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* * % %

Any tool has multiple uses. Language, for example, can be either abridgeor a
barrier....

The doortone sounded, but Marcus Parrish didn't answer. He had set asde these hours, dmogt dl his
hours on the ship, for study in his cabin. He had to make the breakthrough, before planetfall if he could.
Thetask alowed no timefor casua socidizing.

If hiscaler werejust casud, he wouldn't have to worry. He settled back into the glossary before him,
|etting the deep white-noise hum of the FTL engines suffuse him, shutting everything else out.

The door sounded again, twice in succession. Marcuslaid the tablet aside. So much for casud. "Isthat
you, Jun Hua?' he asked in hisbest New Mandarin.

"Did you expect someone ese, Marc?' camethereply in English.
The familiarity with hisname grated, but heignored it. "Comein."

The door hissed up. Jun Huadid hisrotund frame inside, amove made harder by the large canvas bag he
carried with him. ™Y ou've been avoiding me, Marc," he said, as he looked for aplaceto sit.

"I'm avoiding everyone." Marcus threw acouple of pillowsto the other sde of the low table where he
sat. Naha Uchusen was a cramped ship, but it did try to provide comfort in its small spaces. "What
bringsyou?'

Jun Huafolded himsdlf down. "I wanted to give you a deeper briefing, about your sponsor on Obrith,
and other things about the Kevhtre Union, including some pertinent socid details.”

"I've been studying the Kevh for years." He caught Jun's scowl. The dliensused "Kevhtre Union” asa
corporate noun to describe both their race and their polity. They didn't seem to have a more succinct
name for themselves. "Kevhtre' and "Kevh" were common abbreviations among humans, and humans
only. Jun Huawas probably afraid he didn't know that. "If you've got info | havent, I'm al ears.”

Jun handed him atablet dip. "These are some persona observations on Bunwadde, from embassy staff
and Language Section officers. They have found him one of their most receptive private citizens."

"That helpswhen you do alot of busnesswith Earth," Marcus said, "even in the Kevhtre's particular
style. Comes of speaking five human languages, | guess.”

Jun nodded dowly. "That, and heis unusualy tolerant of humanswho try to spesk his."

Marcuss cheeks burned. It was afailing al humans shared, but it still felt persond. He took the dip from
itsdeeve, and plugged it into histablet. Reading it meant he didn't have to look at Jun Huaright now.
"Must fed good for the language expertsto find a Kevh who'll do as much astolerate them.”

That struck home. "We don't need reminders of our shortcomings. We get them every time we speak
more than afew sentences of Vetrawith anative speaker."”

Sentences were the problem, of course, not words. The vocabulary was large but not that difficult:
non-inflected, conjugation with tense-mark words, and just afew irregular plurals and possessives. But



the syntax...

"And remember,” Jun Hua continued, "you're in the same boat we are.”
"I'm abusnessman firg," Marcus snapped, "not alinguigt.”

"But we haveacommon god."

Marcus didn't reply. For them, it was an end. For him, it was a means, to break through in his business
career, to break into the immense Kevhtre market. Or it had started so.

"Full immersion is often effective in learning languages,” Jun said. "We would have donethisearlier, if the
Kevhtre Union government had not resisted.”

That government knew the advantage it held. It banned its people from providing humans any language
ingruction, prescribing terrible punishmentsfor the offense. Its computer networks were off-limitsto
humans, lest one dig up that information. There might have been attempts, but there had been no
successes, and nobody had admitted afailure.

Marcus nodded. "It's easy to negotiate from strength. Do | want to know what we gave away thistime?"
Jun gtiffened. Another hit. "L uckily, there are some avenues that don't require negotiations.”
He reached into hisbag. Marcus perked up. Then hiseyeswidened. "What isthat?'

Jun Hualaid the large box on the table. The top was dominated by atrio of triangles nested in aline,
points up-down-up, white ideograms on black, orange, and black.

"Tazpet nulh chomaken," Marcus read. "Gems on a pendant-pin?”’
"The English vernacular would be 'String of Pearls." It'savery popular game on Obrith.”

"Game?' He undid the clasps and opened the box. Inside was around turntable with araised grid, an
equilaterd triangletiled with smdler trianglesin severd different colors. He counted sixteen trianglesto a
Sde

Under the turntable was a drawstring bag. He spilled some of the contents onto the grid. They werethe
sametriangular tilesas on thelid. They camein seven colors, like a human spectrum, but just that little bit
off, like fruits not quite ripe. Thered tiles faded toward orange; the yellow ones had asickly greenish
cast. The black was actualy deep violet, if onelooked closaly.

Heread afew of the ideograms, each with atiny number below it. He flipped onetile, and found the
same marks, the number now down at the point rather than at the base.

Marcusrolled thetile around in hishand. "I used to play agamelike this. | was good, too."

Jun Huachuckled to himsdlf. "1 know the game, but this one builds sentences instead of words, and has
many other differences.”

"Like, what spelling isto ours, syntax isto theirs." Marcus nodded, then knitted hisbrow. "But it isnt like
they can useadictionary asajudge, unless-" Hefound it just as Jun pointed: an on-off switch. The game
had a built-in computer judge, and probably used chipsin thetiles.

He il frowned. " So, I'm supposed to learn the language from this?!



"It'sanother part of theimmersion. One moretool, and we have few enough. Y ou should have plenty of
opportunity to test yoursdlf at it."

Marcus caught what hadn't yet been said. "Bunwadde playsthis?’

Jun closed off any expression. "One of Earth's minor diplomats ... learned this. It ssems reasonable he
would play you, if you werewilling."

Marcustook that as a challenge. "Sure I'm willing." He looked at the board and the scattering of tiles. He
pinched the tile held been mani pulating between two fingers. "But forgive meif I'm not sure putting
together rote sentences with--" He dropped thetileinto its bag. "--a very limited vocabulary is better than
hearing and speaking their language in context.”

"Condder it part of the context, at least culturally. Besides, your stay with Bunwaddeis al about doing
severd thingsat once. Y ou'll be teaching yoursalf by hearing and reading and speaking, and playing; just
asyour work on Obrith isto learn the syntax, aswell asto help Bunwadde build his-how did | seeit
described?--his pirate empire.”

"Now, now, Jun. Not even | would call it that."

"Of course you wouldn't." Jun smiled. "Not in Kevhtre Union presence, certainly.”

* * % %

Marcus studied the game during spare hoursin the week before planetfall. There were few of those. He
had his other language studies, jumbled by the shift in deeping patterns he was forcing to match Obrith's
diurnd pattern. He amost never left hiscabin.

Hetold himsdf it was heping his adjusment. It didn't help hislearning. The greet insght did not come. It
fdt like going into a battle unarmed.

The ship made sub-light trangtion during what was now to him the smdl hours of the morning. The shiftin
hum woke him, but he went back to deep. It wasn't until mid-afternoon that Naha's shuttle touched
down outside Ubhettid, Obrith's adminigtrative seat. (Kevhtre Union trandators rejected "capitd™ astoo
centraized.) Mot of the passengers went in agroup to the embassy, leaving Marcus donein the
termina, slanding outside the streams of Kevhtre walking by.

He was used to the people, but not to the numbers. They moved in streams of blue and silver, with robes
in nearly every other color. A few looked hisway. If he read their facesright, they were amused.

Soon, one was sure to come over, to say something to him. He'd be hoping for agood laugh. Marcus
hoped he wouldn't give him one.

"Migter Parish?'

To hisrdief, there was another human, standing by one of the public sinks and holding asign. Within two
minutes they were aboard the fellow'sflitter, lifting into the sky and turning southeest.

The driver spent amoment making acall. "Bunwadde will meet usat thefield," he said with aquick look
at the back sedt.

"Okay." Marcus had expected to go straight to his home, but Bunwadde was, in all senses, the boss.

They angled toward alanding field on the northern outskirts of Aghrelowa, not gpproaching the broad
spread of the city or theriver it abutted. Two buildings near the field had Bunwadde's company’'s namein



story-tall ideograms. They drifted past those buildings, and settled onto a corner of thefield.
Marcuss door popped open. "There heis," hisdriver said. "Good luck, sr.”

Hetook the dismissivenessin stride, grabbing his bags and getting out of the flitter. He soon spotted the
teardrop-shaped land car, parked off the edge of the landing field, with afigure standing besideit.
Marcus walked over, through a buffeting of wind astheflitter took off a bit too early for comfort.

