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Before it became common currency
I

Thelittle ship, scarred and battered, sat on the plain and ignored the armed guard that had surrounded it
a asafe disgtance. As an example of an extraplanetary vessd it was remarkably unimpressive. A
featureless, flattened ovoid devoid of ports or visible doorways, no bigger than one of the lifeshipsor
escape pods utilized by the dominant race of the world on which it had just arrived. It looked barely
capable of transporting afew individuals between cities on the same continent, much less conveying them
between worlds.

In fact, more than one of the newly emplaced guards wondered if it might not actualy be some sort of
lifeboat or emergency craft that had been cast off from adamaged mother ship locked in orbit high
above. Though they had yet to receive any indication that this might indeed be the case, it seemed a
plausible enough explanation. Possibly the parent vessel had been destroyed, or tumbled helplesdy to
burn up in the thick atmosphere. There were any number of rational possibilitiesthat offered more
plausible explanations.

Not only did the eccentric craft look too small to be capable of interplanetary trave, it did not give off a
glow suggestive of rapid passage through the atmosphere, which meant that it either moved very dowly
or exceptiondly fast. The heavily armed soldiers who had hastily formed a defensive perimeter around
the vessdl’ s landing site were not prepared to speculate either way, but nothing could stop them from
making offhand guesses. They were naither scientists nor engineers but ordinary troops.

In the average soldier speculation was a potentialy dangerous qudity, one devoutly to be avoided at al
costs. Indulging in the process frequently brought down disapprobation and disaster and was only rarely
rewarded. It was an activity best |ft to officers and non-military personnel. The heavily armed troopers
were more than content to follow orders, aim wegpons, and wait for someoneto tell them what to do
next.

It was impossible, however, not to wonder at the tiny vessal’ s composition or means of manufacture.
Though without running gppropriate scientific andyssit wasimpossibleto tell for certain, it did not
appear to be fashioned either of metd or the more familiar metal oceramic composites. There was some
discussion among the more knowledgeabl e onlookers of nanocarbon tubes embedded in abonding
ceramic or glass matrix, but the dullish appearance of the intruder’ s matte epidermis provided littlein the
way of support or rebuttal for such theory.

In fact, depending on which way the early morning light happened to strike the ship’ s surface, it was not
only difficult to guesswhat it might be fashioned of, but whether it possessed asolid skin at al. Light
played tricks with the onlookers eyes and with the ship’ s exterior. At timesit seemed one could see
halfway through the vessd, while when clouds scudded by overhead it appeared far more substantidl.

In actudity, the little ship was possessed of a consstency that fell somewhere between an aerogel and the
core of aneutron tar. Its component atoms were arranged in such away asto not only baffle an
experienced observer but utterly defeat the best andytica instrumentsthat could be brought to bear; so
the urgently assembled troops could be excused their confusion.

A few voices suggested that the vessdl itsdf might be nothing more than an illusion, aprojection designed
to deceive the eye and fool the mind. The War Department was known to be working on al manner of
new projects. Perhaps the troops had been rushed out to check the efficacy of some new aspect of
psychologica warfare. Some suggested that if it were nothing more than afacile gpparition it was an
extremely clever one, becauseit had scorched the ground in itsimmediate vicinity and gave every



indication from the earth that was depressed around its outer edge of having real mass and weight. It was
no lustrous phantom, no incorporeal composition of smoke and carefully shaded floating films. It was
redl, and what it was made of might be quite prosaic, or contrastingly extraordinary. Asthe soldiers had
been issued gtrict orders while outbound from the nearby city not to gpproach the craft too closaly under
any circumstances, they could not satisfy their curiogty even by smple touch.

Not that any of them particularly wanted to stroll up to the outlandish vessel and run ahand along its
eerily indistinct flanks anyway, but it was naturd to be curious about its makeup aswell asitsorigins.
Therewas dways an air of mystery about the unknown, and thislittle ship trailed one behind it like an
ethered cape blowing in the wind. The hastily assembled squadron of guards could be ordered not to
touch, but they could not be ordered not to think. Like ordinary soldiers anywhere, they had plenty of
gparetime in which to engage in that entertaining if not necessarily educationd practice. Squatting on the
open plain distant from the city, they availed themsalves of the opportunity frequently and with inspired
sarcasm.

However rapidly the intruder had penetrated the local atmosphereit gave off no heat from its passage.
None, zero. Instruments confirmed what the soldiers suspected. It was most remarkable. All descending
vessels gave off someresidud hedt, if not asaresult of the passage through atmosphere, then from their
engines and drives. Notwithstanding the singed soil that formed a blackened halo of modest dimensions
around the base of the vessdl, the temperature of theair in itsimmediate vicinity was no different from
that elsewhere onthe plain.

Some continued to argue that whether redl or illusion-ary, it was nothing more than aclever training
exercise, atrick of advanced dimensions designed to test their readiness and reactions to the unexpected
and not immediately explicable. Astime passed and nothing happened, this hypothesis gained credence
among the assembled and increasingly bored ring of guards.

One suggested that a single shot would make myth of the vessel’ sredlity. This headstrong individua was
quickly restrained by hisfriends. Being friends, they had no interest in seeing their bold companion
sentenced to an extended term in gaol. Besides which, he owed some of them money.

So they sat or stood, and guessed and guarded, the latter task in this particular instance turning out to be
avery dull dedl indeed.

A large, bluish sun burned overheed, illuminating their surroundingsif not their thoughts. It lit the edges of
flat, waferlike cloudsin brilliant purple. While some might have found the scene starkly beautiful, few of
the attending soldiers bothered to remark on what was to them a common occurrence. Regardless of
species, soldierson duty rarely had the time or inclination to ruminate on the aesthetics of their
surroundings.

The strange sun was not donein the sky. It was accompanied by two tiny moons shining like pale
gpectreslow inthe east. A third—Ilarger, rounder, and more mellow in aspect—was diving into the
westward horizon.

At consderable dtitude above the stolid mass of the sprawling city roamed its aeria patrol, anumber of
tiny, dmost invisible dots weaving atangle of vapor trails. There were more now than there had been a
little while ago, as distant craft continued to assemblein tardy response to the laggard darm that had
finaly announced the vigitor’ s presence, but the latest arrivals were as confused and concerned astheir
predecessors.

The dots displayed the irritated restlessness of a swarm of disturbed gnats, for their crews were
uncomfortably aware of the strange invader now gitting motionless on the plain far below. Their



speculation was driven by agreater urgency than that of the soldiers on the ground, for they were acutely
aware that they had missed something, and would be called to account for it sooner rather than later.

It was not that any one of them had been derelict in his duty, which was to serve as the homeworld' slast
line of defense againgt suspiciousintruders. Their misson wasto watch theimmediate vicinity of the
planet, to query any artificid object that came within a certain distance, and to reduceit to glowing gas
and powder if adequate explanationsfor its presence were not immediately forthcoming. Asarulethis
was atask they carried out with great skill and pride. Thetiny vessel now resting undisturbed on the
surface below was avery visible debunker of the first accomplishment and impugner of the latter.

Now there was nothing the pilots and their crews could do about it. They were up in the stratosphere, the
intruder was safely down on the ground: an altogether unacceptable state of affairs. Indeed, they would
have intercepted it had that been possible, which it wasn't.

How can one block the path of an unexpected and unannounced object moving with such stupendous
rapidity that its trace registers as a mere flick on an advanced predictor screen some seconds after the
source has passed? The patrol’ sintegrated systems were only now beginning to generate figures on the
intruder’ ssze and velocity. Dataon the first seemed to fluctuate, which made no senseat dl. The
second... the second made considerably less than zero sense. The fact that a dozen different sets of
ingtruments confirmed the figures rendered them no less nonsensica. The patrol’ s ranking officer ordered
al findings withheld until some sense could be made of them. He was not abouit to risk what had up to
that time been adistinguished career by giving the slamp of gpprova to such lunacy.

Blessed by arefreshing lack of any need to display drive and intelligence, the troops on the ground
suffered no such pangs. They kept careful watch and awaited the arrival of someone who was permitted
theinitiative that they were denied. Thiswas an entirely comfortable Sate of affairsthat, asfar asthey
were concerned, could last until the millennium. Aslong as no activity was evident on the part of thelittle
ship, correspondingly little reaction was demanded of them. This contituted a battlefield condition with
which they were reasonably content.

All of them had either four legs and two arms or four arms and two legs, according to the need of the
moment. That isto say: the front pair of underbody limbs could be employed as either feet or hands, like
those of ababoon. Superior life does not establish itself by benefit of brains alone; manud dexterity is
equally essentid. The quasi-quad-rupeds of thisworld had a barely adequate supply of the former
compensated by more than enough of the latter.

Where multiple limbs protruded through smple, dun-colored clothing they were covered in short, bristly
light-brown fur. Darker ruffs were present at wrists and ankles aswell as aong the broad reach of
shoulders and sternum. Their skullswere mounted on thick but flexible necks that emerged from between
thefore pair of shoulders. Two dark, efficient eyesthat were better at close-up work than at seeing for
distance flanked a unique pattern of small multiple nasa openings above the wide dit of amouth.

White teeth were sharp and pointed in front, flat in back. Fine hairs screened the nasal portals, filtering
the cool air asit wasinhaled. The rear feet were heavily shod in thick boots; the center pair were
sheathed in thick gloves, while the upper were | €eft free. They weretailless and large-rumped. Short
pants, center-body vests, and upper torso garments were fastened with invisible closures. These boasted
avariety of pockets and pouchesin addition to insgniaand other marks of individua identification.
Overlaid on the entire arrangement was a network of wide but light straps resembling adray animd’s
harness, which was designed to support avariety of military equipment.

Although it was not for them to decide what action to take against this sorry-looking object from the
unknown, they had plenty of curiosity concerning it, and no little apprehension. Much of their nosness



was stimulated by the knowledge that the vessel was of no identifiable type, despite the fact that they
could recognize dl the seventy basic patterns common to their entire region. Of course, none of them
were specialists and there was dways the possibility of arecent discovery or two that had yet to be
included in the regularly reviewed journals. In addition, there was a o the possibility it might be an
experimental device of their own invention.

Granting dl this, the complete lack of externa protrusions was disconcerting. The flattened ovoid showed
No Weapons port, No communications antenna: nothing. There was a suggestion of asingle, narrow port
at one end, but it was not transparent, and those who strained for alook could see nothing inside.

The possihility of it being aremotely guided or purely mechanica vehicle was not to be discounted.
Drones were used extengvely by both sides, both for surveillance and communications. Of one thing they
could be certain: thusfar it was being anything but wildly communicative.

Asfor their apprehension, that was a consequence of the sheer nonchaance of the visitor’ sarriva. Ever
snceits presence had been noted, communications of every kind, from panic to unbridled fury to open
curiosity, had been burning up the comm systems. Thelittle vessel had burst like a superswift projectile
through the overlapping system of detectors that enveloped the planet, treated the outlying orbital stations
and atmospheric patrolswith disdain, and sat itself down not in some obscure canyon or camouflaging
forest, but within clear view of the capitd city.

Something drastic would have to be done about it. On that point one and al regardless of position or
rank were agreed. But the appropriate tactics would be defined by authority, not by underlings.

So they hung around in dips and hollows and behind rocks, and scratched and held their wespons, and
hankered for their superiorsin the city to wake up and come running.

Circumstances have an importunate way of forcing themsd ves upon the noncommittal. Time, unlike a
great many individuds, isimpatient. In much the same way that the planetary defenses had been brought
to naught by bland presentation of an accomplished fact, so were the guards now smilarly disturbed.
Giving distant duggards no time to make up their minds and spring into action, agap appeared inthe sde
of the ovoid and athing came oui.

Thissmal movement had away of focusing the attention of the surrounding hexapods wonderfully. They
abruptly sprang into action. Or rather into position, no other action being immediately required. Superbly
prepared, each individua took his place according to training. Small and heavy portable weapons were
tuned to maximum, inter-sextet communications engaged, and shielding activated. Theresult wasa
condition of armed readiness sufficient to make superiors proud and adversaries think twice before doing
anything that might be interpreted as a hostile move.

The creature looked around, sniffed the air, and then stepped down to the gravelly surface. Asasample
of unfamiliar lifeit was neither big nor fearsome. If it possessed any natura integra armament it was not
immediately gpparent. There were no long fangs, no sharpened claws, no massive muscul ature or
threatening tentacles. It carried nothing that could not fit in a pocket.

A biped with two arms and a beige-hued face, wearing a one-piece suit of pale green, close-fitting
clothing, it was no taler than any of the onlookers and not more than one-third their weight. Therewas
some short fur atop the egg-shaped skull, but otherwise the flesh that was visible was naked. Slim arms
terminated in asuccession of smaller digits. It wasimpossibleto tell if the shod feet conssted of a
amilarly subdivided arrangement or asingle hoof or pad. Its eyeswere small but bright; and the curved
protrusons on either Sde of the head were most likely externd ears of indeterminate sengtivity.

A peculiar creature in no way redoubtable. In fact, it looked soft. One could jump on it with al four feet



and squash it. Relaxing in spite of themsealves, the armed troopers searched in vain for athird set of limbs.
Unlessthe creature was amulltiple amputee, the diminished physiology it displayed must be its natural
condition. Though this engendered a certain amount of sympathy on the part of severd of the soldiers,
they did not let down their guard. Thefact that no weapons were visible did not mean that none were
present.

Nevertheess, despiteitsinoffensive gppearance, one could not hold it entirely in contempt. There were
aspectsthat gave one reason to pause and think. Most notable among these was the absence of readily
recogni zable ordnance. Moreover, though they had no way of interpreting the meaning of this particular
alien’ s posture and gestures, it was moving about with the subtle assurance of one who had reason to
view weapons as So much useless lumber.

In the second place, it was mooching airily around the ship, hands in pockets, inspecting the scarred shell
for dl theworld asif thislanding marked aboring cal on tiresome relaives. Most of thetimeit had its
back to the ring of troops, magnificently indifferent to whether or not anyone choseto blow it gpart. The
initid tenson among said soldiers was beginning to give way to adigtinct feding of bemusement.

Apparently satisfied with its survey of the vessd, the creature suddenly turned and walked straight
toward the concedled watchers. The gap in the flank of the ship from which it had originally emerged
remained wide open in amanner suggesting either criminal carel essness or supreme confidence, more
probably the latter. Completely at peace with aworld in the midst of war, the biped ambled directly
toward asmall cluster of guards, bringing the need for initiative nearer and nearer, making them swest
with anxiety and creating such apanic that they forgot to itch. Each found himsdlf praying to his private
deitiesthat the dien would not change course and swerve in hisdirection. Most were gready relieved to
seethat it did not.

Turning to itsleft with studied casua ness, theintruder came face-to-face with Y adiz, acommon trooper
momentarily parayzed by sheer lack of an order to go forward, go backward, shoot the aien, shoot
himsdlf, or do something. Thisresulted in acomplete lack of movement on the part of the soldier, who
gawked at the biped in utter helplessness.

Thedien scrutinized the trooper as casudly asif different life-formsin radicaly different shapeswere
more common than pebbles on a shingle beach. Thisingpection continued for several minutes, during
which time communications flew across the ether but no one took any action. All waited to see what the
aienwould do next.

Asfor the trooper yclept Y adiz, he became so embarrassed by his own futility that he began swapping
his weapon from hand to hand and back again.

“Surely it’snot that heavy,” remarked the dien with complete and surprising fluency. As he spoke he
eyed the wegpon and sniffed.

Startled, the trooper dropped the gun, which promptly went off with a high-pitched, ear-splitting crash.
A piece of rock flew into shards and something whined shrilly through the air. The dien turned and
followed the whine with its eyes until the sound findly died out.

Then the creature said gently to Yadiz, “Waan't that rather sllly?”

There was no need to formulate areply. It was a conclusion the trooper aready had reached about one
second before the bang. He picked up the weapon with afoot-hand, transferred it to a primary hand,
found it upside down, turned it right way up, got the strap tangled around hisfist, had to reverseit to get
thelimb free, turned it right way up again.



Some sort of answer seemed to be necessary, but for the life of him Y adiz could not conceive of one that
waswhally satisfactory. Whed's spun within hismind, producing friction but no movement. Struck dumb,
he posed there holding hiswegpon by the muzzle and at arm’ s length, like one who has recklessly
grabbed a mambaand dares not let go.

Indl hisyears asatrooper, of which there were more than severd, he couldn’t recall atime when
possession of afirearm had proved such a handicap.

Hewas gl searching in vain for averba means of salvaging his salf-respect when hisimmediate superior
arrived to break the spell.

A little breathless with haste, the newcomer looked askance at the biped, said to Y adiz, “Who gave you
ordersto shoot?’

“What businessisit of yours?" asked the biped, coldly disgpproving. “It'shisown gun, isn't it?’

Thisinterjection took Y adiz' s superior aback. He had not expected another life-form to spesk with the
accentlessfluency of anative, much lesstreat this matter of wasting a charge from the angle of persond
ownership. The thought that atrooper might have proprietary rightsto hisweapon had never occurred to
him. And now that he had captured the thought he did not know what to do with it. He hefted his own
weapon and gared at it asif it had just miraculoudy appeared in his hand, changed it to another hand by
way of insuring itsrealness and solidity. His pupilswereflexing in time to histhoughts.

“Becareful,” advised the biped. He nodded toward Y adiz. “ That’' s the way he started.”
Turning to Yadiz, the dlien said in calm, matter-of-fact tones, “ Take me to Markhamwit.”

Y adiz couldn’t be sure whether he actualy dropped the gun again or whether it legped clean out of his
hands. Anyway, it did not go off.

The species with whom the biped was conversing were not subject to stuttering. Nevertheless, both
troopers|ooked asif they would have been more than willing to give some form of verbal didocation a

try.

Initia appearancesto the contrary, Y adiz was clearly the more sagacious of the pair. He demongtrated
his superior intelligence by keeping his mouth shut while his newly arrived colleague declared with
assurance, “ That' simpossible”

“Noit'snot,” thedien replied confidently.

“Do you know who Markhamwit is?’ the trooper inquired, dightly goggle-eyed. In contrast, Y adiz,
experienced soldier that he was, kept silent.

“No,” responded the biped. “1 want you to take me to someone whom | don’t know who is. That's
logicd, isn'tit?’

Thetrooper started to reply, hesitated, and managed to duplicate Y adiz' s game of confused cat’s cradle
with histhoughtsinstead of hishands. The resulting confusion saw him on the verge of asudden
breakdown.

The biped took pity on him. “I’[l make it easy for you. North, south, east, or west. Markhamwit must lie
in one of those general directions. Kindly lead mein the appropriate one. Y ou will not be required to
andyze my request further.”



Y adiz was mationing frantically with his eyes, not daring to open his mouth. His colleague took note,
registered an affirmative reply by means of asubtle gesture, and then motioned with his own wegpon.

“Y ou are now our prisoner.”
Thebiped Sghed. “Oh, dl right. If you ingst. But let’ sget onwith it.”

Feeling alittle better (but only alittle), the trooper seemed to regain some of the energy he' d had when
hearrived. “1 will go and find an officer.”

“That doesn’'t do me any good,” the alien declared.

“I am not hereto do you any good.” The soldier was feding much better now. Heflicked aglance at his
colleague. “Keep an eye on him whilel try to find someone better equipped to deal with this. Don't et
him out of your sight.” As soon as'Y adiz nodded, the other soldier whirled and scampered off on four
limbs

Thisleft Yadiz confronting the dien by himself. The biped stared a him. After aminute of thisY adiz
began to swesat

“Wadl,” said the biped findly, “ are you going to take me to Markhamwit?’
“| am supposed to wait here until Bazari returns with an officer.”
“Because hetold you to wait?’

“yes”

“Does Bazari rank you?’

Y adiz hesitated only briefly. “No. We are of the same rank.”

“Does he have more experience than you?’

“Nooo. Actudly, | think | have more experience.”

“Then you're obvioudy better equipped to ded with the situation than heis. So take meto
Markhamwit.”

“I am not quaified to make such adecison.”

“I' understand.” The biped’ slips parted to expose itsteeth. It was amost disconcerting expression. “Let
me makeit smplefor you. Wetry very hard to keep thingssmple.”

Y adiz felt some of the tension ooze out of him. “I would agppreciate that.”
1

They met what in another and infinitely earlier time and place would have been cdled the High Brass
about one-third of the way to the outskirts of the city. There was an assorted truckload varying
consderably in rank. In addition to far more elaborate attire they boasted insignia that were elegant and
decorative aswell as descriptive.

Bowling dong the perfectly smooth guide track on some sort of maglev system that supported the vehicle
about an arm’ s length above the pavement, the transport zoomed past the two isolated figures. It was



nearly out of sght when it halted, pivoted on its centra axis, and returned to hover directly opposite the
grollers. With a soft, dmost imperceptible whine it settled to the surface of the track.

A hyperbolic dome retracted to fully expose the passengers within. Two dozen multi-nostriled,
wide-eyed, furry faces peered down from their positions dightly above that of the walkers. A couple of
the coddled boasted patches of darker fur that had been carefully groomed and high-lighted to emphasize
their coloring.

An outlet gppeared on the right-hand side of the craft and apaunchy individua struggled out from his seat
besde the driver to confront the ill-matched pair. It wasimmediately evident that obesity was not
unknown among the hexa-pods. Jowls and facid lines hinted at advanced age, dong with adigtinctively
russet-hued shoulder and sternum growth not unlike the comb of aroogter. It quivered aong with the
jowls asthe owner addressed the hikers. A red metal sun and four silver comet-shapes glistened on the
middle shoulder of hisharness.

Noting that the trooper was standing in front of the alien instead of behind it and that he held his wegpon
casualy in both hands with the muzzle aimed not at his presumed prisoner but at the ground, the officer
prepared to deliver a succinct and daunting reprimand. But first he snapped, “Who told you to desert the
perimeter and come thisway?’

“Me” informed the dien, airily. He douched by the sde of the vehicular guideway, his attention focused
as much on the surrounding scrub-dominated landscape as on the airtruck. Y adiz he ignored completely.

The portly officer jerked asif stuck with apin, shrewdly eyed the creature up and down, and said, “1 did
not expect that you could speak our language.”

“I'm fully capable of speech,” assured the biped. “1 can read, too. In fact, without wishing to appear
boastful, I'd like to mention that | can dso write” Kneding, it leaned forward to examine asmdl
hard-shelled creature with a segmented body that was struggling to bury itself in the loose soil. Unableto
ignore everything without turning his back to the vehicle, which might have felt better but would have
condtituted an unforgivable insult, Y adiz found himsdf watching the dien out of the corner of oneeye.

“That may be,” agreed the officer, willing to concede a couple of petty aptitudes to the manifesdy
oudandish. He had another careful 1ook, taking mental note of size, shape, color, number of limbsand
other externa organs, style of clothing and its possible method of manufacture. It made adecidedly
unimpressive picture. “Can't say that I'm familiar with your kind of life.”

“Which doesn't surpriseme,” replied the alien. Its responses were not only fluent but quick, couched in
colloquid rather than formal didect. “Lots of folk never get the chance to become familiar with us.”

The other’ s color heightened, a consequence of increased blood flow coupled with a particular
endocrinologica response. Repressing hisinitia ingtinctive reaction (and acutely aware of the truckload of
high brass that was watching his every move) he added, with ashow of annoyance, “I don’t know who
you are or what you are, but you' re under arrest.”

“Sre” putinthe aghast Y adiz, unable to keep slent any longer, “he wishesto...”

“Did anyonetdl you to spesk?’ demanded the officer, burning him down with hiseyes. Thelast thing he
needed a such a delicate moment wasinterference from some common trooper.

“No, sre. It wasjust that...”

1] S,]ljt up! ”



Y adiz swallowed hard, considered, and then kept his mouth closed as ordered. He also took on the
apprehensive expression of one unreasonably denied the right to point out that the barrdl isfull of powder
and someone haslit the fuse. He did, however, manage to keep afirm grip on hisweapon, to the point
where his knuckles were starting to turn white beneath the druzy brown fur.

“Why am | under arrest?” inquired the alien, not in the least disturbed asit rose from its crouch to
confront the hexapod. By now the segmented burrower had completed its escape.

The officer was becoming used to the creature’ s astonishing fluency. Unable to explain it, he chose smply
to accept it. “Because | say s0.”

“Redly?’ Thedien'seydidsfluttered. “Do you treat dl arrivastha way?’

“At present, yes,” explained the officer, on comfortable ground again. “Y ou may know it or you may not,
but right now this system is a war with the system of Nilea. We re taking no chances.”

“Neither arewe,” remarked the biped, enigmatically.
“What do you mean by that?’

“The same as you meant. We're playing safe.” Thethin brows of the creature drew together. “Y ou just
admitted that | can gpeak your language. Are you having difficulty with it now?’

“Not at dl.” The other licked satisfied lips. Hisinitid unease a the creature s unclassfiable gppearance
had passed and he was once more completely comfortable with the Situation. “Y ou are what | suspected
from thefirgt, namely, an dly the Nileans have dug up from some very minor system that we' ve
overlooked. Well, it snot surprising. The galaxy isavast place and even in the midst of war new minor
species are constantly being encountered.”

“Your suspicionsareill founded,” the dien told him. “ An unavoidable consegquence of upbringing, no
doubt. However, | would rather explain myself higher up.”

Ignoring the not-so-subtle dig at his background (and not redlizing the comment went considerably
deeper than that), the officer’ stone darkened menacingly.

“Youwill dojust that,” he promised. “ And the explanation had better be satisfactory.” Y adiz started to
say something, but the incipient comment withered under the officer’ s murderous stare.

Hedid not carefor the dow smile he got from the dien by way of reply. Though he could not be certain
of the meaning since the source was unclassified, it still succeeded in suggesting that someone was being
dogmatic and someone €l se knew better. Neither had he any difficulty in identifying the respective
someones. The aien’s apparently basdaess show of quiet confidence unsettled him far more than he cared
to reved, especialy with adopey guard standing nearby and atruckload of higher-upslooking on. If he
lost control of the conversation there were plenty of witnesseswho'd never let him liveit down.

It would have been nice to attribute the two-legger’ s sangfroid to the usua imbecility of another lesser
life-form too dimwitted to know when its scap wasin danger. There were plenty of sentientslike that:
seemingly brave because they were unable to redize a predicament even when they wereinit up to the
neck. Many of the lower ranks of his own forces had that kind of guts.

Nevertheless, he could not shake off the uneasy fedling that this case was different. He had no proof, of
course, and the creature was anything but offensive (except perhaps verbally). But the alien looked too
aert, too sharp-eyed to actualy be asignorant of circumstances asits behavior suggested.



The officer had not survived years of combat and internecine conflict and risen to his present position by
underestimating the opposition, either among the enemy or his own kind. The important thing here wasto
not make amistake, especidly in front of hisimmediate superiors. He was not required to evaluate, or to
render any final decisions; only to expedite. In that respect the dien’ s brashness and arrogance did not
trouble him. 1t would be for othersto induce proper respect in the creature.

Besdes, hetold himself again, it could easily be and probably was acting out of ignorance of its actud
Stuation.

When redlity came down hard on itslightly furred skull, the officer reflected, the creature’ s atitude would
undergo arapid and respectful change.

Another and smdler hovering vehicle was humming up the guideway. Waving it to astop, he picked four

two-comet subofficers from his own group to act as an escort, shooed them into the new craft along with
the biped who entered without comment or protest. He didn’t mind the arrogance so long as the creature
was cooperative.

Through aside port he said to the senior of the four equally ranked soldiers, “1 hold you persondly
responsible for its safe arrival at the interrogation center. Tell them I’ ve gone on to the ship to see
whether there’ s any more where this one came from.”

The nearest subofficer gestured back understandingly, glancing over both shouldersto where the alien sat
placidly between two of his colleagues. It ignored them asthey patted down its dim body with thick,
powerful fingers.

“Should we expect any trouble?’ the subofficer asked his superior.

“Y ou saw me conversing with it. It understands our language quite well, so it should understand any
ordersor warnings. | don't think it'll give you any difficulty.”

He glared meaningfully back at the creature only to be rewarded with another disconcerting amile.

“No discernible weapons, sire,” declared one of the subofficersin the back as soon as the quick,
professiond ingpection was compl eted.

“Keep aclosewatch onit anyway,” the officer ordered him. 1t looks pretty non-threstening, but that
doesn’'t mean it’ sincapable of sudden movements or other surprises.” The aien did not comment, leaving
the officer to wonder about the truth of his observation.

Wéll, in afew secondsit would no longer be his concern.

He stepped back and watched from the edge of the pathway as the vehicle pivoted. A low whine rose
from itsunderside asit accelerated, heading back toward the city. As soon asit was out of view he
clambered back into his own transport. The dome descended and it departed at high speed for the
source of dl theirritation.

Devoid of ingtructions to proceed toward town, return to the dien ship, stand on his head or do anything
else, Yadiz leaned on hisgun and patiently awaited the passing of somebody qudified to tell him. Near
his feet, a second segmented burrower commenced a fresh excavation.

Asthe small, efficient ground-suspension craft entered the outskirts of the city, the subofficer in charge
resumed hisingpection of the alien. Though unfamiliar to him, it was not necessarily anew type. Species
identification not being his specidty he was reluctant to hazard aguess asto its origins. While he had
been assured that the thing was conversant with the dominant language, it did not seem interested in



engaging in casud colloquy.

Infact, it did not seem interested in much of anything, which spoke poorly for itslevel of intelligence. Not
being privy to the remarkable details of itsarriva, the subofficer found himself wondering what dl the fuss
was about. Usudly offworlders brought into the greet city, even those from sophisticated worlds,
marveled at its massive towers and edifices, its overarching communications loops and bustling crowds of
intent, busy citizens. But not thisinnocuous biped. 1t smply sat slently, itseyes haf closed (normal resting
position, he wondered?), and said nothing.

Whileit was hardly incumbent on him to make conversation, the subofficer had the usua amount of
curiogty. It wasn't every day someonein his position got to meet anew type.

“Areyou mae, female, neuter, hermaphroditic, or other?” he asked. He made the inquiry forcefully,
demanding aresponse and quite indifferent as to whether or not the biped might find thisline of inquiry
offengve.

Taking no umbrage a histone the biped replied casudly. “Mde. We retraditiondists.”

Unsure exactly what the prisoner meant by that, the subofficer continued. “What do you think of the city?
Thisisthe capital, you know. The center of administration and power. Representatives from dozens of
different species rive their whole lives just to visit here once. From these towersthe fate of entire
systems s determined and the course of the war guided. Obviously coming from some lesser world |
don’t expect you to grasp the significance of dl thisimmediately upon arriva, but I’ d be interested in your
opinion nonetheless”

Asif deigning to notice the immense metropolisfor the first time, the biped leaned dightly forward and let
itsamdll, intense eyesflick about their immediate surroundings. They were on apriority guideway now,
racing aong twice asfast asthe more mundane, surrounding traffic.

“Crowded,” hefindly replied. “Noisy.”

After amoment the frustrated subofficer snapped, “ That' sal? Thisisthe heart of the most advanced
civilization known, and that’ sdl you haveto say?”

“Oh, very well,” murmured the biped irritably. “It' salso quite big.”

“‘Big'," echoed the subofficer. He mulled this over and decided that the alien wasinsufficiently intelligent
to appreciate the marve of contemporary engineering through which he wastraveling. Thisreasoning
made perfect sense. It wasn't that the creature was unawed; he smply did not possess adequate
concepts with which to understand his surroundings. Definitely aclassic lower form. The subofficer was
much pleased with this evauation.

Certainly the cresture was not talkative. Perhapsits kind communicated largely by gestures. By way of
experiment he flashed a couple of choice obscene onesin the biped’ sface. The subofficers sitting to
either sde of him snickered but the biped did not react. Unlessyou could cal the dight parting of its
mouth areaction. The subofficer wasn't sure. It might smply have been a component of normal
respiratory function.

And here he' d thought that the dien would provide some entertainment, if not real excitement. Instead,
they might aswell have been escorting a plant. Disgppointed, he folded al four arms against one another
and turned to gaze idly out the dome.

When they reached the Interrogation Center he dutifully handed over his chargeto apair of burly guards



clad in dull-colored but glossy uniforms. They hustled the biped down aside corridor, away from the
glances of curious passersby. The subofficer watched them go, then turned to rejoin histhree colleagues.

“Well,” one of them asked him, “what do you think that was dl about?’

“Nothing,” said the other. “ A new species or one that’ s known and inggnificant. How it got whereit did
ismuch more important than what it is.”

His colleague gestured postively. “They'll ded withit.”

“Speedily, | should think,” said athird. “In any case, it' s obvioudy nothing of much significance.” They
exited the vast structure and returned to their vehicle. The morning was till fresh and work of actua
importance awaited them.

The interrogation center viewed the dien’ s advent asless sensationd than the arrival of a Joppelan
five-eared munkster at the city zoo. Data drawn from agalaxy were at the disposd of itslarge staff. Said
information included sometimes exhaudtively detailed descriptions of millions of separate and distinct
life-forms, afew of them so fantastic that the cogent materia was more deductive than demongtrative.

Inthe unlikely event that requisite materid was not readily available, the staff had accessto additiond files
elsawhere on the planet and offworld. Priority hyperaccess dlowed them reach into private aswell as
public sources with aspeed private organizations could not hope to duplicate.

Among the millions of cataloged or referenced life-forms were gpproximately four hundred that

possessed some degree of sentience. So far as the researchers were concerned this newly arrived sample
brought the record up to four hundred and one. In another century’ stimeit might be four hundred
twenty-one or fifty-one. They had been traversing space for so long that such discoveries no longer
eicited much in theway of reaction, either among the specidists or the genera public. Listing the lesser
lifeswas so much routine.

Interviews with those life-forms sufficiently intelligent to respond to questioning were equaly amatter of
established custom. They had devised a standard technique involving queriesto be answered, formsto
befilled out, conclusionsto be drawn. This presupposed aminima amount of cooperation on the part of
the respondent. The degree of cooperation could be adjusted or modified as needed.

Their ways of deding with recacitrants were quite flexible, demanding various dternative methods and a
modicum of imagination. Some hesitant life-forms responded with pleasing dacrity to means of
persuasion that other life-forms could not so much as sense. It required experience and ingenuity on the
part of the staff to invent new methods suitable for the persuasion of new species. It was atestament to
their expertise that they rardly failed to devise asuitable course of action. Thetrick was to make sure that
the one being probed did not expire during the course of the interrogation. The only difficulty they could
have with this new specimen wasthat of thinking up an entirely new way of making it see reason.

So they directed him to adesk, giving him achair with four armrests and ten centimeterstoo high. A
bored officia took his place opposite. He was dressed differently from the soldiers but not dramaticaly
s0. Most notable was the absence of visbleinsgnia. A compact eectronic device partidly wrapped
around and entered one small ear opening. They sat off to themsdaves at thefar end of alarge, busy
chamber that had been subdivided by means of movable partitionsinto individua cubicles. Other officids,
vigting military personne, and assorted flunkies of indeterminate importance ignored the mismatched pair
as they went about their own work.

The officid looked the unprepossessing dien up and down, accepting in advance that it could already
speak the loca tongue or communicate in some other readily understandable manner. Nobody was sent



to this place until educated sufficiently to give the required responses. When first informed of the
cregture’ s presence and impending arrival he' d hoped for something alittle more exciting, an entity that
might be at least visudly if not intellectually arresting. Instead, the biped turned out to be ordinary inthe
extreme,

As he switched on his desk, atightly packed cluster of instruments rose from one sde and aimed itsdlf at
the alien. Automaticslocked in on the subject, visuas focused, other sensitive devices began taking
measurements and making comparisons.

None of this had the dightest effect on the dien. It did not even glance in the instruments’ direction,
blissfully indifferent to any unseen sonics or beamsthat might be scanning him. Studying the creature
closdly, theinterrogator was unable to tell from itsreaction, or rather, non-reection, if it regarded the
instrument package as a bevy of weapons, torture devices, or harmless sensory devices. Well, he' d been
informed in advance that its dominant characteristic was bland indifference. Whether this
emotiona/menta condition arose out of ignorance or something else was one of the things that would be
up to him to determine.

“What isyour number, name, code, cipher, or other means of verba identification?’ The interrogator was
neither hogtile nor cordial. At this point everything, including his attitude, was Strictly business.

“James Lawson,” the cregture replied in avoice as pure and accentless as that of any native speaker.

Demonstrated fluency was no proof of anything, the interviewer knew. There were at least three species
whoseintelligencelevd barely met the minima criteriafor sentience but who were superb mimics. They
could talk your aura opening off without making any sense whatsoever.

“Sex, if any?’ he continued.
“What, again?’ The dien sighed asit fiddled with the multiple armrests. “Made.”

The interrogator wasin no mood to suffer attitude from alower life-form. He had learned early on thet it
was useful to establish respective positions at the beginning of any session. It saved time, argument, and
wasinvariably better for the state of one' sliver. “ See here, you,” he told the biped in no-nonsense tones.
“Thisisimportant. Far more so to you than to me, if you will take amoment to think about it. | strongly
advise that you consider your Situation and act accordingly, and with proper repect. | suggest also that
you pay atention.” Unableto tdl if thisadmonition had any effect on the specimen, he continued.

qu?l
1] None.”

“Therenow,” said the interrogator, scenting coming awkwardness and opting for the pleasant approach.
“You must havean age”

“Mugt 17

“Everyonehasan age.”

“Havethey?’

“Look,” ingsted the interviewer, very patient, “nobody can be ageless.”
“Can't they?”



He gaveit up, murmuring, “It’sunimportant anyway. His persona time units are meaningless until we get
his planetary data.” Or the confusion might result from some minor semantic misunderstanding that could
more essily beresolved later. It was hardly aquestion fraught with military import. At least the creature
showed no hesitancy to respond, and at this point, that was the most important thing. Analysis of its
responses could be performed after the interview had been completed.

Glancing down &t hislist of questions, which glowed brightly within the transparent window set in hisside
of the desk, he carried on. “Purpose of visit?’ His eyes came up as he waited for the usua boring
response such as, “Normal exploration, development of commercid and tradeties’ or “Informal
contact.” When none was forthcoming he reiterated, “ Purpose of vist?’

“To see Markhamwit,” responded James L awson.

Theinterviewer yelped, “What?,” deactivated the instrument package and bresthed heavily for awhile,
not sure he’ d heard correctly. Certainly the alien was fluent, but between representatives of any two
different species, no matter how well educated, there was dways still room for mispronunciation and
misunderstanding. Hisfingers moved as he replayed the last statement through his earpiece. When he
found voice again it wasto ask, “ Y ou really mean that you' ve come specidly to seethe Grest Lord
Markhamwit?’

“Yes” thedien replied without hestation.
Theinterviewer hestated uncertainly. “By gppointment?’
“No.”

That did it. Recovering with great swiftness, the interviewer became aggressively officious and growled,
“The Greet Lord stimeis precious and despite the best efforts of the finest metaphysi cians our society
has produced, an individua can be kept awake and attentive for only solong. | can tell you with

compl ete assurance that the Great Lord Markhamwit sees nobody without an gppointment.”

Ddivered in measured, careful tones designed to brook no argument, this pronouncement did nothing to
disturb the dien’s composure. “ Then kindly make one for me.”

“I'll find out what can be done,” promised the other, having no intention of doing anything of the sort. Not
for thefirst timewas he glad that the finer points of semanticswere not hisfield. Alienstended to say one
thing when they meant another, which was why the preliminary interview was designed to focus on easily
comprehensible basics. At leadt, that was the intent. Some species proved incapable of handling even that
much. A few were downright obstreperous. He was not quite ready to relegate this frustrating biped to
that category.

Turning the instrument package on again, he resumed with the next question. “Rank?’
“None.”

For asecond time the eyes came up. “Now look here...”

“I said none,” repeated Lawson.

“I heard you. We'll let it pass.” Theinterviewer rubbed tiredly at hisforehead. Not yet midday, dready
he wasfatigued, and this alien wasn't hel ping the digestion of hismorning medl one bit. “1t'saminor point
that can be brought out later.” With that dightly sinister comment he tried the next question. “L ocetion of
origin?’



“The Solarian Combine.”

Flip went the concedled switch as the unlucky instrument package again got put out of action. Leaning
backward, the interviewer shut his eyes as he rubbed his forehead with two hands and his belly with the
others. A passing officid glanced at him, stopped.

“Having trouble, Dilmur?’

“Trouble?’ he echoed bitterly. He stared at his softly glowing desk. “What amorning! Query after query
on top of awhole season’ sworth of anaysisto summarize. One thing after another! Now this.”

“What' sthe matter?” The new arrival glared a the dien. “Being uncooperative, are we? That’ s not very
nice. Not agood ides, either. Y ou' re lucky they assigned you to Dilmur. Y ou could have done alot
worse” Thevigitor’ stone darkened. “Y ou till can.” The creature did not reply.

Theinterviewer jabbed an accusing finger a Lawson. “He' sbeing obtuse. I'm not sureif it’ sintentional,
but you know how basic the preliminary queries are. There shouldn’t be any confusion.”

“Language problems? Maybe somebody down the line dipped up and sent you a specimen who should
have been kept in Basic.”

“Oh, he' sfluent enough. Comprehension is another matter. First he pretendsto be ageless. Then he gives
the motive behind hisarrival asthat of seeing the Greet Lord without prior arrangement.” Hissigh was
deep and heartfelt.

“And you wonder why I’'m looking tired?’ He leaned back in his chair. Internd jets hissed softly asair
was pumped in to compensate for the redistribution of weight.

“I don't have timefor this sort of nonsense. There' sthe seasona summation to findize. If they thought he
was going to be difficult, why did they bring him to thislevel? And why to me?’

“Y ou know the procedure,” the visitor reminded him.

Another Sgh. “Yes, | know. It sjust frustrating not to be able even to get past the essentials with some of
these lower types. Y our failure means more work for somebody €l se, awaste of time and resources.”

“It'snot your fault,” the other sympathized with his colleague. “Y ou can only do so much.”
“And that’' s not theworst of it,” Dilmur continued.
The other’ sthick browslifted. “Y ou mean there smore?’

“Wait till you hear thisone. On top of everything else he clamsthat he comes from the * Solarian
Combine.’ ”

“Hm! Ancther theological nut,” diagnosed the passerby. “ Don't waste your time on him. Pass him along
to the mental therapists. They’re paid to take care of these cases and you' re not. Why should you have
to put up with the inconvenience? I’ ve dways said that you were too conscientious for thisjob, Dilmur.
Y ou should ask for atransfer out of Interbeing Contact and request aposition in Research.” Giving the
slent subject of their mutual discussion acold look of reproof, he continued on hisway.

