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CHAPTER 1

Far out on the gdactic Rim, where star systems were sparse and the darkness nearly absolute, Sector
Tweve Generad Hospitd hung in space. In its three hundred and eighty-four levels were reproduced in
the environments of dl the intdligent life-forms known to the Gaactic Federation, a biological spectrum
ranging from the ultrafrigid methane life forms through the more norma oxygen- and chlorine-breathing
types up to the exotic beings who existed by the direct converson of hard radiation. Its thousands of
view ports were congtantly ablaze with light—light in the dazzling variety of colour and intengty necessary
for the visud equipment of its extra-terrestrial patients and staff—s0 that to gpproaching ships the great
hospital 1ooked like a tremendous, cylindrical Christmas tree.

Sector Generd represented a two-fold mirade of enginesring and psychology. Its supply and
maintenance was handled by the Monitor Corps—the Federation's executive and lav enforcement
am—who aso saw to its adminidration, but the traditiona friction between the military and dvilian
members of its Saff did not occur. Neither were there any serious squabbles among its ten-thousand-odd
medicd personnd, who were composed of over axty different lifeforms with dxty differing sets of
mannerisms, body odours and ways of looking at life. Perhaps their one and only common denominator
was the need of dl doctors, regardiess of sze, shape or number of legs, to cure the sick.

The daff of Sector Generd was a dedicated, but not dways serious, group of beings who were
fandicdly tolerant of dl forms of intdligent life—had this not been so they would not have been there in
the firg place. And they prided themsdlves that no case was too big, too samdl or too hopdess. Ther
advice or assstance was sought by medicd authorities from dl over the Galaxy. Pacifigts dl, they waged
a condant, dl-out war againg suffering and disease whether it was in individuds or whole planetary
populations.

But there were times when the diagnoss and trestment of a diseased interstelar culture, entailing the
aurgica remova of deeply-rooted pregudice and insane mord vaues without ether the patient's
cooperation or consent could, despite the pacifiam of the doctors concerned, lead to the waging of war.
Period.

The patient being brought into the observation ward was a large specimen—about one thousand
pounds mass, Conway estimated-and resembled a giant, upright pear. Five thick, tentacular appendages
grew from the narrow head section and a heavy apron of musdle at its base gave evidence of a snail-like,
dthough not necessarily dow, method of locomation. The whole body surface looked raw and lacerated,
as though someone had been trying to take its skin off with awire brush.

To Conway there was nothing very unusud about the physica aspect of the patient or its condition,
ax years in space Sector Generd Hospitd having accustomed him to much more dartling sights, so he
moved forward to make a prdiminary examination. Immediately the Monitor Corps lieutenant who had
accompanied the patient's trolley into the ward moved closer also. Conway tried to ignore the feding of
bresth on the back of his neck and took a closer look at the patient.

Fve large mouths were Situated below the root of each tentacle, four being plentifully supplied with
teeth and the fifth housng the vocd apparatus. The tentacles themsdves showed a high degree of
gpecidization at thar extremities; three of them were plainly manipulaory, one bore the patient's visud
equipment and the remaining member terminated in a horn-tipped, honey mace. The head was
featureless, bang amply an osseous dome housing the patient's brain.

There wasn't much dse to he seen from a superficid examination. Conway turned to get his deep
probe gear, and waked on the Monitor officer's fet.

"Have you ever considered taking up medicine serioudy, Lieutenant?' he said irritably.

The lieutenant reddened, his face making a horrible clash of colour againg the dark green of his
uniform collar. He said iffly, "This patient isa crimind. 1t was found in circumstances which indicate that
it killed and ate the other member of its ship's crew. It has been unconscious during the trip here, but I've
been ordered to stand guard on it just in case. I'll try to stay out of your way, Doctor."



Conway swallowed, his eyes going to the vicious-looking, horny bludgeon with which, he had no
doubt, the patient's species had battered ther way to the top of their evolutionary tree. He said dryly,
"Dont try too hard, Lieutenant.”

Using his eyes and a portable X-ray scanner Conway examined his patient thoroughly insde and out.
He took severd specimens, induding sections of the affected skin, and sent them off to Pathology with
three closdly written pages of covering notes. Then he stood back and scratched his head.

The patient was warm-blooded, oxygen-breathing, and had farly normd gravity and pressure
requirements which, when considered with the generd shape of the beastie, put its physologica
classfication as EPLH. It seemed to be suffering from a well-developed and widespread epithdioma, the
symptoms being so plain that he redly should have begun treatment without waiting for the Path report.
But a cancerous skin condiition did not, ordinarily, render a patient deeply unconscious.

That could point to psychologicd complications, he knew, and in that case he would have to cdl in
some specidized help. One of his telepathic colleagues was the obvious choice, if it hadn't been for the
fact that telepaths could only rarely work minds that were not dready telepathic and of the same species
as themsdlves. Except for the very odd ingtance, telepathy had been found to be a drictly closed dircuit
form of communication. Which left his GLNO friend, the empath Dr. Prilida..

Behind him the Lieutenant coughed gently and said, "When you've finished the examination, Doctor,
O'Marawould like to see you."

Conway nodded. "I'm going to send someone to keep an eye on the patient,” he said, grinning, "guard
them aswel as you've guarded me."

Going through to the main ward Conway detalled an Earth-human nurse—a very good-looking
Earth-human nurse—to duty in the observation ward. He could have sent in one of the Trathan FGLIS,
who belonged to a species with sx legs and so built that beside one of them an Earthly dephant would
have seemed afragile, sylph-like creature, but he fdt that he owed the Lieutenant something for his earlier
bad manners.

Twenty minutes later, after three changes of protective armour and a trip through the chlorine section,
a corridor beonging to the AUGL water breathers and the ultrarefrigerated wards of the methane
lifeforms, Conway presented hmsdf at the office of Mgor OMara.

As Chief Psychologigt of a multi-environment hospital hanging in frigid blackness a the Gaactic rim,
he was respongible for the mentd well-being of a Saff of ten thousand entities who were composed of
elghty-seven different species. O'Mara was a very important man at Sector Generd. He was aso, on his
own admission, the most approachable man in the hospitd. O'Mara was fond of saying that he didn't
care who approached him or when, but if they hadn't a very good reason for pestering him with their glly
little problems then they needn't expect to get away from him again unscathed. To O'Mara the medicd
gt were patients, and it was the generdly held belief that the high leve of stability among that variegated
and often touchy bunch of e-ts was due to them being too scared of O'Mara to go mad. But today he
wasin an dmost sociable mood.

"Thiswill take more than five minutes so you'd better St down, Doctor," he said sourly when Conway
stopped before his desk. "I take it you've had alook at our canniba?"

Conway nodded and sat down. Brigfly he outlined his findings with regard to the EPLH patient,
induding his suspicion that there might be complications of a psychologicd nature. Ending, he asked, "Do
you have any other information on its background, apart from the cannibaism?'

"Vay little” said O'Mara. "It was found by a Monitor patrol vessd in a ship which, dthough
undamaged, was broadcagting distress Sgnas. Obvioudy it became too sick to operate the vessdl. There
was no other occupant, but because the EPLH was a new species to the rescue party they went over its
ship with a finetooth comb, and found that there should have been another person aboard. They
discovered this through a sort of ship's log cum persond diary kept on tape by the EPLH, and by study
of the arlock tell-taes and smilar protective gadgetry the details of which don't concern us a the
moment. However, dl the facts point to there beng two entities aboard the ship, and the log tape
suggests pretty strongly that the other one came to a sticky end at the hands, and teeth, of your patient.”



O'Mara paused to toss adim shedf of papers onto hislgp and Conway saw that it was a typescript of
the rdlevant sections of the log. He had time only to discover that the EPLH's vicim had been the ship's
doctor, then O'Mara was taking again.

"We know nothing about its planet of origin," he said morosdy, "except that it is somewhere in the
other galaxy. However, with only one quarter of our own Gaaxy explored, our chances of finding its
home world are negligible—"

"How about the lans™" said Conway, "maybe they could hdp?'

The lans belonged to a culture originaing in the other gaaxy which had planted a colony in the same
sector of the home gdaxy which contained the Hospitd. They were an unusud species—classfication
GKNM—which went into a chrysdis stage at adolescence and metamorphosized from a ten-legged
crawler into a beautiful, winged life-form. Conway had had one of them as a patient three months ago.
The patient had been long since discharged, but the two GKNM doctors, who had origindly come to
hep Conway with the patient, had remained at Sector Generd to study and teach.

"A Gdaxy'sabig place" said O'Marawith an obvious lack of enthusiaam, "but try them by dl means.
However, to get back to your patient, the biggest problem is going to come after you've cured it.

"You see, Doctor,” he went on, “this particular beastie was found in circumstances which show pretty
conclugvdy that it isguilty of an act which every intdligent species we know of consders a crime. As the
Federation's police force among other things the Monitor Corps is supposed to take certain measures
agang aimindslike this one. They are supposed to be tried, rehabilitated or punished as seems fit. But
how can we give this aimind a far trid when we know nothing a dl about its background, a
background which just might contain the possibility of extenuating circumstances? At the same time we
cant just letit go free..."

"Why not?' said Conway. "Why not point it in the generd direction from whence it came and
adminiger ajudida kick in the pants?'

"Or why not |et the patient die,” O'Mara replied, amiling, "and save trouble dl around?’

Conway didn't speak. O'Mara was usng an unfar argument and they both knew it, but they dso
knew that nobody would be able to convince the Monitor enforcement section that curing the sick and
punishing the maefactor were not of equa importance in the Scheme of Things.