"Marcus Parrish!” the figure by the car said, easily audible over the flitter's departure.

Now Marcus was sure it was Bunwadde. The entrepreneur was big even for Kevhtre Union males, and
had the voice to match. His two-belted robe was solid red, bold against his powder-blue complexion,
and he wore a broad, shady hat. Gray bristles ran down his cheeks and neck, well-groomed. His
prominent nose and the natura hunching forward of his head added to his bulldog appearance, like some
old-time British Lord.

Marcus marched right up to him, getting an extrajolt of surprise a how tal two meterstwenty really was
closeup. "A pleasureto findly meet you, Bunwadde Pesh Nuluk Mur-Aghrelowa. Thank you for inviting
meto your home."

It was acanned greeting in Vetra, checked ahead of timefor grammatica felicity. Using Bunwaddesfull
name on first meeting was properly polite. Bunwadde had done the same caling to him: Marcuss middle
name embarrassed him, and it wasn't in officid records.

"Y ou compliment me by accepting my hospitdity," Bunwadde said. "' hope you're not too fatigued by
traveling.”

"My trip here was comfortable,” Marcusreplied, using another prepared statement.

The driver had stepped out, and was putting Marcuss luggage into the car trunk. "Then let's not waste
timewith thelast part of it,” Bunwadde said. He opened a car door for Marcus, who stepped inside.
Bunwadde himself got into the seet ahead of Marcus, doffing his hat, while the driver dipped back into
the small steering compartment at the nose of the car.

Marcus nearly commented on the seating arrangement, but curbed histongue. "1 understand you're fluent
in English," he said in English. " That will make communication eeder Hill, for both of us.”

Bunwadde tipped hishead. "No doubt it will." He dipped back into Vetra. "But we should stay with my
language. I'm sure you need the practice more than | do with English.”

Trueasit was, it sung. "l understand,” he said in Vetra. "We do need to discuss what specificaly my
work with you will entail .

"Naturaly." Bunwadde reded off saverd of the tasks, with scatterings of details. Marcus needed some of
those detailsfilled in, which meant asking unplanned questions. He was torn between deliberate downess
that would sound mentally dense, and the quick fluency of Bunwadde that he could not pretend to have.

He muddled on, doing his best. If Bunwadde found his syntax dim-witted or funny, he didn't make it
obvious. If Marcus sensed certain hesitations before Bunwadde's answers, and a d ower speech pattern
to make himsdlf clear to the human, maybe he was being paranoid.

Soon they were at Bunwadde's house, not far from theriver that ran through Aghrelowa. 1t looked
modest for someone asrich as he, but Marcus knew the two floors above ground surely topped afull
floor below, and maybe more. "Very pretty," he said about what he could see.



Everyone got out. "Make surethe girlsare there, Tropid,” Bunwadde said, and the driver headed inside.
Marcus retrieved hisluggage, and started to follow. Bunwadde motioned him back with ahuge,
gx-fingered hand. After amoment, he started ahead himsdlf, with Marcus close behind.

Hefound amist falling in thefoyer, hishost stretching his neck about asit drizzled onto him. Spying
Marcus, Bunwadde shut off the mister. *Not ahuman indulgence, | forget. Come, let's meet everyone.”

A Kevhtre woman stood waiting in the main hallway, with two children behind her. They inched toward
Bunwadde as he came up, their eyesfixed on Marcus. "Hereisour guest, Platp,” hetold his mate,
"Marcus Parrish.”

Marcustook this as his cue. " Greetings, Pesh Bunwadde Platp Mur-Kendi-Kelht. | am honored to join
your household for thistime." Again, hiswordswere scripted.

Pesh--as with Bunwadde, Marcus would be using the more formal name--was closer to his height, but
il nearly two meters. Her skin was more silvery than her mate's. Her robe wasfuller, morelike adress,
amplefor thegirlsgill hiding behind it.

Marcus bent at the knees, bringing himsdf to the children'slevd. "Good day, Pesh Milinor
Mur-Aghrelowa. Good day, Pesh Movedhor Mur-Aghrelowa.”

Milinor, the eder, finaly looked him in the eye. "Good day," she said, abrupt to rudeness. Movedhor
sayed shyly qui€t.

"Forgive them,” Pesh said as Marcus stood. " They've never met ahuman before. It'salong way from
Earth. | hope the voyage was pleasant for you."

"My trip here was comfortable." He was repesating the canned statement, and he felt Bunwadde had to
notice. He forged onward. "Interstellar ships have little space, but they find ways to compensate. Unless
you redly detest--"

Pesh's face went pinched for abrief moment. Milinor laughed, a stuttering, high-pitched bark. Movedhor
began to imitate her Sster.

"Stop that, children,” Bunwadde said. They did, looking contrite.

"Wdll," Pesh said, covering her own lapse, "you won't lack for space or comfort here. In fact, you're
welcometo join usin the conversation pool now. Well get to know each other better."

"A good idea," Bunwadde said, "but Marcus needsto settle into hisroom first. Maybe hell come down
with us|ater."

"Yes, | will," Marcus said, daring no more.

He followed Bunwadde to a bedroom at the back of the house. It had a human-style bed, made of local
materials, next to a standard Kevhtre sink. The bedspread bore sharp patterns of bright yellow, sea
green, and purple, againgt the silvery sheen of the headboard and bedposts. The desk was aso made for
humans, in agood imitation of colonid style, though with afew knickknacks scattered on its surface that
had to be Kevhtre, because Marcus couldn't see what they were otherwise. The walls bore severd small
paintings, bucolic landscapes mixed with jagged absiracts that defied framing.

Marcustook it in passvely. "It's certainly roomier than I've had lately. Thank you very much." Helifted
his bags onto the bed to start unpacking.



Bunwadde noticed the canvas bag immediately. " String of Pearls, | see. You play?' he asked with a
skeptical tone.

Marcus was hoping Bunwadde would bring it up first. "1've been teaching mysdlf." That made
Bunwadde's bristles stand up. "It'saway to learn about part of your everyday culture, and to improve
my language skillsabit. If you happen to play, I'll offer you agame any time." He kept unpacking
throughout, as though this were nothing very important.

Bunwadde made anoisein histhroat, then swallowed it. "I might enjoy that, Marcus. Thank you."

"It'smy pleasure.” He carried an armful of clothesto the dresser, this of Kevhire design. It was made of
native wood, suffused with blue stain, and its top reached his chin. He pulled out adrawer. "Might | ask a
question? It's part professiona, but part persond too."

"Please do.”
Marcus cast hiseyes around. "How well does this room mesh with Kevhtre Union aesthetic sensibilities?!

"It was furnished for your use," Bunwadde said, "0 it's more important to ask how well it suits your
tagte”

"It ... it doesn't. It'smuch too disparate, dmost deliberately so. It ... clashes," hefinished, the last word in
English.

"Exactly how I'd put it. | wondered how you would respond.”

If Marcus had had bristles, they would have stiffened. "I don't think this room would seem right for any
humen.”

"Some wouldn't care. Some wouldn't say anything about it. Y ou aren't one of them. Marcus, | think we
ghdl get dong well.”

S0 he had passed the test. "I'm sure we will."

Bunwadde walked toward the door. "I'll have Tropid help you rearrange the room right away--unless
you'd liketo join usin the conversation pool first."

"Thank you. I'll be down inamoment." He unzipped a pocket in one suitcase, and rummaged for his
SvimaLit.

Marcus got his office in one of Bunwadde's buildings the next day. It was on the top floor, unprestigious
for Kevhtre but perfect for ahuman ego. Awaiting him there was alarge inventory of Kevhtre items, and
alonefemale Kevhtre assstant.

One of hisjobsfor Bunwadde wasto judge the likely profitability of Kevhtre arts and crafts on Earth,
and the best markets for them. He found everything cataloged and cross-referenced. All he lacked was
some obvious place to begin.

He handed the manifest to his assstant, picked up the nearest lot, and had her read off the notesfor it.
She stammered over it more than once. Was she afraid of him? Marcus could understand that from the
children, but not her. Maybe Bunwadde had cowed her into an exaggerated awe of the human coming to
work for him.

Handicrafts ran the gamut, but he saw the best prospects in the woodcarvings. The woods had colors



and textures unknown on Earth, and carvings of Kevhtre and native animals added another layer of the
exotic. They had serious broad-market apped.

The jewelry might be another matter. The stones and metas were mostly things known on Earth; the
premium for Obrithi gold or diamond or sapphirewould be limited. The artwork on the metals and
settingswould help, but the only breakthroughs would be the biologica stones, the loca anaogs of pearl
and amber. The rest would be a niche market, though a high-end one.

