give offense, cause you nental pain, insult you
or make you angry.”

Cha Thrat wal ked in silence for a nmonent, then said, "I think that your
consideration for nmy feelings nakes you the right person. And a subordi nate who
has acted wongly nay indeed feel nental pain or anger or intense" self-dislike
but surely, if the superior speaks justly, no offense can be taken nor insult

gi ven.”

The Earth-human shook its head in a gesture, she had | earned, that coul d nean
either negation or puzzlenent. It said, "There are tines, Cha Thrat, when you
make me feel |ike the subordinate. But what the hell, I'lIl try to answer. You
are being accorded special treatnent because of the wong we did to you and the
mental disconfort we have caused, and there are several inportant people who
feel obligated to do sonething about it.”

"But surely," she said incredulously, "I amthe one who has behaved wongly.”
"That you have," Timrns said, "but as a direct result of us wonging you first.
The Monitor Corps are responsible for allow ng, no, encouraging you to come here
inthe first place, and waiving the entry requirenents. The w ongdoi ng t hat

foll owed this conbination of m sguided gratitude for saving Chiang's life and
sheer political opportunismwas the inevitable result.”

"But | wanted to cone," Cha Thrat protested, "and | still want to stay.”

"To puni sh yourself for recent nisdeeds?" Tinmm ns asked quietly. "I've been
trying to convince you that we are originally to blanme for those.”

"I amnot nmentally or norally warped," she replied, trying to control her anger
at what, on her hone world, would have been a grave insult. "I accept just

puni shrrent, but | would not seek to inflict it on nmyself. There are sone very
di squi eting and unpl easant aspects to life here, but in no |l evel of Sonmaradvan
society could | be subject to such a variety and intensity of experience. That
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is why | would like to stay.”

The Earth-human was silent for a nonent, then it said, "Conway, O Mara, and
Cresk-Sar anong others, even Hredlichli, were sure that your reasons for wanting
to stay here were positive rather than negative and thatthere was little chance
of nmy getting you to agree to a return hone...”

It broke off as Cha Thrat stopped dead in the corridor. Angrily she said, "Have
you been discussing with all these people ny deeds and m sdeeds, ny conpetence
or inconpetence, perhaps ny future prospects, without inviting ne to be
present ?”

"Move, you're causing a traffic problem” Tinmmins said. "And there is no reason
for anger. Since that business during the Hudlar denp there isn't a single being
in the hospital who has not tal ked about your deeds, m sdeeds, conpetence, or

| ack thereof, and your highly questionable future prospects in the hospital
Havi ng you present at ail those discussions was not possible. But if you want to
know what was said about you in great and interm nabl e detail —the serious

di scussions, that is, as opposed to nere hospital gossip—+ believe O Mara has
added the recordings to your psych file and m ght play them back to you on
request. Or again, he mght not.

"Alternatively,"” it went on when they were noving again, "you may wi sh ne to
give you a brief summary of these discussions, inaccurate in that the excess
verbi age and the nore inpolite and colorful phraseology will be deleted.”
"That," Cha Thrat said, "is what | wish." "Very well,"” it replied. "Let ne begin
by saying that the Monitor Corps personnel and all of the senior nedical staff
menbers involved are responsible for this situation. During the initia
interviewwith O Mara you nentioned that the lengthy delay in your decision to
treat Chiang was that you did not want to lose a |linb. O Mara assuned, wongly,
that you were referring only to Chiang's linb, and he thinks that in an

ot her-species interview he should have been nore alert to the exactneani ng of
the words spoken, and that he is primarily responsible for your self-anmputation
"Conway feels responsible," it went on, "because he ordered you to performthe
Hudl ar linb renoval without knowi ng anythi ng about your very strict code of

prof essional ethics. Cresk-Sar thinks it should have questioned you nore closely
on the sane subject. Both of thembelieve that you woul d make a fine

ot her-speci es surgeon if you could be deconditioned and reeducated. And
Hred-lichli blanes itself for ignoring the special friendship that devel oped

bet ween you and AUG.- One Si xteen. And, of course, the Mnitor Corps, which is
originally responsible for the problem suggested a solution that would give the
m ni mum di spl easure to everyone.”

"By transferring ne to Maintenance," she finished for it.

"That was never a serious suggestion," the Earth-human sai d, "because we
couldn't believe that you would accept it. No, we wanted to send you hone.”

A small part of her mind was noving her body forward and around the heavier or
nore senior staff menbers, while the rest of it felt angry and bitterly

di sappointed in the |ife-form beside her that she had begun to think of as a
friend.

"Naturally," Timmins went on, "we tried to take your feelings into account. You
were interested in neeting and working with off-planet life-forns, so we would
give you a cultural |iaison position, as an advi sor on Sonmmar-advan affairs, on
our base there. Or on Descartes, our |argest specialized other-species contact
vessel, which will be orbiting your world until another new intelligent species
i s discovered sonewhere. Your position would be one of considerable
responsibility, and could not be influenced in any way by the people who dislike
you on Sommrar adva.

"Naturally, nothing could be guaranteed at this stage,"” it continued. "But

subj ect to your satisfactory performance with us you would be all owed to choose
bet ween a permanent position with the Corps' Sommar-adva establishnment as an

i nterspecies cultural advisor or as a nenber of the contact team on Descartes.
We tried to do what we thought was best for you, friend, and everyone el se.”
"You did," Cha Thrat said, feeling her anger and di sappoi ntnment nelting away.
"Thank you.”
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"W thought it was a reasonable conpronise,” Timmnins said. "But O Mara said no.
He insisted that you be given a maintenance job here in the hospital and have
the Corps induction procedures attended to as quickly as possible.”

"\ 2"

"I don't know why," it replied. "Wio knows how a Chief Psychol ogist's m nd

wor ks?”

"Why," she repeated, "nust | join your Monitor Corps?”

"Ch, that," Tinmns said. "Purely for adninistrative conveni ence. The supply and
mai nt enance of Sector Ceneral is our responsibility, and anyone who is not a
patient or on the medical staff is automatically a nenber of the Monitor Corps.
The personnel conputer has to know your nane, rank, and nunber so as to be able
to pay your salary and so we can tell you what to do

"Theoretically," it added.

"l have never disobeyed the | awful order of a superior. .." Cha Thrat began
when it held up its hand again.

"A Corps joke, don't worry about it," Tinmmins said. "The point I'mtrying to
make is that our Chief Psychol ogi st bears the adm nistrative rank of najor, but
it isdifficult to define the limts of his authority in this place., because he
orders full Colonels and Di agnosti ci ansaround, and not always politely. Your own
rank of junior technician, Environmental Miintenance, G ade Two, which becane
effective as soon as we received O Mara's instructions, will not give you as
much | eeway.”

"Please," she said urgently, "this is a serious matter. It is ny understanding
that the Monitor Corps is an organization of warriors. It has been many
generations on Sommaradva since our warrior-level citizens fought together in
battl e. Peace and present-day technol ogy offer danger enough. As a
warrior-surgeon | amrequired to heal wounds, not inflict them”

"Seriously," the Earth-human said, "I think your information on the Corps cane
chiefly fromthe entertai nnent channels. Space battles and hand-to-hand conbat
are an extrenely rare occurrence, and the library tapes will give you a nuch
truer, and nore boring, description of what we do and why we do it. Study the

material. You'll find that there will be no conflict of |oyalty between your
duties to the Corps, your home world, or your ethical standards.

"We've arrived," it added briskly, pointing at the sign on the heavy door before
them "From here on we'll need heavy radiation arnmor. Ch, you've another
question?”

"I't's about ny salary,"she said hesitantly.

Ti mmi ns | aughed and said, "I do so hate these altruistic types who consider

nmoney uni nportant. The pay at your present rank isn't |arge. Personnel wll be
able to tell you the equivalent in Sommaradvan currency, but then there isn't
much to spend it on here. You can always save it and your |eave all owance and
travel . Perhaps visit your AUG friend on Chal derescol sonetine, or go to—
"There woul d be enough noney for an interstellar trip Iike that?" she broke in.
The Earth-human went into a paroxym of coughing, recovered, then said, "There
woul d not be enough noney to pay for an interstellar trip. However, because of
the isolated position of Sector General, free Corps transport is available for
physi ol ogi cal |y suitable hospital personnel to travel to their hone planets or,
with a bit of fiddling, to the planet of your choice. The noney could be spent
there, enjoying yourself. Now will you please get into that arnor?”

Cha Thrat did not nove and the Earth-human watched her without speaking.
Finally she said, "I am being given special treatnent, shown areas where | am
not qualified to work and nechani sns that | can't hope to use for a very |long
time. No doubt this is being done as an incentive, to show nme what is possible
for me to achieve in the future. | understand and appreciate the thinking behind
this, but I would nmuch prefer to stop sightseeing and do sone sinple, and
useful, work.”

"Well, good for you!"™ Timmns said, showing its teeth approvingly. "W can't

|l ook directly at the Telfi anyway, so we aren't missing nmuch. Suppose you begin
by learning to drive a delivery sled. A small one, at first, so that an accident
wi || danmage you nore than the hospital structure. And you'll have to really
mast er your internal geography, and be able to navigate accurately and at speed
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through the service tunnel network. It seens to be a | aw of nature that when a
ward or diet kitchen has to be resupplied, the requisition is always urgent and
usually arrives |late.

"We'Il head for the internal transport hangar now," it ended, "unless you have
anot her question?”

She had, but thought it better to wait until they were noving again before
asking it.

"What about the damage to the AUGA ward for whichl was indirectly responsible?"
she said. "WII| the cost be deducted fromny salary?”

Timmins showed its teeth again and said, "lI'd say that it would take about three
years to pay for the damage caused by your AUG friend. But when the danmage was
done you were one of the nedical trainee crazies, not a serious and responsible
menber of the Maintenance Departnent, so don't worry about it.”

She did not worry about it because, for the rest of the day, there were far nore
important things to worry about—principally the control and guidance of the
uncontrol | abl e and m sguided, nultiply accursed heap of machinery called an
antigravity sl ed.

In operation the vehicle rode a repul sion cushion so that there was no contact
with the deck, and changes in direction were effected by lowering friction pads,
angling the thrusters, or, for fine control, |eaning sideways. |f energency
braki ng was necessary, the power was switched off. This caused the vehicle to
drop to the deck and grind noisily to a halt. But this maneuver was di scouraged
because it made the driver very unpopular with the service crew who had to
realign the repul sor grids.

By the end of the day her vehicle had slipped and spun all over the transport
hangar floor, hit every collapsible marker that she was supposed to steer
around, and generally displayed a high |Ievel of noncooperation. Tinmmns gave her
a packet of study tapes, told her to | ook over them before next norning, and
said that her driving was pretty good for a begi nner

Three days | ater she began to believe it.

"l drove a sled with a trailer attached, both fully | oaded, from Level Ei ghteen
to Thirty-three," she told Tarsedth, when her one-tine classmate visited her for
the customary evening gossip. "I did it Using only theservice tunnels, and

wi thout hitting anything or anybody.”

"Should | be inpressed?” the Kel gi an asked.

"Alittle," Cha Thrat said, feeling nore than a little deflated. "Wat's been
happeni ng to you?”

"Cresk-Sar transferred to ne LSVO Surgical," Tar-sedth said, its fur rippling in
an unreadable m xture of enotions. "It said | was ready to broaden ny

ot her - speci es nursing experience, and working with a light-gravity life-form
woul d i nprove ny delicacy of touch. And anyway, it said, Charge Nurse
Lentilatsar, the rotten, chlorine-breathing sliny slob, was not entirely happy
with the way | exercised ny initiative. What tape is that? It | ooks nmassively
uni nteresting.”

"To the contrary," Cha Thrat said, touching the pause stud. The screen showed a
picture of a group of Monitor Corps officers neeting the great Earth-human
MacEwan and the equally | egendary Oligian Gawl ya-Ki, the true founders, it was
said, of Sector General hospital. "It's the history, organization, and present
activities of the Monitor Corps. | find it very interesting, but ethically
confusing. For exanple, why nust a peace-keeping force be so heavily arned?”
"Because, stupid, it couldn't if it wasn't," Tarsedth said. It went on quickly.
"But on the subject of the Monitor Corps |I'man expert. A lot of Kelgians join
these days, and | was going to try for a position as Surgeon-Lieutenant, a

ship's nmedic, that is, and mght still do it if 1 don't qualify here.
"OF course,"” it went on enthusiastically, "there are other, nonmlitary,
openi ngs...”

As the Gal actic Federation's executive and | aw enforcenment arm the Monitor
Corps was essentially a police force on an interstellar scale, but during the
first century since it had cone into existence it had beconenuch nore
Oiginally, when the Federation naa conprised a rather unstable alliance of only
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four inhabited systens—Nidia, Oligia, Traltha, and Earth—+ts personnel had been
excl usively Earth-human. But those Earth-humans were responsible for discovering
ot her inhabited systems, and nore and nore intelligent life-forms, and for
establishing friendly contact with them

The result was that the Federation now nunbered anong its citizens close on
seventy different species—the figure was constantly being revi sed upward—and

t he peace-keeping function had taken second place to that of the Survey,

Expl oration, and O her-speci es Comuni cati ons activities. The people with the
heavy weaponry did not mind because a police force, unlike an arny, feels at its
nmost effective when there is nothing for it to do but keep in training by
carving up the odd mineral-rich asteroid for the mining people, or clearing and
leveling large tracts of virgin land on a newy discovered world in preparation
for the | anding of col onists.

The last tine a Monitor Corps police action had been indistinguishable froman
act of war had been nearly two decades ago, when they had defended Sect or
General itself fromthe badly m sguided Etlans, who had since becone | aw abi di ng
citizens of the Federation. A few of them had even joined the Corps.

"Nowadays menbership is open to any species," Tarsedth continued, "although for
physi ol ogi cal reasons, |ife-support and accomodati on probl ems on board the
smal | er ships, nost of the space-going personnel are warm bl ooded
oxygen- br eat hers.

"Like | said," the Kelgian went on, undulating forward and restarting the tape,
"there are lots of interesting openings for restless, adventurous, hone-hating
types like us. You could do worse than join.”

"l have joined," Cha Thrat said. "But driving a gravity sled isn't exactly
advent urous.”

Tarsedth's fur spiked in surprise, then settled down again as it said, "O
course you have. Stupid of ne, 1'd forgotten that all nonmedi cal staff are
automatically coopted into the Mnitor Corps. And |'ve seen how you peopl e
drive. Adventurous verging on the suicidal best describes it. But you nmade a
good deci sion. Congratul ations.”

The deci sion had been nade for her, Cha Thrat thought wyly, but that did not
mean that it was necessarily a wong decision. They had settled back to watch
the renmai nder of the Mnitor Corps history tape when Tarsedth's fur becane
agitated again.

"I'"'mworried about you and the Corps people, Cha Thrat," the Kelgian said
suddenly. "They can be a bit stuffy about sonme things, easy-going about others.
Just study and work hard. And think carefully before you do anything that wll
get you ki cked out.”

Chapter 11

Time slipped past and Cha Thrat felt that she was nmaking no progress at all,
until one day she realized that she was perform ng as routine tasks that only a
little earlier would have been inpossible. Mich of the work was servile but,
strangely, she was becoming increasingly interested init and felt proud when
she did it well.

Sonetinmes the norning assignnents contai ned unpl easant surpri ses.

"Today you will begin noving power cells and other consunables to the anbul ance
ship Rhabwar," Tinmins said, consulting its worksheet. "But there is a snall job
I want you to do first—ew vegetable decoration for the AUG ward. Study the
attachnent instructions before you go so that the medics will think you know
what you're doing... Is there a problem Cha Thrat?”

There were other and nore senior technicians in her section—three Kel gians, an
lan, and an Orligian—waiting for the day's assignnents. She doubted her ability
to take over one of their jobs, and hers was probably too el enentary for the

Li eutenant to consi der swapping assignments, but she had to try.

Per haps the Earth-human woul d accord her sone of the earlier special treatnent
that, for some reason, had been conpletely absent since she had been put to

wor K.

"There is a problem" Cha Thrat said quietly. The note of pleading in her voice
was probably lost in the process of translation, she thought as she went on. "As
you know, | amnot well |iked by Charge Nurse Hred-.< lichli, and ny presence in
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the AUGL ward is likely tjb cause, at very |least, verbal unpl easantness. The bad
felal-ing for which | amlargely responsible nay fade in tinke, but right now I
think that it would be better to seiud soneone el se.”

Timmins regarded her silently for a nonent, then it smled and said, "Ri ght now,

Cha Thrat, | wouldn't want to send anyone else to the AUG ward. Don't worry
about it.
"Krachlan," it went on briskly. "You are for Level Eighty-three, another fault

reported in the power converter at Station Fourteen B. W may have to repl ace
the unit...”

Al the way to the Chal der level, Cha Thrat seethed quietly as she wondered how
such a stupid, insensitive, cross-species mscegenation as Timmns had risen to
its high rank and responsibilities without sustaining nortal injury at the
hands, claws, or tentacles of a subordinate. By the tinme she reached the AUG
ward and entered inconspicuously by the service tunnel |ock, she had cal ned
sufficiently to renenber a few, a very few, of Timrmins's good qualities.

She was relieved when nobody came near her as she went to work. Al of the
patients and nursing staff seened to be congregated at the other end of the ward
and dimy, through the clouded green water, she could see the distinctive
coveralls of a transfer team nmenber. Plainly sonething of great interest was
happeni ng back there, which neant that with luck she would be able to conplete
her work undi sturbed and unnoti ced.

Seenmingly it was not to be her |ucky day.

"It's you again," said the famliar, acid-tongued voice of Hredlichli, who had
approached silently from behind her. "How long will it take for you to finish
hanging that vile stuff?”

J "Most of the norning, Charge Nurse,"” Cha Thrat re-eplifed politely.

t She did not want to get into an argunent with the chilorine-breather, and it
seened as if one were about to stiirt. She wondered if it was possible to

forestall it by doing all the talking herself on a subject that Hredlichii could
not argue about, the inproved confort of its patients.

"The reason for it taking so long to install, Charge Nurse," she said quickly,
"is that this vegetation isn't the usual plastic reproduction. |'ve been told

that it has just arrived from Chal derescol, that it is a native underwater
plant-form very hardy and requiring the m ninmumof at-tention, and that it

rel eases a pleasant, waterborne aroma that is said to be psychol ogically
beneficial to the recuperating patient.

"Mai ntenance will periodically check its growh and genera! health," she went on
before the chlorine-breather could respond, "and supply the nutrient material

But the patients could be given the job of caring for it, as sonething
interesting to do to relieve their b<bredom and to | eave the nurses free to
attend—=

"Cha Thrat," Hredlichli broke in sharply, "are you telling nme how | should run
my war d?”

"No," she replied, wishing not for the first tinme that her nouth did not run so
far ahead of her mnd. "I apol ogi ze, Charge Nurse. | no | onger have
responsibility for any aspect of patient care, and | did not wish to inply that

I did. While | amhere |I shall not even talk to a patient.”

Hredlichli made an untransl atabl e sound, then said, "You'll talk to one patient,
at least. That is why | asked Timrns to send you here today. Your friend,

AUCGL- One Si xteen, is going hone, and | thought you m ght want to wish it

wel | —everybody el se in the ward seens to be doing so. Leave that disgusting ness
you're working on and finish it later.”

Cha Thrat could not speak for a nmonment. Since the transfer to Mii ntenance she
had | ost contact with her Chalder friend, and knew only that it was still on the
hospital's |ist of patients under treatnent. The npost she had hoped for today,
and it had been a pretty forlorn hope, was that Hredlichli would allow her a few
words with the patient while she was working. But this was conpletely
unexpect ed.

"Thank you, Charge Nurse," she said finally. "This is nbst considerate of you.”
The chl ori ne-breat her nade anot her untransl atabl enoise. It said, "Since | was
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appoi nted Charge Nurse here |'ve been agitating to have this antiquated
under wat er dungeon redecorated, reequi pped, and converted into sonething
resenbling a proper ward. Thanks to you that is now being done, and once

recovered fromthe initial trauma of having ny ward wecked, | decided that |
owed you one
"Even so," it added, "I shall not suffer terminal nmental anguish if | don't see

you again after today.”

AUGL- One Si xteen had al ready been inserted into its transfer tank and only the
hat ch above its head renmmined to be sealed, after which it woul d be noved
through the lock in the outer hull and across to the waiting Chal der ship. A
group conprised of well-w shing nurses, visibly inpatient transfer team nenbers,
and the Earth-human O Mara hung around the opening |ike a shoal of ungainly
fish, but the Ioud, bubbling sounds fromthe tank's water-purifying equi pnent
made it difficult to hear what was being said. As she approached, the Chief
Psychol ogi st waved the ot hers back.

"Keep it short, Cha Thrat, the teamis behind schedule,” O Mara said, turning
away and | eaving her alone with the ex-patient.

For what seened a long tinme she | ooked at the one enornous eye and the great
teeth in the part of its head visible through the open seal, and the words she
wanted to speak would not cone. Finally she said, "That |ooks like a very snall
tank, are you confortable in there?”

"Quite confortable, Cha Thrat," the Chalder replied. "Actually, it isn't much
smal l er than nmy accommodation on the ship. But that constriction will be
tenmporary, soon I'll have a planetary ocean to swimin.

"And before you ask," the AUGL went on, "I amfeeling fine, really well, in
fact, so you don't have to gopoking about in this pain-free and disgustingly
heai t ny body checking ny vital signs.”

"I don't ask questions like that anynore," Cha Thrat said, w shing suddenly that
she coul d laugh like Earth-humans to hide the fact that she did not feel like

I aughing. "I'min Mintenance now, so ny instrunents are nmuch |l arger and would
be very nmuch nore unconfortable.”

"O Mara told me about that," the Chalder said. "lIs the work interesting?”
Neither of them Cha Thrat felt sure, were saying the things they wanted to say.
"Very interesting," she replied. "I'mlearning a | ot about the inner workings of
this place, and the Mnitor Corps pays ne, not very nuch, for doing it. Wen
I've saved enough to take sone | eave on Chal derescol, |'Il go and see how
everything is with you.”

"I'f you visited me, Cha Thrat," the AUG broke in, "you would not be allowed to
spend any of your hard-earned Mnitor currency on Chal derescol. As you are a
nane-user and off-world nmenber of nmy family, they would be deeply insulted, and
woul d probably have you for lunch, if you tried.”

"In that case," Cha Thrat said happily, "I shall probably visit you quite soon.”
"I'f you don't swimclear, Technician," said an Earth-human in Transfer Team
coverall s who had appeared beside her, "we'll seal you in the tank now, and you

can dam well travel there with your friend!”

"Muronmeshonon, " she said quietly as the seal was closing, "nmay you fare well.”
When she turned to go back to the unplanted vegetation, Cha Thrat's m nd was
concentrated on her Chalder friend to such an extent that she did not think of
the inpropriety of what she, a nere second-grade techni-cian, said to the

Eart h-hunman Monitor Corps Mjor as she passed it.

"My congratul ati ons, Chief Psychol ogist," she said gratefully, "on a nobst
successful! spell.”

O Mara responded by opening its nouth, but not even an untransl atable sound cane
out.

The three days that foll owed were spent on the Rhab-war resupply job, bringing
crew consumabl es and tinme-expired equipnment to the largely Earth-human

mai nt enance peopl e charged with bringing the anbul ance ship to peak operating
efficiency, and occasionally assisting with the installation of sone of the
sinpler items. On its next trip Rhabwar woul d be carrying D agnostician Conway,
a former |eader of its nedical team and the present crew did not want it to
find any cause for conplaint.
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On the fourth day, Tinm ns asked Cha Thrat to wait while the other assignnents
were given out.

"You seemto be very interested in our special anbul ance ship," the Lieutenant
sai d when they were alone. "I'mtold that you' ve been clinbing all over and
through it, and nostly when it's enpty and you are supposed to be off-duty. Is
this so?”

"Yes, sir," Cha Thrat said enthusiastically. "It is a conplex and beautifully
functional vessel, judging by what |'ve heard and seen, and it is alnbst a

m niature version of the hospital itself. The casualty treatnment and

ot her-speci es environmental arrangenents are especially. .." She broke off, to
add warily, "I would not try to test or use any of this equi pnent without

perm ssion.”

"l should hope not!" the Lieutenant said. "All right, then. | have another job

for you, on Rhabwar, if you think you can do it. Cone with ne.”

It was a small conpartnent that had been convertedfrom a post-op recovery room
ana it suit reiameu us direct access to the ELNT Qperating Theater. The ceiling
had been | owered, which indicated that the occupant-to-be either crawed or did
not stand very tall, and the plunbing and power supply lines, reveal ed by the
inconplete wall paneling, bore the color codings for a warm bl ooded
oxygen-breather with normal gravity and atnospheric pressure requirenents.

The wal | panels that were in place had been finished to resenbl e rough pl anki ng
with a strangely textured grain which resenbled a nmineral rather than wood.
There was an untidy heap of decorative vegetation on the floor waiting to be
hung, and beside it a large picture of a |landscape that could have been taken in
any forested | akel and on Sommaradva, if it had not been for subtle differences
in the tree formations.

The framework and padding of a small, |owlevel bed was placed against the wall
facing the entrance. But the nbst noticeable feature of the room after she had
bl undered painfully against it, was the transparent wall that divided it in two.
At one end of the wall there was a |l arge door, outlined in red for visibility,
and a smaller, central opening that contai ned renpte handling and exam nati on
equi pnent capabl e of reaching across to the bed.

"This roomis being prepared for a very special patient,"” Timmns said. "It is a
Gogl eskan, physiol ogical classification FOKT, who is a personal friend of

Di agnostici an Conway. The patient, indeed its whol e species, has serious

probl ens about which you can brief yourself when you have nore tine. It is a
gravid fenale nearing full term There are psychol ogical factors that require
that it receives constant reassurance, and Conway is clearing his present
wor kl oad during the next few weeks so that he will be free to travel to Gogl esk,
pick up thepatient, and return with it to Sector General in plenty of tine
before the event takes place.”

"l understand," Cha Thrat said.

"What | want you to do," Tinmmins went on, "is to set up a smaller and sinpler
version of this accommodati on on Rhabwar's casualty deck. You will draw the
conmponents from Stores and be given full assenbly instructions. The work is
slightly above your present technical level, but there is anple tine for someone
else to conplete the job if you can't do it. Do you want to try?”

"Ch, yes," she said.

"Good," the Earth-human said. "Look closely at this place. Pay special attention
to the attachnent fittings of the transparent wall. Don't worry too nuch about
the renote-controll ed mani pul ators because the ship has its own. The patient
restraints will have to be tested, but only under the supervision of one of the
medi cal teamwho will be visiting you fromtine to tine.

"Unlike this conmpartnment," it went on, "your casualty deck facility will be in

use only during the trip from Goglesk to the hospital, so the wall covering wll
be a plastic film painted to represent the wood paneling here and applied to
the ship's inner plating and bul kheads. This saves on installation tine and,
anyway, Captain Fletcher woul d not approve of us boring unnecessary holes in his
shi p. Wien you think you understand what you will be doing, collect the materia
fromStores and take it to the ship. I'll see you there before you go of f-duty.
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"Why the transparent wall and renote handling equi pnent?" Cha Thrat asked

qui ckly, as the Lieutenant turned to go. "An FOKT cl assification doesn't sound
like a particularly |arge or dangerous life-form”

" To answer any questions not covered by your information tape," it ended
firmy. "Enjoy yourself." «The days that followed were not particularly

enj oyabl e except in retrospect. The tri-di drawi ngs and assenbly instructions
gave her a pernmanent headache during the first day and night but, fromthen on,
Timmins's visits to check on progress becane | ess and | ess frequent. There were
three visits from Charge Nurse Nay-drad, the Kel gi an nenber of the nedical team
who, Tarsedth inforned her, was an expert in heavy rescue techniques.