"What | want you to do," O'Mara resumed, "is to find out dl you can about the patient and its
background after it comes to and during trestment. Knowing how soft-hearted, or soft-headed you are, |
expect you will sde with the patient during the cure and gppoint yoursdf an unofficd counsd for the
defence. Well, I won't mind that if in so doing you obtain the information which will enable us to summon
ajury of its peers. Understood?’

Conway nodded.

O'Mara waited precisdly three seconds, then sad, "If you've nathing better to do than laze about in
thet chairr...”

Immediately on leaving O'Mara's office Conway got in touch with Pethology and asked for the EPLA
report to be sent to him before lunch. Then he invited the two lan GKNMs to lunch and arranged for a
consultation with Prilida regarding the patient shortly afterward. With these arrangements made he fdt
free to begin his rounds.

During the two hours which followed Conway had no time to think about his newest patient. He had
fifty-three patients currently in his charge together with 9x doctors in various stages of traning and a
supporting saff of nurses, the patients and medical daff comprising eeven different physologica types.
There were specid ingtruments and procedures for examining these extrarterrestrid patients, and when
he was accompanied by a trainee whose pressure and gravity requirements differed both from those of
the patient to be examined and himsdlf, then the "routing" of his rounds could become an extraordinarily
complicated business.

But Conway looked &t dl his patients, even those whose convaescence was well advanced or whose



trestment could have been handled by a subordinate. He was wel aware that this was a supid practice
which only served to givehim alot of unnecessary work, but the truth was promotion to a resident Senior
Physdan was dill too recent for him to have become used to the large-scale delegation of responghility.
He foalishly kept on trying to do everything himsdlf.

After rounds he was scheduled to give an initid midwifery lecture to a class of DBLF nurses. The
DBLFs were furry, multipedd beings resembling outsize caterpillars and were ndtive to the planet Kelgia
They aso breathed the same atmospheric mixture as himsdf, which meant that he was able to do without
a pressure suit. To this purely physcad comfort was added the fact that talking about such dementary
duff as the reason for Kelgian femaes concelving only once in ther lifetime and then producing quads
who were invariably divided equdly in sex, did not cdl for great concentration on his part. It left alarge
section of hismind free to worry about the aleged canniba in his observation ward.

CHAPTER 2

Hdf an hour later he was with the two lan doctors in the Hospitd's main dining hal—the one which
catered for Trathan, Kelgian, human and the various other warm-blooded, oxygen-bresthers on the
Saff—edting the inevitable salad. This in itsdf did not bother Conway unduly, in fact, lettuce was
downright gppetizing compared with some of the things he had had to eat while playing host to other et
colleagues, but he did not think that he would ever get used to the gale they created during lunch.

The GKNM denizens of la were a large, ddicate, winged lifeform who looked something like a
dragonfly. To their rod-like but flexible bodies were attached four insectile legs, manipulators, the usud
sensory organs and three tremendous sets of wings. Ther table manners were not actualy unpleasant—it
was jud thet they did not St down to dine, they hovered. Apparently eating while in flight aided ther
digegtions as well as being pretty much a conditioned reflex with them.

Conway sat the Peth report on the table and placed the sugar bowl on top of it to keep it from
blowing away. He sad, "... Youll see from what I've just been reading to you that this appears to be a
farly ample case. Unusudly <o, 1'd say, because the patient is remarkably clear of harmful bacteria of
awy type. Its symptoms indicate a form of epithdioma, that and nothing else, which makes its
unconsciousness rather puzzling. But maybe some information on its planetary environment, desping
periods and so on, would darify things, and that iswhy | wanted to tak to you.

"We know that the patient comes from your gdaxy. Can you tdl me anything a dl about its
background?"

The GKNM on Conway's right drifted a few inches back from the table and said through its
Trandator, "I'm afrad | have not yet mastered the intricacies of your physologicd classficaion system,
Doctor. What does the patient look like?"

"Sorry, | forgot,” said Conway. He was about to explain in detall what an EPLH was, then he began
sketching on the back of the Path report ingtead. A few minutes later he held up the result and said, "It
looks something like that."

Both lans dropped to the floor.

Conway who had never known the GKNMs to stop ether eating or flying during a med was
impressed by the reaction.

He said, "You know about them, then?"

The GKNM on the right made noises which Conway's Trandator reproduced as a series of barks,
the e-t equivdent of an attack of suttering. Andly it said, "We know of them. We have never seen one
of them, we do not know ther planet of origin, and before this moment we were not sure that they had
actud physicd exigence. They... they are gods, Doctor."

Ancther VIP...! thought Conway, with a sudden snking feding. His experience with VIP patients was
that ther cases were never smple. Even if the patient's condition was nothing serious there were
invariably complications, none of which were medicd.

"My colleague is being a little too emotiond,” the other GKNM broke in. Conway had never been
able to see any physca difference between the two lans, but somehow this one had the air of being a



more cynica, world-weary dragonfly. "Perhaps | can tdl you what little is known, and deduced, about
them rather than enumerate dl the things which are not.

The species to which the patient belonged was not a numerous one, the lan doctor went onto explain,
but their sphere of influence in the other gdaxy was tremendous. In the socid and psychologica sciences
they were very wdl advanced, and individudly their intdligence and mentd capacity was enormous. For
reasons known only to themselves they did not seek each other's company very often, and it was
unheard of for more than one of them to be found on any planet at the same time for any lengthy period.

They were aways the supreme ruler on the worlds they occupied.

Sometimes it was a beneficent rule, sometimes harsh—but the harshness, when viewed with a century
or so's hindaght, usudly turned out to be beneficence in disguise. They used people, whole planetary
populations, and even interplanetary cultures, purdy as a means to solve the problems which they set
themsdlves, and when the problem was solved they Ieft. At least this was the impression received by not
quite unbiased observers.

In a voice made flat and emotionless only because of the process of Trandation the lan went on,
"...Legends seem to agree that one of them will land on a planet with nothing but its ship and a companion
who is dways of a different species. By usng a combination of defensve science, psychology and sheer
business acumen they overcome locd prgjudice and begin to amass wedth and power. The trandtion
from locd authority to absolute planetary rule is gradud, but then they have plenty of time. They are, of
course, immortd.”

Fantly, Conway heard his fork clattering onto the floor. It was a few minutes before he could steady
ather hishands or his mind.

There were a few extrarterrestrial species in the Federation who possessed very long life spans, and
mog of the medically advanced cultures—Earth's included—had the means of extending life considerably
with rguvenation treatments. Immortdity, however, was something they did not have, nor had they ever
had the chance to sudy anyone who possessed it. Until now, that was. Now Conway had a patient to
care for, and cure and, mogt of dl, investigate. Unless... but the GKNM was a doctor, and a doctor
would not say immortd if he merdy meant long-lived.

"Areyou sure?' croaked Conway.

The lan's answer took along time because it included the detailing of a great many facts, theories and
legends concerning these beings who were satisfied to rule nothing less than a planet apiece. At the end
of it Conway was dill not sure that his patient was immortal, but everything he had heard seemed to point
that way.

Hestantly, he said, "After what I've just heard perhaps | shouldn't ask, but in your opinion are these
beings capable of committing an act of murder and cannibadism—"

"No!" said one lan.

"Never!" sad the other.

There was, of course, no hint of emotion in the Trandated replies, but their sheer volume was enough
to make everyone in the dining hail look up.

A few minutes later Conway was done. The lans had requested permisson to see the legendary
EPLH and then dashed off full of awe and eagerness. lans were nice people, Conway thought, but at the
same time it was his considered opinion that lettuce was fit only for rabbits. With grest firmness he
pushed his dightly mussed sdlad away from him and dialed for steak with double the usud accessories.

This promised to be along, hard day.

When Conway returned to the observation ward the lans had gone and the patient's condition was
unchanged. The Lieutenant was dill guarding the nurse on duty—closdy—and was beginning to blush for
some reason. Conway nodded gravely, dismissed the nurse and was giving the Path report a rereading
when Dr. Prilida arrived.

Prilidawas a spidery, fragile, low-gravity being of classfication GLNO who had to wear G-nullifiers
condantly to keep from being mashed flat by a gravity which most other species considered normd.



Besides being a very competent doctor Prilida was the most popular person in the hospitd, because its
empathic faculty made it nearly impossible for the little being to be disagreeable to anyone. And, dthough
it dso possessed a set of large, iridescent wings it sat down a medltimes and ate spaghetti with a fork.
Conway liked Prilidaalot.

Conway briefly described the EPLH's condition and background as he saw it, then ended, "...I know
you can't get much from an unconscious patient, but it would hep meif you could—"

"There appears to be a misundersanding here, Doctor,” Prilida broke in, usng the form of words
which was the nearest it ever came to tdling someone they were wrong. "The patient is conscious..."

"Get back!"

Warned as much by Conway's emationd radiaion at the thought of what the patient's honey dub
could do to Priliclas eggshdl body as his words, the little GLNO skittered backward out of range. The
Lieutenant edged closer, his eyes on the dill motionless tentacle which ended in that monstrous bludgeon.
For savera seconds nobody moved or spoke, while outwardly the patient remained unconscious. Findly
Conway looked at Prilicla He did not have to speak.

Pilida said, "I detect emationd radiation of a type which emanates only from a mind which is
conscioudy aware of itsdf. The menta processes themsdves seem dow and, consdering the physica
Sze of the patient, weak. In detall, it is radiating fedings of danger, helplessness and confusion. There is
aso anindication of some overdl sense of purpose.”