Artworks were tricky. Stocks here were heavy on the jagged abstracts he remembered from the walls of
his bedroom, though he found a set of electronic framesthat produced kaleidoscopic fractal formations
that mesmerized him. He assumed there'd be some sub-market on Earth for everything here.

Hetook his observations home that evening, and gave Bunwadde an ora synopsis. His boss seemed
pleased, if tight-lipped, about it. "Might you want meto discussall thiswith Pesh?' Marcus asked. His
briefing notes mentioned that she worked for his company in distribution and sales.

"Of course not. Thisian't her work."
"But ... | had theimpression--"

" She handles domestic sales, not off-planet ones.” If he was going to say more, the sound of his
daughters running downgtairs from their tutoring sesson with Tropid stopped him. Businesswas over.

Marcus got back to inventory the next day. His assistant, Eshlarh, was definitely less overawed, and even
abit testy at times. Marcus minded very little. Work was mostly the same, and he had only afew new
anglesto discuss with Bunwadde that evening.

"No furniture?' Bunwadde asked. He was soaking in his private water room. Marcus had taken off his
boots, rolled up his pants, and dipped hisfeet in the tub, to be polite.

"Most of it'stoo large for us humans, or creates avkward postures. It would be impractica, meaning
saleswould be for novelty alone. That could support sending afew itemsto create a scarce market with
premium prices, but even that is questionable because for the same mass and bulk, you could ship other
itemsthat would bring much higher profits"

Bunwadde sat slently for afew moments, before giving an affirmative hum. "Very sengble, if |
understand you correctly. Good work, Marcus."

The compliment felt good, amost uncomfortably so. "Thank you," hejust said.

"Y ou've earned abit of rdaxation.” Bunwadde handed back the inventory list. "Would you like agame
with metonight?"

Inthefirst press of work, he had forgotten about String of Pearls. "V ery much, Bunwadde.”

"Good. Well makeit right after dinner.” He did deep into the tub, until just his upturned snout and hdf his
head showed above water.

Marcus wanted timeto practice, but supper wasimminent, and he ate with the family. Right afterward,
Bunwadde asked him to bring his board upstairs. Odd that he didn't want to use his own board, but
Marcus didn't mind.

Bunwadde wasin his home office, shifting items off asturdy table, when Marcus came up. "Bring over
those chairs." Marcus got them, and met Bunwadde and the table in the middle of the room.



The furniture, of course, was Sized and shaped for Bunwadde. Marcusfdt like a child sitting there, and
an uncomfortable one. "A practica example," he said, "regarding the furniture.”

Bunwadde laughed. "Y ou've made your point. Ready?"

He turned on the board. " Tazpet nulh chomaken," it announced in achipper voice dready familiar to
Marcus. " Uredha lustodon?"

"Tra lustodon,” Bunwadde answered. Two players.
"Kuss. Groa vat lusto tragi ."

The board had randomly chosen Bunwadde to play second. Smiling, Marcus reached into the bag,
picking out tiles one by one. Soon he had eight arrayed in his dish, and he passed the bag to Bunwadde.
As Bunwadde picked histiles, Marcus hunched over the dish, and shuffled tiles around.

A minute later, he picked up six tiles. The first went at the apex; the others ran down the right-hand side
of thetriangular grid. Thefirst and last tileswent on their own colors, doubling their values.

Marcus tapped the " Lustep™ button. "Eighteen,” said the board. The score flashed on adisplay between
the grid and the bottom of the turntable.

"Good," Bunwadde said. He turned the board hisway, as Marcus drew, then suppressed afrown. Too
much violet-black in hisdish. Hed have atough time playing dl those nouns without a conjunction: he
had played his only one between vowels on hisfirst turn.

Bunwadde put down fivetiles, stringing up and right to the end of Marcussfirst play, incorporating its
last two tilesin the sentence. "Nineteen,” said the board.

It continued thisway for a couple turns. Marcus playing cautioudy, but Bunwadde not pulling very far
ahead. Bunwadde's third play gave Marcus an opening. Crossing it, he could get two high-vauetileson
their colors. Helaid it down, confident he was about to retake the lead, and hit " Lustep.”

And heard the rg ection tune he had learned to hate al the way back on Naha Uchusen.
"Invalid sentence," the board said. "Y ou lose your turn.”
"What?1 thought ... What did | do wrong?"

"Sorry, not in the middle of agame." Bunwadde pointed at the board, and Marcus picked up his
misplayed tiles. Bunwadde promptly laid down dl of his.

"Forty-one," the board announced, "and afreeturn.”

Marcus could only sigh. Bunwadde drew fresh tiles, and played five of them in aprepostiona phrase
extending from the end of his previous play, for another big score.

That was astrategy Marcus hadn't thought of before. Hetried it on alateral play back up the board. It
got regected. Bunwadde then played his own prepositiona phrase in front of that same sentence. It was

good, naturaly.

Marcus was never in the game after that. Nearly haf his plays got razzed off the board. Much of that was
sdf-inflicted, as he made desperation playstrying to catch up. One of those did work, drawing a
compliment from Bunwadde that stung as badly asataunt.



Bunwadde finished with aflourish, playing hislast Sx tiles so ahigh-point adverb hit one of the four white
spaces dong the base of the board, tripling its value. "Thirty-one. Second player wins, 360 to 187."

At least it was over. "Congratulations," Marcus said.
"Thank you. I'm glad you could play."

Bunwadde started putting away thetiles, saying no more. No false or consoling compliments. No "Not
bad for abeginner." Or "for ahuman.”

Marcus resented not hearing something like that. He would have resented hearing it, too, but then he
could have focused his resentment on Bunwadde, rather than himself.

A few minuteslater, he was down in hisroom. Making sure the door was shut, Marcus unpacked the
game again. He dialed the volume low, and turned on the board. He needed practice.

* k k %

His ego healed, with the help of work. Hefinished off the inventory backlog at the office, and went
downgairsto give Bunwadde the fina report. Bunwadde promptly tasked him with drawing up adetailed
sdes gtrategy for the items the company would ship to Earth.

That devoured the rest of Marcuss day, and the evening, and much of the next day. He returned to
Bunwaddée's office with the plan in hand. Bunwadde looked it over, and thanked him without comment.

"That'sdl?" Marcussaid. "'l thought you'd want to review it with me."

"I may, in afew days. First | haveto see what my other speciaists, my Kevhtre Union specidists, have
recommended. Don't worry, you'll have work to fill thetime."

Bunwadde handed him amanifest. "Well be getting this shipment from Earth five days from now. We
have descriptive information on dl theitems, naturdly, but | would like your own professond
observations as well. Flesh out the descriptions wherever you have persona knowledge or interest. Tell
me why particular items are worthwhile to own.”

Marcus glanced up. "For Kevhtre Union or for humans?'

"For humans. Platp and | can handle the sales apped to Kevhtre Union customers, but we want the
added dimension of ahuman perspective.”

They could have gotten that just as easily, or more, on Earth, but Marcus didn't say so. He scrolled
through the manifest, with agrowing unrest. "I seeyoure bringinginalot of ... intellectua property.”

"The best kind. Added transport costs are amost nothing, and acquisition is often very inexpensive.”

If aKevhtre could look smug, Marcus had just seen it. "Inexpensive how? It's giving you and others a
ppoi sonous reputation on Earth." He saw Bunwadde's look change. "I'm sorry. | think | overstepped
there”

Bunwadde waved abig hand. "No, it's plain you need to clear your nose on this. Spesk fredy.”

Marcus needed a second to recover from Bunwadde's metaphor. "It's the opinion of agreat many
humans. They think Kevhtre Union traders are exploiting them, carrying off our culture for nothing. Video
programs, music, literature--"

"But how can that be,"” Bunwadde said, "when Earth's own courts declared that the copyright protections



you clam did not exig?"

Marcus couldn't deny that. There had been language in copyright law and contracts extending protection
throughout the universe, or smilar concepts. Courts had struck down such language as arbitrarily broad,
not long before the Kevh made first contact. Attempts had been made to reingtate that language, now
that the concept wasn't so theoretica. The courts were blocking those on the grounds that the language
now amounted to deliberate discrimination against the Kevhtre Union.

"Obvioudy, the judges were wrong," Marcus said. "They lacked imagination. | don't see why Earth needs
to suffer for their short-sightedness.”

