THE BEST POLICY
By Randd| Garrett

When human beings begin to encounter strangersin the universe, conflict islikely to erupt. Earthmen, by ar
large, are an aggressive sort of people, and it would not be surprising to run into a race of equally aggressive,
militaristic creatures Out There. This could produce a nasty crash as one culture meets the other in a head-on
impact.

However, one feature of alien beingsistheir alienness. They are not likely to think the way we do. This stor:
suggests, in a deliciously deadpan way, how a suitably clever human can befuddle and bambooz e his extraterre
captors simply by telling the truth. Randall Garrett, who wrote it, is a bearded, booming-voiced man who now |
his home in Texas and who has spent considerable time studying the art of creating confusion without exactly |
His high-spirited stories have been appearing in science fiction's leading magazines since 1944, with some time
for service with the United States Marine Corps.

Thagobar Larnimisculus Verf, Borgax of Fenigwisnok, had along name and an important title, and he was proud o
Thetitle wasroughly trandatable as"High-Sheriff-Admird of Fenigwisnok," and Fenigwisnok was arich and important
planet in the Dal Empire. Title and name looked very impressive together on documents, of which there were agreet m
be signed.

Thagobar himsalf was a prime example of hisrace, arace of power and pride. Like theterrestrid turtles, he had bc
exo- and an endoskel eton, athough that was his closest resemblance to the chelonia. He was humanoid in generd sha
looking something like a crass between amedieva knight in full armor and ahusky footba | player clad for the gridiron.
overdl color was smilar to that of awell-boiled |obster, fading to adarker purple at the joints of his exoskeleton. Hiscl:
was sparse, congigting only of an abbreviated kilt embroidered with fanciful designs and emblazoned with aswirl of glitt
gems. The emblem of hisrank was engraved in gold on his plastron and again on his carapace, so that he would be
recognizable both coming and going.

All indl, he made quite an impressivefigure, in spite of hisfivefeet two in height.

As commander of hisown spaceship, the Verf, it was his duty to search out and explore planets which could be
colonized by hisrace, the Dd. This he had done diligently for many years, following exactly his Generad Orders asagor
commander should.

And it had paid off. He had found some nice planetsin histime, and thisonewasthejuiciest of thelot.

Gazing a the magniscreen, he rubbed his pamstogether in satisfaction. His ship was swinging smoothly in an orbit t
above a newly-discovered planet, and the magniscreen was focused on the landscape below. No Da ship had ever bes
this part of the galaxy before, and it was comforting to have discovered a colonizable planet so quickly.

"A magnificent planet!" he said. "A wonderful planet! Look at that green! And the blue of those seas!l" He turned to
Lieutenant Pelquesh. "What do you think? Isn't it fine?"

"It certainly is, Y our Splendor,” said Pelquesh. ™Y ou should recelve another citation for thisone."

Thagobar started to say something, then suddenly cut it short. His hands flew out to the controls and dapped at swi
plates, the ship's engines squed ed with power as they brought the ship to adead stop in relation to the planet below. In
magniscreen, the landscape became sationary.

He twisted the screen's magnification control up, and the scene benegth the ship ballooned outward, spilling off the
asthe surface came closer.

"Therel" he said. "Pelquesh, what isthat?"



It was apurely rhetorica question. The wavering currents of two hundred odd miles of atmosphere caused the ima
shimmer uncertainly, but there was no doubt that it was a city of some kind. Lieutenant Pelquesh said as much.

"Plaguetakeit!" Thagobar snarled. "An occupied planet! Only intdligent beings build cities."
"That's 0," agreed Pelquesh.

Neither of them knew what to do. Only afew timesin the long history of the Da had other races been found-and u
the rule of the Empire, they had al dowly become extinct. Besides, none of them had been very intelligent, anyway.

"Well haveto ask General Orders,” Thagobar said at last. He went over to another screen, turned it on, and began
diding code numbersinto it.