Conway sghed.

"So it's playing 'possum,” said the Lieutenant grimly, talking mostly to himsdlf.

The fact that the patient was fagning unconsciousness worried Conway less than it did the Corpsman.
In spite of the mass of diagnostic equipment avalable to him he subscribed firmly to the bdief that a
doctor's best guide to any mdfunction was a communicative and cooperative patient. But how did one
open a conversation with a being who was a near deity...?

"We... we are going to help you," he said awkwardly. "Do you understand what I'm saying?"

The patient remained motionless as before.

Pilidasaid, "Thereisno indication that it heard you, Doctor."

"Butif it's conscious...” Conway began, and ended the sentence with a helpless shrug.

He began assembling his indruments again and with Prilidas help examined the EPLH again, paying
gpecid dtention to the organs of Sght and hearing. But there was no physicd or emationa reaction while
the examination was in progress, despite the flashing lights and a considerable amount of ungentle
probing. Conway could see no evidence of physcd mdfunction in any of the sensory organs, yet the
patient remained completely unaware of dl outsde simulus. Physicaly it was unconscious, insensble to
everything going on around it, except that Prilidaindsted that it wasn't.

What a crazy, mixed-up demi-god, thought Conway. Trust O'Mara to send him the weirdies. Aloud
he said, "The only explanation | can see for this peculiar state of affairs is that the mind you are receiving
hes severed or blocked off contact with dl its sensory equipment. The patient's condition is not the cause
of this, therefore the trouble must have a psychological basis. I'd say the beadtie is urgently in need of
psychiatric assistance.

"However," he ended, "the head-shrinkers can operate more effectively on a patient who is physicaly
wall, so | think we should concentrate on clearing up this skin condition fird..."

A specific had been developed at the hospitd againg epithdioma of the type affecting the patient, and
Peathology had dreaedy stated thet it was suited to the EPLH's metabolism and would produce no harmful
sde-effects. It took only a few minutes for Conway to measure out a test dosage and inject
subcutaneoudy. Prilidamoved up beside him quickly to see the effect. This, they both knew, was one of
the rare, rapid-action miracles of medicine—its effect would be apparent in a matter of seconds rather
than hours or days.

Ten minutes |ater nothing at al had happened.

"A tough guy," said Conway, and injected the maximum safe dose.

Almog a once the kin in the area darkened and logt its dry, cracked look. The dark area widened
perceptibly as they watched, and one of the tentacles twitched dightly.



"What's its mind doing?' said Conway.

"Much the same as before" Prilida replied, "but with mounting anxiety apparent snce the last
injection. | detect fedings of amind trying to make a decision... of making adecison...”

Prilida began to tremble violently, a clear d9gn tha the emotiond radiation of the patient had
intendfied. Conway had his mouth open to put a question when a sharp, tearing sound dragged his
atention back to the patient. The EPLH was heaving and throwing itsdf againd its resraining harness.
Two of the anchoring straps had parted and it had worked a tentacle free. The one with the club.

Conway ducked franticaly, and avoided having his head knocked off by afraction of an inch—he fdt
that ultimate in blunt instruments actudly touch his hair. But the Lieutenant was not so lucky. At amost
the end of its swing the bony mace thudded into his shoulder, throwing him across the tiny ward so hard
that he dmogt bounced off the wal. Prilicla, with whom cowardice was a prime survival characteridtic,
was dready dinging with its sucker-tipped legs to the caling, which was the only safe spot in the room.

From his position flat on the floor Conway heard other straps go and saw two more tentacles begin
feding about. He knew that in afew minutes the patient would be completely free of the harness and able
to move about the room at will. He scrambled quickly to his knees, crouched, then dived for the berserk
EPLH. As he hung on tightly with his arms around its body just below the roots of the tentacles Conway
was nearly deafened by a series of barking roars coming from the speeking orifice beside his ear. The
noise trandated as "Hep me Hep me" Smultaneoudy he saw the tentacle with the great, bony
bludgeon at its tip swing downward. There was a crash and a three inch hollow appeared on the floor a
the point where he had been lying a few seconds previoudy.

Tackling the patient the way he had done might have seemed foolhardy, but Conway had been trying
to keep his head in more ways than one. Clinging tightly to the EPLH's body below the leve of those
medly swinging tentacles, Conway knew, was the next safest place in the room.

Then he saw the Lieutenant...

The Lieutenant had his back to the wal, hdf lying and haf stting up. One am hung loosdy & his Sde
and in the other hand he hdd his gun, steadying it between his knees, and one eye was closed in a
diabalica wink while the other sghted dong the barrel. Conway shouted desperately for him to wait, but
the noise from the patient drowned him out. At every ingant Conway expected the flash and shock of
exploding bullets. He fdt parayzed with fear, he couldn't even let go.

Then suddenly it was dl over. The patient dumped onto its Sde, twitched and became motionless.
Holgering his unfired weapon the Lieutenant struggled to his feet. Conway extricated himsdf and Frilida
came down off the calling.

Awkwardly, Conway said, "Uh, | suppose you couldn't shoot with me hanging on there?'

The Lieutenant shook his head. "I'm a good shot, Doctor, | could have hit it and missed you dl right.
But it kept shouting 'Help me dl the time. That sort of thing cramps a man's syle

CHAPTER 3

It was some twenty minutes later, after Prilida had sent the Lieutenant away to have a cracked
humerus set and Conway and the GLNO were fitting the patient with a much stronger harness, that they
noticed the absence of the darker patch of skin. The patient's condition was now exactly the same as it
hed been before undergoing treatment. Apparently the hefty shot which Conway had administered had
had only atemporary effect, and that was decidedly peculiar. It wasin fact downright impossible.

From the moment Priliclas empathetic faculty had been brought to bear on the case Conway had
been sure that the root of the trouble was psychologicad. He dso knew that a severdy warped mind
could do tremendous damage to the body which housed it. But this damage was on a purely physica
levd and its method of repair—the treatment developed and proved time and time agan by
Pathology—was a hard, physcd fact dso. And no mind, regardiess of its power or degree of
mafunction, should be able to ignore, to completdy negate, a physicd fact. The Universe had, after dl,
certain fixed laws.



So far as Conway could see there were only two possible explanations. Either the rules were being
ignored because the Being who had made them had dso the right to ignore them or somehow,
someone—or some combination of circumstances or misread data—was pulling a fast one. Conway
infinitdy preferred the second theory because the firsd one was dtogether too shettering to consider
serioudy. He desperately wanted to go on thinking of his patient with asmdl P...

Nevertheess, when heleft the ward Conway paid avist to the office of Captain Bryson, the Monitor
Corps Chaplain, and consulted that officer a some length in a semi-professond  capacity—Conway
believed in carrying plenty of insurance. His next cal was on Colond Skempton, the officer in charge of
Supply, Maintenance and Communications at the Hospital. There he requested complete copies of the
patient's log—not just the sections relevant to the murder—together with any other background data
avalable to be sent to his room. Then he went to the AUGL thesatre to demondtrate operative techniques
on submarine lifeforms and before dinner he was ale to work in two hours in the Pathology
department during which he discovered quite alot about his patient's immortdity.

When he returned to his room there was a pile of typescript on his desk that was nearly two inches
thick. Conway groaned, thinking of his Sx-hour recrestion period and how he was going to spend it. The
thought obtruded of how he would have liked to spend it, bringing with it a vivid picture of the very
efident and impossbly beautiful Nurse Murchison whom he had been dating regulaly of late. But
Murchison was currently with the FGLI Maternity Section and their free periods would not coincide for
another two weeks.

In the present circumstances perhaps it was just as well, Conway thought, as he settled down for a
good long read.

The Corpsmen who had examined the patient's ship had been unable to convert the EPLH's time units
into the Earth-human scale with any accuracy, but they had been able to state quite definitdy that many of
the taped logs were severd centuries old and afew of them dated back to two thousand years or more.
Conway began with the oldest and sfted carefully through them urtil he came to the most recent. He
discovered dmog a once that they were not so much a series of taped diaries—the references to
persond items were rdaivey rare—as a catdogue of memoranda, most of which was highly technicd
and very heavy going. The data relevant to the murder, which he studied last, was much more dramétic.

... My physician is making me sick, thefind entry read, it iskilling me. | must do something. It is
a bad physician for allowing me to become ill. Somehow | must get rid of it...

Conway replaced the last sheet on its pile, sighed, and prepared to adopt a position more conducive
to creative thinking; i.e. with his chair tipped far back, feet on desk and practicdly stting on the back of
his neck.

What a mess, he thought.

The separate pieces of the puzzZle—or mogt of them, anyway—were avalable to hm now and
required only to be fitted together. There was the patient's condition, not serious so far as the Hospitd
was concerned but definitdy lethd if not treated. Then there was the data supplied by the two lans
regarding this God-like, power-hungry but essentidly beneficent race and the companions—who were
never of the same species—who dways travelled or lived with them. These companions were subject to
replacement because they grew old and died while the EPLHs did not. There were dso the Path reports,
both the firgt written one he had received before lunch and the later verba one furnished during his two
hours with Thornnastor, the FGLI Diagnodtician-in-Charge of Pathology. It was Thornnagtor's
considered opinion that the EPLH patient was not a true immortd, and the Considered Opinion of a
Diagnogtician was as near to being a rock-hard certainty as made no difference. But while immortdity
had been ruled out for various physologica reasons, the tests had shown evidence of longevity or
rgjuvenation trestments of the unsdlective type.