"If they were so short-sighted, how did they contrive to become such powerful arbiters?' Bunwadde
stood. "'l can appreciate your frustration, but humans have to live within the system they chose for
themsdlves."

Marcus sighed. " Perhgps so, but that doesn't mean you must exploit that system to the limit." That
dtiffened Bunwadde's bristles. "I don't think I'm saying anything bizarre. As abusinessman, surely you
know the vaue of good will."

"l do. My exhibiting it, however, would not achieve what you want.”
"Why not? Y oud gain the gratitude of alot of humans, who'd be much more willing--"

"Marcus Parrish, you are asmarter businessman than that. Maybe your trouble with our languageis
confusing you." Before Marcus could reply in anger, Bunwadde switched to English. "If | stopped
obtaining exposed intellectud properties, it might gain me something in other areas, though probably not
enough to compensate. But others would fill the space | had | €ft. It only takes one, and you won't
convince al my competitors to stop--any more than you'l convince me."

The next argument didn't come to Marcus. He didn't see one. Defeated, he looked back at the manifest.
"I can only hope your customers on Obrith gppreciate human writing.”

"They like the video and audio productions more,” Bunwadde said. "The writing isasmdler market,
though there are some who enjoy human craft in that.”

"Craft? Weliketo think of it asmore creative than that."

"Asart?' Bunwadde huffed through his nose. "Therés no art in human writing, especialy when the
authorstry to make art of it."

"Well, | don't--"

Bunwadde reached back with adouble-jointed arm for adata pad. "1 think I've kept you far too long.
Get sarted on that manifest. I'll see you at home tonight.”

Marcus had preliminary notes ready by evening, and expected Bunwadde to want to see his progress.
He had other plans.

"Marcus plays String of Pearls," Bunwadde told hisfamily at the supper table. "1 thought we could dll
play agameaf it with him tonight.”

Milinor looked delighted, and Pesh quite agreeable. " Can someone teach me how to play?* Movedhor
sad.



"Theres only room for four to play,” Milinor told her. "Y ou'll haveto stay upstairswith Tropid.”
"Mom!"

"Movedhor can help you play, Milinor," Pesh sad firmly.

"And you can teach me, too," Movedhor added in the same tone. Milinor sulked.

By the time everyone was downgtairsin the living room, Milinor was reconciled to the arrangement, and
was explaining the game to her sster with only the occasional help of her father. Marcus sat opposite the
children, while the adults set up the board.

"Tazpet nulh chomaken. Uredha lustodon?"
Bunwadde quietly told Milinor to answer. " Gosho lustodon,” she sang out.
"Kuss. Groa vat lusto ibegi .

Milinor cheered as though she had just won the game. Movedhor cheered dong with her. Milinor let her
sgter pick thetiles, then played four up the left-hand leg of the triangle for nine points. Pesh extended the
play by threetiles, scoring nineteen.

That gave Marcus agood six-tile play, or so he hoped. It involved making asubsdiary three-word
sentence, but its structure looked safe. He played it, and the board promptly razzed it off. Milinor and
Movedhor laughed, their squeaky barks worse on Marcus's nerves than the board's rejection tune had
been.

"Stop that!" said Pesh. Y ou won't be dlowed to play if--"

"Let me handlethis" Bunwadde said. "Girls, remember, our guest is human. Humans have trouble with
our language. Now play nicdly.”

"Y es, Father," they said. Neither one gpologized.

Bunwadde seemed satisfied, as he promptly turned to his play. Threetiles went down near the top,
making five sentencesin al three directions, every one good. "Thirty-five," said the board, and Marcus
couldn't help being impressed.

Tropid waked in from the kitchen. "I heard your commotion,”" he said to the youngsters. "Areyou being
unruly?'

"They'refine, Tropid,"” Bunwadde said. "Thank you."

Tropid was about to withdraw, before spying the play Milinor was sarting to make. "Remember what |
taught you yesterday, Milinor?"

She stopped, got a serious ook, and took back her tiles. Marcus opened his mouth, but felt Bunwadde's
heavy hand on hisarm. He might not have had the nerve to object to Tropid's meddling, but now he
certainly didnt.

Shefindly lad down atwo-tile extenson. "If it'snot good,” she said to Marcus, "don't laugh."”
"I would not laugh at you," he said, rather tartly.
Movedhor hooted softly. "Wheat if he played that?' she stage-whispered to her sister. Milinor didn't



reply, and hit " Lustep.” The play was good, earning both their cheers.

Marcuss play turned cautious. The cramped, difficult board bequeathed by Bunwadde's play contributed
early. Even after Bunwadde opened it up, at some cost to himsdlf, Marcus went for acceptable plays, not
high scores. It was hisgoa not to be laughed at again that game.

Once helost that goal mid-game, hisfalback was not to finish last to Milinor. He did not get much help.

"Father, what do | do with this?' Milinor turned her dish so he could seeinsde. Bunwadde leaned in and
whispered his advice, then gave Marcus alook that dared him to protest. He didn't.

That play put Milinor in third, and she stayed there until the tile bag was empty. She made aplay to go
twenty ahead of Marcus, but he saw two waysto play hislast four tiles. Both scored better than twenty,
and no play by Pesh could possibly block them both.

He sighed--then gasped, as Pesh took al seven tiles out of her dish and laid them on the grid. He was
too stunned to hear the board announce the final scores.

"One point, Platp,” Bunwadde said. "Excdllent play.” Dimly, Marcus was aware that Pesh had just beaten
her hushand.

"And | beat Marcus, right?' Milinor chimed in.

"Listen again." Bunwadde got the board to repeet the score. Milinor shrieked with joy, and began
capering around the room, Movedhor right behind her. Bunwadde joined in her celebration, picking her
up and doing his own heavy-footed dance.

Marcusjust sat, watching, listening, burning.

* * * %

Work was not avery good salve that time, even though there was lots of it. Bunwadde's incoming
shipment was large, and notations for al of them took time, even where Marcuss knowledge was thin.
Neither was hein amood to confessignorance, on anything.

Heddivered aprdiminary list to Bunwadde late that day. "1 should have the full descriptions done by the
end of tomorrow," he said, "but that's agood start.”

Bunwadde's head made a dight, vaguely affirmative motion. "It is satisfactory for now. Platpand | can
work on thisduring restday.”

Marcus hadn't noted the calendar. "Will | be coming in to work tomorrow, Sr?"

"| don't seethe point. Almaost nobody will be here.”

"l see. Still, | should bring thefiles home. I'll be able to finish up there, pretty easily.”
"Yes. Good."

Marcus didn't like the growing sense of detachment. "We might even have time for another game
tomorrow. | hopeit can bejust us. | find | learn--"

"I'm sorry, Marcus," Bunwadde said, standing up, "but I'm not interested in any more games with you.”

Marcusfdt himsdf shrivel. "I'm sorry if it was presumptuous of meto ask that way."



"It was, but that is not why | refused. | would not enjoy another game." His mouth took on adownward
curl. "l do not find it achdlenge.”

It was like being punched in the gut, dowly. Marcustipped his head. "I understand, sir," he said, and
made for the door, carrying al the dignity he could.

"However," Bunwadde said, catching him at the threshold, "I don't mean to frustrate your hobby. | will
seetoit that you get to play.”

* * * %

Milinor cupped her hand over the raised edge of her tile dish, and lowered her head. "Don't peek,” she
sad, with acrafty look.

Marcus didn't protest hisinnocence, but leaned back in his chair to show he wasn't looking over her
hand. It gave him atwingein hisknees. Thefurniture in the upstairs study room was scaed for the
children. That madeit alittle better for humans than the adult furnishings, but it was till built wrong for
him.

While Marcus rubbed a sore leg, Milinor picked up five tiles and arranged them on the board. She then

sat, looking at them, frowning. When Tropid camein to collect some books, she caled out to him, "'Is
thisright?"

Tropid looked at the board, then briefly at Marcus. "It would not be fair for meto say, Milinor. Thisis
your game, not mine."

"But you told methelast timel”

Tropid grew stern. "Remember, Milinor, your father said you could have these games with Marcusif you
behaved yoursdf."

Pouting, Milinor turned away from Tropid and pressed " Lustep.” The play was good, lifting her spirits
and extending her lead to twenty-nine.

Marcus looked hisdish over again. He il didn't have anything very promising, except one play through
Milinor'slast sentence that would use dl histiles, in the unlikely event that the computer accepted it.