Deep in the bowels of the huge ship, the Generd Ordersrobot came duggishly to Me. Initsvast memory lay ten
thousand years of accumulated and ordered facts, ten thousand years of the experiences of the Empire, ten thousand ye
thefinal decisions on every subject ever consdered by Thagobar's race. It was more than an encyclopedia-it wasawa
life

Inahighly logica way, the robot sorted through its memory until it came to the information requested by Thagobar;
it rlayed the data to the screen.

"Hm-m-m," said Thagobar. "Y es. Generd Order 333,953,-216-A-j, Chapter MMCMXLDC, Paragraph 402. 'Fil
discovery of aninteligent or semi-intelligent species shall be followed by the taking of aspecimen sdected at random. |
contact shal be made until the specimen has been examined according to Psychology Directive 659-B, Section 888,07
at the direction of the Chief Psychologist. The datawill be correlated by Genera Orders. If contact has already been m
inadvertently, refer to GO 472,678-R-s, Ch. MMMCCX, Par. 553. Specimens shall be taken according to...""

Hefinished reading off the Generd Order and then turned to the lieutenant. "'Pelquesh, you get a Spaceboat ready t
up aspecimen. I'll notify psychologist Zandoplith to be reedy for it."

Ed Magruder took a deep breath of spring air and closed his eyes. It was beautiful; it wasfilled with spicy aromas
tangy scentsthat, though aien, were somehow homelike-more homelike than Earth.

Hewasatdl, lanky man, al ebows and knees, with nondescript brown hair and bright hazel eyesthat tended to cri
with suppressed laughter.

He exhded the breath and opened his eyes. The city was ill awake, but darkness was coming fast. Heliked hisev
groll, but it wasn't safe to be out after dark on New Hawaii, even yet. There werelittle night things that fluttered softly i
air, giving little warning of their poisonous bite, and there were till some of the larger predatorsin the neighborhood. He
started walking back toward New Hilo, the little city that marked man'sfirst foothold on the new planet.

Magruder was abiologist. In the past ten years, he had prowled over half a dozen planets, collecting specimens,
dissecting them with precison, and entering the results in his notebooks. Slowly, bit by bit, he was putting together a
pattern-a pattern of life itsaf. His predecessors stretched in along line, clear back to Karl von Linne, but none of them
redlized what was missing in their work. They had had only onetype of lifeto ded with-terredtrid life. And dl terrestriad
is, after dl, homogenous.

But, of all the planets held seen, he liked New Hawaii best. It was the only planet besides Earth where a man could
around without a protective suit of some kind-at least, it was the only one discovered so far.

He heard afaint swishing inthe air over his head and glanced up quickly. The night things shouldn't be out thisearly

And then he saw that it wasn't anight thing; it was a metallic-looking globe of somekind, and-



Therewas afaint greenish glow that suddenly flashed from a spot on the side of the globe, and all went blank for Et
Magruder.

Thagobar Verf watched dispassonatdly as Lieutenant Pelquesh brought the unconscious specimen into the biologic
testing section. It was a queer-looking specimen; a soft-skinned, duglike parody of abeing, with a pae, pinkish-tan
complexion and arepulsive, fungoida growth onits head and various other aress.

The biologists took the specimen and started to work on it. They took nips of skin and samples of blood and variol
electrica readings from the muscles and nerves.

Zandoplith, the Chief Psychologist, sood by the commander, watching the various operations.

It was Standard Procedure for the biologists; they went about it asif they would with any other specimen that had &
picked up. But Zandoplith was going to have to do ajob he had never done before. He was going to have to work witt
mind of anintdlligent being.

Hewasn't worried, of course; it was al down in the Handbook, every bit of Proper Procedure. There was nothing .
to worry about.

Aswith al other specimens, it was Zandoplith's job to discover the Basic Reaction Pattern. Any given organism col
react only in acertain very large, but finite number of ways, and these ways could be reduced to a Basic Pattern. All th:
necessary to destroy arace of creatures wasto get their Basic Pattern and then give them a problem that couldn't be sc
by using that pattern. It was dl very smple, and it was dl down in the Handbook.

Thagobar turned his head from the operating table to look a Zandoplith. "Do you think it redly will be possibletot
our languege?