Cha Thrat was polite w thout being subservient and Naydrad, in the nanner of al
Kel gi ans, was consistently rude. But it did not find fault with her work, and it
an-, swered any questions that it did not consider either irrelevant or stupid.
"I do not fully understand the reason for the transparent division in this
conpartment," she said during one of its visits. "The Lieutenant tells ne it is
for psychol ogical reasons, so that the patient will feel protected. But surely
it would feel nore protected by an opaque wall and a snmall wi ndow. Is the FOKT
in need of a wizard as well as an obstetrician?”

"A wizard?" said the Kelgian in surprise, then it went on. "Of course, you nust
be the ex-nedical trainee they're all talking about who thinks O Mara is a

wi tchdoctor. Personally, | think you're right. But it isn't just the patient,
Khone, who needs a wi zard, it's the whol e planetary popul ati on of Gogl esk. Khone
is a volunteer, a test case and a very brave or stupid FOKT.”

"I still don't understand," Cha Thrat said. "Could you explain, please?”

"No," Naydrad replied. "I don't have the tine to explain all the ranifications
of the case, especially to a maintenance technician who has a norbid curiosity
but no direct concern, or who feels lonely and wants to tal ki nstead of work. Be
gl ad you have no responsibility, this is a very tricky one.

"Anyway," it went on, pointing toward the viewer and reference shelves at the
other side of the compartnent, "our copy of the case-history tape runs for over
two hours, if you're that interested. Just don't take it off the ship.”

She continued working, in spite of a constant tenptation to break off for a
quick ook at the FOKT tape, until the maintenance engi neer who had been
checking Control poked its Earth-human head into the casualty deck

"Time for lunch,"” it said. "I'mgoing to the dining hall. Coning?”

"No, thank you," she. replied. "There's sonething 1 have to do here.”

"This is the second tine in three days you' ve missed |unch," the Earth-human
sai d. "Do Sommaradvans have sone kind of crazy work ethic? Aren't you hungry, or
is it just an understandabl e aversion to hospital food?”

"No, yes very, and sonetines," Cha Thrat said.

"I've a pack of sandw ches," it said. "Guaranteed nutritious, nontoxic to al
oxy-breathers and if you don't |ook too' closely at what's inside, you should be
abl e to make them stay down. Interested?”

"Very nmuch," Cha Thrat replied gratefully, thinking that now she woul d be able
to satisfy her conplaining stomach and spend the whol e | unch period watching the
FOKT t ape.

The nuted but insistent sound of the energency siren brought her mnind back from
Gogl esk and its peculiar problens to the realization that she had spent much

| onger than the stipulated |unch period watchjng the tape, and that the enpty
ship was rapidly filling with people.

She saw three Earth-humans in Mnitor Corps greengo past the casualty deck
entrance, heading toward Control, and a few nminutes |later the [unpy green bal
that was Danalta rolled onto the casualty deck. It was closely foll owed by an
Eart h-hunman, wearing whites with Pathol ogy Departnent insignia, who had to be
the DBDG fenal e, Mirchison; then Naydrad and Prilicla entered, the Kelgian

undul ating rapidly al ong the deck and the insectile C nrusskin empath using the
ceiling. The Charge Nurse went straight to the viewer, which was still running
the FOKT tape, and switched it off as two nore Earth-humans cane in.

One of themwas Timrmins and the other, judging by the uniforminsignia and its
air of authority, was the ship's ruler, Major Fletcher. It was the Lieutenant
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who spoke first.

"How long will it take you to finish here?" it said.

"The rest of today," Cha Thrat replied pronptly, "and nost of the night.”

Fl et cher shook its head.

"I could bring in nore people, sir," Timmns said. "They would have to be
briefed on the job, which would waste sonme tine. But |'msure | could shorten
that to four, perhaps three hours.”

The ship ruler shook its head again.

"There is only one alternative," the Lieutenant said.

For the first time Fletcher |ooked directly at Cha Thrat. It said, "The

Li eutenant tells nme that you are capable of conpleting and testing this facility
yoursel f. Are you?”

"Yes," Cha Thrat said.

"Have you any objections to doing so during a three-day trip to Gogl esk?”

"No," she said firmy

The Earth-human | ooked up at Prilicla, the | eader of the ship's nedical team
not needi ng to speak

"I feel no strong objections fromny coll eagues to this being acconpanyi ng us,
friend Fletcher," the enpath said, "since this is an energency.”

"In that case," Fletcher said as it turned to go, "we leave in fifteen mnutes.”
Timmins looked as if it wanted to say sonething, a word of caution, perhaps, or
advice, or reassurance. Instead it held up a loosely clenched fist with the
oppos-abl e thunb projecting vertically fromit in a gesture she had not seen it
make before, and then it, too, was gone. Cha Thrat heard the sound of its feet
on the metal floor of the ship's boarding tube and, in spite of the four wdely
different life-forns closely surrounding her, suddenly she felt ail al one.
"Don't worry, Cha Thrat," Prilicla said, the nusical triils and clicks of its
native speech backing the translated words. "You are anobng friends.”

"There's a problem" Naydrad said. "No acceleration furniture to suit that
stupi d shape of yours. Lie down on a casualty litter and I'Il strap you in.”
Chapter 12

The FOKT facility was conpleted and thoroughly tested, first by Naydrad and
then, on the orders of Major Fletcher, by Rhabwar”™ engi neer officer, Lieutenant
Chen. That, apart frombrief neetings on the way to or fromthe conbi nation
dining area and recreationdeck, was her only direct contact with any of the
ship' sofficers

It was not that they tried to discourage such contact between the officer-ruler
| evel and a being of the |owest technical rank, or that they deliberately tried
to nake her feel inferior. They did neither. But all Mnitor Corps personnel who
passed the very high technical and academ c requirenents for service on
interstellar ships were autonatically considered, at least to the
status-consci ous mind of a Sommaradvan, to be as close to ruler status as nade
no difference. Wthout nmeaning to give offense they kept slipping into a highly
technical and esoteric , |anguage of their own, and they nade her feel very
unconf ort abl e.

In any case she felt nore at hone with the civilian nedics than with the beings
who, apart froma few small but significant badges on their collars, wore the
same uniformas she did. As well, it was inpossible to be in the same conpany as
Prilicla without feeling very confortable indeed. So she nade hersel f as

i nconspi cuous as her physiology would permt, rem nded herself constantly that
she now bel onged to the mai ntenance rather than the nedical fraternity, and
tried very hard not to join in while the others were di scussing the m ssion

Gogl esk had been a borderline case so far as the Cultural Contact people were
concerned. Full contact with a technol ogically backward culture could be

danger ous because, when the Monitor Corps ships dropped out of their skies, they
coul d never be sure whether they were giving the natives evidence of a future
technol ogi cal goal at which they could aimor a destructive inferiority conpl ex.
But the Gogl eskans, in spite of their backwardness in the physical sciences and
the devastating racial psychosis that forced themto remain so, were

psychol ogi-cally stable, at least as individuals, and their planet had not known
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war for many thousands of years.

The easi est course woul d have been for the Corps to withdraw and | eave the

Gogl eskan culture to continue as it had been doing since the dawn of its

hi story, and wite their problemoff as insoluble. Instead they had nade one of
their very few conprom ses by setting up a small base for the purposes of
observation, investigation, and |limted contact.

Progress for any intelligent species depended on increasing | evels of
cooperation anong its individuals and fanily or tribal groups. On Gogl esk,
however, any attenpt at close cooperation brought drastically reduced
intelligence, a nmindless urge to destruction, and serious physical injury inits
wake, so that the Gogl eskans had been forced into becoming a race of

i ndi vi dual i sts who had cl ose physical contact only during the brief reproductive
period or while caring for the very young.

The probl em had conme about as the result of a solution forced on themin
presapient times. They had been a food source for every predator infesting their
oceans, but they, too, had evolved natural weapons of offense and defense—stings
that paralyzed or killed the smaller life-forns and long cranial tendrils that
gave themthe faculty of telepathy by contact. Wen threatened by |arge
predators they had |inked bodies and minds together to the size required to
neutralize any attacker with their conbi ned stings.

There was fossil evidence on Coglesk of a titanic struggle for survival between
themand a gigantic and particularly ferocius species of ocean predator, a
battl e that had raged for many, many thousands of years. The FOKTs had won in
the end, and had evolved into intelligent |and-dwellers, but they had paid a
terrible price.

In order to sting to death one of those giant predators, physical and tel epathic
|'i nk-ups ot hundreds of individual FOKTs had been required. A great many of them
had perished, been torn apart or eaten during every such encounter, and the
consequent and oft-repeated death agonies of the slain had been shared

tel epathically by every single nenber of the groups. In an attenpt to reduce
their suffering, the effects of the group tel epathy had been diluted by the
generation of a nindl ess urge to destroy indiscrimnately everything within
reach. But even so, the mental scars inflicted during their prehistory had not
heal ed.

Once heard, the audible signal emtted by Gogl eskans in distress that triggered
the process could not be ignored ' at either the consci ous or unconscious

| evel s, because that call to join represented only one thing—the threat of
ultimate danger. And even in present tinmes, when such threats were inmagi nhary or
insignificant, it nmade no difference. Ajoining led inevitably to the mndl ess
destruction of everything in their inmmediate vicinity-housing, vehicles,

mechani snms, books, or art objects—that they had been able to build or acconplish
as individuals.

That was why the present-day CGogl eskans would not allow, except on very rare
occasi ons, anyone to touch or cone close to themor even address themin
anyt hi ng but the nost inpersonal ternms, while they fought helplessly and, unti
Conway's recent visit to the planet, hopel essly against the conditioning inposed
on them by evol ution

It was plain to Cha Thrat that the only subjects that the nmedical teamwanted to
di scuss were the Gogl eskan problens in general and Khone in particular, and they
tal ked about them endl essly and without arriving anywhere except back to where
they had started. Several tinmes she had wanted to nake suggestions or ask
questions, but found that if she kept quiet and waited patiently, a form of
behavi or that had al ways been foreignto her nature, the ideas and the questions
wer e suggested! and answered by one of the others.

Usual ly it was Naydrad who asked such questions, although nmuch I ess politely
than Cha Thrat woul d have j done.

"Conway should be here," the Kelgian said, fur ruffling in disapproval. "It nade
a promise to the patient J There should be no excuses.”

The yel | ow pi nk face of Pathol ogi st Murchi son deepened in color. On the ceiling
Prilicia s iridescent wings were quivering in response to the enotiona

radi ati on being generated bel ow, but neither the enpath nor the fenale
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Eart h- human spoke.

"It is nmy understanding," Danalta said suddenly, noving the eye it had extruded
to regard the Kel gian, "that Conway was successful in breaching the conditioning
of just one Gogl eskan, by an accidental, dangerous, and unprecedented joining of
m nds. For this reason the Diagnostician is the only other-species being who has
any chance of approaching the patient closely, much less of touching it before
or during the birth. Even though the call canme nmuch earlier than expected, there
must be many others in the hospital who are capable and willing to take over the
Di agnostician's workl oad for the few days necessary for the trip.

"I, too, think that Conway should have come with us," the shape-changer ended.
"Khone is its friend, and it promsed to do so.”

Wi | e Danalta was speaking, Miurchison's face had retai ned the deep-pi nk

col oration except for patches of whiteness around its lips, and it was obvious
fromPrilicla's trenbling that the Pathol ogist's enotional radiation was

anyt hing but pleasant for an enpath.

"I agree with you," Mirchison said in a tone that suggested otherw se, ''that
nobody, not even the Diagnosti-cian-in-Charge of Surgery, is indispensable. And
rm not defending himsinply because he happens to be ny life-mte. He can cal
for assistance fromquite a few of the Senior Physicians who are capabl e of
performng the work. But not quickly, not while surgery is actually in progress.
And the briefings for his operating schedul e woul d have taken time, two hours at
| east. The Gogl esk call had the Mdst Urgent prefix. W had to | eave at once,
without him?”

Danalta did not reply, but Naydrad's fur nade discontented waves as the Kel gi an
said, "ls this the only excuse Conway gave you for breaking its promse to the
patient? If so, it is unsatisfactory. W have all had expe-'rience with
energenci es arising that necessitated people doing other people's work, wthout
notice or detailed briefings. There is a | ack of consideration being shownfor
its patient—=

"Wi ch one?" Mirchison asked angrily. "Khone or the being presently under his
kni fe? And an energency, in case you've forgotten, occurs spontaneously or

because a situation is out of control. It should not be caused deliberately
simply because soneone feels hon-orbound to be sonewhere el se.
"In any case," it went on, "he was in surgery and did not have tine to say nore

than a few words, which were that we should | eave at once without him and not
worryabout it.”

"Then it is you who is nmaking excuses for your life-niate's msbehavior..."
Naydrad began when Prilicla, speaking for the first tinme, interrupted it.
"Please," it said gently, "I feel our friend Cha Thrat wanting to say

sonet hing.”

As a Senior Physician and | eader of Rhabwar's nedical teamit would have been
quite in order for Prilicla to tell themthat their continued bickering was
causing itdisconfort, and that they should shut their speaking ori- 11 fices
forthwith. But she also knewthat the little enpath 11 Wul d never dream of
doi ng any such thing, because the resultant feelings of enbarrassnment and guilt
over the pain they had caused their inoffensive, well-loved, and
enotion-sensitive team | eader woul d have rendered it even nore unconfortabl e.

It was therefore in Prilicla's ow selfish interests to give orders indirectly
so as to mnimze trie generation of unpleasant feelings around it. If it felt
her wanting to speak, it was probable that it could also feel that she, too, was
wanting to reduce the current unpl easant ness.

They were all staring at her, and Priiicla had ceased trenbling. Plainly the
enotion of curiosity was nuch | ess distressing than that which had gone before.
"I, too," Cha Thrat said, "have studied the Goglesk tape, and in particular the
mat eri al on Khone_”

"Surely this is no concern of yours,
person.”

"A npost inquisitive maintenance person,” Naydrad said. "Let it speak.”

"A mai nt enance person," she replied angrily, "should be inquisitive about the
bei ng for whose accommodati on she is responsible!" Then she saw Priiicla begin

Danalta broke in. "You are a mai ntenance
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to trenbl e again, and controlled her feelings as she went on. "It seens to ne
that you may be concerni ng yoursel ves needl essly. Diagnostician Conway di d not
speak to Pathol ogist Murchison as if it felt unduly concerned. Wat exactly did
the nmessage from CGogl esk say about the condition of the patient?”

"Not hi ng," Murchison said. "W know nothing of the clinical picture. It isn't
possible to send a |l engthy nessage froma small, |ow powered base |ike Gogl esk
A lot of energy is needed to punch a signal through hyperspace so that—=

"Thank you," Cha Thrat said politely. "The technical problens were covered in
one of my maintenance |ectures. Wat did the nessage say?”

Mur chi son's face had deepened in color again as it said, "The exact wordi ng was
"Attention, Conway, Sector Ceneral. Mst Urgent. Khone requires anbul ance ship
soonest possible. Winright, Coglesk Base.'*

For a nmonent Cha Thrat was silent, ordering her thoughts, then she said, "I am
assuni ng that Heal er Khone and its other-species friend have been keeping
thensel ves i nforned regardi ng each other's progress. Probably they have been
exchangi ng |l engthier, nore detail ed and perhaps personal nessages carried aboard
the Monitor Corps courier vessels operating in this sector, which would avoid

t he obvi ous di sadvantages of information transnitted through hyperspace.”
Naydrad's fur was indicating that it was about to interrupt. She went on

qui ckly. "Frommy study of the Gogleskan material, | am al so assuming that Khone
is, within the limts inposed by its conditioning, an unusually thoughtful and
consi derate being who would be unwilling to inconvenience its friends
unnecessarily. Even if Conway had not nentioned the subject directly, Khone
woul d al ready have learned fromits sharing of the Earth-human's mind the ful
extent of the duties, responsibilities, and workl oad carried by a D agnosti ci an.
And Conway, naturally, would be equally well informed about Khone's nmind and its
probabl e reaction to that know edge.

"As the being who wi shed to be responsible for this patient," she continued,
"the hyperspace signhal was for Conway's attention. But it urgently requested an
anbul ance ship, not the presence of the Diagnostician.

"Conway knew why this was so," Cha Thrat went on, "because it al so knew as nuch
about Gogl eskan preg-nancies as Khone itself did, so it mght be that the
literal wording of the signal released Conway fromthe promi se. Knowing that its
patient required nothing nore than fasl transport to the hospital, the

Di agnostician was no| overly concerned, and it told you not to be concerned,
either, by its absence.

"I't may well be," she ended, "that the recent criticismof Diagnostician
Conway' s seem ngly unethi cal behavior' was without basis.”

Naydrad turned toward Mirchi son and nade the closest thing to an apology that a
Kel gi an coul d make as it said, "Cha Thrat is probably right, and | am stupid.”
"Undoubtedly right," Danaita joined in. "lI'msorry, Pathologist. If | was in
Eart h-human formright now, ny face would be red.”

Mur chi son did not reply but continued to stare at Cha Thrat. The Pathol ogist's
face had returned to its nornal coloration, but otherw se displayed no
expression that she could read. Prilicla drifted toward her until she could fee
the slight, regular down-draft fromits w ngs.

"Cha Thrat," the G nrusskin said quietly, "I have a strong feeling that you have
made a new friend...”

It broke off as the casualty deck's speaker canme to life with the overanplified
voi ce of Fletcher.

"Seni or Physician, Control here." it said. "Hyper-space Junp conplete and we are
estimating the Gogl esk orbiting maneuver in three hours, two mnutes. The | ander
is powered up and ready to go, so you c transfer your nedical gear as soon as
conveni ent .

"We are in nornal -space radi o contact with Lieutenant Winright,'
"who wants to talk to you about your patient, Khone.”

"Thank you, Captain," Prilicla replied. "W want to tal k about Khone as well.
Pl ease relay friend Wainright' snessage to the casualty deck here and to the

| ander bay when we nove out. W can work as we talk.”

"WIl do," Fletcher said. "Relay conplete. You are through to Senior Physician
Prilicla, Lieutenant. Goahead.”

it went on,
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In spite of the distortion caused by the translation into Sonmaradvan, Cha Thrat
could detect the deep anxiety in Wainright's voice. She |listened carefully with
only part of her nmind on the job of hel ping Naydrad | oad nedi cal equi pnment onto
the litter.

"I"'msorry, Doctor," it said, "the original arrangenents for the pickup on our

| anding area will have to be scrapped. Khone isn't able to travel, and sending
transport manned by of f-planet people to collect it fromits town wll be
tricky. At atinme like this the natives are particularly, well, twitchy, and the
arrival of visually horrifying alien nonsters to carry it and its unborn child
away could cause a joining and—=

"Friend Wainright," Prilicla interrupted gently, "what is the condition of the
patient?”

"I don't know, Doctor," the Lieutenant replied. "Wen we nmet three days ago
it told nme that Junior would arrive very soon and would | please send for the
anbul ance ship. It also said that it had to nake arrangenents to have its
patients cared for, and that it would conme to the base shortly before the | ander
was due. Then a few hours ago a nessage was rel ayed verbally to the base saying
that it could not nove fromits house, but the bearer of the message coul d not
tell nme whether the cause was illness or injury. Also, it asked if you had

anot her power pack for the scanner Conway left with it. Khone has been
inpressing its patients with that particular marvel of Federation nedica
science and the energy cell is flat, which would explain why Khone was unabl eto
give us any clinical information on its own present j condition.”

"I"'msure you are right, friend Wainright," Prilicla | said. "However, the
patient's sudden loss of nobility in- 1 dicates a possibly serious condition
that may be deter- 1 iorating. Can you suggest a nethod of getting it into the

| ander, quickly and with mnimumrisk to itself and its j friends?”

"Frankly, no, Doctor," Wainright said. "This is going to be a maxi mumri sk job
fromthe word go. If it was a nenber of any other species we know of, | could
load it < onto ny flyer and bring it to you within a few nm nutes. But no

CGogl eskan, not even Heal er Khone, could sit that close to an off-planet creature
without emtting a distress call, and you know what woul d happen then.”

"We do," Prilicla said, trenbling at the thought of the w despread,
self-inflicted property damage to the town and the nental angui sh of the

i nhabitants that woul d ensue.

The Li eutenant went on. "Your best bet would be to ignore the base and | and as
cl ose as possible to Rhone's house, in a small clearing between it and the shore
of an inland lake. I'Il circle the area in a flyer and gui de you down. Maybe we
can devi se sonething on the spot. You'll need sone special renpte handling
devices to nove it out, but | can help you with the external dinensions of
Rhone' s house and doorways...”

Wil e Cha Thrat hel ped the rest of the nedical team nove equi pnent into the

| ander, Wainright and the enpath continued to westle with the problem But it
was obvi ous that they had no clear answers and were, instead, trying to provide
for all eventualities.

"Cha Thrat," Prilicla said, breaking off its conversation with the base
commander. "As a nonnmenber of the crew | cannot give you orders, but we'll need
as manyextra hands down there as we can assenble. You areparticularly well

equi pped wi th mani pul atory appendages, as well as an understandi ng of the

devi ces used to nove and tenporarily accommpdate the patient, and | feel in you
a wllingness to acconmpany us.”

"Your feeling is correct,"” Cha Thrat said, knowing that the intensity of
excitenment and gratitude the other's words had generated nade verbal thanks
unnecessary.

"If we | oad any nore gadgetry into the lander," Nay-drad said, "there won't be
enough space for the patient, nuch | ess a hul king great Sommaradvan.”

But there was enough space inside the lander to take all of them especially
when those not wearing gravity conpensators, which was everyone but Prilicla,
were further conpressed by the | ander's savage decel eration. Lieutenant Dodds,
Rhabwar's astrogation officer and the lander's pilot, had been told that speed
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had priority over a confortable ride, and it obeyed that particular order with
enthusiasm So fast and unconfortabl e was the descent that Cha Thrat saw not hing
of CGoglesk until she stepped onto its surface.

For a few nonents she thought that she was back on Sonrnaradva, standing in a
grassy clearing beside the shore of a great inland | ake and with the
tree-shrouded outlines of a snmall, servile township in the niddle distance. But
the ground beneath her feet was not that of her hone planet, and the grass,

wi | dflowers, and all the vegetation around her were subtly different in color,
odor, and leaf structure fromtheir counterparts on Som nmaradva. Even the

di stant trees, although looking incredibly simlar to sone of the | ow and
varieties at home, were the products of a conpletely different evolutionary
backgr ound.

Sector General had seened strange and shocking toher at first, but it had been a
fabrication of nmetal, a gigantic artificial house. This was a different world!
"I's your species afflicted with sudden and inexplicable bouts of paralysis?"
Naydrad asked. "Stop wasting tine and bring out the litter.”

She was guiding the powered litter down the unloading ranp when Wainright's
flyer landed and rolled to a stop cl ose beside them The five Earth-humans who
manned t he Gogl esk base junped out. Four of them scattered quickly and began
running toward the town, testing their translation and public address equi pnent
as they went, while the Lieutenant canme toward the | ander.

"I'f you have anything to do that involves two or nore of you working closely
together," it said quickly, "do it now while the flyer is hiding you fromview
of the town. And when you nove out, remain at least five neters apart. If these
peopl e see you noving closer together than that, or making actual bodily contact
by touching linbs, it won't precipitate a joining, but it will cause themto
feel deeply shocked and intensely unconfortable. You nust al so—=

"Thank you, friend Wainright," Prilicla said gently. "W cannot be remnmi nded too
often to be careful.”

The Lieutenant's features deepened in color, and it did not speak again until,
wal king i a well-separated |ine abreast, they were approaching the outskirts of
t he town.

"I't doesn't look like nuch to us," Vinright said softly, the feelings behind
its words making Prilicla trenble, "but they had to fight very hard every day of
their lives to achieve it, and | think they're |losing.”

The town occupied a wide crescent of grass and stony outcroppings enclosing a
smal |, natural harbor. There were several jetties projecting into deep water,
and nost of the craft tied up alongside had thin, high funnels andpaddl e wheel s
as well as sails. One of the boats, clearly the | egacy of a past joining, was
snoke- bl ackened and sunk at its noorings. Hugging the water's edge was a w dely
separated line of three- and four-story buildings, nade of wood, stone, and
dried clay. Ascending ranps running around all four walls gave access to the
upper levels, so that fromcertain angles the buildings resenbled thin pyranids.
These, according to the CGogl esk tape, were the town's manufacturing and
food-processing facilities, and she thought that the snell of Gogleskan raw fish
was just as unpleasant as that of their Sommaradvan counterparts. Perhaps that
was the reason why the private ' dwellings, whose roofs and main structura
supports were provided by the trees around the edge of the clearing, were so far
away from the harbor.

As they noved over the top of a small hill, Winright pointed out a | ow,
partially roofed structure with a streamrunning under it. Fromtheir el evated
position they could see into the naze of corridors and tiny roons that was the
town's hospital and Rhone's adj oi ni ngdwel |i ng.

The Li eutenant began speaking quietly into its suit nmike, and she could hear the
wor ds of warning and reassurance being relayed at full volume fromthe speakers
carried by the four Earth-humans who had precededt hem

"Please do not be afraid,” it was saying. "Despite the strange and frightening
appearance of the beings you are seeing, they will not harmyou. W are here to
coll ect Heal er Khone, at its own request, for treatment in our hospital. Wile
we are transferring Khone to our vehicle we may have to cone very close to the
heal er, and this may accidentally cause a call for joining to go out. A joining
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must not be allowed to happen, and so we urgeeveryone to nove away from your
hones, deep into th forest or far fromthe shore, so that a distress signal wll
not reach you. As an additional safeguard, we will place! around the healer's
home devices that will nmake a | oud, and continuous sound. This sound will be as
unpl easant to you as it is to us, but it will nerge with and change the sound of
any nearby distress signal so that it will no | onger be a call for joining.”

Wai nright |ooked toward Prilicla and when the enpath signaled its approval, it
changed to the personal suit frequency and went on. "Record and rerun that,

pl ease, until | either anend the nessage or tell you to stop.”

"WIIl they believe all that?" Naydrad call ed suddenly fromits position al ong
the line. "Do they really trust us off-planet nonsters?”

The Li eutenant noved several paces down the hill before replying. "They trust
the Monitor Corps because we have been able to help themin various ways. Khone
trusts Conway for obvious reasons and as their trusted healer, it has been able
to convince the townspeople that Conway's horrifying friends are also worthy of
trust. The trouble is, CGogleskans are a race of |oners who don't always do as
they're told.

"Some of them" it went on, "could have good reasons for not wanting to | eave
their hones. Illness or infirmty, young children to be cared for, or for
reasons that seemgood only to a Gogl eskan. That's why we have to use the sound
distorters.”

Naydrad seenmed satisfied but Cha Thrat was not. Qut of consideration for
Prilicla, who would suffer everyone else's feelings of anxiety as well as her
own, she remained silent.