It waslatein the game. Without this play, he would probably lose. If he madeit, and it stayed, he was
amost sureto win after all. If it got kicked off, he was certain to lose, and he wasjust as sure how
Milinor would react, whatever Tropid might think.

Bunwadde would likeit if helost. Indeed, he expected it. He held Marcus's playing in contempt, and
Marcus was growing sure that Bunwadde held him in contempt.

He and Pesh were downstairs now, combing through his product descriptions. Marcus was useful to him,
praiseworthy asfar as he furthered Bunwadde's business, but nothing more. How could he be worth
more? Hewas only human.

Marcus stopped himsdlf. Wasthat injured pride talking? Was he taking all the little wounds he had borne
and building them into agrand edifice of paranoiaand sdf-pity?

The Kevhtre had humans overawed, and he was garting to fal into that mindset, the helpless victim. Even
if Bunwadde were deliberately belittling him, thiswas just how he would want Marcusto fed. Well, he
wouldn't play that role. Hewouldn't be helpless, or afraid.



He scooped up al histiles and laid them down the board, al the way to the bottom row. Milinor
moaned, but he eschewed anything that could even seem like gloating, and hit the button.

"Invalid sentence. Y ou lose your turn.”

Milinor did not eschew the gloating.

* * * %

"Welcome, Marc,” Jun Hua said behind the desk in his office. "Please have a seat. How was your trip
in?'

"Okay," Marcuslied. He had been nausesated the whole way from Aghrelowato the Terran Embassy in
Ubhettid, not from airsickness, but from aversion to the debriefing to come.

"Glad to hear it. It was good of Bunwaddeto let you off for the morning.”

"They're unloading a cargo ship at the landing field. Bunwadde's supervising that, so he doesn't need his
shill for afew hours™"

Jun Huaraised his eyebrows. " Shill’? What's the matter? And do take a seet.”

Marcus paced over to the window, which mosily showed the building next door. "He had me writing
descriptions of hisincoming inventory. Turnsout | waswriting the first draft of ascript: my own. He
means me to be the presenter for those itemsin his network catalog.”

"Then Bunwadde finds you useful,” Jun Huasaid, dmost amiling. "lan't that good?!

"He finds me convenient. I'm ahuman face, and voice, to lend an air of exotic authenticity to hiswares.
My actud expertiseis secondary, if how little of my report made the script isany indication.”

"But certainly you--Marc, either sit down or stop pacing so at least | can go stand next to you." Still
fuming, Marcus dropped himsdlf into the chair, swiveling it so he looked at the sdewall, not Jun. ™Y ou
understood Bunwadde was hiring you to help his business from the Sart.”

"I did, but | didn't think hed--" He sagged into the chair, not even noticing that it was made for humans,
and didn't torment hisback or legs. "I thought | would be an advisor, not amouthpiece.”

"Does he have you spesking Vetraor English?'

"Oh, Vetra. Hetrust's me to do that from a script.”

"Ah. Can | infer from that that Bunwadde trusts you less to speak Vetrain other circumstances?”
"Infer what you will,” Marcus grumbled.

"| shouldn't haveto,” Jun Huasaid. "Y ou're here to inform me fully about your progress. If we don't get
that information, | can have the embassy invalidate your visa. It wouldn't help your career back on Earth
to have an expulsion from Obrith on your record.”

"In some quartersit might," Marcus answered, but his heart wasn't in the retort, and Jun Hua could tell.
"Answer my question, Marc. Are you making progressin mastering Vetrasyntax?'

Marcus seemed to examine the floor. "No. None that I've noticed.”



"Is String of Pearls not hel ping your studies?!

Hetried to hideawince. "It's not giving me any specid indghts. I'm working on it. I've gotten to play
severd games”

"Agang Bunwadde?' Jun Huaasked. "And did you win?"'

"Two againgt Bunwadde. And | didn't best him." He didn't mention his gameswith Milinor. He had
actually won hisfirst one yesterday, by al of two points. His ego wasn't so far gone that he would try to
brag about that.

"Did you keep the games respectable?’

Marcusfindly looked at Jun Hua, who didn't bother trying to wipe the faint, supercilious smile from his
face. "Areyou enjoying this, Jun?"

The smile opened alittle, like aflower to sun. "The Language Section has endured alot of scorn from
humans--especialy some business people--for not solving Vetra syntax. When such people learn for
themselvesthe intractability of the matter ... well, it'sonly human to fed alittle vindicated.”

Marcuss nausea came back in full force. "Not very professona of you, isit?"

"Better alittle professiona than completely amateur.” Jun Hua picked up atablet. "So tell me about these
games, Marc. Each one, please.”

Marcus thought for amoment whether his career could actualy be advanced by getting tossed off the
planet. It might, if he could somehow repay the travel coststo and from Obrith that the Language
Section, for now, was carrying for him. He didn't doubt they would soak him with that.

"I'mwaiting.”

No matter how he ran the numbers, he couldn't make them add up. Willing his ssomach to behave,
Marcus started to recap his games.

* k k %

Marcus didn't eat much at dinner that night. He did take double helpings of water, to soothe amouth and
throat strained by severa hours of recitations for the catalog. Declining Milinor's offer of agame, he took
to hisroom early.

He began his nightly language studies, but could scarcely concentrate on histexts. There seemed no point
to trying. The gulf wastoo wide. Finaly he pushed the tablets aside, and pulled out his String of Peerls
St

With the game's volume so low even he could barely heer it, Marcus started experimenting. He would lay
out asentence, seeif it was good, then reset the game and try it in a different arrangement. He marked
down the versions that were syntactically proper on atablet, and moved on to another sentence, and
another.

He searched for patternsin the valid sentences, but they remained as lusive as ever. Sentence structures
that worked often became invalid when he substituted a new subject or verb, or even a preposition one
time. He could not seetherules.

Marcus kept testing, despite seeing the hopel essness. One could learn alanguage's vocabulary by rote,
but avariable grammar? He told himself that a sub-vocabulary of one hundred fourteen, al the words



appearing on thetiles, was a place to start.

Hekept at it past midnight, and didn't get nearly enough deep. It was an effort to give his catalog
readings the same energy they had had the previous day, but he felt he was succeeding.

Eshlarh, hisassgtant, grew edgy fast. "Takearest, Marcus," shesaid. "l will return soon." Sheleft the
studio, her big dapping feet putting Marcusin mind of an agitated duck.

Marcus stewed. Throughout the recordings, she had been acting like his boss, not vice versa. Thiswas
just one more order he resented.

Eshlarh returned quickly. "Let'sdo afew more, fagt," she said, advancing the prompter text. "Bunwadde
will be here soon. HEl have some encouragement for you.”

Hedidn't like how that sounded. He kept reciting, though with hisfirst flubbed line of the day, until
Bunwadde arrived. To Marcuss surprise, Bunwadde was carrying asmal urn with insulated handles, and
acup perched on the top.

"Maybethiswill hdp," Bunwadde said, setting things down on the shelf of asink fixture. "It was part of
the shipment bound for the Terran Embassy, but | have diverted amodest amount.” He waved Marcus
over. "Have some.”

Marcus came over, wondering if he recognized the smell. He put the cup under the tap, turned the valve,
and soon had no more doulbt. " Coffee?"

"Technically aluxury," Bunwadde said, "but | have heard some Embassy humans speak of it asa
necessity. | supposethey areright, by what Eshlarh tells me. Take whatever you need.”

"Thank you," Marcus said, even as he felt the patronizing sting, again. Apparently sugar and cream
weren't part of the necessity, but the coffee wasn't bad without them. He drank a cup for medicina
effect, and got back to reciting. That dose, and a second afew hours later, had him back to performing
at par, or enough so that Eshlarh was much camer the rest of the day.

He got through his performance, and had a bit more appetite at dinner that evening. He did not, though,
have increased confidence in his game-playing. "'I'm sorry, Milinor, not tonight," he said when she asked
again for agame. "I'm tired from work today."

"But | want another game,” Milinor complained. "Thisisjust because you won the last game, and you
don't want to lose again.”

"Milinor!" Pesh said.

"That's not true," Marcuslied reflexively. It went unchalenged, as Milinor's parents, Peshin the lead,
took away her game privilegesfor the night. She gpologized sullenly to Marcus, sounding awfully like any
seven-year-old.

Marcus soon retired to hisroom, and went straight to the desk and the game. Tonight, he was calculating
the color frequencies of thetiles and the board spaces. Which tiles could get premiums for landing on
their color most often?