"Therudiments, Y our Splendor,” said the psychologigt. "Oursis, after dl, avery complex language. Well givehim e
it, of course, but it is doubtful whether he can assmilate more than asmal portion of it. Our language is built upon logic
asthought is built upon logic. Some of the lower animals are capable of the rudiments of logic, but most areunableto g
it

"Very wdl; well do the best we can. |, myself, will questioniit.”
Zandoplith looked alittle startled. "But, Y our Splendor! The questions are dl detailed in the Handbook! "

Thagobar Verf scowled. "I can read aswdl asyou, Zandoplith. Since thisisthe first semi-intelligent life discovered
past thousand years or 0, | think the commander should be the one to do the questioning.”

"Asyou say, Your Splendor," the psychologist agreed.

Ed Magruder was placed in the Language Tank when the biologists got through with him. Projectors of light were
fastened over his eyes so that they focused directly on hisretinas;, sound unitswereinserted into his ears; various el ectr
were fastened here and there; atiny network of wireswas attached to his skull. Then aspecia serum which the biologi
produced was injected into hisbloodstream. It was dl very efficient and very smoothly done. Then the Tank was close
aswitch wasthrown.

Magruder felt himsalf swim dizzily up out of the blackness. He saw odd-looking, lobster-colored things moving arol
while noises whispered and gurgled into hisears.

Gradudly, he began to orient himsdlf. He was being taught to associate sounds with actions and things.

Ed Magruder sat in alittle four-by-six room, naked as ajaybird, looking through atransparent wall at a sextette of
dienshe had seen so much of lately.



Of course, it wasn't these particular bogeys he'd been watching, but they looked so familiar that it was hard to belie
they were herein the flesh. He had no idea how long he'd been learning the language; with no exterior references, he wi
logt.

Wéll, hethought, I've picked up agood many specimens, and here | am, a specimen mysdlf. He thought of the treet
he'd given his own specimens and shuddered alittle.

Oh, well. Here he was, might aswell put on agood show-gtiff upper lip, chin up, and al that sort.

One of the creatures walked up to an array of buttons and pressed one. Immediately, Magruder could hear sounds
the room on the Other side of the transparent wall.

Thagobar Verf looked at the specimen and then at the question sheet in his hand. "Our psychol ogists have taught yc
language, have they not?' he asked coldly.

The specimen bobbled his head up and down. "Y up. And that'swhat | call redl force-feeding, too."

"Very well; | have some questionsto ask; you will answer them truthfully.”

"Why, sure,” Magruder said agreegbly. "Fire avay."

"Wecantdl if you arelying,” Thagobar continued. "It will do you no good to tell us untruths. Now-what isyour nar
"Theophilus Q. Hassenpfeffer,” Magruder said blandly.

Zandoplith looked at a quivering needle and then shook his head dowly as helooked up at Thagobar.
"Thatisalie" sad Thagobar.

The specimen nodded. "It sureis. That's quite amachine you've got there."

"It isgood that you appreciate the superiority of our instruments,” Thagobar said grimly. "Now-your name.”
"Edwin Peter &. John Magruder.”

Psychologist Zandoplith watched the needle and nodded.

"Excedllent,” said Thagobar. "Now, Edwin-"

"Edisgood enough,” said Magruder.

Thagobar blinked. "Good enough for what?*

"For cdlingme”

Thagobar turned to the psychologist and mumbled something. Zandoplith mumbled back. Thagobar spoke to the
specimen.

"Isyour name Ed?'
"Strictly speaking, no," said Magruder.
"Thenwhy should | call you that?'

"Why not? Everyone else does," Magruder informed him.



Thagobar consulted further with Zandoplith and finaly said: "We will come back to that point later. Now... uh... E
what do you cdl your home planet?’

"Eath.”
"Good. And what doesyour race call itsdf?'

"Homo sapiens."

"And the ggnificance of that, if any?'

Magruder considered. "It'sjust aname,” he said, after amoment.

The needle waggled.

"Ancther lie" said Thagobar.

Magruder grinned. "Just testing. Thet redly is awhizzer of amachine

Thagobar's throat and face darkened allittle as his copper-bearing blue blood surged to the surface in suppressed a
"Y ou said that once," he reminded blackly.