“You heard that?’ Theinterviewer fet for the instrumentation switch in readiness to resume operation.
“Anything you didn’'t understand?’ When the alien didn’t respond, he continued, “ Now do we get on
with thisjob in areasonable and sensible manner or must we resort to other, less pleasant, methods of



discovering thetruth?’

The dien shifted its backside and legs, striving for acomfortable position on achair that had been
designed to accommodate amuch bulkier and more complicated pelvic region than his own.

“Theway you put it impliesthat | am aliar,” said Lawson, displaying no resentment. Histone and
expression had not changed. He showed neither fear nor anger.

The interviewer considered before replying. “Not exactly. Perhaps you are a deliberate but rather stupid
liar whose prevaricationswill gain him nothing. Perhaps you may have no more than a distorted sense of
humor. Or you may be completely sincere because completely deluded. We have had visionaries here
before. They can be more irksome than the usua visitor but eventually they are dealt with appropriately.
We pride oursalves on our egditarianism. It takes dl sortsto make auniverse.”

“Including Solarians,” Lawson remarked.

“The Solariansareamyth,” declared the interviewer with dl the positiveness of one stating a
long-established fact. It was not amatter open to dispute. No sensible, knowledgeabl e being would
attempt to assert otherwise. No rational being. He continued to watch the biped closdly.

“Thereareno myths,” the alien replied camly. “ There are only gross distortions of half-remembered
truths”

“Soyou dill ingst that you are a Solarian?’

“Cetanly.”

“And nothing | could say or do would induce you to change your mind, or alter that assertion?’
“Of coursenot.”

The other stabbed resignedly at the concealed switch and the instrument package promptly sank back
down into the body of the desk. “Then | can go no further with you. Just remember that | gave you every
opportunity to behave sensibly and that whatever happens from now on is adirect consequence of your
own intransigence, or however you prefer to interpret your actions here. | take no responsibility.” He
touched another switch and severa large attendants appeared asif from out of nowhere. Resigned but
clear of conscience, he gestured at the seated biped.

“Takehimto Kasne”
Il

Therefollowed along wak down alightly traveled corridor, followed by a subsequent shift viasome
kind of elevator or motion capsule that was capable of horizontal aswell asvertical travel. The capsule
was armored and impervious to common weaponry, as was the new, smaller corridor the trio emerged
into. The entire procedure was designed not only to transport someone from one place to another but to
impress upon them the sgnificance of that journey. If thisat dl intimidated or otherwise affected the
biped, he gave no sign of it. The only emotion he manifested during the trip was akind of quiet
impetience.

There were even fewer individuds present in the large, windowless antechamber they entered, and none
at dl inthe dark office sStuated off to one side. Upon presentation of compact credentias, the two guards
led their smaller chargeinto atill smaler room that was not only devoid of windows but of much
illumination of any kind. In thisdecidedly gloomy cubiclethey left him to confront asingular individud



seated behind amuch larger desk than Dilmur’s.
The door closed behind the guards with a thick, muffled thunk suggestive of heavy soundproofing.

Kasne suffered from some medicaly untreatable maadjustment that made him grosdy obese. The
advanced technology of thisworld could fabricate entire starships and communicate between systems,
but it had manifestly been unable to do anything for him. He was just one grest big bag of fat relieved
only by apair of degp-sunk but brilliandy glittering eyes. Physicaly immobile, he was mentdly dert.
Neither the eyes nor the mind behind them overlooked any aspect of the biped’ s appearance asthey
pondered and anayzed the information that had been supplied.

Those opticslooked at Lawson in much the same way that acat stares at a cornered mouse. Completing
the inspection after dlowing a suitable amount of time for contemplation to pass, he activated hisown
desk instrumentation. The package that emerged from the dick surface was more intricate than the one
that had been utilized by Lawson’s previous interrogator.

Touching a conceded switch, he listened carefully to aplayback of what had taken place during the
previous interview, watching the visuas on asmal screen positioned intentionaly out of his prisoner’sline
of vison.

Then alow, reverberating chuckle sounded in his huge belly and he commented, “Ho-ho, a Solarian!
And lacking apair of aamsat that! Did you miday them someplace?’ Leaning forward with amanifest
effort, helicked thick lipsand added, “What adreadful fix you'll bein if you lose the others also!”

Lawson gave adisdainful snort. “For an dleged mentd therapist you' re long overdue for treatment
yoursdlf.”

It did not generate the fury that might well have been aroused in another. Kasine merely wheezed with
amusement and looked sdf-satisfied. Giving hisvisitor ample time to contemplate his surroundings and
dtuation, the interrogator reached beneath the desk and removed the end of along transparent tube of
dight diameter. This he placed between hislips and began sucking upon. Green fluid raced up the tube to
vanish down that busy mouth.

When he' d imbibed hisfill he offered the end of the tube to Lawson, who declined with adight smile.
Shrugging, Kasine let the tube retract into its holder and settled back into his chair.

“Soyou think I'm sadigtic, eh?”’
“Only at the time you made that remark. Other moments, other motivations.”

“Ah!” Kasne s expression yawed to the left, assuming a condition anyone familiar with his specieswould
immediately have recognized as asatisfied grin. “Whenever you open your mouth you tell me something
ussful.”

“You could dowithit,” Lawson opined.

“Andwhilel could very well bewrong,” the interrogator went on, refusing to be baited, “it ssemsto me
that you arenot anidiot.”

“Should | be?’

“You should!” Kasine was emphatic. “Every Solarian isan imbecile. I1t' s a self-defining condition to
which we have found no exceptions.” Again he gave his guest a careful once-over. “1 see no reason to
anticipate that you will be any different.”



“I might surpriseyou.”

“| doubt it, though | would like to be surprised. Y ou see, | sorarely am. Typeslike yourself, other
sf-proclamed * Solarians,” and individuds suffering from related syndromes eventua ly manage to
categorize themsalves, thus saving methe trouble.” His gaze narrowed deliberately. “ So far as| am
concerned, the only question to be settled here is whether in your case thiswill occur sooner or later.” He
ruminated a moment, then went on.

“Thelast * Solarian” we had here was amany-tendriled octoped from Quamis. An extremely e oquent
representative of hiskind, whose voca capabilitieswere the equa of hisinherently florid gestures. This
being an unusud condition for the Quamisans, it made this particular individua something of aceebrity
among his people, though not necessarily an admired one. Aswe later found out, the authoritieson his
home planet wanted him for causing an end-of-the-world panic. They were as profoundly delighted to be
rid of him aswe eventualy were.” Kasine shook his head at the memory of it.

“For alittle while we found him to be quite entertaining, until his dementia grew repetitive and we decided
to resolve the matter. Hisillusion of Solarianism was strong enough to make the credulous believeit.
Many of the lesser races are vulnerable to such convictions, particularly when they are propounded by
convincing speakers. But we aren’t foolish octopeds here. We have not become dominant by accident.
Fedling that it would have been impolite not to assist our friends the Quamisians, we determined to
provide them with the benefits of our superior ingght insofar asthis troublesome individua was
concerned. That isto say, we cured him inthe end.”

“How?

Kasine organized the recollection precisdy before resuming. “1 was only margindly involved in that
particular matter, but the final report naturally had to pass my desk prior to filing. A complete
physiological aswell as menta workup was performed on our many-limbed visitor, subsequent to which,
if I remember aright, we fed him a coated pellet of sodium and followed it with ajar of water.
Whereupon he surrendered his stupidities with much fuss and shouting. As| have dready mentioned, he
was an articulate individual. His e ogquence was never more ingpired than at that time.

“He confessed his purely Quamistic origin shortly before hisinsides exploded.” Kasine wagged his head
in patronizing regret. “ Unfortunately, he did not long survive his confesson. The Quamisian authorities
were very understanding. So that you cannot possibly misunderstand my meaning, as you seem to have
donewith Dilmur, | will tel you that he died. Very noisly, too.”

“Bet you enjoyed every ingtant of it,” said Lawson.
“Asl told you, | was only marginally involved and was not present at the resolution. | dislike amess”
Lawson eyed the enormous body. “It will be worse when it syour turn.”

“Isthat s0? Well, let metell...” He stopped as something that sounded like alittle gong boomed softly in
the depths of his desk. Fedling around hisright ear, he adjusted hisinserted receiving module and
listened. Lawson waited patiently, legs crossed, hands folded againgt his stomach, blissfully uninterested
in whatever unseen figures might or might not be saying about him.

After awhile Kasine blinked and histhick fingersfell from thetiny insert. He Sared across the imposing
desk, histone ominous. “Two officerstried to enter your ship.”

“That wasfoolish.”



All pretext at jovia banter gone, the interrogator said heavily, “They are now lying on the ground outside,
to al gppearances completely paralyzed. Their companions on the scene are reluctant to attempt
recovery of the bodies without some explanation of what happened for fear of suffering the samefate.”

“What did | tdl you?’ commented Lawson, rubbing it in.

Smacking afat hand on the desk, Kasine made hisvoice loud and his manner threatening. “What caused
it?”

Lawson gazed thoughtfully ceilingward. “Like dl your kind, they aredlergicto formic acid. It safact |
hed ascertained in advance.”

“Thenit'snot fatd?’ said Kasine, exhibiting surprising knowledge of afield outsde hisimmediate redlm
of expertise.

“Not inthe dightest. At least, not in the doses your two nosy-types received.” He gave acareless shrug.
“A shot of diluted ammoniawill cure them and they’ll never have your species equivaent of rheumatics
aslong asthey live. Given your number of limbs, I’d regard that as afair trade for abrief moment of
inconvenience. When they come around they’ |l be more disoriented than anything else.” He smiled softly.
“I wouldn't give them their weapons back for aday or so. They might have atough timetelling old
friends from percelved enemies. Nothing to mess up friendship like alittle panicky shooting.”

“1 want no abstruse technicalities.” Kasine stone had turned harsh. “1 want to know what caused it. |
want to know the exact cause and method of ddlivery, if it was mechanica or organic or something ese”

“Probably Freddy,” thought Lawson, little interested. “Or maybe it was Lou. Or possibly Buzwuz.”

“Buzwuz?’ Kasine s eyes came up abit from their fatty depths. He wheezed awhile before he said, “ The
communique informs me that insofar as observers were able to determine, both comatose officerswere
stabbed in the back of the neck by something tiny, orange-colored, and winged. What wasit?’

“A Solarian.”

His self-control beginning to dip, Kasine became louder. “If you are a Solarian, which you are nat, this
other thing cannot be a Solarian too.”

“Why not?’ Lawson inquired curioudy.

Theinterrogator calmed himself with an effort. Like Dilmur, he accepted this biped’ sfluency becauseit
was ademongtrablefact, and like the interviewer he found himsdlf experiencing serious doubts asto its
menta competence.

“I should think the answer intuitively obvious. Becauseit isatotdly different kind of being. It has not the
dightest resemblance to you in any one respect.”

“Afraid you rewrong there.”
Kasnewasfighting to control hisbreething. “Why?’

“Itisintdligent.” Lawson examined the other asthough curious about an € ephant with atrunk at both
ends. “Since you seem to find the basic notion so remarkable, et metdll you that intelligence has nothing
whatever to do with shape, form, or size. It has nothing to do with coloration, or the number of limbs, or
the design of one' seyes. It iswholly an unquantifiable characterigtic.”



“Doyou cdl it inteligent to stab someonein the neck?’ asked Kasine pointedly.

“In the circumstances under which the action took place, yes. Besides, the resulting condition isharmless
and eadily curable. That’s more than you can say for an exploded belly.”

“Itisnot my department soit’snot for meto say what will happen, but one thing you can rest assured of :
WEe Il do something about this.” Theinterrogator made the lightly veiled threat openly.

“Itwon't be easy,” Lawson assured him. “ Take Buzwuz, for instance. One tough little arthropod. Though
he' ssmall even for abumblebee from Cdlis, he could lay out Six horsesin arow before he had to squat
down someplace and generate more acid.”

“Bumblebee?’ Kasine' s browstried to draw together over thick rolls of flesh, his expression as knotted
as histhoughts. “Horses?’

“Forget them,” advised Lawson. “Y ou know nothing of either. Exposition would take time and do you no
good anyway.”

“Maybe 0, but | do know this: Whatever they are, they won't like it when we bring up an armored
vehicdleand useit tofill your ship with alethd gas”

“Not only won't they mind, they’ Il laugh themsdves silly. And it won't pay you to make my vessdl
uninhebitable”

“ NO?I

“No! Because those aready out of it, and knowing the guys| assure you that some of them have already
been enjoying your cool if depressingly overcast climate, will haveto stay out. Most of the otherswill get
out fast in spite of anything you can do to try to prevent their escape. After that, they’ | have no choice
but to settle down and live here. | would not like that if | wereyou. | wouldn't carefor it onelittle bit.”

“Wouldn't you?’

“Not if | wereyou, which, fortunately, | am not. A world soon becomes mighty uncomfortable when
you' ve got to share it with hard-to-catch, highly intelligent enemies steadily breeding athousand to your
one.” He looked thoughtful. “I don’t believe any of them have bred in quite awhile. | think they’ d take to
the task with red enthusasm.”

Kasine twitched, queried with some apprehension, “Mean to say they’ll actually remain here and increase
that fast?’

“What else would you expect them to do once you' ve taken away their sanctuary? Go jump in the lake
just to please you? On board the ship there are factors present, both chemical and socid, that serveto
inhibit their natura reproductive tendencies. Take the ship and those influences away and you remove all
restraints. They’ll reproduce like mad and revel in every minute of it.” He looked meaningfully around the
room.

“It may not be Cdlis, but thisworld would provide a suitable home. They' reintdligent, | tell you, and
more adaptable than you can imagine. The harder you' d strive to repress them, the faster they’ d breed
and the more actively they’ d react. Take it from me, the result would be a most uncomfortable
environment for any non-Calisian. Render their present home untenable and they will survive eveniif they
have to paralyze every one of your kind and make it permanent.”

“How then if we dropped athermonuclear device on the Ste?’



Lawson shook his head sadly. “ Y ou redlly do have a one-track mind, don’t you? Narrow gauge, to

boot. | told you, no matter what you try, some of them will escape. Anything you can think of they’ve
aready thought of and discarded as unworkable. Keep in mind that a Callisan doesn't offer much of a
target to track, and | can guarantee you any trackers would be worse than discouraged after afew of
them suffered repeated jolts. Nor would Lou and the others make a dash for open country. Callisansare
quite comfortable in an urban habitat. They’ d likely head straight for the nearest city and take up
residence there before spreading out to other areas. Try exterminating them and you' d have to take your
own habitat gpart... and that still wouldn’t stop them.”

Theimagesthis scenario caled forth were sufficiently graphic to force the interrogator to stiflearising
twitch. He was rescued from the need to formulate areply by the muffled gong within the desk. Fingering
his earpiece, he listened again, scowled, and then dropped his hand. For a short while he sat sillently,
glowering across the desk. When hefinaly did spesk it was with fresh irritation.

“Twomore,” hesad. “Flat out.”
Regigtering athin smile, Lawson suggested, “Why not leave my ship alone and let me see Markhamwit?’

“Get thisinto your head,” retorted Kasine. “If any and every crackpot who choseto land on this planet
could walk straight in to see the Great Lord there would have been trouble long ago. The Gresat Lord
would have been assassinated ten times over.”

“He must be popular.”

“Y ou areimpertinent. Regardless of the surviva status or offensive capabilities of any smal, winged
things that may presently happen to inhabit your ship, it remainsthat they are there and you are here.
Whilethey may be temporarily able to defend their vessal and protect themselves, thereis nothing they
can do for you. Y ou do not appear to redlize the peril of your own position. This does not upset me
because | understand and therefore am willing to exercise a certain degree of patience. It isacommon
failing among delusiond types such as yoursdf, for which we have an extensve variety of cures” Leaning
forward with agrunt of discomfort, theinterrogator hushed histonesin sheer ave a himself.

“Outside that door are those empowered merely to obey orders or ask questions. They will respond
without questions or qualms to whatever directives| may chooseto issue. They are obedient and
responsive, efficient and thorough. Nothing more. Here, within thisroom, it is different. Here, | make
decisons”

“Takesyou along timeto get to them.” Lawson was unimpressed.

Ignoring histone, the other went on. “1 suggest you pay closer attention to me. Also, a more respectful
attitude would go along ways toward assuring your continued good hedlth.” Thick fingers rapped
expectandy on the smooth surface of the desk.

“Itiswholly up to meto decide whether or not your mouth givesforth facts. If | deemyou aliar, | can
decide whether or not it isworth turning to less tender means of obtaining the truth. If | think you and
your particular delusions too petty to make even your truths worth having, | can decide when, where, and
how we shal dispose of you.” He dowed down by way of extraemphasis. “All thismeansthat | can
order your immediate death.”

As phlegmatic as ever, the dien replied without hesitation. “Theright to blunder isn’t much to boast
about.”

“I do not think your effective remova would be an error,” Kasine countered. “ As mentioned, those



cregturesin your ship areimpotent so far asthisroom is concerned. Even if you could activate some kind
of sgnd or darm they could not arrivein time to help. What isto prevent me from having you
destroyed?’

“Nothing,” Lawson informed him smply.

“Ah!” Sightly surprised by thisfrank admission, the fat face became gratified. “Y ou agree that you are
helplessto save yoursdf?’

“In oneway, yes. In another, no.”
“Your intentiona obtusenesstriesmy patience.”
“And your ingstence on refusing to see reason triesmine.”

Kasine sighed. “Y ou have stated that you cannot save yoursdlf from any action we may chooseto take
asregards your persona existence. Then you seem to contradict yoursdlf. Explanation?’

“There s nothing complicated about it. Y ou can have me daughtered if you wish. It will be alittle triumph
for you if you likethat sort of thing.” Lawson’s eyes came up, looked levelly at the other’s. “It would be
wisest if you enjoyed the triumph to the full and made the very most of it, for it won't last long.”

“Won't it?”

“Pleasureisfor today. Regrets are for tomorrow. After the feadt, the reckoning.”
“Oho? And who will present the bill?”

“The Solarian Combine.”

“Thereyou go again! | would prefer that you argue with me. At least then you arerationa.” Kasine
rubbed his forehead weerily. “ The Solarian Combine. | am sick and tired of it. Y ou’ d think that our
assorted fanatics and zealots would tire of it dso and find anew fetish to fixate upon, but no! The same
thing, over and over again. It'snot the only such infection, but it's certainly among the most popular.
Inventions which are the most difficult to prove are consequently the hardest to trace, which makesthem
favorites among the credulous.” He leaned back and his chair creaked.

“Forty times have | faced so-called Solarians, dl of whom proved to be maniacsin varying stages of
mental deterioration who were recently escaped or expelled from some not-too-far-away world. Despite
their often colorful individud variationsthey dl clung to the same basic obsession, until they were cured

or otherwise disabused of such notions. Such repetition and lack of imagination dulls the mind and spoils
the days of those like mysdlf who haveto ded with them. Even in my specidty one hungersfor variety, or
at least innovation.

“But I’'ll give you your duefor onething: Y ou' re the coolest and most collected of thelot.” Hefiddled
with a control benegath the rim of the desk and aglow filtered upward from the dick surface. Kasine
gazed at it for afew moments, perusing information and trying to decide on afurther course of action,
before sitting back to consider the biped once more.

“I suspect that it isgoing to be rather difficult to bring you to your senses. We may have to concoct an
entirely new techniqueto deal with you. | regret that thiswill require an dlocation of resources better
employed dsawhere.”

“Too bad,” said Lawson, sympathetically.



“Thereforel...” Kasine broke off asthe single heavy door opened and afive-comet officer enteredina
hurry. He was advancing on al four legs and bresthing hard, having come arespectable distancein a
greet rush.

“What isthis?” Kasine was morethan alittleirritated. “It is standard procedure for me not to be
interrupted at such times.” Hefolded hislower hands. “I hope you have agood excuse.”

“Apologies, sre. There has come down to us a message from the Great Lord.” The newcomer shot an
uneasy glance at Lawson before he went on. “Regardless of any conclusion to which you may have
come, you areto preserve thisarriva intact and unharmed. With regard to itsinterrogation, normal
proceedings are to be suspended forthwith and until further notice.”

“That’ staking things out of my hands,” grumbled Kasine. “Isthere no chance that | might be permitted
even ahaf day with him?’ He stared hard at Lawson. “I could guarantee at least minimd results.”

The officer was emphatic. “ The communique was quite clear. Heisto be left done and uneva uated.”
Theinterrogator sniffed disappointedly. “Am | not supposed to know the reasons?’

Hesitating amoment, the officer said, “1 was not told to keep them from you.”

“Then what are they? Don't interpolate. Let me make my own decisions. Speak up.”

“Thisexample of other-life must be kept in fit condition to talk. Reports have now comein from the
Centra Defense Nexus and e sewhere. We want to know how his ship dipped through the outsystem
detection net, how it got past the orbital and atmospheric patrols. We want to know why the vessdl
differsin design and appearance from al known types, whereit comes from, what givesit such
tremendous velocity aswell asthe ability to deceerate dmost instantaneoudy without its occupants
auffering any ill effects. In particular and as quickly as possible, we must find out the cagpabilities and
military potentia of those who built the craft.”

Kasineblinked at thisrecital. Each of these questions, he felt, wasfully loaded and liable to go bang. The
mind behind his ample features worked overtime. For al his gross bulk he was not without menta agility.
Unlike some, he had not reached his present position by chance or through persona contact In some
ways his skills exceeded hiswaistline. And one thing he' d dways been good at sniffing wasthe smell of
danger.

Asthe anxious officer waited, words and phrases whirled through Kasine' s caculating brain: dipped
pagt, origin, type of ship, tremendous vel ocity, bumblebees, the coolest and most collected. His brilliant
and sunken eyes examined Lawson again, noting the indifferent posture, the relaxed expression. Inthe
light of the newsthe officer had brought he could now perceive more clearly the characteritic of this
strange biped that inwardly had worried him mogt. It was a somewhat appalling certitude.

His mind continued to race. As he had told the dien, decisonswere made in this room. Now was not the
timefor vacillation.

Inthe end he felt impelled to take agamble. If it did not come off he had nothing seriousto lose.
If it did he would get the credit for great perspicacity.

Very dowly, Kasineinformed the officer, “1 think | can answer those questionsin part, though without
adequate interrogation time not in any specific detail. This creasture cdlaimsthat heisaSolarian. | consider
it remotely possible that he may be.”



“May bel A Solarian!” The officer stuttered a bit, backed on all fours toward the door. “ The Gresat Lord
must know of this. | will tell him of your decison a once.”

“Itisnot adecison,” warned Kasne, hagtily insuring himsdlf againgt futurewrath. “1t isno morethan a
modest opinion. It must be borne in mind that normal procedures have been interrupted prematurely and
that information gathering has been confined to a brief time-period. Given such limitationsit isredly
impossible to render any kind of decison with findity.”

“I will convey that information also,” the officer assured him.

Kasine watched the other go out. Already he was beginning to wonder whether he had adopted the
correct tactics or whether there was some other as-yet-unperceived but safer play. He had been hit hard
and fast with agreat dedl of dataimpossible to analyze on the fly. Under such circumstances rendering
any kind of assured conclusonswas fraught with risk. Y et the Great Lord was famed for his abhorrence
of equivocation, and he' d been compelled to take that into account.

Gradually his gaze turned back toward the subject of his thoughts.
Lawson sad, very comfortingly, “ Y ou' ve just saved your fat neck.”
v

Markhamwit went through the reports for the fourth time and set the portable reader asde. Rising from
the massive chair, he began to pace restlesdy up and down the audience chamber.

“I don't likethisincident. | don't carefor it at dl. | view it with the greatest suspicion. It's nebulous
around the edges and you can't get a proper grip onit.” He halted sharply. “1 fear we may bevictimsof a
Nileantrick. It would bejust like them to try and distract us from truly serious matters with a clever
sideshow like this. Much easier and chegper to St around devising diversons than to cometo gripsin
honest battle”

“That ispossble, my lord,” endorsed First Minister Ganne.

Markhamwit turned pendive. “Let’ s suppose they’ ve invented an entirely new type of vessel they’ve
reason to think invincible, but questions remain about certain aspects of its performance that cannot be
evauated viasmulation. The obvious next step isto test it as conclusively as can be done at minimal risk
to themselves and to their current strategic position. They must try it out under severe conditions before
the design can be adopted and manufactured in large numbers.

“The ssimple approach would be to equip it with appropriate weaponry and send it out to participate in
combat. Thiswould provide auseful, but not conclusive, test of its cagpabiilities. To be certain of the
design’ s success this gpproach would have to be utilized on multiple occasions. In addition to being
time-consuming, it is not always easy to assess the results of such confrontations. Combat conditions
make it difficult to draw accurate conclusions about equipment performance.

“But there is another way. If it can penetrate our innermost, most sophisticated, and elaborate defenses,
namely those that safeguard the homeworld, land here and get out again without suffering incapacitating
damagetoitsdf or itscrew, it qudifies as an indisputable success. They will have achieved dl their ams
quickly and a minimum risk to personne and material. And they can do dl thiswith one ship and aclever
story taking the place of an entire squadron.”

“Quite, my lord.” Ganne had built his present status on afirm foundation of consstent agreement.

“But they can’'t be too obvious about it. For example, it would be agiveaway if it arrived with aNilean



crew aboard. Their intentions would be immediately manifest.” Markhamwit’ s expression turned sour.
“So they hunt around for and obtain the cooperation of anon-Nilean, unorthodox life-form asdly. He
comes here hiding himself behind amyth.” He smacked one pair of hands together, then the other pair,
the concussive sounds echoing through the sparse but elegantly decorated chamber.

“All thisiswell within the limits of probability. Y et, as Kasnethinks, the arriva’ s tory may betrue.”
“It was offered asa‘modest opinion’ only, my lord. Kasine apparently was adamant on that point.”

“Cautiousasdways,” Markhamwit muttered. * Given the outlandish circumstances one carmot blame him
for that.”

Ganne did not respond. Nor did he offer any direct comments of hisown on Kasing' sopinion. Privately
he doubted it but refrained from saying so. Now and again the million-to-one chance turned up, to the
confusion of al who had brashly denied its possbility. Better to equivocate as positively aspossible.
Better il to say nothing at .

“Get me Zigstrom,” decided Markhamwit abruptly. Ganne withdrew asmall cylinder from a pocket and
murmured into it, softly but firmly. Very little time passed before the minister looked up and gestured

appropriately.

The Great Lord fitted hisown aura plug and accepted the cylinder from Ganne. “ Zigstrom... never mind
the platitudes now, listen to me... we have many self-proclaimed authorities on the Solarian Myth. Whilel
have somewhat more important things on my mind these days| do occasondly take thetimeto sample
extant developmentsin popular culture. In the course of such samplings | have heard it said there are one
or two such specidists who believe this myth to have ared basis. Who is paramount among these?’

He listened a bit, then growled, “ Don’'t hedge with me. | want his name. He has nothing to fear.” A
pause, followed by, “ Alemph? Find him for me. | must have him here without delay.”

Passing the communications cylinder back to Ganne, he grumbled to himself, “I redly don't have time for
childish digtractions.”

“No, my lord,” the minister murmured.

“But unless this ship turns out to be amost remarkable and unprecedented illusion or clever
three-dimensiona projection, and I’m not discounting such possibilities, there is something here that
needsto be investigated. It should not take long to get to the bottom of things.”

“I quite agree, my lord.”

Markhamwit turned to gaze out the specialy shielded window that wrapped around one entire curved
end of the chamber. The city spread out below, teeming and dive. Except for moments of state when he
allowed himself to be exposed to its adulation, its streets and byways must be forever closed to him.

The multitudes outsde and their brethren € sewhere on the planet aswell as on other worldsrelied on him
to keep them safe and properly looked-after. 1t was a daunting responsibility and he had no intention of
shirking that duty, even if it meant having to take the time to persondly investigate minor ploys of the
Nileans. Behind him Ganne looked on in silent admiration. Thishe did out of love and respect for the
Grest Lord.

Also, there were conced ed devices watching.

They put the minor matter out of their minds and proceeded with business vita to the smooth operation



of the state and the conduct of the war. The required expert turned up in due course, swesaty with haste,
disheveled and obvioudy ill at ease. Having been wrenched with little in the way of explanation from his
daily routine and conveyed posthaste to the famous tower, his condition was understandable. He came
hesitantly into the room, trying not to gawk at the surroundings, and sometimes forgetting to bow low at
every second step.

The Gresat Lord looked up from his endless work and fastened his famous glower on the new arrivd. “ So
you are Alemph?’

“My lord, if Zigstrom has given you the impression that | am aleader of one of these foolish cults, | must
assureyou that...”

“Don’'t be sojittery,” Markhamwit snapped. “I wish to pick your mind, not deprive you of your bowels.”
Rising and moving to an eaborately engraved chair fashioned from an especidly lustrous materid, he
placed al four upper limbs on its dightly concave rests and fixed authoritative eyes upon the other. “|
understand that you believe that the Solarian Myth is something more than afrontier legend. | want to
know why.”

The newcomer swallowed and looked involuntarily at Minister Ganne, who urged him on with adight but
reassuring gesture.

Alemph cleared histhroat. “It ismy contention, and that of severad colleagues of like mind, that the story
has repetitive aspects that are too much for mere coincidence. There are dso other and later items |
consgder 9gnificant. Asyou can imagine, these are difficult to research, but thereis an extensive literature
relating to the subject that has been built up over aconsiderable period of time.”

“I have no more than a perfunctory knowledge of thetale,” Markhamwit informed him. “Inmy postion
I’ve neither the time nor inclination to study the folklore of our gaaxy’ s outskirts. There are more
pressing demands on my waking moments. Be more explicit. Y ou say thereisan extensve literature.
Very well. | wish examples, not alegory. And try to relax. Y ou have been brought here to talk, not to
uffer.”

Alemph plucked up courage. “ There are many stories| could relate, Sire, but awareness of the value of
your timeinduces meto restrict mysdlf to the most striking.

“At one edge of our galaxy are eight populated solar systems Situated fairly close together and arranged
inarough semi-circle. Thisloca gravitationa grouping hasatotd of thirty-nine planets. At what would
be the gpproximate center of their circleliesaninth syslem. Thisoneisquite remarkablein that it boasts
atotd of thirteen worlds, seven of which are inhabitable. However, dl are devoid of any life higher than
the Second Order animals.”

“Being quite familiar with al pertinent galactic demographics, | am aware of that much,” commented
Markhamwit. “ However, the knowledge sparks nothing of notein my memory. Go on.”

Lowering his upper body, atired Alemph assumed a more informal and comfortable four-footed stance
and was not reprimanded. Thus encouraged, he continued.

“The eight populated systems have never developed space travel, even to the present day. Their
respective technologica accomplishments run the gamut from fortified keeps and towns to advanced
electrical engineering, but none has yet to reach even their proximate moons. Y et when wefirst visited
them we found they knew many things about each other impossible to learn by mere astronomical
observation. When confronted with this seeming paradox they had a strange story to account for this
knowledge.



“They said that at some unspecified timein the distant past they’ d had repested visits from the ships of
the ElImones, alife-form occupying this ninth and now deserted system. All eight believe, and their
respective legends contend, that the Elmones ultimately intended to master them by ruthless use of
superior technology. Their distant ancestors were to be subdued and could do nothing effective to
preventit.”

“But they weren't,” Markhamwit observed.

“No, my lord. They weren't. It isat this point that the myth redlly begins. Theinhabitants of al eight
sysemstd| essentialy the same story. That isan important thing to remember. That iswhat | call too
much for coincidence.”

“Get onwithit,” ordered the Great Lord, showing atouch of impatience. “I’m quite cagpable of following
your reasoning.”

Continuing hurriedly, Alemph said, “ Just @ thistime astrange vessd emerged from the mighty gulf
between our galaxy and the next one and made itslanding in the EImones’ system, the most highly
developed inthat area. It carried acrew of two small bipeds. They claimed the seemingly impossible feat
of having crossed the gulf. They called themsdlves Solarians. There was only one piece of evidenceto
support their amazing clam: their vessel had so tremendous aturn of speed that whilein motion it could
neither be seen nor detected. Admittedly these Elmones could not have had accessto the kind of
advanced sensor technology we are familiar with today, but ill...”

“Yes, yes. And then?’

“According to the inhabitants of the other eight systems, the Elmones were by nature incurably bruta and
ambitious. They daughtered the Solarians and pulled their ship to piecesin an effort to discover its secret.
They failed absolutely. Many, many years later a second Solarian vessdl plunged out of the enormous
void. It camein search of thefirst and soon suffered the same fate. Again its secret remained inviolate.”

“I can credit that much,” said Markhamwit. “ Alien techniques are e usive when one cannot even imagine
the system of logic from which they’ ve arisen. At such times patience is of even greater vaue than
perception and skill. Why, the Nileans have been trying...” He changed his mind about going on,
snapped, “ Continue with your story.”

Alemph gestured readily. “I1t would seem from what occurred later that this second ship had borne some
means of sending out awarning signa for, many years afterward, athird and far larger vessd appeared
but made no landing. It merely circled each El-mone planet, broadcasting repested messages saying that
where death was concerned it is better to give than receive. Maybe it aso bathed each world in an
unknown beam, or momentarily embedded it in aforce field such as we cannot conceive of, or dropped
bacteriaor viruses encoded with genetic variations. Nobody knows.

“By thetimethe vessdl reached the third world in their system the derted Elmones commenced attempts
to bring it down or otherwise blast it out of the sky. For reasonsthat are not clear in the legends, but that
can beimagined, they failed utterly. The ship vanished back into the dark chasm whenceit came and to
the present day the cause of what followed has remained amatter for speculation and the source of
multiple but harmonious sagas on the eight other proximate systems.”

“And what did follow?’

“Nothing immediate. The ElImones made a hundred crude jokes about the messages that, because of their
periodic vigtations, soon became known to the inhabitants of the other eight systems. Meanwhile the
Elmones proceeded with preparations to endave their neighbors.



“A year |ater the blow fell, or it would be better to say began to fal. It dawned upon them that their
fera es were bearing no young, were indeed not even producing any eggs. Ten yearslater they were
frantic. Infifty yearsthey were numericaly weak and utterly desperate. In one hundred fifty yearsthey
had disappeared forever from the scheme of things. The Solarians had killed nobody, injured nobody,
shed not asingle drop of blood. They had contented themsalves with denying existence to the unborn.
The EImones had been eiminated with aruthlessness equa to their own but without their brutdity. They
have gone. There are now no Elmonesin our galaxy or anywherein Creation.

“Meanwhile their seven planetsremain, to dl outward intents and purposes hospitable and inviting. Since
our origina contact with them the inhabitants of the eight other systems have learned to utilize space travel
and gone voyaging and trading. But as one might imagine, nothing can persuade them to go anywhere
near the worlds of the Elmones.”

The Great Lord was slent amoment, then snorted condescendingly. “A redoubtable tale, ready-made
for the numerous charlatans who havetried to exploit it. It would be difficult to invent amore convenient
myth with which to threaten the recal citrant and unbelieving.” Markhamwit folded his primary hands.
“The credulous are dways with us. On another hand, the mgjority of usare not easily takenin by tall tales
of long ago. We require consderably more consequentia proof. Isthisal your evidence?’

“Begging your pardon, my lord,” offered Alemph. “ There are the seven inhabitable but deserted worlds
ill in existence. Allowing for individud species and societa variations, thereis precisely the same sory

told by the inhabitants of eight other systemswho remained out of touch with and unaware of each other
until we arrived. And, finally, there are these congtant rumors that my modest but energetic organization

has kept careful track of since we first were made aware of them.”

“What rumors?’

“Of small, biped-operated, and quite uncatchable ships occasiondly visiting the smalest sysems and
londliest planetswithin our sphere of exploration.”

“Bah!” Markhamwit ddivered himsdlf of aforthright and urbane gesture of derision. “Wereceive such a
report or something smilar every hundredth day. Despite the waste of time and energy involved our
vessdl s repeatedly have investigated and found nothing. Forma scientific probing has generated
absolutely nothing in theway of factud confirmation of any of these anecdotes.” He shifted in hisgresat
chair.

“Thelondy and isolated will concoct any fanciful incident likely to entice company, in the hope that they
will benefit from the contact. The Nileans doubtless fabricate afew themselves, trying to draw our forces
away from some other locality, hoping to isolate them to the point of vulnerability. Why, we blew apart
their mothership Narsan when it went to Dhurg to look into a most eegant story we' d permitted to reach
their supid ears”

“Perhaps so, my lord.” Having gone so far under a declared umbrella of immunity, Alemph was not to be
put off. “But permit me to point out that well aswe may know agreat deal of our own galaxy, we know
nothing of others. That they are composed of Smilar forms of matter, of stars and gas clouds and
mesasurable energy, this much we can determine. Unimaginable distance renders anything less massve
than stellar phenomenainvisibleto us”

Markhamwit considered, then eyed Minister Ganne. That worthy straightened sdlf-conscioudy under the
omnipotent stare. “ Do you condder it possible for an intergaactic chasm to be crossed?”’

“It seemsincredible, my lord.” Ganne was more than anxious not to commit himslf. “Even wereit
possible to overcome the physical congtraints, the sheer amount of time involved would seem to preclude



any degree of practicaity. Not being an astronautica expert | am hardly quaified to give an opinion.”

“A characteristic minigteria evasion,” scoffed Markhamwit. Resorting to his earpiece and voice
transmitter again, he asked for Sector Commander Yiedm. As soon as that worthy was put through he
demanded, “ Regardless of the practical aspect, do you think it theoretically possible for anyone to reach
usfrom the next galaxy?’ Silence while he listened, then, “Why not?” Another pause, subsequent to
which heflicked off the transmitter and turned back to the others.

“That' s hisreason: Nobody livesfor ten thousand years.”
Alemph was respectful asever. “How does he know, my lord?’

Half a dozen guards conducted James Lawson to the august presence. Uniformsimmaculate, marching
without strain in abipeda stance while clutching adifferent wegpon in each pair of hands, they drew
gares from preoccupied officias and vigting administrators asthey strode the length of the antechamber.
The quantity of highly trained force involved seemed excessvefor onesmall dien.

Reaching the end of the long, polished walk they positioned him carefully in the traditiona pot and then
formed themselvesinto a siff, expressonless row outs de the towering double doorway. Time passed.

Eventudly the subofficer in charge relaxed long enough to whisper to the prisoner. “You areto goin.” He
indicated the doors.

Lawson nodded. “Why didn’t you say s0?’
“Itisobvious” the subofficer informed him brusquely.

“Nothing isobvious,” Lawson replied. “ Everything requires consderation. For example, the section of
floor on which you are presently standing is bluewhile the one just in front of you is green. Why should
you be standing on blue instead of green?’

“Becauseitis..” The subofficer broke off, hisheavy browstwigting, his entire expression clearly
reflective of the fact that this particular notion had never occurred to him before. Glancing down &t the
polished surface beneath hisfeet, he started to take a short step forward, hesitated. His fellow guards
were watching him closely out of the corners of their eyes.

Leaving him with both thoughts and feet dightly twisted, Lawson gave a gentle push on one huge door. It
retracted with admirable ease and he stepped inside.

His approach from the entrance to the middle of the room, arespectable hike, was dow and easy, his
attitude markedly relaxed. Nothing in his manner betrayed the dightest consciousnessthat hewas very far
from home and among a strange kind. Indeed, he mooched in casudly, asif sent on aminor errand to
buy akilo of crackers.

Indicating another of the too-large chairs, Markhamwit spent most of aminute Sizing up the visitor.
Suitably unimpressed and not trying to conced it, he proceeded to voice his skepticism.

“Soyou are aSolarian?’
“lam.”
“Y ou come from another gdaxy?’

“That iscorrect.”



Markhamwit shot a now-watch-this glance at Minister Ganne before he asked, “ Granted the truth of
both statements, which | do nat, isit not remarkable that you can speak our language?’

“Not when you consider that | was chosen for that very reason.” It was manifestly evident that Lawson
was not in the least intimidated by his surroundings.

“Chosen? By whom?’

“By the Combine, of course.”

“For what purpose?’ Markhamwit demanded to know.
“To come here and have atalk with you.”

“ About what?”

“Thiswar you're having with the Nileans.”

“I knew it!” Entwining his primary arms, the Grest Lord looked satisfied. “1 knew the Nileanswould
comeinto thissomewhere.” His chuckle was harsh. “ They are amateurish in their schemings, but what
can one expect of such an unimaginative species? The least they could have done for you wasthink up a
protective device better than amere myth. Asarmor it strikes me as appalingly inadequate.”

“I amlittleinterested in protective devices,” said Lawson cardesdy. “ Theirs or yours.”
Markhamwit’ sface did into hiskind' s equivdent of afrown. “Why not?’
“l anaSolarian.”

“Isthat 0?7’ He showed histeeth: thin, white, and pointed in front. Though omnivores, his people had a
tendency to prefer the denser varieties of protein. “In that case our war with Nileais none of your
busness”

“Agreed. Weview it with splendid indifference.”

An unsattling feding that he was overl ooking something significant nagged at the Great Lord. “ Then why
cometo talk about it?*

“Because we object to one of its consegquences.”

“Towhich onedo you refer?’ In truth Markhamwit was no more than mildly curious.
“Both sdesareroaming theinterstellar reachesin armed vessds and looking for trouble.”
“What of it?’

Lawson spoke carefully to insure that he was perfectly understood. “ The void between worldsisfree. It
bel ongs to everyone and anyone with a desire to explore, trade, share cultura peculiarities, or smply
wander about in search of nothing in particular. Spaceisvag, but finite. Within that vastness smdll,
artificia objectslike shipsare easily distinguished. They should not be interfered with. No matter what
proprietary rights a species may claim for aplanet or system, the void between starsis common
property, if one accepts the definition of near-vacuum as aform of property. It belongsto Lifeitself, not
to thisor that particular life-form just because it happensto have abigger stick or more advanced
technology than its neighbor. Where the void is concerned, existence confers equaity.”



“Who says 07" demanded Markhamwit, scowling.
“Wesay s0.”

“Redly?” Amazed and amused by the sheer impudence of it, the Greet Lord invited afurther display by
asking, “ And what makes Solariansthink they can lay down the law?’

“We have only one reason.” Lawson’s gaze took on a certain rarefied coldness. “We have the power to
enforceit.”

The other rocked back, glanced at Minister Ganne, found that worthy studioudy examining the celling.
“You'revery assured,” Markhamwit commented evenly.
“We have reason to be.”