It was the nouns, of course, but compared to their frequency in tile distribution, there was a paucity of
violet-black spaces. Worse, amost al the nouns were low-scoring, so one didn't gain much. Theratio
was better for everything else. Conjunctions were best, with verbs and tense-marks not far behind.



From these statistics, he could gain a better idea of what tilesit would pay to hoard, what tiles he should
play on matching spaces when he could, and what tiles he shouldn't bother trying to match. It was afirst
depingameandyss if he couldn't win on strength of grammar, maybe he could win on strategy.

Maybe it would be enough that Milinor would grow sick of losing instead of him. Maybe it would be
enough that he could compete with Bunwadde. Then he could tell that to Jun Hua.

But it wouldn't hurt to know more. He counted up how many of the conjunctions were group
conjunctions, useful for noun-heavy dishes. He toted up the various tenses of the tense-marks, theorizing
how they could relate to one another in a compound sentence. He studied the pattern of the board,
thinking of how he could set himsdlf up on one play to hit premiumswith Ieftover tiles on his next.

Hedidn't hear the footsteps until too late. He could do no more than set the board atop its box lying on
the floor before his door swung open.

"You're till awake," Bunwadde observed.

"Yes," Marcussaid. "I'm till having trouble deeping.” He walked over to his bed, hoping to draw
Bunwadde's eyeswith him.

"I hopeit isnot the coffee. | didn't think its effectslasted so long." His eyes moved. "Were you playing?'

"No." That wastrue enough. "l wasjust looking at it, whiling away time, trying to lull mysdf to deep.”
Bunwadde's cool gaze pressed in on him. "Trying to understand it better, too, perhaps.”

"Good. I'm glad you still have an interest in the game. Milinor will be, too. Now do rest, even if you
cannot deep. We need to finish the catalog tomorrow."

"Y es, Bunwadde," Marcus said, sghing.

* * % %

"That'sapretty play.”

Marcus didn't reply to Milinor. He didn't believe her. It was amediocre play, asafe play that wouldn't
lose him aturn, but wouldn't get him the lead or set him up to takeit. Even if she meant it asagenuine
compliment--he didn't trust much these days-it felt like mockery.

Milinor made her play, with aquick look over to Tropid. Marcus glanced a him too, but the servant
showed no expression. Marcus turned back to hisdish, and thought over his options.

He had asix-tile play that would score fairly well, but not vault him ahead. There was a shorter,
lower-scoring play on the other side of the board, though, that would et him keep a conjunction with two
spaces of itscolor in easy reach. 1t would mean keeping two tense-marks, which could be awkward, but
with theright draw, he could play them combined with the conjunction and make a big score.

The board chimed. ™Y ou must play within thirty-two kaphon."
"See, you're taking too long!" Milinor said.

"Sorry." He made the shorter play, and drew new tiles. Before he could look at them, Milinor made her
play, covering one of the spotsfor his conjunction with a mere noun.

Marcuslooked over hisnew tiles, and frowned. Two more tense-marks. He might still reach the
conjunction premium, but not without leaving his dish clogged with tense-marks. He gave it up, and found



aplace higher up the board where he could hook onto an existing verb, playing off his conjunction to help
clean up hisholdings. The score got him alittle closer, but not much.

He tried more set-up plays, but by the time one worked for him, he had sacrificed more points than he
gained with hislone success. By the endgame, he needed an eight-tile extra-turn play to have a chance,
but the branching sentences had cut off al the empty areas. He made one of hisfamiliar desperation
plays, and got the familiar rgection tune from the board.

"l won, Tropid!" Milinor shouted after the board recited the score.
"Yes, you did, and you made no incorrect plays. Good work."

Marcus packed up the board quietly, but not fast enough. "We're going to play tomorrow, right?* Milinor
sad.

"If your parentsand Tropid let you," Marcus said, "and if | don't have to work too long."

Milinor hooted at this. Marcus didn't know whether it was his grammar again, or whether shefound his
work patternssorisible.

He left the gamein his bedroom, and went downgtairs to the water rooms. He gave himsalf aquick
shower, part of hisdaily routine. Before dressing again, though, he departed from habit, and went over to
one of thelounging pools. He put in onefoot, and found the water bracingly cool. Helaid asde histowd,
and stepped in. Aghrelowa’s heavy heat never seemed to lift, and this was arefreshing departure.

Heleaned back, luxuriating. Time seemed to fade away, leaving just himsdf and histhoughts. For afew
minutes, those thoughts didn't include the frustrations of the day, and every day. They did creep back,
gedthily, reclaming their accustomed place.

Marcuslowered himsdf afew moreinches. Only briefly did heimagine drowning himsdlf there. "Very
impolite, I'm sure," he said to himsdlf. "Upset the whole household." He didn't fedl that badly about all of
them not to care.

Someone came thudding down the gtairs. Marcus et his solitude go philosophicaly: thisroom wastoo
heavily trafficked for it to last. He saw it was Tropid, amild surprise. "Good evening,” he said politely.
Tropid had aways been correct toward him, no more and no less.

"Good evening, Marcus," Tropid said. "It's good to see you're having acool soak. Y ou were long
enough in taking advantage--or are humans less sendtive to heat than I've heard?”

Marcus had never heard such garrulity from Tropid. "I can't say what you've heard," he replied, "but the
water fedsvery good. And how do you know | haven't used this pool ?'

"l haveto keep track of everything in the household.” Tropid dipped off his sandas and shed hisrobe,
leaving him down to abroad strip of cloth covering him from stomach to mid-thigh. He thought better of
removing it, and stepped into Marcus's pool with it on. Kevhtre shared pools without athought, and
Marcusdidn't mind.

Tropid made aguttura "Grrraahh™ sound as he lowered himsdf into the water. He sat quietly, head back,
for amoment, before looking at Marcus. "1 hope you do not hate Milinor.”

"Hate her?l.."

"She hasakind sideto her, but sheis competitive. That has served her parentswell, and they are



teaching her--and having me teach her--to be the same.”
"l ... understand, Tropid. I can't blame anyonefor that.”
"And sheisvery bright, very perceptive.”

Marcus chuckled. "That's something of acomfort.”

Tropid gave him along look. "1 think | understand that, Marcus. Y our position hereis avkward.
Sometimes, it is more awkward than it needsto be."

Marcus absorbed that dowly. "I cannot really complain. | wasn't drafted.”
Tropid'sfeatures bunched up. "What was that?"

Maybe that idiom didn't trandate well. "1 wasn't forced to come to Obrith. Whatever happens here, |
cameto it with my eyes open.”

Tropid droned, deep in his chest. "Open eyes do not see everything ahead.”

Tropid was surprising Marcus every minute. He was presenting overtures of sympathy, of friendship--or
wasit more?

The Language Section reportedly had been feding around for a Kevhtre Union citizen to defy the
government and explain the language to them, to fill in what humanswere missing. They had made no
progress, and rumors about the cost of their failures had been disturbing. Had Marcus stumbled onto
what they had missed?

He moved cautioudy. "Naturdly, it isfrustrating to understand something when others useit, but not to
understand how to useit onesdlf.”

"Yes, it must be painful,” Tropid said, "but it is something you must confront yoursdlf.”
"I havetried. | dsothink I've gone asfar as| can by mysdf."

Tropid shifted, sending little waves across the pool. "I aready have ajob asatutor, Marcus Parrish. |
don't think you should ask me to do more."

Marcus said nothing. There was no moreto say. He didn't pretend Tropid's answer carried any
ambiguity. After adecent interval, he reached for the towd at the edge of the pool. "Thank you for the
company, Tropid."

* * * %

Marcus stood by the window in his bedroom, watching dusk fade to night, thinking. Standing was about
as comfortable as gtting in his Kevh-gtyle chair, and would be kinder to hislegsin the morning. String of
Pearls was packed up and under his bed.

He wished he could keep the game under there forever. It had been an incubus, promising him language
indgght, and giving him worse than nothing. It had led him astray, and much of that was hisdoing. He had
cometo treat the game asits own end, not asalearning tool. That had let Bunwadde make it hisown
tool, to keep Marcus humiliated, to keep humansin their place. Just onetool for him, but a particularly
irksome one.

At least the mortification of his shilling stint was finished--until the next shipment from Earth arrived.
Bunwadde would find more work for him, of course, but he would have to ook hard to find something



asembarrassing to Marcus.

He quickly regretted thinking that. Bunwadde would manage, somehow. Marcus doused the lights and
dipped into bed, hoping not to carry that thought into deep.