"l know. Wdll, if you redlly want to know, Homo sapiens means ‘wise man."

Actudly, he hadn't said "wise man"; the language of the Da didn't quite have that exact concept, o Magruder had
the best he could. Trandated back into English, it would have come out something like "beings with vast powers of min

When Thagobar heard this, his eyes opened alittle wider, and he turned his head to look at Zandoplith. The psychc
spread his horny hands; the needle hadn't moved.

"Y ou seem to have high opinions of yoursalves," said Thagobar, looking back at Magruder.
"That's possible,” agreed the Earthman.

Thagobar shrugged, looked back at hislist, and the questioning went on. Some of the questions didn't make too mt
sense to Magruder; others were obvioudy psychological testing.

But one thing was quite clear, the lie detector was indeed quite awhizzer. If Magruder told the exact truth, it didn't
indicate. But if helied just theleast tiny bit, the needle on the machine hit the ceiling-and, eventualy, so did Thagobar.

Magruder had gotten away with hisfirgt few lies-they were unimportant, anyway-but finaly, Thagobar said: "Y ou h
lied enough, Ed."

He pressed a button, and a nerve-shattering wave of pain swept over the Earthman. When it finally faded, Magrudk
found his belly musclestied in knots, hisfists and teeth clenched, and tears running down his cheeks. Then nausea overt
him, and he lost the contents of his ssomach.

Thagobar Verf turned distastefully away. "Put him back in his cdll and clean up the interrogation chamber. Is he bac
hurt?'

Zandoplith had aready checked hisinstruments. "I think not, Y our Splendor; it is probably only dight shock and no
more. However, we will have to retest him in the next session anyhow. Well know then.”

Magruder sat on the edge of a shelflike thing that doubled as alow table and ahigh bed. It wasn't the most comfort
segt intheworld, but it was dl he had in the room; the floor was even harder.



It had been severa hours since he had been brought here, and he still didn't fed good. That stinking machine had ht
He clenched hisfigts; he could sill fed the knot in his ssomach and-

And then he redlized that the knot in his ssomach hadn't been caused by the machine; he had thrown that off along t
back.

The knot was caused by atowering, thundering-greet, ice-cold rage.

He thought about it for a minute and then broke out laughing. Here he was, like astupid fool, so angry that he was
making himsdlf sick! And that wasn't going to do him or the colony any good.

It was obvious that the aiens were up to no good, to say the least. The colony at New Hilo numbered six thousand
souls-the only humans on New Hawaii, except for acouple of bush expeditions. If this ship tried to take over the planet
there wouldn't be adevil of alot the colonists could do about it. And what if the diensfound Earth itself? He had no ide
what kind of armament this spaceship carried nor how big it was-but it seemed to have plenty of roominsdeit.

He knew it was up to him. He was going to have to do something, somehow. What? Could he get out of hiscell an
to smash the ship?

Nope. A naked man inside abare cell was about as hel pless as a human being can get. What, then?
Magruder lay on his back and thought about it for along time.

Presently, a panel opened in the door and ared-violet face appeared on the other Sde of atransparent squarein th
door.

"Y ou are doubtless hungry,” it said solemnly. "An andysis of your bodily processes hasindicated what you need in
way of sustenance. Here."

The quart-sze mug that did out of anicheinthewal had an odd aroma drifting up from it. Magruder picked it up &
looked inside. It was agrayish-tan, semitranducent liquid about the consstency of thin gravy. He touched the surface w.
finger and then touched the finger with histongue. Its palate apped was definitely on the negative side of zero.

He could guesswhat it contained: a score, more or less, of various amino acids, adozen vitamins, a handful of
carbohydrates, and afew percent of other necessities. A sort of pseudo-protoplasmic soup; an overbalanced medl.

He wondered whether it contained anything that would do him harm, decided it probably didn't. If the aliens wantex
dope him, they didn't need to resort to subterfuge, and besides, this was probably the gunk they had fed him while hew
learning the language.

Pretending to himsdlf that it was beef stew, he drank it down. Maybe he could think better on afull scomach. And, :
turned out, he wasright.