“And | supposethat you have codified thislittle principle you have so hel pfully compounded for the sake
of others?’

“I'll keep it as smple and straightforward as possible so that anyone can understand it,” Lawson replied
readily. “Thelaw we have established and intend to maintain isthat every space-traveraing vessd shdl
have the right of unobstructed passage between worlds, regardless of species or world of origin,
regardless of philosophica or theologica bent, regardless of any other aliances or partnershipsit may
have otherwise established.

“What happens once it enters the outer atmosphere of any planet does not concern us unlessit happens
to be one of our own.” He paused amoment, glacia-eyed, and added, “ Then it does concern us very

Markhamwit did not like that. He didn’t like it onelittle bit. It smacked of an open threat and his natura
ingtinct was to react with a counter-threst. But the interview with Alemph was sill fresh in hismind and
he could not rid his thoughts of certain phrasesthat kept running around and around like adire warning.

“Fifty yearslater they were weak and desperate. In ahundred fifty yearsthey were gone... forever!”

Hefound himsdf wondering againgt hiswill whether even now the ship in which thissingular biped had
arrived was ready to broadcast or radiate an invisible, unshieldable power designed to bring about the
sameresult. It was ahorrid thought. Asamethod of coping with incurably antagonitic life-formsit was
S0 perfect because so permanent. It smacked of the appalling technique of Nature herself, who never
hesitates to exterminate abiological error. Therewas afindity to it that took hold of one' sthoughts and
would not |et go.

That was the beauty of it, of course. Asanew type of threat he had no ready parry for it. Perhapsthe
Nileans deserved more credit than he had given them.

Contrariwise, one tended to think that this biped was talking out of the back of his neck. The tendency
was born of hopethat it was nothing but a tremendous bluff waiting to be called. One could cdll it dl too
easly by removing the bluffer’ s head and tearing his ship apart.

Asthe ElImoneswere said to have done.
What Elmones? There were nonel

Suppose that it was not bluff?



Much as he hated to admit it even to himsdlf, a Situation he had expected to require no more than afew
moments of histime was shaping up into atough one. If infact it was a cunning Nilean subterfuge it was
becoming good enough to prove mighty awvkward. It was astonishing what could be accomplished with
incredible gal and aclever line of patter. If nothing ese, the perpetrators had succeeded not only intying
up hisinvaluable attention but in actually worrying him. He conceded the fact with greet reluctance.

Consider what was known: a ship had been dumped on thisworld, the governmental center of a
powerful system at war. On the strength of an ancient fable and its pilot’ s glib tongue it claimed the ability
to erilize the entire planet. Therefore it was, in effect, either amock-bomb or ared one. The only way
to ascertain its true nature was to hammer on its detonator and try to makeit explode.

Could he dare?

Playing for time, Markhamwit pointed out, “War isatwo-sded affair. Our warships are not the only
ones patrolling in space.”

“Weknow it,” Lawson avowed. “Did you think we believed you were fighting with yourseves? The
Nileansare dso being dedt with.”
Markhamwit sat up straighten “What do you mean they’re being ‘ dedlt with’ ?’

“I mean that the same common sense I’ m trying without much luck to pass aong to you is smultaneoudy
being conveyed to your erswhile foes”

“So you' ve another ship there?’

“Yes” Lawson registered afaint grin. “The Nileans are stuck with the same problem, and doubtless are
handicapped in their reactions by the dark suspicion that it’s another of your tricks.”

The Great Lord perked up. It gave him malicious satisfaction to think of the enemy in ajam and cursing
him for it. Then hismind suddenly perceived away of at least partidly checking the truth of the other’s
statements. Keeping his eyes on the biped to check its reaction, he turned to Ganne.

“That neutral world of Vaile il has contact with both Sdes. Aretheir communicationsfacilities
congdered up to the current norm?’

“I believe so, my lord, though it would require amoment to ascertain that fact for certain.”

“Go beam it aquery. Explain that we have aformal diplomatic request that will in no way compromise
their neutraity. Asafavor to us, have them ask if the Nileans are presently dedling with the crew of a
vesse dlaming to be of Solarian origin.”

“Immediately, my lord.” Ganne went out. Despite the speed at which subspace communications travel ed,
areply could not be expected before nightfall. It would take time for the Vaileansto receive the query,
ponder the request, compose the requested communication, shift it to Nilea, and wait for aresponse.

Y et the minister was back in afew moments.

Shaken and nervous, he reported, “ Communications Central says that a message was received from
Vaileashort timeago. A smilar question has been put to us at the request of the Nileans.”

“Hah!” Despite anaturd reluctance, Markhamwit found himself being unwillingly pushed toward
Alemph’sway of looking at the matter. Folklore, he decided, might possibly be founded on fact. Indeed,
it was more likely to have a positive basis than not. Long-term effects had to have faraway causes. Were



there not ample examples within his own culture of tales dismissed aslegend, only to be resurrected as
truth by industrious archaeol ogists and historians? How many times had diligence and arefusal to be
swayed from on€e' s beliefs turned fancy into fact?

Then, just as he was nearing the conclusion that Solarians actudly did exigt, it struck him with awful force
that if thiswas a crafty stunt pulled by the Nileans they could be depended upon to back up their stooge
in every foreseeable manner. This meant they would have done their best to anticipate every possible,
reasonabl e reaction on the part of their foe. The cdl through Vaile that had just comein could be nothing
more than a carefully planned byplay designed to lend verismilitude to their deception. If that wasthe
case, it meant that he was correct in hisinitid assumption: the Solarian Myth was rubbish.

These two violently opposed aspects of the matter had him in aquandary. Hisirritation mounted because
one used to making swift and fina decisions cannot bear to squat on the horns of adilemma. And hewas
S0 squating.

With a gesture he could shift the spatia position of dozens of warships and thousands of highly trained
fighters. A few wordsfrom hislips could cause the popul ations of entire continentsto tremble or cheer.
With an expression, he could ater the destinies of powerful individuas of many species. All thishe
accomplished with skill, intelligence, and greet cunning.

Now he was being asked to take extraordinary action based solely on the veracity of afable. It wasan
incredible Stuation.

Obvioudy riled, he growled at Lawson, “ The right to unobstructed passage covers our vessals as much
asanyoneese's”

“It covers no warship bearing ingtructions to track, intercept, question, search, or detain any other craft it
considers sugpicious,” declared the dien. “Violators of the law are not entitled to claim protection of the
law.”

“Can you tdl me how to conduct awar between systems without sending armed ships through space?”’
asked Markhamwit, bitterly sarcastic.

Lawson waved an indifferent hand. “We aren’t the least bit interested in that problem. It isyour own
worry.”

“It cannot be done!” Markhamwit shouted.

“That's most unfortunate.” Lawson was afont of false sympathy. “It creates an awful state of no-war.”
“Areyou trying to be funny?’

“Is peacefunny?’

“War isaserious matter,” bawled Markhamwit, striving to retain agrip on histemper. Hewould not let
this absurd conversation get the better of him. 1t cannot be ended with amereflick of thefinger.”

“That fact should be bornein mind by those who so nonchaantly start them.” Lawson was quite
unmoved by the Great Lord' sire.

“The Nileans garted it.”

“They say that you did.”



“They areincorrigibleliars”

“That' stheir opinion of you, too.”

A menacing expression on hisface, Markhamwit snarled softly, “ Do you beieve them?’
“We never believe opinions.”

“Y ou are evading the question.” Markhamwit felt much more comfortable with thisline of inquiry. He
was used to driving home a point with al the force and energy of aspear thrust. His persistence was
razor-sharp and few could wiggle free of it. He was determined that this devious aien would not be
among the exceptions.

“I am not asking you to confirm an opinion, only to render one,” he continued relentlessly. “ Somebody
hasto bealiar. Who do you think it is?’ Fully dert, he awaited areply.

The biped considered. “We haven't looked into the root causes of your dispute. It isnot our woe. So
without any data to go upon we can only hazard aguess.”

“Go ahead and do some hazarding, then,” Markhamwit invited. He licked expectant lips.

Undeterred by the other’ s attitude, Lawson complied. “Probably both sides have little regard for the
truth. It isthe usua setup. When war breaks out the unmitigated liar comesinto hisown. His heyday lasts
for the duration. After that, the victorious liars hang the vanquished ones.”

Had this viewpoint been one-sided Markhamwit could have taken it up with suitable fury. A two-sided
opinion isdisconcerting. I’ s dippery. One cannot get an effective grip oniit.

Having failed to receive aresponse he could ded with in traditional terms, he changed his angle of attack.
“Let’ ssuppose | rgject your law or principle or whatever it isand have you shot forthwith. A less eegant
solution than continued philosophica discourse, perhaps, but gratifyingly conclusive. What happens
then?’

“You'll besorry.”
“I have only your word for that.”
“If you want proof you know how to get it,” Lawson pointed out.

It was an impasse over which the Gresat Lord brooded with the maximum of disgust. He wasredlizing for
thefirgt time that by great daring and an apparent disregard for persona consequences, one creature
could defy aworld of others. A threat backed up by weapons was easy to dedl with. Y ou countered
with wegpons of your own.

But athreat backed up only by another threat, which in turn was backed up by still another, could only
be countered with threats of one' s own. It became a battle of words, in which thousands of heavy
weapons and highly trained soldiers were rendered extraneous. It was pregnant with possibilities of which
he had never previoudy thought. Some ingenious use could have been made of it, to the great discomfort
of the enemy... assuming that the enemy had not thought of it first and was now using it againgt him.

There wasthered crux of the matter, he decided. Somehow, anyhow, he had to find out whether the
Nileans or one of their dlieshad ahand in this affair. If they had, they would make every effort to conced
thefact. If they had not, they would be only too willing to show him that histroubles were aso theirs.



But then again, how degp wastheir cunning? How well had they thought this out, how many possihilities
and reactions had they considered and prepared for? Was it more than equal to his own perceptive
abilities? Despite the endless reams of propaganda, despite dl the insults and name-calling he knew that
they respected his skills. They would never precipitate aploy of such deviousnessif it required
underestimating his competence.

How long had they prepared for this? Asto any request for proof, might they not be ready and willing to
hide the truth behind a smoke screen of pathetically eager cooperation?

If this new ship actualy was asecret Nilean production or even aclever technica illusion of somekind, it
followed that those who could construct one could equaly well congtruct two. Also the unknown dien
world that had provided a biped stooge plus some winged, stinging creatures could as easily provide a
second set of pseudo-Solarians.

Even now another fake extra-gal actic vessel and crew might be conveniently grounded on Nilean
territory, awaiting the ingpection of hisown or some mutualy agreed-upon neutral deputation; everything
intricately staged and orchestrated to convince him that fiction was fact and thereby persuade him to
recd| dl warshipsfrom their patrol assgnments.

Evenif dl vessdls s0 recdled were maintained on active stlandby, that would leave thefoe aclear field for
long enough to enable them to grasp the find victory that had €luded both sidesfor so long. Heand his
kind would know that they had been taken for aride only when it wastoo late. Almost the sole crumb of
comfort he could find was the thought that if thiswas not an impudent hoax of colossal proportions, if all
this mystic Solarianism was genuine and true, then the Nileans themsdalves were being tormented by
exactly the same processes of reasoning.

At thisvery moment they might be viewing with serious misgivings the very outfit that was causng dl this
bother, wondering whether or not the aien ship and crew they were dedling with were supporting
evidence born of the Great Lord’ slimitless foresight.

Thispicture of the Nileans predicament served to soothe hisliver sufficiently to let him ask, “In what way
do you expect me to acknowledge this law of yours?’

Lawson sad, “ By ordering theimmediate return of al armed vesselsto their homeworlds, orbital docking
dations, satdllite staging areas, or other bases.”

“They’ll beafat lot of useto usjust Stting on their home stations.”

“I don't agree. They will till bein fighting trim and ready to oppose any attack. We deny nobody the
right to defend themsdlves”

“That' s exactly what we re doing right now,” declared Markhamwit. “ Defending oursaves.”
“The Nileans say the same.”

“| was given to understand that you were fluent in our language. Did you not just hear metell you that
they are determined and persistent liars?’

“I know, | know.” Lawson brushed it aside like a subject already worn thin. “ Since for the sake of
convenience We |l dso make the assumption that you are fluent in your own tongue, | will spell it out one
moretimein terms not even a professiona administrator could confuse.

“So far aswe are concerned you can smother every one of your own worlds under an immense load of
warships ready to annihilate the first attacker that pokes a hostile nose or other applicable organ into your



system. Buit if these vesselsfight at dl it must bein defense of their own territory. They must not roam
around wherever they please and carry the war someplace else.”

1] Bljt_"”

“Moreover,” Lawson went on, “you can have amillion ships meandering fredly through space if you wish.
Their numbers, routes, or destinations will be nobody’ s business, not even ours. We won'’t object so long
as each and every one of them is apeaceful trader or explorer going about itslawful businessand in no
way interfering with other people' s ships”

“Youwon't object?” Again Markhamwit found histemper sorely tried by the other’ sairy
sdf-confidence. “ That ismost gracious of you!”

From his seet in the oversized chair Lawson eyed him coolly. “The strong can afford to be gracious. We
consder it among the highest of obligations.”

“Areyou ingnuating that we are not strong?’
“Reasonablenessis strength. Irrationality isweskness.”
“Arewe now to have argument by aphorism?’

“Many words seem to have no effect on you. Instead of lengthy detail, perhaps ill greater smplicity isin
order.”

Banging afist on agleaming chair asam Markhamwit declaimed, “ There are many things| may be, but
thereisonething | annot: | am not irrational.”

“It remainsto be seen,” murmured Lawson significantly.

“And it will be seen! | have not becomethe ruler of agreat system by virtue of accident. | did not achieve
my present exalted status through fortuitous timing and sheer good luck. My people do not serve under a
leader whose sole qudification isimbecility. Nor am | credulous. Given time for thought and introspection
plusthe loya support of those beneath me, | can cope with this Situation or any other that may come

dong”
“I hope so,” offered Lawson in pious tones. “ For your own sake.”

Markhamwit leaned forward, exposed his teeth once more, and spoke dowly. “No matter what decison
| may come to or what consegquences may follow, the skin presently in danger isnot mine. It isyours”
He straightened up, made amotion of dismissd. Ganneimmediatdly snapped to attention. “I will give my
answer in the morning. Until then, | suggest you do plenty of worrying about yourself.”

Rising, Lawson turned and sauntered unhurriedly toward the immense doorway. Both the Great Lord
and the Firgt Minigter followed him with their eyes.

At the portal he turned to look back. “A Solarian deeply concerned about his own fate would be rather
like one of your hairs bothered about falling out.” He stared hard at the Great Lord. “ The hair goesand is
lost and becomes one with the dust, but the body remains.”

“Meaning... 7’ sngpped Markhamwit. Hewas sick and tired of these pithy alien axioms, convinced he'd
wasted too much time on the matter aready.

“You'renot dealing with me asan individua,” Lawson explained. “Y ou are deding with my kind.”



Vv

Alert and waiting, the impressive escort accompanied Lawson to the interrogation center and left him at
the precise spot where they had firgt picked him up. Going through the barrier, he closed it behind him,
thus shutting himsdf off from their view. In aleisurely manner he ambled past desksand large
workstations where examiners and processors looked up from their assgnmentsto watch him
uncertainly. He had reached the main exit before anyone saw fit to dispute his progress.

An incoming three-comet officer barred hisway.“Where are you going?’
Lawson smiled pleasantly. “Back to my ship.”
The other showed vague surprise. “Y ou have seen the Gresat Lord?’

“Of course. | have only now just left him.” With aconfiding air he added, “We had amost interesting
conversation. A great many meatters of vital importance were discussed in an atmosphere of freedom and
mutua respect. Unfortunately, nothing was resolved and so the discourse will have to be continued. He
wishesto consult with me again firgt thing in the morning.”

“Doeshe?’ The officer’ seyes hugely magnified Lawson’simportance. It did not take him morethan a
gplit second to conceive asimple piece of logic: to look after Markhamwit’ s guest would be to please
Markhamwit himsdlf. So with praiseworthy opportunism he said, “1 will get avehicle and run you back.”

“That isvery consderate of you.” Lawson looked at the three comets asif they were Six.

It lent zip to the other’ s eagerness. While he moved off and spoke into a voice cylinder, other officers,
common troopers, and administrative personnel came and went through the entrance. Only afew
bothered to glance longer than a second in the biped’ s direction. Strange life-forms were a frequent
presence in the tower and nothing to lose worktime over.

The aircar was forthcoming in double-quick time, sped away before Dilmur or Kasine or anyone else
could intervene to question the propriety of |etting the biped run loose. The vehicle' s speed was high, its
driver inclined to be garrulous. Lawson relaxed in contemplation of the urban environs and shortly
theregfter, the somewhat desolate countryside. Why otherwise apparently sentient beings should choose
to pack themselvesinto such ponderous concentrations as cities was a continuing mystery to him. It could
not be pleasant.

“The Great Lord isamost exceptiona person,” the driver was saying, hoping it might be repeated in his
favor on the morrow. Privately he thought Markhamwit apompous stinker. “ Heisfamed as much for his
discerning intellect as for his adminigtretive abilities. We are most fortunate to have such aleader in these
tryingtimes”

“Y ou could have oneworse,” agreed Lawson, blandly damning Markhamwit with faint praise.
“Heisamost exceptiona personage,” the officer continued obsequioudy. “A unique persondity.”
“I won't argue with you on that one.”

“I remember once...” The other broke off and brought the vehicle to an abrupt stop, scowling toward the
sde of the guideway while the powerful engine hummed softly. In arasping voice he demanded of the
new object of hisattention, “Who gave you ordersto stand there?’

“Nobody,” admitted Y adiz dolefully.



“Then why are you there?’
“He cannot be somewhere dse,” remarked Lawson.

Clearly, the officer had not expected that the aien might choose to comment on the matter of acommon
trooper’ s current disposition. He blinked, studied the view forward for awhile, then twisted to face his

passenge.
“Why can't he?”

“Because wherever he happensto be is there. Obvioudy he cannot be where heisn't.” Lawson smiled
pleasantly and sought confirmation from Y adiz. “ Can you?’

Something snapped, for the officer promptly abandoned all further discusson, activated the aircar’ s door,
and snarled at the soldier. “Get inside, you gaping idiot!”

Yadiz got in, handling hiswegpon asif it could bite him with both ends. The driver manipulated controls
and the door closed with asoft hiss, whereupon they accelerated forward. For the remainder of thetrip
the officer hunched over the controls, chewed steadily at histhick bottom lip, and said not aword. Now
and again his eyebrows knotted with the strain of thought as he made vain attempts to sort out the
unsortable.

At the now heavily patrolled perimeter that had been set up agoodly distance from thetiny dien ship, the
paunchy individua who had first consigned the arriva to the interrogation center watched the aircar ease
to astop and settle to the ground. Frowning, he came over to confront the occupants as they emerged.

“Sothey havelet it go?’

“Yes,” said the driver, knowing no better.
“Whom did it see?’

“The Grest Lord himsdlf.”

The other gave alittle jump, viewed Lawson with embarrassed respect, and took some of the authority
out of histones.

“They didn't say what isto be done about these four casudties we' ve suffered?’
“Made no mention of them,” the driver replied. “Maybe they should be moved.”

“We can’t do that without authority. Until then loca trestment will have to suffice, dthough | can't say as
how our team medics are having any luck.”

Lawson chippedin, “I’ll tend to them. Where are they?”’

“Over there.” The portly officer gestured toward a protected dip in the rocks. “As| said, we couldn’'t
shift them pending indructions.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered. They’ d have recovered by thistime tomorrow anyway.”
Theofficer looked rdlieved. “It isn't fatd, then?’

“Not at dl.” Lawson was most reassuring. “1’ [l go get them ashot of stuff that will bring themto lifein
two ticks.”



He went toward the ship. The driver climbed moodily into hisvehicle and headed back toward the
sprawling metropolis. On the way back, hisforehead would occasionally twist and furrow as hetried and
failed to shake free of apersstent mental itch.

The cresture perched on the rim of thelittle control room’s single small observation port was the size of
Lawson' sfigt. Long extinct Terran beeswould have thought it amutant giant among their kind, though the
relationship was more visud than biologica. Modern Cdlisians might have regarded their ancient Terran
counterparts as backward pygmies had there been any rea consciousness of Callisianism or Terranism or
any other form of planetary parochiaism.

The Cdllisans somewhat resembled Terran hymenopterain shape, generd coloration, and thelr ability to
deliver apotent sing. Internaly they were very different. Convergent evolution, some might have caled it.
Lawson preferred the more pungent term “ depraved,” which the Callisians accepted with good humor.
They had their own piquant descriptions for endoskeletal, soft-bodied, ground-bound bipeds.

At thisfar-advanced stage in the devel opment of an entire local grouping of worlds, there had ceased to
be an acute awareness of worldly origin, shape, or species. A once essential datum in the environment
had been discarded and no longer entered into the computations of anyone. The biped was not mentally
biased by his own bipedal form; the insect not obsessed by itsinsectile condition. They knew themsalves
for what they were; namely, Solarians, and two aspects of one colossa entity that had a thousand other
facets elsewhere.

Indeed, the close-knit relationship between life-formsfar apart in shape and size but sharing atitanic
oneness of psyche had developed to the point where they could and did hold mentd intercoursein a
manner not truly telepathic. It was* sef-thinking,” the naturad communion between parts of an enormous
whole.

So Lawson had no difficulty in converaing with a creature that had no aura sense adequately attuned to
the range of his voice, no tongue with which to speak. The communication came easier than any voca
method, was clear and accurate, [eft no room for linguistic or semantic booby traps, no need to explain
the meaning of meaning. It proceeded with the clarity of truth and the utter absence of deception,
hesitancy, or uncertainty. The Solarians would have found none of thisin any way especidly remarkable.
If you didn’t think, you didn’t have anything to say, and anything you thought could not be misconstrued.

Heflopped into the pilot’ s seet, gazed meditatively through the narrow port, and opined, “1’m not
sanguine about their being reasonable.”

“It does not matter,” commented the other. “ The end will bethe same.”

“True, Buzwuz, but unreasonableness meanstime and trouble. There are other matters of importance that
need attending to, other kinds of lifeto belived.”

“Too much conscientiousnessis bad for the circulation. Timeis endless; trouble another namefor fun,”
declared Buzwuz, being profound. He employed his hind legsto clean the rear part of hisvelvet jacket.

Lawson said nothing. His attention shifted to acurioudy three-dimensiond image invisbly fastened to the
nearest wall. 1t depicted four bipeds, one of whom was a swart dwarf; aso one dog wearing sunglasses,
sx huge bee-things, ahawklike ornithorp with grasping digits positioned halfway adong each wing, a
tusked monster vaguely resembling a prick-eared elephant, something elselike aland crab with
long-fingered handsin lieu of claws, three peculiarly shapeless entities whose naturd radioactivity had
fogged part of the sengtiveimage, and finally aspiderlike creature jauntily adorned in silken booties,
shimmering vest, and feathered hat.



This characterigticaly Solarian bunch were facing the image recorder in the tiff, formal attitudes favored
by abygone age, and so obvioudy were waiting for the birdie that they were unconscioudy comicd. He
treasured this scene for its eement of whimsy; also because there wasimmense sgnificancein the
amusing Smilarity of pose among creatures so manifestly unconscious of their differences. It wasapicture
of unity that is strength; unity born of ahandful of sunsand worlds and adouble-handful of planets
circling acommon gravitational core.

Theimagewasfull of old friends, companions, colleagues who were much more than that. When a
Solarian said that afriend was part of him, it was not ametaphor but a statement of fact. The depth of
this was something non-Solarians had congderable difficulty comprehending. Another pseudo-bee-mind
asingdiousas part of hisown came from somewhere outside the ship. “Want us back yet?’

“No hurry.”

“WEe re zooming around far beyond the city,” the thought went on. “Not the venue I’ d choose for
sghtseeing, but we didn’t choose thisworld. It chose us. The city itsaf isthe usua predictable, boring
exposition of technologica prowess. The sheer size of the population is depressing, but there are avery
few interesting parksfilled with plants obvioudy long exterminated from thisvicinity.”

“I’'m glad you' re not totally bored,” Lawson thought. “It’snice just to be outside. Satisfaction can be
found anywhere oneiswilling to look.” Lawson shifted in the comfortable segt. “How are thelocals
reacting to your recreationa sortie?’

“We ve shown oursalves within reach of afew of them. They swiped at uswithout hesitation. And they
meant it!” A pause, followed by, “They haveingtinctive fear of the unfamiliar. It accordswith their socid
conditionsaswell astheir current politica situation. On agroup basisit might be different, but | doubt it.
Reaction time about one-tenth. Choice of reaction: that which is swiftest rather than that which ismost
effective. They're physicaly powerful and reasonably agile given their bulk and design, but not quick.

“Visud acuity isgood... for amammalian-based physiology. Hearing less so, decreasing substantially with
modest distance. Y ou have to make considerable noise to attract their attention if they’ re not looking
directly at you.”

“I"ve been having Smilar problems,” Lawson confessed.
“Grade eight mentalities lacking unity other than that imposed upon them from above. It'ssad.”

“I know.” Lawson squirmed out of his seat asinstruments conveyed the sounds of heavy hammering on
the ship’ s shell somewhere near the Single airlock. “Don’'t go too far away, though. Y ou may haveto
comeback inarush.”

Making hisway back through the ship, which given its modest size did not take very long, he cycled the
porta and moved to the rim. Not quite level with the ground, he found himsdf looking down at a
five-comet officer. The caller had an air of irateness tempered by apprehension. Thefingersof hismiddle
hands rubbed nervoudy against one another, asif they’ d much rather be wrapped around the hafts of the
two sSidearms congpicuoudy holstered at his upper waist

His eyes kept surveying the area above Lawson’ s head or straining to see past the biped' slegslest
something el se spring out to the attack. As soon as the lock had opened he had retreated severa paces.

“Y ou're not supposed to be here,” heinformed the dien.

Lawson affected some bemusement. “Aren’'t I? Why not?’



“Nobody gave you permission to return.”

“| don't need permission,” Lawson told him.

“Y ou cannot come back without it.” The officer was adamant.

Regigtering an expression of mock bafflement, Lawson said, “ Then how the deuce did | get here?’
“I don’t know. Someone blundered. That's hisworry and not mine.”

“Wadl, what are you worrying about?’ Lawson invited. “It's plain that something’ sworrying you. Y our
expression’ sadead giveaway.”

The officer’ sface twisted. Hefindly concluded warily, “I’ ve just had a message from the city ordering
me to check on whether you are actualy here because, if s0, you shouldn’t be. Y ou ought to be at the
interrogetion center.”

“I’ve been to the interrogation center. They had me for awhile and | answered their questions and now
I’'m back here.”

“Y ou should bethere” the officer indsted.
“Doing what?’
“Awaiting ther find decisons”

“But they aren’'t going to make any.” Lawson spoke with devastating positiveness. “It iswe who will
make thefina ones”

The officer didn't like the sound of that. He considered retiring to report the gist of his conversation with
the alien to higher authorities, then decided that could be done | ater. He scowled, watched the sky, and
kept awary eye on what little he could see of the ship’s shadowy interior.

“I’ve been ingtructed that if you were found here, | should send you back to the city at once.”
“By whom?’
“Military headquarters”

“Not another one of those.” Lawson sighed heavily, asif he' d just been presented with the offer of an
utterly tastelessmedl. “ Tell them I’ m not going before morning.”

Sensing forthcoming awkwardness, the officer took another precautionary step backward. The four
troopers who had been laid out by the brightly colored flying creatures had fully recovered thanksto the
biped’ s efficient ministrations, but that didn’t mean the officer desired to replicate their experience. Fata
it might not have been, but according to the troopers it had been something other than enjoyable.

“You've got to go now,” heingsted.

“All right,” replied the biped agreeably. “Invite your superiors a headquartersto come and fetch me. I'll
wait for them.”

“They can't do that.”

“I'll say they can’'t!” agreed Lawson, with hearty emphasis.



Thiswas even lessto the vigtor’ staste. He found himself in the uncomfortable position of having to
threaten abeing who had dready treated threats as so much irksome babbling on the part of unruly
infants. Hisfingers hungered for the solidity inherent in histwin Sdearms.

“If you won't go voluntarily, you' |l haveto be taken by force.”

“Tryit”

“My troopswill receive ordersto attack.”

“That'sal right with me. Y ou go shoo them dong. Orders are orders, aren't they?’
“Yes, but...”

“And,” Lawson continued firmly, “it’sthe order-givers and not the order-carry-outers who' Il get the
blame, isn'tit?”

“The blamefor what?" inquired the officer, very leerily.
“You'll find out!”

The other stewed a bit. What would be found out, he decided, was anyon€e' s guess, but his own estimate
wasthat it could well be something mighty unpleasant. The biped' s attitude amounted to a guarantee of
that much.

Thusfar histeam had suffered no permanent casudties. The alien’ sreaction had been dmost as convivid
as coercive. Though the biped had declined to comply with orders, the requisite message had been
delivered and accepted. Beyond that the officer’ s latitude of action was limited. How much initiative was
he expected to show? How far was he supposed to go to force compliance? Not only had the biped
refused to be forced, it had implied that attempts to do so would be met with something rather more
vehement than atemporarily paralyzing sting to the neck.

Histroopers and subofficers looked to him to make decisions that would not jeopardize their lives. That
was something his superiors back at headquarters tended to overlook. They had only reportsto peruse.
It was very different when you were crouched under cover closeto atotaly alien vessd trying to avoid
the attentions of incredibly fast-moving little flying creatures equipped with immobilizing hypodermicsin
their talls

Therewas such athing as mental aswell as physcd initiative.

“I think I'll get in touch again, communicate the gist of our conversation, tell them you refuseto leave this
vessal and ask for further instructions.” 1t sounded rather lame even to hisears.

“That' sthe boy,” endorsed Lawson, showing hearty agpprova. “Y ou look after yoursdf and yoursalf will
look after you.” He stepped back inside and the lock closed noisalessly behind him.

The officer pondered the shiny, oddly depthless surface of the alien ship for along moment before turning
away tofile hisreport.

Vi

The Great Lord Markhamwit paced up and down the room in the restless manner of one burdened by an
unsolvable problem. Every now and again he made avicious dap at hisintricately tooled and embossed
harness, asure sign that he was considerably exercised in mind and that hisliver wasfeding the strain.



It was an intolerable stuation. He felt like atraveler trapped in the center of a bridge both ends of which
had washed out. This unaccustomed menta condition had kept him up mogt of the night, and asa
conseguence he wasin afoul mood. Those around him sensed his frustration, with the result that even his
most trusted advisors were taking painsto avoid him.

Firgt Minister Ganne was not allowed that option. Designated to serve asthe primary interface between
the Great Lord and the rest of an anxious civilization, he could not call in sick or beg off hisdutiesfor
persona reasons. He was expected to be at Markhamwit' sside at al times, asready and dert asafindy
tuned instrument. Thisresponsbility he bore with great skill and discipline. It gave him great power but
also put him at constant risk. Despite the rewardsit was not a post eagerly sought after. The Gresat Lord
was notorious for his outbursts, the adverse repercussions of which tended to rain down most heavily on
those closest to him at the time. Ganne handled these flare-ups with a smooth professondism that was
the envy of the less assured. Presently he stood passively off to one Side, composed and poised,
seemingly half adeep but in redity utterly dert ashewaited for whatever might come.

Eventudly Markhamwit ceased his contemplative pacing and turned a bilious gaze on his most trusted
advisor. “Well,” he snapped at him, “have you been able to devise a satisfactory way out?’

“| assume you are referring to the riddle posed by this saf-proclaimed Solarian, my lord?’

The Gresat Lord’ s expression turned sour. “No, Ganne. | was thinking of what the dominant grain should
be during the autumnd planting. If you were as sagacious as you are adept at playing for time we should
have been done with this and a dozen related mattersin half the time-period.”

“I regret to say, my lord, that intensve contemplation has generated no helpful ingghts” the First Minister
admitted ruefully.

“Doubtless you retired on ahearty meal and enjoyed agood night’ s degp without giving it another
thought.”

“Indeed, no, I...”

“Never mind thelies. | anwel avare that everything isleft to me. Well then, let it be so. | expected
nothing lesswhen | reached this pogition. It would be agreesable to have some intelligent assistance, but if
not then | will rely, as| have always had to do in the end, on my own expertise.”

Ganne offered no comment. Legping to one’ s own defense under such circumstances would have been
grossly counterproductive. When the Great Lord was in such moods even ready agreement could be
ruinoudy misconstrued.

Protracted sllence might not be especialy helpful, but neither could it put one in more trouble than dready
exiged. If nothing ese, Ganne had confidence in the knowledge that the crisiswas not of his making;
therefore he saw no way he could be faulted for it. In hisinfinite capacity for discernment, the Great Lord
would find someone e seto blame.

Going to his desk, Markhamwit employed an earpiece and speaking tube. “Has the biped started out
yet?’ Getting aresponse, he resumed his pacing. Hislipsweretight, his expresson grim. Lesser officids
might well have lost consciousness on the spot had they but momentarily encountered that ferocious
glare. Not Ganne. Just as one did not become Grest Lord by indecision so one did not reach the Satus
of Firgt Minister if eesily intimidated.

With a gtart he redlized that Markhamwit was staring at him. He relaxed when he saw that there was no
malicein the Grest Lord’ sgaze. Instead, he was concentrating on the words of the unseen talker.



Eventually he set the communications device aside. “ At least he condescends to come and see me. If he
can be beieved, hewill be herein haf atime-unit. It will beinteresting to discover if hisimpudenceis
born of power or pure audacity.”

“He refused to return yesterday,” remarked Ganne, treating disobedience as something completely
outsde al experience. “He viewed al threats with open disdain and practicdly invited usto attack his
ship. | spoke with the commander in charge and he was equally confounded. He was desperate to know
if he had conducted himself properly and | had to confessto him that | didn’t know myself what would
congtitute gppropriate reaction under those circumstances. The Situation is as unprecedented asit is
infuriging.

“In at least one thing we know that the alien was as good as hisword: the four paralyzed soldiersthat he
treated subsequent to his return to his ship have recovered completely. The medics are puzzled but
concur that they have suffered no debilitating aftereffects.

“The dien was not entirely truthful, however. Or perhaps he was merely inaccurate when he said they
would be perfectly al right. Though physicaly normd, they now absolutely refuse to leave the safety of
their armored personnd carriers, and spend much of their time continuoudy watching the sky. The
dightest humming or buzzing sound causes them to jump about frantically in search of unseen enemies. So
while they may be as good as new physically, they have been victimized mentaly in amanner the biped
did not predict. Whether he deliberately withheld thisinformation from us| cannot say. Perhaps he smply
could not foreseeit.”

“I know, | know.” Markhamwit dismissed it with an irritated wave of the hand. “But then, dl that would
bein keegping with his story. Verismilitude must be maintained throughout. If he were to show uncertainty
or fear or even concern at this point it would undercut hisentiretae. If thisistruly agigantic shamitisan
al-or-nothing businessfor those most intimately involved. Hislife and those of hiswinged dlies depend
on his convincingness.” Markhamwit hated in midstride to gaze out the weapons-proof window.

“If our garrulous biped is abarefaced bluffer it can be said to his credit that heis aperfect one. Ashe
would haveto be, with much more than just hisinggnificant life on theline. And thereisthe red source of
al thetrouble”

Ganneintuited that he was about to hear one of those cogent, unforeseen speeches that explained why
Markhamwit was the Great Lord and he only aminigter. “In what way, my lord?’

Markhamwit turned to him, amore thoughtful expression on hisface than Ganne could recdl seeingin
sometime. “Look, we are apowerful life-form, so much so that after we have defeated the Nileanswe
shdl be complete masters of this entire section of our galaxy. We are highly scientific and technologicaly
advanced. In addition, we have produced a society whose cultural achievements are second to none
among the known sentient races. We have vessels capable of traveling between star systems, advanced
communicationsfacilities that enable usto maintain contact with and guide vast armadas of those vessels,
and formidable weapons of war.

“Todl intents and purposes we have conquered the physical € ements and bent them to our will. Any
who have stood in our way or otherwise attempted to restrain us have been co-opted or brushed aside,
which will be the fate of the Nileans unless we can compel them to see reason. All this makes us strong,
doesit not?’

“Yes, my lord, very strong.”

“It also makes usweek,” growled Markhamwit. “When focus narrows one loses sight of devel opments
outside the immediate range of one’ s concern. In concentrating on the macrocosm it is possibleto lose



sght of what is happening right under one' sfeet.”
“I am not sure | follow, my lord,” Ganne was forced to confess.

Markhamwit was speaking to him but looking a something ese. Something only he could see. “This
problem dumped in our laps proves that we are weak in one respect; namely, we have become so
conditioned to dealing with solid physicdities that we don’t know how to cope with intangibles. In
perfecting ships and weapons we have forgotten the power of words and ideas. And fable, and myth.
We maich riva shipswith better ships, enemy weapons with more powerful wegpons, improved shields
and detection devices with enhanced versions of our own.

“But we are stdled the moment a foe abandons all recognized methods of warfare and resorts to what
may be no more than a piece of sheer, unparalleled impudence. Instead of atheater of war, we have war
become thesater. If we were not trapped in the midst of it, likeabug in ail, | would be gpplauding the
entire conceit aswdl asits perpetrators. Oh yes, Ganne, thisis clever! | am not flattered that the Nileans
do not underestimate me, and | am not about to underestimate them. Oneisfar more apt to go down to
ignominious defesat at the hands of an enemy one forgetsto respect”

“Surdly,” Ganne said, “there must be some positive way of checking the truth and...”

“I can think of fifty ways.” Markhamwit resumed histrudging and glared at the minister asif that worthy
were persondly responsible for the predicament in which they found themselves. “ And the beauty of itis
that not one of them is genuinely workable.”

“No, my lord?’

“No!” He stopped again, suddenly thistime. “1 will give you some examples. They might aswell trouble
your thoughts aso, since they kept me from deeping most of the night.

“We could check on whether Solarians actualy do exist in the next gdlaxy if our ships could get there,
which they can’t. And neither can any other ship, according to Yielm. We could make direct contact with
the Nileans, call off the war, and organize mutua action againgt Solarian interlopers, but if thewhole affair
isaNileantrick they will continue to deceive usto our ultimate downfall. They will have aready answer
to every possible question we might raise because they will aready have played out identical scenarios
over and over intheir smulation chambers.

“Or we could saize thisbiped, strap him to an operating table, and cut the truth out of him with ascapel.
If itisall so much bluff I would think he would be hard-pressed to maintain the fiction by thetimewe
began to extract hisinternal organs.”

“That ought to be the best way,” ventured Ganne, seeing nothing againgt it He' d lways been abeliever in
directness, when his own persond interests weren't involved.

“Undoubtedly, if hisstory isalot of bluff. But what if it isnot? What if the unlikely isredlity and the
impossible, for just onetime, turns out to be the truth?’

“Ah!” Gannefelt for an itch and pinched deep into histhick hide.

“Thewhole positionisfantagtic,” declared Markhamwit. “ This two-armed creature comes here without
any wegpons identifiable as such save the ability of some small winged accomplicesto ddliver a
temporarily parayzing sting. Not agun, not abomb, not an energy-beam projector of any kind. So far as
we know thereisn’'t so much as a spear-thrower on his craft. His kind have killed nobody, maimed
nobody, shed not adrop of blood either now or in our recorded past, yet he claims powers of akind we



hedtateto test.”

Gannewas visibly uneasy. “ Do you suppose that we are aready sterilized and therefore doomed, like the
Elmones?’

“No, certainly not. Even granting that there' samorsdl of truth to the fable, if he had done such athing he
would have lifted off during the night because there would be no point in dickering with usany longer.”

“Yes, that'strue.” Theminigter flt vastly relieved without knowing why.

Markhamwit continued. “ Anyway, he’ s said nothing whatever about such methods of dealing with us. It
would beinteresting to confront him with the story and observe hisreaction. But of courseif itisaNilean
ploy they would have researched dl the Solarian legends and coached their puppet accordingly. He
would react to the query as glibly as he hasto every other question that has been put to him.

“Asto theredity of such athreat, we know of it only fictionaly, as part of the overdl Solarian Myth.
Seven habitable but empty worlds do not congtitute proof of anything concerning the former existence of
possibleinhabitants. Intelligent life does not evolve on al habitable planets.”

“What of the coincidence?’ Ganne reminded him. “ Of the fact that the inhabitants of al eight proximate
sysemstel the sametae?’

“ Alemph was brought here as an expert on amyth, not asahistorian. | am not about to alter the conduct
of the war on the opinion of afable-tracer. While | do not dismiss his conjecture, it remains only that.
More facts are needed. We must have some kind of hard evidence. It isimpossible to make any kind of
decision based solely on words, either thisbiped sor ours.

“Asto any actua danger posed by our self-proclaimed Solarian, the sole threat he has madeisthat if we
destroy him we shdl have to cope with those winged creatures who will remain here to outbreed us. |
believe he has dready made one error by letting dip the fact that their toxin is non-fata.”

“That isso, my lord. Unless he fedsthat the fact isirrdevant to his purpose.”

Markhamwit went on. “In addition, he claimsthat if by some meanswe succeed in destroying them aso,
we shdl gtill haveto face whatever histheoretica Combine may bring againg uslater on. Assuming for
the moment that it actudly exists, | cannot imagine the true nature of that particular menace except that by
our standardsit will be unorthodox.”

“Their methods may represent the normal ways of warfarein their own galaxy,” Ganne pointed out.
“Perhgps they never got around to inventing energy beams and high explosives.”

“Or perhaps they discarded them amillion years ago in favor of techniquesless costly and more
effective” Markhamwit cast an impatient glance at the chronograph whirring on thewall.“ Trickery or not,
| have learned a vauable lesson from thisincident. For that | offer thanks whether to magica Solariansor
perfidious Nileans*

“What lesson might that be, my lord?’ an uncertain Ganneinquired.

“I have learned that tactics are more important than instruments, wits are better than warheads. If we had
adopted asmilar carefully devised approach and used our brains a bit more we might have persuaded
the Nileans to knock themselves out and save usalot of bother. As soon asthisincident isresolved |
intend to see that funding for our psychologica warfare department is grestly increased.” He put al four
pamstogether to form ameaningful pyramid shape. “All that was needed was acompletely origina
approach. | intend to seeto it that we formulate afew of our own.”