Fndly there had been the emotion readings furnished by Prilicla before and during their attempted
trestment of the patient's skin condition. Prilida had reported a steady radiation pattern of confusion,



axiety and helplessness. But when the EPLH had received its second injection it had gone berserk, and
the blast of emoation exploding from its mind had, in Prilicas own words, nearly fried the little empath's
brainsin their own ichor. Prilida had been unable to get a detailed reading on such a violent eruption of
emotion, manly because it had been tuned to the earlier and more gentle level on which the patient had
been radiating, but it agreed that there was evidence of indahility of the schizoid type.

Conway wriggled deeper into his chair, closed his eyes and let the pieces of the puzzle dide gently into
place.

It had begun on the planet where the EPLHs had been the dominant lifeform. In the course of time
they had achieved avilization which included intergtdlar flight and an advanced medica science. Their life
span, lengthy to begin with, was atifiddly extended so that a rdaivey short-lived species like the lans
could be forgiven for bdieving them to be immortd. But a high pride had had to be pad for their
longevity: reproduction of their kind, the norma urge toward immortdity of race in a species of mortd
individuds, would have been the fird thing to go; then their avilization would have dissolved—been
forced apart, rather—into a mass of dar-travelling, rugged individudigs and findly there would have
been the psychologica rot which set in when the risk of purely physical deterioration had gone.

Poor demi-gods, thought Conway.

They avoided each other's company for the smple reason tha they'd dready had too much of
it-century after century of each other's manneriams, habits of speech, opinions and the sheer, utter
boredom of looking a each other. They had set themselves vadt, sociologica problems- taking charge of
backward or errant planetary cultures and dragging them up by ther bootstraps, and amilar large-scae
philanthropies-because they had tremendous minds, they had plenty of time, they had congantly to fight
agang boredom and because basicaly they mugt have been nice people. And because part of the price
of such longevity was an ever-growing fear of death, they had to have their own persond physicians—no
doubt the most efficient practitioners of medicine known to them—congtantly in attendance.

Only one piece of the puzzle refused to fit and that was the odd way in which the EPLH had negated
his attempts to treat it, but Conway had no doubt that that was a physologicd detal which would soon
become clear as wdl. The important thing was that he now knew how to proceed.

Not every condition responded to medication, despite Thornnastor's dams to the contrary, and he
would have seen that surgery was indicated in the EPLH's case if the whole business had not been so
be-fogged with congderations of who and what the patient was and what it was supposed to have done.
Thefact that the patient was a near-deity, a murderer and generdly the type of being not to be trifled with
were details which should not have concerned him.

Conway sghed and swung his feet to the floor. He was beginning to fed so comfortable that he
decided he had better go to bed before hefdl adeep.

Immediately after breskfast next day Conway began sdtting up things for the EPLH's operation. He
ordered the necessary indruments and equipment sent to the observation ward, gave detailed indructions
regarding its serilization—the patient was supposed to have killed one doctor dready for dlowing it to
become sick, and adim view would be taken if another one was the cause of it catching something else
because of faulty aseptic procedures—and requested the assistance of a Trdthan surgeon to help with
the fine work. Then hdf an hour before he was due to start Conway cdled on O'Mara.

The Chief Psychologist listened to his report and intended course of action without comment until he
hed finished, then he said, "Conway, do you redize what could happen to this hospitd if that thing got
loose? And not just physcaly loose, | mean. It is serioudy disturbed mentdly, you say, if not downright
psychotic. At the moment it is unconscious, but from what you tdl me its grasp of the psychologica
sciences is such thet it could have us egting out of its manipulatory appendage just by talking at us.

“I'm concerned as to what may happen when it wakes up.”

It was the firg time Conway had heard O'Mara confess to being worried about anything. Severd
years back when a runaway spaceship had crashed into the hospitd, preading havoc and confuson
through Sixteen levds, it was sad tha Mgor O'Mara had expressed a feding of concern on that
occasion aso.



“I'm trying not to think about that,” said Conway gpologeticdly. "It just confuses the issue.™

O'Mara took a deep breath and let it out dowly through his nose, a mannerism of his which could
convey more than twenty scathing sentences. He said coldly, " Somebody should think about these things,
Doctor. | trust you will have no objection to me observing the coming operation...

To what was nothing less than a palitdy worded order there could be no reply other than an equaly
palite, "Glad to have you, Sr."

When they arrived in the observation ward the patient's "bed" had been raised to a comfortable
operating height and the EPLH itsdf was strapped securdly into position. The Trathan had taken its place
beside the recording and anesthetizing gear and had one eye on the patient, one on its equipment and the
other two directed toward Prilidlawith whom it was discussing a particularly juicy piece of scanda which
hed come to light the previous day. As the two beings concerned were PV SJ chlorine bregthers the afair
could have only an academic interest for them, but apparently their academic interest was intense. At the
gght of O'Mara, however, the scandd-mongering ceased forthwith. Conway gave the Sgnd to begin.

The anaesthetic was one of severa which Pathology had pronounced safe for the EPLH life-form, and
while it was being administered Conway found his mind going off a a tangent toward his Trathan
assdant.

Surgeons of that species were redly two beings instead of one, a combination of FGLI and OTSB.
Clinging to the leathery back of the lumbering, eephantine Trathan was a diminutive and nearly mindiess
being who lived in symbiosis with it. At first glance the OTSB looked like afurry bal with a long ponytail
gorouting from it, but a closer look showed that the ponytal was composed of scores of fine
meanipulators most of which incorporated senstive visud organs. Because of the rapport which existed
between the Trdthan and its symbiote the FGLI-OTSB comhbination were the fines surgeons in the
Gdaxy. Not dl Trdthans chose to link up with a symbiote, but FGLI medics wore them like a badge of
office.

Suddenly the OTSB scurried dong its host's back and huddled atop the dome-like head between the
eye-gtaks, its tal hanging down toward the patient and fanning out diffly. The Trdthan was ready to
begin.

"You will observe that this is a surface condition only,” Conway said, for the benefit of the recording
equipment, "and that the whole skin area looks dead, dried-up and on the point of flaking off. During the
remova of the firg skin samples no difficulty was encountered, but later specimens resisted removd to a
certain extent and the reason was discovered to be atiny rootlet, goproximately one quarter of an inch
long and invishle to the naked eye. My naked eye, that is. So it seems clear that the condition is about to
enter a new phase. The disease is beginning to dig in rather than reman on the surface, and the more
promptly we act the better.”

Conway gave the reference numbers of the Path reports and his own priminary notes on the case,
then went on, "...As the patient, for reasons which are a the moment unclear, does not respond to
medication | propose surgica remova of the affected tissue, irrigation, deansing and replacement with
surrogate skin. A Trathan-guided OTSB will be used to ensure that the rootlets are dso excised. Except
for the consderable area to be covered, which will make this a long job, the procedure is
draightforward—"

"Excuse me, Doctors,” Prilida broke in, "the patient is sill conscious.™

An argument, polite only on Prilidas side, broke out between the Tradthan and the little empath.
Prilida held that the EPLH was thinking thoughts and radiating emotions and the other maintained that it
had enough of the anaesthetic inits system to render it completely insensible to everything for at least 9x
hours. Conway brokein just as the argument was becoming personal.

"Weve had this trouble before," he said irritably. "The patient has been physicaly unconscious except
for a few minutes yesterday, snce its arivd, yet Prilida detected the presence of rationd thought
processes. Now the same effect is present whileit is under anaesthetic. | don't know how to explain this,
it will probably require a surgicd investigation of its brain structure to do so, and that is something which
will have to wait. The important thing a the moment is thet it is physcdly incapable of movement or of



feding pain. Now shdl we begin?'
To Prilida he added, "Keep ligening just in case..."

CHAPTER 4

For about twenty minutes they worked in slence, dthough the procedure did not require a high
degree of concentration. It was rather like weeding a garden, except that everything which grew was a
weed and had to be removed one plant a a time. He would ped back an affected area of kin, the
OTSB's hair-thin appendages would investigate, probe and detach the rootlets, and he would ped back
another tiny segment. Conway was looking forward to the most tedious operation of his career.

Pilida said, "I detect increasing anxiety linked with a strengthening sense of purpose. The anxiety is
becoming intense...”

Conway grunted. He could think of no other comment to make.

Five minutes later the Trdthan said, "Wewill have to dow down, Doctor. We are at a section where
the roots are much deeper...

Two minutes later Conway said, "But | can see them! How deep are they now?'

"Four inches” replied the Trathan. "And Doctor, they are vishly lengthening as we work."

"But that's impossiblel” Conway burst out; then, "Well move to another area.”

He fdt the swest begin to trickle down his forehead and just beside him Priliclas gangling, fragile body
began to quiver—but not at anything the patient was thinking. Conway's own emotiond radiation just
then was not a pleasant thing, because in the new area and in the two chosen a random after that the
result was the same. Roots from the flaking pieces of skin were burrowing deeper as they watched.

"Withdraw," said Conway harshly.

For along time nobody spoke. Prilida was shaking as if a high wind was blowing in the ward. The
Trdthan was fussng with its equipment, al four of its eyes focused on one unimportant knob. O'Mara
was looking intently at Conway, aso cdculaingly and with alarge amount of sympethy in his steady grey
eyes. The sympathy was because he could recognize when a man was genuindy in a spot and the
cdculaion was due to histrying to work out whether the trouble was Conway's fault or not.