Li ke everyone el se in M ntenance, she knew about those distorters. Suggested
and desi gned by Ees-Tawn, the departnment's head of Uni que Technol ogy, in
re-sponse to one of Conway's |ong-term Gogl eskan requirenents, the devices were
still in the prototype stage. If successful they would go into mass production
until they were in every Gogl eskan hone, factory, and seagoing vessel. It was
not expected that the devices would elimnate joinings entirely, but with
sensitive audio detectors coupled to automatic actuators, it was hoped that the
l'ink-ups that did occur would be limted to a few persons. That woul d nmean t hat
a joining' s destructive potential would be negligible, shorter in duration, and
psychol ogically | ess damagi ng to the bei ngs concer ned.

Under | aboratory conditions the distorters were effective agai nst several FOKT
distress call recordings pro-* vided by Conway, but the device had yet to be
tested onGogl esk itself.

The stink of fish worsened, and the sound of the nonitors broadcasting the

Li eutenant's nessage grew | ouder as they neared the hospital. Apart froma few
gl i npses she had of the Earth-humans novi ng between the houses at the edge of
the clearing, there were no signs of life inthe town.

"Stop sending now," Wainright briskly said. "Anyone who hasn't acted on the
message by now doesn't intend to. Harnon, take up the flyer and give ne an
aerial view of this area. The rest of you place the distorters around the
hospital, then stand by. Cha Thrat, Naydrad, ready with the litter?”

Qui ckly, Cha Thrat positioned the vehicle close to the entrance of Khone's

dwel ling, ran out the rear ranp, and opened the canopy in readiness to receive
the patient. They could not risk touching Khone within sight of other Gogl eskans
and were hoping that the little healer would cone out and board the vehicle
itself. In case it did not, Naydrad would send in its renpte-controlled probe to
find out why.

Because t hey woul d nmake conversation difficult—and so far nothi ng had happened
that coul d cause any Gogleskan to emt a distress call—the distorters renmi ned
silent.

"Friend Khone," Prilicla said, and the waves of synpathy, reassurance, and
friendship emanating fromit were al nost pal pable. "W have cone to help you

Pl ease come out.”

They waited for what seened like a very long tine, but there was neither sight
nor sound of Khone.

"Naydrad..." Winright began
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"I'"'mdoing it," the Kel gi an snapped.

The tiny vehicle, bristling with sound, vision, and biosensors as well as a
conprehensi ve array of handling devices, rolled across the uneven surface and
into Rhone's front entrance, pushing aside the curtain of woven vegetable fibers
that hung there. The view all around it was projected onto the litter's repeater
screen.

Cha Thrat thought that the probe itself, to soneone who did not knowits
purpose, was a frightening object. Then she reni nded herself that Diagnostician
Conway, and through it Khone, knew all about such nechani sms.

The probe reveal ed nothing but a deserted house.

"Perhaps friend Khone required special nedication fromthe hospital and went to
get it," Prilicla said worriedly. "But | cannot feel its enotional radiation
which neans that it is either far fromhere or unconscious. If the latter, then
it may require urgent attention, so we cannot afford to waste tine by searching
every room and passageway in the hospital with the probe. It will be quicker if
| search for it nyself.”

Its. iridescent wings were beating slowy, already noving it forward when it
went on. "Mowve well back, please, so that your conscious feelings will not
obscure the fainter, unconscious radiation of the patient.”

"Wait!" the Lieutenant said urgently. "If you nna u, and it awakens suddenly to
see you hovering aboveit...”

"You are correct, friend Wainright," Prilicla said. "Itm ght be frightened into
sending out a distress call. Use your distorters.”

Cha Thrat quickly nmoved back with the nedical team beyond the range of maxi mum
sensitivity for the Cnrusskin's enpathic faculty, and they adjusted their
headsets to deaden external sounds while enabling themto conmuni cate with each
other. As a screani ng, npaning, whistling cacophony erupted fromthe distorter
posi-, tions around the hospital, Cha Thrat wondered about the depth of

unconsci ousness of their patient. The noi se was enough to wake the dead.

It was nore than enough to rouse Khone.

Chapter 13

"I feel it!" Prilicla called, excitenment causing its hovering flight to becone
wildly unstable. "Friend Naydrad, send in the probe. The patient is directly
beneath me, but | don't want to risk frightening it by a sudden, close approach
Quickly, it is very weak and in pain.”

Now that it had an accurate fix on Khone's position, Naydrad qui ckly gui ded the
probe to the room occupi ed by the Gogl eskan. Priiicla rejoined the others around
thelitter's repeater screen where the sensor data was al ready bei ng displ ayed.
The pictures showed the interior of one of the hospital's tiny exam nation roons
with the figure of Rhone lying against the Iow wall that separated the heal er
and patient during treatnent. A small table contained a variety of very

| ong- handl ed, highly polished wooden inplenments that appeared to be probes,
dilators, and spatulas for the nonsurgical investigation of body orifices, sone
jars of local nedication, and, incongruously, the lifeless x-ray scanner |eft by
Conway. A few of the instrunents had fallen to the floor, and it seened |ikely
that Rhone had been examining a patient on the other side of the wall when the
heal er had col |l apsed. It was al so probable that the patient concerned had
originated the | ast nmessage received by Winright.

"1l amPrilicla, friend Rhone," the enpath said via the probe's comunicator. "Do
not be afraid...”

Wai nright made an untransl atable sound to renmind Prilicla that, apart fromthe
initial words of identification, Gogleskans did not address each other as
persons and becane nentally distressed if anyone tried to do so.

"This device will not cause pain or harm" Prilicla continued nore inpersonally.
"Its purpose is to |lift the patient, very gently, and convey it to a position
where expert attention is available. It is beginning to do so now.”

On the repeater screen Cha Thrat saw the probe extend two wide, flat plates and
slide them between the floor and Rhone's recunbent body.

"Stop!”

The two voi ces, Rhone's through the conmunicator and Prilicla' s in response to

t he Cogl eskan's bl ast of enotional radiation, sounded as one. The enpath's
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fragil e body was shaking as if caught in a high w nd.

"Tmsorry, friend Rhone..." it began, then renenbering, went on. "Sincere

apol ogi es are tendered for the severe disconfort caused to the patient. Even
greater gentleness will be striven for in future. But is the patient-healer able
to furnish informati on on the exact position of, and possible reasons for, the
pai n?”

"Yes and no," Rhone said weakly. Its pain had di m nished because Prilicla was no
|l onger trenbling. It went on. "The pain is located in the area of the birth
canal. There is loss of function and dimnished sensation in the |ower |inbs,
and the upper linbs and the nedial area are simlarly but |ess markedly

af fected. The cardiac action is accelerated and respiration is difficult. It is
thought * that the birth process had begun and was interrupted, but the reason

i s unknown because the scanner has not worked for some tinme and it is doubted if
the patient's digits retain sufficient dexterity to change the powercell.”

"The probe nounts its own scanner,"” Prilicla said reassuringly, "and its visua
and clinical findings will be transmtted to the healers out here. It will also
change the power cell in the other scanner so that the patient will be able to
aid the healers outside with its own Gog-l eskan observations and experience.”
The enpath began trenbling again, but Cha Thrat had the feeling that the shaking
was due to its personal concern for Rhone rather than a return of the other's
pai n.

"The scanner is being deployed now," Prilicla went on. "It will approach closely
but will not touch the patient.”

"Thanks are expressed," Rhone said.

As she watched the increasingly detailed scan of Rhone's pelvic area, Cha Thrat
grew nore and nore angry over her ignorance of Gogl eskan physiology. And it made
little difference that the degree of ignorance ofPrilicla, Mirchison, and
Naydrad was only slightly I ess than her own. The one person with the ability to
hel p Rhone now was many |ight-years away in Sector General, and there was a
strong probability that even the presence of the D agnostician Conway woul d not
have resol ved this probl em

"The heal er-patient can see for itself,” Prilicla said gently, "that the fetus
is large and is inproperly presented to the birth canal. It is also pressing
agai nst the major nerve bundles and inpeding the blood supply to the nuscles in
the area, making it inpossible for the fetus to be expelled in its present

posi tion.

"Wul d the heal er-patient agree," the enpath went on, "that the birth cannot
proceed w t hout imredi ate surgical intervention?”

"No!" Rhone said vehenently, forgetting to be inpersonal. "You nmust not touch
me!”

"But we're your..." Prilicla began. It hesitated for an instant, then went on
"Only friends wishing to help the patient are here. The psychol ogi ca
difficulties are understood. |If necessary the probe can be instructed to
adm ni ster sedative nmedication so that the patient will be unconscious and
unawar e of being touched while the operation is in progress.”

"No," Rhone said again. 'The patient nust be conscious during and for a short
period following the birth. There are things that the parent nust do for the
newborn. Can your mechani smbe instructed to performthe operation? The patient
woul d be | ess frightened by the touch of a machine than that of an off-world
nonster.”

Prilicla trenbled again with the enotional effort needed to nake a negative
reply. It said, "Regrettably not. The renote-controlled manipul ators are not
sufficiently accurate or responsive for such a delicate procedure. If an
observation mght be made, the patient is in alseverely weakened state and may
shortly beconme unconscious wi thout the assistance of nedication.”

Rhone was silent for a nonment, then with a note of desperation in its voice the
Gogl eskan said, "It is consciously realized that the off-world heal ers feel
friendship and deep concern for the patient. But subconsciously, on the darker,
unt hinking levels of the m nd, the close approach of one of these visually
horrifying creatures woul d represent an i medi ate and deadly threat to the life
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of the patient, which would inevitably lead to a call for joining.”

"The call would not be heard,"” Prilicla said, and expl ai ned the purpose of the
sound distorters. But Rhone's reply set the enpath trenbling again.

"Acall for joining," it said, "presupposes a condition of extrenme nental
distress that is followed by a massive and uncontrolled expenditure of physica
energy. The effect on the patient and fetus could lead to term nation.”

Quickly Prilicla said, "Time is short and the clinical condition is
deteriorating rapidly. R sks nmust be taken. The probe mechani sm can be nade to
provi de two-way vision, and pictures of the off-world friends will be sent. WII
the patient choose fromanong themthe |east frightening being, who will then
try to assist it?”

While the litter's vision pickup swng to cover each of themin turn, Rhone was
saying "The Earth-humans are fanmiliar and trusted, as are the C nrusskin and
Kel gi an seen during the earlier visit to Goglesk, but all of themwould arouse
blind, instinctive terror if they approached closely. The other two beings are
unfam liar, both to the recollection of the patient or in the nenories of the
Eart h-human Conway. Are they heal ers?”

There was a note of relief in the enpath's voice as it replied, "Both are recent
arrivals at the hospital and were unknown to Conway at the tine of its first
vVisit.

The snal |, globular being is Danalta, an entity capable of taking any required
physical formincluding, if desirable, that of a Gogl eskan, or of extruding any
linmbs or sensory organs necessary for the repair or alleviation of an organic
mal function. It will work under the Senior Physician's direction and is an idea
choi ce for—=

"A shape-changer!" Rhone broke it. "Apologies are tendered to this entity, whose
nonphysical qualities are doubtless adm rable, but the thought of such a being
is terrifying, and its close approach in the guise of one of ny people would be
unbear abl y repugnant. No!

"The tall creature," it added, "would be much | ess disturbing.”

"The tall being," said Prilicla apologetically, "is a hospita

mai nt enance-technician.”

" "And previously," Cha Thrat added quietly, "a warrior-surgeon of Somaradva,
wi th ot her-speci es experience.”

The enpath was trenbling again, and this tine because of the storm of nixed
feelings being generated by the other menbers of the nedical team

"Apol ogies are tendered,” Prilicla said hastily. "A short delay is necessary.
This matter requires discussion.”

"For clinical reasons," Khone replied, "the patient-heal er hopes that the del ay
will be very short.”

It was Pathol ogi st Murchi son who spoke first. It said, "Your other-species
experience is linted to an Earth-human DBDG and a Hudl ar FROB, both invol ving
sinple, external surgery to a linb. Neither of themor, for that matter, your
own DCNF cl assification, bears any resenbl ance to a Gogl eskan FOKT. After that

Hudl ar linmb-for-a-linmb business, |'msurprised you want to take the
responsibility.”

"If this goes wong," Naydrad joined in, its furtwitching with concern, "if the
patient or newborn terminate, | don't know what piece of nedical nelodram you
will pull in atonerment. Better keep out of this.”

"I don't know why," Danalta said, in a tone that suggested that its feelings
were hurt, "it prefers an ungainly, stiff-boned life-formlike Cha Thrat to ne.”
"The reason," Khone said, nmaking themrealize that they had forgotten to switch
of f the probe's comunicator, "is degrading and probably insulting to the being

concerned, but it should be nmentioned in case the Som nmaradvan finds it
necessary to withdrawits offer.”

Khone went on. "There are physical, psychol ogical, and perhaps ridicul ous
reasons why this being mght closely approach, but not touch except with

| ong- handl ed instrunents, the patient.”

There were few visual simlarities between the FOKT and DCNF cl assifications,
Khone expl ai ned, except in the eyes of very young Gogl eskans who tried to nmake
nmodel s of their parents. But the nmass of hair covering the ovoid body, the four
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short, splayed-out legs, the digital clusters, and the four |long, cranial
stings, were beyond their sculptoring skill. Instead they produced | unpy,

coni cal shapes made from nud and grass, into which they stuck twi gs that were
not always straight or of uniformthickness. The results, on a rmuch snaller
scal e, had a distinct resenblance to the body configuration of a Sommaradvan
These crudely fashioned nodels were fabricated during the years preceding the
change fromchil dhood to maturity, when the young adult's stings becane a threat
toits parent's life, and they were kept and treasured by both parent and

of fspring as rem nders of the only tinmes in their lives when they could feel in
safety the warnth and cl oseness of extended contact with another of their Kkind.
It was a nenory that, in their later and incredibly lonely adult |ives, hel ped
keep them sane.

Murchi son was the first to react after Khone finished speaking. The Pat hol ogi st
| ooked at Cha Thrat and said incredulously, "1 think it is telling us that you
| ook I'i ke an oversized Gogl eskan equival ent of an Earth teddy bear!”

Wai nright gave a nervous |augh, and the others did not react. Probably they were
as ignorant about teddy bears as Cha Thrat was. However, if the creature
resenbl ed her in many ways, it could not be entirely unbeauti-ful

"The Sommaradvan is willing to assist,"” Cha Thrat said, "and offense has

not' been taken.”

"And neither," Prilicla said, turning its eyes toward her,
be taken.”

The nusical trills and clickings that were the Cinruss-kin's native speech
changed in pitch, and for the first time in Cha Thrat's experience the little
enpath's transl ated words carried the firmess and authority of a ruler as it
went on. "Unl ess the Sommaradvan can give an unqualified assurance that there is
no possibility of a recurrence of the Hudlar anputation, the' Sormaradvan wl |
not be allowed to assist.

"The heal er-mai ntenance technician is being used for one reason only," it
continued, "because the close proximty of the nore experienced healers is
contraindicated for this patient. It will consider itself sinply as an organic
probe whose m nd, sensors, and digits are under the direction of the Senior
Physi ci an, who accepts sole responsibility for treatnent and subsequent fate of
the patient. Is this clearly understood?”

The idea of sharing or, in this instance, conpletely relegating responsibility
for her actions to another person was repugnant to a warrior-surgeon, even

t houghshe coul d understand the reasons ror n. rm than her feeling of shanme was
t he sudden, warm upsurge of gratitude and pride at once again being called to
work as a heal er.

"I't is understood," she said.

Silently the enpath indicated that it was changing fromthe probe frequency, so
as not to be verbally hanpered by having to use the listening Gogl eskan's

i mpersonal node of speech

"Thank you, Cha Thrat," it said quickly. "Use nmy C nrusskin instrunents, they
are best suited to your upper digits and I would feel nore confortable directing
you in their use. Fit the protective devices before trying to do anything el se;
you could not help the patient if you were to be paralyzed by its stings. Wen
you are wi th Khone, nmake no sudden novenents that might frighten it wthout
first explaining the reason for them | shall be nonitoring friend Rhone's
enotional radiation fromhere, and will warn you if any action causes a sudden
increase of fear. But you are well aware of the situation, Cha Thrat. Pl ease
hurry.”

Naydrad had her carrier pack already filled and waiting. She added the

repl acenent power cell for Rhone's scanner and began clinmbing fromthe top of
the litter on to the hospital roof.

"Good |uck," Mirchison said. Naydrad ruffled its fur and the others made
untransl at abl e noi ses.

The roof sagged alarm ngly under Cha Thrat's weight, and one of her forefeet
went right through the flinsy structure, but it was a much qui cker route than
crawl ing through a maze of |owceilinged corridors. She dropped into the

will responsibility
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uncovered passageway | eading to Rhone's room crouched awkwardly onto two knees
and three of her medial linbs, and, with Prilicla warning the patient of her
arrival, noved only her head and shoul der st hrough the entrance. For the first
time she was able to study a Gogl eskan FOKT at cl ose quarters.

"The intention," Cha Thrat said carefully, "is not to touch the patient
directly.”

"Gratitude is expressed," Khone replied in a voice that was barely audi bl e above
the sound of the distorters.

The mass of unruly hair and spikes that covered the erect, ovoid body were |ess
irregular in color and position than the probe pictures had suggested. The body
hair had nobility, although not to the extent as that possessed by the Kel gi ans,
and lying notionless amd the nulticolored cranial fur were a nunmber of |ong,
pale tendrils that were used only during a joining to |link the menber m nds of
the group. Four small, vertical orifices, two for breathing and speaking and two
for food ingestion, encircled its waist.

The spi kes covering the body were highly flexible, grouped together into digita
clusters, and were capable of fine manipulation, and the | ower body was
encircled by a thick apron of nuscle, under which the four short |legs could be
wi t hdrawn when the being wi shed to rest.

Now it lay on its side, a position fromwhich even a fully fit and active

Gogl eskan woul d have difficulty in recovering.

Quietly Cha Thrat said, "Instruct the probe to bring the scanner here. Wen the
power cell has been replaced, return it to within easy reach of the patient,
then nove the nachi ne aside.”

To Khone she went on. "Unlike the visiting healers, the patient has been unaware
of its own condition and an i medi ate sel f-exanm nation is requested. Since the
patient is also a healer with extensive know edge of its own |life processes, any
comments or suggestions it cares to nmake woul d be hel ped to the off-planet

col | eagues.”

Prilicla s voice canme from her earpiece but not the probe's speaker, which neant
that the enpath wanted to talk to her alone. It said, "That was well spoken, Cha

Thrat. No patient, no matter howill or injured, wants to feel conpletely
usel ess and dependent. Otherwi se well-intentioned heal ers sonetines forget
that.”

That was one of the first |essons she had | earned at the nedical school on
Sommar adva. Anot her, which had obviously been |l earned by Prilicla, was that
junior nmedics facing a new and difficult job benefited from encouragenent.”

"The patient," Khone said suddenly, "is unable toguide the scanner.”
There was nothing in the G nrusskin's instrument pack |ong enough to reach Khone
from Cha Thrat's present position. Inpersonally she asked, "Is it permitted to

use the Cogl eskan instrunents?" "OF course,”" Khone said.

On the side table there was a set of |ong, expanding tongs, made from highly
pol i shed wood and with hinges of a soft, reddish metal, used for bringing
instruments or dressings to bear on the otherw se untouchabl e CGogl eskan
patients. Lying beside themwas a thin, conical object that had been fashi oned
crudely fromdried clay, with short twi gs and straw stuck all over it. She had
mstaken it at first for a piece of decorative or aromatic vegetation. Now t hat
she knew what it was, Cha Thrat thought that its resenblance to the

aest hetically pl easi ng Sonmar advan body shape was close only in the eyes of a
very sick Gogl eskan.

Awkwardly at first, she used the tongs to lift the scanner fromthe |linp grasp
of Khone's digits and noved it over the abdominal area. Wiile the patient was
concentrating on the screen, she edged further into the roomand closer to the
patient. The unnatural position of herbent forel egs and spine, and the fact that
virtually her entire body wei ght was being supported on nedial |inbs nornmally
used only for manipul ation, was threatening to send the associated nuscles into
spasm To ease them she rocked very slowy fromside to side, noving a little
cl oser each tine.

"The Sommaradvan healer is |arger than was expected," Khone said suddenly,

| ooking up fromthe scanner. It did not take Prilicla to tell her that the

CGogl eskan was very frightened
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Cha Thrat held herself notionless for a nmonment, then said, "The Sommaradvan

heal er, despite its size, will no nore harmthe patient than the scul ptured

i keness lying on the floor. The patient nust surely know this.”

"The patient knows this," Khone agreed, with a distinct trace of anger inits
voi ce. "But has the Sommaradvan heal er ever suffered nightmares, in which it is
haunted, and hunted, by dark and fearful creatures of the undernmind intent on
its destruction? And instead of fleeing in unreasoning fear, has it ever tried
to stop in the mdst of such a nightmare, and think through or around its
terror, and turned to face these dreadful phantasns, and tried to | ook upon them
as friends?”

Ashanmed, Cha Thrat said, "Apologies are tendered, and admration for the
patient-healer who is trying to do, who is doing, that which the stupid and

i nsensitive Somaradvan heal er woul d find inpossible.”

Prilicla s voice sounded in her earpiece. "You have irritated friend Khone, Cha
Thrat, but its fear has receded a little.”

She took the opportunity of noving closer and said, "It is realized that the
patient-healer's intentions toward the Sonmaradvan are friendly, and any harm
that mght befall it would be the result of a purely instinctive reac-tion or

accident. Both the eventualities canbe avoi ded by rendering the stings harnl ess”
Khone's enotional reaction to that suggestion had both Prilicla and Cha Thrat
badly worried, but time was running out for this patient and, if anything was
going to be done for it, there was no real alternative to capping those stings.
The little Gogl eskan knew that as well as they did. It was being asked to
surrender its only re-nmai ni ng weapon.

Cha Thrat dared not nove a nuscle other than her larynx, and that onewas being
seriously overworked as she tried to convince Khone's unconscious as well as its
al ready hal f-convinced conscious mnd that, in a truly civilized society,
weapons were unnecessary. She told it that she, too, was a female, although she
had yet to produce an offspring. She then spoke of her nobst personal feelings,
many of them petty rather than prai seworthy, about her past |ife and career on
Sonmar adva and in Sector General, and of the things she had done wong in

bot hpl aces.

The team nenber waiting inpatiently by the litter nmust be wondering if she had
contracted a ruler's disease and had | ost contact with the reality of the
situation, butthere was no tinme to stop and explain- Sonehow she had to get
through to the Gogl eskan's dark underm nd and convince it that psychol ogically
she was | eaving herself as open and defensel ess by what she was telling it as
Khone was by relinquishing its only natural weapons.

She coul d hear Naydrad's voice, which was being picked up by the Cinrusskin's
headset, demandi ng to know whet her Khone was a psychiatrist as well as a heal er,
and if so, the stupid Somaradvan had picked the wong tinme to lie,on its couch
Prilicla did not speak and she went on tal king unhurriedly to the patient whose
voice, like the rest of it, seened to be paralyzed by fear

Suddenly there was a response.

"The Sommar advan has problens," Khone said. "But if intelligent beings did not
occasionally do stupid things, there would be no progress at all.”

Cha Thrat was unsure whether the Gogl eskan's words represented sone deep,

phi l osophical truth or were nerely the product of a mnd clouded by pain and
confusion. She said, "The problens of the heal er-patient are nuch nore urgent.”
"There is agreenment,"” Khone said. "Very well, the stings may be covered. But the
pati ent nust be touched only by the nachine.”

Cha Thrat sighed. It had been too nuch to hope that a few highly persona
revel ati ons woul d denolish the conditioning of mllennia. Wthout nbving any
closer, she held the scanner in position with the long tongs and used the rear
medial |inb to open her pack so that the probe's mani pul ators, which were being
gui ded with great precision by Naydrad, could extract the sting covers.

Those covers had been designed to contain the needl e-pointed stings and absorb
their venom Once in position, they rel eased an adhesive that woul d ensure that
they renmi ned so until Khone reached Sector General. This property of the covers
had not been nentioned to the patient. But with the distorters making it
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i mpossible for any call for joining to be heard by the other townspeople and its
stings rendered i npotent, the Gogl eskan woul d be unable to avoid direct physica
contact with one of the frightful off-worlders.

Considering the rapidly worsening clinical picture, the sooner that happened the
better.

But Khone was not stupid and probably it had already realized what was to
happen, which would explain its growing agitation as two, then three of the four
sting covers were placed in position. Now it was noving itshead weakly from side
to side, deliberately avoiding me |ast cover. Qickly Cha Thrat tried to give it
sonet hing el se to think about.

"As can be clearly observed in the scanner and bi osensor displays," she said

i mpersonally, "the fetus is being presented laterally to the birth canal and is
i mobilized in this position. It has exerted pressure on inportant bl ood vessels
and nerve connections to the parent's nid- and | ower body, which has resulted in
| oss of muscle function and sensation and, unless relieved, will lead to
necrosis in the areas concerned. The unbilical is also being increasingly
conpressed as the involuntary nus-, cles continue trying to expel the fetus. The
fetal heartbeat is weak, rapid, and irregular, and the vital signs of the parent
are not good, either. Has the patient-heal er any suggestion or coments on this
case?" Khone did not reply.

Only Prilicla would know how nmuch Cha Thrat's coldly inpersonal tone belied her
true feelings toward the incredibly brave little creature who lay |ike a tunbled
haystack so close to her, but still too far away in the non naterial distances
of the mind for her to be able to help it. Yet they were alike in so nany ways,
she thought. Both had taken risks that no other nenbers of their species were
willing to take—she had treated an off-world |ife-formshe had never seen

bef ore, and Khone had volunteered itself for treatnent by off-worlders. But of
the two, Khone was the braver and its risks the greater
"I's this condition rare or commpbn anong gravid fenal es, "
what is the normal procedure in such cases?”

The other's voice was so weak that the reply was barely audible as it said, "The
condition is not rare. Norrmal procedure in such cases is to administer

massi vedoses of nedication that enables the patient and fetus to ternminate with
mi ni mum di sconfort.”

Cha Thrat could think of nothing to say or do.

In the stillness of Rhone's room she becane increas- | ingly aware of the
external noises: the constant whistling and hissing of the distorters; and

com ng to her through the enpath's comruni cator, the voice of Naydrad
conpl ai ni ng about the difficulty of capping the stings of a patient who woul d
not cooperate; and nore quietly, Mirchison, Danalta, and Prilicla itself as they
suggested and qui ckly di scarded a nunmber of wildly differing procedures.

"The medi cal teanis voices are unclear," Cha Thrat said anxiously. "Has anything
been deci ded? What are the imedi ate instructions?”

Suddenly the voices became |oud and very cl ear indeed, because they were com ng
fromthe probe's speaker as well as her own earpiece. Naydrad, its attention
concentrated on the probe's renpte-controlled nmanipulators as it tried to fit
the last sting cover, must have deci ded that she wanted nore volune and reacted
to her statement without thinking.

The conversation was conpl etely unguarded.