“Yes, my lord.” Privately Ganne prayed that he would not be commanded to suggest one or two origind
approaches.

“What | want to know,” Markhamwit went on, bitterly, “and what I must know, iswhether the Nileans
have reached asimilar conclusion first and are egging us on to knock ourselves out. So when this
sdf-professed Solarian arrives |’ m going to...”

A soft musical tone sounded, the towering door parted, and the captain of the guard showed himsdlf,
bowing low as he stepped inside.

“My lord, thedienishere”
“Show himin.”

Plumping heavily into his chair, Markhamwit tapped restless fingers on four armrests and glowered at the
door. Ganne prudently took up astanceto the Great Lord' sright and just behind hisfield of vision. In
addition to subscribing to the universal theory “out of sight, out of mind,” Ganne knew that the massive
carved chair would provide excedllent cover in the event of any genuinely unexpectedly Solarian surprises.

Entering blithely, Lawson approached without waiting for permission, smiled at the expectant pair with his
usua insouciance, and asked, “Wdll, does civilization come to these parts or not?’

It riled the Gresat Lord, but he ignored the question and the attitude behind it, controlled his temper, and
sad heavily, *Y esterday you returned to your vessel contrary to my wishes.”

“Today your warships are still messing around in free space contrary to ours.” Lawson heaved asign of
resgnation. “If wisheswere fisheswe' d never want for food.”

“Y ou appear to forget,” Markhamwit reminded him, “that in this part of the cosmosit ismy desiresthat
arefulfilled and not yours! Thisisan undisputable fact that you would do well to remember.”

“But you' ve just complained about yours being ignored,” remarked Lawson, pretending surprise.

Markhamwit licked sharp teeth. Despite his lack of deegp he was feding much better today, having had
timeto mull over agreast many possibilities. He had determined that whatever the outcome of this
confrontation it would proceed far differently from its predecessor. He was in charge and intended to
remain so for the duration of the conversation. Solarians or no, it was he who held the high ground, and
hefully intended to keepit.

“It won't happen again. Certain individua's made the mistake of |etting you go, unchallenged and without
question. Eagernessis often the shortest path to stupidity. They will pay for that. We have away with
fools”

“So havewe.”

Having had time the day before to consider the biped’ s manner and the nature of his possible reply,
Markhamwit was no longer so easily taken aback. He replied firmly and without hesitation.

“That issomething of which | require proof. Y ou are going to provideit.” His voice had regained its
familiar authoritative tone. Nearby, Ganne swelled with confidence. Thiswasthe Great Lord he knew
and served.

“And what ismore,” Markhamwit continued, “you are going to provideit intheway | direct, to my
complete satisfaction.”



“How?’ inquired Lawson.

“By bringing not representatives but members of the Nilean High Command here to discuss this matter
face-to-face.”

“They won't come.”

“I guessed you' d say that. It was such acertainty that | could have said it for you.” Markhamwit
displayed satisfaction a his own foresight. “ So much for the vaunted Solarian omnipotence.”

“It has nothing to do with that.”

“It has everything to do with that.” The Great Lord wasimmensdly pleased with himsdf. “They’ ve
thought up an impudent bluff. Now they’ re called upon to support it in person by chancing their own
precious hides. That istoo much. That istaking thingstoo far. So they won’t doit. They’ll prepare for the
eventudity of the question and supply their stooge with al manner of evasons and excuses, but when dll
these have been dismissed and it comes right down to one or more of them putting their own necks on
theline, we at last reach the point where clever words and sophistries no longer suffice.” Hethrew a
glance at Ganne. “What did | tdll you?’

“I don’t see how the Nileans or anyone el se can bolster anon-existent trick,” offered Lawson mildly.

“A good try, biped, but now that | am familiar with the logic of the Stuation it is| who runsin thelead.
They do not need to convince me of your existence. They need only appear before meto argue the
problem. That would be convincing asfar as| am concerned.”

“Precisdy!”
In spite of himsalf Markhamwit frowned. “What do you mean, ‘ precisdy’ 7’

“If it sastunt of their own contriving in which they believe degply why shouldn’t they back it to the limit
and risk afew livesonit? Thewar is on and they’ ve got to suffer casuaties anyway, even among the
High Command. If they can dig up volunteersfor one dangerous mission they can find them for another.”

“S07? That does't tell me why they won't send one or more of their own number here to confront mein
person.”

“Of courseit does. They’ d probably comply, abeit reluctantly, if they thought there was hdf atruthinthe
tale worth resolving. But they won't gamble one life on a setup they suspect to be of your making.
There€ sno percentage init. That’ swhy the question of our ‘omnipotence’ has no relevance.”

“Itisnot of my making. Y ou know that.”

“TheNileansdon't,” said Lawson.

“Y ou claim to have another ship on their world. What isit there for if not to persuade them?’
“Y ou' re getting your ideas mixed.”

“Am 1?7 Markhamwit’' s grip wastight on the arms of the chair. He' d dmost had enough of this biped and
hisglib verba byplay. It was adance he hadn’t sought and he was just about ready to step out. Noting
the expression on the Great Lord’ sface, Minister Ganne took another surreptitious step backward. “In
what way?’

“That vessd isthere soldly to tell the Nileansto cease cluttering the void... or ese! We're not interested



in your mestings, discussions, or wars. Y ou can kiss and be friends or fight to the desth and it will make
not the dightest difference to us oneway or the other. All that we' re concerned about is that space
remain free, preferably by negotiation and mutua agreement. If not, by compulsion.”

“Compulson?’ snapped Markhamwit. “Y ou toss nonspecific threats about like so much grass seed. |
would give agreat ded to learn exactly how much power your kind really does possess. Perhapslittle
more than iron nerves and wagging tongues.”

“Perhaps” admitted Lawson, irritatingly indifferent.

“You'rejust full of littlelectures and obscure information, aren’t you? No hesitation whatsoever intelling
others how to behave and what to do next. Well, I’ ve listened to everything you' ve had to say and now
it smy turn. I'll tell you something you don’t know.” Markhamwit leaned forward in the chair, staring at
him. “Our first, second, third, and fourth battle fleets have dispersed. Temporarily. I’ ve taken them out of
thewar. It' sarisk, but worth it. There' s been something of ahiatusin the fighting lately and the dispersa
was carried out progressively and in utmost secrecy. If the Nileans do take note of this operation it will
take them some time to confirm it, decide on a course of action, and react. Meanwhile | have obtained a
breathing space for the crews of those fleets, one which | am having them put to good use. What do you
have to say to that?’

“Doesn't dter the Stuation if your shipsare ill chasing around here, there, and everywhere with
belligerence on their minds and arrogance in their actions.”

“On the contrary, it may dter the Situation very considerably if we have afair measure of luck.”
Markhamwit continued to watch the alien closaly. “ Can you imagine why | have ordered this
extraordinary maneuver?’

“Far beit from meto imagine why you would do anything,” Lawson replied with maddening lack of
concern.

Markhamwit was not about to be baited. “Every ship of these fleets has been redirected into a colossd,
intensive hunt. I now have atota of seventeen thousand vessdl's scouting al cosmic sectors recently
settled or explored by the Nileans or their close alies. Know what they are looking for?’

“l can guess.”

Markhamwit reserved the satisfaction of delinegting it to himsdlf. “ They’ re seeking aminor, unimportant,
previoudy unnoticed or overlooked planet populated by soft-skinned bipeds with hard faces and gabby
mouths. If they find it,” he swept an arm in awide, expressive arc, “we' |l blow them clean out of
exigence and the Solarian Myth along with them.”

“How nice”

“We shdl aso dedl with you in asuitable manner. Not everyone under meisafool. Some are quite
efficient and extraordinarily inventive. That is something for you to ponder. In addition we' |l deal with
your winged stingers as the need arises, and we' |l settle with the Nileans once and for all.”

“Dear me,” offered Lawson meditatively. “ Do you redly expect usto sit around forever while you play
hunt the dipper?’

For the umpteenth time thwarted by the other’ s gppalling nonchaance, Markhamwit lay back without
replying. For awild moment he toyed with the notion that perhaps the Nileans were infinitely more
ingenious than he' d first supposed and were taking him for a sucker by manning their ship with



exceptionaly sophidticated, reactively programmed or remotely controlled robots. That would account
for this biped' s unnatura impassivity. If he was nothing more than the terminal instrument of some
incredibly complicated and extraordinarily well shielded array of e ectronic gpparatus created by Nilean
science, it would account not only for his attitude but for a great many other unsettling aspects of his
condition. Therewould be no need to smulate emotionsin ataking machine. A moredien (i.e., Solarian)
mien would be hard to achieve. No un-reported dlied species, however well prepared, could match it.

But it just wasn't possible. Long ago, before the war started, a subspace message to the nearest fringe of
Niled s petty empire had to be relayed from planet to planet, system to system, took along timeto get
there, an equally long time for areply to come back. It was completely beyond the power of any science,
rea or imaginary, to control an automaton across many light-yearsto adegree so finethat it could
respond conversationdly with no time lag whatsoever.

Smilarly, it wasimpossible to concelve of adevice that could carry on an unpredictable did ogue without
noticeable hesitation. There was no way the most sophisticated mechanica could be programmed in
advance to deal with everyone from acommon soldier to the Great Lord himself.

Astothe possihility of Nilean specidigts controlling it from within the bowels of the little ship squatting
out on the plain, that vessel had been scanned and checked by every device known to contemporary
physics. It was under round-the-clock observation by dozens of speciaized monitoring devices.
Frequently updated reportsindicated that it was emitting no radiation whatsoever. Not only were familiar
communi cations frequencies blank, according to the observersit was emitting not so much asalingering
hiss. Communications and control-wise, it wasanull.

Lawson, he decided uneasily, was robotic in some ways but definitely not arobot. Rather hewasa
life-form possessed of redl individuaity plus aqueer something eseimpossbleto describe. A crestureto
whom an unknown quantity or quality had been added and who was therefore unlike anything formerly
encountered.

Emerging from his meditations, which the biped tolerated in hopeful silence, he growled, “You'll Sit
around because you' Il have no choice about the matter. | have ordered that you be detained pending my
further decisons. Or until theword | am waiting for istransmitted by one of my questing warships.”

“That doesn't answer my question,” Lawson pointed out.
“Why doesn'tit?’

“| asked whether you expect us to St around. What you seefit to do with this portion can have no effect
upon the remainder.”

“This portion?” Markhamwit’ sair wasthat of one not sure whether he had heard aright. “1 have got all of
you!” He pressed astud set in the chair’ slower left armrest.

Lawson stood as the guards camein, smiled thinly and said, “1 can tell you afable of the future. There
was once an idiot who picked agrain of sand from amountain, cupped it in the palm of his hand, and
sad, ‘Look, | am holdingamountain!” ”

“Takehim away,” bawled Markhamwit at the escort. “Keep him locked up until | want him again.
Secure him behind multiple doors and make sure no oneis alowed access to him without my specific
permisson!”

“Asyou order, my lord.” The head of the escort bowed crisply as he acknowledged the injunctions.



Watching them file out and the door close behind the biped, the Great Lord fumed abit. “ Creating
cockeyed problems for othersis agame at which two can play. In this existence one hasto useon€'s
wits. If the Nileansthink they can deceive us 0 easily they arein for amost uncomfortable surprise.” He
flicked aglance at the e egant wall chronograph, which displayed the time not only within the city but
throughout the system.

“Let the biped lose degp contempl ating my words for achange. Isolation focuses the mind wonderfully.
Perhaps after he realizes his powerlessness, and that whatever happens to him depends on my whim, he
may choose to be informative rather than merely voluble. Meanwhile he can have no contact with the
Nileans or those winged things or anyone ese. | do not think it will take long for him to cometo his
senses.”

“Undoubtedly, my lord,” endorsed First Minister Ganne, dutifully admiring him.
VII

James Lawson carefully surveyed hiscell. It waslarge and fairly comfortable, with an odd-shaped bed
wide enough accommodate three of him, athick air-filled mattress, the inevitable four-armed chair, and a
long, narrow table. There were no eectronic devices of any kind and the only visible switch or button
proved to control the overhead light, which was sedled behind atranducent celling pand. There were no
utendls or tools or anything sufficiently portable and sturdy enough with which to smulate same. Nothing
that a prisoner could modify to stab at the floor, the door, or himsdlf.

The wallswere coated with athick swirl of flatulent green and puce, a color scheme not particularly to his
liking. A generous basket of fruit ssood on the middle of the table dongsde ashdlow bowl piled high
with some brownish objects resembling wholemed cakes. There was a soft plastic pitcher full of water
and athick, wide mouthed tumbler of matching materid. He tested the water, made aface. It wastepid.

He was as amused by the sight of the food as he had been by the rough courtesy with which the guard
had conducted him here. Evidently Markhamwit had been specific in hisingructions. Put himin the brig.
Don't harm him, don't starve him, but put him in the brig.

The Great Lord wanted it both coming and going. Alwayslooking ahead, he was establishing aclam to
kindness asaform of insurance againgt whatever might befdl, while at the same time keeping the victim
just where he wanted him until thoroughly satisfied that nothing dreadful could or would be called down

upon him.

There was asmall barred window set in the western wall seven meters above the floor, more for
ventilation than for light. Even without the bars it was far too narrow for him to squeeze through. The only
other opening was the big, tightly woven grille across the entrance. A very large guard sat on astool on
the other side of the bars boredly perusing anarrow but thick rectangle of electronics that backed up a
small, glowing screen. At frequent intervas he glanced over to check on the occupant of the cell. Lawson
smiled a him but failed to dicit any reaction whatsoever.

Turning, Lawson walked over to the heavy chair. Taking aseat he tilted back, siretched out hislegs, and
rested his hedl's on the base of the bed. Closing his eyes and ignoring the indifferent guard, he had alook
at hisship. Thiswasfully as easy as staring at the blank, coated walls of the cell. All that was necessary
wasfor him to readjust hismind and look through other eyes elsewhere. Not only can it be done, it
becomes second nature when the mind behind the other eyesisto al intents and purposes apart of one's
own. When oneis personaly close to the owner of these alternate oculars, the switch is made even
esser.

He got amultiple picture because he was looking through multiple lenses, but he was accustomed to that.



Aswell asbeing informative, it made for interesting variety.

Meeting and knowing other shapes and formsis as nothing compared with the experience of actualy
sharing them, including those employing organs stranger than eyes.

Therewas no gradua changeover of vison, no blurring or focusing required. One minute he was staring
at thewalsof his prison, the next he was outsde, back on the dry plain east of the city.

The ship was resting exactly ashe' d eft it. Itslock still stood wide open but having learned respect the
hard way, nobody was entering or attempting to do so. The recently reinforced ring of guards maintained
their perimeter, watching the vessdl in the perfunctory manner of those dready sick of the sight of it.
Those nearest affected an aertness born of unpleasant experience, their attention directed as much at the
cloud-laden sky as at the ship itsdf. Meanwhile their colleagues played at various games, rested, drilled,
or performed routine maintenance on weapons and other equipment.

Not exactly a bucolic scene, Lawson decided. More one that reeked of somnolent threst.

As he studied the terrain the swiftly moving eyes through which he was |ooking swung low, dived toward
an officer who loomed enormous with sheer closeness. Looking up suddenly and flashing an expression
of complete panic, the officer made awild swipe at the eyes with aceremonia short sword curved two
wayslike adouble sckle. Involuntarily Lawson blinked, for it came like adash at his own head. His neck
went taut as the shining blade whistled through the space that would have been occupied by hisgullet had
he been there in person.

“Someday, Lou,” hethought, “I’ll do asmuch for you. I'll give you ahorrible nightmare.”

The bee-mind came back. “Ever looked through somebody landbound, trying to escape danger on legs
and without wings? Thumping dong metabolizing calories a afantastic rete yet hardly covering one's
own body-length at a breath? Chained to the earth, in utter thrall to something as prosaic as mere
gravity? That isanightmare!” A pause aswhat could be seen through his optics showed him to be
zooming skyward. “Want out yet?’

“No hurry,” Lawson answered.

“How about awider perspective?’ The view tipped, reveding the entire area and occasionally, the city
beyond. In essence, Lawson was looking back at himsdf. Only a Solarian could truly see himsdlf as
others saw him.

“Doesn't ook like much of anything has changed,” he commented.

“Nope. They haven't tried much since you left. They’ re not above taking afew potshots a us, though,
when they can seeus.”

Lawson didn’t haveto ask if anyone had been hit. Nor would they have had to inform him. Hewould
have known instantly.

“Asyou're dready aware,” the Calisian continued, “their reaction time leaves alot to be desired.

They’ re strong, but when it comes to speed of movement they make ahuman look swift. They’ vetried to
compensate afew times by setting automatic weapons' trackers on us and locking in thefiring
mechanism.”

“What happened?’

“We just dodged out of theway until we got tired of putting up with it. Then a couple of us dipped



behind one of them just as his eager comrade was preparing to let loose. With the automeatics locked on
his buddy had to dodge pretty fast. That put a quick stop to those fun and games. Since then they’ ve
been pretty quiet.”

“Keep me posted,” Lawson informed the other. The bee-mind' s response took the form of an
intentionally patronizing menta pat on the head.

Withdrawing from that individua he re-angled hismind and let it reach outward, tremendoudy outward.
This, too, wasreaively easy. The velocity of light issuggish, cregping dong on little cat’ s photons when
compared with near-ingtantaneous contact between the mental components of a psychic whole. Thought
isenergy, light isenergy, matter is energy, but the greatest of these isthought. Asbecomesimmediady
apparent if one takes the time to think about it.

Someday his enormoudy advanced multikind might prove athesislong evolved: that energy, light, and
matter are creations of superthought. They were getting mightily near to it dready; just one or perhaps
two more steps to godhood when they’ d have findly established the mastery of mind over matter by
using theformer to create the latter according to their needs. It was afascinating aswell as momentous
project that kept alarge percentage of the Combine fully occupied. Far, far from his present location
therewasawholelot of contemplating going on.

Smilarly therewas no timelag in his reaching for the central world of Nilea, nor would there have been
one of any handicapping duration had he reached across the galaxy and over the gulf into the next. He
merely thought “a” his objective and was there, looking through eyes exactly like hisown at the interior
of aship that differed little from his own except in one respect: it harbored no big bees.

This other vessdl’ s crew consisted of one biped named Edouard Reeder and four of those fuzzy,
shapeless entities who had fogged his souvenir image. A quartet of Rheians, these, from a planet-sized
moon of aringed planet. Rheiansin name only; Solariansin long-established fact.

Cdlisgan beeswouldn't be of much avail in coping with Nileanswho were likely to hang around inviting
hearty stingsfor the sheer pleasure of resulting intoxication. Their peculiar makeup enabled them to get
roaring drunk on any acid other than hydrofluoric, and even that corrosive stuff was viewed asaliquid

substitute for scoot berries.

But the Nileans were south-eyed, scanning aband of the spectrum that ran well into the ultraviolet. And
one hasto be decidedly north-eyed to see aRhelan with real clarity. So far aslocd life-formswere
concerned, this reputed Solarian vessal was crewed by one impertinent biped and a handful of
near-ghosts. Severd suitably eerie encounters subsequent to the little vessal’ s unexpected arrival had left
them feding more than skittish. Like most creatures suffering optica limitations, the Nileans suspected,
didiked... aye, feared... living things never more than haf visble.

It might have been the same with other Solariansin their attitude toward such peculiar fellowsfrom a
moon of another system but for one thing: that which cannot be examined visualy can be appreciated and
understood mentaly. The collective Rheian mind was as much an intimate component of the grester
Solarian mass-mentality aswas any other part. The bipeds and the bees had phantom brothers.

Reeder wasthinking “a” him. “I’ ve just returned from the third successive interview with their War
Board, which isbossed by ahairy bully named Glastrom. He's completely obsessed by the notion that
your Markhamwit istrying to outsmart him. I’ vetried everything | can think of short of drawing pictures
to make them see reason but it doesn’t seem to make any difference. And on the rare occasions when it
lookslike I might be making some progresswith him, one of hiscompanion idiotsisquick to jump in with
the usua paranoid objections.”



“Soundsfrugrating.”

“Ther€ san understatement. At least you only have to convince one blockhead. I'm stuck with awhole
row of ‘em. Every timeit lookslike | might be making some headway, somebody’ s head getsin the way.
They' refrantic that the foe' s about to pull afast one on them and that fear svamps any notion that |
might betdling the truth.”

“Similar reaction at thisend,” Lawson told him. 1’ ve been stuck in the pokey while Markhamwit waits
for destiny to intervenein hisfavor. | don’t know how much patience he has but | get the distinct fedling
he d rather live out his natura life span than make what he perceivesto be atoo-hasty decison on this
OrE_”

“They’ ve come near trying the same tactic with me,” Reeder’ s mind informed him, showing strange
uninterest in whether or not his counterpart was being made to suffer during hisincarceration. “Chief item
that has made them hesitate is the problem of what to do about the rest of us.” His gaze shifted amoment
to the shadowy, shapeless quartet posing nearby.

“The boys put over amild demonstration of what can be done by wraiths with the fidgets. They switched
off the capital’ s light and power and so forth while cross-eyed guards fired at the minor moon. The
Nileansdidn't likeit. They till thunder and threaten, but their attitudes are much subdued and they’ ve
lowered their voices. It's not exactly respect, but at least | don’t have to smell their breath every time we
have atalk. They won't go near the ship.” Intimations of amusement accompanied the mind picture.

“It'skind of sad to see them twitching and jerking al the time asthey look to their rumps, under their
bellies and beneath every vehiclein search of one of the guys. Y ou should' ve seen their faceswhen | told
them it was amild demongtration and that | had to do everything in my power to restrain my companions
from taking serious steps.”

“Can't say they’ re overfond of our crowd here, either.” Lawson paused thoughtfully before continuing.
“Chronic distrust on both sidesis preventing conformity with our demands and seemslikely to go on
doing so until the crack of doom. The Greet Lord isin agreat menta jam and hisonly solution isto play
for time. He strying to be as subtle as possible about it, but that’ s not hisforte.”

Reeder’ sresponse was as clear asif he' d been ditting on the other side of the expansive bed. “ Same way
with Glastrom and the Nilean War Board. | get thefeding they’ Il let metalk into the next millennium
beforethey’ll bresk down and actualy make adecision. At this point it doesn’t much matter what | say,
or what the boys do. They’ ve made up their minds not to make up their minds.”

Lawson considered. “Wdll, we can’t Sit around here and wait for their sarsto go nova. Neutra
commerceisbeing interfered with.”

“Limit their time,” interjected the four laconic but penetrating thought-forms of the shapeless ones.
“Limit their time,” simultaneousy endorsed severa bee-minds from a source much nearer.

“Givethem onetime-unit,” confirmed asmall and varied number of entities scattered through the galaxy.
“Give them onetime-unit,” decided an enormous composite mentdity far acrossthe gulf.

“Better warn them right away.” Reeder’ s eyes showed him to be making for the open lock of his ship.
Hismind held no intimation of any persond peril that might arise from the ddliverance of this ultimatum to
agroup of hostile, bellicose beings who had aready taken apersona didike to him. Thiswas because he
was as ageless as that of which he was part, and as deadiless because, whether whole or destroyed, he



was part of that which can never die. Like Lawson he was human plus humans plus other crestures. The
first might disappear into eterna nothingness, but the plus-quantities remained for ever and ever and ever.

For the same reasons Lawson followed the identical course in much the same way. The intangible thread
of histhought stream snapped back from faraway places and the eyes he now looked through were once
more solely hisown. Taking his hedls off the bed he stood up, yawned, stretched himself, sauntered up to
the welded grille, and addressed himself to the sentry.

“I’ve got to speak to Markhamwit at once.”

Putting down the softly humming electronic reeder, the guard registered the disillusioned expression of
one who hopes everlagtingly for peace and invariably hopesin vain. His aspect was lethargic but his eyes
were dert.

“The Great Lord will send for you in due course. Meanwhile you could rest and have anap. Are your
degping arrangements inadequate?’

“No; they'reirrelevant. | do not deep.”

“Everybody deeps sometime or other,” asserted the guard, unconscioudy dogmatic. “ They haveto. Itis
anatura law to which al representatives of the higher orders subscribe. It isvitd to rguvenation and
energy.”

“Speak for yoursdlf,” advised Lawson. “I’ ve never dept in my life and don’t intend to start now. It'san
outmoded concept we discarded quite awhile ago. What | recall of the activity Strikesme asadistinct
wade of time.”

“Eventhe Great Lord deeps.” The guard delivered this assertion with the air of one producing
incontrovertible evidence.

“You'retellingme?’ Lawson deposed.

The other gaped at him, sniffed around asif seeking the odor of adimly suspected insult. It fled before his
mind could fasten onit.

“My orders are to keep watch upon you until the Great Lord wishesto see you again. Y ou should be
flattered. It is an honor to be confined to the tower. If you had been returned to the interrogation center
you would be shut up in aclosed chamber with instruments to keep constant watch over you and no one
for company.”

“The concern on my behalf istouching, but I am mine own company, thank you.”

“Youwill seethe Great Lord when hewishesit,” the guard inasted, “and not amoment before.”
“Wdll then, ask him if he so wishes”

“| darenot. | would not have the temerity.”

“Y ou don't need temerity. Just use your mouth.”

The other hesitated. “It would be exceeding my authority even to consider the notion. | could get into a
lot of trouble.”

“Thiswhole placeisdready in alot of trouble, thank you very much. If you' retoo reducedin
psychologica circumstances to make the effort, ask someone who does dare.”



“I'll call the captain of the guard,” decided the other with dacrity.

Carefully turning off the reader and setting it on asmall shelf next to his chair, he disappeared down the
passageway, came back in short time with alarger and surlier specimen who glowered at the prisoner
and demanded in no-nonsense tones, “Now, what’ sl this rubbish?”

Eyeing him with exaggerated incredulity, Lawson said, “Do you redly darein front of witnessesto define
the Great Lord’ s persond affairs as rubbish?’

The captain’s pomposity promptly hissed out of him like gas from a pricked balloon. He gppeared to
ghrink in size and went two shades paer in the face. Even hisfur seemed to curl in onitself. The guard
edged away from him like one fearful of being contaminated by open sedition.

“| did not mean it that way,” the officer sammered.

“I ancerely hope not,” declared Lawson, displaying impressive piety. “It is an assumption dmost not to
be believed.”

“I was misunderstood,” the captain added in haste, trying to recover lost ground he hadn’t even been
aware that he' d been standing on. “While you are fluent in our language you cannot hope to understand
some of its more subtle overtones.”

“Very subtle,” Lawson replied agreesbly.

Recovering with an effort, the captain asked, “ About what do you want to speak to the Great Lord?’
“I'll tell you after you' ve shown me your certificate”

“Certificate?’ The officer was mystified. “Which certificate?’

“The document proving that you have been gppointed the censor of the Great Lord’ s conversations.”
The captain said hurriedly, “I will go and consult the garrison commander.”

He went away with the pained expression of one who has put hisfoot in it and must find somewhere to
scrapeit off. The guard warily resumed his seat on the stool, picked up the reader, put it down again,
gawked a Lawson, hunted through hisfur until he found the parasite that had been irritating him. As
Lawson looked on impatiently the other crunched it between two thick fingers.

“I'll give him ahundred milliparts” Lawson finally remarked. “If he’ snot back by then, I'm coming out.”
The guard stood up, hand on gun, face showing darm. “Y ou can’t do that.”

“Why not?’

“You arelockedin.”

“Hah!” said Lawson, asif enjoying asecret joke.

“Begdes, | an here”

“That' sunfortunate for you,” Lawson sympathized. “ Either you'll shoot me or you won't. If you don't,
I’ll walk away and Markhamwit will be most annoyed. If you do, I'll be dead and he'll beinfuriated.” He
shook hishead dowly, full of mock empathy. “ Tk, tsk! | would not care to be you!”



His aarm mounting to a near-unbearable point, the guard tried to watch the grille and the far end of the
passageway a the same time. Meanwhile the biped stood gazing pleasantly back at him, handsout in
plain sight, doing nothing that could be consirued as remotely hostile. The guard would have been much
happier had the prisoner begun fiddling with atiny piece of plastic, or the meta of the grille, or thewals
of hiscdl. Those wereidentifiable actions to which he could have responded with an gppropriate
reaction. The fact that he was smply standing there projecting an unshakabl e confidence was far more
unnerving.

So the guard’ srelief was intense when the captain reappeared and ordered him to unlock. He passed the
electronic key over the sed on the grille and stepped hurriedly out of the way, asthough letting out
something large, fanged, and poisonous. As he emerged from the cell, Lawson nodded agreesbly and the
guard flinched.

The officer eyed the alien guardedly. In his absence Lawson’ s status had apparently risen anotch, since
his manner now hovered somewhere between deference and admonition.

“The commander passed along your request. While | personaly do not approve | have no say inthe
meatter. | am merely an adminigtrator.”

“Do | get to see Markhamwit?’

The captain harrumphed noncommittaly. “That isnot for meto know. Y ou will, however, be permitted
to talk over thelineto First Minister Ganne. Therest isup to him.”

Leading the way with the guard in the rear he conducted the prisoner to asmall nearby office, signed for
an earpiece and speaking cylinder. An intermediary manipulated the controls on aboard, then gestured at
the alien. Picking up the communications devices, Lawson held the inadequately shaped plug closeto his
ear, it being too big to fit in the locally accepted manner. At the sametime hismind sent out a soundless
cdl shipward.

“Thisisasgood atimeasany.”

Then he listened to the plug and heard Ganne saying, “What you want to tell the Great Lord can betold
tome”

“It’' s better that | tel him mysdlf. That way there can’t be grounds for confusion or misinterpretation.”
“I assureyou | will accurately convey anything you haveto say.”

Lawson gave amental shrug. “It' s your neck. I’ ve been told to pass him the news that he' s got
seven-eghths of atime-unit.” He smiled pleasantly at the functionary monitoring the transmission.
“They’ ve wasted the other eighth at thisend.”

Out of one corner of his eye he noted the listening captain registering surly displeasure. His gaze rose
casualy and he observed that the door and two windows were haf-open. Lou, Buzwuz, and the others
would have no trouble, no trouble at all...

“He sgot seven-eighths of atime-unit?’ Ganne' svoicerose afraction. “To do what?’
“Beam hisordersfor recall.”
“Recd|?’

Lawson sghed with tired patience. Even with al itsinherent misperceptions and uncertainties spoken



language certainly had its place, and it was a basic requirement for development among lower life-forms;
but for those who had long since dispensed with it save for novelty’ s sakeit could prove adisconcerting
impediment to sensible conversation.

“Y ou' re only wasting val uable moments repesting the end of each sentence. A moment intimeislikea
leaf in acascade. Onceit drops below acertain point it’ sgone. It 1l never turn and flow back up that
stream. See, I’ ve just had to waste another explaining the obviousto you.”

“The obvious?’

“Thereyou go again.” Lawson strove to be, patient. “Y ou were there dl thetime, listening to our talk,
your ears as open as your eyes. Y ou're not hard of hearing, are you?’

Ganne snapped, “I’ll stand for no grassimpertinence from you. Y ou might aswell know that my opinion
of you is consderably lesstolerant than that of the Great Lord, and that if it were up to methisentire
business would be resolved agood deal faster and with alot less babble on your part. However, |
remain congtrained by my loyalty to the Great Lord and my unending admiration for hisandytical
abilities”

“That’ stwo more moments gone,” Lawson replied diffidently.

A low growl at the other end. Obvioudy containing himsdlf, Ganne demanded, “I want to know precisdy
what you mean by saying that the Great Lord has seven-eighths of atime-unit.”

“It' smore like thirteen-sixteenths now. He has got to take action by then.”
“Has he?’ sneered the Minigter. “Wadll, suppose he doesn't?’
“Well takeit.”

“That comeswel from you. You'rein no...” Hisvoice broke off as another sounded authoritatively in the
background. More dimly and in another tone entirely he could be heard saying, “ Y es, my lord. It’' sthe

biped, my lord.”

Behind him in the little office Lawson could aso hear something else; alow drone coming nearer, nearer,
through the door, through the window. There were exclamations from the locas behind him, afew
scuffling, jumping noises, some thin yelps, then successive dull thumps and slence. He didn’t bother to
look around.

Then Markhamwit was on the line, hisvoice harsh. “1t will do you no good to bait my minigter. If you
hope to precipitate the issue by further bluff, you are very much mistaken.” Then with added menace,
“Reports from my fleets have now started to comein. These are being scanned and evaluated by our
best people. Sooner or later I'll get the one for which | am waiting. | shall then deal with you rather
dradtically.

“Meanwhile you may make dl the mouth-noises you wish. It will do nothing to change my decision,
which with each passng moment | am convinced isthe correct one.”

“I’ve dready spoken to Ganne about passing moments,” Lawson gave back. “ The two of you might have
aprofitable discussion concerning that, but | doubt it. Y ou' ve now got approximeately three-quarters of a
time-part. At theend of that period we shd| take theinitiative, do whatever we consider to befor the
best. It won't be drastic because we shed no blood, take no lives. All the sameit will be quite effective.”

“Will it?” Markhamwit emitted hiskind' s equivaent of asardonic chuckle. “Inthat case| will do part of



that which you require of me. In other words, | will ingtitute action at the exact moment you have
nominated. That iswhat you desire, isit not? Action on my part?’

“It would be an invigorating change,” Lawson conceded.

The Great Lord s voice was low and threatening. “I1t will be the action | deem best fitted to the
circumstances.”

“Time smarching on,” remarked Lawson, unimpressed. The drone had |eft the room but could still be
heard faintly from somewhere outside. He could see the soles of apair of recumbent footgear lying near
hisown fet.

“Y ou cannot get to your ship, nor can you communicate with it.” Markhamwit sounded quite pleased
with the Stuation. “And in precisely three-quarters of atime-unit there will be no ship to which you can
return. The agrid patrol will have blasted it clean out of existence whileit Ststhere, a steady target that
cannot be missed.”

“Can'tit?’

Having finaly decided to move, Markhamwit pursued the resolution he had determined upon with
evident enthusasm.

“The gerilizing apparatus, if thereis such athing, will be vaporized with the vessdl beforeit can be
brought into action. Any winged things left flying around will be wiped out one by one as and when
opportunity occurs. They may be highly intelligent, asyou say, but | do not think they can sting through
armor, and no matter how quickly they can breed, development of any egg to maturity sill takestime.”
He snorted conspicuoudly.

“Since you' ve seen fit to push this matter to asudden conclusion | am prepared to take achance on
anything the Solarian Combine may do.” Finaly, with sarcasm, “ If thereisa Solarian Combine and if it
can do anything worth amoment’ sworry, aprogpect that | am increasingly inclined to doubt.”

He must have flung aside the earpiece and cylinder at hisend, for his voice becameless digtinct ashe said
to Ganne, “Get Yidm for me. I’'m going to show those Nileans that attempted hoodwinking is apoor
subgtitute for bombs and bullets”

Dumping hisown end of the line, Lawson turned, stepped over severa bodies unable to do more than
curse him with their eyes. Proceeding down a short, deserted corridor he soon found himself confronted
by awide, tranducent door. It was not sealed. He pushed it aside and stepped out into alarge yard.
There were trangplanted trees, hedgerows, walking paths, and running streams. Spigots were set among
artfully camouflaged holders.

Heignored them as he crossed diagonally under the direct gaze of half adozen guards patrolling walls
and rooftops. Curiosity wastheir only reason for watching him, the interesting spectacle of alife-form not
listed among the many with which they were familiar. It was his manifest confidence that fooled them, his
unmistekable air of having every right to be going wherever he was going. Nobody thought to question i,
not amomentary notion of escape crossed their minds. No one escaped from this place.

Indeed, one of them obliged by operating the lever that opened the end gate, and lived to damn the day
when he permitted himself to be mided by appearances. Not to be outdone, another whistled down a
passing aircar that stopped for the fugitive. The driver, too, later found reason to deplore the pickup.

Lawson said to the driver, “ Can you take me to that ship out on the plain?’



“Thedienvessd?1’m not going that far.” The other scratched himsalf and mooted the request.

“It' samatter of mgjor importance,” Lawson informed him in profound tones. “I’ ve just been speaking to
Firg Minister Ganne about it”

“Oh?" Thedriver perked up. “What did he say?’
“He put me on to the Grest Lord who told me I’ ve got little more than half atime-unit to spare.”

“The Great Lord,” breathed the other, with becoming reverence. He nudged controls, turned the aircar,
and sent it whistling onward. “1I’ll get you therein plenty of time.”

“That isvery good of you,” Lawson told him.

The driver knew the city well, darting dong pathways far |ess congested than those farther in, taking
clever shortcuts, occasionally racing aong high-priority paths reserved for military or adminigrative
traffic. Thearcars and larger craft they passed on the way spared them not a passing glance. Since most
of thetraffic thistime of day seemed to be heading into the city, there was very little to dow them down.
Asthey reached and passed the outskirts, traffic thinned out ill further, allowing the driver to accelerate
even more. Soon the aircar was barreling dong the empty guideway, vibrating from the increased
veloaity.

“Nicevehicle,” Lawson commented conversationdly.

“Thanks,” replied the driver. He was a comparatively svelte, youngish individud, resilient and adaptable,
eager to do his part to help win the great war and defeat the hated Nilean plague. Or so he would readily
have said had he been asked. Lawson didn’t ask him. He didn’t need to. Inculcated fanaticismis atrait
asobviousto the trained observer asabright blue stain.

“Yours?’
The other blinked a him. “Of course not.” He tapped the control dash. “Government issue.”

“Good. | wouldn't want you to risk your own property on my behaf.” Lawson peered forward. “No
need to dow when we get there. Everything' s been cleared through the Great Lord himsdf and timeis of
the essence. Time is the essence.”

“I understand,” responded the driver, not really understanding at al.

There was no need to burst through the guard ring; it no longer existed. All troops together with their
heavy weapons, trangports, and monitoring equipment had been withdrawn to a safe distance,
Assembled in asolid bunch behind the best cover available, the soldierswere resting on their armslike an
audience awaiting arare spectacle. A couple of dightly more dert officers danced and gesticulated asthe
arcar swept into view alongside the ship, but they were far off, well beyond calling distance, and the
driver failed to notice them.

“Thanks” Lawson tumbled out of the cab. “ One good turn deserves another, so I'm telling you to get
out faster than you came.”

The other blinked at him a second time. “Why?’

“Because in about one-fifth of atime-unit adollop of bombs or the destructive equivaent will land right
here. You' Il makeit with plenty to spare provided you don’t Sit there gaping.”



Though puzzled and incredulous, it was to the driver’ s credit that he saw clearly thiswas a poor timeto
probe further into the matter. Taking the offered advice, he got out fast, his vehicle rocking with sheer
gpeed asit sped away over rocksand low brush. Again apair of officerswaved franticaly, again the
driver failed to notice their frenzied gyrations.

Lawson entered the lock, did not look back asit cycled shut behind him. Similarly, he did not bother to
inquire whether dl his crew were aboard. He knew that they were there in the same way that they had
known of hisimpending return and intended liftoff.

No one greeted him as he made hisway forward. Thetiny cockpit was deserted. Dumping himsdlf into
the pilot’s seet he relaxed while the sensory cocoon enfolded him in its amorphous, accommodating
embrace. Throughout the ship the other members of the crew were making similar, though less el aborate,
arangements.

It wasredly very frugtrating, though the outcome could hardly be caled surprising. Repetition bred not

contempt but akind of timeworn familiarity. Y et now and again they were surprised. Scarce pockets of
rationdity and common sense occasiondly manifested themsalves. These exceptions were treasured by
those fortunate enough to encounter them.

This, however, was not one of those places or occasions. More than talk was going to be required. He
sighed. No rest for the weary. Or the concerned. And all because hormones continued to hold sway over
reason. The ship’s chrono politely impressed itsdf on his consciousness. HE d got just seventy-two
millipartsin which to best the big bang. He took alast ook out the port at the dusty plain, the massve
city squatting soullesdy in the distance. Then he nudged atiny contact the minimal amount and went out
from under.

The vacuum created by the vessel’ s departure sucked most of the troops' skullgear from their heads. A
few small winglessinhabitants of the wide plain found themsalves suddenly and unaccustomedly airborne.
After abrief spirding flight they tumbled back to the ground, largely unhurt by the experience but in their
limited way universadly bewildered.

High above, the aerid patrol swooped and swirled asits pilots cursed softly, held on to their activated
weapons systems, and sought in vain for the target

VIII

Asthelittle ship vanished not only from the humid, cloud-heavy amosphere of the over-armed world but
adso fromitsimmediate stellar environs, Lawson found himsdlf reminiscing on how he'd cometo find
himsdlf in this particular region of this particular galaxy, so different and so far from hisown. Not that
there was anything notable or extraordinary about the mission in which he was participating. He'd
performed smilar duties before, but usualy much closer to home. Though relatively familiar and
extensvely mapped, their own galaxy was far from completely explored. Thisvoyage represented
something of areach for him persondly, if not for hiskind.

Ancther individua might have found it boring, but not Lawson. For him every moment of existence
brought new discoveries, new ddights, even on thoseirritating occasions when one was forced to dedl
with the unenlightened and obstreperous. From what little he' d seen thus far this encounter waslikely to
be no different from what he expected.

Which wasto say it would require alittle more work than one might wish for.

It was his motivation for participating that made him unusudly reflective. Thisarose out of apreviousvist
he’ d made to adifferent region of this swirl of stars. What he' d seen and observed there had | eft him with



asgtrong desire to someday return. He knew that he couldn’t make up for what had happened that time.
No one could. Not even Solarians could change the past. Nor was it amatter of making amends. Some
things were beyond the aid of even the best intentioned.

It pivoted on the inescapable fact that what they’ d told Markhamwit and Ganne went for other species as
well. It was adictum the Combine held to firmly and it usualy served well dl the partiesinvolved.

Execution and follow-up was not always flawless, however. Sometimes no matter what you did, no
matter how hard you tried, there was a certain amount of failure. Not every procedure, no matter how
tried and tested, worked every time. The universe was not a perfect place, nor was it especialy
sympathetic. Intelligence was a precursor to but not necessarily a guarantee of success.

Just because an individud, or aspecies, happened to beintelligent it did not follow that it was dso smart.
Markhamwit was certainly intelligent: whether he was smart or not remained to be discovered. The same
held true for Glastrom and the Nileans, asit did for al other independently evolved sentient species.

These thoughts cast him back to another place and another time. It wasn't far from the Great Lord's
homeworld as Solarians measured distance. No more than amodest detour from his current intended
degtination. The more he remembered, the more it seemed he had only just been there...