"What happened, Doctor?' he said gently.

Conway shook his head angrily. "I don't know. Y esterday the patient did not respond to medication,
today it won't respond to surgery. Its reactions to anything we try to do for it are crazy, impossble! And
now our atempt to relieve its condition surgicaly has triggered off—something—which will send those
roots deep enough to penetrate vitd organs in a matter of minutes if their present rate of growth is
maintained, and you know what that means

"The patient's sense of anxiety is dminishing,” Prilida reported. "It is dill engaged in purposeful
thinking."

The Trdthan joined in then. It said, "'l have noticed a peculiar fact about those root-like tendrils which
join the diseased flakes of skin with the body. My symbiote has extremdy sendtive vison, you will
understand, and it reports thet the tendrils seem to be rooted at each end, o that it is impossible to tdl
whether the growth is attacking the body or the body is ddiberately holding onto the growth.”

Conway shook his head digractedly. The case was ful of mad contradictions and outright
impossihilities To begin with no patient, no matter how fouled up mentally, should be able to negate the
effects of a drug powerful enough to bring about a complete cure within haf an hour, and dl within a few
minutes. And the naturd order of things was for a being with a diseased area of skin to dough it off and
replace it with new tissue, not hang onto it grimly no matter what. It was a baffling, hopeless case.

Ye when the patient had arrived it had seemed a smple, straightforward case—Conway had fdt
more concern regarding the patient's background than its condition, whose cure he had considered a
routine matter. But somewhere aong the way he had missed something, Conway was sure, and because
of this an of omisson the patient would probably die during the next few hours. Maybe he had made a
snap diagnos's, been too sure of himsdlf, been aimindly careless.

It was pretty horrible to lose a patient at any time, and at Sector Generd losing a patient was an



extremdy rare occurrence. But to lose one whose condition no hospita anywhere in the dvilized gdaxy
would have consdered as being serious... Conway swore luridly, but stopped because he hadn't the
words to describe how he fdt about himsdf.

"Takeit easy, son.

That was O'Mara, squeezing hisarm and taking like a father. Normaly O'Mara was a bad-tempered,
bull-voiced and unapproachable tyrant who, when one went to him for help, sat meking sarcastic
remarks while the person concerned sguirmed and shamefacedly solved his own problems. His present
uncharacterigtic behaviour proved something, Conway thought bitterly. It proved that Conway had a
problem which Conway could not solve himsdif.

But in O'Maras expresson there was something more than just concern for Conway, and it was
probably that deep down the psychologist was alittle glad that things had turned out as they did. Conway
meant no reflection on O'Mara's character, because he knew that if the Mgor had been in his postion he
would have tried as hard if not harder to cure the patient, and would have fdt just as badly about the
outcome. But a the same time the Chief Psychologis must have been desperately worried about the
possibility of a being of great and unknown powers, who was adso mentaly unbalanced, being turned
loose on the Hospital. In addition O'Mara might dso be wondering if, besde a conscious and dive
EPLH, he would look like asmdl and untutored boy...

"Let's try taking it from the top again,” O'Mara said, bresking in on his thoughts. "Is there anything
you've found in the patient's background that might point to it wanting to destroy itsdf?'

"No!" sad Conway vehemently. "To the contrary! It would want desperately to live It was taking
unsdective rejuvenation treatments, which means that the complete cel-gtructure of its body was
regenerated periodicaly. As the process of soring memory is a product of aging in the brain cdls, this
would practicaly wipe its mind clean after every treatmen.

"That's why those taped logs resembled technicd memoranda,” O'Mara put in. "That's exactly what
they were. Stll, | prefer our own method of rguvenation even though we won't live so long, regenerating
damaged organs only and alowing the brain to remain untouched...”

"I know," Conway broke in, wondering why the usudly taciturn O'Mara had become so takative.
Was he trying to amplify the problem by making him state it in non-professond terms? "Bt the effect of
continued longevity trestments, as you know yoursdf, is to give the possessor an increasing fear of dying.
Despite londiness, boredom and an atogether unnaturd existence, the fear grows seedily with the
passage of time. That iswhy it dways travelled with its own private physcian, it was desperately afraid of
sckness or an accident befdling it between trestments, and that is why | can sympathize to a certain
extent with its fedings when the doctor who was supposed to keep it well dlowed it to get sck, dthough
the business of edting it afterward—"

"Soyou are onitssde,” said O'Mara dryly.

"It could make a good plea of sdf-defence” Conway retorted. "But | was saying tha it was
desperately afraid of dying, so that it would be congtantly trying to get a better, more efficient doctor for
itsdf... Oht!"

"Oh, what?' said O'Mara.

It was Prilida, the emation sendtive who replied. It said, "Doctor Conway has just had an idea.”

"What isit, you young whelp? There's no need to be so damn secretive...!" O'Mards voice had logt
its gentle fatherly tone, and there was a gleam in his eye which said that he was glad that gentleness was
no longer necessary. "What is wrong with the patient?"

Feding happy and excited and a the same time very much unsure of himsdf, Conway stumbled
across to the intercom and ordered some very unusud equipment, checked again that the patient was so
thoroughly strapped down that it would be unable to move a muscle, then he said, "My guess is that the
patient is perfectly sane and we've been blinding oursaves with psychologica red herrings. Bascdly, the
trouble is something it ate.”

"I had a bet with mysdf you would say that sometime during this case,” said O'Mara. He looked sick.



The equipment arrived— dender, pointed wooden stake and a mechanism which would drive it
downward a any required angle and controlled speeds. With the Trathan's hdp Conway st it up and
moved it into pogtion. He chose a part of the patient's body which contained severd vitd organs which
were, however, protected by nearly Sx inches of musculaure and adipose, then he set the stake in
moation. It was just touching the skin and descending at the rate of gpproximately two inches per hour.

"What the blazes is going on?' stormed O'Mara. "Do you think the patient is a vampire or something!”

"Of course nat," Conway replied. "I'm usng a wooden stake to give the patient a better chance of
defending itsdf. You wouldn't expect it to stop a sted one, would you." He motioned the Trathan
forward and together they watched the area where the stake was entering the EPLH's body. Every few
minutes Prilida reported on the emotiond radiation. O'Mara paced up and down, occasondly muitering
to himsdf.

The point had penetrated amog a quarter of an inch when Conway noticed the firs coarsening and
thickening of the skin. It was taking place in aroughly circular area, about four inches in diameter, whose
centre was the wound crested by the stake. Conway's scanner showed a spongy, fibrous growth forming
under the skin to a depth of hdf an inch. Visbly the growth thickened and grew opaqgue to his scanner's
current setting, and within ten minutes it had become a hard, bony plate. The stake had begun to bend
damingly and was on the point of snapping.

"I'd say the defences are now concentrated at this one point,” Conway said, trying to keep his voice
steady, "0 we'd better haveit out.”

Conway and the Trathan rapidly incised around and undercut the newly-formed bony plate, which
was immediady trandferred into a Serile, covered receptacle. Quickly preparing a shot—a not quite
maximum dose of the specific he had tried the previous day—Conway injected, then went back to
hdping the Trathan with the repair work on the wound. This was routine work and took about fifteen
minutes, and when it was finished there could be no doubt at dl that the patient was responding favorably
to treatment.

Over the congratulations of the Trdthan and the horrible threats of O'Mara—the Chief Psychologist
wanted some questions answered, fas—Prilicda said, "You have effected a cure, Doctor, but the
patient's anxiety leve has markedly increased. It isamodt frantic.”

Conway shook his head, grinning. "The patient is heavily anaesthetised and cannot fed anything.
However, | agree that at this present moment..." He nodded toward the Sterile container, "...its persond
physcian must be feding pretty bad."

In the container the excised bone had begun to soften and lesk afantly purplish liquid. The liquid was
rippling and dashing gently about at the bottom of the container asif it had a mind of its own. Which was,
infact, the case.

Conway was in O'Mara's office winding up his report on the EPLH and the Maor was being highly
complimentary in alanguage which at times made the compliments indisinguishable from insults. But this
was O'Maras way, Conway was beginning to redize, and the Chief Psychologis was polite and
sympathetic only when he was professondly concerned about a person.

He was dill asking questions.

"An intdligent, amoebic lifeform, a organized collection of submicroscopic, virustype cdls, would
make the most efficent doctor obtainable,” said Conway in reply to one of them. "It would reside within
its patient and, given the necessary data, control any disease or organic mafunction from the indgde. To a
being who is pathologicdly afraid of dying it must have seemed perfect. And it was, too, because the
trouble which developed was not redly the doctor's fault. It came about through the patient's ignorance
of its own physologica background.

"Theway | seeit," Conway went on, "the patient had been taking its rguvenation treatments at an
early stage of its biologicdl lifetime. | meen that it did not wait until middle or old age before regenerating
itsdf. But on this occasion, ether because it forgot or was careless or had been working on a problem
which took longer than usud, it aged more then it had previoudy and acquired this skin condition.
Pethology says that this was probably a common complaint with this race, and the norma course would



be for the EPLH to dough off the affected skin and carry on as usud. But our patient, because the type
of its rguvenation treatment caused memory damage, did not know this, so its persona physcian did not
know it either."

Conway continued, "This, er, resdent physcian knew very little about the medical background of its
patient-host's body, but its motto must have been to maintain the status quo at dl costs. When pieces of
its patient's body threstened to break away it held onto them, not redizing that this could have been a
norma occurrence like loang hair or a reptile periodicdly shedding its skin, especiadly as its master would
have inasted that the occurrence was not naturd. A pretty fierce sruggle must have developed between
the patient's body processes and its doctor, with the patient's mind aso ranged againg its doctor.
Because of this the doctor had to render the patient unconscious the better to do what it considered to be
theright thing.