Prilicla was speaking, quietly and reassuringly, and clearly unaware that its
wor ds were reaching Khone as well as herself, Cha Thrat realized. The intense
and conflicting enotional radiation emanating fromthe other team nenbers
grouped so closely around it was keeping the enpath from detecting her own
sudden burst of surprise and fear

"Cha Thrat," it said, "there has been sone argunent, which has since been

resol ved in your favor, regarding who should performthe operation. Friend
Rhone's need is urgent, its condition has deteriorated to the stagewhere the
risk of nmoving it out tor surgery is able, and your only option is to—=>

"No!" she said urgently. "Please stop talking? "Do not be distressed, Cha
Thrat," the enpath continued, m staking the reason for the objection. "Your

pr of essi onal conpetence is not in doubt, and Pathol ogi st Murchi son and nysel f

she asked quietly, "and
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have studi ed Conway's notes on the FORT |ife-form as have you, and we will
gui de you at every stage of the procedure and take conplete responsibility

t hr oughout .

"Imredi ate surgical intervention is required to relievethis condition," it went
on. "As soon as the last sting iscapped, you will use a Nunber Eight scalpel to
enlarge' the birth opening with an incision fromthe pelvis up tothe—Wat is
happeni ng?”

There was no need to tell it what was happeni ng because in the tinme taken to ask
the question it already knew the answer. Rhone, faced with the imm nent prospect
of a mmjor surgical attack, had reacted instinctively by emtting the call for
joining and was trying to sting to death the only strange, and therefore
threatening, being within reach. Wth its legs virtually paral yzed, Rhone was
twisting violently fromside to side and using its digital clusters to pul

itself toward Cha Thrat.

The remai ni ng uncapped sting, long, yellow, and with tiny drops of venom al ready
oozing fromits point, was swaying and jerking closer. Frantically Cha Thrat
pushed backward with the forefeet and nedial |inbs, |aunching herself toward the
Gogi eskan and grasping the base of the sting with three of her upper hands.
"Stop it!" she shouted above the noise of the call

Forgetting to be inpersonal, she went on. "Stop novingor you'll injure yourself
and the young one. I'ma friend,| want to help you. Naydrad, cap it! Cap it

qui ckl y!”

"Hold it still, then," the Rel gian snapped back, C. B. E. —9sw ngi ng the probe's

mani pul at or arm above Rhone's jerking head. "Hold it very still.”

But that was not easy to do. Her upper, neck-level arnms and digits had been

evol ved for nore precise and delicate operations and | acked the heavy

nmuscul ature of the nedial |inbs, and using them neant that Rhone's head and her
own were al nost touching. She strained desperately to tighten her ridiculously
weak grip on the sting, sending waves of pain into her neck and upper thorax.
She knew that if those fingers slipped the sting would i medi ately be pl unged
into the top of her head.

The nedi cal team woul d probably get to her quickly enough to save her life, but
not those of Rhone and the fetus, which was their only reason for being here.
She was wondering how Murchi son, the Diagnostician's life-mate; and Prilicla,
its long-termfriend; and Cha Thrat herself would face Con way with the news of
Rhone' s death when Naydrad shouted, "Got it!”

The last sting was covered. She could relax for a nonent. But not Rhone, who was
still jerking and withing on the floor and stabbing ineffectually at her with
all four of its capped stings. Cose up, the sound of its distress call was like
a gale whistling and howing through a ruined buil ding.

"At least the distorters are working," Wainright said, and added warningly, "but
hurry it up, they won't | ast nuch |onger.”

She ignored the Earth-human and grasped tufts of the Gogl eskan's hair in her
upper and nedi al hands, trying vainly to hold it notionless. Pleadingly she

said, "Stop noving. You're wasting what little strength you' ve got. You'll die
and the baby will die. Please stop noving. |I'mnot an eneny, |'myourfriendl”
The call for joining was still howing out with un-di m nished vol une, neking her

wonder how such asmal|l creature could nake so great a noise, but its physica
nmovenents were becoming noticeably less violent. Was it a synptom of sheer

physi cal weakness, or was she getting through to the Gogl eskan? Then she saw
that the long, pale tendrils on its head were uncurling fromthe concealing hair
and were standing out straight. Two of themfell slowy to lie along the top of
her own head; and suddenly Cha Thrat wanted to scream

Bei ng Rhone's friend was much, nmuch worse than being its eneny.

Chapter 14

There was fear as she had never known it before—the sudden, overriding, and
sensel ess fear of everything and everyone that was not joined tightly to her for
the group defense; and a terrible, blind fury that dimnished the fear; and the
menori es and expectation of pains past, present, and to conme. And with those
fearful nenories there cane a dreadful and confused nightmare of all the
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frightful and painful things that had ever happened to her—en Sommaradva and
Gogl esk and in Sector Ceneral. Many elenents of the nightmare were utterly
strange to her; the feeling of terror at the sight of Prilicla, which was
ridiculous, and the sense of |oss at the departure of the mal e Gogl eskan who had
fathered the child within her. But now there was no fear of theoutsized,

of f-worl d ani mated doll who was trying to help her

Even with the confusion of fear, pain, and alien experiences dulling her
capacity to think, the conclusion was inescapable. Khone had invaded her nind.
Now she knew what it was like to be a Gogleskan; at a tinme like this the choice
was sinple. Friends joined and enem es—everyone and everything that was not part
of the group—were attacked and destroyed. She wanted to break everything in the
room the furniture, instrunments, decorations, and then tear down the flinsy
wal | s, and she wanted to drag Khone around with her to help her do it.
Desperately she tried to control the blind and utterly alien fury that was

buil ding up in her.

Amid the storm of Gogl eskan inpressions a tiny part of her own mnd surfaced for
a nonent, observing that the tight grip she retained on Khone's fur nust have
fooled its subconscious into believing that she had joined with it, and was
therefore a friend worthy of m nd-sharing.

/ am Cha Thrat, she told herself fiercely, once a Som maradvan warri or-surgeon
and now a trai nee nai ntenance technician of Sector General. | am not Khone of
CGogl esk and / am not here to join and destroy..

But this was a joining, and nenories of a |larger, nore destructive joining canme
crowdi ng into her nmind.

She seened to be standing on top of a | and vehicle stopped on high ground

overl ooking the town, watching the joining as it happened. The Earth-human

Wai nright was besi de her, warning her that the Gogl eskans were dangerously

cl ose, that they should | eave, that there was nothing she could do and, for sone
strange reason, while it was saying these things it sonetines called "Doctor"
but nmore often "sir." She felt very bad because she knew that the joining had
been her fault, that it had happenedbecause she had tried to help, and had
touched, an industrial accident casualty. Below her she could clearly see Khone
attaching itself to the other Gogl eskans w thout being able to understand the
reason, and at the same time she was Khone and knew t he reason

Wth individual Gogleskans hurrying to join it from nearby buil di ngs, noored

shi ps, and surrounding tree dwellings, the group-entity becane a great, nobile,
stinging carpet that craw ed around | arge buildings and engul fed small ones as
if it did not know or care what it was doing. In its wake it left a trail of
smashed equi prent, vehicles, dead animals, and a capsi zed ship. The group-entity
moved inland to continue its self-destructive defense agai nst an eneny out of
prehi story.

In spite of the terrible fear of that nonexi stent enemy in Khone's nind, which
was now her mind, Cha Thrat tried to nake herself think |ogically about what had
happened to her. She thought of the wi zard O Mara and how it had said that
Educat or tapes woul d never be for her, and remenbered the reasons it had given.
Now she knew what it was like to have a conpletely alien entity occupying her

m nd, and she wondered if her sanity would be affected. Perhaps the fact that
Khone, like herself, was a female night nmake a difference.

But there was a growing realization that it was not only Khone's m nd and
menories that she had to contend with. The nenory and vi ewpoint fromthe top of
the I and vehicle was not fromthe Gogl eskan's nmind, nor her own. There were
menori es of the anbul ance ship and the exploits of its nmedical teamthat were
definitely not her own, and sone vivid and—+o her—fearful and wonderful
recol l ections of events in Sector Ceneral that were totally outside her
experience. Had O Mara been right? Wre factual recollections and insane
fantasies intermngling, and she was no | onger sane?But she did not think she
was i nsane. Madness was supposed to be an escape froma too-painful reality to a
condition that was nore bearable. There was too nuch pain here and the nenories
or fantasies were too painfully shar p. And one of them was of

Li eutenant] Wi nright standing beside her, its head on a level with! hers, and
calling her "sir.”
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Wth a sudden shiver of fear and wonder she realized what was happeni ng. She was
sharing' Rhone's nind,' and Khone had earlier shared it with soneone el se.
Conway!

For sonme time Cha Thrat had been aware of Prilicla's! voice in her earpiece, but
the words were just sounds" w thout neaning to her already overl oaded m nd. Then
she felt its warmh and synpathy and reassurance all around her, and the pain
and confusion receded a little so that the neaning cane through.

"Cha Thrat, ny friend," the enpath was saying, "please respond. You have been
hol ding onto the patient's fur for the past few minutes, not doing anything and

not answering us. | amon the roof directly above you, and your enptiona
radi ation distresses ne. Please, what is wong? Have you been stung?”
"N-no," she replied shakily, "there is no physical damage. | feel badly confused

and frightened, and the patient is—=>

"I can read your feelings, Cha Thrat," Prilicla said gently, "but not the reason

for them There is nothing to be ashaned of, you've already done nore than could
be reasonably expected of you, and it was unfair of us to let you volunteer for

this operation in the first place. W are in danger of |osing the patient.

Pl ease withdraw and |l et nme performthe surgery—=

"No," Cha Thrat said, feeling Rhone's body twitch in her hands. The |ong,
silvery tendrils that were the or-ganic conductors tor netel epathy-by-wire were
still lying across her head, and anything Cha Thrat felt or heard or thought was
i medi ately avail able to Khone, who did not |ike the idea of an alien nonster
operating on it, for reasons that were both personal and nedical. Cha Thrat
added, "Please give nme a nonent. |'mbeginning to regain control of ny mnd."
"You are," Prilicla said, "but hurry."” Incredibly, it was her m nd-partner who

was doing nost to aid the process. In conmon with the rest of its long-suffering
and ni ght mare-ri dden species, it had |l earned how to control and
conpartmentalize its thinking, feelings, and natural urges so that the enforced
| onel i ness necessary to avoid a joining was not only bearable but, at tines,
happy. And now t he Conway-nenories of Sector General and sone of its nonstrous
patients were surging into the forefront of her mnd.

Be sel ective, Khone was telling her. Use only what isuseful

Al'l the nenories and experience of a Sommaradvan warri or-surgeon, a Gogl eskan
heal er, and half an Earth-human lifetinme spent in Sector General were hers, and

with that vast quantity of other-species nedical and physiol ogi cal expertise
avai |l abl e she could not believe that, even at this |ate stage, the Khone case

was hopel ess. Then from sonewhere in that vast and incredibly varied store of
know edge, the glimerings of an idea began to take shape.

"I no longer feel that surgical intervention is the answer," she said firmy,
"even as a last resort. It is unlikely that the patient would survive.”

"Who the blazes does it think it is?" Miurchison said angrily. "Who's in charge
of this op, anyway? Prilicla,pin its ears back!”

Cha Thrat coul d have answered both questions, butdid not. She knew that her

words and tone had been wrong for sonmeone in her lowy position—she sounded nuch

too self-assured and authoritative. But there was no tine for either |ong

expl anations or pretensions of humlity, and it would be better if the true

expl anation was never given. Wth any |uck Pathol ogi st Murchi son woul d beli eve,
and go on believing, that Cha Thrat was a sel f-opi ni onated mai ntenance

technician and one-tine trainee nurse with delusions of grandeur and, for the

time being at | east, the team | eader was | eaving her ears unpinned.

"Explain," Prilicla said.

Quickly Cha Thrat reviewed the current clinical picture, gravely worsened now by

the extreme debilitation that, even in a healthy Gogl eskan, followed a joining.

When she said that Rhone | acked the strength and physical resources to withstand
maj or surgery—+t would have to be a cesarean procedure rather than a sinple

enl argenment of the birth openi ng—she spoke with absolute certainty because she
had the patient-healer's viewoint of the case as well as her own. But she did
not nention that, saying instead that Rhone's enobtional radiation would confirm
her observati ons.

"I't does," the enpath said.
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She went on quickly. "The FOKT classification is one of the fewlife-forns
capabl e of resting in the upright position, although they can also |ie down.
Since their ancestors energed fromthe oceans, their bodies and internal organs
have been acted on by vertical G forces, as are those of the Hudlars and
Tralthans and Rhenithi. | amremninded of a case in Tralthan Maternity a few
years ago that was broadly simlar to this one and required—=>

"You didn't learn that from Cresk-Sar," Mirchison broke in suddenly. "Trainee
nurses aren't told about the near-failures, at least not in first year.”
"I liked to study odd cases outside nme syuauus, "“u<* Thrat |ied snoothly,
still do, when |I'm not engrossed in a naintenance manual .”

Her enotional radiation would tell the G nrusskin that she was lying, but it
could only guess at what she was lying about. Al it said was "Describe your
procedure.”

"Before | do," she went on quickly, "please renove the canopy fromthe litter
and reposition the gravity grids to act laterally in opposite directions. Set
the body restraints to the size and wei ght of the patient under anything up to
an alternating plus and mnus three Gs. Mwve the probe into the passageway, so
can step fromit onto the roof. Hurry, please. |I'mbringing out the patient now
and will explain on the way...”

Cradling the barely conscious Khone in two nedial arns and with all of her free
hands gripping its fur tightly to make it feel that it was still joined to a
friend, she clinbed awkwardly onto the roof and sidled back the way she had
cone. Prilicla hovered anxiously above her all the way, Naydrad conpl ai ned
bitterly that its litter woul d never be the same again, and Mirchison reninded
it that they had a maintenance technician, or sonething,with them

She continued to grip the Gogleskan's fur while Naydrad expertly fitted the
restraints and Miurchi son attached an oxygen supply to all breathing orifices.
Wth her head touching Rhone's and the long, silvery tendrils still naking
contact, she checked that the other had a clear view of the scanner displ ay,

whi ch she in her present awkward position did not, then braced herself and gave
the signal to begin.

Cha Thrat felt her head and upper |inbs being pulled sideways as Naydrad fed
power to the gravity grid positioned above the patient's head. It was difficult
to keep her bal ance because her |ower body and | egs were out-side the influence
of the artificial gravity field. But so far | as Khone was concerned, it was
tied upside-down to the litter under double, increasing to treble and CGogl eskan
standard gravity pull.

"Heart rate irregular,” Prilicla reported quietly. "Blood pressure increasing in
the upper body and head, respiration | abored, mninor displacenent of thoracic
organs, but the fetus hasn't noved.”

"Shall | increase the pull to four Gs?" Naydrad asked, |ooking at Prilicla. But
it was Cha Thrat who replied.

"No," she said. "Gve it two Gs alternating as rapidly as possi bl e between
normal and reverse pull. You' ve got to try to shake Junior |oose,”

Now she was bei ng knocked fromside to side, as if by the soft, invisible paws
of sonme great beast, while the patient was suffering the sane maltreatnent in
the vertical plane. She nanaged to keep her head and the hands grippi ng Khone's
fur steady, but she was feeling a growi ng nausea that rem nded her of chil dhood
bouts of travel sickness.

"Friend Cha Thrat, are you all right?" Prilicla asked. "Do you wi sh to stop?”
"Can we spare the tinme?”

"No," the enpath replied, then: "The fetus is moving! It is—=>

"Reverse, two Gs steady," Cha Thrat said quickly, effectively standing Khone on
its head again.

"—Aow pressi ng agai nst the upper wonb," Prilicla continued. "The unbilical is no
| onger being conpressed, and pressure on the blood vessels and nerve |inkages in
the area has been relieved. The nuscles are beginning rapid, involuntary
contractions...”

"Enough to expel the fetus?" she broke in.

"No," it replied. "They are too weak to conplete thebirth process. In any case
the fetus is sun noi in me optinmum position.”

and |
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Cha Thrat used a swear word that was definitely not Sonmaradvan, and said, "Can
we reposition and refocus the gravity grids so as to pull the fetus into the
proper position for—=

"I would need tinme to— Naydrad began

"There isn't any tine," said Prilicla. "I"msurprised friend Khone is still with
us.”

This was not going nearly as well as the renenbered case in the Tralthan
maternity ward had gone, and there was no consolation in telling herself that,
inthis instance, the life-formwas strange and the operating facilities
virtually non-existent. Khone's nind was no | onger sending or receiving

i npressions, so that she could not even make the Last Apology to it for her
failure.

"Pl ease do not distress yourself, friend Cha," the C nrusskin went on, beginning
to trenble violently. "No bl ane can be attached to you for attenpting a task
that, because of the peculiar circunstances, none of us were able to do. Your
present enotional radiation is worrying nme. Renenber, you aren't even a nenber
of the medical team you have no authority, and the responsibility for allow ng
you to try this procedure is not yours... You have just thought of sonething?”
"We both know," Cha Thrat said, so quietly that her voice reached only Prilicla,
"that | have nmade it nmy responsibility. And yes, |'ve thought of sonething.”

In a | ouder voice she went on quickly. "Naydrad, we need a rapid one-G push- pul
this tinme, just enough to keep the fetus noving. Danalta, the nuscle wall around
the wonb is thin, and rel axed due to the patient's unconsciousness. WII| you
produce sone suitable linbs and hands? Prilicla will tell you the size and shape
needed, and use the scanner to direct your novenents of thefetus into the proper
position. Murchison, will you stand by to help withdrawit, if or when it is
born?”

Apol ogetically she added, "I cannot assist you. For the tine being it would be
better if | retained the cl osest possible physical contact with the patient. My
feeling is that, unconscious or not, it will derive a greater neasure of
enotional confort fromny doing so.”

"Your feeling is correct,"” Prilicla said. "But time is short, friends. Let's do
it.”

Whi | e Naydrad kept the fetus twitching slowy within the wonb, and Danalta,
usi ng appendages whose shape and novenents woul d give Cha Thrat bad dreans for
many nights to cone, tried to press and turn it into optimum position, she tried
desperately to get through to her deeply unconsci ous m nd- partner

You will be all right. Your child will be all right. Hang on, please don't die
on me!

It was like thinking into a black and bottom ess pit. For an instant she thought
there was a flicker of awareness, but it was probably that the feeling had cone
because she wanted it to be so. She turned her head slightly, so as not to break
contact with the long, silvery tendrils, and wi shed that she was in a position
to see the scanner display.

"I't's in optimum position now," Prilicla said suddenly. "Danalta, nove your
hands | ower. Be ready to press when | tell you if the fetus starts turning
again. Naydrad, two Gs steady, down!”

For a nonent there was silence except for the whistling of the distorters, which
now seened to be wavering in intensity as they | abored |like the patient, on
reduced power, to performtheir function. Tine was running out for both of them
Everyone's attention was on Khone,and even Prilicla was watching the scanner
display too intently to describe what it was seeing.

"l see the head!" Mirchison said suddenly. "The top of the head only. But the
contractions are too weak, they aren't hel ping very much. The legs are at
maxi mum spread, but the fetal head is noving down, then back again, by a
fraction of an inch with each contraction. Shall | try surgical enlargenent of

t he—=

"No surgery," Cha Thrat said firmy. Even if the patient survived it, she had
shared Rhone's m nd and knew that serious psychol ogi cal damage would result from
the inflicting of a surgical wound-not to nention the afternmath when cl ose
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physi cal contact woul d be necessary to provide treatnment and change dressi ngs—en
one whose species was virtually untouchable. The brief physical and nental
contact with Conway and Cha Thrat had knocked a |l arge hole in Rhone's Gogl eskan
condi tioning, but psychologically it was still a strong and very rigidstructure.
But there was no time to explain her feeling or argue her point of view.

Mur chi son had straightened up and was | ooki ng questioningly at Prilicla, who
shook in the enotional winds blowing fromall sides but said nothing. "It would
be better if we tried to assist the natural process," Cha Thrat went on
"Naydrad, | want alternating positive and reverse gravity again, this tine

bet ween zero and three Gs down, initially for the next five contractions. And
wat ch out for mmjor displacenment of other organs. This species has never been
subj ected to increased G forces—=

"l see the whole head now " Murchison broke in excitedly. "And shoul ders.

Damrit, |'ve got the wee bugger!”

"Naydrad," Cha Thrat said quickly, "maintain threeGs down for a nonent until the
afterbirth is out, then return to normal gravity conditions. Mirchison, place

t he newborn between the digital clusters just to the left of ny head. My feeling
is that Rhone will derive greater reassurance fromholding on to its little one
than fromme holding on to its parent.”

She wat ched as Rhone's digits curled instinctively around the tiny form which

| ooked to the Sommaradvan part of her mind like a slimy, twitching little horror
and which the Gogl eskan portion insisted was a thing of indescribable beauty.
Reluctantly she lifted her head from Rhone's and rel eased her grip on its fur
"Your feeling is accurate, Cha Thrat," Prilicla said, "The patient, although
still unconscious, is already enoting nore strongly.”

"But wait," Murchison said worriedly. "W were told that it nmust be conscious if
it was to take care of the newborn properly. W've no idea what...”

She broke of f because Cha Thrat, who now knew everything that the Cogl eskan
heal er had known, was busily doing all that was necessary. It was contrary to
her Sommaradvan upbringing to tell a deliberate lie, but the situation was
fraught with ahl sorts of interpersonal difficulties and was too conplicated for
her to take the tinme needed to tell the truth.

Instead, Cha Thrat waited until the unbilical had been neatly severed and seal ed
off and the patient's |ower |inbs disposed nore confortably, then said snoothly,
"There are a nunber of physiological sinmilarities between the FORT |ife-form and
my own and, in any case, we fenmal es have certain instincts in these matters.”
The Earth-human shook its head doubtfully and said, "Your female instincts are a
| ot stronger,and nore preccisely directed, than mne.”

"Friend Murchison," Prilicla said, its voice sounding | oud because all but two
of the distorters had ceased their whistling, "let us discuss fenale instincts
at a nore convenient time. Friend Naydrad, replace the litter canopy, turn up
the internal heating three points, and nmaintain a pure oxygen atnosphere and

wat ch out for signs of del ayed shock. The enpbtional radiation indicates a
condition of grave debility, but it is stable, there is no i medi ate danger, and
circulation and nmobility are returning to the lower linbs. W will all fee
better, and especially the patient, when it has the ship's intensive-care

equi prrent | ooking after it. Please nobve quickly.

"Al'l except Cha Thrat," it added gently. "Wth you, nmy Sommaradvan friend,

woul d I'i ke private words.”

Driven by Naydrad and with Danalta and Wainright flanking it, the litter was

al ready noving off. But Pathol ogi st Murchi son was hangi ng back, its face deep
pi nk and wearing an expression that Cha Thrat coul d now read and under st and.
"Don't be too hard on it, Prilicla," Mirchison said. "1 think it did a very good
job, even if it is inclined to forget who's in charge at tines. | nean, well,
let's just say that with Cha Thrat, Miintenance Department's gain was the

medi cal staff's loss.”

As Murchison turned abruptly to hurry after the litter, Cha Thrat watched it
fromthree different and confusing viewpoints and with three sets of very nixed
feelings. To her Sonmaradvan mnd it was a small, flabby, and unl ovely DBDG
female. To the CGogl eskan mind it was just another off-planet nonster, friendly
but frightening. But from her Earth-hunan viewpoint it was an altogether
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different entity, one that for nmany years she had knownto be highly intelligent,
second only to Thornnastor in its professional standing, friendly, synpathetic,
fair-mnded, beautiful, and sexually desirable. Sone of these aspects of its
personal ity had just been denobnstrated, but the sudden physical attraction Cha
Thrat felt toward it, and the associated m nd-pictures of horrible alien
grapplings and intinmacies, frightened her so badly that the Gogl eskan part of
her mind wanted to call for a joining.

Mur chi son was a fenmal e Earth-human and Cha Thrat was a femal e Sommaradvan. She
had to stop feeling this stupid attraction toward a nenber of another species
who was not even nmmle, because in that direction lay certain nmadness. She
renenbered the di scussi on about Educator tapes with the wizard, O Mara, and her
own experience of sharing her mind with those of Kel gians, Tralthans, Ml fans
anong ot hers

But that was not her experience, she renmi nded herself firmy. She was and woul d
remain Cha Thrat. The Gogl eskan and Earth-human who seened to be occupyi ng her

m nd were guests, one of thema particularly troubl esone guest where thoughts of
the entity Mirchison were concerned, but they should not be allowed to influence
her personal feelings. It was ridiculous to think, or feel, otherwi se.

When the disturbing figure of Murchison had di sappeared into the mddle distance
and Cha Thrat was feeling nore like herself than two other people, she said,
"And now, | suppose, cones the pinning back of the ears of a big-headed and
grossly insubordi nate technician wth del usions of nmedical grandeur?”

Prilicla had alighted on the roof above Khone's doorway so that its eyes woul d
be on a level with Cha Thrat's. It said gently, "Your enotional control is

excel -lent, friend Cha. | conplinent you on you But your supposition is wong.
However, your obvi ous understandi ng of the Earth-human terns you have just used,
and your earlier behavior during a very tricky clinical situation, leads ne to
specul at e about what m ght possibly have happened toyou

"I amnerely thinking al oud, you understand,” it went on. "You are not required,
in fact you are expressly forbidden to say whether ny specul ations are accurate
or not. Inthis matter | would prefer to remain officiallyignorant.”

It was evident fromthe first few words that the enpath knew exactly what had
happened to Cha Thrat, even though its certainties were nentioned as suspi ci ons.
It suspected that Cha Thrat had shared nminds with Rhone, that the Gogl eskan's

m nd had previously been shared with that of Conway, and it was the

Di agnostician's nedical expertise and initiative that had surfaced before and
during the birth of Khone's child. For this reason the G nrusskin was not

of fended by the incident —a Seni or Physician was far outranked by a

Di agnosti ci an, even one who was tenporarily in residence within the mnd of a
subordinate'. And neither would the other team nenbers feel offended if they
were to suspect thetruth.

But they nust not suspect, at least until Cha Thrat was safely lost in the

mai nt enance tunnels of Sector Ceneral

"From your recent enotional radiation,"” Prilicla went on, "I suspect that you
had strong if confused feelings of a sexual nature toward friend Mirchison that
were not pleasant for your Sommaradvan self. But consider the intensity of

Murchi son's enbarrassnent if it suspected that you, an entity of a conpletely

di fferent physiologi-cal classification forced by circunstances to work in close
proximty with it, were regarding it with the eyes and the sane strength of
feeling as that of its life-mate. And if the others were to suspect as well, the
enotional radiation fromthe teamwould be extrenely painful and distressing to
me.”

"l understand," Cha Thrat said.

"Pat hol ogi st Murchison is highly intelligent,” the C nrusskin continued, "and in
time she will realize what has happened, if she doesn't learn it from Khone
first. That is why 1 would like you to explain this delicate situation to friend
Khone at the first opportunity, and ask for its silence in this matter

"Friend Khone," Prilicla added gently, "has the nenories and feelings of Cha
Thrat as well as Con way.”

For a nmonent Cha Thrat could not speak as the Gog-Ileskan healer's mnd
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threatened to engulf her own with its peculiar mxture of fear, curiosity, and
parental concern. Finally she said, "WII| Khone be able to speak?”

"l have the feeling, not a suspicion, that both our Gogl eskans are doing well, k"
Prilicla replied, shaking out its wings in readiness for flight. "But now, if we
don't end this conversation soon, the others will wonder what | am doing to you,
and will be expecting you to arrive back bruised and bl eedi ng.”

The idea of Prilicla inflicting any kind of injury on anyone was so ridicul ous
that even a Cogl eskan as well as a Sonmaradvan and Earth-human considered it
funny. Cha Thrat |aughed out |loud as, with the down-draft fromthe enpath's
wings stirring her hair, they followed the others back to the | ander.