The ship of strange shape hung in low orbit around the exquisite blue-green world while itsinstruments
sampled atmosphere and gravity and assorted other useful indices of whether or not its crew would be
happy should they choose to go for a picnic. Sensors also took the measure of the massive single moon,
large enough to cling to asubstantia atmosphere of its own.

Meanwhile the vessal’ s crew of four pondered the consequences of this careful mechanica attention
while chatting among themsalves. They vocdized their conversation because of their close proximity to
one another, because it was traditional, and because it was much easier to hold smultaneous converse
among four entitiesin that fashion.

L awson was the youngest member of the group. Cognitively he was as much a part of the quartet asthe
eldest adult, maturity having more to do with experience than any abstract measure of intellectua
capacity. Though Nafas was consderably his senior there was no fegling of mental distance between the
two men. Nafas smply projected heavier thoughts, the result of the weight of experience. It waslikea
stronger, deeper taste to a particularly rich dessert. Over time Lawson would acquire his own digtinctive
mentd flavor.

It was the same with Toyo and Alma There wasthe usud distinctive feminine tinge to their thoughts that
both intrigued and pleased him, just as they responded to the masculine tints of the two males aboard.
The differences were very subtle and noticeable only to other Solarians. The fact that dl four crew
members of thetiny vessal were Terrans was due to the fact that members of that specieswere just atick
more curious than their fellows, and therefore dightly better inclined emotionally to the job of exploration.

That was their purpose and intent. Fast-traveling predecessors had recorded some problemsin this
neighboring galaxy, difficultiesthat had developed to the point where it might be time to address them
with more than observation. Whenever possible the Combine preferred not to interfere, to let other lesser
lifes mature and develop on their own. But when, through no fault of those concerned, progresstook a
turn down ablind dley, it wastimeto stepiin.

Simultaneoudy with Lawson' s vessel acouple of other craft driven by smilar intent were casting about
for information up and down the length and breadth of the same galactic arm. Lawson and his shipmates
checked in with them periodicaly. It was usudly left to Almato do this, since the modest but still sngular
effort required to establish long-range communi cation took less out of her than her companions, though



any of them including the young L awson were equally capable of making the necessary connection. In
toto adozen or so Solarians had crossed the gulf to have alook around and file areport. Despite having
studied the preliminary information, there was no way any of them could be sure exactly what to expect.

Some of what thefirst scouts had reported they could aready confirm. Two dominant specieswere
reaching out beyond the boundaries of their own systems, extending their reach and influence to worlds
beyond their own. Thusfar, no problem. But they had demonstrated an inclination to persuade by force
where reason failed, and to seek allies to enhance not trade and commerce and cultura exchange but the
kind of hidebound militarigtic organizationsthat could frustrate rather than bolster the type of

devel opment the Combine sought to encourage.

Thisdid not yet congtitute a serious concern, but it was certainly a development that bore watching. That
was what the crew of four was there to do: watch, take note, and report back. Eventually more serious
steps might have to be taken, but events had not yet devolved to that point. Perhaps the shaky pendulum
of culturd evolution would swing back for one dominant life form or the other and interference could be
avoided. It was much to be hoped. Not only was it premature for the Combine to take an activerole,
there were dways potential side effects that not even it could foresee.

It was't the task of Lawson and his companions to monitor the progress of either rapidly advancing
species or render an evaluation of their methods. That job fell to others. Instead they had been directed
to carry out asurvey of the starfield that lay between the two would-be empires, to seeif anything likea
substantial third force might be arising between them. Such a buffer species could serve not only to
forestal the war that the predictors sadly foresaw developing but also to raise the maturity level of all
three concerned.

Thusfar no such potentialy helpful life-form had been detected. Thiswas afecund region of youngish to
middle-aged stars and the worl ds they secured with their gravity had given birth to life aplenty. Some of it
was sentient, but so far every one they had touched upon had been quite primitive.

Until now. The signsof technologica progress on the surface below were unmistakable, though visble
only to the ship’ s highly advanced sensory equipment.

“I wonder if they realize how lucky they are.” Toyo Wowaraexamined avisud floating in the air near
her seet. She plucked it from its resting place and turned it over and over in her fingers.

Schooler was peering at another, moreintricate projection. “1t's certainly the prettiest place we' ve visited
so far. Oceans and continental masses in classic proportion, temperate to tropical climate, plenty of rivers
for irrigation, and tectonicaly stable. Greenery everywhere. Y ou couldn’t ask for a better world on which
toevolve”

Toyo nodded. “And as soon asthey’ re ready, they’ ve got a habitable moon beckoning them outward.
Tak about having anatura spur to scientific development right on your doorstep.”

“It'snot home, but it’ s better than amemory.” Nafas Seguin muttered at the control dais. Within,
concesled devices that were as much magic as mechanical hummed responsively. “What do you think,
James?’ He glanced back at the youngest member of the crew.

L awson was eyeing the same projection as Alma Schooler, an enhanced representation of the southern
continent. As he stared, magnification focused on along, gently curving cove into which multiplerivers
and streams emptied. This handsome bay fronted agentle, rolling plain that backed up againgt mountains
clad in dense vegetation.

“Looksnice. | wouldn't mind astroll. What do we do if we encounter any of the locals?’



Nafas smiled. “They're at an interesting stage. There are urban concentrations but the population is till
mosdy rurd. There' s evidence of transoceanic travel by means of both sail and steam, and an equivaent
land-based transportation system on at least two of the four continents. The other two seem to be less
developed. But there' s no question that they understand and utilize science in their daily lives. A couple of
thelargest cities even show evidence of airborne pollution, probably a consequence of the burning of
fossl fuds”

Toyo wrinkled her nose. “ Technology stumbleson.”

“They haveto go through the stage,” Nafas reminded her. “Y ou have to crawl before you can walk.”
“Not to mention poop in your collective pants,” she added. “They’ll grow out of it.”

“Or poison themsdlves,” the sometimes somber Alma pointed out. “ Some species do.”

Nafas shrugged. “ That' s not for usto decide. They have to raise themsalves by sdlf-determination to the
minimum accepted level. Otherwise forma contact will do them more harm than good. They’ll either
lurch about and try to worship us, or wither away in an orgy of sdf-pity and racia inadequacy.”

Helooked over a Lawson. “ That doesn’t mean we can’t yak with them on an individua basis.
Experience has shown that isolated encounters have no effect on the body politic, either because reports
of such vistsaren't believed or because those encountered choose for reasons of their own not to report
them. Doesthat answer your question?’

Lawson' s attention remained focused on the dowly shifting projection. “I suppose. It'sjust that while
I’ve studied plenty of accounts |’ ve never persondly interacted with representatives of a non-Combine
lifeform that’ s achieved this degree of technology. They’ re sort of in-between.”

“A delicate erain their development.” Nafas monitored the ship’ s readouts with another part of himsdlf.
“They’ re straddling the devel opmenta fence. What they do in the next hundred years or so will determine
whether they continue to advance or destroy themsealves through inimical technologies.” He squinted at a
projection.

“Thereare somered digparitiesin design if not the level of accomplishment between the paired
continents we' re stationary over and the other two across the mgjor ocean.”

Toyo looked interested. “ Different technologica response to different conditions?’

Nafas shook hishead. “That’ swhat | would assume, except that according to the sensorsthere are no
sgnificant differences between the four landmasses. Nothing on ascale to require development of an
entirely different sysemology for development and exploitation.”

“Aesthetics?” Alma proposed. “ Religion?’

Again Nafas was negative. “On a continent-wide basis? Unlikely. No, most probably we have two
different societies maturing here, separated by an oceanic rift. Not an untypical Stuation. Thereis
evidence of contact between the two. Certainly some of the sea-faring craft we ve imaged are capable of
traverang the distancesinvolved. But the differences are dtriking.”

“Something to ticklethe mind.” Almaclearly relished the chalenge of resolving the developmenta
digparity.

“Whilewe retaking agtroll,” Lawson reminded her. He was respectful of hiselders but in no way
intimidated. He was as much a Solarian as any of them, as much as any wizened ancient or barely sapient



toddler.

“| agree,” said Nafas. Though there was no captain on the ship and al were equal interms of control,
Nafas was senior and therefore accorded the privilege of speaking firdt, if not of giving orders. It wasn't
necessary anyway. He wouldn’t have opened his mouth if he hadn’t already sensed a consensus.

Heturned back to hisboard. 1’ d be astonished if they had anything capable of detecting our presence,
much less our approach. We Il pick aquiet areabut one that’s not on the outskirts. I'd like to have atak
with some of thelocalsand it'll go easier if they’ re not true country bumpkins. We want rurd but not
uneducated types.” He poked amanipulative finger into the projection.

“The hillsthat front the southern portion of this bay look like agood spot. There are sizable farmsdl over
the area, the terrain will offer a place to conceal the ship, and yet it’ s not too far from amajor seaport.
We should be able to drop in, have alook around, strike up a conversation or two, and get out without

causing any panic.”

“I’'mfor that.” Toyo rose from her seat and whispered at the projection. Magnification obediently
increased, to the point where they could make out individua structures and a spiderweb of narrow,
unpaved roads. “Look at these woods. Almost jungle-like despite the temperate climate.”

“I’d like to take a permanent record of the seaport facilitiesto the north,” Almasaid. “ Given the size of
their moon they must have to deal with some pretty impressivetides. That they’ ve obvioudy donesoisa
testament to their abilities”

Nafas nodded thoughtfully. “ All right. We'll make a couple of quick passes and let the sensors soak up
plenty of stuff for you to study later. Then we' |l drop down for awalkabout in person.” He stretched
meaningfully. “Mysdf, I’ m ready for somewarm, unrecycled air.”

“Yes” agreed Lawson. “ That last world was chilly.”
“Shambling ursine types at the sticks-and-stoneslevel,” Almarecdled. “Not much to talk about.”
“Givethemtime,” Nafas reminded her. “ Someday they too will beready, if they choosetheright path.”

Toyo made aface. She was easily the most irreverent member of the group. “Maybe by then they’ Il have
done something about their body odor.”

“They’re one step removed from pure animalism,” Almawas disapproving. “Don’'t be so criticd.”
“Canl hdpitif | have amore refined sense of smell than the rest of you?’

“Y ou can’'t hep much of anything, Toyo,” quipped the other woman unexpectedly.

“I can hdp mysdf to some sweet flowers, if thereare any,” sheretorted.

“From what we' ve seen so far | imaginethere |l be blooms aplenty.” Nafas waved at the board and the
little ship commenced its descent, aming for the segport that so intrigued Schooler.

A couple of multi-masted vessels anchored out in the bay bobbed alittle more urgently that morning as
an unexpected gust of wind jostled their hulls. Their sailswere furled and their boilers cool, which led
severa of their crew to attribute the disturbance not to unseen sources of wind but to a couple of rogue
wavelets.

One sailor who was nearly blown off the end of the long pier took persona offense at the wave theory,



and with good reason. He adso inssted that he had seen something vaguely ova in shape that was
fashioned of materid like dull glass appear out of the southwest and rush past not morethan aship’s
length above his head. It wastheforce of its passing that had nearly swept him into the waters of the bay,
not some mysterious wave.

Upon hearing this explanation his compatriotsingsted loudly that his tumble was more likely dueto the
force of liquid stimulants passing through hisbody. After participating in severd fightsin defense of his
veracity thelone sailor gave up trying to defend the proof of his eyes and returned to hisduties, but his
mind would hold on to that image until the day he died.

Scanning passes completed, the little ship settled in apile of dust in ahollow quite close to adisturbed
but stalwart tree. It spread massive branches wide, each thickly festooned with knobby clusters of round
green spheres. Though not leaves, they served the same function. While the tree could easily have
sheltered the craft benesth its dense boughs there was no need to do so, since air travel of any kind was
gtill unknown to the energetic inhabitants of thisworld. The only creatures cgpable of detecting its
presence from above were interested solely in more mundane matters like finding food.

Toyo wasfirg out, though her companions were close behind. The air was coy with the sweet musk of

growing things. The small flying creatures that had been unsettled by the ship’sarriva gradudly returned
to their branches and their cranniesin the rocks, ignoring the glistening bulge that had appeared without

warning intheir midst. Animaswith bright pink skinsand short legs scuttled out again in search of fallen
nuts and seeds while the modest creek that drained the hollow carried settling dust seaward.

L awson hopped down aongside Wowara, looked around approvingly. “1t's as beautiful on the surface
asit wasfrom above. This specieshasagreat Sart on the future.”

“If they don’'t messit up,” Schooler commented, ever the redist. She knelt to examine acluster of bright
blue flowerswith ragged edges.

“All right,” said Seguin. “Everyone enjoy themselves and take a different point of the compass. Be back
when you'vetired of it.” Bending to gently pluck ablue blossom, he stuck it behind hisright ear and then
promptly struck off northward, unarmed but hardly defenseless. Wowara turned southward while
Schooler headed east.

That |eft the west to Lawson. No one had chosen a path or direction. Their choices had been arrived a
by mutua, slent consensus. Solarians did everything by consensus, except when someone got hopping
exercised about something. Then there was a consensusto et that individual do as he or she pleased. It
was a system that worked very well and alowed for fits of excitable individudity. No such incidents were
likely to &fflict the crew of thelittle ship. They had been chosen for their compatibility.

Lawson had no worries as he strode down the gentle dope, avoiding bushes and high grasses. Once, he
sensed the presence of something large and furry watching him from acave in the low rock face nearby.
Stopping, he stared directly toward it for several long moments. The creature within neither advanced nor
retreated. Eventudly it returned to the snooze that Lawson had interrupted, and he continued hiswalk.

Y dlow, white, and pink flowers soon overwhelmed the blue, azephyr-stirred sea of primitive but cheery
colors. Smdll insects darted among the blossoms, asssting the various speciesin reproduction. His old
friends Buzwuz and Lou would have ddighted in the untrammeled surroundings, but they were not ong
for thejourney. Their presence was not required.

He was stooping to admire adense cluster of yellow bloomsthat together formed a sphere half the size
of the ship when avoiceinterrupted hisreverie. Rising and turning without panic or fear, he found himself
confronting andtive.



The smilaritieswere sartling: bipeda, two arms, fingers, arounded (but hairless) skull, bright black eyes,
and a prominent nasdl ridge. The externd ears were set much higher on the head than in one of hisown
kind, however, and were pointed like those of acat. She spoke again, her manner indicative of
uncertainty but not fear. A six-legged beast stood nervoudy nearby, short of face but long of leg and tail,
asngle saddle cinched between the two front pairs of legs.

Lawson activated the small shiny integral trandator attached to hisbelt, swinging it around o that it
pointed in the native sdirection. “Hello,” he said softly, hislipseven.

She sarted visbly, then relaxed. The lipless mouth moved. *Y ou can understand me?’

He tapped the trandator. “ Through this device. It would take me awhile to master your language to the
point where | could speak it myself. Severa weeks, at least.”

Hesitation, then, “ Surely you could not learn so fast?”’

Seeing her mouth remain parted he thought he could hazard asmile. “I’'m aquick learner and languages
areapecidty of mine” Slently he thought to his companions, “1’ ve met one of the local dominants.

She seems wary but willing to continue the conversation. Arrived on some kind of riding animal.
Quiet, too. | didn’t hear them come up on me.”

Toyo' sthought-form reached him. “Y ou’ re afast worker, James. Didn’t even need an introduction.”
“Hey,” he cast back, “ she spokefirgt.”

“Have auseful chat,” Seguin thought. He did not need to ask if the native was armed because that would
have been ingtantly apparent in Lawson’ s thought-form.

Similarly, it was clear hewas not in any danger. Having learned al they needed to know in afew short,

terse thoughts, the others carried on as though nothing more extraordinary had happened than achance
encounter between a couple of mice. They expressed no interest in how the encounter would proceed.

That was entirely up to Lawson.

“My nameis T ede. | saw your coach set down,” the native told him. “My first thought wasto flee, but |
was fascinated by your means of transportation. It just appeared.” She moved alittle nearer, her very
round eyes ingpecting him closdy. “Where do you come from?’

Lawson widened his smile, noting no adverse reaction, and gestured upward with afinger. “ Out there.
From beyond your sky.”

“From Langese?’ she asked hesitantly.

“If by that you mean your moon,” heinferred, “no. From much farther.”

“From farther.” She pondered this. “ Then your glass vehicleis some kind of sky-boat?’

He nodded approvingly, wondering how shewould interpret the gesture. “ That' s very good. Yes.”
Shelooked around suddenly. “Are there more of you?’

“I havefriendswith me,” hetold her smply. “We mean you no harm. We are smply hereto have alook
around and to enjoy some fresh air. And to meet with you.” He extended a hand.

She considered the proffered limb, reached out with one of her own and gently drew the underside of her
fingers across the back of hishand. Not only was she a physically attractive being, he mused, but she had



courage aplenty.
“You'revery bold,” he complimented her.

She made a peculiar but not unpleasant whistling sound in her throat. “ There are those who consider me
reckless, even for a subordinate matriarch. | accept it asachalenge.” She gestured back over a
shoulder. “Y our sky-boat: how doesit fly? By what mechanism can it support itsef intheair?l seeno
smoke, no puffs of steam.”

“Y ou wouldn't understand the principlesinvolved, much lessthe mechanics,” he assured her. “What'sa
subordinate matriarch?

“Onenext in lineto lead an extended clan. Y ou don’t have clans?’
“Not in the same sense. We're dl part of one clan, actualy. We call oursaves Solarians.”
“So'larians,” she echoed, making agood attempt at the aien word.

So even the rumors hadn't reached thisworld, he thought. These people were truly unvisited. He was
pleased. They would be anovelty to one another. He looked forward to enjoying her company as much
as his present surroundings.

“Lucky,” came the thought-form of Toyo. “1 haven’t found anything but bugs. Nice bugs, though. They
don’t try to sting or bite.”

Lawson shut her out to concentrate on hisvisitor. “ So you watched us arrive and you didn’t run away.”

“I couldn’t. | wastoo astonished. I’ ve never seen anything like you before, though you look something
likeavery peculiar person. Just... odd. Not ugly and revolting, like a Denkou.”

Lawson's smile subsided. “What are you?’

She straightened, pride evident in her stance. “ One of the true people, of course. | am B’ etara” She
took a sudden step backward. “Y ou are not some friend of the Denkou?’

“Takeit easy. | don't even know what a Denkou is. Maybe you could enlighten me?’
Sherelaxed vishly. “Truly you areignorant of our world. So you cannot be blamed for your ignorance.”
“Thanks” hesaid dryly.

She gestured past him. “The Denkou live far from here, acrossthe sea. | know all about them because |
live here near the great port of Sere'ili and | listen to the memory-talk of the sailors and soldiers.”

Lawson did not tense. Solarians had long ago discarded such reactions as wasteful of energy. But he
became more attentive. “ Soldiers?’

“Ohyes.” Shedid something with her facia muscles that was not quite asmile but that had the effect of
conveying the samefedling. “ The armies of the B’ etara.are renowned for their spirit and fighting ability.
Once, we fought among oursalves, but now we are unified in search of greatness.”

“Unificationisgood,” hetold her.

“When the grand fleet isfinished we will carry thefight to the homelands of the Denkou and put an end to
them.”



“That’ snot so good,” he said.

Her expression changed, first to one of ingtinctive anger, gradudly shifting to curiosity. “1 do not
understand. Welook so much alike and you say you are no friend of the Denkou.”

“I didn’t say that. | said that | wasn't familiar with them. My companionsand | havejust arrived here.
WEe rejust learning about you, much lessthese Denkou. They're not like you?’

“Oh, no!” The mere suggestion clearly shocked her. “The Denkou are horrible, hairy creatures, much
bigger than you or me, with dreadful ditted eyes and long poisonous fangs. They suck thelife out of their
victims and leave them discarded husks.”

“Dangerousanimals,” he suggested.
“Y es, but with a crude sort of raw intelligence.”
“How intelligent?’ he asked softly.

She seemed alittle hesitant. “ They have ships and roads, like we do, only much more poorly designed
and built. They livein citieswhere they work endlessly on weapons of war and make plansto endavethe
B’etara Their art isrepulsiveto the eye and their music grating to the ear. The world will bewell rid of
them.”

“I| see,” said Lawson dowly. “How soon until thisgrand fleet isready to sail against the Denkou?’

She looked away. “Wdll, actudly it's something that’ s only been talked about. It would be avery costly
undertaking. Denkouar is so very far away some sailors are not even sure afleet could travel that
distance and arrive in good enough condition to fight. At least, that’ swhat the sallorstell me. They dso
say that the Denkou have strong fortifications aong their coasts, just aswe do. So thisis something that

may not happen for avery long time.”

L awson nodded. The western ocean presented quite a challenge for alow steam-and-sail technology.
Successfully invading an entire hemisphere and carrying awar to inhabitants possessing equa technology
caled for more of an investment than these B’ eitara seemed capable a first glance of making.

“Y ou hate these Denkou.” It was not a question.

“Y ou have only to seethem.” She shuddered visibly. “Everything about them is hideous. their
appearance, thair habits, their rdigion, their philosophy.”

“Y ou’' ve seen Denkou, then?"*

She hesitated. “Well, not exactly. I’ ve seen one that was killed and stuffed, and I’ ve talked to sailors
who' ve encountered them dive. But I’ ve never actudly seen one mysdf.”

It was obviousto Lawson that there wasllittle point in pursuing this line of conversation. A beautiful
fanatic was till afanatic. Perhaps she was no more than that, an exception among her own kind. One
could hope.

“Tell me more about the B’ eitara,” he asked her, ready to change the subject from talk of war and
ugliness

Lawson was not the only one to encounter asample of theloca life. Almahad met apair of adolescents
out for ahike and after overcoming their initia terror had settled in to talk with them. Their responsesto



her inquiries about the Denkou differed only in the most minor details from the information Lawson had
gleaned from the female named T’ edle. While both of them carried on with their respective conversations
they remained in contact with Nafas and Toyo, who thusfar in their own explorations had encountered
only plantsand wildlife.

“We have what appears to be an unusua and possibly unique evolutionary Stuation here,” Lawson was
thinking.

“Yes” concurred the thought-form of Nafas. “A world so hospitable it may well have given birth to two
ditinctly different sentient species. Separated by the major ocean, they seem to have devel oped

independently.”

“And now that they’ re aware of each other,” added Toyo, “they’ ve wasted no time learning how to hate
each other’ s guts, apparently for no other reason than that they are different.”

“A deplorable state of affairs but one we ve encountered before,” Nafas went on. “ Unfortunately, even
though two apparently dissmilar species areinvolved instead of the usual one, we dill can't interfere.
Triba conflicts are beneeth our officid notice. They’ |l have to surmount this hurdle themselves before we
can step in and offer advice.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much. They can’'t make awar of it,” Almadeclared confidently. “Thelogigtica
problemsit would involve exceed their ability to solve. With alittle luck, trade and commerce will
succeed in overcoming their initia fearful reaction to each other and they’ |l learn to get dong. Distance
and the lack of technology sufficiently advanced to overcome it should make the difference.”

“I wonder if weredlly are deding with two digtinct specieshere,” Nafas offered thoughtfully, “or merely
paranoid distortions of sailors tales. Neither this T’ edle or the two adolescents has actualy seen alive
Denkou. | think it'stimewedid.”

There was no need to ask for hiscompanions' opinions. They were as plain to him as his own thoughts.

Lawson watched the local sun drop behind ahill as he sat with T’ eele beneath the shade of a
fragrant-blossomed tree she called minwitt. “My friendsand | are going to leave soon.”

She looked surprised. “So quickly? But your presence here is awonder that should be shared with
others. | know of many in the city much more quaified than | to spesk with you, to answer your
guestions and ask many of their own.”

“You vedonejust fing” hetold her sincerely. “1 appreciate your candor. Not many individuas at your
leve of achievement would have been able to handle my sudden appearance as gracefully asyou have.”

“You are not so very different fromus” shetold him. “Though it makes melaugh to see someonewith
earson the sdes of their head instead of on top, asis proper. How can you hear anything with that kind
of arrangement?’

“We know how to listen,” he assured her. “It’ s one of the things we do best. Listen and ask questions.”

“I would have liked to have asked more of my own.” She put her lean, lightly furred arms around her
knees and gazed at the darkening sky. “ Are there any other peoples besides you up there, beyond the
sky and the moon?’

“Morethan you canimagine,” hetold her.

“I would like to meet them too, someday.” Her voice and expression turned sad as she lowered her gaze



back to him. “That will not be possiblefor me, will it?”

“I’'m afraid not. Y ou' re very adaptable, but | think it would be abit overwheming for you. And we have
apolicy about such things. Y ou haveto learn how to wak before you can run.” Buzwuz, he knew, would
have been gppalled at the earth-bound anaogy and would have put it much differently.

“I am not surethat | understand.”
“Y our many-times-removed offspring will,” he assured her.

“Atleast | was ableto have thistimewith you. | will ook &t the sars differently now, whenthesunis
down. I will know that there are otherslike the B’ eitara out there, others who will be our friends
someday.” She made aface. “ Arethere dso those like the Denkou out there?’

“I don’'t know. | keep telling you that I’ ve never met a Denkou.”

“Pray that you do not.” Reaching out, she stroked the back of hisleft hand with the fingertips of her own.
“Thisis how we say goodbye, Ja mes L’ avson.”

He hesitated, wondering what the others would think, and then decided it didn’t matter. Leaning forward
inthefailing twilight, he put hislips gently againgt her mouth. She looked startled but did not pull away.

“That's how maes and females among my people say goodbye. It' savery ancient ritud. We ve changed
in many ways, but surprising things hold up under the weight of ages.”

Shefelt of the edges of her mouth with the limber fingers of one hand. “How very peculiar! It seemsso
unhygienic”

The thought-forms of Nafas and Almawere grinning at him. Toyo' steasing was more straightforward.
“Hey, how come you never said goodbye to me that way, James?’

He cast acool thought at her. “ The opportunity never presented itsalf.”
“Present, indeed,” she quipped.

“That’ s enough ethnological transference for oneday.” Nafas’s mental tone was brisk. “We ve done
enough herefor now. Let’shave alook at these boogeyfolk, the Denkou.”

Lawson blinked as his thoughts returned to the grassy place beneath the tree. He rose and stepped back
from the native. “Goodbye, T'ede. And good luck with your life. | hopeit’salong and happy one.”

She made asmple gesture with one hand. “ Farewell, Ja mes L’ awson. Y ou have honored me among all
my can.”

Heignored Toyo' sfollowing thought as he turned and strode off in the direction of the ship.
IX

For avessel capable of crossing the intergalactic gulf the journey from one side of the great ocean to the
other took alitera blink of an eye, though choosing alanding site required amoment or two of study.
They set down in adry creek bed not far from the sea, which here crashed against amuch rockier,
wilder shore than the one they had |eft They were Situated not far north of amajor city, on the northern
crest of the southwestern continent.

Anintermittent cold drizzle was swirling when they emerged from thelock, but it soon gave way to a tiff



ocean westerly asthey headed shoreward. All of them wore the same attire asthey had in the much
milder land of the B’ étara, fluctuating meteorologica conditions being something to which they gavelittle
heed. Within certain climatological parameters many Solarians had the ability to regulate their body
temperature. As a consequence the four of them would not freeze, but they would require food at an
earlier hour than usudl.

Thetrees on thisrugged coast weretall and straight, with narrow, deeply grooved leavesthat were very
different from the placid growths that shaded the perfumed, sunny fields of the B’ eétara. What flowers
were visible hugged the ground and sought protection from the wind in cracksin the rock. In addition to
the prolific yellows and whites there was a striking lavender blossom so large Lawson could not span it
with his open pam. It emitted afaint stink that wasin sharp contrast to its bright hues.

They kept together thistime as they walked out of the creek bed and down toward the beach.
Crustaceans and mollusk-like creatures scuttled energetically about the scree, migrating between one
wave and another. Something with avast wingspan soared by overhead, watching the shorebreak for
edible denizens of the surf line. Sea-soaked logs by the hundreds littered the base of the stunted cliff the
vigtors descended.

“Aslovely aswherewe were earlier.” Alma s gaze pierced the horizon. “Not aswarm, but in its stark
agpect equdly invigorating.”

“A comdy world,” Toyo agreed. “Maybetime will assist these two speciesin keegping it that way.”

“We gtill don't know that there are two species here,” Nafas reminded her. “We have only the word of
threeyoung B’ eitarafor that. I’d like alittle more proof.”

Almahad wandered alittle ways down the beach. Now she called back to them without turning. “Come
andtalk toit. Your proof, that is. Five or six of them, from thelook of things.”

They caught up to her and together the four of them ambled down the shoreline.

Therewere ahdf dozen of the shambling, shuffling crestures. For dl their gpparent clumsinessthey
handled their fishing gear with dexterity. Three of them stood out in the shallow, choppy surf, along black
net stretched between them. Two others waited on the beach, accompanied by amuch smdler individual.
Whether it was achild or smply astunted adult the visitors had no way of telling. Covered in long,
stringy, jet-black hair that waslightly curled at the ends; it was an exact duplicate of itslarger
companions.

The juvenile hypothesisturned out to be correct. When it caught sight of the four gpproaching Solarians
the small individua let out agtartlingly loud squeak and rushed to hide behind the legs of one of the larger
members of the hirsute retinue. Asyet Lawson and hisfriendswere unable to tell if the creatureswere
male, female, neuter, or assorted. Except for variationsin size there were no immediately obvious sexua
characterigics or physica differences between them.

The two Denkou on shore immediately assumed a defensive posture that placed them in front of the
youngster. One gave forth a series of degper, more mature squeaks that must have reached those out in
the surf. They hurriedly folded up their long net and made their way inshore, siriding powerfully through
the small waves. Packs on their broad backs jounced and bobbed as their owners rushed to gain the
beach.

The four visitors dowed and stopped within speaking distance while the two Denkou protecting the
youngster favored them with glowering stares. Their eyeswere large and bright, with blue-flecked irises
and the long black ditted pupilsthe B’ eitara T’ e e had mentioned.



Hands consisted of thick pads set with only two opposable fingers, more like pincers than anything else.
Both the arms and legs were truly doublejointed, which gave the creatures greet flexibility despite their
Sze. Each of the adultswas at least asbig asasmal bear while the largest of them towered over the
tallest of the Solarians. They wore no clothing other than their functiona packs and belts. Prominent
piercing fangs protruded from the upper jaws even of the child.

Toyo gestured toward a pile of mois, pulpy invertebrates that had been hegped on awide, waterproof
sheet. “Appropriate food for flesh suckers.”

“If those B’ eitara knew what they were talking about,” Lawson conceded.

Hands on hips, she studied the scowling Denkou speculatively. “Mighty impressive hypodermic cutlery
for vegetarians”

“One cannot deprecate a species because they have been condemned by nature to the consumption of
certain foods.” Nafas gazed unblinkingly back at the largest native. “It’ s quite likely they consider the
measticating of protein solids unbelievably repulsve”

“I'm surethey do.” Lawson was put in mind of hisliquid-diet Cdlisan friends.
Two of the largest Denkou took a challenging step forward.

“Timeto open up adidogue.” The much smaller Toyo matched their advance. It did not matter which of
them approached the natives. She had smply chosen to act before any of her companions.

“Hello. How’' sthefishing?’ The rectangle on her service belt squeaked hystericaly.

Clearly taken aback, the Denkou immediatdly set to squeaking among themselves. Following an
incongruous but brief conversation, the second-largest turned back to the visitors.

“Thimd am I. Likethe hairless B’ eitarayou look, yet you are not.” He stared hard at each of themin
turn. “Y our faces differently are set, you have not even short fur on your bodies, and your ears...”

“Thoseearsagan,” chuckled Nafas. He had the ability to wiggle hisown, asign not of Solarian control
over their bodies but of oneindividua’s control over hiscompanions expressions. “No,” he explained
through histrandator. “We are not B’ eitara. We come from lands much farther away than theirs.”

“Areyou al cooperativefisherfolk?” Toyo inquired.

Thimd gestured expangvey. “Thismy family is. Wefish for only part of our wakingtime. | andsoa
builder of boats. My brother Stayv is amachine-maker. We aso together have asmall garden plot.”

“Y ou sound quite successful,” Nafas told him.
“We do wdll enough.” Thimd was being more proud than boastful.

Toyo advanced until she was standing within arm’ s reach of the much more massive Denkou. Her
atitude was one for whom the satiation of curiosity far exceeds any concern for the safety of one's
individud sdif.

“A garden? What do you do with agarden, with teeth like that?’
The Denkou took no offense; indeed, it seemed amazed at her ignorance. “Why, we many cropsraise.”

“Wein khokoua specidize,” explained another. Lawson was till having trouble trying to separate



femaesfrom maes, if indeed that easy division could be made among the Denkou. “Its coreis most
sweet and tasteful.”

“Plant juices,” Nafas thought. “ They liquefy the interior and suck out the result. Maybe they can do it
with flesh dso, but it’s clear they’ re not exclusively raging carnivores.”

“They seemwilling, if not eager totak,” Almapointed out.

“Certainly they’ re no more or less suspicious than the B’ eitara,” Nafas agreed. “Or perhaps hesitancy is
samply politenessto them. After dl, we re more than total strangers.”

“Let’'sgtand tak.” Lawson eyed the dithering mass of netted invertebrates. “ But that doesn’t mean we
haveto stay for lunch.”

“Areyou sureyou're not adifferent kind of B’ eitara?’ asked one of the Denkou.
“Not at al,” Nafas assured it. “We are Solarians.”

“You like B’ etaralook,” the husky creature declared through its body beard. “ Except you some hair
have”

“You don’t get along too well with the B’ éitara, do you?’ Toyo chose a seat among the wave-polished
rocks. At high tide this entire shoreline would be under water al the way up to the cliffs, Lawson
reflected. The danger didn’t seem to concern the Denkou family.

“They irritablelittle crestures are,” thelargest Denkou explained. “Alwaysready for afight. They will at
the dightest imagined insult kill, and fire their wegpons on the innocent and unarmed at the least
provocation.”

“Yes” squeaked another emphaticaly. “1magine sailing completely across the great ocean only trouble to
make, to loot and to murder. They avicious, barbaric race are. Knowing this you can understand our
need to be assured that you are not smply another variety of them, or some close dly we have not
encountered before.”

“Y ou've seen the B’ etara do these bad things, then?” Almalazily dipped her feet in arefreshingly cool
tide pool.

The Denkou eyed one another. “Wdll, no, not actually,” the first speaker replied. “But we news of such
atrocities read more frequently than we would like. Very well documented it all is.”

“Y our mediarepresentatives and your government wouldn't lie about something like thet, of course,” said
Toyo.

The Denkou looked shocked. “Why should they? B’ eitara prisoners admit that they find usloathsometo
look upon. They abhor our appearance, our manners, our habits, our body odor, even the way we egt.”

“Maybe your leadersjust want to stir up trouble between you and the government of the B’ eltara,”
Nafas suggested.

“Why would they do that?’ The Denkou appeared genuinely bemused. “It isthe B’ eitarawho want to
make discord. Fortunately their raids infrequent are and little harm do because of the distancesinvolved.”

“And because your weapons are so primitive,” Lawson pointed out.

One of the Denkou took exception to this observation. “ Our weapons are not primitivel They the most



modern and sophigticated are that can be fashioned. Areyou trying to tell usthat you have better
weapons where you come from?” Tension among the locals increased noticeably asthey awaited a

response to this query.

“Actudly, we have no wegpons at dl.” Nafas spread his hands wide to expose his narrow duty belt
The largest Denkou eyed him askance. “ Y ou are unarmed?’

Nafas smiled a him. “I didn’t say that. | said that we have no weapons. It snot the samething at all.”

“If we decide that you lying are and that you are spiesfor the B’ eitara, we could hold you here while one
of usreturnsin the wagon to notify the authorities. Y ou don't ook very fast or strong to me. What'sto
keep usfrom restraining you?’

“Not much,” admitted Nafas smply. “But it would be an impolite way to treat guests. If we were spies
do you think we' d be gtting here chatting casualy with you like this, instead of watching from afar?
Besides, what would we be spying on? Family fishing techniques?’

One of the Denkou gave the questioner arap on the back of his head that would have felled Lawson or
any of hiscompanions. “Freemesh! Can't you see that they’ re telling the truth? See the easy way they
look at us? They couldn’'t be B’ eitara.”

“They could very clever liarsbe,” inssted the bestricken one, as he rubbed the back of his hairy skull.

“With words, yes. But not with their faces.” The big fema e turned to regard the visitors, draped casudly
across the rocks. “ See how they upon us gaze? There no averting of eyesis, no wrinkling of nogtrils, no
disgust or contempt in their postures or expressions. No B’ eitarawould at uslike thislook.”

“Likewhat?" Almaasked curioudy.
“Like another of our own kind. Like people.”

Nafas sghed. “It’ sabundantly clear that you devel oped civilization independent of one another, probably
unaware of each other’ s existence until what you would regard as historic times. That’sabig ocean
separating you and there' s no land connection between the east and west hemispheres. The size of your
moon guarantees hefty tides.” He gestured at the cliff face. “ There s plenty of evidence for them right
here. Tides like this mean that smdll craft don't function well close inshore. That would' ve served to
postpone contact between your respective peoples even longer.

“When you made contact you discovered that not only were you utterly different physicaly but that you
didn’t like each other ether, with the result that now you' re fighting over nothing at al.”

“Nothing at dl?’ The main Denkou took exception. “We only defending oursaves againg vicious
B’ etaraattacks are.”

“They’ d probably claim that they’ re doing the same thing with regard to you. Y ou' re both intelligent,
you' ve got awonderful world to share that’ s big enough for the both of you, and you can accomplish a
lot more working together than you ever can sniping and raiding each other.”

“We can never with the B’ eitaralearn to work,” ingsted one of the smdler locals. “ They so different from
usare.”

“Different how?’ Nafas demanded to know.



The Denkou regarded him as though he had just taken along step into afresh pile of idiocy.”Y ou seem
good eyesto have. If you have upon the B’ eitaralooked you can see immediately how different we are.”

“I'msorry,” said Alma, “but | don’t seethat at al.”
The Denkou glared at her. “I wasto that one speaking.” He gestured at Nafad.

“Speak to one Solarian, spesk to them al.” Toyo was chucking some sort of mollusk-thing under its
amogt-chin. It rolled over onitsventral sideto give the soothing fingers easier access.

The Denkou gave up, went on. “We much larger than the B’ eitaraare. We a proper amount of hair have,
whilethe B’ eitaradmogt totaly bad are. They chew solid food instead of sucking it properly. Their
pupilsround areinstead of ditted. There are many other distinctions too numerous to describe. Surely
you recognize these?” The other Denkou looked on anxioudy. Meanwhile the juvenile had hesitantly
gpproached Lawson and was examining the fabric of hisjumpsuit with much interest.

“Those are smply differencesin shape and gppearance,” replied Nafas. “ They mean nothing.”
“Then how do you ‘different’ define?’ the Denkou inquired belligerently.

“Theonly differenceslie here* Almatapped the side of her head. ”Both you and the B’ eitaraare
intdligent. That' sal the amilarity you need. From what we' ve managed to glean thusfar from our brief
vigt hereyou're about equd in intelligence.” The Denkou bristled at this but said nothing.

“That isto say,” Toyo went on, still playing with the mollusk, “that you' re equaly stupid.”
“You clam afriend to be and then you insult us,” the Denkou growled.

“A statement of provablefact isnever aninsult, and it’' sfoolish to regard it asone,” shetold her. “You're
stupid because you can't see beyond your skins. Thisisnot entirely your fault. Tell me: in acompletely
dark room, communicating by means of self-illuminating printed messages passed back and forth, could
you tell aB’ eitarafrom a Denkou?’

“There are different ways of thinking,” thefemadeinssted.
“Surethereare. Therationa and theirrationd. Neither of you isthe latter. You'rejust careless.”
“Areyou truly saying that we should try to make friends with the B’ eitara?’ asked an aghast mde.

Almashrugged. “It beats mounting bigger and bigger raids against each other for the next several hundred
years. You'd progress alot faster through cooperation than the stimulus of casua mayhem.”

“Progresstoward what?" asked one of the Denkou guardedly.
“Cooperation. Maturation. Advancement. Qudification for entry into the Solarian Combine.”

“Ahl” One of the Denkou looked satisfied. “ That explainsit. Y ou come seeking dliesto in some greater
war of your own participate.”

“Not at dl,” said Nafas easily. “No oneisforced to join the Combine. In fact, no oneis asked. Others
ask usif they canjoin.”

“And how do you who to let into your precious Combine and who to keep out decide?’

“It' svery ample. If agpeciesis mature enough to join the Combine, they don’t haveto ask. They smply



become apart of it. If they’ re till asking questions about how to quaify, then they’re not ready.”

Thisthrew the questioner into mental contortions. He tried to decide how to proceed, failed, backed up,
got further entangled upgtairs, suddenly found himself wondering what a fisherman-gardener was doing
trying to formulate such questions anyway.

“Thisisameatter for theloca governor is,” he decided abruptly.

“Sorry,” said Lawson, “but if we' d wanted to parley with locd officiadom we d have set downinthe
center of the nearest city. We much prefer talking to regular folks.”

“It doesn’'t matter.” The Denkou started cautioudy toward the path that could be seen descending the
cliff face. “We must the proper officids notify.”

“Suit yoursdves,” said Toyo. “You might tell them that it’ stime to Sart thinking about trying to make
friendswith the B’ étara”

“They won't listen,” indsted one of the smdler Denkou.

“A lot of officidsdon’t,” agreed Alma. “Not listening isaquaification for entry into higher levels of
officiddom in many primitive societies. But now and again you come across the rare one that goes against
the grain. They won't believe you when you tdll them about us anyway. But you might tell your friends
and neighbors about our conversation here today. Try to explain to them that shape and appearance
aren’t important a al when compared to intelligence and maturity.”

“Y ou al the same as one another look,” pointed out one of the female Denkoul.

“Not dl Solariansdo,” Lawson explained. “ Some of usare smdl and have wings. Othersliveinthe sea
and havefinsor flippers. There are Solarians with tentaclesinstead of hands and others with hardly any
manipulativedigitsa al.”

“Now you spinning tales are,” asserted the senior femae Denkou.

“Not at dl,” declared Nafad. “We re pinning some basic truths. Shape means nothing. Physica design
means nothing. Color and shading and what sort of limbs you use to get about means nothing. Thought is
al-important. Those who think aike are dike. Those who share the same outlook on redlity areredl.
Everything e se strivesto reach that point. It’s not an enforced uniformity or even acompelled one.
When you becometruly inteligent, that’ sjust the way you think.”