"When we gave it the test shots the doctor neutrdized them. They were a foreign substance being
introduced into its patient's body, you see. And you know what happened when we tried surgicd
removd. It was only when we threatened underlying vitd organs with that stake, forcing the doctor to
defend its patient at that one point...

"When you began asking for wooden stakes,” saidd O'Mara dryly, "I thought of putting you in a tight
harness.”

Conway grinned. He said, "I'm recommending that the EPLH takes his doctor back. Now that
Pethology has given it a fuller understanding of its employer's medical and physiologica history it should
be the ultimate in persond physcians, and the EPLH is smart enough to see that.”

OMarasmiledin return. "And | was worried about what it might do when it became conscious. Bt it
turned out to be a very friendly, likesble type. Quite charming, in fact.”

As Conway rose and turned to go he said dyly, "That's because it's such a good psychologid. It is
pleasant to people dl thetime..."

He managed to get the door shut behind him before the explosion.

CHAPTERS

In time the EPLH patient, whose name was Lonvelin, was discharged and the steady procession of
aling e-ts who came under his care made the memory of Lonvdlin's fade in Conway's mind. He did not
know whether the EPLH had returned to its home gdaxy or was 4ill wandering this one in search of
good deeds to do, and he was being kept too busy to care ether way. But Conway was not quite
finished with the EPLH.

Or more accuratdly, Lonvelin was not quite finished with Conway ...

"How would you like to get away from the hospitd for a few months, Doctor?' O'Mara said, when
Conway had presented himsdlf in the Chief Psychologist's office in answer to an urgent summons over the
PA. "It would be in the nature of a holiday, admog.”

Conway fdt hisinitid unease grow rgpidly into panic. He had urgent persona reasons for not leaving
the hospitd for afew months. He said, "Wal..."

The psychologist raised his head and fixed Conway with apair of levd grey eyes which saw so much
and which opened into a mind so keenly andyticd that together they gave O'Mara what amounted to a
telepathic faculty. He said dryly, "Don't bother to thank me, it is your own fault for curing such powerful,
influentid patients.”

He went on briskly, "This is a large assgnment, Doctor, but it will congst manly of clericd work.
Normdlly it would be given to someone a Diagnodiician levd, but that EPLH, Lonvdlin, has been a
work on a planet which it saysis urgently in need of medicd aid. Lonvelin has requested Monitor Corps
as wdl as hogpital assistance in this, and has asked that you persondly should direct the medicd sde.
Apparently a Gresat Intdllect isn't needed for the job, just one with a peculiar way of looking at things..."

"You're too kind, gr," said Conway.

Grinning, O'Mara said, "I've told you before, I'm here to shrink heads, not inflate them. And now, this
is the report on the gtuation there a the moment..." He did the file he had been reading across to



Conway, and stood up. "You can brief yoursdf on it when you board ship. Be at Lock Sixteen to board
Vespasian a 2130, meanwhile | expect you have loose ends to tidy up. And Conway, try not to look as
if dl your relatives had died. Very probably shell wait for you. If she doesn't, why you have two hundred
and saventeen other femae DBDGs to chase after. Goodbye and good luck, Doctor."

Outsde O'Mara's office Conway tried to work out how best to tidy up hisloose ends in the Sx hours
remaning before embarkation time. He was scheduled to take a group of trainees through a basic
orientation lecture in ten minutes from now, and it was too late to foi that job onto someone else. That
would kill three of the x hours, four if he was unlucky and today he fdt unlucky. Then an hour to tape
indructions regarding his more serious ward patients, then dinner. He might just do it. Conway began
hurrying toward Lock Seven on the one hundred and eighth level.

He arrived at the lock antechamber just as the inner sed was opening, and while catching his breath
began mentdly checking off the trainees who were filing past him. Two Kegian DBLFs who undulated
past like giant, slver-furred caterpillars, then a PV'SJ from lllensa, the outlines of its spiny, membranous
body softened by the chlorine fog indde its protective envelope; a water-breathing Creppelian octopoid,
classfication AMSL, whose suit made loud bubbling noises. These were followed by five AACPS, arace
whose remote ancestors had been a species of mobile vegetable. They were dow moving, but the CO,
tanks which they wore seemed to be the only protection they needed. Then another Kelgian...

When they were dl ingde and the sedl closed behind them Conway spoke. Quite unnecessarily and
smply as a means of breaking the conversationd ice, he said, "Is everyone present?”

Inevitably they dl replied in chorus, sending Conway's Trandator into a howl of osaillaion. Sghing, he
began the customary procedure of introducing himsdf and bidding his new colleagues welcome. It was
only at the end of these polite formdities that he worked in a gentle reminder regarding the operating
principles of the Trandator, and the advisahility of peaking one at atime so as not to overload it...

On their home worlds these were dl very important people, medicaly speaking. It was only at Sector
Generd that they were new boys, and for some of them the trandtion from acknowledged mester to
lowly pupil might be difficult, so that large quantities of tact were necessary when handling them at this
dage. Later, however, when they began to sdttle in, they could be bawled out for their mistakes like
anyone else.

"l propose to start our tour a Reception,” Conway went on, "where the problems of admittance and
intid treatment are dedt with. Then, providing the environment does not require complex protective
arrangements for ourselves and the patient's condition is not criticd, we will vigt the adjacent wards to
observe examination procedures on newly-arrived patients. If anyone wants to ask questions at any time,
fed free to do so.

"On the way to Reception,” he continued, "we will use corridors which may be crowded. Thereis a
complicated sysem of precedence governing the rights of way of junior and senior medicd daff, a
system which you will learn in time. But for the present there is just one Smple rule to remember. If the
being coming at you is bigger than you are, get out of its way."

He was about to add that no doctor in Sector Generd would ddiberately trample a colleague to
death, but thought better of it. A great many e-ts did not have a sense of humour and such a harmless
pleasantry, if taken literdly, could lead to endless complications. Instead he said, "Follow me, please.”

Conway arranged for the five AACPs, who were the dowest-moving of the group, to follow himsdf
and st the pace for the others. After them came the two Kegians whose undulating gait was only dightly
fagter than the vegetable life-forms preceding them. The chlorine-bregther came next and the Creppdlian
octopoid brought up the rear, the bubbling noise from its suit giving Conway an audible indication that his
fifty-yard long tall was dl in one piece.

Strung out as they were there was no point in Conway trying to talk, and they negotiated the firg
dage of the journey in slence—three ascending ramps and a couple of hundred yards of sraight and
angled corridors. The only person they met coming in the opposite direction was a Nidian wearing the
amband of atwo-year intern. Nidians averaged four feet in height so that nobody was in any danger of
being trampled to death. They reached the internd lock which gave access to the water breather's



section.

In the adjoining dressing room Conway supervised the suiting-up of the two Kedgians, then dimbed
into a light-weight suit himsdf. The AACPs sad that thelr vegetable metabolism enabled them to exist
under water for long periods without protection. The lllensan was dready seded agang the
oxygen-laden ar so tha the equdly poisonous water did not worry it. But the Creppelian was a
water-breather and wanted to take its suit off—it had eight legs which badly needed dreiching, it said.
But Conway vetoed this on the grounds that it would only be in the water for fifteen minutes at most.

The lock opened into the main AUGL ward, a vast, shadowy tank of tepid green water two hundred
feet deep and five hundred feet across. Conway quickly discovered that moving the trainees from the
lock to the corridor entrance on the other side was like trying to drive a three dimensond herd of cattle
through green glue. With the Sngle exception of the Creppelian they dl logt their sense of direction in the
water within the firg few minutes. Conway had to swim franticaly around them, gedticulating and shouting
directions, and despite the cooling and drying dements in his suit the interior soon became like an
overheated Turkish bath. Severa times he logt his temper and directed his charges to a place other than
the corridor entrance.

And during one particularly chaotic moment an AUGL patient—one of the forty-foot, armoured,
figrlike natives of Chalderescol [l—swam ponderoudy toward them. It closed to within five yards,
causng a near panic anong the AACPs, sad "Studentd” and swam away again. Chaders were
notorioudy antisocia during convaescence, but the incident did not help Conway's temper any.

It seemed much longer than fifteen minutes later when they were assembled in the corridor & the other
dde of the tank. Conway said, "Three hundred yards dong this corridor is the transfer lock into the
oxygen section of Reception, which isthe best place to see what is going on there. Those of you who are
wearing protection againg water only will remove their suits, the others will go straight through. .."

As he was svimming with them toward the lock the Creppelian said to one of the AACPs, "Oursis
supposed to be filled with superheated steam, but you have to have done something very bad to be sent
there" To which the AACP replied, "Our Hdl is hat, too, but thereis no moigureinit a dl..."

Conway had been about to gpologize for losing his temper back in the tank, fearing that he might have
hurt some sengtive extra-terrestrial fedings, but obvioudy they hadn't taken what held said very serioudy.

CHAPTER 6

Through the transparent wadl of its observation gdlery, Reception showed as a large, shadowy room
containing three large control desks, only one of which was currently occupied. The being seated before
it was another Nidian, a amdl humanoid with seven-fingered hands and an overdl coat of tight, curly red
fur. Indicator lights on the desk showed that it had jus made contact with a ship gpproaching the
hospitdl.