"You realize, friend Cha," the enpath said, its trenbling linbs a visible

apol ogy for the words that would dimnish her pleasure, "that O Mara will have
to be told.”

Chapter 15

By the tine they had been transfered fromthe | ander to the special FOKT
acconmodati on of Rhab-war's casualty deck, both patients were fully conscious
and nmaki ng | oud hissing noises. The sounds that the younger one was meking did
not translate, but Khone's were divided into repeated expressions of gratitude
for its survival and weak but very insistent reassurances about its clinica
condition. The healer's self-diagnosis was supported by the biosensors and
confirmed by the | ess tangible but even nore accurate findings of the
enotion-sensitive Prilicla. And now that it was separated fromits friendly
off-world nonsters, and its subconscious fears thereby allayed, by a thick
transparent partition, Khone was quite happy to speak to anyone at anyti ne.

That included the nonnedi cal crew nenbers who, with Captain Fletcher's

permi ssion, left their positions in Control and the Power Roombriefly to
congratul ate the patient and tell conplinentary |ies about the obvious
intelligence, parental resenblance, and great beauty of the new arrival, a nale
child of greater than average weight. In spite of Prilicla's urgings that it
shoul d rest and refrain from overexcitenent, the atnosphere around Khone's
acconmodati on nore closely resenbled a birthday party than the casualty deck of
an anbul ance shi p.

207When Captain Fletcher arrived, they did not need an enphatic faculty to fee

t he at nosphere change. To Khone the Earth-human nade a perfunctory inquiry about
its health, then turned quickly to Prilicla.

"I need a decision, Senior Physician," it went on, "one that only you people can
make. The hospital signaled us a few minutes ago, saying that an emnergency
beacon had been detected in this sector. The distressed ship is about five hours
subspace flight away; the distress beacon was not one of the types used by the
Federation, so the casualties mght be a species newto us. That nakes it
difficult to estinate the time needed for the rescue. It could take a coupl e of
days rather than hours.

"The question is," it ended, "do your patients require hospitalization before or
after we respond to this distress call?”

It was not an easy decision to nake because their patients, although stable and
not in need of urgent treatnent, belonged to a |life-formabout which little was
known clinically, so that unexpected conplications mght arise at any tine.
Surprisingly the discussion, which was ani mated but necessarily brief, was ended
by Khone itself.

"Pl ease, friends," it said during one of the rare lulls, "Gogleskan fenal es
recover quickly once the birth trauna is over. | can assure you, both as a
heal er and a parent, that such a delay will not endanger either of us. Besides,
here we are receiving nmuch better attention than woul d be possi bl e anywhere on
CGogl esk.”

"You're forgetting sonmething," Miurchison said quietly. "W nay be going into a
di saster situation possibly involving a life-formconpletely newto us. It is
conceivable that they nmight horrify or scare even us, nuch | ess a CGogl eskan

|l eaving its planet for the nrsttine.”

"They mght," Khone replied, "but they would al nostcertainly be in a worse
condition than | am”
"Very well," Prilicla said, turning back to the Captain. "It seens that friend
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Khone has rem nded us of the priorities and of our duty as healers. Tell the
hospital that Rhabwar will respond.”

Fl et cher di sappeared in the direction of Control, and the C nrusskin went on
"We should now eat and sl eep, since there mght not be an opportunity to do
either for sone tine. The patients' biosensors will be nonitored automatically
and any change in condition signaled to ne at once. They need rest, too, and
they wouldn't get it if | left a team nenber on duty. Cone al ong, everyone.
Sleep well, friend Khone.”

It flew gracefully into the gravity-free central well and up toward the dining
and recreation deck, followed in nore orthodox fashion by Naydrad, Danalta,

Mur chi son, and Cha Thrat. But just before they began their weightless clinb,
Mur chi son gripped the | adder with one hand and pl aced the other on one of her
medi al | i nbs.

"Wait, please," it said. "I would like to speak to you." Cha Thrat stopped but
did not speak. The sensation of alien digits gently enclosing her armand the
sight of the flabby, pink Earth-human face | ooking up at her were giving rise to
feelings that no Sonmar advan, nmuch | ess a femal e one, had any busi ness
harboring. Slowy, so as not to give offense, she disengaged the linb fromthe
other's grip and sought for enotional control

"I"'mworried about this ship rescue, Cha Thrat," it said, "and the effect on you
of the casualties we may have to treat. Disaster injuries can be pretty bad,
colli-sion fractures and expl osi ve deconpressions for the nost part, and as a

rule there are very few survivors. You don't seemto be able to keep your
Sonmar advan nose out of the nedical area, but this time you nust try, try really
hard, not to get involved with our casualties.”

Before Cha Thrat could reply, it went on. " You did sonme very nice work with
Khone, even though I'mstill not sure what exactly was going on, but you were
very lucky. |If Khone or the infant or both of them had di ed, how would you have
felt? More inportant, what woul d you have done to yoursel f?”

"Not hing," Cha Thrat said, trying hard to tell herself that the expression on
the pink face bel ow her was one of friendly concern for an other-species
subordi nate and not sonething nore personal. Quickly she went on. "I would have
felt very bad, but | would not have injured nyself again. The code of ethics of
a warrior-surgeon is strict, and even on Sonmaradva there were col | eagues who
did not observe it as | have done, and who envied and disliked ne for nmy own
strict observance. To ne the code remamins valid, but in Sector General and on
Gog-l esk there are other and equally valid codes. My viewpoints have changed...”
She stopped hersel f, afraid that she had said too nuch, but the other had not
noti ced that she had used the plural

"W call that broadening the mnd," Miurchison said, "and |'mrelieved and

pl eased for you, Cha Thrat. It's a pity that... Wll, | neant what | said about
you bei ng the Mintenance Departnent's gain and our |oss. Your superiors find
you a bit hard to take at tinmes, and after the Chal der and Hudl ar incidents
can't imagi ne you being accepted for ward training by anyone. But maybe if you
waited until the fuss died down, and didn't doanything el se to get yourself

noticed, | could speak to a few peopl e about having you transfered back to the
medi cal staff. How do you feel about that?”
"I feel grateful," she replied, trying desperately to find a way of ending this

conversation with a being who was not only synpathetic and understanding as a
person, but whose physical aspect was arousing in her other feelings of the kind
usual |y associated with the urge to procreate. Most definitely, she thought,
this was a problemthat could only be resolved by one of O Mara's spells.

Qui ckly she added, "I also feel very hungry.”

"Hungry!" Murchi son said. As the Earth-human turned to resunme clinbing to the
dining area, it laughed suddenly and said, "You know, Cha Thrat, sonetinmes you
remind ne of ny life-mate.”

She was able to rest after the meal but not sleep and, after three hours of
trying, she nade the excuse to herself that Rhone's life-support and synthetic
food delivery systens needed checking. She found the Gogl eskan awake, as wel |,
and they talked quietly while it fed the infant. Soon afterward they were both

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James...eral%2007%20-%20Code%20Blue%20Emergency.txt (103 of 131) [5/21/03 10:29:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/James%20W hite/White, %20James%20-%20Sector %20Genera %2007%20-%20Code%20B| ue%20Emergency.txt

asl eep and she was left to stare silently at the conpl ex shapes of the casualty
deck equi pnent, which |ooked |ike weird, nechanical phantasms in the night-Ieve
lighting, until the arrival of Prilicla.

"Have you been able to speak with friend Khone?" the G nrusskin asked, hovering
over the two CGogl es- kans.

"Yes," Cha Thrat replied. "It will do as you suggested, to avoi d enbarrassing
us.”
"Thank you, friend Cha," Prilicla said. "I feel the others awake and about to

join us. W should be arrivingat any—

It was interrupted by a double chine that announced their energence into nornal
space, followed a few m n-utes |ater by the voice of Lieutenant Hasl am speaki ng!
from Control

"W have | ong-range sensor contact with a large] ship," the conmmunications
officer said. "There are noj indications of abnormal radiation |levels, no
expandi ng cl oud of debris, no sign of any catastrophic mal function.! The vesse
is rotating around its longtitudinal axis as well | as spinning slowy end over
end. W are locking the tele-1 scope into the sensor bearing and putting the

i mge onf your repeater screen.”

A narrow, fuzzy triangle appeared in the center of the screen, beconing nore

di stinct as Hasl am brought it into focus.

It went on. "Prepare for maxi mumthrust in ten nminutes. Gravity conpensators set
for three Gs. W should close with it in less than two hours.”

Cha Thrat and Khone watched the screen with the rest of the nedical team who
were making Prilicla trenble with the intensity of their inpatience. They were
as ready as it was possible to be, and the nore detail ed preparati ons woul d have
to wait until they had sonme idea of the physiological classification of the
peopl e they were about to rescue. But it was possible for the ship ruler to draw
concl usi ons, even at |ong range.

"According to our astrogation conputer," Fletcher said, "the nearest star is

el even light-years distant and w thout planets, so the ship did not cone from
there. Although large* it is still nuch too small to be a generation ship, so it
is highly probable that it uses a formof hyperdrive simlar to our own. |t does
not resenbl e any vessel, past, current, or under devel opnent, on the
Federation's fleet list.

"In spite of its large size," the Captain went on, "it has the aerodynamically
clean triangular configuration typical of a vessel required to maneuver in a

pl anet ar yat nosphere. Mst of the star-traveling species that we know prefer, for
techni cal and econonic reasons, to keep their conbined at nosphere-and-space
vessel s small and build the |arger nonlanders in orbit where streamining is
unnecessary. The two exceptions that | know of build their space-atnosphere

shi ps | arge because the crews needed to operate them are thensel ves

physi cal | ymassi ve.”

"Ch, great," Naydrad said. "We'll be rescuing abunch of giants.”

"This is only specul ative at the nmonment," the Captain said. "Your screen won't
show it, but we're beginning to resolve sonme of the structural details. That
ship was not put together by watchrmakers. The overall design phil osophy seens to
have been one of sinplicity and strength rather than sophistication. W are
beginning to see small access and i nspection panels, and two very |arge features
that nmust be entry locks. Wiile it is possible that these are cargo | ocks that
doubl e as entry ports for personnel who are physically snall, the probability is
that these people are a very |arge and nassive |ife-form=>

"Don't be afraid, friend Khone," Prilicla broke in quickly. "Even a denented
Hudl ar coul dn't break through the partition Cha Thrat put around you, and our
casualties will be unconscious anyway. Both of you will be quite safe.”
"Reassurance and gratitude are felt," the Cogl eskan said. Wth a visible effort
it added, nore personally, "Thank you.”

"Friend Fletcher," the enpath said, returning its attention to the Captain, "can
you specul ate further about this life-form other than that it is |arge and
probably lacks digital dexterity?”

C.BE----101 was about to," the Captain said. "Analysis of internal atnosphere
| eakage shows that—=
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"Then the hull has been punctured!" Cha Thrat said excitedly. "Fromwithin or

wi t hout ?”

"Technician," said the ship ruler, rem nding her of her position and her

i nsubordi nation with the single word. "For your information, it is extrenely

difficult, expensive, and unnecessary to nmake a | arge, space-going structure

conpletely airtight. It is nore practical to maintain the vessel at nonina

internal pressure and replace the negligible quantity of air that escapes. In

this case, had escaping air not been observed, it would al nbost certainly have

meant that the ship was open to space and airl ess.

"But there are no signs of collision or puncture danage," Fletcher went on, "and

our sensor .data and analysis of the atnosphere | eakage suggests that the crew

are war m bl ooded oxygen-breathers with environnmental tenperature and pressure

requirenents simlar to our own.”

"Thank you, friend Fletcher,"” Prilicla said, then joined the others who were

silently watching the repeater screen

The inmage of the slowy rolling and spinning ship had grown until it was

brushi ng agai nst the edges of the screen, when Mirchison said, "The ship is

undamaged, uncontrolled, and, the sensors tell us, there is no abnormal escape

of radiation fromits nmain reactor. That nmeans their problemis likely to be

di sease rather than traumatic injuries, a disabling or perhaps lethal illness

affecting the entire crew. Under illness | would include the inhalation of toxic

gas accidentally rel eased from=

"No, ma'am " said Fletcher, who had maintained the comunicator link with

Control. "Toxic contam nationof the air supply systemon that scale would have

showed up in our |eak analyses. There's nothing wong with theirair.”

"Or," Murchison went on firmy, "the toxic nmaterial may have contam nated their

liquid or food supply, and been ingested. Either way, there nmay be no survivors

and nothing for us to do here except posthunpusly investigate, record the

physiology of a newlife-form and |leave the rest to the Mnitor Corps.”

The rest, Cha Thrat knew, would nean carrying out a detail ed exanm nation of the

vessel 's power, |ife-support, and navigation systens with the intention of

assessing the species' |evel of technology. That m ght provide the information

that would enable themto reconstruct the el enents of the ship's course before

the disaster occurred and trace it back to its planet of origin. Sinultaneously,
an even nor e car ef ul eval uati on of t he nont echni ca

envi ronment —er ew accommodati on and furni shings, art or decorative objects,

personal effects, books, tapes, and self-entertai nment systens—would be carried

out so that they would know what kind of people |ived on the hone pl anet when

they succeeded in finding it, as they ultinately woul d.

And eventually that world would be visited by the Cultural Contact specialists

of the Monitor Corps and, |ike her own Sommaradva, it would never be the sane
agai n.

"If there are no survivors, ma'am" Fletcher said regretfully, "then it isn't a
job for Rhabwar. But we'll only know when we go inside and check. Seni or

Physi ci an, do you wi sh to send any of your people with me? At this stage,
though, getting inside will be a nechanical rather than a nedical problem

Li eutenant Chen and Technician Cha Thrat, you will assist me with the entry—
Wait, sonething' s happening to the ship!”

Cha Thrat was very surprised that Fletcher wanted her to help with such

i mportant work, badly worried in case she m ght not be able to performto his
expectations, and nore than a little frightened at the thought of what m ght
happen to them when they got inside the distressed ship. But the feelings were
tenmporarily subnmerged at the sight of what was happeni ng on the screen

The ship's rate of spin and roll were increasing as they watched, and irregul ar
spurts of vapor were fogging the forward and aft hull and the tips of the broad,
triangul ar wi ngs. She suffered a nonment's synpathetic nausea for anyone who

m ght be inside the vessel and conscious, then Fletcher's voice returned.
"Attitude jets!" it said excitedly. "Sonebody nust be trying to check the spin,
but is naking it worse. Maybe the survivor isn't feeling well, or is injured, or
isn't famliar with the controls. But now we know sonmeone is alive in there.
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Dodds, as soon as we're in range, kill that spin and lock on with all tractors.
Doctor Prilicla, you're in business again.”

"Sonmetimes it's nice," Mirchison said, speaking to nobody in particular, "to be
proved wong.”

Wil e Cha Thrat was donning her suit, she |istened to the discussion between the
medi cal team nenbers and Fl etcher that, had it not been for the presence of the
gentle little enpath, would have quickly devel oped into a bitter argunent.

It was plain fromthe conversation that the Captain was Rhabwar's sole ruler so
far as all ship operations were concerned, but at the site of a disaster its
authority had to be relinquished to the senior nedical person on board, who was
enpowered to use the resources of the ship and its officers as it saw fit. The
mai n area of con-tention seenea to oe ne responsibility ended and Prilicla's

began.
The Captain argued that the nedics were not, considering the fact that the
di stressed ship was structurally undamaged, on the disaster site until it got

theminto the ship, and until then they should continue to obey its orders or,
at very least, act on its advice. Its advice was that they should remain on
Rhabwar until it had effected an entry, because to do otherwi se was to risk
becom ng casualties thenselves if the injured or ill survivor—who had al ready
made a ness of checking its ship's spin with the attitude jets—decided to do
sonet hing equal |y unsuccessful and nuch nore devastating with the nmain
thrusters.

If the medical team was waiting outside the distressed ship's entry [ ock when
thrust was applied, they would either be snmashed against the hull plating or
incinerated by its tail flare, and the rescue woul d be aborted because of a
sudden | ack of rescuers.

Fl etcher's reasons for wanting the medics to remain behind until the other ship
had been opened were sound, Cha Thrat thought, even though they had given her a
new danger to worry about. But the nedical team had been trained for the fastest
possi bl e rescue and treatnment of survivors, and they were particularly anxious
not to waste tine in this case when there nmight only be one. By the tine she was
| eaving for the airlock, a conproni se had been worked out.

Prilicla would acconpany Fletcher, Chen, and herself to the ship. Wile they
were trying to get inside, the enpath would nove up and down the outer hull and
try to pinpoint the |locations of survivors by their enotional radiation. The
rest of the medical team would hold thensel ves ready for a fast recovery of
casualties as soon as the way was open

She had been waiting only a few mnutes in the | ock antechanber when Li eut enant
Chen arrived.

"Good, you're here already," the Earth-human said, smiling. "Help ne nove our
equi prent into the |ock, please. The Captain doesn't |like to be kept waiting.”
Wthout giving the inpression that it was |ecturing her, Chen discussed the

pur pose of the equi pnent they were noving fromthe nearby stowage conpartnent to
the lock, so that Cha Thrat felt her level of ignorance was being reduced

wi thout the feelings of stupidity and inferiority that so often acconpani ed that
process. She decided that the Earth-human was a consi derate and hel pful person,
in spite of its rank, and one with whom she night risk a small insubordination
"This is in no sense a criticismof the ship ruler," she said carefully, "but I
am concerned |l est Captain Fletcher is giving ne credit for nore technica
experience than | in fact possess. Frankly, |I'msurprised it wanted ne al ong.”
Chen made an untransl atabl e sound and said, "Don't be surprised, Technician, of
worried.”

"Regrettably," Cha Thrat said, "I amboth.”

For a few nminutes the Lieutenant went on tal king about the sections of portable
airlock they were carrying that, when depl oyed and attached with fast-setting
seal ant around the entry port of the other ship', would enabl e Rhabwar's
boarding tube to join the two vessels and allow the nmedics to do their work
unhanpered by space-suits.

"But rest your mind, Cha Thrat," Chen went on. "Your naintenance chief, Tinmnns,
spoke to the Captain about you. It said that you are pretty bright, learn

qui ckly, and we shoul d give you as nuch work to do as possible. W should do
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this because, once the FOKT's accommodati on was fini shed, you woul d havenot hi ng
to do and might fret. It said that, with your past performance in the hospital,
the nedical teamwouldn't allow you anywhere near one of their patients.”

It | aughed suddenly and went on. "Now we know how wrong Timmns was. But we
still intend to keep you busy. You have four tinmes as many hands as | have, and
I can't think of a better tool-carrier. Do | offend you, Technician?”

The question had been asked of the trainee technician and not the proud

warri or-surgeon she had been, so the answer had to be "No.”

"That's good," Chen said. "Now, close and seal your hel nmet, and doubl e-check
your safety-line attachnents. The Captain's on his way.”

And then she was outside, festooned with equipnent and drifting with the two
Eart h- humans across the short distance to the distressed vessel, which was now
held by the rigid, nonmaterial beans of Rhabwar's tractors. Wile i mmobilizing
the other ship, their own had acquired a proportion of its spin. But the

countl ess stars that wheel ed endl essly around the apparently notionl ess vessels
aroused a feeling not of nausea butwonder.

Prilicla was already there when they arrived, having exited by the casualty

deck's airlock, and was patrolling along the hull in its careful search for the
enotional radiation that would indicate the presence of survivors.
Chapter 16

As soon as they were standing upright and held to the gray, unpainted hul
plating by their boot magnets, and with the bul k of Rhabwar hangi ng above them
like a shining and convoluted white ceiling, the Captain began to speak

It said, 'There are only so many ways for a door to open. It can hinge in or
outward, slide vertically or laterally, unscrew cl ockwi se or anticl ockw se or,
if the builders are sufficiently advanced in the field of nolecul ar engi neering,
an opening could be dilated in an area of solid netal. W have yet to encounter
a species capable of the latter and, if we ever do, we'll have to be very
careful indeed, and renenber to call them'sir.1"

Before it had joined the Monitor Corps, she had | earned, Fletcher had been a

rul er-acadenic and one of Earth's forenost, and certainly nost youthful,
authorities on Extraterrestrial Conparative Technol ogy, and the old habits died
hard. Even on the hull of an alien ship that m ght apply thrust at any nonent,
it was lecturing —and renenbering to include the occasional dry little joke. It
was al so speaking for the benefit of the recorders, in case sonething sudden and
mel odramati ¢ happened.

"W are standing on a |arge door or hatch that is rectangular in shape with
rounded corners,"” it went on, "sothe probability is that it will open in or out.
Bel ow us, according to the sensors, is a large, enpty conpartnent, which neans
that it has to be a cargo or personnel |ock rather than an equi pnent access or

i nspection panel. The hatch is featurel ess, so the external actuator mechani sm
shoul d be behind one of the small panels in the door surround. Technician, the
scanner, please.”

Because this particular scanner was designed to see into the vital organs of

met al - encased machi nes rather than the softer structures of flesh and blood, it
was nmuch | arger and heavier than its nedical counterpart. In her eagerness to
appear fast and efficient, Cha Thrat mscalculated the inertia and sent it
crashing into the hatch cover, where it left a long, shallow dent before the
Captain brought it to a halt.

"Thank you," Fletcher said drily, and added, "W are, of course, nmking no
secret of our presence. A covert entry and our sudden appearance inside their
ship mght frighten the survivors, if there are any.”

Chen made an untransl atabl e noi se and said, "Wacking the hull with a

sl edgehamer woul d have been even better.”

"Sorry," Cha Thrat said.

Two of the small panels concealed retractable Iighting fixtures and the

remai ning one turned out to be a |arge rocker switch set flush with the hul
plating. Fletcher warned themto stand clear, then pressed with its pal mon both
ends of the switch in turn. It had to press very hard, so hard that it had
pushed its leg and arm nagnets away fromthe hull, before anythi ng happened.
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A sudden rush of air fromthe edge of the slowy opening hatch sent Fletcher

spi nning away. Cha Thrat, who had the advantage of four foot-magnets hol di ng her
down, grabbed it by one |l eg and brought the Captain into contact with the hul
agai n.

"Thank you," Fletcher said, as the fog of escaping air cleared, then went on
"Everyone inside. Doctor Prilicia, come quickly. The opening of the lock is sure
to register on their control deck. If there are any survivors up there, nowis
the nost likely time for themto get nervous and apply thrust...”

"There are survivors, friend Fletcher," the enpath broke in. "One of themis
forward, probably on the control deck, and several groups of them farther aft,
but none in your imrediate area. Qut here | amtoo far fromthe sources to be
abl e to detect individual enotional radiation, but the predom nant feelings are
of fear, pain, and anger. It is the intensity of the anger that worries ne,
friend Fletcher, so go carefully. I amreturning to Rhabwar for the rest of the
medi cal team”

Wth the scanner they were able to identify and trace the actuator wiring to a
set of two rocker switches. The first one was |ocked in position, and when they
pressed the second, the |lock's outer seal closed behind them after which the
first one noved freely and opened the inner seal, sinultaneously turning on the
I'ighting.

Fl etcher said a few words for the recorders about the intense greenish-yellow
lighting that would, on later analysis, give useful information about the crew s
vi sual organs and an indication of the type and proximty of their sun to the
home planet. Then it led the way fromthe | ock chanber into the corridor

"The corridor is about four nmeters high, square in cross-section, well lit,

unpai nted, and gravity-free," the Captain went on. "W assune an artificia
gravity system currently nalfunctioning or possibly switched off, because the

i nner surfaces are bare of |adders, clinbing nets, or handhol ds that the crew
woul d need to get about in the weightless condition. At this level the section
of corridor visible to us follows the lateral curvature of theinner hull, and
opposite the lock entrance there is a wi de opening through which we can see two
ranps, one ascendi ng and the other descendi ng, which | ead, presumably, to other
decks. W are taking the ascending one.”

Consul ting the analyzer strapped to its arm the Captain went on. "Nothing toxic
in the air, pressure |ow but still breathable, tenperature nornmal. Open your
visors so we can talk together without tying up the suit frequencies.”

Fl et cher and Chen | aunched thenselves into the air above the ascendi ng ranp.
Less expertly, Cha Thrat did |ikew se and was hal fway to the top when the others
arrived—and dropped suddenly onto the deck with a muffled crash of equi pnent and
a much | ess quiet burst of strong |anguage. She had enough warning to be able to
| and on her feet.

"The artificial gravity system" the Captain said, when it had picked itself up
again, "is still operating in this area. Mwve quickly, please, we're |ooking for
survivors.”

Large i nward-opening doors with sinple latch fastenings lined the corridor, and
under Fletcher's direction, the search becane a routine process. First unlatch
the door, push it wi de open while standing well back in case sonething nasty
came through it, then search the conpartnent quickly for crew nmenbers. But the
conpartments held only racks of equipnment or containers of various shapes and

si zes whose | abels they could not read, and nothing that in any way resenbl ed
furniture, wall decorations, or clothing.

So far, Fletcher reported, the ship's interior seened incredibly spartan and
utilitarian, and it was beginning to worry about the kind of people who would
build and crew such a vessel

At the top of the next ranp, in another section ofcorridor that was
gravity-free, they saw one of them It was hangi ng wei ghtless, spinning slowy
and occasional | y bunpi ng agai nst the ceiling.

"Careful!" Fletcher warned as Cha Thrat noved forward for a closer |ook. But
there was no danger because she coul d recogni ze a cadaver when she saw one,
regardl ess of its species. A hand placed on its thick, heavily vei ned neck
confirnmed the absence of a pulse and a body tenperature that was nmuch too | ow
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for a warm bl ooded oxygen-breather who was alive.

The Captain joined her and said, "This is a big one, alnpbst twice the nass of a
Tral t han, physiological classification FGH ...”

"FGHJ," Cha Thrat corrected.

Fl et cher broke off and took a deep breath, which it expelled slowy through its
nose. Wien it spoke she could not be sure whether the Captain was bei ng what
Eart h-humans cal |l ed sarcastic, or sinply asking a question of a subordinate who
appeared to have nore know edge in a particular area than it had.

"Technician," it said, laying heavy enphasis on the first word, "would you |ike
to take over?”

"Yes," she said eagerly, and went on. "It has six linbs, four |legs and two arns,
all very heavily nuscled, and is hairless except for a narrow band of stiff
bristles running fromthe top of the head along the spine to the tail, which
seens to have been surgically shortened at an early age. The body configuration
is athick cylinder of uniformgirth between the fore and rear |legs but the
forward torso narrows toward the shoulders and is carried erect. The neck is
very thick and the head snmall. There are two eyes, recessed and | ooking forward,
a mouth with very large teeth, and other openings that are probably aural or

ol factory sense organs. The legs...”

"Friend Fletcher," Prilicla broke in gently. "Wul dyou pl ease switch on your

vi sion pickup and spotlight, and hold themvery steady? W want to see what Cha
Thrat is describing.”

Suddenly every surface detail of the dead FGHI was illum nated by a |ight even
nmore intense than that of thecorridor

"You won't see a good picture," the Captain said. "The shielding effects of the
ship's hull will cause foggingand distortion.”