“It'snot amatter of the right way or the wrong way,” Alma Schooler added. “It’ sjust amatter of how
the universeis. Wishing it were otherwise doesn’'t work. Nor does it matter, because the universeis
pretty nicetheway it is. And it s getting better dl thetime. So are those who live within its confines and
learnto think sengibly.”

“Thistoo much for meis,” admitted the senior male Denkou.

“Not if you stop to think about it,” said Lawson. “Likedl great truths, it’ sredly very smple. Cooperating
is better than fighting. Thought and emotion can complement instead of clash with each other. If one
respects on€' s surroundings, oneis respected by them in return. The same goes for someone who
does't quitelook or act like yoursdlf. All you have to have in common isintelligent thought.”

“Wewill ponder on these things,” the senior female Denkou decided, *but we are smplefolk and thereis
little we can do about what you say, even if we wereto agree with you.”



“Don’'t underestimate yourselves,” Nafas deposed. “ Thinking isjust the first step. After thought comes
action. Y ou can tdl those you know.”

“They will think usmad,” indsted one of the junior Denkou.

“All prophets are thought mad in their time,” avowed Lawson. “It' sonly later that they ascend to
prophethood. Timeisthe lens through which madness becomes prophecy.”

“I just want to fish and work my garden,” declared the senior mae Denkou. “Why do you this burden on
uslay?

“Because you seem to be common folk, and thisis too important amatter to trust to officials or
professondsor speciaigts,” Toyo informed him. “We re bound by our own rules not to intrude, but that
doesn’'t mean you can't unsettle. A little common sense could break this cycle of misunderstanding and

shape-prejudice.

“Y ou'rein aunique position. We ve never before encountered aworld shared by two distinctly different
intelligent species. New discoveries cal for new protocols. We can't meddle, but we can offer alittle
advicein the course of our passing through. Try it. Talk to your friends and associates. Seeif someone's
willing to spesk companionably with the next lot of B’ eitarawho come sailing your way. Ther reaction
might surpriseyou.”

“I doubt it,” contended another Denkou. Then, at a sudden thought, “Have you this message passed
among the B’ etaraaswell?’

“Wetdked to afew of them. Lessthan you. Great endings often have small beginnings.” She eased avay
from the mollusk, which by now was languid from her attentions. “ That' sall we can ask. We can't
compel or force you to do anything. Not aslong as you' re restricted to this one world. Y ou have no idea
how specid aplaceitis. | could spend afair bit of leisure time here mysdif.

“All we can dois proffer asuggestion. Take it and seek gpplications. Maybe by the time we return you'll
have surmounted your ingrained frivolities and will be ready for the next step.” She shook seawater from
her fingers. “Maybe by then you'll seethe B’ eitaraaswe seeyou, and they’ |l regard you smilarly.”
Without aword between them the four visitors gathered among the rocks asif to depart. The juvenile
had to be called away from Lawson by its parent.

“Wait!” squeaked one of the Denkou. The Solarians turned. “How can we thisthing do without your
help? Asyou say it will not be believed that such asyou visited with us”

“Proof of our exisenceisn't important,” Nafas told him. “It’ s the thought that matters. Thought has no
shape, no color, no dien originsto mark it. It's pure, like mathematics. It sanidea. Plant it, nurtureit,
and it will bloom by itsdlf.”

The Denkou family group was gtill dubious. “We might be able afew to convince that the B’ eitara can be
talked to, but who will the B’ eitara persuade? Y ou say you with some of them spoke. What if they
abandon this notion?’

“Both of you havetime on your side,” Almatold them. “Y our level of technology isso low and the seas
Separating you so extensive and storm-beset that by the time elther of you has advanced enough to mount
aserious assault againgt the other, you will have matured mentaly. There s plenty of timefor theideato
take hold on both sides of your common ocean. We think by the time that happens that both you and the
B’ etarawill have come around to see reason.”



“Of course,” Toyo added, “you could progress faster, but only if you cooperate.”

One of the smaler Denkou couldn’t resst adding, “What isto change the B’ eitara s attitude toward our
appearance?’

“Commerce and trade are wonderful equaizers,” Lawson informed him. “ They foster mutua

dependence. When everyoneisdoing well out of cooperation it’s hard to throw everything away in favor
of adebilitating war.” Heraised ahand in farewell, as did his companions. The Denkou responded with a
cheery, unified squeaking.

Lawson and his companions were reluctant to leave so pristine and untrammeled aworld, but dozens of
other systems beckoned. All had to be attended to, al had to be checked out, al deserved alittle
Solarian attention. The crew doubted they would find anything to compare with this planet of somnolent
days and not one but two struggling, infant sentient species.

Back aboard he confronted Seguin. “Tell me, Nafas, do you think they’ll learn to cooperate?’

The senior Solarian considered. “Oh, | believethe odds arein their favor. Certainly it'll take awhile for
them to overcome their primitive shape-prgudice, but they’ re Stuated on opposite sides of the globe
from one another. Even if commerceisinterrupted by the occasiona loud spat they’ re not likely to have
the wherewithd to conduct ared fight over that distance for acentury or two. By that timethey’ll be so
accustomed to one another the fears and uncertaintieswill have become old hat.”

Toyo wasfiddling with a control panel. There were few controls on its surface but she knew thelocation
of every one of them, visible or not.

“Can you redly envision either species mounting an dl-conquering invasion flegt againg the other? By the
time their ships crossed the ocean those aboard would be exhausted from the journey, if not serioudy
motion-sick. They’d be lucky to take a seacoast city or two. There' sno way either of them could sustain
aline of supply atenth that long.

“No, they’ll learn to tolerate one another and then to get along, because there s no practica aternative.”
She waved her hand at the board and a series of lights appeared just above its surface, hovering in the
dill ar of the chamber.

Nafas settled into the pilot’s seat. “Pity we can't hang around to see how things work out. Our next
system looks like an interesting place. Burgeoning intelligence emerging on alarge habitable moon but not
onitsequaly habitable primary planet.

“But not unprecedented.” Lawson wasthinking of the Callisans.
“Think these new prospects have what it takes upstairs to frame adialogue?* Toyo asked aloud.
“Timetofind out.” Nafas perturbed acontrol.

One of the oversized aerid gliders was brought up short by the wind that attempted to fill the cone of
vacuum where the little ship had passed a nanosecond before. It struggled with its equilibrium, hooted
disgpprovingly a something it couldn’t see, and then forgot al about the incident as it spotted something
potentialy tasty and filling crawling ong the water’ sedge.

X

The details of his previous visit were as clear to Lawson asif they’ d taken place yesterday. He was
remembering asthelittle ship dowed, gpproaching the g actic lens from above. He had chosen thisangle



not out of necessity or the need to satisfy some specia function, but purely for reasons of aesthetics.
Having come so far, he felt that he and his crew deserved an overview of their destination.

There was something about being able to descry an entire gaaxy with one' s own eyes and without the
ad of telescopes or other means of artificial enhancement, to takein millions of stars and their attendant
systemsat aglance. The colors were virtualy unduplicatable, the effect on one' s perceptions
overwhelming. It required only the expenditure of alittle time, which the Solarian crew had aplenty. Time,
and the desire to do something with it.

The thought-form that interrupted his reminiscing preceded a degp, sonorous humming. A new shape
entered the room and aimed oculars equdly perceptive but different in design on the amazing panorama
visble through the single port. Itstone was less than awed.

“A gdaxy like any other.”

Lawson turned to the Callisian hovering nearby. It kept a courteous distance. Had it chosen to hover next
to Lawson'sear, or rest on his shoulder, the sound of its wings would have been deafening.

“Come now, Buzwuz. It’ s beautiful and you know it.”
“Oh, | suppose the colorsare nice, but frankly | prefer those of our own.”

“It'snot thelook, it' swhat’ sthere, what we' relooking at. Millions upon millions of starsand five times
as many worlds, uncountable moons and their attendant asteroid belts and comets and other assorted
sellar objects.”

The Cdlisan’ s buzzing rose an octave. “Doesn’'t mean much if they’ re al inhabited by quarrelsome
dopes.”

“I’ll second that,” came the thought-form of Lou from somewherein back.

“You know,” Lawson mused, “sometimes| can't figure out if you Cdlisansare naturdly irreverent or if
you just liketo strike apose.”

“Definitely thelatter.” Buzwuz promptly pivoted in midair and hovered with hisjacketed abdomen facing
the ceiling and his head and antennae drooping floorward. “How’ sthis?’

“Not atypical,” Lawson assured him. The bee promptly reverted to his normal hovering position, once
more focusing on the view.

“I don’'t mean to demean any gaaxy,” he projected, “but what's so specia about this one? Besides the
fact that we' ve ajob to do here.”

“He sbeen here before,” came Freddy’ s thought-form from somewhere near Lou.

“I know that,” Buzwuz responded. “But there’ smoreto it than that.” He hummed alittle closer. “I've
known you along time, James. There' s something on your mind you' re not letting out for genera
discussion. Want tofill usin or should | keep guessing?’

Lawson sighed and looked away from the incredible view. “ For a Calisan you' re very perceptive,
Buzwuz. It'snothing vitd. It hasto do with my previousjourney here. | was part of acrew then, not the
pilot. There were four of us.”

Buzwuz caught the rest of the thought and recoiled. “ All Terrans! Four of you! How did anyone get a



word in edgewise?’
Lawson took no umbrage. “Much asit may startle you to know, we can take turns among ourselves.”

“You hear that?” The Calisan projected hisdisbdief to hisfriends. “He saysthat four Terrans can talk
without stepping on each other’ sthoughts. Me, I'll believeit when | hear it.”

“Bethat asit may,” Lawson continued dryly, “it was avauable learning experience for me. A
study-and-record expedition. We covered alot of territory.”

“And now there saproblem,” Lou thought toward him, “so they’ ve cgjoled usdl into scooting out here
tofix it

“We and the other scouts recorded possibilities,” Lawson continued. “It was hoped avist likethis
wouldn’t be required.”

“Too bad,” put in Freddy. “I’m not big on hopslike thismyself.” His thought-form puffed itsalf up. “But
somebody hasto do it. Rules are being broken. The sanctity of emptinessisbeing violated.”

“Don’'t get al gooey profound on us,” Buzwuz chided him. He turned his attention back to Lawson. “ So
why the pause? To take pretty pictures? If that’ swhat you want, check the filesfor M6482. Now
there' s agdaxy worth hanging around to have alook at!”

“I agree,” afirmed Lawson, “but our job is here, not over in M6482. No matter where I’ m sent | always
like to take amoment to admire the scenery.”

“Okay, so0 you've admired,” said the thought-form of Tesz from well back in the ship. “Let’sget on with
it”
“Y ou gill haven't shared what you' re conceding,” Buzwuz reminded him.

Lawson bothered atiny control. The vistaforward smeared with sheer speed as he turned to regard his
chitinous, humming companion.

“The expedition | waswith visited and took notes on dozens of worlds and a respectable number of
sentient species. But there was one particular place that was not only extraordinarily beautiful but unusua
inthe makeup of its population.”

“Enlighten us,” demanded dl the bee-minds aboard in unison.

“It turned out to be home to two digtinctly different species. Onelarge, awkward, and hirsute. The other
quite abit like my type.”

“Not another planet of verbose bipeds!” Lou screeched in mock outrage. “ Even one per galaxy istoo

“Thesmilaritieswerelargely superficid, asyou can imagine. Both specieswere making progress
technologically but had devel oped a shape enmity toward one another. Fortunately, they were separated
by avast ocean. They didn’t possess the skills or means then to do each other any real harm and they
won't now, but I’d like to check in on them.”

“Why?" wondered Freddy. “Does't sound to me like there' s anything much worth seeing there.”

“It'll just take amoment,” Lawson replied. “The group | waswith talked to avery few individuas of each
species. Before we left we tried to plant the notion of cooperation. Not on a scale large enough to



blatantly affect their natural maturation: that would have congtituted trespass. But I'm curiousto seeif any
of our wordstook, or if wewere smply ignored and both species are continuing down the same path.”

“What about our work?' Tesz wanted to know.
“Yeah,” added Freddy. “ This sounds like strictly biped businessto me.”

“Except for that superficid smilarity the other specieswasn't likeusat dl,” Lawson reminded them.
“Andtheair isremarkably sweet. There are flowersin profusion. Don’'t you want out of thiscan?’

“When the Stuation demands, sure,” admitted Buzwuz. “But I’ d rather get on with the business at hand.”
“If it'll just takeamoment...” another mind voiced.

“Thanks, Lou.” Lawson broke away, reaching out with hismind, impossibly far back aong the linethey
hed traveled. A response was quickly forthcoming.

“Thework isimportant, but if it'll only takeamoment...” asmall portion of avast mass-mind thought.
“Satisfy hiscuriosity,” the rest of the mass-mind decided.

L awson acknowledged the concurrence, as did his humming companions. It would be the briefest of
detours, aquick flyby to ascertain the progress of those living on the surface of the specified world. From
there it would be but a short jaunt compared to the distance they had aready traveled to carry out the
work they had been sent to perform. He was content.

The Solarian mass-mind possessed amass inquisitiveness of its own, but even it recognized that
individua curiosity was an itch that sometimes had to be scratched.

XI

It wasn't hard to locate the world in question. The records were quite clear and, excellent pilot that he
was, Lawson had no difficulty understlanding his ship’s point of view. It was not intelligent in the same
sense asits pilot and crew, but it bore an awareness that went far beyond the trappings of mere
mechanism, to fall somewhere between the cognitive apotheosis of organic intellect and that of so-cdled
atifidd inteligences

With Lawson’said it had no difficulty in locating the indicated planet and dipping into alow orbit above
it. Through the port he could see the billowing, swirling cloud cover, the vast oceans, the four continents.
It looked as dluring aswhen he had first encountered it on that Sngular day sometime ago.

“Wel,” he asked Buzwuz and Lou, who were hovering next to the smooth surface of the port, “what did
| tel you?’

“Not bad,” Buzwuz admitted.
“I’'ve seen worse,” Lou added with typica Calisan terseness. “Of coursg, if it'sfull of bipeds...”

Lawson didn’'t comment. It had been arunning gag between them ever since he' d described the mixed
population of the world below.

“Which species do you want to check in on firs?’ Tesz inquired from her position farther back in the
ship.

“Pleasedon’t let it be either of the bipeds,” Lou thought to no onein particular, quite aware that Lawson



was picking her up.
“It doesn’'t matter,” Lawson replied.

Buzwuz gestured with a hand. “How about the central plain on that northern continent? Looks like an
active volcano there”

Lawson frowned to himsdlf. “Wedidn’t detect any evidence of active vulcanism on our earlier survey.”
“Wel, it' sactive now,” Buzwuz told him.

Lou’ sthought-form intruded. “ That' s not avolcano. Even a thisdistance | can tell that the atmospheric
patternisn’t right for avented plume. It's something se.”

“Just aminute.” Lawson consulted with the ship’s sensors. The answer he recelved to his query both
surprised and disheartened him. “Lou’ sright. It' s not avolcanic plume. There' s an extensive area of
atmospheric pollution. And according to the sensorsit’ s not the only one. The planet’ s spotted with
them.”

Buzwuz framed amenta frown. “1 thought you said that they wouldn’t reach thislevel of development for
another haf millenium at leedt.”

“They shouldn’'t have.”

“Maybe they’ ve been cooperating more than you could have hoped,” Freddy suggested.
“It wouldn’t make this much of adifference. Something eseisrespongble.”

Tesz 9ghed mentdly. “ This meanswe re going to go infor acloser ook, doesn't it?’
“I'd liketo,” Lawson thought at her.

“Better let him have hisway,” Buzwuz projected. “ Otherwise we' |l never have any peace. Y ou know
Terrans”

“I know,” she said resignedly, asthe ship ddicately shifted its position surfaceward.

There were more surprisesto come. Thistime casua inspection was possible only from dtitude, asthe
presence of large numbers of heavier-than-air craft was detected. None could climb to the upper reaches
of the atmosphere where Lawson’ s ship now drifted, but they were sophisticated in design and fleet of
wing. And none of them were steam-powered.

“I don't understand,” Lawson murmured asthey tracked the path of a dozen massive, multi-engined
arcraft. “Both species were clever and adaptable, but not brilliant. It should have taken them another
four or five hundred yearsto learn how to build craft like this”

“I thought you said that their citieswere modest in Size and few in number.” Lou was hovering near
another sensor.

“They were,” Lawson replied.

“Wadll that’ s not the case anymore.” She relayed some coordinates and an increasingly glum Lawson
pestered afew controls.

In an instant they were hovering above a central metropolis Sited at the junction of two mgor rivers. It



was a least five times the Sze of the segport Lawson's survey team had visited previoudy, with smaller
satdlite cities and extensve resdential and industria suburbs spreading themselvesin al directions.

I nstruments were necessary to ascertain itstrue size because they couldn’t eyeit: the entire conurbation
was completely hidden from view by athick layer of irritating brown pollutants.

Stumps of extensive forests now logged over ringed the city. The two rivers displayed streaks of color
that indicated dumping of untreated chemica wastes. Lawson piloted afast pass over the lower reaches
of thesmaller river, gartling alone fisherman out of hiswits. It took the ship’ s sensorsonly afew
moments to spit out adisgusted analysis of the water’ s contents: everything from arsenic compoundsto
heavy metas. The wonder of it was that the single fisherman expected to catch anything edible. Or
maybe he was smply nostagic for dayslong gone by.

There were many smilarly massive urban concentrations and not much left in the way of native ground
cover intheir vicinities. Food production was restricted to less developed landsin the far north and south.
Probably ringed by guards, Lawson thought.

Therewere dso afew exceptiona satellite towns, invariably located higher up in foothills or the
mountains, or out on isolated peninsulas. These boasted relatively clean air and unpolluted streets. That
suggested the presence of a privileged elite, something else not evident on his previousvisit.

Lawson sent them speeding westward. “I want to visit the place where we were before.” He did not
have to explain himsdlf because they could view the picture of the segport and the memory in hismind as
clearly asif it had originated in their own.

“Surely you' re not expecting to find it unchanged?’ Buzwuz chalenged him. “Not after what we ve seen
sofa”

“No,” Lawson replied said grimly. “1 don’t.”
“Nor encounter the locd you talked with at length.”

He glanced over at the humming insect. “ She' d belong dead, Buzwuz. We were ableto infer their life
gpans from the usual physiologica analysis. Like most examples of ayoung, sentient speciesthey don't
last long.” He paused amoment. “No, | don’'t expect to encounter her.”

A moment |ater they arrived at the port. Lawson let the ship drift over the marvelous natura harbor, with
its deep entrance and surrounding hills. Despite the periodic ocean breezes they could barely make out
the towers and massive housing blocks of the city through the haze of pollutants. Several hundred vessels
packed the bay, not asail visible among them. Those maneuvering for docking or mooring position
belched thick clouds of black smoke instead of white, rdatively inoffensve sleam. The bucalic little valley
where he' d spent such apleasant day on his earlier visit was covered with athick irregular plaster of
manufacturing plants, each belching Its own patented flavor of industrid crud. Thelittle stream he had
gtrolled beside in the company of the curious native female was gone completely, diverted or channelized
out of existence.

He thought nothing could shock him further, but the locals had asurprisein store. Automatic sensors sent
the ship scooting skyward, punching a hole through smog and cloud. Far below, something long and
cylindrical putt-putted at what the locals would have considered high speed through the lower
atmosphere in search of a solid something that was no longer there.

Buzwuz eyed hisfriend sympatheticaly. “That wasamissile. A pretty sophisticated one at that.”

“It' simpossible,” Lawson avowed. “ At most they should be exploring the possibilities of lighter-than-air



travel. Heavy arcraft are unexpected enough. Now this...” His expression tight, he soothed a contral.
The ship vanished westward, leaving in its wake a spent seeker-missile that fell into the harbor as soon as
itsfuel was exhausted, and agroup of highly agitated controllers.

It took no time at all to cross the great ocean. During the passage sensors recorded the presence on the
surface of the sea of hundreds of vessels, substantia in size and mostly metdlic in congtruction. At firgt
their presence served to salve Lawson’' s concernsalittle. At least there seemed to be agreat ded of
commerce being conducted between the two hemispheres and their respective dominant species.

It was only when they dowed severa timesto take acloser look at the transoceanic traffic that the truth
manifested itsdf.

“They' rewarships,” Freddy announced on each occasion. “ Somewhat crude in construction and design,
but the purpose is unmistakable. The projectile guns and missile tubes are blatant.”

“I’'m sureif we dropped in dongside they’ d start shooting,” Tesz added.
“Enough of this,” the other Callisans declared. “ Time to get on with thework.”

“Yes,” added Whizam from the back of the ship, speaking for those around him. “Indigenous
disputationsain’t our concern.”

“Inaminute,” Lawson requested. “ There' s one more place | want to check out.”

No one interfered with the ship as it settled down on the deserted beach on the eastern shore of the other
hemisphere. The waves dill ralled in, noisy and brazen. Small flowering plants il dlungtoriftsinthe
rocks and held their own against the sdt wind that howled in off the sea. Crustaceans and their dower
molluskan relatives hunted aong the shore.

But no hirsute, dit-eyed fisherfolk waded through the shdlow surf unralling their netsin search of fat,
soft-bodied things to eat. None camped along the sand in search of solitude or a chance to partake of
family relaionships. The beach was empty.

There were fewer of the broken, water-logged tree trunks he remembered from before. Their place was
largely taken by the rusting hulks of two warships, their hulls scarred and battered. One had been nearly
tornin half by the great explosion that had sent it steaming desperately for this shore. The other was
pock-marked with hundreds of holes from smaller caliber weaponry. A few collapsed skeletons, now
home to the efficient hard-shelled shorelife, were dl that remained of their vanished crews.

“What' s happened here?’ Lawson murmured, as much to himsdlf asto his attentive companions.

“I think you know,” Buzwuz pointed out, more gently than usud. “If you need further confirmation there
seemsto be amgjor battle going on ashort hop to the south of here.”

Lawson nodded once and vexed a device.

Two grest fleets were battling for control of acluster of offshore idands. These dots of land, formerly
inhabited only by solitary fisherfolk and adventurous travelers, had been armed and fortified to the point
wherelittle of the origind surface wasvisible. Nearly dl of the trees were gone, and those few that had
been left clung to the unforgiving boundary where the soil met the seg, asif waiting to cast themsdlvesinto
the next large wave in akind of mass xylemic suicide,

The fleets maneuvered anxioudy around these idets, whedling about them like the spokes of a battered
whed. They traded long-range gunfire and missiles with enthusasm and regularity. Occasondly aship on



either sde would take a hit, sending a plume of smoke and flameinto the aready soot-spattered sky
while spilling sallorsinto an indifferent sea.

Tighter magnification reveded that one group of shipswas crewed entirely by dim bipedsfrom the
eastern hemisphere while the others were popul ated by representatives of the hairy locals. Farther out at
seaan armada of troop transports held an invasion force that waited patiently for a chanceto land.

“I’vefound the joker in the deck,” announced Lou from her station. Her glistening compound eyes
regarded him solemnly. “I think you' ve dready guessed what that might be.”

L awson was too disappointed even to sigh. “We need to make aformal check. Coordinates?” The ship
responded to hisdirections.

Theformidable interstelar trangport was just settling gently to earth much farther inland when the Solarian
vessel appeared nearby. Extensive landing facilities had been gouged out of the earth close to amgjor
river that flowed southward along the base of a high mountain range. A number of smdler cities had been
established to service the crude spaceport. They in turn funneled their efforts and produce into atruly
massve metropolislocated till farther east.

Asthey looked on, aswarm of land transports rushed to the side of the transport like ants returning to
their nest and began the frenetic task of unloading. Even thelittle ship’s sensors couldn’t determine
exactly what was contained in the massive crates and packing containers, but everyone aboard could
guess. Asto the origin of the ship, there was no mystery.

“Nileans.” Buzwuz pivoted in midair to gaze a Lawson. “What do you want to bet that if we made afast
scan of the other hemigpherewe d find asimilar facility servicing vigting vessds of that praiseworthy
benefactor of primitive species, the Great Lord Markhamwit?’

“What | don’t understand,” announced Freddy, “iswhy they bother. The Nileans and Markhamwit’s
kind are squabbling for control of afair portion of this gaaxy. Why divert even asmidgen of resourcesto
abackwater world like this? It' s not like either of the indigenous species can help them against each
other.”

“Not yet. Despots like Markhamwit are dways on the lookout for fresh cannon fodder,” Lawson
muttered. “ A habitable world isa habitable world, an dly till an aly, and a planetary baseisadways
useful from amilitary sandpoint. Neither Sde can spare the warshipsto fight over thisworld, but they
can drop off an occasiona load of trinkets for the nativesin hopes that one day they’ll prove useful. Each
gdeisbetting its native proxieswill dominate. They’ Il keep supplying them with more and more
sophisticated weapons in the hope that by the time ‘their’ side wins, they’ |l have learned enough about
contemporary weaponry to be of some usein the wider war beyond this oneworld.” He sat back from
the sensor projections and rubbed at his forehead.

“Of course, neither the Nileans nor Markhamwit’ silk care one whit about the future of thelocals. Asfar
asthey’ re concerned the side they’ ve picked can exterminate their opponents and take full control of the
planet. Meanwhile and with very little effort on their part they’ ve managed to exacerbate local

differences, inspire further conflict, and give both sides the means to daughter one another on amuch
more satisfying level. Instead of being alowed time to work out their interspecies dilemmas both sdes
have been dragged into aconflict not of their making. They probably don’t even redlize how far down the
developmental ladder they are compared to their supposedly beneficent visitors.”

“They will someday,” Lou declared confidently, “but it' |l be too late then for one species or the other.”
“Maybefor both,” added Freddy. “If they’ ve been equivalendy armed by the Nileans and Markhamwit's



people they could weaken each other to the point where both civilizations collapse. Then they’ d be of
littleuseto ether sde”

“Which wouldn’'t cause Markhamwit or Glastrom and his ministersto lose amoment’sdeep,” Lou
added. “Meanwhile it looksto melike they’ ve done a pretty good job of trashing their planet. Y ou can't
blamedl of that on outsde influences”

“No,” Lawson admitted. “They were headed that way when | was here before. But the Nileans and
Markhamwit’ s advisors have given them asizable push. Left to themsalves they might have worked
thingsout.”

“Wall, it'stoo late now.” Lou hummed over to another cluster of projections. “We could do afew tricks
here, but reversing timeisn't one of them. Besides, it' s not our mandate.”

Lawson hesitated. “I hate to just leave them like this. The Nileans and Markhamwit have intruded. We
could do the same.”

“Y ou couldn’t the last time you were here and you can't now,” Buzwuz reminded him sternly. “ Y ou
know why.”

Lawson wastight-lipped. “Normaly interna planetary conflictsaren’t our business, | know. And we'vea
much weightier predicament to attend to. But thisisa specia Stuation. Thisisn’t the usua case of one
speciesfighting among itself. If not for the interposition of outsde influencesthe B’ eltaraand the Denkou
might well have learned to cooperate. Both species areintelligent and basically sane. They deserve
better.”

“What about Markhamwit and the Nileans?’ Tesz gestured skyward with atiny hand. “ Out there are
dozens of sentient species whose lives are being interfered with and whose progressis being retarded
because of thistypicaly dim-witted interstellar punch-up. That’ swhat we ve been sent hereto resolve.
Theinternd difficulties of oneworld don’t amount to much compared to that.”

“I'm not disputing that, Tesz,” Lawson replied quietly. “I' m just saying that thisworld is specid.”
“Specid inherently, or special to you?’ she asked.

Lawson would not have known how to lie had he wished to. Prevarication was an obsolete affliction
among Solarians.

“A little of both. There' s nothing wrong in that. My concern isfor these people. | hate to see them throw
away their collectiveracid futures because of the ‘help’ that’ s been thrust on them from outside. They’ve
been shoved toward afuture they don’t deserve and aren’t mature enough to handle. Nothing sayswe
can't takealittletimeto try to preserve acouple of smdl civilizations dong with thelarger.”

“Hrg thingsfirg,” thought Buzwuz softly.
“Mandates,” ingsted the rest of the crew.
“Priorities,” reminded a collective mind from across the gulf.

Lawson recognized thewisdom of it even if emationdly hefelt otherwise. “All right. Let’ sget onwith it,
then.” He nudged a control and the little ship vanished in asurge of cloud, just asapair of much more
sophisticated missiles than they’ d dodged on the other side of the world sped through the space they’d
occupied amoment ago. They came from the Nilean transport, whose officers puzzled over the sudden
disappearance of what they’ d suspected to be one of the Great Lord’ s scouts.



Lawson did not look at the sensors that showed the once-beautiful planet receding rapidly behind them.
Nor did they pause to pay any attention to the transport that was lumbering orbitward as they were
heading outbound. This new vessdl, which belonged to the Great Lord, never noticed the little ship, which
crossed its course at a speed too fast to be detected.

L awson encouraged the control atad further, heading for aworld neither of thelocal stellar combatants
even suspected exigted. It would take alittle while to reach, which was fine with him. His thoughts were
torn between the task ahead and the specid place they’ d just left behind.

There was work to be done, work on avast and lofty scale. It waswhat he and the Callisans and many
others had been sent here to do. But Solarians prided themsalves on their thoroughness, and the work
wouldn’t be considered completed until not only the great but the small problems hereabouts had been
resolved.

The least of those was receding behind him at an incredible rate, but he knew he would not leave, could
not start on the long journey back home, without making an effort to fix it.

Xl

Histories, he thought. History distant and recent. He put his reminiscences aside as they plunged toward
their destination. The world was awanderer, aplanet torn loose from its parent sun by some catastrophe
far back in the tremendous past. At an equdly distant time in the future it would be captured by some
other star and either join the new family or be destroyed. Meanwhileit curved aimlesdy through space,
orphan of abygone storm.

It wasn't cold, it wasn't dark. Internd fireskept it warm. Eterna starslimned it in pae, etheredl light. It
had tiny, pastel-shaded flowers and thin, delicate trees that pushed their feet toward the warmth and kept
their facesto the gars. It dso held sentient life, though not of its own creation.

There were fourteen ships on this uncharted sphere. Eleven were Solarian. They were there because they
preferred to meet somewhere to exchange thoughts and greetings in person, because thiswas a
pleasurable activity, and because the strange wayfaring vagrant of aworld was fascinating in and of itsaf.
It gave them something to think about besides the task at hand. After what they’ d been dedling with, the
amiable mental break was much appreciated by al concerned.

Of the remaining craft one was Nilean. Two belonged to the Great Lord Markhamwit. The Solarian
vessels were grouped together in agentle valey of one hemisphere. The other three were on the opposite
Sde of the planet, the Nileans separated from their foes by a couple of hundred kilometers, each
combatant unaware of the others existence.

The situation of these last two groups was a curious one. Each of their three ships had detected the gypsy
sphere at times afew days apart and had landed upon it in the hope of discovering talkative bipeds or, at
least, gaining some clueto their whereabouts. Each crew had promptly suffered an attack of mentdl
aberration verging upon craziness, exploded their munitions, otherwise destroyed every vestige of thelr
respective vessals wegponry, and thoroughly wrecked their ships, thereby marooning themsalves.

Each crew now sat around stupefied by its own collectiveidiocy and thoroughly convinced that not
another functioning starship existed within abillion distance-units. They shuffled about, gaping forlornly at
the skeletd growthswhile trying to keep warm, and considering their situation. Now and then an
individual overcome by circumstances would break down, to be comforted as much as possible by
equaly glum companions. They wandered aimlesdy through the ruins of their vessdls, trying to make
sense of what had happened and failing miserably. Memories of the actua actsthey had carried out with
devagtating efficiency werefew and confused.



Y et sanity had taken firm hold aong with resignation. No evidence of mental illnesswas manifest among
any of them. The ships medica teams had no answers, having turned temporarily psychotic dong with
therest of the crews. In searching for explanations they found only more questions.

The secret of this state of affairs reposed with two of the eleven Solarian vessals. They had on board a
number of homarachnids, spiderish sentients from a place unknown to this galaxy, a hot, moist world
caled Sunew. It happened that thisworld circled around an equaly unknown sun that dowly orbited a
regiona gravitational point not far from acompanion star called Sol. Which meant that the homarachnids
were Solarians dong with the bipeds and bees and semivisible fuzzies.

From the purdly military viewpoint there was nothing redoubtabl e about the homarachnids. They were
even more unsoldierly than their companions, knew nothing of wegpons contemporary or historical, and
cared nothing about ether. They were dso singularly lacking in technica skills, viewing even a
screwdriver as acumbersome, patience-straining device.

Outwardly, their most noticeabl e feature was an incurable penchant for wearing the most incongruous
feathered hats that the milliners of Sunew could devise. In some respects they were the most childlike of
the Solarian mediey, but in one way they were the most deeply to be feared, for they had refractive
minds.

With the absol ute ease of those to whom it comes naturally, any homarachnid could concentrate the great
Solarian mass mentdlity, projecting it and focusing it where required. The burning point of animmense
meagnifying glass was as nothing to the effect when anon-Solarian mind became the focal point of an
attentive homarachnid’ s brain. The result was temporary but absolute mental mastery.

It had to be temporary. The Solarian ethic denied the right to bring any mind into permanent subjugation,
for that would amount to davery of the soul. But for this, any pair of homarachnids could have compelled
antagonigtic warlordsto “ see reason” in amere couple of milliparts.

But mentally imposed agreement isworth nothing if it disappears the moment the cause isremoved. The
fina am must be to persuade Markhamwit and Glastrom to cooperate not out of fear or compulsion, but
from motives of expediency and for kegps. The same ethic insisted that thisgoa be reached without
spilling of lifefluidsif possble, or ese at the cost of blood only to the high and mighty.

Nobody knew better than Solarians that modern wars are not caused, declared, or willingly fought by
nations, planetary peoples, or shape-groups, for these consist in the main of plain, ordinary folk who
crave nothing more than to be left done. The cul prits are power-drunken cliques of near-maniacs who by
dint of one means or another have coerced the rest. These were the onesto provide the blood, if any
wasgoing to beshed at dl.

Lawson and Reeder and the rest knew the operations of the Solarian mass-mind as well asthey knew
their own, for it was composed in part of their own. They were sharersin an intellectua common
property. Therefore no issuing of detailed orders was necessary. Its decisions reached them as swiftly
and directly asif thought out by their independent selves.

As others had found to their cost and would do so again and again, the Solarians had an immense
advantage in being ableto give highly organized bettle without benefit of complicated sgnaling and
communications systems. Asfar asthe Solarians were concerned, lack of such antiquated technical
adjunctswas lack of something susceptible to error, something to go wrong. There would be no mistaken
chargeof alight brigadein their history.

Lawson’s ship was one of the assembled eleven. Reeder’ swas another. Seven more had comein from
lonelier parts of the galaxy for the same purpose: to rendezvous with the remaining two and add afew



homarachnidsto their crews. Had the enemy been of different nature they might have been reinforced by
adifferent kind. Perhaps e ephantine creatures from Uro or dark dwarves from Sarim. The physica
instruments were chosen to suit the particular task, and the hat-models of Sunew would do finefor this
one.

Two of them, gray-skinned and bristly-haired of body, eight-legged and with compound eyes, scuttled
toward Lawson’svessdl, sniffed suspicioudy through organs that were not noses, and looked at one
another.

“I smell bugs,” announced the one adorned with a purple toque around which afluffy plume was stylishly
coiled. Compared with the outrageoudy garish chapeaus, the rest of the creature’ s attire, not to mention
the rest of the creature, seemed decorousin the extreme.

“This can needs delousing,” agreed the other, who wore aglaring red fez with along, thin crimson ribbon
protruding verticaly from itstop. Bright orange metalic braid swirled gracefully if not tastefully around the
body of thefez.

“If you prefer,” offered Lawson, “you can go on Reeder’ sship.”

“What, with that gang of spooks?’ He cocked the toque sideways. “I" d sooner suffer the bugs. At least
with them you can see where the smell is coming from.”

“Metoo,” agreed Red Fez.

“That ismost sociable of you,” sneered the mind-form of Buzwuz, chipping in suddenly. He zoomed out
of the navigation chamber and into the passage, an orange bal on flashing wings. “I think we can manage
to...” He broke off as he caught sight of the new arrivals, let out amental screech of agony, and began to
whirl round and round in agitated circles. “Oh, look at them! Just |ook!”

“What' sthe matter?’ aggressvely demanded he of the purple toque, whose name this year was Nfam.
Next year it would be Nfim. And the year after, Nfom. He looked behind, then beneeth, concluding with
acursory ingpection of hisown sf.

“The vile headgear,” complained Buzwuz, shuddering visbly. When he did that it gave a peculiar
resonance to hisbuzzing. “ Especially that red thing. Talk about unsolicited assaults on the optic nerve...
unlessit can be shown that the combination dready existsin nature, some minglings of shape and color
should be banned from civilized company.”

The owner of the fez, whose current name was Jath, waxed indignant. “1’ d have you know thisisan
origina creation by the famous Oroni and...”

Frowning a al and sundry, Lawson interrupted, “When you mutual monstrosities have finished swapping
compliments maybe you' || make ready for lift-off. The fact that we' re inertialess doesn’t mean you can
clutter up the passageways.” He cycled the lock, secured it, went to the pilot’ s chamber, and moved the
contact.

Outside, trees of unsurpassed dimness bent forward with the force of the departure. Salf-pollinating
flowers quivered, then straightened and stilled.

That |eft ten ships. Reeder’ s departed soon afterward. Then the others, one by one. And that left nothing
but three ruined warships and their three ruminative crews aone on the wanderer, unable to do anything
but mourn their own inexplicable madness.

X1



Firgt contact was with one of the Great Lord’ s heavy battle cruisers, along, black vessel well-armed with
heavy particle beams, enhanced masers, and nuclear-tipped missiles. It was heading at afast pace for
Kaambar, ablue-white sun with asmall system of planets|ocated on the rim of what the Nileans
regarded astheir sphere of interest. Those aboard it had in mind that while the Kaambar group was
believed to be habitable, little €l se was known about it. Therefore it was alikdy hiding-place of
previoudy unrecorded Nilean dlies, two-legged or winged.

Lawson knew of the cruiser’ s existence and intent long before it loomed large enough to obscure a
noticeable portion of the starfield and even before sensitive detectors cameto life to mark the presence
of something irregular in outline, swift-moving, and emitting energy far outside the parameters established
for natural objects.

Heknew of it smply because the exatically hatted duo probing forth astwin channels of afar-awvay
supermind had no difficulty in picking up the foe' s group-thoughts or determining the direction, course,
and distance of their source. All he had to do was take the ship where they indicated, knowing in precise
detail what he' d find when he got there.

Even at the tremendous vel ocities commonplace only to another galaxy the catching-up took time. But
they made it in due course, burst out of the plenum with such suddennessthat they were bulleting long at
equa pace and on parald course before the other’ salarm system had time to give warning. Though
representing the apex of its species technologica achievement, it was designed to detect and identify
mass closing from interplanetary distances, not to aert its masters to objects that seemed to appear out
of nowhere.

By thetimethe bdls did set up their clamor on board the great warship it wastoo late. With remarkable
unanimity of thought its crew had concelved severd strange notions and were unable to sensetheir
strangeness smply because dl werethinking dike.

Firg, the alarm was sounding and that must be the signdl for action. Second, it was sheer waste of
precious lifetime to mess around in empty space when one could put in somered existence on good,
solid earth. Third, there was a suitable haven shining through the dark four points to starboard of the
ecliptic and much nearer than Kaambar. Fourth, to place the ship completely out of commission
immediately upon landing would be the most certain way of insuring along period of rest and relaxation,
during which period time could be spent seeking higher idedls.

Theseideasran contrary to their military conditioning, were directly opposed to duty and discipline, and
smacked of treason aswell as mutiny, but they accorded with inward instincts and secret desires, and
moreover were imposed with suggestive power too greset to resist. Additionaly, it seemed the most
natural decison in the world to make when, without exception, every one of on€' s companionswas
expressing precisdly the same sentiments, abeit with varying degrees of enthusiasm. There was gresat
unanimity of opinion and no dissent.

So with itsaarm system duly operating and detection screens flashing the dert, the battle cruiser at once
turned four points on the navigational sphere. With the Solarian craft following unheeded it sped straight
for the adjacent system, madeitslanding on aworld owned by backward, neutral, and embarrassed
Dirkinswho were greetly relieved when aloud bang marked the vessdl’ s disabling and its crew
proceeded to lounge around like beachcombers.

The only thing the Dirkins could not understand was why this party of intended | otus-esters suddenly
became dfflicted with vain regrets coincidentaly with the disappearance from the sky of amuch smaller
second ship. Their initid zed quickly gave way to sullenness and brooding, with much loud complaining
and mutua accusation. Fortunately for the inoffensive Dirkins, this fresh burst of hogtility among the crew



of the disabled vessdl was directed against each other. Officersin particular were singled out for much
recrimination, though they were in truth asinnocent of the self-inflicted disaster asthe lesser ranks.

And over every one of these befuddled, angry, frustrated visitors hung a dense cloud of personal
confuson.

In short order twenty-seven more vessals went the same way, turning off-route, abandoning their
prescribed courses, dumping themselves on the nearest habitable sphere and sabotaging themselves clean
out of the war. Seventeen of these belonged to the Great Lord Markhamwit; ten to the Nileans. Not one
ressted. Not one fired an energy beam, released amissile, or so much astook evasive action. The crude
products of physica science are pitifully ineffective when suddenly confronted with the superb end
product, namely, the superiority of the mind over al materia things.

Nevertheess, ancient ingenuity did try to strike an effective blow at the ultramodern when Lawson came
across ship number twenty-nine. The manner in which this one was discovered told in advance of
something abnormal about it. The detectors reported it while Jath and Nfam were mentally feding
through the dark and getting no evidence of anything so near. The reason: the homarachnids were seeking
enemy thought-forms and this ship held no thoughts, not one. Lawson promptly positioned hisvessd to
investigate this curious phenomenon more closdly.

Orbiting around alesser moon, the mystery craft’ s design and markings showed it to be an auxiliary
warship or armed transport of Nilean origin. An old, battered, heavily utilized vessd long overdue for
scrapping, it appeared to have been pressed into extended service for the duration of the war.

It had asmallish particle-beam projector inits bow, one set of missile launchers, and littlevisblein the
way of advanced eectronics. A sorry object fit for nothing but escort duty on short runsin aquiet sector,
it hardly seemed worth the bother of putting down to ground.