Conway sad, "Ligen..."

"Identify yoursdlf, please" said the red teddy bear inits staccato, barking speech—which was filtered
through Conway's Trandator as flat, toneless English and which came to the others as equdly tondess
Kegian, lllensan or whatever. "Petient, vigtor or saff, and species?’

"Alot, with one passenger-patient aboard,” came the reply. "Both human.”

There was a short pause, then; "Give your physologicd classfication, please, or make full-vison
contact,” sad the Nidian with a very Earth human wink toward the watchers in the gdlery. "All intdligent
races refer to ther own species as human and think of dl others as being nonhuman. What you call
yoursdlf has no meaning so far as preparing accommodation for the patient is concerned...”

Conway muted the speaker which carried the conversation between ship and receptionist into the
gdlery and said, "This is as good a time as any to explain our physologica dassfication sysem to you.
Briefly, that is, because later there will be specid lectures on this subject.”

Clearing his throat, he began, "In the four-letter classfication system the fird letter indicates the leve
of physcd evolution, the second denotes the type and digtribution of limbs and sense organs and the
other two the combination metabolism and pressure and gravity requirements, which in turn give an
indication of the physicd mass and form of protective tegument possessed by the being. | must mention



here, in case any of you might fed inferior regarding your classfication, thet the levd of physca evolution
has no relaion to the levd of intdligence..."

Species with the prefix A, B and C, he went onto explain, were water breathers. On most worlds life
hed originated in the sea and these beings had devel oped high intdligence without having to leave it. D
through F were warm-blooded oxygen-bresthers, into which group fdl most of the intdligence races in
the gdaxy, and the G and K types were adso oxygen breathing but insectile. The Ls and Ms were
light-gravity, winged beings.

Chlorine-breathing life-forms were contained in the O and P groups, and after that came the more
exotic, the more highly-evolved physcdly and the downrignt werd types—radiation-eaters,
frigid-blooded or cryddline beings, and entities capable of modifying their physcd dructure a will.
Those possessing extrarsensory powers sufficdently well-developed to make walking or manipulatory
appendages unnecessary were given the prefix V, regardiess of Sze or shape.

Conway admitted to anomdiesin the system, but these could be blamed on the lack of imegination by
its originators. One of the species present in the observation gdlery was a case in point—the AACP type
with its vegetable metabolism. Normdly the A prefix denoted a water breather, there being nothing lower
inthe system than the piscatorid life forms. But the AACPs were vegetables and plants had come before
fish.

"...Great dress islad on the importance of a rapid and accurate classfication of incoming patients,
who very often arein no condition to furnish this information themsdalves™ Conway went on. "ldedly, you
should reach a stage of proficiency which will enable you to rattle off a dlassfication after a three-second
glimpse of an e-t foot or section of tegument.

"But look there," he said, pointing.

Over the control desk three screens were dight, and adjacent indicators added detal to the
informetion contained in the pictures. The firgt showed the interior of Lock Three, which contained two
Earth-human orderlies and a large stretcher-carrier. The orderlies wore heavy duty suits and anti-gravity
belts, which didn't surprise Conway at dl because Lock Three and its associated levels were mantained
a five Gs with pressure to match. Another screen showed the exterior of the lock with its transfer
servo-mechanisms and the ship about to make contact, and the third picture was being relayed from
ingde the ship and showed the patient. Conway said, "You can see tha it is a heavy, squat lifeform
possessing Sx appendages which serve both as arms and legs. Its skin is thick, very tough and pitted dl
over, and is aso encrusted in places with a dry, brownish substance which sometimes flakes off when the
patient moves. Pay particular atention to this brown substance, and to features which seem to be missng
from the body. The tdl-tales show a warm-blooded, oxygen-breathing metabolism adapted to a gravity
pull of four Gs. Would one of you like to dassfy it for me?'

There was along silence, then the Creppdian AMSL twitched a tentacle and said, "FROL, sr."

"Vey dose" said Conway approvingly. "However, | hgppen to know that this being's atmosphere is
adense, nearly opaque soup, the resemblance to soup being increased by the fact that its lower reaches
are dive with amd| arborne organisms which it feeds upon. You missed the fact thet it has no eating
mouth but absorbs food directly via the pitting in its skin. When travedling in space, however, the food has
to be sprayed on, hence the brownish encrustation—"

"FROB," sad the Creppelian quickly.

"Correct.”

Conway wondered whether this AMSL was alittle brighter than the others or just less shy. He made
amenta note to keep an eye on this particular batch of trainees. He could use a bright assigtant in his
own wards.

Waving goodbye to the furry receptionist, Conway gathered his flock about him again and headed
them toward the FGLJ ward five levels below. After that came other wards until Conway decided to
introduce them to the complex, far flung department of the Hospital without whose constant and efficient
working the tremendous establishment of Sector Generad could not have functioned and the vast
multitude of its patients, gaff and maintenance personne could not have lived.

Conway was feding hungry, and it was time he showed them where they dl ate.



AACPs did not eat in the norma manner but planted themselves during their deep period in specidly
prepared soil and absorbed nutriment in that way. After seeing them settled he deposited the PVSJ in the
dim, noisome depths of the hdl where the chlorine-breathers ate, and this left him with the two DBLFs
and the AMSL to dispose of.

The largest dining hdl in the hospitd, the one devoted to oxygen breathers, was close by. Conway
saw the two Kedgians placed with a group of their own species, then with a look of hungry yearning
toward the Senior's enclosure he hurried out again to take care of the Creppelian.

To reach the section catering for the water-breathers necessitated a fifteen minute walk dong some of
the busiest corridors of the hospital. Entities of dl shapes and szes flapped, undulated and sometimes
walked past them. Conway had become inured to being jostled by dephantine Trathans and having to
gdep caefully around the fragile, dminutive LSVOs, but the Creppdian was like an armour plated
octopus waking on eggs—there were times when the AMSL seemed afraid to move. The bubbling
sounds from its suit had increased noticegbly, too.

Conway tried to make it relax by getting it to talk about its previous hospita experience, but without
much success. Then suddenly they turned a corner and Conway saw hisold friend Prilida coming from a
gde ward...

The AMSL went "Wheep!" and its eght legs threshed franticdly into reverse. One of them swung
heavily into the back of Conway's knees and he sat down violently. The octopoid took off down the
corridor, dill wheeping.

"What the blazes...!" said Conway, with what he thought later was commendable restraint.

"Thisismy fault entirdly, | frightened it," said Prilida as it hurried up. "Are you hurt, Doctor?'

"You frightened it..."

The gentle, spider-like creature from Cinruss gpologised, "Yes, I'm afrad so. The combination of
surprise and what seems to be a deeply rooted xenophobic neurosis caused a panic reaction. It is badly
frightened but not completely out of control. Are you hurt, Doctor?"

"Jugt my fedings" Conway growled, scrambling to hisfeet and going after the fleeng Creppdlian, who
was now out of Sght and very nearly out of earshot.

His progress in the wake of the AMSL became a repid zigzag that was hdf sprint and hdf watz. To
his superiors he cdled "Excuse me" and to equds and inferiors he bawled "Gangway!" Almogt a once
he began to overtake the AMSL, proving once again that as an efficient means of locomotion two feet
were much better than eght, and he was just drawing levd when the being trapped itsdf neetly by tuming
into alinen storeroom. Conway skidded to a hdt outside the sill open door, went in and closed it firmly
behind him.

Ascdmly as shortage of breath would dlow he said, "Why did you run avay?'

Words poured suddenly from the AMSL. The Trandator filtered out dl the emotiona overtones but
from the sheer rgpidity of its speech he knew that the Creppelian was having the equivadent of hysterics,
and as he ligened he knew that Prilicas emotiond reading had been right. Here was a xenophobic
neuross and no mistake.

O'Marawill get you if you don't watch out, he thought grimly.

Given even the highest qudlities of tolerance and mutud respect, there were dill occasions when
inter-racid friction occurred in the hospitdl. Potentidly dangerous Stuations arose through ignorance or
misunderdanding, or a being could develop xenophobia to a degree which affected its professond
effidency, mentd ability, or both. An Earth humean doctor, for instance, who had a subconscious fear of
spiders would not be able to bring to bear on a Cinruskin patient the proper degree of dinicd
detachment necessary for its treetment. And if one of the Cmrusskins, like Prilicla, were to treat such an
Earth-human patient...

It was O'Mards job as Chief Psychologigt to detect and eradicate such trouble—or if dl dse faled,
to remove the potentidly dangerous individuds—before such friction developed into open conflict.
Conway did not know how O'Mara would react to a hulking great AMSL who fled in panic from such a
fragile creature as Dr. Prilida

When the Creppelian's outburst began to ease off Conway raised his hand for attention and said, "l



redize now that Dr. Prilicda bears a physca resemblance to a species of smdl, amphibious predator
native to your home world, and that in your youth you experienced an extremdy harrowing incident with
these animds. But Doctor Prilidais not an anima and the resemblance is purdy visud. Far from being a
threat you could kill Prilidaif you were to touch it cardlesdy.

"Knowing this" Conway ended serioudy, "would you be frightened into running if you were to meet
this being again?'

" don't know," said the AMSL. "I might."

Conway sighed. He could not help remembering his own firs weeks at Sector Generd and the
horrible, nightmare creatures which had haunted his deep. What had made the nightmares particularly
horrifying had been the fact that they were not figments of his imagination but actud, physcd redities
which in many cases were only afew bulkheads away.