Lessthan an hour later, he was back in the interrogation chamber. This tune, he was resolved to keep Thagobar's fi
off thet little button.

After dl, he reasoned to himself, | might want to lie to someone, when and if | get out of this. Theré's no point in get
conditioned reflex againgt it.

And the way the machine had hurt him, there was a strong possibility that he just might get conditioned if he took ve
many joltslikethat.

He had aplan. It was highly nebulous-little more than aprinciple, redly, and it was highly flexible. He would smply
to take what came, depend on luck, and hope for the best.



He sat down in the chair and waited for the wall to become transparent again. He had thought there might be away
get out as he was led from his cdll to the interrogation chamber, but he didn't fed like tackling six heavily armored diens
once. He wasn't even sure he could do much with just one of them. Where do you dug aguy whose nervous system ya
know nothing about, and whose body is plated like aboiler?

The wall became transparent, and the alien was standing on the other side of it. Magruder wondered whether it wa
same being who had questioned him before, and after looking at the design on the plastron, decided that it was.

He leaned back in his chair, folded hisarms, and waited for the first question.

Thagobar Verf was avery troubled Dal. He had very carefully checked the psychologica datawith Genera Order:
the psychologists had correlated it according to the Handbook. He definitely did not like the looks of his results.

Genera Orders merdly said: "No race of thistype has ever been found in the galaxy before. In this case, the comm
will act according to GO 234,511,006-R-g, Ch. MMCDX, Par. 666."

After looking up the reference, he had consulted with Zandoplith. "What do you think of it?" he asked. "And why d
your science have any answvers?'

"Science, Y our Splendor,” said Zandoplith, "isa process of obtaining and correlating data. We haven't enough date
true, but welll get it. We absolutely must not panic at this point; we must be objective, purely objective.” He handed
Thagobar another printed sheet. "These are the next questions to be asked, according to the Handbook of Psychology.

Thagobar felt a sense of relief. General Orders had said that in a case like this, the authority of action was al depen
on hisown decision; it was nice to know that the scientist knew what he was doing, and had authority to back it.

He cut off thewall polarizer and faced the specimen on the other side.

"You will answer the next severd questionsin the negative,” Thagobar said. "It doesn't matter what the red and trutl
answer may be, you will say No; isthat perfectly clear?”

"No," said Magruder.

Thagobar frowned. The instructions seemed perfectly lucid to him; what was the matter with the specimen? Was he
possibly more stupid than they had at first believed?

"Heslying," ssid Zandoplith.

It took Thagobar the better part of haf aminute to realize what had happened, and when he did, his face became
unpleasantly dark. But there was nothing else he could do; the specimen had obeyed orders.

His Splendor took a deep breath, held it for amoment, eased it out, and began reading the questionsin amild voic
"Isyour name Eawin?'

"No."

"Do you live on the planet beneath us?'

"No."

"Do you have Sx eyes?’

"No."



After five minutes of that sort of thing, Zandoplith said: "That's enough, Y our Splendor; it checks out; his nervous sy
wasn't affected by the pain. Y ou may proceed to the next ligt."

"From now on, you will answer truthfully," Thagobar said. "Otherwise, you will be punished again. Is that clear?'
"Perfectly clear,” sad Magruder.

Although his voice sounded perfectly calm, Magruder, on the other Side of the transparent wall, felt just atrifle shak
would haveto think quickly and carefully from now on. He didn't believe hed care to take too much time in answering,
ether.

"How many Homo sapiens are there?"

"Severd hillions" Therewere actualy about four billions, but the Da equivaent of "severd™ was vaguely represente
of numberslarger than five, athough not necessarily o.

"Dont you know the actua number?"

"No," said Magruder. Not right down to the man, | don't.

The needle didn't quiver. Naturaly not-he wastdling the truth, wasn't he?

"All of your people surdly aren't on Earth, then?' Thagobar asked, deviating dightly from the script. "In only one city

With asudden flash of purejoy, Magruder saw the beautifully monstrous mistake the aien had made. He had not
suspected until now that Earthmen had devel oped space travel. Therefore, when he had asked the name of Magruder's
planet, the answer held gotten was " Earth.” But the dlien had been thinking of New Hawaii! Wheeee!