"That is understood,"” the enpath said. "Friend Nay-drad is preparing the |arge
pressure litter. We will be with you very soon. Please continue, Cha Thrat.”
"The legs termnate in |large, reddi sh-brown hooves," she went on, "three of

whi ch are covered by thick, heavily padded bags fastened tightly at the tops,
possi bly to deaden the sound their feet make on the metal deck. Cylinders of

nmet al , padded on the inner surfaces, encircle all four |legs just bel ow
knee-level, with short Iengths of chain attached to them The |links at the end
of the chains have been broken or forced apart.

"The creature's hands are large, with four digits," she continued, "and do not
appear particularly dexterous. There is a conplicated harness suspended from and
belted around the upper torso and fl anks. Pouches of different sizes are
attached to the harness. One of themis open and there are snmall tools scattered
around thebody.”

"Technician," the Captain said, "remain here until the nmedic teamarrives, then
follow us. We're supposed to find and help the live ones and—=

"No!" Cha Thrat said w thout thinking. Then apol ogetically she added, "I'm
sorry, Captain. | nean, be verycareful.”

Chen was al ready noving down the corridor, but the Captain checked itself as it
was about to follow

"I am al ways careful, Technician," it said quietly, "but why do you think
shoul d be very careful ?”

"l do not have a reason," she said, with three of her eyes on the cadaver and
one on the Earth-human, "only a suspicion. On Sonmaradva there are certain
people, warriors as well as serviles, who behave badly and wi t hout honor toward
their fellow citizens and, on rare occasions, grievously injure or kill them
These | awbreakers are confined on an island fromwhich there is no escape. On
the vessel that transports themto this island the non-crew accommpdati on | acks
confort, and the prisoners thenselves are inmobilized by leg restraints. Wth
respect, the simlarities to our present situation are obvious.”

Fl etcher was silent for a nonent, then it said, "Let's take your suspicion a
stage further. You think this mght be a prison ship, in distress not because of
a technical mal function but because its prisoners have broken free and may have
killed or injured all or part of the crew before they realized that they were
unable to work the ship thensel ves. Perhaps sone crew nenbers are hol ed up

file:/lIF|/rah/James%20White/White,%20James...eral%2007%20-%20Code%20Blue%20Emergency.txt (109 of 131) [5/21/03 10:29:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/James%20W hite/White, %20James%20-%20Sector %20Genera %2007%20-%20Code%20B| ue%20Emergency.txt

somewhere, in need of nedical attention, after inflicting serious casualties
anong the escapees.”

Fl etcher | ooked briefly at the cadaver, then returned its attention to Cha
Thr at .

"It's a neat theory," it went on. "If true, we are faced with the job of
convincing the ship's crew and a bunch of unruly prisoners, who are on |ess than
friendly terms with each other, that we would like to help all of them w thout
becom ng casualties ourselves. But is it true? The leg restraints support your
theory, but the harness and too! pouches suggest a crew nmenber rather than a

pri soner.

"Thank you, Cha Thrat," it added, turning to followChen, "I shall bear your
suspicions in mnd, and be verycareful.”

As soon as the Captain had finished speaking, Prilicla said quickly, "Friend
Cha, we can see wounds all over the body surface, but the details are

i ndistinct. Describe them please. And do they support your theory? Are they the
type of injuries that mght be sustained by an entity being noved violently
about inside a spinning ship, or could they have been inflicted deliberately by
anot her nmenber of the same species?”

"On your answer," Mirchison joined in, "depends whether or not | go back for a
heavy-duty spacesuit.”

"And |," Naydrad said. Danalta, who belonged to a species inpervious to physica
injury, remained silent.

She | ooked closely at the brightly lit surfaces of the corridor for a nonent,
then gently rotated the cadaver so that its entire body was presented to the

vi sion pickup. She was trying to think like a warrior-surgeon while at the sane
time renmenbering one of the basic physics tapes she had viewed as a trainee
techni ci an.

"There are a | arge nunmber of superficial contusions and abrasions," she said,
"concentrated on the flanks, knees, and el bows. They appear to have been nade by
grazing contact with the netal of the corridor, but the wound that caused its
death is a large, depressed fracture |located on and covering the top of the
skull. It does not look as if it was caused by any type of nmetal tool or

i npl emrent but by violent contact with the corridor wall. There is a patch of
congeal ed bl ood, conparable to the area of the injury, on the wall where | am
directing the vision pickup

"Renmenbering that the cadaver's position in the vessel is approxinmately

am dshi ps," she went on, wondering if the Captain's |lecturing manner was a
psychol ogi cal contagion, "it is unlikely that the spinning could havebeen
responsi bl e for such a grievous head injury. My conclusion is that the being,
whose | egs are very strong, msjudged a junp in weightless conditions and hit
its head against the wall. The | esser wounds coul d have been caused while it was
tumbl i ng, unconscious and dyi ng, inside the spinning ship.”

Mur chi son' s voi ce sounded relieved as it said, "So you're telling us that it had
an accident, that no other antisocial type bashed in its skull?”

"Yes," ChaThrat said.

"I'l'l be with you in a few mnutes,"” it said.

"Friend Murchison,"” Prilicla began anxiously.

"Don't worry, Doctor," said the Pathologist. "If anyone or anything nasty
threatens, Danalta will protectus.”

"Of course," the shape-changer said.

Wil e she was waiting for themto arrive, Cha Thrat continued to study the
cadaver while listening to the voices of Prilicla, Fletcher, and Rhabwar's
communi cations officer. The C nrusskin's enpathic faculty had given it

approxi mate | ocations for the survivors who, apart fromthe single crew nmenber
in Control, seened to be gathered together in three small groups of four or five
persons on one deck. But the Captain had decided that it would be better to nmake
contact with a single crew nenber before approaching a group, and was headi ng
directly for the survivor on the Control deck

Cha Thrat steadied the cadaver and took one of its large, strong hands in two of
her upper mani pul ators. The fingers were short and stubby and tipped with claws
that had been trinmed short, and none of the digits were opposable. In this
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speci es' prehistory she could inmagi ne those cl awed hands conveying freshly
killed food to the nmouth that even now was filled with | ong and very
nasty-1looking teeth. It did not, she thought, |ook |ike anenber of a species
capabl e of building ships that travel ed between the stars.

It did not ook, well, civilized. "You can't always judge by externa
appearance, " Mirchi son said, making Cha Thrat realize that she had been thinking
al oud. "Your Chalder friend fromthe AUG ward makes this one ook like a
pussy-cat.”

The rest of the nedical teamwere follow ng closely behind the Pathol ogi st:
Naydrad guiding the litter; Prilicla walking the ceiling on its six,
sucker-tipped | egs; and, as she watched, Danalta extruded a thicker,
sucker-tipped linmb of its own and attached itself to the wall |ike sone

wat chful , alien vegetable.

Qui ckly Murchi son attached its instrunent pack to the wall with magnetic pads
and used | arger magnets and webbing to i mobilize the cadaver. It said, "Qur
friend here was unlucky, but at least it is helping the others. | can do things
to it which | would not think of doing to a living survivor, and wi thout wasting
time on—=

"Dammit, this is ridiculous* a voice said in their suit phones, so distorted by
surprise and incredulity that she did not recognize it at first as belonging to
the Captain. Fletcher went on. "We're on the control deck and we've found

anot her crew nenber, alive, apparently uninjured, occupying one of five control
positions. The other four positions are enpty. But the survivor is wearing
restraints on all four legs and is chained to its control couch!”

Cha Thrat turned away and | eft wi thout speaking. The Captain had told her that
she should follow Chen and itself as soon as the nedical teamarrived, and she
wanted to do just that before Fletcher had a chance to countermand the earlier
order. Her curiosity about this strange, chai ned-up ship's officer was so
intense that it was al nost pai nful

It was not until she had ascended two decks that she noticed Prilicla silently
fol |l owi ng her.

Fl etcher was saying "l've tried communicating with it, with the translator and
my nmaking the usual friendly signs. Rhabwar's translation conputer is capable of
converting sinple nessages into any concei vabl e | anguage that is based on a
system of word-sounds. It grow s and barks at ne but the sounds don't translate.
When | approach closely it acts as if it wants to tear ny head off. At other
times its body and |inb novenents are erratic and uncoordi nated, although it
seens anxious to be free of its leg restraints.”

Prilicia and Cha Thrat arrived at that nonent, and the Captain added, "See for
your sel ves.”

The Cinrusskin had taken up a position on the ceiling just inside the entrance,
well away fromthe crew nenber's wildly flailing arns. It said, "Friend

Fl etcher, the enotional radiation disturbs nme. There are feelings of anger,
fear, hunger, and blind, unthinking antagonism There is a coarseness and
intensity in these enotions not usually found in beings possessing high
intelligence.”

"l agree, Doctor," the Captain said, noving back instinctively as one of the

cl awl ess hands stabbed out at its face. "But these couches were designed for
this particular life-form and the controls, sw tches, and doorhandl es that

we' ve seen so far in the ship are suited to those particular hands. At the
monent it is conpletely ignoring the controls, and the sudden increase in spin
we noticed during our approach was probably caused by it accidentally striking
t he keys concer ned.

"I'ts couch, like the other four, is nmounted on runners," Fletcher went on. "It
has been noved back to the limt of its travel, which nmakes it very difficult
for the being's hands to reach the control consol es. Have you any ideas, Senior
Physi ci an, because | haven't.”

"No, friend Fletcher," Prilicla said, "but lei us nove to a | ower deck where it
cannot see or hear us.”

A few mnutes later it continued. "The |l evels of fear, anger, and antagoni sm
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have di mi ni shed, and its hunger rermains at the same intensity. For reasons that
aren't clear to nme at the nonent, the crew nmenber's behavior is irrational and
enotionally unstable. But it is in no imedi ate danger where it is, and it is
not in any pain. Friend Mirchison.”

"Yes?" the Pathol ogi st responded. "Wen you are exam ning that cadaver," it went
on, "pay special attention to the head. It has occurred to ne that the cranial
injury may not have been an accident, ' but was deliberately self-inflicted in
response to acute and continuing cranial disconfort. You should | ook for
evidence of an area of infection or cell degeneration affecting the brain

ti ssues, which may have adversely affected or destroyed its higher centers of
ment ati on andenoti onal control

"Friend Fletcher," it went on without waiting for a reply, "we nust quickly

| ocate and check the condition of the other survivors. But carefully, in case
they are behaving like our friend in Control.”

Wth Prilicla's enmpathic faculty to guide them they quickly found the three

| arge dormitory conpartnents containing the renmaini ng conscious survivors, five
in one roomand four in each of the others. The doors were not |ocked but the
occupants had not used the sinple latch systemthat woul d have opened them from
the inside. The artificial gravity systemwas in operation, and the brief |ook
they were able to catch before the occupants spotted and began to attack them
showed plain, unde-corated netal walls and fl ooring that was covered by

di sordered beddi ng and w ecked wast e-di sposal equi p-nment. The snell, Cha Thrat

t hought, could have been cut with a knife.

"Friend Fletcher," Prilicla said as they were leaving the last dormtory, "al

of the crew nenbers are physically active and without pain, and if it wasn't for
the fact that they are clearly no |onger capable of working their ship, | would
say that they are quite healthy. Unless friend Mirchi son discovers a clinica
reason for their abnormal behavior, there is nothing we can do for them

"I realize that | am being both cowardly and selfish,” it went on, "but | do not
want to endanger our casualty deck equi pnent and terrify friend Khone by noving
in close on twenty oversized, overactive, and, at present, underintelligent
life-forms who—=>

"I agree," Fletcher said firmy. "If that |lot got |oose, they could weck ny
ship and not just the casualty deck. The alternative is to keep them here,

ext end Rhabwar's hyperspace envel ope, and Junp both ships to Sector Ceneral.”
"That was ny thought as well, friend Fletcher," Prilicla replied. "Al so, that
you rig the boarding tube so that we can have rapid access to the survivors,
that we gather sanmples of all packets and containers likely to hold this
life-forms food or nutritious fluids. The only synptomthese people display is
i ntense hunger and, considering the size of their teeth, | would like to relieve
it as soon as possible in case they start eating each other.”

"And," the Pathol ogist's voice joined in, "you want nme to anal yze the sanples so
as to tell you which containers hold paint and which soup?”

"Thank you, friend Miurchison," the enpath said, and went on. "As well as your
cranial investigation would you | ook at the cadaver's general netabolismwith a
view to suggesting a safe anesthetic for use on these people, sonething
fast-acting that we can shoot into them at adistance. They nust all be

anest heti zed very qui ckly because—=>

"For fast work like that," Mirchison broke in, "I'lIl need Rhabwarl1l* |ab, not a
portabl e analyzer like this one. And I'll need the whole teamto help ne.”
"Because," Prilicla resumed quietly, "I have a feeling that there is another

survivor who is not healthy and active and hungry. Its enotional radiation is
extrenely weak and characteristic of an entity who is deeply unconsci ous and
perhaps dying. But | amunable to locate it because of the stronger, overriding
emanations fromthe conscious survivors. That is why, as soon as the sanples are
gathered for friend Murchison, | would like ' every hole, conmer, or conpartnent

| arge enough to hold an FGHJ sear ched.

"I't must be done quickly," the G nrusskin ended, "because the feeling is very
weak i ndeed.”

Awkwar dly Fl etcher said, "1 understand, Senior Physician, but there is a
probl em Pat hol ogi st Murchi son needs all of the nedical team and extendi ng
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Rhabwar' s hyperenvel ope and realigning our tractors for the Junp and depl oyi ng
the boarding tube will require all of theship's officers...”

"Wiich | eaves ne," Cha Thrat said quietly, "withnothing to do.”

" So whi ch should be given priority?" the Captain went on, seemng not to
have heard her. "The search for your unconscious FGH], or getting it and the
rest of themto Sector General as quickly as possible?”

"I will search the ship," she said, nore |oudly.

"Thank you, Cha Thrat," Prilicla said, "1 felt you wanting to volunteer. But
think carefully before you decide. The survivor, should you find it, will be too
weak to harmyou. But there are other dangers. This ship is e, and as strange to
us as it is to you.”

"Yes, Technician," the Captain said. "These aren't the mai ntenance tunnels at
Sector General. The color codings, if present, will mean sonething entirely
different.! You can't nake assunptions about anything you see, and if you
accidentally foul a control link... Very well, you nay search, but stay out of
troubl e.

Fl etcher turned to look at Prilicla and added plaintively, "Or do you feel ne
feeling that I'mwasting ny breath?”

Chapter 17

Wth the printouts from Rhabwar's sensors providing information on the ship's

|l ayout, and in particular on the size and | ocation of its enpty spaces, Cha
Thrat began a rapid and nethodical search of the alien vessel. She ignored only
the control deck, the occupied dormtories, and areas close to the ship's
reactor that the sensor maps showed to be uninhabitable by the FGHJ life-form
or, for that matter, any other species who were not radi ation-eaters. She was
very careful to check all interiors with sound sensors and the heavy-duty
scanner before opening every door or panel. She was not afraid, but there were
ti mes when shivers marched like tiny, icy feet along the length of her spine.

It usually happened when the realization cane that she was searching an alien
starship for survivors of a speci es whose exi stence she could not have inagi ned
ashort tine ago, at the direction of other uni magi nable beings froma place of
heal i ng whose size, conplexity, and occupants were like the solid manifestations
of a disordered mind. But the unthinkable and uni magi nabl e had beconme not only
t hi nkabl e but acceptable to her, and all because a di scontented and unl oved
warri or-surgeon of Sommaradva had risked a |inb and her professional reputation
to treat an injured off-world ship ruler

At the thought of what her future would have been had she not taken that risk
she shivered again, in dread.

Even though the first search was to be a fast, perfunctory one, it took much

| onger than Cha Thrat had expected. By the tine it was conpl eted, Rhabwar's
boardi ng tube was in position, and she could feel and hear the enpty grunbling
of both her stomachs.

Prilicla told her to relieve these synptons before nmaking her report.

When she arrived on the casualty deck, Prilicla, Mir-chison, and Danalta were
wor ki ng on the cadaver while Naydrad and Rhone, its hairy body pressed agai nst
the transparent dividing wall, watched with an interest so intense that only the
Cinrusskin sensed her arrival

"What's wong, friend Cha?" the enpath asked. "Sonething disturbed you on the
ship. I felt it evenhere.”

"This," she replied, holding up one of the leg restraints that Mirchi son had
removed fromthe cadaver and di scarded before the dead FGH] had been noved to
Rhabwar. "The chain is not |locked to the leg cuff, it is attached with a sinple
spring-l oaded bolt that can be rel eased easily when pressure is applied just
here.”

She denonstrated, then went on. "Wwen | was searching the control deck area

| ooked at the crew nmenber chained to its couch, wi thout being seen, and noticed
that simlar fastenings hold the chains to all fourof its leg cuffs. It and the
cadaver here could have freed thensel ves sinply by rel easing the fastenings,
which are within easy reach of its hands. It did not have to break free, and
nei ther does the crew nmenber chained to the control couch, who neverthel ess
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continues to struggle violently against restraints that it could so easily
renove. It is all very puzzling, but | think we nust now discard the theory that
any of these people were, prisoners under restraint.”

They were all watching her closely as she went on. "But what is affecting then?
What is it that |eaves a crew menber nornally a responsible, highly trained

i ndi vi dual capabl e of guiding a starship, in such a state that it cannot
unfasten its couch restraints? Wat has rendered the other crew nenbers

i ncapabl e of opening their own dormitory doors or finding food for thenselves?
Why has their behavior degenerated to that of unthinking animal s? Coul d

contami nated food, or the absence of specific foods, have caused this? And
before you left nme, the Senior Physician suggested that an organi sm m ght have

i nvaded the brain tissues. |Is it possible that—=

"I'f you will stop asking questions, Technician," Mir-chison broke in crossly,
"I''"l'l have a chance to answer sone of them No, the food supply is plentiful and
contains nothing toxic to this life-form | have analyzed and identified severa
varieties carried on the ship, so you will be able to feed them when you go
back. As for the brain tissues, there are no indications of damage, circulatory
i mpai rment, infection, or any pathol ogi cal abnormality.

"I found trace quantities of a conplex chemical structure that, in the

met abolismof this life-form would act as a powerful tranquilizer. The residua
mat eri al suggests that a nassive dose was absorbed perhaps three or four days
ago, and the effect has since worn off. A large sup-ply of this tranquilizer was
found in one of the cadaver's harness pouches. So it seens that the crew nenbers
tranquilized thensel ves before confining thenselves to the control couch and
their dormtories.”

There was a long silence that was broken by Khone, who was holding up its

of fspring where the scrawny little entity could see all the strange creatures on
the other side of its transparent panel. Cha Thrat wondered if the Gogl eskan was
already trying to weaken the young one's conditioning, even at the tender age of

two days.

Impersonally it said, "It is hoped that the tinme of nore intelligent and
experienced healers will not be wasted by this interruption, but on Goglesk it
is accepted that in certain circunstances, and against their will, otherw se

intelligent and civilized beings will behave |ike vicious and destructive
animal s. Perhaps the entities on the other vessel have a sinilar problem and
must take strong and repeated doses of medication to keep their animal natures
under control so that they can live civilized lives, and nake progress, and
buil d starships.

"Perhaps they are starved," Khone ended, "not of food but of their civilizing
drug.”

"A neat idea," Mirchison said warnmy, then natching the Gogl eskan's inpersona
tone it went on. "Adnmiration is felt for the originality of the healer's

t hi nking but, regrettably, the medication concerned would not increase awareness
and the ability to nentate, it would decrease it to the point where continuous
use woul d cause these people to spend their entire lives in a state of

sem - consci ousness.”

"Perhaps," Cha Thrat joined in, "the state of sem -consciousness is pleasant and
desirable. It shanes nme to admit it, but on Sonmaradva there are people who
deliberately affect and often damage their minds with sub-stances for the purely
tenporary pleasure they give the user...”

"Sommar adva' s shane," Naydrad said angrily, "is shared by nmany worlds in the
Federation.”

"... And when these harnful substances are w thdrawn suddenly from habitua
users," she went on, "their behavior becones irrational and violent and sinilar,
in many respects, to that of the FGHJs on the other ship.”

Mur chi son was shaking its head. "Sorry, no again. | cannot be absolutely certain
because we are dealing with the netabolismof a conpletely new |life-form here,
but | would say that the traces found in the cadaver's brain was a sinple
tranquilizer that deadens rather than hei ghtens awareness, and is al nost
certainly nonaddic-tive. Had this not been so | would have suggested using it as
an anest heti c.
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"And before you ask," the Pathol ogi st went on, "progress with the anesthetic is
slow. | have gone as far as | can go with the physiol ogical data provided by the
cadaver, but to produce one that will be safe to use in large doses | require

bl ood and gl and secretion sanples froma living FGH].”

Cha Thrat was silent for a nonment, then she turned to include Prilicla as she

said, "I could not find any trace of injured or unconscious survivors during ny
prelimnary search, but | shall search again nore diligently when the required
sanpl es have been obtained. Is the being still alive? Can you give nme even an
approximate guide to its | ocation?”

"I can still feel it, friend Cha," Prilicla replied. "But the cruder, conscious
enoting of the other survivors is obscuring it.”

"Then the sooner Pathol ogi st Miurchison has its sanples the sooner we'll have the

anesthetic to knock outthe enptional interference," Cha Thrat said briskly. "W
medi al digits are strong enough to restrain the arns of the FGHI on the contro
couch while ny upper mani pul ators take the sanples. From which veins and organs,
and in what quantities, nust they be renoved?”

Mur chi son | aughed suddenly and said, "Please, Cha Thrat, |et the nedical team do
sonething to justify its existence. You will hold the crew nmenber tightly to its
couch, Doctor Danalta will position the scanner, and | will obtain the sanples
whi | e—=

"Control here." Fletcher's voice broke in fromthe wall speaker. "Junmp in five
seconds from. ¢ enow The extra mass of the distressed ship will delay our
return sonewhat. We are estinmating Sector General parking orbit in just under
four days.”

"Thank you, friend Fletcher,"” Prilicla said. Suddenly there was the famliar but
i ndescri babl e sensation, unseen, unheard, and unfelt but indisputably present,
that signaled their renoval fromthe universe of matter to the tiny, unreal, and
purely mat hematical structure that the ship's hyperdrive generators had built
around them She forced herself to | ook through the casualty deck's direct

vi sion panel. The tractor and pressor beans that |aced the ships rigidly
together were invisible, so that she saw only the ridiculously flinsy boarding
tube joining themand, at the bottomof the nmetal chasmforned by the two hulls,
the heaving, flickering grayness that seened to reach up through her eyes and
pul | her very brain out of focus.

She returned her attention to the solid, famliar if tenporarily unreal world of
the casualty deck before hyper-space could give her an eyestrai n headache.

Cha Thrat had tine for only a few words with Rhone before follow ng Mirchison
Danal ta, and Naydrad to the boardi ng tube. The Charge Nurse was hel ping hercarry
packages of the material that Mirchison had identified as food, and she had only
to conpare themwi th the hundreds of others in the other ship's stores to be
able to feed all of the surviving crew nenbers until they bul ged at the seans.
Her |ast sight of the casualty deck for a long tine, although she did not know
it just then, was of Senior Physician Prilicla hovering above the .widely
scattered remains of the cadaver and interspersing its quiet words to Khone with
untransl atabl e duckings and trillings to the younger Gogl eskan

"If we can spare the tine," Cha Thrat said to the Pathol ogi st when they were
standi ng around the control couch and its agitated and weakly struggling
occupant, "we could feed it before taking your sanples. That m ght nake the
patient nore contented, and anenable.”

"We can spare the time for that," Mirchison replied, then added, "There are
times, Cha Thrat, when you rem nd ne of sonebody el se.”

"Who do we know," Naydrad asked in its forthright Kel gian manner, "who's that

wei rd?”

The Pat hol ogi st | aughed but did not reply, and neither did Cha Thrat. Wt hout
realizing it, Miurchison had noved into a sensitive and potentially highly
enbarrassing area, and, if it ever did |learn exactly what had happened to the
Sonmar advan's mind on Goglesk, it should be fromits life-mate, Conway, and not
Cha Thrat—Prilicla had been quite insistent about that.

There was surprisingly little variety in the FGHs' food contai ners—+two
differently shaped plastic bottles, one holding water and the other a faintly
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odorous nutrient liquid, and there were uniform bl ocks of a dry, spongy material
wapped in a thin plastic filmwith a large ring for tearing it open. The liquid
and solid foods were synthetic, according to Miurchison, but nutrition-ally
tailored to the requirenents of the FGHIs' netabolism and the snall quantities
of nonnutrient material present were probably there to excite the taste buds.

But when Cha Thrat tossed one of the packages into the crew nenber's hands, it
began tearing at it with its teeth without renoving the plastic wapping. The
sinmpl e, spring-loaded caps sealing the bottles were also ignored. It tore open
the neck of the container with its teeth and sucked out the liquid that it had
not already spilled down its chest.

A few ninutes |ater the Pathol ogi st made an untransl atabl e sound and said, "Its
tabl e manners certainly leave a lot to be desired, but it doesn't appear to be
hungry anynore. Let's get started.”

Feedi ng the crew nenber nmade no perceptible difference to its behavior except,
perhaps, to give it nore strength to resist them By the tine Mirchison had
withdrawn its sanples, Naydrad, Cha Thrat, and the Pathol ogist itself were

di spl ayi ng several areas of surface bruising and Danalta, whose body coul d not
be injured or defornmed except by the application of ultrahigh tenperatures, had
been forced into sone incredible shape-changes in order to help theminmobilize
the brute. Wen the task was done, Muirchison sent Naydrad and Danalta ahead with
its test sanples while it renained, breathing rapidly, and with its eyes fixed
on the crew nenber.

"I don't like this," it said.

"It worries ne, too," Cha Thrat said. "However, if a problemis restated often
enough, in different words, a solution sonetinmes energes.”
"l suppose sonme wi se old Somraradvan phil osopher said that,'
drily. "lI'msorry, Technician. What were you going to say?”
"An Earth-human Lieutenant called Tinmmins said it,”

she replied. "And | was about to restate the problem which is that we are faced
with a ship's crew who are apparently suffering froma di sease that | eaves them
conpl etely healthy, but mindless. Not only can they not operate their own
undamaged and fully functioning ship, they do not renenber how to unfasten their
|l eg restraints, unlatch doors, or open food containers. They have becone |ike
heal thy ani nal s.”

Mur chi son said quietly, "The problemis being restated, but in the same words.”
"The living quarters are bare and confortless," Cha Thrat went on, "which nade
us think at first that this was a prison ship. But is it possible that the crew
menbers, for reasons that may be psychol ogi cal and associated with space-travel,
or a disease that affects themduring space travel, know that bodily conforts,

pl easant surroundi ngs, and val ued personal possessi ons woul d be wasted on them
during a voyage because they expect to becone aninmals. Perhaps the condition is
brief, episodic, and tenporary, but on this occasion sonething went wong and it
becane pernanent.”

"Now, " Murchison said, twitching her shoul ders in the novenent that Earth-humans
called a shiver, "the words are different. But if it is of any help to you,
anong the sanpl es Naydrad brought nme for analysis there was nedi cation as well
as food. The nedication was of one kind only, the tranquilizer capsules of the
type found on the cadaver, in a formintended for oral self-admnistration. So
you may be right about them expecting the condition and taking steps to reduce
acci dental damage to thensel ves during the nindl ess phase. But it's strange that
Naydrad, who | ooks very carefully for such things, found only this one type of
medi cation, and no sign of any instrunents for the purposes of exam nation,

di agnosi s, or surgery. Even if they knew in advance that theywere going to take
sick, it looks as if the ship's crew did not include a nedic.”