But in addition to priding themsaves on the thoroughness of their intended object lesson, Lawson and his
crew were curious about it. An aged but quite intact starship totally devoid of evidence of thinking
mentalities was somewhat of a phenomenon. It could mean severd interesting things, dl equaly worth
discovering. No matter how extremely remote the likelihood of anyone developing a screen thet the
homarachnids could not penetrate in their search for lurking mind-forms, the theoretica possibility could
not be ruled out. Nothing isfinaly and completely impossible.

Alternately, there was the million-to-one chance that the vessel was crewed by anonthinking, purdly
reactive and robotic life-form alied to the Nileans. Or, more plausibly, that one of Markhamwit’s
warships was employing a new wegpon capable of daughtering crews without so much as scratching
their vessel and this particular ship wasavictim. Or, last and likeliest, that it had been abandoned and | eft
crewless, but despite the expense and difficulty, had been carefully parked in a stable orbit for some
reason known only to the deserters

The absence of complex eectronic emissionslikewise precluded the possibility that it was arobot itself, a
craft designed to be operated and directed solely by mechanicas. There was nothing to indicate that
anything half so sophisticated was present on board the vessd. Functiond artificid-intelligence systems
radiated their own peculiar and unmistakable sgnatures that the unbelievably advanced instrumentation
on Lawson’ s craft could have easily picked up, had there been any to sense. But the venerable trangport
was as slent asatomb, mentally aswell asmechanically.

Asthe Solarian craft swooped toward the point marked by its detectors, Nfam and Jath strove hurriedly
to probe the nearby moon for any proximate minds that might hold the secret of the sillent objective.
Neither they nor the ship’s mechanica sensorsfixed on anything indicative of function or operation.



L awson was more and more convinced that it was deserted. At aphelion the homarachnids would be
ableto say for certain.

There wasn't time. They whirled high above the target, automaticaly recording its nature, type, and
markings, and in the next bresth had been carried far beyond it. The Solarian ship commenced to turnin
awide curve that would bring it back for another, final once-over. They did not get a second |ook.

Designed to cope with and react to objects moving considerably dower, the shielded instruments aboard
the silent transport registered the presence of another vessdl just alittletoo late. In barely afew
nanoparts connections were established and the vessel exploded. It was avivid and violent blast full of
shredded atoms and intense hegt, of boiling plasmaand high energy particlesthat was more than sufficient
to disable and possibly destroy any warship unlucky enough to be drifting within snooping distance.

It falled initsintent solely because the prospective recipient of the thump aready wasfar outpacing the
shock wave and accompanying flying fragments of which there were plenty.

“Booby trap,” observed Lawson thoughtfully. “We d have been handed abeautiful walop if our
maximum velocity was down to the crawl that local types regard as conventiona. They’ re not entirely
devoid of resourcefulness”

“Yes,” responded a bee-mind from somewhere nearer the stern. “ And did those two mad hatters warn
you of it? Did you hear them screaming, ‘ Don’'t go near! Oh, please don’t go near!” and fedl them
pawing a your am?’

“It seemsto me,” remarked Nfam to Jath, “that | detect the sharp, grating voice of jealousy, the bitter
whine of alesser life-form incapable of and unsuited to salf-adornment.”

“Wedon't need it,” retorted the critic. “We don’t haveto resort to reliance on artificia devicesasa
means of lending false color to pale, ingpid persondities. We have advanced beyond the need for such
infantile affectations. We have...”

“No hands” put in Nfam, with great dexterity.

“And they fight with their rear ends,” added Jath for good measure.

“Now see here, frog-food, we...”

“Shut up!” roared Lawson with sudden violence.

Mentd silence enveloped thelittle ship asit bulleted onward in search of target number thirty.

The next encounter provided an orgy that served to illustrate the superiority of mass-mind efficiency as
compared with artificid methods of communication and coordination. Far off acrossthe whed of light
that formed the galaxy a Solarian named El-Fann pursued amultitude of bellicose thought-forms traced
by his homarachnids and discovered not a couple of ships but two entire fleets assembling for battle. The
news flashed out to al and sundry even as heintercepted a monstrous warship lumbering toward the
scene and planted it where it would stay puit.

Lawson immediately atered course, boosted hisvessel to detector-defeating velocity. There wasalong
way to go according to thisgalaxy’ s estimates of distances but arelative jaunt from the Solarian
viewpoint. Unseen and unsuspected, the vessd scudded past ahost of systems, most of them boasting
worlds that were uninhabitable, sterile, deserted.

At one point Nfam’ s questioning mind found a convoy of ten ships huddled together and heading for the



system of a stable binary, determined them to be neutral traders hoping to make port without interference
by one or the other belligerents. Farther on, nearer the twin suns, apair of Markhamwit’ slighter warships
hung in space ready to halt and search the convoy for whatever they saw fit to declareillega transport of
drategic war materials.

The Solarian vessal promptly cut its speed, herded these two wolvesinto a suitable cage, raced onward.
The convoy continued to plug aong innocent of the obstruction so arbitrarily removed from its path and
utterly unaware that it had been chosen to be the recipient of extraga actic beneficence.

By the time Lawson arrived at the designated rendezvous the scene of intended conflict aready had lost
some of its orderliness and was dissolving toward eventua chaos. A Nilean force of many hundreds had
disposed itself in ahuge hemisphere protecting a close-packed group of seven solar systemsthat were
not worth ahoot. Markhamwit’ s fleet commanders accordingly reasoned that such strength would be
marshaed only to defend a sector vita to the enemy’ swar economy and that therefore these seven
systems must be captured and scoured regardless of cost.

Which waswhat the Nileans wanted them to think, for, being dightly the weaker party, they knew the
vaue of diverting attention from genuindly critica points by offering the foe aglittering but valudess prize
elsawhere. So both sides beamed frantic ordersto and fro, strove to get ready to rend the heavensfor
the sake of what neither could use. Thiswas acourse of action traditiond to large-scale conflicts
everywhere.

The trouble was that preparations refused to work out as they should have according to the book.

Egtablished tactics of interstellar warfare seemed to have become disestablished. Orthodox methods of
squaring up to the enemy and seeking points of weakness over vast distances were not producing
orthodox results. The recognized moves of placing light forces here and heavy ones there, a spearhead
thus and adefensive screen S0, a powerful reserve in that place and afollow-up force in this one, were
making afine mess of the whole issue. Bewilderment among commanders on both sides resembled that
of an expert who finds that a certain experiment produces the same results nine hundred ninety-nine times
but not the thousandth, and continuesto do so with maddening regularity.

Introduction of anew and as yet unidentified factor wasthe cause of dl this. Thetimelag in their
communications beam systems, with coded messages flashing from repesater station to repeater station,
was S0 greet that nonein this sector knew what had happened to the impudent visitors on their
homeworlds or that visiting Solarians had turned from argument to action.

True, some shipswere overduein this area and presumed logt, but that wasinevitable. Whileit
occasioned the usual regrets, there was no especia darm. Losses must be expected in time of war and
there was nothing to be gained by investigating the fate of the missing or by trying to ascertain the cause
of their disgppearance. Other vessals could carry out such routine follow-ups at the gppropriate time
without draining sirength from the sector of battle.

So deeply embedded were these notions that for quite some time both sides remained blindly unaware of
what was happening right under their noses. And the emotions of opposing commanders remained those
of extremeirritation rather than real darm. Ingde their military minds conditioning masquerading aslogic
dtated that afight wastrying to get going, and that any fight is between two parties with nobody €lse
involved except maybe one or two accidenta and irrelevant lookers-on. Such pseudo-reasoning
automatically prevented swift redization of intervention by athird party. Who ever heard of athree-sided
battle?

Mutudly bedeviled, both belligerents postponed their planned ondaughts while they continued to try to



get ready, meanwhile blundering around like apair of once-eager boxers temporarily diverted from their
origind purpose by the sudden appearance of numerous antsin the pants.

And the ants kept them on the hop. Lawson’ s vessal plummeted unseen and undetected right into the
middle of the Nilean hemisphere, picked up three craft thundering along under ordersto patrol off a
certain planet, put them down on said planet for keeps. Asfar as the Nilean Grand Commander was
concerned, three of his vessels had commenced to move in obedience to commands, had continuoudy
sgnaed progress, and then cut off without warning or indication of any difficulty asif snatched out of
Crestion.

They might aswdl have plunged into the gravity well of ablack hole save that none was present in their
vidnity.

In the absence of response to signals or communications of any kind, he sent afast scout to try to
discover physicaly what had occurred. That craft radiated messages until within sensor distance of the
patrol’ s last recorded position and then went silent. He sent another. Same result. It was like dropping
pebbles down adrain. He gave up, ordered aformal report filed with centra battle headquarters on
Nilea, sought under his backstrap for a persstent nibbler that had been pestering him dl day.

The cause of dl this cussedness would have been identified more quickly and easily had just one crew
been able to beam awarning that they were about to come under the mental mastery of unidentifiable
creatures traveling aboard astrange vessel of unknown origin. But none were ever aware that anything
had happened until the cause had gone elsawhere, the influence had been removed, and they found
themsdves Stting on solid earth dumbfoundedly contemplating avessd that they themselves had
enthusiagtically converted to so much scrap. And not just any ship but their very own, which until recently
had served as home and refuge both for travel and for battle.

Nor did it matter if their degp-gpace communi cations systems remained intact. There were no lingering
memories of what had occurred, no faint images of intellectua independence fading beneath some
mysterious externd influence. The thoughts that had motivated them seemed to be entirely their own,
origina of manufacture and subsequent execution. No one had told them to abruptly pull themselvesfrom
thefield of combat. No one had ordered them to set down on the nearest habitable world and scuttle
their ships. They had done thiswith energy and verve, destroying vital communications gear and pulling
irreparable portions of their ships drivesto pieces.

Some went about the task of salf-marooning with more zeal than others, going so far asto drag or
otherwise trangport critical components to the edge of deep canyons or restless seas and gleefully toss
them in. These enthusiasts suffered consequently greater regret, since upon their subsequent changes of
heart there was not a hope of somehow repairing the damage they had done.

If it had been up to the Sunewians the most inventive of the marooners would have somehow been
rewarded for their exceptiond efforts, but they had no timefor instructive sarcasm. There was still agrest
deal to be done.

It was like stedling lollipops from the inmates of ababies home except that there dways lurked an
element of danger dueto the lining up of unfortuitous circumstances that none could anticipate. The
homarachnids could perceive mind-shapes and their fellow Solarians possessed other gtriking abilities,
but not a one of them could predict the future.

El-Fann and his ship and crew went out of existencein abrilliant flash of light when they dived down
upon what appeared to be aNilean flotillamoving at sedate pace toward the hemisphere' srim and
discovered one nanopart too late that it consisted of alarge warship shepherding under remote control a



group of uncrewed drones outfitted with object-coded and incredibly sengtive eectronics.

Every Solarian in the tremendous area knew of this counter-blow the instant the stroke took place.
Everyone sensed it as a sudden cessation of life that has been asmdl part of one sown. It waslike the
complete vanishing from one smind of along-held and favorite thought, or the memory of a specific
place and time.

None brooded. None felt apang of regret. They were not inclined to such sentiment because sorrow can
never remove itsown cause. A few hairs had falen from an immense corporate whole, but the body
remained.

Half atime-unit afterward, James Lawson and his crew exacted sweet revenge, not with that motive, but
purely asatactic. They did it by making opportune use of the enemy’ s own organizationa setup, which,
like many sources of great strength, was aso a source of grest weakness. Weld individuals and materias
into amighty machine and they are thereby converted into something capable of mighty collapsethe
moment the crucia fastener or sedl isremoved.

A formidable Nilean battle squadron of 140 assorted ships had flashed its drives and was running out of
the hemispherein agreat curving course that eventually would position it dightly behind the extreme wing
of Markhamwit’ s assembly. Thiswasthe strictly orthodox move of trying to place aflanking party strong
enough to endanger any main thrust at the center. If Markhamwit’ s scouts and remote sensors detected
thisthreat in time, his array would have to divert aforce able to meet and best it. It was all so easy for
those who sat in opposing battle headquarters, planning and counter-planning, ordering vessels here and
there, directing the great combat machines that were spread out over vast reaches of empty space.

And just because machines were machines, Lawson had no difficulty in pulling out an essentid bolt.
Disdaining to dedl with theracing shipson an individual basis, he took over the entire squadron lock,
stock, and barrel. All that was necessary was for Nfam and Jath to gain mental mastery of those aboard
the commanding officer’ svessd directing the rest. One ship! The othersdid exactly asthisendaved
vesse ordered, changing course like aflock of sheep that has been brought under the control of agood

sheepdog.

These unorthodox maneuvers generated questionsin the minds of subsidiary commanders, and one or
two individua ship captains found themselves wondering if headquarters had logt its collective senses.
None of this mattered because none dared disobey. The best they could do wasfile aformal protest of
action or objection that, like any comparable communique, would take its own good time to work its
way up the chain of command.

The extended squadron turned onto anew course, built up top velocity because the controllers on the
commander’ s ship so ordered. They ignored the now-visible Solarian stranger in their midst because the
commanding vessal unquestioningly accepted its proximate presence. They pushed for their faravay
home system asfast as they could drive because the Boss so ordered.

Lawson stayed with them to the hafway point before disengaging to return to the main arena of
amogt-battle. Long after he' d left they continued on course, making no attempt to return. The Boss was
not going to admit to an entire fleet that he was afflicted with mental confusion, nor were hisimmediate
subordinates, nor his highly skilled combat programmers. None were about to confess that they could not
remember recalving or transmitting an order to head for home. It helped that throughout the flagship
everyone, a every level of command, was of the same assured, if inherently confounded, opinion.

Asfor the commander himsdlf, obvioudy he must have received such ingtructions, or why werethey here
, making for there at top speed? Agitated mental contortions provided nothing in the way of eucidation.



Best to keep straight on and hide the fact that he was subject to spasms of dopiness. So on they went,
one hundred forty vessels bamboozled right out of thefray.

In short time Reeder’ s vessel performed asmilar service for the Great Lord. A reserve force of
eighty-eight ships, primed for heavy combat, pushed homeward with all communi cations channels closed
in accordance with orders from their own commanding officer. Swiftly informed of this unauthorized
departure, the top brass at battle headquarters foamed at the mouth, switched switches, levered levers
and stabbed buttons, filled the ether with countermands, thrests, and bloodthirsty promiseswhile till the
reserve continued to blunder through the starfield with al receivers sealed and no mutinous ears burning.

Bombs and beams are of little avall without intelligenceto direct them. Take away theintelligence, if only
for alittlewhile, and the entire warmaking appurtenance of amajor power is reduced to so much junk.
The Solarian attack was irresistibly formidable because it was concentrated on the root cause of al the
action, the very motivating force behind dl the instruments of war great or small. Solarian logic argued
that gun-plus-mind is awegpon whereas gun-with-out-mind is amere artifact no matter how inherently
efficient.

The Nilean booby traps were no exception, nor was any other robotic armament, for in effect they were
del ayed-action wegpons from which minds had goneinto hiding by removing themsalvesin space and
time. The minds wherein each booby trap originated were difficult to trace, hence the fate suffered by
El-Fann and his crew. But in the long run they were being dedlt with as ship after ship became grounded,
sguadrons and flotillas and convoys departed for someplace e se, and chaos threatened to become
complete. In proof of which the jumpy Nilean High Command twice made serious errors by diverting
shipsthat consequently sprang their own carefully conceived traps and thus added a pleasing note to the
generd confusion.

Irate communications criss-crossed the starfield, mixing with furious denunciations and gpol ogies that
were countered with protestations of abject innocence. The harder the respective battle headquarters
strove to get ahandle on the confusion, the more their efforts came to naught. Uncertainty led to
hesitancy, which led to disengagement. Attemptsto remake or reform complex stratagems foundered in a
seaof tota disarray.

The smplest maneuvers met with disaster. Even more maddening than the reports of crews scuttling their
own vessels, which were at last starting to filter in, was the lack of response from whole squadrons
detected speeding for their home systems. The great schematics of lights and indicators that marked
worlds, systems, and ships were dowly blanking out asthe last were automatically removed by the
computators from the field of battle.

Meanwhile, ordinary merchant and transport vessels on both sides went blithely about their business,
their progress uninterrupted by belligerent warships, their movements unchallenged by bellicose
communications. In thisthey were joined by the neutrals and independents, who accepted their good
fortune without question.

In fact, no one thought to investigate this interesting coincidence because the commanders on both sides
were too preoccupied and too distraught to take note. It was only much, much later that anyone thought
to organize the relevant gtatistics, which resulted in considerable chastening after the fact.

By thefiftieth time-unit the Solarians had an imposing array of satistics of their own to consider. Fourteen
ships destroyed by accident or collision due to unavoidable circumstances, including one of their own.
Eight hundred fifty-one vessds nailed down on various inhabitable planets and satdllites. One thousand
two hundred sixty-six shiploads of the mentally deceived hell-bent for other places, mostly home.
Increasing evidence of severe demoralization in the battle headquarters of both belligerents.



Truly, the long-term chivvying of wesker neutrals was being paid for, heavily, with compound interest.
Warships and the other starshipsinvolved in their support were among the most advanced
representatives of both sdes skill a engineering and manufacturing. They took consderabletime and
effort to construct and equip, a burden-some expense to their respective populations. Those that had
been severely damaged by their own exuberantly deluded crews and technicd staffswould be difficult
and costly to repair, while agoodly number had been so badly damaged that, due to the distance and
Stuation involved, they would never lift beyond atmosphere again.

Taken in toto, the course and direction of events was sufficient to convince stubborn mindsthat amyth
can be avery red thing when dragged out of the past and dumped unceremonioudly into the present day.

Battle saffs, adminigirators, programmers, tacticians, and paliticians conferred among themselves and
across agaactic gap while their ships continued to rush aimlessy to and fro. If the opposition parties
battle headquarters were taken under mental control, the entire war parade could be scattered through
the heavens at afew imposed words of command. Solarians were reluctant to take matters asfar asthat.
It would come much too near ademongtration of near godlike dictatorship over al lesser creatures. The
intent of the entire demonstration was to enlighten and educate, not to terrorize.

Besides, warmongers can aways find an excuse for inappropriate ordersissued by afew, countermand
them, punish the presumed culprits, and issue new directives. It' sfar harder to assign blame when
misaction is propounded s multaneoudy by hundreds of individuas holding positions of importance.
Those who cannot themsalves remain blameless are hardly in a position to ascribe blameto others.

The basic Solarian ideawas to create respect for an essentia law by creating respect for those behind it.
To overdo the job by just alittle too much would be to establish wholesade fear of themsaves throughout
the galaxy. Some dread here and there could not be avoided when dealing with less-devel oped minds
inclined to superdtition (an inevitable consequence of inadequate, merely verba means of
communication), but they were deeply concerned not to invoke ineradicable fear as a substitute for
enlightened tolerance.

Since they weretrying to cope with two dominant species of dien not quite the same ether in physiology
or thought processes, it was atouchy matter to judge exactly how far they must go in order to achieve
the desired result while not triggering the other. How many times should a candidate for baptism be
dunked to give him sdvation without pneumonia?

The rather more superstitious, credulous Nileans required different handling than the Great Lord
Markhamwit and his kind. Each species offered up different buttons for pushing, asdid their closest
alies. In such circumstances it was better to take a cautious approach, though not necessarily one that
was less efficient. Thelr successthusfar was testimony to careful preparation.

By mutual consent they carried on for another full time-unit, at the end of which the movements of vessels
gtill controlled by the command headquarters showed that Nilean forces were striving to regroup in
readiness for withdrawal. Their answer to that wasto cease al blows at the Nileans and concentrate
exclusvely on Markhamwit’'s equally confused but more mulish armada.

Though dower to make up their minds, the Great Lord’' s commanders we' re swifter to act oncethey'd
reached a consensus. In due time they decided with some conviction that this was an inauspicious date
for victory and they’ d do better to bide their timetill next Friday week. Which meant that they started to
pull out, fast.

“ Enough!”

It flashed from mind to mind, the same exact conclusion ingtantly understood by creatures utterly different



in gppearance but identica in thought-set. Lawson punctuated the judgment with approval.

“Good work, boys.” Though there was not aboy present on any of the severd ships, the encomium was
universaly understood and appreciated.

“Our work isinvariably first class” Removing histoque, Nfam blew imaginary dust fromit, smoothed its
feather, put it back on at arakish angle. “Nor do | think formal assessment isrequired. | have earned
myself anew bonnet.”

“Treat yoursdf to anew head whileyou'reat it,” advised the thought-form of Buzwuz from his haunt
nearer the stern.

“Petty spitefulness characteristic of the childlike.” Jath nodded hisfez until its crimson ribbon waggled. “ It
puts mein mind of certain inescapabl e theories. Attend me amoment.”

Nfam turned histoque front to back, studying theresult inamirror. “| eagerly await enlightenment.”

The other continued decoroudy. “I havelong been intrigued by a phenomenon that someday must be the
subject of further investigation. It offers opportunity for significant exposition.”

“Such as?’ prompted Nfam.
“The more devel oped the sense of fashion and style, the higher the intelligence. Theless so, the lower.”

Buzwuz shrilled back. “Let metell you, spider-shape, that any specieswith amodicum of color senseis
infinitely more...”

“Shut up!” bellowed Lawson, thus staking a featherless-biped claim in this scramble for superiority.

They went quiet, not because they were overawed by him, not because they considered him any better
or worse than themsalves, but solely because it was notorious that his two-legged kind could argue the
tall off an dligator and cast grave doubts upon its parentage while doing so. If the Solarian mass-mind
had agpecia compartment reserved for flights of voca fancy duly embellished with pointed witticismsit
was without doubt located on adump called Terra.

So they held their peace while he boosted the speed and headed for the gypsy planet on which two ships
aready were waiting to collect the various homarachnids and take them nearer home. Those worthies
tended to become a bit more fidgety than most when extended space travel was required of them.
Furthermore, they were understandably tired. All their reaching, probing, and mental controlling took a
consderable amount of energy and no one disputed that the quasi-spiders had earned some time off.

It was to be hoped that after the demonstration they had just put on their services would no longer be
required, but it was universally agreed that it was too soon to start them on their long journey home just
yet. Asthe Solarians knew from much experience, when it came to common sense there was no
underestimating the willful stubbornness of the rancoroudy inclined. Nfam and Jath and their grandiosaly
chapeaued colleagues would be homeward bound soon enough, aswould they al. But not quite yet.

For one thing, while the group might have accomplished al it had been sent to do, Lawson had not.
Certain business had stayed firm in his mind while they had done their work, had not dipped avay even
while they were misdirecting entire fleets of heavily armed vessels. Buzwuz knew he hadn’t forgotten
about it, and so did therest of his crew.

Therewas ample room for individudity of thought and action within the Solarian mass-mind, for good
intentions and the doing of deeds that had more to do with persona desire than avesome necessity.



Lawson had done what he' d been sent to do, had accomplished what was necessary. Now it wastime
to attend to something he could not shake free of.

But he couldn’t do it done, nor would he have thought of trying to act by himself. Solarians aways
functioned cooperatively even when pursuing individual ends. It was an inescapable component of their
mental makeup. Consequendy he addressed his thoughts to the two hat-wearers.

“I’ve formed something of a persond attachment to aworld that lies between here and the designated
rendezvous. Theinhabitants are stuck in amess of trouble not of their own making. While the Nileans
and Markhamwit' s people won't be troubling them anymore, the nastiness they’ ve done will live on after
them. Unless we do something about it.” Nfam and Jath exchanged aglance.

“It' snot part of themission,” he went on. “Just sort of an adjunct to the whole business. Something I'd
liketo see benignly resolved. I'd leave herefedling alot better about thingsif we could make an effort.
For that | need your help. The Calisans are dready familiar with the Stuation. How about it?’

“Another time-period mired in bug-blow.” Jadi preened sdf-conscioudy. “1 don’t know if I’'m ready for
thet.”

“It shouldn’t take long,” Lawson assured him. “I"d appreciateit.”
Nfam essayed amentd sigh. “Y ou' d better. The things we do to engender empathetic understanding.”
“Good.” Lawson turned back to the controls.

A bee-mind intruded and there was aheavy buzzing in hisleft ear. “Hey,” snapped Buzwuz, “how about
us? We agreed to go back to the backwater with you, but you didn’t say anything about being crammed
in here with these flatulent flaunters for another few days.”

Lawson smiled at the Callisan. “ That' s because | dready know how understanding and tolerant you are,
Buzwuz. How ready to help thosein need and to accommodeate the persona request of afriend.”

“Harmless, hdl!” the Cdlisan bawled. “If | haveto look at those, those...”
“Regd chapeaus,” Jath finished for him, adjugting hisown.

“Posh cerebrd accouterments,” Nfam added confidently. “ Suitable only for those of inherently advanced
taste and refinement and not for primitive, winged types incapable of gppreciating the more sophisticated
atforms”

“... Odious, brazen, offensive, adjuncts to empty heads one more day | won't even be able to retain the
bacteriain my gut,” Buzwuz finished. “I’ll...! ”

XV

Asthelittle ship once more sat in orbit above the formerly tranquil world it was plain to see that war
continued to rage on the sullied surface below. Whether either side had been apprised by itserstwhile
dlies of the changein redlity beyond theimmediate stellar boundaries Lawson and his companions had no
way of knowing. There was no overt evidence that anything had changed.

At present no bloated interstellar transports reposed within the armed boundaries of the two
nation-species, disgorging cargoes of advanced death-dealing technology. The hastily erected spaceports
of both sides were deserted.



“Vigtors,” announced Lou from her position.

Lawson glanced at the two homarachnids. With a psychic sgh Nfam and Jath went motionless, probing
outward.

“Nilean transport,” Jath quickly declared, his menta voice oddly detached. “Bound to supply their
vassas below. Wherewould you like usto park ‘em?

“Nowhere around here,” Lawson thought. “1 don’t want them anywhere near thelocas.” He inspected
severd projections. “Nothing € se suitable in this system. There' s one six points back the way they’ve
come.” Hethought the degtination into the homarachnids' minds. “Let ‘em ponder their Snsthere. Their
load of armaments and munitions should make anice bright cloud for them to contempl ate when they’ ve
finished scuttling themsdves.”

Nfam and Jath acknowledged the request and yet again sent the focused Solarian mass-mind questing
outward. The captain of the trangport, who was perpetually bemoaning his dead-end, no-promotion
assignment, suddenly decided it would improve his prospects for advancement no end if hewereto
register his ongoing displeasure by toasting his ship and its cargo on aworld located in a system other
than the one he was just entering. The location of a suitable sphere providentidly presenting itsdlf to his
thoughts, he promptly issued orders to proceed to this new destination, hardly able to restrain his sudden
enthusiasm. He was delighted to discover that hisfellow officers and the crew in generd shared this
epiphany and approved wholeheartedly.

Nfam scratched a an eye. “So much for casud troublemakers. What' sleft?’

“Thelocds,” Lawson informed him. “Two different species distinct in gppearance but equd in
intelligence”
“As opposed to the situation on board this boat,” Jath pointed out

“| won't argue with that,” declared Buzwuz, “sncewe al know thetruth of the Situation.”

“Thetruth of the Situation,” growled Lawson, “isthat we have one more piece of work to do.” He sent
the ship plunging downward.

Oceangoing warships continued to intercept the commerce of their foes, while on land invasion parties
sought to establish forward basesin their adversary’ s hemisphere.

Ship-based aircraft bombed industriad targets and ripped the atmosphere in plane-to-plane combat

Meanwhile factories on both sdes continued to churn out war materia without their operatorsredizing
that they were destroying their homeworld far faster and more efficiently than they were their presumed

enamy.
Nfam and Jath consdered the millions of minds below.

“Smple thoughts driven by smple motivations,” Jath declared. “They make Markhamwit' skind look like
menta giants.”

“Yet for dl that, there slittle difference in what they’ re doing.” Nfam' s disappointment wasplainin his
mind. “ The usua misdirected waste of life and energy.”

“WEe ll redirect them,” his counterpart announced. “What approach would you suggest?’



Lawson considered carefully. “We don’t want to take control of their leadersfor the same reason we
don’t do that sort of thing on alarger scale with Markhamwit and the Nileans. On the other hand we
can't repeet the process we' ve just carried out on asmaller scale because they’ |l ill be facing each other
across asingle ocean on oneworld. At least Markhamwit and the Nileans have been battling over a
comprehensible abstract like power. Loca aggressions haven't reached that level. They're il
susceptible to delusions as primitive as shape-prejudice.”

“As opposed to something comprehensible, like lack of taste,” Nfam pointed out.

“Tasgte requires amodicum of origina thought,” declared Buzwuz, * as opposed to the ability smply to
focusthat of others.”

“Quiet,” snapped Lawson. “We could send dl their ships back to port, ground dl their aircraft, but it
would il leave them despising one another smply on the basis of physica appearance. We haveto
change that somehow. We not only want to leave them living in peace, we want to show themwhy it' sa
better prospect than what they’ re engaged in now.”

From Lawson’s cerebral fabrications both homarachnids knew exactly what the two specieswho
inhabited the world below looked like. “ That should be managegble,” Nfam remarked. “ Thank goodness
neither of them look like bugs. That'd be an impossible task.”

“Insects are the fount of symmetry,” Lou put in, “as opposed to goofy-looked stumblebums whose genes
can't decide what phylum they sprang from.”

“That' s because our development, unlike that of lesser forms, has focused on our minds,” Nfam shot
back.

“And style,” Jath added. “A notion dien to hive-minds.”

“Some sort of mass education,” Lawson was murmuring reflectively as heignored the sniping.
“ Something to educate them in a hurry, show them what they’ re doing to themselves and their
surroundings.”

“We can’'t do mass education,” Nfam pointed out. “It won't last after we' ve gone.”
“Hah!” said Buzwuz.

“Mass delusion, now, that’s something we could handle.” Jath adjusted his stance. “ Delusonsaren’t
meant to linger.”

Lawson made aface. “We want to show them the error of their ways, not frighten them to death. At the
sametimethe more they believe that the change comes from within themsalvesrather than being imposed
from without, the better it will take and the more lasting will be the results. This shouldn’t be that
complicated.” He brightened, nodding mentaly to himself, and of course his companions shared his
thoughts.

XV

Commander V'’ seikin was fedling fine as he dipped into his boots and proceeded to fasten the rest of his
uniform. Today would be aday of gresat victory for the B’ eitara. His squadron had succeeded in dipping
close to the enemy coast under cover of densefog and cloud. It was amaneuver they would not have
dared as recently asayear ago, but the most recent gift of equipment from their great friends from
beyond the moon had included wondrous e ectronic devices that enabled one to see through bad
westher.



The ugly savages operating the Denkou coastal defenseswerein for anasty surprise.

According to the best available intelligence the enemy’ slarge naval base at Cape Chkhior was empty
savefor afew smdl patrol vessds. Aircraft would have adifficult time operating in this bad winter
weather and while the squadron had heard severa roar past overhead, there had been no subsequent
response from the enemy’ s defenses. Either the squadron had truly managed to arrive undetected or else
the pilots of the land-based craft thought the close-packed array of vessals some of their own.

Utilizing the new gear provided by their six-legged off-world friends, V' saikin’ s shipswould be ableto
target their objective even if the weether failed to lift. He smiled to himself asheimagined the
consequences. The Denkou on shore would suddenly find themselves the subject of an intense
bombardment, the source of which they would neither be able to see nor locate. The base at Cape
Chkhior was an important refueling and resupply port for the North Denkounan fleet. With itsfacilities
destroyed, the ships of that force would have to travel southward to seek resupply.

That would leave the entire peninsulain the vicinity of the cape open to assault by seaborne troops. Such
aforce was even now steaming at full speed from home. If the attack on the cape facilitiesfailed, they
could put about safely out at sea and return to their port of origin.

If it proved to be the kind of success V'’ saikin anticipated, the convoy would move in under cover of the
squadron and land soldiers on the wide beach just north of the port itsdlf. If they could advance rapidly
enough they could sed off the peninsulafrom the rest of the continent and hold it againgt the feverish
Denkou counterattacks that would be certain to follow. With a successful beachhead established, troops
could flow in from the entire Denkou theater of war, giving the B’ eltaraarea foothold on the northern
continent to complement the one they had dready gained in the south.

The Denkou were attempting asimilar strategy in the central homelands and had in fact succeeded in
establishing a more protected base there. But thiswould give the B’ eltara two bases on enemy soil to the
fo€ sone. They could then initiate pincer movements, attack from two different regions, whilethe
Denkou could be kept pinned down in the lowland basins. Such a conquest would advance the cause of
the war notably.

He glanced out an armored port. The fog was still holding. The squadron moved cautioudy in these
semi-familiar waters. Their otherworldly alies had promised them devicesthat would alow them to see
the bottom of the ocean as clearly asthey now could the surface. But that wasn't due to arrive until
Nextmonth, too late to equip his ships. After much discussion the genera staff had elected to go ahead
with the assault anyway, relying on V'’ saikin’s nautical skillsand those of hisfelow ship captains. He
swelled with pride. If he and his colleagues managed to pull this off they would be regaed as heroes back
home. Heroes to the cause of subduing the repulsive, loathsome Denkou.

He stepped in front of amirror to adjust his cap and collar... and froze. The face that stared back at him
was not hisown. It was not even that of afriend or relation. It was utterly dien and yet utterly familiar,
which made the horror of it dl that much moreimmediate.

It was the face of a Denkou.

Duronid flipped the stub of the sense-stick over the old stone wall and contemplated what he could see
of the sea. Given the thickness of the fog, that wasn't much. It had been hanging about for days now,
bathing the coastline in its mournful shadow and making visud scansimpossible. Not that therewas
anything to see anyways. All the action was on the shores of the southern continent, where home defense
forces were battling with the B’ eitarainvaders for control of astrategic delta.

The outcome was inevitable, he knew. Eventuadly the hairless interlopers would be driven into the seaand



all the way back across the great ocean. Instead of participating in the brave defense he was stuck here,
far to the north, helping to guard an important repair and resupply base againgt nonexistent threats.

Stll, everyone had their duty to do and complaining only damaged the war effort. So he kept his
disgppointment to himsdlf and voiced it only when he waswithin acasud circle of friends or family.

Distancing horns tootled out on the idands that marked the entrance to the base. Heavy weapons were
positioned there to defend against the assault that would probably never come. At least hewasn't
required to suffer that kind of isolation. Theidands defenderslived by their guns, esting, deeping, and
working on tiny rocky projections that during avigorous storm might for atime be completely under
water. They were only alowed back on the mainland for short, rigoroudy regulated breaks. At least he
could come and go into the nearby towns more or |ess as he pleased.

The parapet he was pacing on his meditation break was part of an ancient fort several hundred years old.
It had been built to defend the snug harbor against the seagoing bandits of olden times. Now it served as
an adjunct to the newer, much more solid fortress of poured black interface that |oomed like aziggurat
on its southern flank. The intact old structures were still sound enough, however, to serve as storage
chambers and living quartersfor less critica components of the coastal defense. Many locd families
could trace work lineages back to the old port’ s ancient cut-stone construction.

Not his, though. He hailed from farther south. Thiswas not his country.

Oceanic fliers skimmed uncaringly through the fog, their occasiond harsh shrieksin sharp counterpoint to
the bellow of thelocation sounders. Being as yet unmated Duronid missed hisfamily more than many of
his more sexudly active colleagues. He had no leave accrued yet and would have to serve another
quarter year before he would be alowed time off to visit them. There was ayoung femaein one of the
towns he had been courting in hisfree time, but of course the relationship could not progress any further
until the two of them could meet with his parents. Sheingsted on it. Quite properly, too, and he agreed
with her. But that did not make the waiting any easer.

Histimer beeped, warning him that he was due back at his duty station. Blowing through hisnasd cavity
to express resignation, he turned from the mist-smothered overl ook and headed back down the wide,
ancient stone steps. There were vehiclesto be attended to, and his superiors, whileforgiving, could be
harshif ddays grew lengthy.

Halfway down he met someone coming up. Eyeslocked and for an instant he was parayzed with fear
and disbdlief.

The B’ eitara stared back at him, equally stunned by the unexpected confrontation. It was not armed, at
least, not that he could see, but he took small comfort from that. The B’ eitara were notorioudly tricky and
this one could have any manner of weapons or explosive devices hidden about its person. How it had
dipped into the fortress he couldn’t imagine. It had to be amember of some scouting party that had come
ashore under cover of the fog, no doubt to map the layout of the harbor defenses or worse, to commit
some dreadful sabotage.

Clearly he/'d surprised it, for with acry it whirled and vanished back the way it had come. He hesitated,
wondering which darm to sound first. Then determination overcame hisinitid surprise. If it was unarmed
it was probably traveling with companionswho were not. At al costs he needed to prevent it from
rgoining itsfdlowsand initiating ether retreat or letha mischief.

Plunging downward he took the stairsthree at atime, hisfeet remembering the familiar layout. Fearful of
fdling a acrucia moment and thereby putting himself at the mercy of the wesker but more agile B’ etara,
he took care to keep his atention focused on the stairway. In the course of this his glance naturaly



happened to encounter his pumping legs.
Despitethis, he nearly tripped as he came to an abrupt halt.

Hislegswere bare. Naked and hairless. In place of his normal impenetrable coat of black curlswas bare
flesh, nauseatingly pae. Bringing up ahand he saw that it, too, was devoid of covering.

It wasthe B’ eitara, he thought furioudy. It had bathed him in some sort of invisible beam that had caused
al hishair tofal out. But looking back the way he' d come he saw that the stone steps were clean and
wel maintained. No clumps of hair spotted their gray surfaces. What was going on? Could the B’ eitara
have developed a device that disintegrated only hair? And if they had, of what use wasit to embarrass
their enemies? It made no sense.

Neither did the feet he goggled at, nor the tiny, too many fingersthat wiggled at the tips of narrow palms.
A nearby movement made him look down.

It wasthe B’ etara. It had paused and was peering uneasily around a corner, watching him. Thistimea
pistol hung from one hand, but it was not pointed in hisdirection. Still, he was unarmed, and the threat
wasimplied.

“Who areyou,” the B’ eitara demanded to know, “and how did you here get?’

Duronid blinked. Even hiseyesdidn’t fed right. He stood on the step, not knowing now whether to
advance and engage thisenemy or to retreat, or smply to squat down and surrender to the mystery that
had overtaken him.

“Thismy designated baseis. My gtation in the vehicle sheds lies. How did you ashore dip without
triggering the warning detectors?’

“Ashore dip?’ the figure came back. “What are you talking about? | was going the same question to ask
you.”

Duronid noticed something familiar in the B’ eitaral s manner. That wasimpossible of course, but ill...
“Y our voice familiar sounds”

“So doesyours. That'scrazy.”

“Thismorethan crazy is. Y ou know, you' rethefirst B’ eitaral’ ve seen in person. I’ ve seen plenty on the
visuds, of course, but to actudly encounter one...”

“What are you babbling about? Are you insane? Who'sa B’ eitara?’
“Maybe we re both insane.” That voice. “I swear by my grandparents' linesthat | know you.”
“I am Y euorm, second apprenticein mechanica repair.”

Duronid no longer wondered if he were going mad. Now hewas certain of it. “Y ou are not Y euorm,
though theway you hold yoursdf mindful of himis You are B’ etara”

“Perdition saysyou. You arethe B’ eitara”
“What nonsenseisthis? Look at yoursdf!”

“Look to your own self, whoever you are.”



Overcome by events, Duronid complied. Truly he was suffering from much more than missing hair. His
entire body had been dtered. It was not only bald but incredibly, unhedthily thin.

A reflective surface. He needed areflective surface. Apparently the same thought occurred to the
B’ etarathat was caling itsalf Y euorm because it fumbled at its duty belt until it found asmall metal box.
Thisit held up beforeits eyes, tilting it to reflect not only itsface but the rest of its body.

Then the B’ eitara did an extraordinary thing. Putting aside its Sidearm it sat down at the base of the stone
steps and began to cry.

Uncertain how to react, Duronid started downward. He considered the weapon, apparently set aside
mentally aswell as physicaly now, and then picked up the metal stash box. When he got alook at
himself he was stunned by his appearance but no longer surprised.

“How could this have happened? Y ou have into one of you turned me!”
The sobbing seated figure looked up at him. “1 do your voice know. Y ou are Duronid!”

“Of course |l am,” he snapped. “What’ sto me happened?’ He paused. What had happened to him could
happen to others. “ Areyou truly Y euorm?’

“Do you the senior transport we worked on two quarters ago remember, the one that Second Senior
Triob took out and lost control of 7’

“And went shooting off down the beach when the engine froze at speed and sent him, meddsand dl, into
the ocean splashing? How could | forget that? Y et they never to usthe trouble traced.”

“Much lesstheintent,” the Y euorm figurefinished. “ Y ou are Duronid.” The B’ eitarareached toward him.
Duronid started to flinch back, then forced himsdlf to meet the gesture. The other might look like a
B’etara, but clearly it was his good friend Y euorm he was confronting. Their hands met and, surprisingly,
managed the traditiond greeting in spite of the absence of hair and asurfet of digits. Despite their
disquieting circumstances, it was good to have contact with afriend.

“Some kind of illuson being perpetrated is by the B’ eitara,” 'Y euorm decided. “ This must aprelude be to
an attack, to off guard put us.” He looked back the way he' d come. Distant yells and moans confirmed
his suspicions. “From the noise | suspect everyone else suffering smilarly is”

“If the B’ @taraare this doing to confuse usthey’ ve certainly succeeded,” Duronid decided.

“But it no sensemakes.” Y euorm had forgotten dl about hisinitid fears, grateful to have found a
sympathetic (if unnatural-looking) ear to listen to his concerns. “If the B’ eitara capable of afeet of
science likethis are, then why choose to make us look like them? Why not groveling gespin-ners or
lomy bilachs? Wouldn't that be more mind damaging?’

“| agree. It doesn't any sense make.”

“I wonder,” said Y euorm, “how long they can make the effect last.” He was suddenly uncomfortable.
“Surdly it only atemporary afflictionis. It could not be made permanent”

“Surely not,” agreed Duronid, more out of desperation than assurance.

Thelanding party came ashore quietly, the crash of the smal waves hiding the sounds of their movements
asthey hurriedly concedled their landing craft beneath some overhanging rocks. They adjusted their
weapons and donned their packs, discarding most of their bulky seagear. Camouflage suits covered all



of their faces and bodies save their eyes, mouths, and breathing ridges.