"Oh, no," saild Magruder truthfully. "We have, only afew thousand down there." Meaning, of course, New Hawail,
was "down there.”

"Then most of your people have deserted Earth?”

"Deserted Earth?" Magruder sounded scandaized. "Heavensto Betsy, no! We have merely colonized; wereal un
one centra government.”

"How many are therein each colony?' Thagobar had completely abandoned the script now.

"l don't know exactly,” Magruder told him, "but not one of our colonized planets has any more occupants on it than
Eath."

Thagobar looked flabbergasted and flicked off the sound transmission to the prisoner with aswift movement of hisf
Zandoplith looked pained. "Y ou are not reading the questions from the Handbook," he complained.

"I know, | know. But did you hear what he said?"

"l heard it." Zandoplith's voice sounded morose.

"It waan't true, wasit?'

Zandoplith drew himsdlf up to hisfull five feet one. "Y our Splendor, you have taken it upon yoursdf to deviate fror
Handbook, but I will not permit you to question the operation of the Redlity Detector. Redlity istruth, and therefore trut
redlity; the Detector hasn't erred since-since ever !I"

"l know," Thagobar said hagtily. "But do you redlize the implications of what he said? There are afew thousand pec



on the home planet; dl the colonies haveless. And yet, there are several billion of hisrace! That meansthey have occt
around ten million planetd™

"| redlizeit sounds queer,” admitted Zandoplith, "but the Detector never lied" Then he redized whom he was addre
and added, "Y our Splendor."

But Thagobar hadn't noticed the breach of etiquette. "That's perfectly true. But, asyou said, there's something quee
here. We mugt investigate further."

Magruder had dready redized that his mathematics was off kilter; he was thinking at high speed.

Thagobar's voice said: "According to our estimates, there are not that many habitable planetsin the galaxy. How dc
account, then, for your statement?”’

With aquick shift of viewpoint, Magruder thought of Mars, so many light-years away. There had been ascientific
outpost on Marsfor along time, but it was adevil of along way from being a habitable planet.

"My people”" he said judicioudy, "are capable of living on planets with surface conditions which vary widdy from tt
of Earth."

Before Thagobar could ask anything else, another thought occurred to the Earthman. The thousand-inch telescope
Lunahad discovered, spectroscopicaly, the existence of large planetsin the Andromeda Nebula. "1n addition,” he conti
blandly, "we have found planetsin other gadaxiesthan this"

Therel That ought to confuse them!

Again the sound was cut off, and Magruder could see the two diensin hot discussion. When the sound came back
Thagobar had shifted to another tack.

"How many spaceships do you have?'

Magruder thought that one over for along second. There were about a dozen interstellar shipsin the Earth fleet-not
nearly enough to colonize ten million planets. Hewasin ajam!

No! Wait! A supply ship cameto New Hawaii ever sx months. But there were no ships on New Hawaii.

"Spaceships?' Magruder looked innocent. "Why, we have no spaceships.”

Thagobar Verf shut off the sound again, and thistime, he made the wal opague, too. "No spaceships? No spacesh
Helied... | hope?'

Zandoplith shook hishead dolefully. "Absolute truth.”

"But-but-but-"

"Remember what he said hisrace called themselves?' the psychologist asked softly.

Thagobar blinked very dowly. When he spoke, his voice was ahoarse whisper. " Beings with minds of vast powe
"Exactly," said Zandoplith.

Magruder sat in theinterrogation chamber for along time without hearing or seeing athing. Had they made sense ol
his statements? Were they beginning to redlize what he was doing? He wanted to chew his nails, bite hislips, and tear h
hah-; instead, he forced himsdlf to outward calm. There was along way to go yet.



When the wall suddenly became trangparent once more, he managed to keep from jumping.

"Isit true," asked Thagobar, "that your race has the ability to move through space by means of mental power aone
For amoment, Magruder was stunned. It was beyond his wildest expectations. But he ralied quickly.

How does a man walk? he thought.