"I'f anything," Cha Thrat said, "this new information increases the problem”

Mur chi son | aughed, but the pallor of its normally pink face showed that it found
not hi ng hunorous in the situation. It said grimy, "I could not find anything
wong with the being | exam ned, apart fromthe accidental head injury that
killed it, nor can | see anything clinically wong with the other crew nenbers.
But sonet hing has trace-lessly destroyed their higher centers of intelligence
and wi ped their mnds clean of all nenory, training, and experience so that they

Mur chi son sai d
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are left with nothing but the instincts and behavi or patterns of aninals.

"What kind of organismor agency," it ended with another shiver, "could cause
such a selectively destructive effect as that?”

Cha Thrat had a sudden urge to wrap her nedial arns around the Pathol ogi st and
confort it, and an upsurge of the kind of enotion that no Somaradvan, nmale or
femal e, should feel for an Earth-human. Wth difficulty she controlled the
feelings that were not her own and said gently, "The anesthetic m ght give you
the answer. We are seeing patients in whomthe disease, or whatever, has run its
course. |If they are knocked out and we found the other one, isn't it possible
that the disease mght not have run its course with this survivor, or the
survivor has natural resistance to it? By studying the disease and the resistant
patient you m ght discover the cure for all of them”

"The anesthetic, yes," Mirchison said, and smled. "Your tactful way of

rem nding a stupid Pathol ogi st of the el enents of her job would do credit to
Prilicla itself. I"'mwasting tine here.”

It turned to | eave, then hesitated. Its face was still very pale.

"Whatever it is that is affecting these people,” it said grimy, "is outside ny
clinical experience, and possibly that of the hospital. But there should be no
danger to us. You already know from your mnedical |ectures that other-species

pat hogens can effect only life-forns that share a common planetary and

evol utionary background, and have no effect on off-planet organi sns. But there
are tinmes when, in spite of everything we know to the contrary, we wonder if we
will soneday run into the exception that proves the rule, a disease or a
clinical condition that is capable of crossing the species barrier

"The nere possibility that this mght be that exception,” it went on very
seriously, "is scaring the hell out of nme. If this should be our bacteriol ogica
bogeyman, we nust renenber that the di sease does not appear to have any physica
effects. The onset and synptonol ogy of the condition are nore likely to be
psychol ogi cal rather than physical. | shall discuss this with Prilicla, and we
shal | be watching you for any narked behavi oral changes, just as you nust keep a
wat ch on your own nental processes for uncharacteristic thoughts or feelings.”
The Pat hol ogi st shook its head in obvious self-irritation. "Nothing can harm you

here, 1'mas sure of that as | can possibly be. But please, Cha Thrat, be very
careful anyway.”
Chapter 18

SHE di d not know how | ong she spent watching the m ndl ess struggling of the FGHI
on its couch, and its strong, blunt-fingered hands that had gui ded this great
vessel between the stars before she left the control deck, feeling depressed and
angry at her inability to produce a single constructive idea, to begin
collecting food for the other, still-hungry crew nmenbers. But when she entered
the nearest food storage conpartnent a few minutes |later, she was startled to
find Prilicla alreadythere.

"Friend Cha," the enpath said, "there has been achange of plan...”

The anesthetic that Mirchison was produci ng would have to be tested, in mnute
but gradually increasing doses, initially on the FGHJ in Control. That process
could take anything up to three days before the Pathol ogi st could pronounce it
safe for use. Prilicla felt sure that the survivor did not have three days and
anot her nmethod of pacifying the crew nenbers, not as effective as anesthesia,
must be tried. Adequate supplies of the crew s own tranquilizers were avail abl e,
and | arge doses of these would be added to the crew s food and drink in the hope
that, heavily tranquilized and with their hunger satisfied, the intensity of
their enotional radiation would be245reduced to a | evel where the enpath could
isolate and |ocate the remaining and seriously ill or injured survivor

"I would like all of the crew nenbers to be fed and tranquilized as quickly as
possible,” Prilicla went on. "Qur friend's enotional radiation is characteristic
of a mind of high intelligence presently degraded by pain, rather than one in
the condition of its crewmates, but it grows steadily weaker. | fear for its
life." At Prilicla's direction she heavily dosed the liquid food and water,
then distributed it quickly to the dornmitories while the G nrusskin noved from
deck to deck, with its enpathic faculty extended to its maxi numrange and
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sensitivity. Wth full stomachs and dull ed ninds—sonme, of themeven went to

sl eep—the crew nmenbers' enotional radiation becanme | ess obtrusive, but otherw se
the results were negative.

"I still can't get a fix," Prilicla said, its body trenbling to its own as well
as Cha Thrat's disappointnment. "There is still too nmuch interference fromthe
conscious survivors. Al we can do nowis return to Rhabwar and try to assi st
friend Murchi son. Your charges will not grow hungry again for some tine.

Comi ng?”

"No," she said, "I would prefer to continue the nornmal, physical search for your
dyi ng survivor.”

"Friend Cha," Prilicla said, "nust | renmind you again that I amnot a telepath,
and that your secret, inner thoughts remain your own property. But your feelings
are very clear to ne, and they are of lowintensity excitenent, pleasure, and
caution, with the excitenent predom nating and the caution barely detectable.
This worries me. My guess is that you have had an idea or conme to a concl usion
of some kind, which will involve personal risk before it can be proved or

di sproved. Wuld you like to tell nme about it?”

The sinple answer woul d have been "No," but shecould not bring herself to hurt
the enpath's hypersensitive feelings with such a verbal discourtesy. Instead she
said carefully, "It may be that the idea cane as a result of ny ignorance
regardi ng your enpathic faculty, hence my reticence in nmentioning it until | was
sure that it had some value and 1 would avoi d enbarrassnent.”

Prilicla continued to hover silently in the center of the conpartnent, and Cha
Thrat went on. "Wien we first searched the ship you were able to detect the
presence of the unconscious survivor, but not |ocate it because of the conscious
enoting of the others. Now that they are pacified into near-unconsciousness, the
situation is the same because our survivor's condition has worsened, and | fear
that it will remain the same even when the anesthetic becones avail able and the
others, too, are deeply unconscious.”

"I share that fear," the enpath said quietly. "But go on.”

"I'n ny ignorance of the finer workings of your enpathic faculty," she continued,
"l assumed that a weak source of enotional radiation positioned nearby woul d be
nmore easily detectable than a stronger source at a distance. |f there had been
any such variation in strength, |I'msure you would have nentioned it.”

"I would," Prilicla said, "and you are right in nmany respects. In others, well,
my enphathic faculty has limtations. It responds to the quality and intensity
of feelings as well as their proximty. But detection is dependent on factors

ot her than distance. There is the degree of intelligence and enotiona
sensitivity, the intensity of the enotions being felt, the physical size and
strength of the enoting brain, and, of course, the | evel of consciousness.
Normal |y these limtations can be ignhored when |I'm searching for just one source
and ny friends, usually the nmedical team nove away or controltheir enotions
while |'msearching. That isn't the case here. But you nust have reached sone
concl usi ons. What are they?”

Choosi ng her words carefully, Cha Thrat replied, "That, because of its |ocation,
t he unconscious survivor's radiation is and will remain obscured, and that it is
very close to, or surrounded by, the conscious sources. This narrows the vol une
to be searched to the dornmitory deck and perhaps the | evels above and belowit,
and | shall concentrate on that volume only. And you said just now that the
physi cal size of the enpting brain is a factor. Could it be that the survivor is
a very small, and young, FGHJ hiding close to the mndless parent?”

"Possibly," Prilicla replied. "But regardl ess of age or size, it is in very bad
shape.”

Control l'ing her growi ng excitement, she went on. 'There nust be small storage
cabi nets, systens inspection centers, and odd hol es and corners where a crew
menber or child would not normally go, but where a barely conscious entity whose
injuries caused it to act irrationally mght have hidden itself. | feel sure
than | will find it soon.”

"I know," Prilicla said. "But there is nore.”

Cha Thrat hesitated, then said, "Wth respect, C nrusskins are not a robust
species, and for that reason are nore sensitive to the risk of physical injury
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than beings like nmyself. | can assure you that | have no intention of placing
mysel f at risk, for whatever reason. But if | was to tell you ny plan in detail
the possibility exists that you would forbid ne to carry it out.”

"Wbul d you obey nme if | did?" Prilicla asked.

She did not reply.

"Friend Cha," Prilicla said gently, "you have many qualities that | find

adm rabl e, including that of noderate cowardi ce, but you worry nme. You have
shown yoursel freluctant to obey orders that you personally feel to be wong or
unjustified. You have been disobedient in Sector General, on this ship, and, |
suspect, on your hone world. This is not a quality that people find admrable in
a person of subordinate rank. What are we going to do with you?”

Cha Thrat was about to tell the little enpath how sorry she felt at causing it
mental distress, then realized that it already knew exactly how she felt toward
it. Instead she said, "Wth respect, you could allow ne to proceed, and ask the
Captain to concentrate the sensors on the reduced search area | have indicated,
and report any changes to ne at once.”

"You know that | was thinking in the longer term" Prilicla said. "But yes, |
shall do as you suggest. | share friend Mirchison's feelings about this
situation. There is sonething very strange here, and possibly dangerous, but we
cannot even guess where the threat, if there is a threat, will cone from Take
great care, friend Cha, and guard your nmind as well as your body.”

Cha Thrat began the search as soon as Prilicla left her, starting with the |eve
above the dormtory deck, then noving to the one belowit. But fromthe start
her principal intention had been to enter and search those occupi ed dormtories,
and, as soon as she did so, she knew that there woul d be a reaction from whoever
was wat chi ng the sensor displays.

When it canme, the voice in her earpiece was that of the Captain itself.
"Technician!" it said sharply. "The sensors show a body of your nass and
tenperature entering one of the dormtories. Get out of there at once!”

It was possible to argue politely and be circunmspect with a gentle little entity
like Prilicla, Cha Thrat thought sadly, but not with the Captain. She had just
been givena direct order that she had no intention of obeying, so she spoke as
if she had not heard it.

"l have entered a dormtory and am novi ng sideways around the roomw th ny back
to the wall,"” she said calmy. "I amnoving slowy so as not to disturb or
frighten the occupants, who seemto be half asleep. Two of them have turned
their heads to watch ne but are naking no threatening novenents. There is a

smal | door, tight-fitting and nounted flush with the wall, probably a recessed
storage cabinet, that might be large enough for an FGH] to force a way in to
hi de. | am opening the door now. Inside there are...”

"Switch on your vision pickup," Fletcher said angrily, "and save your breath.”
" shel ves contai ni ng what appears to be cleaning materials for the

wast e-di sposal facility," she continued. "In case a fast retreat is necessary,
have | eft the heavi er equi pnent outside and am wearing only a headset. Now I'm
moving toward the wall facing the entrance where there is another small door.”
"So you can hear ne," Fletcher said coldly. "And you heard ny order.”

"I'"ve opened it," she went on quickly, "and the m ssing survivor isn't there.
Besi de the door at floor level there is a small, flat, rectangular flap
Possibly it conceals a recessed handl e for an upward-opening door. | wll have
tolie flat on the floor, and try to avoid the body wastes, to examne it.”

She heard the Captain make an untransl atable but very unsynpathetic sound, then
she said, It is atight-fitting flap, hinged on the top side, and free to nove
in or out with gentle pressure. There is a |layer of sponge around the edges that
suggests that it is nearly airtight. I can't get nmy head cl ose enough to the
floor to see insidethe flap, but when | open it there is a strong snell that
rem nds ne of the Sommaradvan glytt plant.

"I"'msorry," she went on. "Quite apart fromthe fact that you don't know what a
glytt plant snells |ike, one wonders whether the seal is intended to keep the
unpl easant snell of FGH) wastes in or the other snell out. O nmaybe it is just
an inlet point for sonme kind of deodorant K
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"Friend Cha," Prilicla broke in. "In the short time since you inhaled the odor,
has there been any irritation of your breathing passages, nausea, inpairnment of
vision, or dulling of sensation or intellect?”

"What intellect?" Fletcher nurnured in a di sparagi ng voi ce.

"No," she replied. "I am opening the door of the |ast renaining storage closet
to be searched. It is larger than the others, filled with racked tools and what
| ooks like replacenment parts for the dormitory furniture, but is otherw se
enpty. The crew nenbers are still ignoring ne. |'mleaving nowto search the
next dormitory.”

"Technician," Fletcher said quietly. "If you can reply to Prilicla | know you
can hear me. Now, I'mwilling to consider your earlier disobedience as a
temporary aberration, a fit of overenthusiasm and a mnor disciplinary natter.
But if you continue the search in direct contravention of nmy orders you will be
in major trouble. Neither the Mnitor Corps nor the hospital has tine for

i rresponsi bl e subordi nates.”

"But | take full responsiblity for ny actions," Cha Thrat protested, "including
any credit or discredit that may result fromthem | know that | lack the
training to investigate an other-species ship properly, but | amsinply opening
and cl osing doors and being very careful while I'"'mdoing it.”

The Captain did not reply and nmaintained its silenceeven when the sensors nust
have been showi ng Cha Thrat entering the second dormitory. It was Prilicia who
spoke first.

"Friend Fletcher," the enpath said quietly, "I agree that there is a snall

el ement of risk in what the technician is doing. But it has discussed sone of
its ideas with ne and is acting with ny perm ssion and, well, limted approval.”
Ignoring the tranquilized FGHIs and riot speaking at all, Cha Thrat was able
search the dormtory much nore quickly, but with the same negative result. None
of the storage cabinets reveal ed the m ssing survivor, adult or child, and the
.narrow, floor-level flap held nothing but the snell of glytt, which never had
been one of her favorite aromas.

But the Cinrusskin's attenpts to divert the Captain's anger from her aroused
such a sudden emotional warnth in her that she hoped the enpath woul d feel her
gratitude. Wthout breaking into the conversation, and hoping that Prilicia
could not feel her growi ng di sappoi ntnent, she began searching the third and

| ast dormitory.

" In any case, friend Fletcher," the enpath was saying, "the responsibility
for whatever happens on the distressed ship until the survivors are treated and
evacuated is not yours, but nine.”

"I know, | know," the Captain agreed irritably. "On the site of a disaster the
medi cal team | eader has the rank. In this situation you can tell a Mnitor Corps
ship commander |ike nyself what to do, and be obeyed. You can even give orders
to a Corps Miintenance Technician G ade Two called Cha Thrat, but | seriously
doubt if they would be obeyed.”

There was another |ong silence, broken by the subject of the discussion. She
said, "lI've finished searching thedormtories. Al three contain identica
arrangenments of fittings and storage conpartnents, none of which contains the
FGHJ we're | ooking for.

"But the first and second dormitories share a common wall," she went on, trying
to sound hopeful, "likew se the second and third. But the first and third are
di vided by a short corridor |eading inboard toward what nust be another, fairly
| arge storage conpartment whose sides are conmon to the inner walls of the three
dormitories. The nmissing FGHJ could be there.”

"I don't think so," Fletcher said. "The sensors show it as an enpty conpartnent,
about half the size of a dormitory, with a ot of |ow power circuitry and
ducting, probably environnental control lines to the dornmitories, nounted on or
behind the wall surfaces. By enpty we nean that there are no |l arge netal objects
in the room although organic material could be present if it was stored in
nonnmetal containers. But a piece of organic material of the body mass and
tenperature of a living FGHJ, whether noving or at rest, would show very
clearly.

"Al'l the indications are that it is just another storeroom" the Captain ended.
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"But no doubt you will search it, anyway.”

Wth difficulty, Cha Thrat ignored Fletcher's tone as she said, "During nmy first
search of this area | looked into this corridor and saw the bl ank end-wal |
containing what | mstakenly thought to be a section of badly fitted wail
plating. My excuse for naking this mstake is that there is no external handle
or latch visible. On closer exanmnation | see that it is not a badly fitted

pl ate but an inward-opening door that is very slightly ajar, and the scanner
shows that it fastens only fromthe inside.

"The vision pickup is on," she added. "I'm pushing the door open now.”

The place was a ness, she thought, wi th weightl essness adding to the genera

di sorder so that floating debris made it difficult to see any distance into the
room There was a very strong snell of glytt.

"W aren't receiving a clear picture," said Fletcher, "and sonething close to
the lens is blocking nost of the view. Have you attached the pickup correctly or
are we seeing part of your shoul der?”

"No, sir," she replied, trying to keep her tone properly subordi nate. "The
conpartment is gravity-free and a |arge nunber of flat, roughly circular objects
are floating about. They appear to be organic, fairly uniformin size, dark gray
on one surface and with a paler, nottled appearance on the other. | suppose they
coul d be cakes of preprepared food that escaped froma ruptured container, or
they might be solid body waste, simlar to that found in the dormtories, which
has dried and becone discolored. I"'mtrying to nove sonme of it out of the way
now. ”

Wth a sudden feeling of distaste, she cleared the visual obstructions fromthe
front of the pickup, using her nedial hands because they were the only ones
still covered by gloves. There was no response from Rhabwar.

"There are large, irregular clunps of spongelike or vegetable material attached
to the walls and ceiling," she went on, noving her body so that the pickup's

i mges would | et the others see, however unclearly, what she was trying to
describe. "So far as | can see, each clunp is colored differently, although the
col ors are subdued, and under each one there is a short |ength of padded shelf.
"At floor level," she continued, "I can see three narrow, rectangular flaps.
Their size and positions correspond to those found in the dormitories. These
pancakes, or whatever, are all over the place, but | cansee sonething |arge
floating in a corner near the ceiling ...It's the FGHI!”

"I don't understand why it didn't register on the sensors,”" Fletcher said. It
was the kind of Captain who insisted on the highest standards of efficiency from
its crew and the equipnent in its charge, and treated a malfunction in either as
a personal affront.

"Good work, friend Cha," Prilicla said, enthusiastically breaking in. "Quickly
now, nove it to the entrance for loading into the litter. W'll be with you
directly. What is the general clinical picture?”

Cha Thrat noved closer, swatting nore obstructions fromher path as she said, "I
can't see any physical injuries at all, not even mnor bruising, or externa
evidence of an illness. But this FGH] isn't like the others. It seens to be a

|l ot thinner and | ess well nuscled. The skin appears darker, nore winkled, and
the hooves are discolored and cracked in several places. The body hair is gray.
I... I think this is a nuch older FGHJ. It mght be the ship ruler. Maybe it hid
itself in here to avoid what happened to the rest of its crew...”

She broke off, and Prilicla called urgently, "Friend Cha, why are you feeling

i ke that? What happened to you?”

"Not hi ng happened to ne," she replied, fighting to control her disappointnent.

"I am holding the FGHJ now. There is no need to hurry. It is dead.”

"That explains why ny sensors didn't register," Fletcher said.

"Friend Cha," Prilicla said, ignoring the interruption, "are you quite sure"! |
can still feel the presence of a deeply unconscious nind.”

Cha Thrat drew the FGH) toward her so that she coul d use her upper hands, then
said, "The body tenperature is very low. Its eyes are open and do not react
tolight. The usual vital signs are absent. |I'msorry, it i dead and..." She
broke off to | ook nore closely at th creature's head, then went on excitedly.
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"And | think know what killed it! The back of the neck. Can you s< it?”

"Not clearly,” Prilicla replied quickly, obviously feeling her own grow ng
excitenent, and fear. "One of those disklike objects is in the way.”

"But that's it," she said. "I thought at first that one of themhad drifted
agai nst the cadaver and stuck to its head. But | was wong. The thing attached
itself deliberately to the FGHJ with those thick white tendrils you can see
growi ng fromthe edge of the disk. Now that |I'mlooking for them | can see that
they all have the tendrils and, judging by their length, the penetration into
the cadaver's spinal colum and rear craniumis very deep. That thing is, or
was, alive, and could have been responsible for—=

"Technician," Fletcher broke in harshly, "get out of there!”

"At once," Prilicla said.

Very carefully Cha Thrat rel eased her hold on the dead FGHJ, renoved her vision
pi ckup, and attached its nmagnetic clips to a clear area of wall. She knew t hat
the nmedical teamwould want to study this strange and abhorrent |ife-formthat
was infesting the ship before deciding howto deal with it. Then she turned
toward the entrance, which now seemed to be very far away.

The disks hung thickly like an alien mnefield between the door and herself.
Some of themwere still moving slowy in the air eddi es caused by her entry or
by the bl ows with which she had so casually knocked them asi de, or perhaps of
their own volition. They presented views fromevery angl e-the snooth surface of
the not-tied side, the gray and winkled reverse side, and the edges with their
fringe of linp white tendrils.

She had been so busy searching for an FGH survivor that she had scarcely | ooked
at the objects she had nistaken for cakes of food or dried wastes floating in
the room She still did not know what they were, only of what they were capabl e,
which was the utter destruction of the highly trained and intelligent mnds of
their victins to | eave themw th nothing but the basic and purely instinctive
responses of aninals.

The t hought of a predator who did not eat or physically harmits prey, but
gorged itself on the intelligence of its victim nade her want to seek refuge in
madness. She was desperately afraid of touching one of them again, but there
were too many of themfor her to avoid doing so. But if any of them got in her
way, Cha Thrat decided grimy, she would touch it, hit it, very hard.

The gentle, reassuring voice of Prilicla sounded in her earpiece. It said, "You
are controlling your fear well, friend Cha. Move slowy and carefully and
don't—=

She wi nced as a high-pitched, piercing sound erupted fromthe earpiece,
signifying that too many people were talking to her at once and had overl oaded
her translator. But they realized i medi ately what was happeni ng because the
oscillation wavered and died to becone one voice, the Captain's.

"Technician, behind yourBy then it was too | ate.

Al'l of her attention had been directed ahead and to the sides, where the

great est danger lay. Wen she felt the surprisingly light touch, followed by a
sensation of numbness on the back of her neck, a cool, detached part of her mind
thought that it was considerate of the thing to anesthetize the area before
inserting its tendrils. She swng an eye to the rear to see what was happeni ng,
andi nstinctively rai sed her upper hands to push away the disk that had |l eft the
dead FGHJ and was attaching itself to her. But the hands fumbl ed weakly, their
digits suddenly powerless, and the arnms fell linply away.

O her parts of her body ceased working, or began tw tching and bending in the
random uncoordinated fashion of a person with serious brain danage. The calm
det ached portion of her nind thought that her condition was not a pl easant sight
for friends to see.

"Fight it, Cha Thrat!" Mirchison's voice shouted from her earpiece. "Whatever
it's doing, fight it! W're on our way.”

She heard and appreciated the concern in the Pathol o-gist's voice, but her
tongue was one of the organs that was not working just then because her jaw was
cl amped shut. Altogether, she was in a state of considerabl e physiol ogica
confusion as nuscles continued to twitch uncontrollably, her body withed in
wei ghtl ess contortions, and sensations of heat, cold, pain, and pl easure
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af fected random areas of her skin. She knew that the creature was exploring her
central nervous system trying to find out how her Somrmaradvan body worked so
that it would be able to control her

Gradual ly the twitchings and withings and even her fear di m nished and were
gone, and her body was able to resune its interrupted journey. The | ens of the
vi sion pickup turned to foll ow her. Wen she reached the door, she slamed it
closed and locked it with fastenings that had suddenly becone faniliar.
"Technician," Fletcher said sharply, "what are you doingTlt was obvious that she
was | ocking the door fromthe inside, Cha Thrat thought irritably. Probably the
Captai n neant why was she doing it. She tried to reply but her lips and tongue
woul d not work. But surely her actionswould tell all of themthat she, it, both
of them did not wi sh to be disturbed.

Chapter 19

They were all talking at once again. She had to bend the earpiece back to
reduce the sudden how of translator oscillation that was making it difficult to

think. The vision pickup was still follow ng her and they nust have realized the
significance of her action because the babble died quickly and becane one voi ce.
"Friend Cha," Prilicla said, "listen to ne carefully. Sone kind of parasitic
life-formhas attached itself to you and the quality of your enotional radiation
is changing. Try, try hard to pull it off and get out of there before your
condi ti on worsens.”

"I'mall right," Cha Thrat protested. "Honestly, | feel fine. Just |eave ne
alone until | can—=>

"But your thoughts and feelings aren't your own anynore," Mirchi son broke in.
"Fight, dammit! Try to keep control of your mind. At least try to open that door
again so we won't waste tinme burning through it when we get to you.”

"No," the Captain said firmy. "I'"mvery sorry, Technician, they aren't |eaving
this ship...”

The argunment that ensued i medi ately overl oaded Cha Thrat's translator again,
which nade it inpossible for her to talk to any of them But there were parts of
it,particularly when Fletcher was speaking in its ruler's voice, that she heard
clearly.

The Captain was remnding them and calling on Prili-cla to support it, that the
strictest possible rules of quarantine governed this situation. They had
encountered a life-formthat absorbed the nmenory, personality, and intelligence
of its victinse and left themlike mndless animls. Mreover, judging by their
recent observations of Technician Cha Thrat, the things were capable of adapting
to and quickly controlling any life-form

By then nobody was trying to interrupt Fletcher as it went on. "This could nean
that they are not native to the planet of the FGHls, that they may have cone
aboard anywhere, and are capable of doing this to the nmenbers of every
intelligent species in the Federation! | don't know what drives them why
they're content to suck out the intelligence of their victins instead of feeding
on the bodies, and | don't even want to think about it. O about how, or how
rapidly, they can reproduce thensel ves. There are dozens of themin the room
with Cha Thrat, and they're so snall that nore of them could be hidden in odd
corners all over the ship.

"Until we get a properly equi pped and protected decontam nation squad in there,"
Fl etcher went on, "I have no choice but to seal and place a guard on the
boardi ng tube. This is sonething conpletely new to our experience, and it may
wel |l be that the hospital will advise the conplete destruction of the ship, and
its contents.

"If you will all think about it for a nonent," the Captain ended, sounding very
unhappy with itself, "you will realize that we cannot take the slightest risk of
that life-formgetting onto this ship, or running | oose in Sector General.”
There was silence for several nonents while theythought about it, and Cha Thrat
t hought about the strange thing that had happened, and was still happening, to
her .

Wiile trying to hel p Rhone she had experienced a joining, and with it the shock
and di sorientation and excitenent of having her m nd invaded, but not taken
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over, by a personality that was conpletely alien to her. The effect had been
rendered even stranger and nore frightening by the fact that the Gogl eskan's

m nd had al so contained material froma previous joining with a m nd whose
menori es were even nore confusing, those of the Earth-human Conway. But this
sensation was entirely different. The approach and entry was gentle, reassuring,
and even pleasant, giving her the feeling that it was a process perfected after
alifetime of experience. But like herself, this invader seenmed to be badly
confused by the contents of her part-Somaradvan, part-CGogl eskan, and part

Eart h-human mnd and, because of that confusion, it was having trouble
controlling her body. She was still not sure of its intentions, but quite
certain that she was still herself and that she was |earning nore and nore about
it with every passing second.

Mur chi son was the first to break the silence. It said, "W have protective suits
and cutting torches. Wiy don't we decontam nate that conpartnent oursel ves and
burn themall, including the one on the technician's neck, and get Cha Thrat
back here for treatnent while it still has some of its mnd |left? The hospita
peopl e can finish the decontaninati on when we—

"No," the Captain said firmy. "If any of you medics go onto that ship, you
won't be all owed back here.”