Asusud, rest was elusve. His everyday falures were frequent nighttime companions. His latest losswas
with him tonight, that and Milinor's"pretty play" comment that clung stubbornly under his skin.

He could envision the words now, in the darkness. The play was a sair-step parale, one short horizontal
sentence played under another, overlapping by two tiles, one base and one vertex. The play made two
additiona short sentences on the diagonds.

It wasn't specid. That kind of play happened congtantly, as much as adozen timesagame. Milinor made
such plays hersdf, without such acompliment. If he had overlgpped four or fivertiles, difficult but doable
if verbswerein the right places, that might redlly be pretty.

But Milinor was young, and no student of the game. When she said aplay was pretty, she didn't mean it
wastacticaly eegant, she meant it looked pretty. Maybe she was babbling childishly, but Marcus didn't
think so. Tropid said she was bright and perceptive, and Marcus believed him.

What was there, in that nest of curves, bars, dashes, and dots? He tried to think, but concentration was
ebbing. Theideograms began svimming in his head. Soon they were undulating like the surface of a
restless sea.

He gasped. Had he drifted off? Had he been haf-adegp the whol e time? He was wide-awake now.

Heturned on alight, found atablet, and wrote out the ideograms, each of the four sentences on separate
lines. He fixed on the second one. It was abramble, but within it he could see the sketchy, gentle sweep
of agnecurve, fdling, riang, and falling again. The third sentence wasthe same.

The other two, Milinor's sentence and his, didn't have the sine curve, but Marcus knew now that there
was some pattern in them. In those patterns would be the explanation of why one arrangement of words
made a sentence to Kevhtre eyes and ears, and another did not.

He gtarted making notes on histablet. He didn't mean to stay up dl night, but he was going to leave
himsdf enough information o hisingght wouldn't fade like dreams.

Hewas going to betired at work again tomorrow. Thistime, it would be for the right reason.
Marcus heard Bunwadde walk into his office. "How is your work going?* the boss asked.

"It'sgoing wdll. I'm writing up the reports on your new export items. Y ou can have the first group now, if
you like"

He knew how Bunwadde would answer, and was putting it on atablet before he asked for it. Marcus
had been able to go further in-depth on marketing strengths and weaknesses for this group, partly
because it was smdler, partly because he had requested as much informationa material on theitemsas
he could get. Those materias had helped a great deal more with his other work.

"Y ou redlly have these sculpture replicas rated so low?' Bunwadde asked. "' understand about the name,
but might that not be asdlling point with some humans?*

The sculpturéstitlein Vetra sounded very like an English vulgarity. Marcus wondered if Bunwadde
would notice how red he wasturning. "It could be, except that the thing it meansin English looks ...



amilar." Bunwadde said nothing, but sudied the tablet, turning it thisway and that for adifferent look.

Marcuss studies of Vetra had been moving fast, but outwardly he was playing it dow. Jun Huaknew
nothing. Marcus's ambiguous reports to the Language Section, hinting at some possible progress, would
sound like forlorn masking of continued failure. Hewould reved himsdf in hisown time.

"Good work onthis," Bunwadde said. "Indeed, | am gratified at how you've settled in during the last
twenty days. Y ou had some difficulties before that, but you have definitely found your place here.”

Marcus went through modest motions. "Thank you, Bunwadde."
"Of course, Milinor has been complaining about you."

"She hes?"

"Y es. Shetdls me you've been beating her at String of Pearlslately.”

Hisrestraint had falen to his compstitive spirit here. Last night was his fourth win straight against Milinor.
"I have, gr, findly."

"It wasawhilein coming. Do you fed up to playing me agan?'

Marcus heard how he turned it around, asif Marcus had been the one to refuse more games, avoiding
Bunwaddée's beatings. He fought the urge to legp on the offer. "Well, will it be afamily game, or just us?"

"Jugt us, | think."
"Wl ... dl right, | think I'm ready."

"I'm glad to hear it," Bunwadde said with adight grin. He had heard Marcuss garbled syntax in that last
sentence, as Marcus had intended. "Are you ready for ameal break?'

"Not yet, thank you. | want to get through some more of these reports.” Bunwadde et him do that, and
Marcus buckled down, not to writing, but to reading: reading more of those informational materias,
delving into the patterns of ordinary words that were more clear to him each day.

* * * %

Dinner was excdllent. Either Marcus was growing more used to Kevhtre cuisine, or Tropid was shading
the fare toward ahuman paate. He would remember to thank Tropid either way.

Once they were done, Bunwadde went upstairs to get the board. "Not thistime," he said when Marcus
darted to follow. "Go down to the living room. Well play there.”

He wanted spectatorsfor this, of course. That suited Marcus. He went downstairs without complaint,
and sat himsdlf at the big table. Milinor and Movedhor pulled over chairs, and stationed themsalves
opposite him.

"We're going to help Dad win,” Movedhor said.
"Redly?' Marcussad. "And who will help mewin?'

"You aren't going towin," Milinor declared. Marcus had the decency to squirm in his seet, though only to
relievethe usua cramping.

Bunwadde arrived with the game, and sat to one side. Marcus obligingly shifted his place to St opposite



Bunwadde. Pesh came down and stood with her daughters as Bunwadde set up the game.

They started, and the board picked Bunwadde to play first. He scarcely looked at histiles before helaid
sx of them down the right-hand leg of the triangle, hitting three matching colors. " Twenty-threg" the
game announced.

Such a strong opening would have flustered the old Marcus. Now, he just studied hisdish, and the
board. The girls began to fidget. Milinor tried to peek at histiles, but heignored her, and Pesh told her to
stand with her father instead.

Finaly, Marcus picked up fivetilesin one hand, and laid them up and right, joining with the third and
fourth words in Bunwadde's play. Marcus looked at it, and nodded. Then he added the last threetilesto
his sentence and hit " Lustep” without hesitation.

"Twenty-eight, and afreeturn.”
He saw Bunwadde's surprise, and heard that of the children. He enjoyed them both.

Hisfree play ended up smdl, to use up awkward tiles, but it set him up for afine score the next turn,
consolidating hislead. Bunwadde made good plays his next few turns, which didn't rattle Marcus now.
He didn't have to take blind chances. He could see the plays, redlly see them. He could see how the pair
of paradle barsin one noun meshed with the bar in afollowing verb, or clashed with the backdash in an
adjective.

It wasn't perfect. He didn't grasp all the rules yet. But there were moments when a grouping of words
looked right, and only the next moment did he see why.

A few times, he even thought he had heard some likeness of the patternsin spoken words. It was nothing
as easy asdirect equivaence, or anaysts would have noticed it before. He had to work on that--but first
thingsfirg.

He made amiddling play, setting up aline to an orange-red space. He had abig adverb to play there,
and thetilesto reach it. Evenif it got blocked, there was a second such space across the board he might
hit.

Bunwadde did block it. Marcus had a possible play at the second triangle, but saw that Bunwadde's play
had opened the way to athird. He got to it, with dl four tiles going on their own colors. " Thirty-one,"
chirped the board.

Bunwadde said something Marcus couldn't hear. The children had drifted toward him, and started
pointing at histiles and making suggestions. Pesh hushed them, before giving Marcus astrange, nervous
look.

Marcus saw something he wasn't used to: Bunwadde making risky moves. Not grammaticdly risky, but
srategically, trying to open the board for eight-tile plays, playing short sentences that could easily be
extended, hanging plays close to the triple-val ue white spaces. Marcus played steadily, taking advantage
of openings when he could, extending hislead asthe game neared itsend.

Bunwadde made asmall play back near the gpex. Was he fishing for better tiles? Trying to keep lanes
opentoplay al eight? Wasit just the best play in abad dish?

Marcus st the question aside. He had to worry about his own play now--until he spotted it. Heran six
tilesdown and right, hitting two colors, putting a medium-vaue tense-mark on the white, and making four
more short sentences where it overlapped aprevious play. "Thirty-four,” the board said.



Marcus drew new pieces with acalm he had never felt over the board, not even in his best game against
Milinor. He was ahead by fifty-five. He dmost couldn't lose.

Then Bunwadde picked up dl histiles. His play put ava uable preposition on another white space, and
ranto join aprevioudy extended play. The sentence ran seventeen wordsin al.

"Fifty-one, and afree play.”
Marcus managed to nod through his shock. "Excdlent move," he said.