“Upthisway,” the squad leader declared. He didn’'t have to talk much. His elite troops had rehearsed
thismission on board ship for many days, poring over the maps and models of the harbor’ s defenses.
Each one knew exactly what was expected of him and what he had to do.

Out there, the leader knew, out somewhere in the fog, was the invasion force, troop carriers preceded by
the gun-ships. But before those powerful vessels opened fire it would be up to him and two smilar
squads to sow confusion and terror among the enemy by placing and setting off remote-controlled
explosive charges. With luck they could destroy enough of the harbor’ s defenses to alow the landingsto
proceed relatively unopposed. It was aterribly risky assgnment, but one that found no shortage of
volunteers.

They moved quickly off the beach, guns held at the ready, |oaded and set to go. They hoped their
presence would not be detected and they would not have to fight until they’ d been ableto set at least
some of their charges.

Thelir first target was a portion of the old fortress, asite of some historical importance. That was not a
consideration to the leader. Of what significance was barbaric Denkou history? They would blow it to
bits without a second thought. The old fort was home to the harbor’ s main vehicle depot. Destroying or
badly damaging it would restrict the movements of the port’ stroops and prevent the enemy from moving
reinforcements to the invasion beech.

Compressed-air boosters sent climbing ropes hissing silently over the top of thewall. Whilethree of his
soldiers kept alookout, the rest went up the two ropes at great speed, using their strong hands and
prehensilefeet to ascend far faster than any Denkou could dream possible. Then it wasthe turn of the
lookouts, and lastly of the team leader.

He reached the top of the old wall without incident. A quick glance showed the beach below il
deserted. The fog is a better ally than a dozen armored vehicles, he mused as the lines were gathered
up and reloaded for future use.

Silently they checked their diagrams. Not agreat dedl was known about the internal design of Denkou
fortifications, but there were some records of older forts from earlier days, before the war for freedom
had begun. And their dlies, the minions of the Great Star L ord Markhamwit, had ingtructed them in more
and more advanced techniques of military inference.

There should be a stairway nearby. Spreading out and keeping careful watch, they hustled dong thewall,
until the point trooper located the way down. Still there was no sign of any guards or patrols.

The Denkou are stupid and lazy, he mused. He began to believe that he and dl of his soldiers might be
ableto set their charges, do their damage, and get back to the beach dive. From there a small, swift
pickup craft would be waiting offshore to meet them.

He waved histroopers on and took the lead down the stairs himsdlf.

Duronid and Y euorm heard the patter of approaching feet on stone. The approach echoed down the
dtairs as both soldiers rose and pressed themsalves against the wall.

“No one' s up there supposed to be but me,” whispered Duronid tersely. “1 didn’t see anyone before |
came down, either.”

“TheB’dtara,” his companion whispered. “They must alot of confidencein this deception of theirs



have.” Bending, he picked up hissdearm. “ Go and sound the darm. I'll try to hold them here.”

“No,” said Duronid. Looking around, he found the locker where he' d Ieft hisrifle and hurriedly

recovered the weapon. Checking the magazine he saw that it was fully loaded. “If they’ ve got heavy arms
with them we can’t let them insde. That’ s evening too much the odds. We |l both hold them here. The
sound of weapons firewill around these old wallsrattle asif in arecording chamber. That' Il help soon

enough bring.”

“Rightness!” agreed Y euorm, clutching hispigtal tightly. “And if wedie here, it will for our familiesbeto
the justice of our actions enshrine!” He put ahand on hisfriend’ s shoulder. Despite the bizarre fed of the
naked flesh Duronid did not pull back.

“Hold up here,” declared the squad leader. “The air’ sliable to be bad insde. Y ou know how the
Denkou gtink.” Murmurs of agreement and knowing laughter came from histroopers. “ Clear vison's
vital,” he reminded them as he tugged on the hood of his own camouflage suit. What had served to
disguise them on approach would be of little use and awkward restraint in the confines of a Denkou
warren.

Duronid's eyes widened as he peered around the corner. “ Rightness saves,” he muttered, and started
forward. His companion clutched frantically at him and he smiled back. “1t'sdl right, Y euorm. Come and
see” Turning, heraised hisvoice. “They’ ve found away to stop it, then? Maybe they can help us now.”

The squad members tensed at the sound of Denkou voices. Severa of them understood the words
clearly, fluency in the debased Denkou language being arequirement for incluson in the elite units. But
the declaration made no sense to them.

At the same time they caught sight of themsealves, hood-less and exposed now, and each soldier drew
franticaly away from his neighbor.

Duronid and amore hesitant but nonethelessrdieved Y euorm hated hafway up the sairs, their
expressions puzzled, confused by the antics of their brethren. “Crestings Call, what’ swith you guysthe
meatter?’

One of the squad members whirled to face the pair, gun at his side. When he saw them he relaxed and
put it up. “ Thank the spirits What' s happened to us?’

Duronid tensed. “He s speaking low B’ eitara? To what purpose?’

“I don’'t know.” 'Y euorm was equaly bemused. “But if I’ m understanding him correctly he confused
seems. They al do. Look at them.”

Duronid frowned. “Why should they confused be? They look normal.” He mounted another step.
“Except that they’ re Denkou wespons carrying. | wonder what' s going on?’

The squad leader managed to collect himsdlf and approach the pair coming up the stairs. 1 don’t know
how you got inside but | can't tell you what ardlief it isto seeafriendly face. | thought squad three was
to assault the other side of this complex. Y ou can stop speaking Denkou now.” He glanced around. “ The
fog isour protector and the enemy remains unaware of our presence.”

Duronid hated. “What are you talking about? And why the B’ eitara babble? Are you under some kind of
coded orders or something operating?’ They were dl so short, he thought. A requirement for somekind
of specid misson?

“The most disturbing thing has just happened to us.” The squad leader stared hard at the trooper. “We



have been overcome by some kind of sudden hypnosis. The Denkou, despite their primitive minds, have
succeeded in convincing usthat we look just like them. Our arrival must have triggered some kind of
projection wegpon previoudy unknown. Y ou gpparently have managed to avoid its effects.”

“Your arivad?’ Y euorm made a' face. “Where did you come from? | don’t you from the vehicle pool
recognize.”

“Vehiclepool?’ Therest of the squad members were crowding around their leader, hoping for an
explanation or at least some degree of reassurance. “Y ou are confused. We're here to destroy the
vehicle pool. Aren't you part of the team designated to assault the communi cations complex?’

“Assault?’ Duronid’s mind wasworking furioudy. “What,” he asked dowly, “isyour rank and family
desgnation?”’

“Family desgnation? What are you talking about? And until | know your rank, troopers, | order you to
talk normdly. | didike speaking the debased Denkou tongue unlessit is necessary to my survival.”

Duronid reached a conclusion he very much didiked even as he was commencing adow retreet. “You
are not Denkou.”

“What the Dust isthat supposed to mean?’ replied the squad leader. “Have you gone mad?’

“Maybe. Maybe the whole world’' s gone mad. Y ou see, my friend hereand | just bemoaning our own
fate were. Welook like B’ eitarato you?’

“Of courseyou look like B’ eitara, thank the Designate. What €lse should you look like?’

Duronid and Y euorm exchanged alook before deciding not to bolt. “Like you,” Duronid told the squad
leader. “We should look like you. We' re Denkou, but we have only our size retained. We fear we under
the influence of somekind of massilluson are. We thought it of your making was, but now it isclear you
areinvadersfrom the samekind of halucination suffering.”

“Nonsense!” snapped the squad leader. “Thisisthe work of Denkou science, though | would not have
thought it capable of such athing.”

“You'reright: it snot,” mumbled a disconsolate Y euorm.
He sat down heavily and put his hairless head in his hands, bemoaning his condition.

“Something remarkable and disheartening happened has,” declared Duronid. “The whole world, or at
least this one part of it, seemsto have been affected. We who are Denkou now ook like B’ etara, while
you, it seems, have into us been turned. Or at least that isthe impression my eyesare given. You al
B'etaraare?’

“Of course,” replied the squad leader, only thistime with much lessforce and conviction. “You... you're
not?’

“I am called Duronid. Thismy friend Y euorm is. We are stationed in this place. And evidently you are

“No... we're part of ... we were landed here to disrupt your communications and resupply lines. Then this
happened to us.” He pulled at thethick curly hair that covered hisface and entire body. It made him fedl
asif hewas smothering in hisown sef.



“You look likeus,” Duronid told him. “Welook like you. | could shoot you except that it would fed like
shooting one of my own family. Andif I’'m about dl thiswrong, if something’ s even more amissthan it
seems, then theillusion might run to thoughts aswell as gppearances, to what I’ m thinking as much asto
what I’'m seeing. Y ou might redlly be relations, in spite of your proteststo the contrary. Therefore | don't
see how | can take the chance of shooting you until | find some way to dl this sort out.”

“I would hardly shoot you,” the squad leader replied. “Y ou remind me of aclan cousin.”

“We know who we are but we don’t look like who we are, and unless something happens the situation
to change we can't very well tart shooting. How can wetell what isred and what merely adigtortionin
our minds?’

The squad leader consdered. “Thismay only be alocdized phenomenon, affecting only those of us
here”

Duronid looked back down toward the corridor below. Y dlls and moans were il distantly audible. “1'd
liketo that believe, but from the sounds of things| don't think it the caseis.”

The squad leader was thinking hard. “ Just aminute.” Pulling acompact radio from his pack heflicked it
to life. One of histroopers made asif to restrain him... they were not supposed to break radio silence
while on shore... but the leader shook him off.

“We haveto find out what' sgoing on here,” he muttered restlessly. “If it's some kind of incredibly clever
Denkou trick we'll know soon enough. Meanwhile keep an eye on these two.”

“Why?" said another trooper. “They look more like us than we do. What if they’ re smply confused
members of another landing squad?’

The leader hesitated, tried to think of areply that would make sense, and gave up. “Ignore them, then.
Jugt leave me donefor aminute.”

It took the last of many, many callsto get a coherent response. Apprised of the chaotic Stuation that had
overcome the invading force, which seemed to have become suddenly populated entirely by Denkou
sailors, the squad leader sat down dowly.

“Thewholefledt’ s affected,” he muttered.

“Sir” exclaimed another trooper, shocked &t this casua breach of security. The squad leader looked
tiredly up a him.

“It does't matter anymore. Maybe nothing matters anymore. The fleet’ s been in touch with home port
viarday. It'snot just us. All the B’ eitara have been affected. Everywhere. There has been panic in some
of themgjor cities but it seemsto be dying down now as people come to grips with the condition.” He
looked at the only two obvious B’ eitarawithin view. Both looked distinctly unhappy. “To dl visble
intents and purposes the B’ eitara have turned into Denkou. Except they still spesk B’ eltaraand act
B’etaraand follow the B’ etaraways.”

Duronid nodded. “1 suspect that thisfortressis now defended, to anyone who might careto look, entirely
by very unhappy and confused B’ eitara.” Somehow, in the depths of his confusion and despair, he
managed to summon up the rough Denkou sense of humor. “Very tdl B’ etara”

The squad leader directed histroopers to put down their arms and relax as best they could. There was
no point in trying to continue with the misson, no point in going on. How could they attack when
everyone they saw looked like one of their own kind? It would be smilarly difficult, he mused, for the



Denkou to defend themsel ves againgt assaults by squads of their own relatives.

They had been defeated, not by force of arms or technological superiority, but by false images of
themselves.

“What has happened to theworld?’” he murmured aoud. “Havewe dl goneinsane?’

Duronid shook hishairless head. “It’san odd kind of insanity that afflicts one people with one delusion
and another exactly with the reverse. This of design and intent smacks, not accident.”

“But who?’ the squad leader wondered dazedly. “Who would do such athing to us? Who would have
the capability, and why?’

“Not us,” indsted Y euorm, recovering alittle from his bemusement. “We re not this clever.”

“Or thisingdious” hisfriend added. “Only our patrons, the glorious and beneficent Nileans, might the
superior knowledge necessary have to something like this bring about.”

“Or the science masters who serve the Great Lord Markhamwit,” declared the squad leader. “But | ask
agan: Why?’

“I cannot imagine,” replied Duronid. “ They were helping usto defeat you, with eegerness. Why would
they want to do something the fighting to stop? For such isthe effect of thisillusion. If they wanted to help
us, they would have only made you look like us and not uslike you.”

“The samefor the Nileans,” said one of the squad members. “It goes againgt the intent of either side.”
“A third party, then?” wondered the squad leader. “But who, and why?’

Duronid found himsdlf looking up, past the squad leader’ swonderfully hairy skull, toward the
fog-shrouded ramparts beyond the stairwell and beyond that, the sky itsdlf.

“Y ou know, whoever you are, | only acommon soldier am. | watch over and repair broken or damaged
vehicles. Y ou don't much imagination for that need, only how to study manuals and handle tools. But
ever since the Nileans came among us al the Denkou have of other things been made aware. Of the fact
that there are other intelligent creatures on other worlds, who fight and trade among themselves. Of these
the Nileans are by far the greatest...”

“Savefor those who take direction from the Great Lord,” put in one of the squad memberswith
admirable but misplaced assurance.

“... Along with the servants of the Great Lord,” Duronid magnanimoudy finished. “But we know, because
we told have been, that there are many, many other races out there. Races with abilities to themsalves
peculiar, with talents we cannot imagine because we not devel oped enough are.

“Why should the Nileans or the servants of the Great Lord be the most advanced, the most powerful ?
Because they say thisis s0? We can only what they tell us believe because we cannot beyond the bounds
of our own world travel. If we could, might we not discover that they are not being entirdly truthful with
us? Might there not be some other kind out there more powerful than either of our respective patrons?’

“Powerful enough to do this?’ the squad leader wondered. “To fool an entire population into believing
they look like thelr enemies?’

“Who sayswe enemies must be?” Duronid came back. “ Right now you don’t like an enemy to melook.



Youlook... likeme.”
“And you like aproper person,” the squad leader informed him.
“Proper?’ said Duroftid. “Naked like this, with round pupilsand al these digits?’

“It beats being smothered by all this damnable hair,” the squad leader swore. “| can hardly breathel” He
looked up and his eyes met those of the guard. There was astartled pause. Then, to the surprise of the
rest of the squad and to Y euorm, both soldiers began to laugh, the Denkou uttering gruff, short squesks
from itstiny B’ eitaramouth, the squad leader barking uncontrollably through thick, heavy lips.

The otherswatched in astonishment as unnatural sounds emerged from familiar mouths. Then Y euorm,
wiping water from the corners of his eyes, joined in, and one by one, so did the rest of the squad. Soon
the stairwel | wasfilled with uncontrollable, unrestraingble laughter.

After awhile, so wastherest of the planet.
XVI
“It' sbeen four days,” said Nfam. “1 think they’ ve had enough time to get the point.”

“Laughter,” agreed Jath, “can smooth the path for even the most difficult decisions. For example, only
my amusement a the sght of overweight, underdressed insects crashing into walls and ceilings enabled
meto repress my naturd disgust againgt coming on thisship.”

“Y ou can imagine what I’ ve been going through,” put in the thought-form of Buzwuz. “1f we' ve had the
occasiond collison or two it sonly because our optics are temporarily overwhelmed by aclash of shape
and color that verges on the physicdly painful.”

“Shut up,” said Lawson softly. He was studying the projections that gave a compl ete picture of what was
taking place on the surface below.

Initid, brief chaos had given way to horror, then outrage, and lastly enforced contemplation. Tentative
communications on less than the historically contentious level were being swapped between B’ etaraand
Denkou. Governments were talking to one another. Meanwhile there was acontinuing lull in thefighting
not because of aweakening of resolve by either side but because it was impossible to order troopsto
shoot at groups of soldierswho looked just like the folks back home. Especialy when you yoursalf
looked just like the horrid foe you were supposed to be annihilating.

It was an impaossible situation in which to try to conduct awar, with the result that the war stopped.

“I think they’ ve had time enough to see the other guy’ s point of view,” Lawson decided. “In spades.” He
thought at the homarachnids. “Y ou' ve done quite ajob.”

“Our work isunmatched,” announced Jath. With that he and Nfam smply stopped concentrating. The
Solarian mass-mind no longer flowed through them, or through the little ship drifting in orbit above the
planetary equator equidistant between the two hemispheres.

Commander V'’ seikin's persond va et looked up from where he was arranging the commander’s
uniformsin his storage locker and let out astartled cry.

“Sr! You... you are yoursdlf again!”

V'’ saikin frowned as he turned to his servant. “What nonsense are you talking now, C'c'rir? No oneis...”



“Look at yoursdlf, sr, look!”

A cautious V'’ seikin wandered over to the damned mirror. What he saw there made his eyes widen as
they hadn’t since he! d consummeated clan relationship with his present mate. Reaching up with both
hands, hefdt of hisface. There was no unnaturd, prickly sensation of impenetrable hair, no massve,
uncouth skull.

Or wasit redly so uncouth? In the past days he' d managed, because he’ d had no choice, to grow used
toit.

C'c'rir, too, was himsalf once more. It was an occasion for celebration unrestrained. Sternly he
suppressed the immense, indescribable relief he felt. He was commander of the battle squadron and it
was hisresponghility to remainin control of himsalf.

Hedidn't haveto ask if the same restoration had occurred €l sewhere on the flagship: he could hear the
shouts and screams and weepings of joy even within the cabin. But he took the time to communicate, one
by one, with every other ship in the fleet, until he was certain the restoration was universa.

Communications soon was able to inform him that the generd popul ation back home had likewise
undergone an identical transformation. All the B’ eitarahad their smooth features and proper number of
digits back, in addition to other, less mentionable characteristics. What then of the Denkou? How were

they faring?

He had been in close communication with one Darpidiwe, commander of the target port, ever sincethe
delusion had taken control. They had grown easy with one another, if not completely comfortable. Now
as he started to give the order to re-establish communications with shore, he hesitated.

Physicdly, the fleet was unharmed. Moraewould return, indeed would surge, with the reinstatement of
natural appearance. They had lost the eement of surprise but Htill retained their full store of munitions and
supplies. They might not now be able to completely destroy the enemy and take the peninsula, but they
could still try, and if naught else cause agreat dedl of damage in the process.

He saw the chief communications officer looking up a him, obvioudy waiting for ingtructions. Around him
his saff likewise waited on his decison. He thought of the crudely mannered but nonetheless admirablein
his own fashion enemy commander. They had talked, and when he thought of theimage of Darpidiweit
was the face of a concerned, troubled B’ eitara he was seeing. Because that was what he had seen, these
past troubled days.

Could he now send ship-to-shore missiles and heavy explosivesflying in that direction?
“Commander?’ his senior staff officer prompted. “Y our orders, Commander?’

V'’ sakin thought amoment longer, then, “ All shipsto stand on ready, with defenses on full dert. We've
lost surprise and the fog bank both. Let’ s see what the Denkou do, how they react now that they know
we're out here.”

Had he made the right decision, he wondered? Should he, in spite of what he was thinking, what he was
fedling, have ordered the attack to proceed forthwith? A knowing glance around his circle showed that
the sense of relief on the faces of his officers was palpable. Whether they were experiencing the same
conflicting sensations he had no way of knowing, but clearly the martia spirit that had accompanied them
across the great ocean had absented itsalf. They had no more desire to attack the mainland at that
moment than did he.



They would wait to see how events devel oped. Perhaps uppermost in dl their minds was the unspoken
fear that, somehow, for some undefinable, inexplicable reason, if they did attack, if they made so much as
asingle hogtile gesture, the delusion might return to take hold of their minds again.

Permanently thistime?

They could not know, might not ever know. Because they didn’t know what had caused it in the first
place, or why, and they weren’t about to chanceit again. Least of dl V' seikin, who had everyoneelse's
welfareon hismind.

“Commander, communication from shore. The Denkou fortressis hailing us.”
Hetook a deep breath. That would most likely be Darpidiwe. Maybe he would have some answers.

The two old soldierstalked. Meanwhile the fleet’ s missiles and the shore batteries’ guns remained silent,
neither commanding officer redizing that the answersto their questions could be found in the smple fact
that they were talking.

“I think the lesson’ll hold,” Lawson announced with satisfaction. “Neither sdeiswilling to risk taking the
first shot at the other out of fear that they’ Il snap back to looking like the guysthey’ re shooting at again.”

“They’re burning up their low-band airwaves,” Lou announced from her position. “Now that they’ ve
spent time looking like the traditional bad guysthey’ ve decided that maybe their old opponentsaren’t so
ugly after dl. Certainly not to the point of risking their collective sanity in hopes of exterminating them.”

Lawson nodded. “And without the Nileans or Markhamwit’ s minions to keep them stirred up, they can
get on about the business of talking sense without outsde interference.”

“An unscheduled detour, astop along aback road,” Buzwuz mused postically. “I1t' saways niceto be
ableto dispense auniversa truth when the occasion presentsitsalf. Namely, that talk-talk islots better
than bang-bang.”

“I wouldn't have expected you to know-know that much common sense-sense,” thought Nfam.
“Now listen here,” the bee-mind shot back, “I’ ve had just about enough of... ! ”

“Heading out,” Lawson said curtly, unwilling to become involved thistime. He harangued a control.
There was no need to consult star charts and plot the highly erratic course of the wandering sphere.
Lawson could have chased it across haf the galaxy and hit it dead center with hiseyes shut. All that was
needed was to steer straight along the thought-stream emanating from the pair of Solarian vessds aready
waiting there.

It was as easy asthat.
XVII

The follow-up process was delayed. Asaways. Held back deliberately and of malice aforethought. The
duggish communications systems of both warring life-forms had been greetly to the advantage of
Solarians, but now time must be dlowed for those same primitive systemsto deliver applicable datato
Markhamwit and Glastrom. There was no usein Lawson and Reeder taking them the newsin person.
They would not be believed until confirmation arrived in large dollops.

And after the warlords had gained a clear picture of recent events, additiona time must be given for the
complete digestion thereof. Since the Nileans were by nature alittle moreimpulsive and alittleless



stubborn than their opponentsit was likely that they would be the first to agreethat it is unprofitable to
play hob with common property (or rather, common non-property) such as the empty space between
worlds.

Markhamwit would be the last to give in. Unlike Glastrom, who was ssimply the currently el ected head of
aboard of equals, the Great Lord stood aone at the pinnacle of hiskind’s government. It'saways
harder to vote on adecision when the entire committee consists of yoursdlf. While acorrect decision can
bring you dl the glory and honor, if it'saflop it leaves you with no one dseto sharein the blame.
Compared to Glastrom, Markhamwit would tend to be overly cautious.

Hewould suffer asoul-searching period baancing loss of face againgt the growing pile of awkward facts.
Consequently he must be alowed timeto work out for himsalf that it is better to drop an autocratic
obsession than ultimately drop at the end of arope. Being what he was, a prominent member of hisown
contentious species, he' d have no illusions about the fate of one who inssts on leading his peopleto totdl
defeet, especidly snceit would quickly become common knowledge that far more benign and relatively
painless dternatives had been made available.

A couple of days before the Nileans were due to become mentdly ripe, Reeder burst through the
defense screen of their homeworld, dropped a packet in Glastrom’ s palace yard by way of
demondtrating that he and hiskind were indifferent to far safer means of communication such as
long-range reci procating subspace beams, and whipped back into the eternal starfield before guards or
atmospheric patrolsfully redized what had taken place.

Ten time-units later, making carefully estimated allowance for Markhamwit’ s more truculent character,
Lawson obliged with asmilar bundle that crowned the fat Kasine as he waddled across the landscaped
open area outside the centra interrogation center. The thump on that worthy’ s dome was not intentional.
Nobody could go by at such velocity and achieve such perfection of aim, not even the Solarians, much
less prepare such an imposs bly well-orchestrated ddlivery. It waswholly coincidental, but to the end of
his days Kasinewould never bdlieveit.

Struggling to hisfeet, the chief interrogator addressed afew well-chosen words to the sky, inwhich
nothing save afew migrating tepawts was visible, and took the bundle indoors. After aquick check
ascertained its origin he hastened to give it to the captain of the guard who gaveit to the garrison
commander who gaveit to the chief of inteligence. That officid immediately recadled thefate of a
predecessor who had hurriedly burst open the inner contents of aparcel from someone who was not a
friend. So with the minimum of delay and an admirable dedication to duty he passed it to Minister Teruon
who turned it over to First Minister Ganne who with equa dacrity handed it persondly to the addressee,
the Great Lord Markhamwit, and found an excuse to get out of the room.

Viewing the unsolicited gift with much disfavor, Markhamwit found an earpiece and cylinder, called the
chief of intelligence, ordered him to provide an expendable warrior to come lean out the window and
open the thing. The chief of intelligence told the garrison commander who told the captain of the guard
who duly pushed dong aloya thickhead of low rank and no importance.

The task performed without dire result, Markhamwit found himsalf with athick wad of slarmap printouts.
The originators of the package had disdained the use of more compact but incompatible information
storage systemsin favor of amethod that was primitive but easy to understand. There is something about
asmple pictoria representation on aflat sheet of solid materid that enablesit to overcome the most
tangled linguistic barriers. There are no semantic convulsonsinherent in astraight line and accompanying
number.

Spreading the charts of stellar topography over his desk, the Great Lord stared at them irefully. All bore



copious markings with appropriate footnotes in the master tongue.
Certain worlds and satellites within systems that had been singled out were marked in greater detail.

Overlaid on each map by atrangparency fixation process Markhamwit neither recognized nor
understood was alist of ships stalled on the appropriate spheres, plus roughly estimated strength of
crews thus marooned and afurther estimate, depending on the hospitableness of each respective globe,
of how long each group could survive unaided.

Thelonger he studied this collection the moreriled he became. If the figures were to be believed,
approximately one-fifth of histota forces had been put out of action. One-fifth of hiswarships,
representing the gpex of modern technology and the greatest technical achievements of hiskind, were so
much scrap meta scattered acrossthe light-years. Assuming that it would be asking for further trouble to
employ armed vessdls, it would require the full mobilization of hiswesponless transport fleet to rescue
and bring home the crews presently languishing on a couple of hundred worlds. And if he made no
attempt to save them, regardless of their inexplicably traitorous behavior, there would be trouble aplenty
on thisworld.

Hedid not know it, but he had another twenty time-unitsin which to think things over.
At the end of that period Lawson returned.

The second arrival was exactly likethefirst. At one moment the plain stcood empty, with the city gray and
grim in the north, the bluish sun burning above and the smallest of the three moons going down in the esst.
A light breeze ruffled the scrub growth that collected in hollowsin the polished granite boulders. Next
moment the ship wasthere, athin streak of dust settling around its edges asif to show that there had
been motion even though unseen. It appeared so suddenly and silently that even the wary high plains
animalswere not startled. Asfar asthey were concerned there was another large, somewhat
shinier-than-normal rock where none had existed amoment ago; and a brief, warm wind pungent with an
odd, otherworldly smell had swept up out of nowhere and drifted off on itsway.

Overhead the atmospheric patrol circled and swirled as before. Thistime there was somerisk that they
might attack without waiting for orders. A dick trick creates greater fury when repeated and sometimes
becomes too much to bear: “If aman doesthee onceit’shisfault; if he doestheetwiceit sthy fault!”

But again the Solarian vigitor’' s behavior was that of one completely unconscious of such dangers, or
completdy indifferent to them. It lay on the plain, unmoving and to dl intents and purposes unshielded, a
clear target. The patrol leaders caucused dectronically. Puzzling rumors had begun to reach the
homeworld, of multiple disasters out among the grand fleet that weren't quite disasters, of disorder and
disarray and resignation. There were whispersthat this colossal confusion might, just might, have
something to do with the peculiar entities caled Solarians.

Therefore, if the small ship sitting openly on the plain below was a Solarian vessd, intelligent individuals
might do well to restrain their naturd impulseto blast it out of existence and instead passthe decision
aong to higher-ups. So the patrol dropped nothing save some choice invective while screaming the news
to the city’ s centrd communications.

Theimmediate result of al this agitated aeria braying took the form of acouple of aircar loads of troops
that raced out onto the plain even as Lawson emerged from the ship’slock. He came out breathing
deeply, enjoying thefresh air, the fed of solid earth underfoot. The pollution that afflicted the
manufacturing sections of the greet city was being carried away from his pogition by prevailing winds,
while the temperature verged on the balmy. Asdid, no doubt, the local military command' s state of mind.
That, if not the weather, was a condition that hopefully could be improved.



Severd winged shapes buzzed ecdtatically out of the lock, zoomed into the sky, chased after each other,
and put over aplausible bee-version of sailorsin port. Severa projected their happinessfor genera
distribution and Lawson was able to sharein their pleasure. For their part they partook of hisdelight in
the unrecycled aimaosphere while viewing his satisfaction at thefed of solid ground underfoot with
congderable sympathy.

“Rity,” thought the mind-shape of Buzwuz. “ Even with artificid wingsyou'll never be able to experience
the samefeding of freedom.”

“That'sdl right,” Lawson thought back. “Natureisfair. You'll never be ableto do more than
conceptudizewhat it’ slike to enjoy solid food.”

“Why would | want to?” Buzwuz responded with amental shudder. “ Company’ s coming. Want usto go
sy helo?

“I don’'t think that’ [l be necessary thistime, but keep alens peeled in case I’m wrong and there’ sajoker
inthe deck.”

“They'redl jokers,” thought Lou in arather lame attempt a humor.
“Now, now,” Lawson chided her. “It isto be hoped they have seen the light.”
“INuminating Satidtics” said Buzwuz, dropping to investigate a netive flower.

Disregarding the oncomers from the city, the bee-minds continued to swap thoughts mainly for the benefit
of the biped. They continued to deplore hislack of wings and bemoaned the weight of skeleton hewas
forced to carry about. They questioned the wisdom of Nature in putting sentient life upon two inadequate
feet. Ah, thepity of it all!

So far as Lawson and his crew were concerned, the air-car-loads making toward them contained an
armed company of menta moppets of no particular shape or form. And Markhamwit himself would have
been appalled to learn that his own status was that of the muscular bully of grade one.

The vehicles pulled up and the troops tumbled out. Though Lawson did not know it, his attitude and
expression had been perfectly duplicated in the dawn of history by a gentleman named Casey who wore
acap and badge: the corner cop, watching the kids come out of school. The lesson learned was the same
now as then, produced the same results. The unruly members of this crowd had to be taught respect for

Casey.

They' dlearned it, dl right; it was evident from what they did next. Thistime therewas no hogtile
surrounding of the ship, weapons activated and held ready. No heavy artillery pieces were wrestled into
postion, their muzzles amed at the open lock. Instead the panting arrivals formed up in two ranks, wide
gpart like aguard of honor. Some digtinctly grating, atonal music blared from an unseen speaker and
Lawson winced. Fortunately for them, the Callisans were rdatively immune to this aspect of theforma
welcome.

A three-comet officer marched forward and saluted ceremonioudly. It was an interesting procedure
performed with two arms on the same side and Lawson quietly admired the physical dexterity necessary
to execute the limited gymnadtics.

“Sire, you have returned to see the Great Lord?’

“I have.” Lawson blinked, looked him over. Despite the haste with which he and hisfellow soldiers had
obvioudy been dispatched, his harness gleamed and hisfur al but sparkled. “Why the‘sire ? 1 do not



have any military rank.”
“Y ou arethe ship’s commander.” The other signed toward the vessdl.
“I amitspilot,” Lawson corrected. “Nobody commandsit.”

With atouch of desperation the officer terminated the disconcerting talk by motioning toward the nearest
of thetwo large aircars. “ Thisway, sre.”

Grinning to himsdlf, Lawson climbed into the vehicle. A trio of immeaculately dressed-out soldiers
remained seated in back, their eyesfixed resolutely forward. He offered them a smile, shrugged when no
response was forthcoming, and turned to face the bow.

The vehiclelifted, turned, and headed cityward. Lawson kept silence during the journey. The officer did
likewise, inwardly feding that thiswas one of those days when one can be tempted to say too much.

There was another well-turned-out guard waiting at the entrance to the tower complex. The corridors
and hdlwaysingde had been cleared and Lawson saw none of the indifferent bustle that had been
evident on his previous visit. For the second time he was escorted to the antechamber with its grandiose
doorway. The room had been completely cleared of minor functionaries, adding to the air of expectation
his escort was giving off like stale perfume. He gave the door agentle shove. Hisfeatures poised and
composed, the Great Lord Markhamwit was Sitting in his ever-elegant chair with hisfour armslying
negligently on their respective rests. Many days ago he had been in acholeric frenzy of activity ashe
sroveto organize awar that refused to jell. More recently he' d been in ablind fury, pacing the room,
hammering tables and destroying equipment, volleying oaths and thregats as he contemplated an enormous
meass of frustrating data topped by the star maps that had ricocheted off Kasine.

Now he wasresigned, fatalitic. It was the calm after the ssorm. He was nearly ripe for reason.

Thiswasto be expected. Solarian tactics did not accord paramount importance to the question of what
must be doneto achieve agiven end. It was of equal and occasionally of greater importance to determine
precisely when it must be begun, how long it must be maintained, and when it should be ended.
Conceptslike how or what did not dominate aword like when in Solarian thinking.

Circumstances were radically dtered when Lawson ambled into the audience chamber for thisthird
interview. His manner was the same as before, but now Markhamwit and Ganne studied him with wary
curiosity rather than spiteful irritation. There was no sign of the open hodtility that had characterized their
previous encounters, and certainly no evidence of overbearing contempt. Their attitude was that of
people trapped in aroom with an especidly large, powerful, but not unattractive carnivore. In other
words, they had hopes of establishing a certain rapport that would not involve their becoming a part of
the evening medl.

Seating himself, Lawson crossed hislegs, smiling at the Great Lord rather as onewould at an
obstreperous child after a domestic scene.

“Wdl?

Markhamwit said dowly and evenly, “I have been in direct touch with Glastrom. We arerecdling al
g,]ipsln

“That' sbeing sensble. More' sthe pity that it's had to be paid for by many of your crews languishing on
isolated and often lonely worlds.”

“We have agreed to cooperate in bringing them home. The Nileans pick up and deliver any of our people



they find. We do the same for them. There are some minor protocols that need to be resolved but they
can befindized later.”

“Much nicer than cutting each other’ sthroats, isn't it?’
Markhamwit countered. “Y ou told me you didn’t care.”
“Neither do we. It'swhen innocent bystanders get pushed around that we seefit to chipin.”

Lawson madeto get up asif at this stage his task was finished because Solarian ams had been gained.
Nothing daunted, the Great Lord spoke hurriedly.

“Beforeyou go I’ d like answersto three questions.”
“I’d loveto stay and chat,” Lawson smiled, “but duty cals. It' stime we were on our way.”
“Three questions. Y ou owe methat.”

“The question of owing doesn’t enter into it.” Lawson paused. “But | acknowledge your salf-imposed
limitation. It smacks of comprehension, and that’ sto be encouraged. What are they?’

“In honest fact do you come from agadaxy other than this one?’
“Mogt certainly.”

Frowning at a secret thought, Markhamwit went on. “Have you Sterilized any world belonging to us or
the Nileans?’

“Sterilized?” Lawson registered puzzlement.
“Asyou are said to have done to the EImones.”

“Oh, that!” He dismissed it in the manner of something never contemplated even for amoment. “You're
referring to an incident of long, long ago. Took me a moment to remember. Hard to believe, looking
back onit, but then every ending must haveits beginning, mustn't it?” The Greet Lord made no comment.

“We used wegpons in those days,” Lawson continued. “We have outgrown them now. There are better
ways to educate peopl e than to make them dead. We harm nobody.”

“I beg to differ.” Markhamwit pointed to the star maps carefully arrayed on alarge platform off to one
sde. “On your own admission eight of my ships have been destroyed, crewsand al.”

“Plusfive Nilean vessds and one of our own,” Lawson informed him. “ All the result of accidents over
which we had no control. For example, two of your cruisers collided head-on while trying atoo hasty
docking maneuver near alarge orbital supply station. Someone or several someones panicked. Another
inganceinvolved, | believe, afidd-disrupter unit going berserk on one of your smaller ships. In every one
of the instances to which you refer our presence had nothing to do with the unfortunate results.”

Accepting thiswithout dispute, Markhamwit leaned forward, put his last question. “Y ou have goneto
sometrouble to establish alaw that interstellar space beyond the boundaries of individua systems shdl
be completely freeto dl, and that movement therein shal not be in any way questioned or chalenged.
We have recognized it. We have given in. | think that entitles usto know why you are so interested in the
ethics of gpecies, not to mention another galaxy, not your own.”

Standing up, Lawson met him eyefor eye. “Behind that query lurks the agreement you have just made



with Glastrom, namely, that you drop al your differencesin the face of common peril from outside. You
have secretly agreed to conform to the common law until such time as you have developed ships as good
as or better than our own. Then, when you fed strong enough, you will join together and shave us down
to whatever you regard as proper size.”

“That does not answer my question,” Markhamwit pointed out, not bothering to confirm or deny this
accusation.

“The answer isoneyou |l fail to see”
“Let me bethejudge of that”

“Well, it'slikethis” Lawson explained. “Whilel am a Solarian, I'm not the Solarian. Neither are my
winged companions or any other of anumber of varied physical types. Solarians are not a shape or form.
They' reamultikind destined ultimately to loseitsidentity in acombine il grester and wider. They are
the beginning of a growth of associated minds designed to conquer universal matter. The free,
unhampered utilization of Spaceisone basic essentid of such growth.”

“Why?

“Because the next contributions to a cosmos-wide supermind will come from thisgalaxy. That’ swhere
thelaughisonyou.”

“Onme?’ The Great Lord was baffled.

“Onyour particular life-form. In al your petty machinations and maneuverings you overlook the question
of time. Andtimeisal important.”

“What do you mean?’ With some difficulty Markhamwit strove to follow the other’ s reasoning.

“By thetime either you or the Nileans have devel oped techniques advanced enough to chalenge us even
remotely, both you and they will be more than ready for assmilation.”

“| don’t understand.”

Lawson was at the doorway. “ Someday both you and the Nileans will be inseparable parts of each other
and, like us, components of amightier whole. Y ou will cometo it rather late but you'll get therejust the
same. Meanwhile we will not alow thosein front to be held back by those behind. Each comesin his
own natural turn, delayed by no persnickety neighbors.”

He smiled. Then he departed.
“My lord, did you understand what he meant?’ asomewhat plaintive First Minister Ganne asked.

“I have aglimmering.” Markhamwit was thoughtful. “He was talking about events not due until five, ten,
or twenty thousand years after we two are dead.”

“How did he get to know our arrangement with Glastrom?’

“He doesn't know, since nobody could have told him. Asyou are aware, the arrangement was only just
concluded, so even with abilities we cannot imagine there is no way he could have detected it. He made a
shrewd guess, and he was absolutely correct aswe are aware.” Markhamwit brooded a bit, added, “It
makes me wonder how close he'll get with hislonger shot.”

“Which one, my lord?’



“That by the time we re big enough to dare to try to beat up what he calls hismultikind it will betoo late,
for we shdl then be part of that multikind.”

“I can'timagineit,” admitted Ganne.

“I can'timagine living beings crossing an intergaactic chasm. Neither can Yielm or any of our experts”
Markhamwit said. “1 can’t imagine anyone successfully waging amagor war without any wegpons
whatsoever.” Histone became dightly peevish as hefinished. “ And that supportsthe very one of his
pointsthat | didike the most: that our brains are not yet adequate. We suffer from limited imaginations.”

“Yes, my lord,” agreed Ganne.

“Speak for yourself,” sngpped Markhamwit. “1 can stir up mine abit even if otherscan’t. I'm going to
see Glastrom in person. WE' |l set our best technicd teamsto working side by side. Now that we know
that intergalactic travel is possble we know there' s an understandable, duplicatable method of
accomplishing it. It sonly amatter of reducing possibilitiesto one that works.

“There are other steps we can take. Maybe we can get together and, by persuasion rather than force, so
reorganize not only our own systems and that of the Nileans but those of our alies and every other
semi-sentient race so that the galaxy becomes too big and strong and united to be absorbed in any way,
shape, or form by some wild menagerie from elsewhere. It'swell worth atry.” He stopped, stared at
Ganne, demanded, “Why do you look like a bilious skou-mss?’

“Y ou have reminded me of something he said,” explained Ganne unhappily. “He said, ‘ Someday both
you and the Nileans will be inseparable parts of each other and, like us, components of amightier whole’
If you go to see Glastrom to talk close cooperation it means we' re heading exactly that way... dready!”

Markhamwit flopped back in his seat, gnawed the nails on four handsin turn. The familiar chair, the
Spartan but comfortable surroundings, the knowledge that the destiny of wholeworldslay at his
fingertips: none of thisany longer gave him comfort.

He hated to admit it, but Ganne wasright. The only satisfactory method of trying to catch up on Solarian
competition was to toil along the same cooperétive path to the same communa end that could not and
would not remain compartmented in one galaxy. Not to try wasto accept defeat and sink into dark
obscurity that ultimately would cover them for al time, making them like the EImones: aname, amemory,
arumor.

There were only two waysto go: forward or backward. Forward to the inevitable. Or backward to the
inevitable. And it had to be forward.

When Lawson returned to the ship he knew that his crew aready were aboard and eager to go. Getting
out of the aircar, he thanked the driver, walked toward the lock, stopped when nearby to carefully
examine the last sentry posted outside it

“I think we have met before,” he offered pleasantly.

Y adiz refused the bait. He kept atight hold on his gun, ignored the voice, ignored a couple of persstent
itches. Onelearns by experience, he had decided, that when in the presence of a Solarian the safest thing
isto play statues.

“Oh, well, if that’ sthe way you fedl about it.” Lawson shrugged, climbed into the lock, looked down
from the rim, and advised, “We retaking off. There'll be some suction. If you don't want asudden risein
the world you'’ d better take shelter behind that rock.” Thelock silently cycled shut, removing the biped



fromview.

Thinking it over, Y adiz decided to take the suggestion. He marched stiffly toward the indicated point,
joined his colleagues, dill saying nothing.

Lawson sat in the pilot’ s seet, fingered the composite dongside the contact switch. Presently the control
was st to his exclusive body signature and would operate for no other living creature. It was an
extension of him, though in away different from the Cdlisians and Rheians and the others.

Far out at the edge of thisgdaxy, lost to view inthe great spray of Stardust, were apair of life-forms
developing akindred spirit. Near to them was athird form, more numerous, arrogant, and reedy to fill the
power vacuum left by Glastrom and Markhamwit. Far out there among the stars the stage was set for
interference. Something must be done about it. A few knuckles must be rapped. He nudged the switch.