"It istruethat by usng menta forcesto control physica energy,” he said carefully, "we are able to move from place
place without the aid of spaceships or other such machines.”

Immediatdly, thewadl blanked again.

Thagobar turned around dowly and looked at Zandoplith. Zandoplith's face looked a dirty crimson; the hedthy viol
faded.

"l guessyou'd best call inthe officers,” he said dowly; "weve got amonster on our hands.”

It took three minutes for the twenty officers of the huge Verf to assemble in the Psychology Room. When they arriy
Thagobar asked them to relax and then outlined the situation.

"Now," he said, "are there any suggestions?”
They were definitdy not relaxed now. They looked as tense as bowstrings.
Lieutenant Pelquesh wasthe firgt to speak. "What are the Genera Orders, Y our Splendor?’

"The Generd Orders,” Thagobar said, "are that we are to protect our ship and our race, if necessary. The methods
doing so are left up to the commander's discretion.”

There was arather avkward silence. Then alight seemed to come over Lieutenant Pelquesh’'sface. ™Y our Splendc
could smply drop an annihilation bomb on the planet.”

Thagobar shook his head. "I've dready thought of that. If they can move themselves through space by means of tho
aone, they would escape, and their race would surely take vengeance for the vaporization of one of their planets.”

Gloom descended.
"Wait aminute," said Pelquesh. "If he can do that, why hasn't he escaped from us?'

Magruder watched the wall become transparent. The room was filled with aiens now. The big cheese, Thagobar, v
the pickup.

"Weare curious," he said, "to know why, if you can go anywhere a will, you have stayed here. Why don't you esc:
Morefast thinking. "It isnot polite, Magruder said, "for aguest to leave his host until the business at hand isfinishe
"Even dfter we... ah... disciplined you?'

"Small discomforts can be overlooked, especialy when the hogst isacting in abysmd ignorance.”

There was awhispered question from one of Thagobar's underlings and a smattering of discussion, and then:
"Areweto presume, then, that you bear usno ill will?!

"Some," admitted Magruder candidly. "It is only because of your presumptuous behavior toward me, however, tha



personaly am piqued. | can assure you that my race asawhole bears no ill will whatever toward your race asawhole:
member of it."

Play it up big, Magruder, hetold himsdf. You've got 'em rocking-1 hope.
More discusson on the other sde of thewall.
"You say," said Thagobar, "that your race holds no ill will toward us, how do you know?"

"l can say this" Magruder told him; "I know-beyond any shadow of adoubt-exactly what every person of my race
of you a thisvery moment.

"In addition, let me point out that | have not been harmed as yet; they would have no reason to be angry. After dl, \
haven't been destroyed yet."

Off went the sound. More heated discussion. On went the sound.

"It has been suggested,” said Thagobar, "that, in spite of appearances, it wasintended that we pick you, and you al
asagpecimen. It is suggested that you were sent to meet us.”

Oh, brother! This one would have to be handled with very plush gloves.

"I am but avery humble member of my race," Magruder said as aprelude-mostly to gain time. But wait! Hewas ar
extraterredirid biologist, wasn't he? "However," he continued with dignity, "my profession isthat of meeting dien beings
was, | must admit, appointed to the job."

Thagobar seemed to grow tenser. "That, in turn, suggests that you knew we were coming.”

Magruder thought for a second. It had been predicted for centuries that mankind would eventualy meet an intelliger
dienrace.

"We have known you were coming for along time," he said quite camly.

Thagobar was visbly agitated now. "In that case, you must know where our raceislocated in the galaxy; you must
where our home baseis."

Another tough one. Magruder looked through thewall at. Thagobar and his men standing nervously on the other Sic
it. "I know whereyou are," he said, "and | know exactly where every one of your fellowsis."

There was sudden congternation on the other side of the wall, but Thagobar held his ground.
"What isour location then?"

For asecond, Magruder thought they'd pulled the rug out from under him at last. And then he saw that therewas a
feet explanation. He'd been thinking of dodging so long that he dmost hadn't seen the honest answer.