"Thank you," Bunwadde said, drawing thelast fivetiles out of the bag. If he could play them al with his
extraturn, he'dd lock up the comeback win. If he couldn't, he might still outscore Marcusin the stretch
run.

It didn't really matter. Marcus had played his whole game without a mistake, without fear, without feding
like he couldn't win. That was victory enough.

Bunwadde took time making his play, and was clearly frustrated when he could only lay down threetiles
for eeven points. Marcus looked over the board, knowing he couldn't play al of his. He made a partia
overlap with four tiles, scoring a mediocre sixteen, going back ahead by nine. He could easily play hislast
words, if he got the chance.

Bunwadde studied hislast two tiles. Helaid them down, then picked them back up. The play would have
scored seven, not enough. From the glimpse Marcus got, they were atense-mark and adjective. They
might fit with an existing play somewhere, if Bunwadde was lucky.

The board gave atime warning. Bunwadde's bristles were stiff and trembling, and hislight-blue
complexion had paed. Finally, just after the board's find warning, he bracketed the tiles around a short
play up-board, and held hisfinger over the" Lustep” button.

"Dad?' Milinor said quizzicdly. Her father made afeeble gesture, and hisfinger fell. It spasmed avay
when the jeering little song began.

"Invaid sentence. You loseyour find turn.”

Marcus made his play dmost before Bunwadde could take off hisrgected tiles. "Nine. Second player
wins, 299 to 281."

Hefelt no outburst of joy, but arelease of tension inside him that had been there so long he had forgotten
it existed. So much for it not mattering whether he won or lost.

Bunwadde met him with eyesthat looked hollow. "Congratulations, Marcus. It seems you have learned
quitealot lately."

"Thank you. | have."

* * % %

Marcus had scarcely taken two stepsinto the briefing room before he found someone shaking his hand.
He had no chance to extract it from the series of gripsthat followed, until amuch gentler hand took hold.

"Welcome, Mr. Parrish,” said Inez Quinones, director of the Language Section. "Good to finally meet
you. Please, take your seat.”

She guided him toward one end of along oval table, then sat hersdlf at the other end. Jun Hua, Marcus



noticed, was dready there a her right hand. He hadn't been part of the congratulating swarm.

"Beforewe formally begin," Quinones said, "I hope your new accommodations are adequate, Mr.
Parrish."

"Oh, they are," he sad. "'I'm learning to enjoy Sitting down again.” Severd Section memberslaughed
knowingly.

The Section had been ready to buy Marcus out of his service with Bunwadde, once he informed them of
the breakthrough the night after his climactic game. Bunwadde was a step ahead, releasing him that
following morning. A human had learned Vetra syntax in hisemploy. He was hoping to minimize the
personal repercussions from that connection.

Marcus resisted the impulse to fed sympathy. Bunwadde had brought him there as a showpiece, maybe
useful in other limited ways, but certainly no threat. That arrogance had gotten him what it often does.

Still, hed give Bunwadde credit for two things. First, he wasn't making Tropid the easy scapegodt, yet.
Second, Marcus had gone to deep that night, in the flush of triumph, and woken up the next morning.
Not al humans--maybe not al Kevhtre--would have let him do that.

Quinones gtarted the debriefing with afew questions about the preliminary reports Marcus had written on
his breakthrough. They seemed pointed beneath her mild way of asking them, looking for some weak
link. His system till had afew of those, but he was forthright about them. If the Language Section had
suspected some elaborate deception, their residual worries faded.

"It isexcdlent work," Quinones said, "but your work isn't close to over. We're going to need you to
ingtruct everyone in the Section on the fundamentals of Vetragrammar, in intensive sessons. We need to
teach all the diplomatic staff aswell, but we may just start with afew critica personnd there. Once some
of usare up to speed, we can dart acting as teachers for the rest, not to mention spreading this
knowledge back to Earth. Well have--"

"Excuse me, Director,” Marcus said. "l intend to give you full reports on the syntactic rulesI've learned,
nothing left out. I'll even add some work on the link between ideograms and vocables. But I've been
indentured once lately. I'm not making it twice. | intend to go home."

"l see" Quinones said coolly. "Why this sudden driveto return to Earth?"

"It'sscarcely sudden. | have alifeto lead there. | have businessto return to--and a new tool with which
to get ahead iniit. That iswhy | agreed to this program, after al.”

"Y ou were hereto crack the language for al of us," one of the members said, "not for yoursdlf.”

"I have to concur with Mr. Okoye," Quinones said. "'Y ou made a commitment to the Language Section
when you agreed to the gpprenticeship with Bunwadde. Y ou're shirking that commitment.”

"Consder it repayment in kind," said Marcus, "for the level of support | got on-planet. Y ou handed away
my full collaboration, not me."

Quinones was perplexed. "Mr. Parrish, | don't understand what I've done to merit this hotility."

"It isn't directed against you, maam." Helet his eyes cregp over to her stoic aide. "Mr. Jun, on the other
hand, was anything but supportive of my work. He made my lifealot harder.”

Quinonesturned. "Jun, what isthis about?"



"I'd rather not have my humiliations exposed further,” Parrish snapped. "I'll makeit short. | want Jun Hua
sacked, today, or my assistance will be aslimited as I've aready said.”

"Thisis-" Quinones couldn't find words.

"Isthat al?' Jun Huasaid smoothly. "Y ou'll cooperate, over my dead professona body?'
Marcus sneered. "Y eah, | think that's enough.”

"Jun, | want to see you--"

"Done." Jun stood up. "Director, I'll bein my office, composing my resignation letter. Youll haveit within
ten minutes”

The shocked silence was broken by asingle bark of laughter from Marcus. "What, that easy?"

Jun Huaturned dark eyes on him. "Nothing is easy with you, Marc, but it was necessary. Indeed, that's
why it was necessary. | assumed so from the sart.”

Thistime, Marcus couldn't speak. "Jun, explain this," Quinones said.

"Gladly. | learned during the interview process how determined Marcus Parrish is, how ambitious and
competitive. | knew we had to harness these traits for him to have afighting chance a cracking Vetra. So
| provided the goads.”

He shifted his speech to Marcus. "'l gave you String of Pearls, knowing you wouldn't have afighting
chanceto winit againgt native speakers, and that you couldn't resst trying. Then, yes, | rubbed your nose
init. I couldn't risk having you accept defest. | needed you to pour your whole spirit into making the
breakthrough, as unlikely asit might be. But you did it. Y ou beat the odds, and Bunwadde as a bonus.

"So let me ask you, Marc. Wasit worth the pain to reach the goal? No," he said, raising ahand, "don't
answer me. Think about it. For my part, I'll say it was dways worth ahigh cost to have ahuman finally
achieve magtery of the language. | got what | wanted. | won't shrink from paying afair price. Gentlemen,
ladies." He gave a short bow, and walked out of the conference room.

Quinoness eyes followed him to the threshold, then fastened on Marcus. He found al eyes on him now.
"| takeit," shesaid, "that you're on board with us now."

"Let'sbeclear, dr," shesaid, dl the gentlenessfrom their introduction gone. "l just lost avery good man
because of you. Y ou said that was what it would take to get your fullest cooperation. | mean to hold you
to your word."

Marcus said nothing. He didn't look at Quinones, or at anyone.

"We need this knowledge," she said, her tone changed. " The human race needs it. We have to get some
leverage in relations with the Kevhtre Union. It's the same problem you face in your business dealings,
megnified amillion times. If you can't understand how--"

"Y ou don't have to go on." Marcus could barely be heard across the table. "How soon can | start lessons
for the Language Section?'

The whole table brightened, Quinones most of dl. "l was hoping for tonight.”



Marcustipped hishead. "My lesson plan will be abit rough, but you're right, theré's no point in delaying.
Tonightitis"

"Done. I'll lend you astaff member so you can pick out aroom and get dl the materidsthere youll

"Of course. And thank you, Director,” he added, "for that last reminder.”

She smiled, as he had hoped. Her apped to their common humanity had been fitting, but it wasn't the
reason he had gone aong. Better that they think it was, so they would gloss over what redlly had moved
him: Jun Hua's parting question.

Marcus had endured humiliations, and their sting would last with him. So, too, would the pride of his
accomplishment. He wouldn't have that pride if he hadn't gone through the humiliation, been the kind of
man who would fed it so keenly, and take it to heart. Jun had read him perfectly.

And Jun had beenright: it had dl been worthit.
No reason anyone el se should know, though. 1t was hard enough that Marcus knew.
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