Cha Thrat did not want to join in because speaki ng would involve a nm nor nental
effort and consequent disruption in an area of her mind that she wished to
remai n receptive. Instead, she noved her lower arnms inthe Sign of Waiting, then
realizing that it meant nothing to non-Sonmmaradvans, held up one hand pal m
forward in the Earth-human equi val ent.

"I am confused," Prilicla said suddenly. "Friend Cha is not feeling pain or
mental distress. It is wanting sonething very badly, but the enobtional radiation
is characteristic of a source trying very hard to nmaintain calmand to contro
its other feelings...”

"But it isn't in control," Mirchison broke in. "Look at the way it was noving
its arms about. You're forgetting that its feelings and enotions aren't its
own.”

"You, friend Miurchison, are not the enotion-sensitive here," Prilicla said in
the gentl est possible of reproofs. "Friend Cha, try to speak. What do you want
us to do?”

She wanted to tell themto stop talking and | eave her al one, but she desperately
needed their help and that reply would have given rise to nore questions,
interruptions, and nental dislocations. Her nmind was a bubbling stew of

t hought's, inpressions, experiences, and nenories that concerned not only her own
past on Sonmar-adva and Sector General, but those of Heal er Khone and

Di agnostici an Conway. The new occupant was bl undering about |ike an intruder
lost in a large, richly furnished but inperfectly lit househol d, exam ning sone
itens and shying away fromothers. This, Cha Thrat knew, was not the tine to

| eave it al one.

But if she answered a few of their questions, said just enough to keep them
qui et and nmake them do what she wanted, that m ght be the best course.

"I amnot in danger," Cha Thrat said carefully, "or in any physical or enptiona
distress. | can regain full control of nmy mind and body any tinme | wish it, but
choose not to because | don't want to risk breaking nmental contact by talking
for too long. As quickly as possible | want Senior Physician Prilicla and

Pat hol ogi st Murchison to join nme. The FGHJs are not inportant right now. Neither
is the anesthetic or the search for the other survivor because—=2

"W.'" Fletcher broke in, sounding as if it was about to be physically nauseous.
"Those things are intelligent. Do you see the insidious way they are trying to
get the technician to reassure us and then entice us over to then? No doubt when
you two are taken over there will be even better reasons for the rest of us to
join you, or you to return here and | eave Rhabwar's crew in the same condition
as the FGHJs. No, there will be no nore victins.”

Cha Thrat tried not to listen to the interruption because it set off trains of
thought in her mnd that were unsettling the new occupant and kept it from
communi cating properly with her. Very carefully she lifted her rear nedial arm
and bent it so that the large digit was pointing at the thing clinging to the
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back of her neck.

"This is the survivor," she said, "the only survivor.”

Suddenly the stranger in her mnd was feeling a neasure of satisfaction and
reassurance, as if it had at |ast succeeded in making its need understood, and
she found that she could speak without the fear of it going away, fading, and
per haps dyi ng on her

"It is very ill," she went on, "but it was able to regain nobility and

consci ousness for a short time when | entered the conpartnment. That was when it
decided to nake a |l ast, desperate try to obtain help for its friends and the
host creatures in their charge. The first, funbled attenpts to nmake contact were
the reason for ny uncoordinated |inb novenents. Only within the past few mnutes
has it realized that it is the only survivor.”

None of them not even the Captain, was saying aword now. She continued. "That
is why | need Prilicla to nonitor its enotional radiation at close range, and
Mur-chi son to investigate its dead friends, in the hope of finding out what
killed themand finding a cure before its own condition becones terninal =

"No," the Captain said again. "It sounds |like a good story, and especially
intriguing to a bunch of e-t nedics, but it could still be a ruse to get nenta
control of nore of our people. I'msorry, Technician, we can't risk it.”

Prilicla said gently, "Friend Fl etcher nakes a good point. And you yourself know
that the Captain's argunents are valid because you observed the m ndl ess
condition of the FGHIs after these creatures left them Friend Cha, |, too, am
sorry.”

It was Cha Thrat's turn to be silent as she tried to find a solution that would
satisfy them Sonehow she had not expected the gentle little enpath to be so

t ough.

Finally she said, "Physically the creature is extrenely debilitated and | could
quite easily renmpbve it to denonstrate its |ack of physical control over ne, but
such a course mght kill it. However, if | was to denonstrate nmy normal physica
coordination by leaving this conpartnent and descending four |evels, where we
woul d be clear of the enotional interference fromthe FGHJs, and if | were to
urge the creature to remain conscious until then, would the C nrusskin enpathic
faculty be able to detect whether its enotional radiation was that of a highly
intelligent and civilized being, or the kind of nmental predator that seens to be
scaring you out of your wits?”

"Four levels down is just one deck above the boarding tube..." began the
Captain, but Prilicla cut it short.
"I could detect the difference, friend Cha," it said, "ifl was close enough to

the life-formconcerned. 1I'll nmeet you there directly.”

There was another how of oscillation fromher translator. Wen it faded
Prilicla was saying "Friend Fletcher, as the senior nedical officer present it
is my responsibility to nmake sure whether the life-formattached to Cha Thrat is
the patient and not the di sease. However, ny species prides itself in being the
nmost timd and cowardly in the Federation, and all possible precautions will be
taken. Friend Cha, set the vision pickup to show if any of those life-forns try
to | eave the conpartnent and follow you. If any of themdo, |I shall return at
once to Rhabwar and seal the boarding tube. |Is that understood?”

"Yes, Senior Physician," said Cha Thrat.

"I f anything suspicious occurs while | amwith you," it went on, "even if | am
able to avoid capture and still appear to be ny own self, friend Fletcher will
seal the tube and put the quarantine procedure into i medi ate effect.

"W need as nuch information on this life-formas you can give us," it ended.
"Pl ease continue, friend Cha, we are recording. |I'm]leaving now"”

"And I'mgoing with you," Miurchison said firmy. "If this is the ship's only
survivor, one of a newy discovered intelligent species and possible future
menber of the Federation, Thorny will walk on nme with all six of its feet if I
let it die. Danalta and Naydrad can stay here in case we have need of special
equi pnent and to watch the vision pickup. And in case the little beastie isn't
as friendly as Cha Thrat insists it is, I'll add a heavy-duty cutting torch to
my instrunents so that | can protect your back."
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"Thank you, friend Murchison,” Prilicla said, "but no.”

"But yes, Senior Physician," the Pathologist replied. "Wth respect, you have
the rank but not the nuscles : stop ne.”

Inmpatiently Cha Thrat said, "if you want to be able to detect any conscious
enotional radiation, please hurry. The patient needs urgent attention...”

There was an i mredi ate objection fromFl etcher regardi ng her unjustified use of
the word "patient." She ignored it and, trying her best to describe the thoughts
and i nmages that had been placed with so nuch effort in her nind, went on to
outline the case history of the survivor and the history of its species.

They came froma world that even the Sommaradvan, Gogl eskan, and Eart h- human
conmponents of her mind considered beautiful, a planet so bountiful that the

| arger species of fauna did not have to struggle for survival and did not, for
that reason, develop intelligence. But fromthe earliest tinmes, when all life
was in the oceans, a species evolved capable of attaching itself to a variety of
native life-forns. They forned a synbiotic partnership in which the host
creature was directed to the best sources of food while the weak and rel atively
tiny parasite had the protection of its larger nount as well as the nobility
that enabled it to seek out its own, less readily available food supply. By the
time the host creatures left the oceans to becone |arge and unintelligent |and
animals, the nmutually profitable arrangenent continued and the parasite had
become very intelligent indeed.

The earliest recorded history told of vain attenpts to nurture intelligence in
many di fferent species of host creature. The native, six-linbed FGH) life-form
with its ability to work in a wide variety of nmaterials, when aparasite was
directing its hands, was favored above all the others.

But nore and nore they had w shed for mnd-partners they could not control,

bei ngs who woul d argue and debate and contribute new i deas and vi ewpoi nts,
rather than creatures who were little nore than general - purpose,

sel f-repl enishing organic tools with the ability to see, hear, and manipulate to
order.

Wth these tools they built great cities and nmanufacturing conpl exes and vessels
that circumavigated their world, flewin the atnosphere above it, and,
ultimately crossed the terrible and wonderful enptiness between the stars. But
the cities, like their starships, were functional and unbeautiful because they
had been built by and for the confort and use of beings w thout any appreciation
of beauty, and whose ani mal needs were satisfied by food, warnth, and regul ar
satisfaction of the urge to procreate. Like valuable tools they had to be
properly maintained, and nmany of themwere well loved with the affection that a
civilized being feels for a faithful but nonintelligent pet.

But the parasites had their own special needs that in no respect resenbl ed those
of their hosts, whose animal habits and undirected behavi or were highly
repugnant to them It was vital to their continued nental well-being that the
mast ers escaped periodically fromtheir hosts to |lead their own |ives—dsually
during the hours of darkness when the tools were no longer in use and could be
quartered where they could not harmthenselves. This they did in the small,
quiet, private places, tiny areas of civilization and culture and beauty anmd
the ugliness of the cities, where their famlies nested and they were separated
fromthe host creatures by everything but distance.

It had | ong been an accepted fact anong themthat nc creature or culture could
avoid stagnation if it did not; outside its famly or its tribe or, ultinmately,
its world. Ir their continuing search for other intelligent beings |ike or
totally unlike thenmsel ves, nany extrasol ar planets had been discovered and snal |
col oni es established on them but none of the indigenous life-forns possessed
intelligence and had becone just so nany sets of other-species tools.

Because of an intense aversion to allow ng thenselves to be touched by the proxy
hands of a nonintelligent creature, their medical science catered chiefly to the
needs of their hosts and did not include surgery. The result was that when one
of their own-planet tools contracted a disease that, to it, was nildly
debilitating, the effect on the parasite was often | et hal

Cha Thrat paused for a nonent and raised one of her upper hands to support the
wei ght of the parasite. Sensation had returned to her neck and she felt that the
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creature's tendrils were loosening and pulling free. She could hear Prilicla and
Mur chi son on the deck bel ow.

"That is what happened to their ship," she went on. "The host FGH]s caught

sonet hing that caused a mild, undulant fever, and recovered. The parasites, with
this one exception, perished. But before they returned to their own quarters to
die, they placed their now undirected host creatures in places where food was
avai l abl e and they would not injure thenselves, in the hope that help would
reach the host creatures in tine. The survivor, who seened to have a partia
resistance to the disease, rendered the vessel safe and accessible to rescuers,
rel eased the distress beacon, and returned to the ship's Nest to confort its
dyi ng friends.

"But the effort to do this work," Cha Thrat went on, talking directly to
Prilicla and Murchi son who were nowcom ng up the ranp toward her, "was too nuch
for its host, an aging FGH of whomit was particularly fond, and the creature
had a sudden cardi ac nmal function and died inside the Nest,"The distress signa
was answered not by one of their own ships, but by Rhabwar" she concl uded, "and
the rest we know.”

Prilicla did not reply and Murchi son noved to one side, keeping the thin tube of
its cutting torch ained at the back of Cha Thrat's neck. Nervously the

Pat hol ogi st said, "lI'd need to check it with my scanner, of course, but |I'd say
physi ol ogi cal classification DTRC. It's very simlar to the DTSB synbi otes sone
FG.ls wear for fine surgical work. In those cases it's the parasite who supplies
the digits and the Tralthan the brains, although there are some OR nurses who
woul d argue about that...”

It broke off as Cha Thrat said, "I have been trying to relinquish control of ny
speech centers so that it would be able to talk to you directly through ne, but
it is much too weak and is only barely conscious, so | nust be its voice. It

al ready knows fromny nmind who you are, and it is Crelyarrel, of the third

di vision of Trennchi, of the one hundred and seventh division of Yau, and of the
four hundred and ei ghth subdivision of the great Villa of the Rhiim | cannot
properly describe its feelings in words, but there is joy at the know edge that
the Rhiimare not the only intelligent species in the Galaxy, sorrow that this
wonder ful know edge will die with it, and apologies for anxiety it caused us
by—=

"I know what it is feeling," Prilicla said gently, and suddenly they were washed
by a great, inpal pable wave of synpathy, friendship, and reassurance. "W are
happy to neet you and |learn of your people, friend Crel-yarrel, and we will not
allow you to die. Let go now, little friend, and rest, you are in good hands.”
Still radiating its enotional support, it went on briskly. "Put away that
cutting torch, friend Mirchison, and go with the patient and friend Cha to the
Rhiimaquarters. It will feel nore confortable there, and you have nmuch work to
do on its dead friends. Friend Fletcher, preparations will have to be nmde at
the hospital to receive this newlife-form Be ready to send a | ong hypersigna
to Thornnastor as soon as we have a clearer idea of the clinical picture. Friend
Naydrad, stand by with the litter in case we need special equi pnment here, or for
the transport of DTRC cadavers to Rhabwar for investigation—=

"No!" the Captain said

Mur chi son spoke a few words of a kind not normally used by an Earth- human
femal e, then went on. "Captain, we have a patient here, in very serious
condition, who is the sole survivor of a disease-stricken ship. You know as wel |
as | that in this situation, you do exactly as Prilicla tells you.”

"No," Fletcher repeated. In a quieter but no less firmvoice it went on. "I

under stand your feelings, Pathologist. But are they really yours? You stil
haven't convinced ne that that thing is harmess. |I'mrenenbering those crew
menbers and, well, it might be pretending to be sick. It could be controlling,
or at least influencing, the minds of all of you. The quarantine regul ations
remain in force. Until the Diagnostician-in-Charge of Pathology, or nore likely
the decontanmi nation squad clears it, nothing or nobody | eaves that ship.”

Cha Thrat was supporting Crelyarrel in three of her small, upper hands. The
DTRC s body, now that she knew it for what it was, no |onger |ooked or felt
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repug-nant to her. The control tendrils hung linply between her LF002digits and
the color of its skin was lightening and beginning to resenble that of its dead
friends in the Rhiimnest. Had it to die, too, she wondered sadly, because two
di fferent people held opposing viewoints that they both knew to be

ri ght ?Provi ng one of them wong, especially when the being concerned was a

rul er, would have serious personal repercussions, and she was beginning to
wonder if she had al ways been as right as she thought she had been. Perhaps her
life woul d have been happier if, on Sommar-adva and at Sector Ceneral, she had
been nore doubtful about sone of her certainties.

"Friend Fletcher," Prilicla said quietly. "As an enpath | aminfluenced by
feelings of everyone around nme. Now | accept that there are beings who, by word
or deed or onission, can give outward expression to enotions that they do not
feel. But it is inpossible for an intelligent entity to produce fal se enbtiona
radiation, tolie with its mnd. Another enpath would know this to be so, but as
a nonenpat h you rmust take nmy word for it. The survivor cannot and will not harm

anyone.”
The Captain was silent for a nonment, then it said, "lI'msorry, Senior Physician.
I"mstill not fully convinced that it is not speaking through you and

controlling your minds, and | cannot risk letting it aboard this ship.”

In this situation there was no doubt about who was right or about what she nust
do, Cha Thrat thought, because a gentle little being like Prilicla mght not be
capabl e of doing it.

"Doctor Danalta," she said, "will you please go quickly to the boarding tube and
take up a position andshape that will discourage any Mnitor Corps officer from
sealing, dismantling, or otherwise closing it to two-way traffic. Naturally, you
should try not to hurt any such officer, and | doubt that |ethal weapons wll be
depl oyed agai nst you, for no other reason than that anything powerful enough to
hurt you woul d seriously damage the hull, but if-—=>

"Technician!”

Even though the Captain was on Rhatiwar's control deck and at extreme range for
Prilicla's enpathic faculty, the feeling of outrage acconpanying the word was
making the little G nrusskin quiver in every linb. Then gradually the trenbling
subsi ded as Fl etcher brought his anger under control

"Very well, Senior Physician," it said coldly. "Against ny expressed w shes and
on your own responsibility, the boarding tube will renmain open. You may nove
freely between there and the casualty deck, but the rest of this ship will be
closed to your people and that;.. that thing you insist is a survivor. The
matter of Cha Thrat's gross insubordination, with the strong possibility of a
charge of incitement to nutiny, will be pursued later.”

"Thank you, friend Fletcher," Prilicla said. Then, switching off its mke, it
went on. "And you, friend Cha. You have displayed great resourceful ness as well
as insubordination. But | amafraid that, even when it is proved that you acted
correctly, the Captain's present feelings toward you are of the kind that | have
found to be not only unfriendly but extrenely |ong-Ilasting.”

Mur chi son did not speak until they were in the Rhiimconpartnent, when it paused
in its scanner exanmi nation of Crelyarrel to | ook at her. The expression and tone
of voice, Cha Thrat knew fromthe Earth-human conponent of her mnd, expressed
puzzl ement and synpathyas it said, "How can one being get into so nmuch trouble
in such a short time? What got into you, ChaThrat?”

Prilicla trenmbled slightly but did not speak.

Chapter 20

Cha Thrat's arrival for her appointnent with the Chief Psychol ogi st was punctua
to the second, because she had been told that O Mara considered being too early
to be as wasteful of tinme as being too late. But on this occasion the

i mpunctuality, although indirectly her fault, was on O Mara's side. The

Eart h-hunman Braithwaite, who was the sol e occupant of the large outer office,
expl ai ned.

"I'"'msorry for the delay, Cha Thrat," it said, inclining its head toward

O Mara's door, "but that neeting is running |ate. Senior Physician Cresk-Sar
and, in order of seniority, Colonel Skenpton, Major Fletcher, and Lieutenant
Timnmns are with him The door is supposed to be soundproof, but sonetines |
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can hear themtal ki ng about you.”

It smled synpathetically, pointed to the nearest of the three unoccupied
consol e desks beside it, and said, "Sit there, you should find that one fairly
confortable while we're waiting for the verdict. Try not to worry, Cha Thrat,

but if you don't mind, 1'd like to get on with my work.”

Cha Thrat said that she did not mnd, and was sur-prised when the screen on the
desk she was occupying lit up with Braithwaite's work. She did not know what the
Eart h-human was doi ng, but while she was trying to understand it the realization
came that it was deliberately giving her sonething to occupy her mnd other than
the things they were probably saying about her in the next room

As one of the wizard's principal assistants, Braith-waite was capabl e of working
a few hel pful spells of its own.

Since her return to the hospital, Cha Thrat had been rel egated to a kind of

adm ni strative hyperspace. Mintenance Departnent wanted nothing to do with her
the Monitor Corps ruler she had so grievously of fended on Rhabwar seened to have
forgotten her very existence, and the nedical training people treated her with
synpat hy and great care, nuch as they would a patient who was not expected to be
| ong anong them

Oficially there was nothing for her to do, but unofficially she had never been
busier in her whole life.

Di agnostici an Conway had been very pleased with her work on Gogl esk, and had
asked her to visit Khone as often as possible because Cha Thrat and itself were
the only people that the FOKT would allow wi thin touching distance, although
that situation was begi nning to change for the better. Wth behind-the-scenes
assi stance fromthe Chief Psychologist and Prilicla, progress was bei ng nmade
toward breaki ng down the Gogl eskan racial conditioning, and Ees- Tawn was wor ki ng
on a mniature distorter, permanently attached to the subject and triggered
automatically during the first microseconds of a distress call, which would rmake
it inpossible for the wearer to initiate one of the suicidal joinings.

O Mara had warned themthat the final solution to the Gogl eskan probl em m ght
take many generations, that Khone woul d never be conpletely confortable at the
cl ose approach or touch of another person, regardl ess of species, but that its
of fspring was already giving indications of being quite happy anpng strangers.
Thor nnast or and Murchi son had been successful in isolating and finding a

speci fic agai nst the pathogen affecting Crelyarrel, although they had adnmitted
to Cha Thrat that the principal reason for its survival on the Rhiimship was
its possession of a fair degree of natural resistance. Now the little synbote
was going fromstrength to strength, and was begi nning to concern itself about
the health and confort of the FGHJ host creatures. It wanted to know how soon
new Rhiim parasites could be brought to Sector General to take charge of them
Sim | ar questions were being asked by the group of visiting Monitor Corps

of ficers who seened to be ignorant of, or perhaps disinterested in, her recent

i nsubordi nati on on Rhabwar. They were Cultural Contact specialists investigating
the ship with a view to gaining as nmuch infornmation as possi bl e about the
speci es who had caused it to be built, including the |ocation of their planet of
origin, before making a formal approach to the Rhiimon behalf of the
Federation. They badly wanted to talk to the survivor

Crelyarrel was anxious to cooperate, but the problemwas that its people

conmuni cated by a conbination of touch and telepathy limted to their own
species. It was not yet well enough to take full control of a host crew nmenber
and, until it was able to do so, the translation conputer could not be
programed with the | anguage used by their FGH) hosts.

Even though it was now generally accepted that the parasitic Rhiimwere a highly
intelligent and cultured species, none of the hospital staff were particularly
eager to surrender their bodies, however tenporarily, to DITRCcontrol —and the
feeling was nutual. The only person that Crelyarrel would agree to take over and
speak through, with her perm ssion,, of course, was Cha Thrat.

As a result of these unofficial demands on her tine, there had been little of it
|l eft for Cha Thrat to worry about her own probl ens.

Until now.
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The nuffl ed sounds of conversation fromthe inner office had died away into

i naudi bility, which neant, she thought, that they were either speaking quietly
to each other or not speaking at all. But she was wong, the neeting was over
Seni or Physician Cresk-S;ar silently led the way out, its hairy features
unreadable. It was followed by Col onel Skenpton, who made an untransl at abl e
sound, then Rhabwar's ruler, who neither |ooked nor spoke, and Lieutenant

Ti mmins, who stared at her for a nonent with one eye cl osed before | eaving. She
was rising fromher seat to enter the inner office when O Mara cane out.

"Sit where you are, this; won't take long," it said. "You, too, Braithwaite.

Sor amar advans don't mind having their problens di scussed before concerned

wi tnesses, and this one certaimy has a problem |s that deforned bird-cage
you're sitting on confortabl e?"The problem" it went on before she could reply,
"is that you are an oddly shaped peg who doesn't quite fit into any of our neat
little holies. You are intelligent, able, strong-m nded yet adaptablle, and have
experienced, seemngly wthout any pernanent ill effects, the | evels of nental
trauma and disorientation that would cause many bei ngs severe psychol ogi cal
damage. You are well regarded, even respected, by sonme very inportant people
here, by many with no influence at all, and disliked by a few. The latter group,
chiefly Mnitor Corps personneland a few of the nmedical staff, feel very unsure
of who or what you are, and who has the seniority, while working with you
"Sometimes," Cha Thrat said defensively, "I'mnot sure who or what | am nyself.
Wien | amthinking like a senior person | can't help behaving like a..." She

st opped herself before she said too nuch.

"Li ke a Diagnostician," O Mara said drily. "Ch, don't worry, this departnent
never reveal s anyone's deep, dark, and, in your case, peculiar secrets.
Prilicla, when it wasn't enthusing over your behavior inmredi ately precedi ng and
during Rhone's delivery and on the Rhiimship, told nme about the joining it
feels you underwent on CGoglesk. Being Prilicla, it is anxious to avoid any

pai nful and enbarrassing incidents between its friends Conway, Muirchison, and
yoursel f, and so are we.

"But the fact remains," the Chief Psychol ogi st went on, "that you shared ninds
wi t h Khone who, because of an earlier sharing with Conway, gave you nuch of the
know edge and experience of a Sector CGeneral Diagnostician as well as a

CGogl eskan heal er. You al so becane deeply involved on the nental |level with one
of the Rhiimparasites, not to nmention sonme earlier prying into the mnd of your

Chal der friend, AUG.-One Sixteen. |I'mnot surprised that there are times when
you aren't quite sure who or what you are. |s there any doubt about that at
present ?”

"No," she replied, "you are talking only to Cha Thrat.”

"Good," O Mara said, "because it is Cha Thrat's problematical future that we
must now consi der. Since the business on Rhabwar, when you were not only

i nsubordi nate but conpletely right, the option of a career in Miintenance, even
t hough Ti mmi ns speaks highly ofyou, is closed, as is any hope you nay have had
of service as a ship's medic with the Mnitor Corps. Shipboard discipline is
often invisible, but it is there and it is strict, and no ship commander woul d
risk taking on a doctor with a proven record of insubordination

"The Cultural Contact people you've been helping with the Rhiimparasite," it
continued, "are less discipline-oriented than the others, and they are inpressed
with you and are grateful enough to offer you a spot on your hone planet, after
the disciplinary dust has had a chance to settle, of course. Wat would you say
to returning to Somaradva?”

Cha Thrat made an untransl atable sound and O Mara said drily, "I see. But the
medi cal and surgical options are also closed to you. In spite of the respect in
whi ch are held by many of the senior staff, nobody wants a knowit-all trainee
nurse on their wards who is likely to say or do sonething that will suggest that
its Charge Nurse or doctor on duty are, well, clinically incorrect. And while
you have influence in high places, that also could disappear if the truth about
your Cogl eskan m nd-swap becane commmon know edge.”

Cha Thrat was wondering if there was anything she could do or say that would
halt the relentless closing down of her options, when Braithwaite | ooked up from
its display.
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"Excuse nme, sir," it said. "But fromny know edge of the personalities involved,
Conway, Rhone, and Prilicla are unlikely to discuss it anbng anyone but

t hensel ves, and Miurchison, who is a very intelligent entity indeed, will do

|i kewi se when she realizes the truth or learns it fromher |ife-mate. Her psych
profile indicates the presence of a well-devel oped sense of hunor, and it m ght
wel | be that the thought of an other-species entity, andanother female at that,
| ooki ng upon her with the sane |ibidinous feelings as those of her |ife-mate,

Conway, would be funnier than it was enbarrassing. Naturally, | would not
suggest that any of these misdirected feelings would be translated into action,
but certain entertaining sexual fantasies could arise that would illum nate the

whol e area of interspeci es—=

"Braithwaite," O Mara said quietly, "it is talk like that which gives people the
wrong i npression about e-t psychol ogi sts.

"As for you, Cha Thrat," it went on, "I decided a long time ago that there was
only one position here that suited your particular talents. Once again you wll
start as a trainee, at the bottom and advancenent will be sl ow because your
chief is very hard to please. It is a difficult and often thankl ess job that

will cause irritation to nost people, but then you' ve becone used to that. You
wi Il have a few conpensations, |like being able to poke your olfactory orifices
into everyone el se's business whenever you think it necessary. Do you accept?”
Suddenly Cha Thrat's pulse was clearly audible to her and she was finding it
difficult to breathe. "I+ don't understand," she said.

O Mara took a deep breath, then exhal ed through its nose and said, "You do
understand, Cha Thrat. Don't pretend to be stupid when you aren't.”

"l do understand," she agreed, "and | am nost grateful. The delay was due to a
conbi nation of initial disbelief and consideration of the inplications. You are
saying that | amto learn the skills of nonmaterial healing, the casting of
spells, and that 1 amto becone a trainee w zard.”

"Sonmething like that," the Chief Psychol ogist said. It glanced at the display on
her desk and added, "l see thatlyou' ve already been exposed to the senior staff
psych chart amendnent procedure. It is routine, unexciting but very necessary
work. Braithwaite has been trying to unload the job on soneone for nonths.”
About the Authorjanes white was bomin Belfast, Northern Ireland, and resides
there, though he spent his early years in Canada. Hs first story was printed in
1953. He has since published well-received short stories, novellas, and novels,
but he is best known for the Sector General series, which deals with the
difficulties involved in running a hospital that caters to nany radically
different Iife-forns.
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