He looked at Thagobar pityingly. "Communication by voice is S0 inadequate. Our coordinate system would be
completdy uninteligible to you, and you did not teach me yoursif you will recal." Which was perfectly true; the Da wa
have been foolish to teach their coordinate system to a specimen-the clues might have led to their home base. Besides,
Genera Ordersforbadeit.

More conversation on the other side.

Thagobar again: "If you are in telepathic communication with your fellows, can you read our minds?'



Magruder looked at him supercilioudy. "I have principles, as does my race; we do not enter any mind uninvited.”
"Do therest of your people know the location of our bases, then?' Thagobar asked plaintively.

Magruder'svoice was placid. "I assure you, Thagobar Verf, that every one of my people, on every planet belongin
our race, knows as much about your home base and itslocation as| do.”

Magruder was beginning to get tired of the on-and-off sound system, but he resigned himsdlf to wait while the aien
argued among themselves.

"It has been pointed out,” Thagobar said, after afew minutes, "that it is very odd that your race has never contactec
before. Oursisavery old and powerful race, and we have taken planets throughout afull haf of the gdaxy, and yet, yo
race has never been seen nor heard of before.”

"We haveapalicy," said Magruder, "of not disclosing our presence to another race until it isto our advantage to de
Besdes, we have no quarrel with your race, and we have never had any desire to take your homes away from you. Onl
race becomesfoolishly and insanely belligerent do we trouble ourselves to show them our power.”

It was along speech-maybe too long. Had he stuck dtrictly to the truth? A glance at Zandoplith told him; the chief
psychologist had kept his beady black eyes on the needle al through the long proceedings, and kept looking more and
worried asthe instrument indicated a steady flow of truth.

Thagobar |ooked positively apprehensive. As Magruder had become accustomed to the diens, it had become mor
more automatic to read their expressons. After al, he held one great advantage: they had made the mistake of teaching
their language. He knew them, and they didn't know him.

Thagobar said: "Other races, then, have been... uh... punished by yours?

"Not inmy lifetime," Magruder told him. He thought of Homo neanderthalensis and said: 'There was arace, befor
time, which defied us. It no longer exigs.”

"Not in your lifetime? How old are you?"

"Look into your magniscreen a the planet below,” said the Earthman in asolemn tone. "When | was born, not asin
one of the plants you see existed on Earth. The continents of Earth were nothing like that; the seaswere entirely differer

"The Earth on which | was born had extensive ice caps; look below you, and you will see none. And yet, we have
nothing to change the planet you see; any changes that have taken place have come by the long process of geologic
evolution."

"Gleek!" It was aqueer sound that came from Thagobar's throat just before a switch cut off the wall and the sound
Just like watching a movie on an old film, Magruder thought. No sound half the time, and it breaks every so .

Thewadl never became trangparent again. Instead, after about half an hour, it did up silently to disclose the entire of
corp of the Verf sanding at rigid attention.

Only Thagobar Larnimisculus Verf, Borgax of Fenigwisnok, stood at ease, and even o, hisface seemed less purpl
usud.

"Edwin Peter S. John Magruder,” he intoned, "as commander of thisvessel, Noble of the Grand Empire, and
representative of the Emperor himsdf, we wish to extend to you our most cordia hospitdity.

"L aboring under the delusion that you represented alower form of life, we have trested you ignominioudy, and for 1
we offer our deepest gpologies.”



"Think nothing of it," said Magruder coally. "The only thing that remainsisfor you to land your ship on our planet
your race and mine can arrange things to our mutual happiness.” Helooked at dl of them. ™Y ou may relax,”" he added
imperioudy. "And bring' me my clothes™

The human race wasn't out of the hole yet; Magruder was perfectly well aware of that. Just what should be done wi
ship and the aliens when they landed, he wasn't quite sure; it would have to be left up to the decision of the President of
Hawaii and the Government of Earth. But he didn't foresee any greet difficulties.

Asthe Verf dropped toward the surface of New Hawaii, its commander sidled over to Magruder and said, in atro
voice: "Do you think your peoplewill like us?*

Magruder glanced at the lie detector. It was off.
"Like you? Why, they'll love you," he said.

Hewas sick and tired of being honest.