He had never fled from any of these nightmares who had later become his teachers, colleagues and
eventudly friends. But to be honest with himsdf this was not due so much to intestind fortitude as the fact
that extreme fear had a tendency to paralyze Conway rather than to make him run away.

"I think you may need psychiaric assstance, Doctor,” he told the Creppdian gently, "and the
hospital's Chief Psychologist will help you. But | would advise you not to consult im at once. Spend a
week or so trying to adapt to the Stuation before going to him. Y ou will find that he will think more highly
of you for doing this. .

..And less likdly, he added glently, to send you packing as unsuited for duty in a multi-environment
hospitdl.

The Creppeian Ieft the storeroom with very little persuasion, after Conway told it that Prilida was the
only GLNO in the hospitd a the moment and that their paths were very unlikdy to cross twice in the
same day. Ten minutes later the AMSL was settled in its dining tank and Conway was meking for his
own dinner by the fastest possible route.

CHAPTER 7

By a stroke of luck he saw Dr. Mannon a an otherwise empty table in the Senior's enclosure.
Mannon was an Earth-human who had once been Conway's superior and was now a Senior Phydcian
wel on the way to achieving Diagnodtician status. Currently he was alowed to retain three physology
tapes—those of a Trathan specidigt in microsurgery and two which had been made by surgeons of the
low-gravity LSVO and MSVK species—but despite this his reactions were reasonably human. At the
moment he was working through a salad with his eyes turned toward Heaven and the dining hdl cdlling in
an effort not to look a what he was edating. Conway sat down fadng him and made a sympathetic,
guerying noise.

"I've had a Trdthan and a LSV O on my lig this afternoon, both long jobs" Mannon said grumpily.
"You know how it is, I've been thinking like them too much. If only these blasted Trdthans weren't
vegetarians, or the LSV Os weren't sickened by anything which doesn't look like bird seed. Are you
anybody else today?"

Conway shook his head. "Just me. Do you mind if | have steak?'

"No, jugt don't talk about it."

"l won't."

Conway knew only too well the confuson, mentd double vison and the severe emationd disturbance
which went with a physiology tape that had become too thoroughly keyed in to the operating physician's
mind. He could remember a time only three months ago when he had fdlen hopeesdy—but
hopdesdy—in love with one of a group of vidting specidigs from Mdf IV. The Mdfans were
ELNTs-sx-legged, amphibious, vagudy crab-like beings—and while one hdf of his mind had inssted
that the whole affair was ridiculous the other haf thought lovingly of that gorgeoudy marked carapace
and genegrdly fdt like baying at the moon.

Physology tapes were decidedly a mixed blessng, but thelr use was necessary because no angle
being could hope to hold in its brain dl the physologicd data needed for the trestment of patients in a
multienvironment hospital. The incredible mass of data required to take care of them was furnished by



means of Educator tapes, which were smply the brain recordings of grest medicd specidigts of the
various species concerned. If an Earth-human doctor had to treat a Kelgian patient he took one of the
DBLF physiology tapes until trestment was complete, after which he had it erased. But Senior Physicians
with teaching duties were often caled onto retain these tapes for long periods, which wasn't much fun at
dl.

The only good thing from ther point of view was that they were better off than the Diagnogticians.
They were the hospitd's dite. A Diagnogtician was one of those rare beings whose mind was considered
gtable enough to retain permanently up to ten physiology tapes smultaneoudy. To ther data-crammed
minds was given the job of origind research in xenologicd medicine and the diagnosis and trestment of
new diseases in hitherto unknown life-forms. There was a well-known saying in the hospitd, reputed to
have originated with O'Mara himsdif, that anyone sane enough to want to be a Diagnogtician was mad.

For it was not only physologica data which the tapes imparted, the complete memory and persondity
of the entity who had possessed that knowledge was impressed on the recaiving brain as well. In effect a
Diagnogtician subjected himsdf or itsdf voluntarily to the most drastic form of multiple schizophrenia, with
the dien persondity sharing his mind so utterly different that in many cases they did not have even a
system of logic in common.

Conway brought his thoughts back to the here and now. Mannon was spesking again.

"A funny thing about the taste of sdad,”" he said, dill glaring at the calling as he ate, "is that none of my
ater egos seem to mind it. The Sght of it yes, but not the taste. They don't particularly like it, mind, but
neither does it completely revalt them. At the same time there are few species with an overwhdming
passon for it, ether. And speaking of overwheming passions, how about you and Murchison?”

One of these days Conway expected to hear gears clashing, the way Mannon changed subjects so
quickly.

"Il be seeing her tonight if I've time" he replied carefully. "However, we re just good friends.”

"Haw," said Mannon.

Conway make an equdly violent switch of subjects by hurriedly bregking the news about his latest
assgnment. Mannon was the best in the world, but he had the painful habit of pulling a person's leg unil it
threatened to come off a the hip. Conway managed to keep the conversation off Murchison for the rest
of the medl.

As soon as Mannon and himsdf split up he went to the intercom and had a few words with the
doctors of various species who would be taking over the indruction of the trainees, then he looked at his
watch. There was amogt an hour before he was due aboard Vespasian. He began to wak a little more
hurriedly than befitted a Senior Physician...

The 9gn over the entrance read "Recredtion Leve, Species DBDG, DBLF, ELNT, GKNM &
FGLI." Conway went in, changed his whites for shorts and began searching for Murchison.

Trick lighting and some redly inspired landscgping had given the recreation levd the illuson of
tremendous spaciousness. The overdl effect was of a andl, tropica beach enclosed on two sdes by
diffsand open to the sea, which stretched out to a horizon rendered indidtinct by hest haze. The sky was
blue and cloudless—redigtic cloud effects were difficult to reproduce, a maintenance engineer had told
him—and the water of the bay was deep blue shading to turquoise. It lapped againg the golden, gently
doping beach whose sand was dmogt too warm for the feet. Only the atificd sun, which was too much
on the reddish sde for Conway's taste, and the dien greenery fringing the beach and diff's kept it from
looking like atropica bay anywhere on Earth.

But then space was a a premium in Sector Generd and the people who worked together were
expected to play together as well.

The mogt effective, yet completdy unseen, aspect of the place was the fact that it was maintained at
one-hdf normd gravity. A haf-G meant that people who were tired could rdax more comfortably and
the ones who were feding livdy could fed livdier dill, Conway thought wryly as a steep, dow-moving
wave ran up the beach and broke around his knees. The turbulence in the bay was not produced
atificddly, but varied in proportion to the sze, number and enthusasm of the bathers uang it.

Projecting from one of the diffs were a series of diving ledges connected by concedled tunnels



Conway dimbed to the highed, fifty-foot ledge and from this point of vantage tried to find a DBDG
femdein awhite svimauit caled Murchison.

She wasnt in the restaurant on the other diff, or in the shdlows adjoining the beach, or in the deep
green water under the diving ledges. The sand was thickly littered with redining forms which were large,
amdl, leathery, scaly and furry—but Conway had no difficulty separating the Earth-human DBDGs from
the generd mass, they being the only intdligent speciesin the Federation with a nudity taboo. So he knew
that anyone wearing dothing, no matter how abbreviated, was what he considered a human being.

Suddenly he caught a glimpse of white which was partly obscured by two patches of green and one of
ydlow standing around it. That would be Murchison, dl right. He took a quick bearing and retraced his
steps.

When Conway approached the crowd around Murchison, two Corpsmen and an intern from the
eghty-seventh leve dispersed with obvious reluctance. In a voice which, much to his disgugt, had gone
up in pitch, he said, "Hi. Sorry I'm late.”

Murchison shielded her eyes to look up a him. "l just arrived mysdf,” she said, amiling. "Why don't
you lie down?"

Conway dropped onto the sand but remained propped on one elbow, looking & her.

Murchison possessed a combination of physca features which made it impossble for any
Earth-human mae member of the gaff to regard her with anything like dinica detachment, and regular
exposure to the atifica but UV-rich sun had given her a deep tan made richer by the dazzling contrast of
her white swimsuit. Dark auburn hair stirred restively in the atificid breeze, her eyes were closed again
and her lipsdightly parted. Her respiration was dow and deep, that of a person ether perfectly relaxed
or adeep, and the things it was doing to her swvimsuit was adso doing things to Conway. He thought
suddenly thet if she was telepathic at this moment she would be up and running for dear life...

"You look," she said, opening one eye, "like somebody who wants to growl deep in his throat and
beat his manly, clean-shaven chest—"

"It ign't clean-shaven," Conway protested, "it'sjust naturdly not hairy. But | want you to be serious for
amoment. I'd like to talk to you, done, | mean..."

" don't care either way about chests,” she said soothingly, "so you don't have to fed bad about it."

"I dont," sad Conway, then doggedly; "Cant we get away from this menagerie and... Oops,
Sampede!™

He reached across quickly and clapped his hand over her eyes, Smultaneoudy dosing his own.

Two Trdthans on a totdl of twelve, dephantine feet thundered past within a few yards of them and
ploughed into the shallows, scattering sand and spray over a radius of fifty yards. The haf-G conditions
which dlowed the normdly dow and ponderous FGLIs to gamboal like lambs also kept the sand they had
kicked up arborne for a consderable time. When Conway was sure that the last grains had settled he
took his hand away from Murchison's eyes. But not completely.

Hestantly, a litle awkwardly, he did his hand over the soft warm contour of her cheek until he was
cupping the sde of her jaw in his pam. Then gently he pushed his fingers into the soft tangle of curls
behind her ear. He fdt her diffen, then rdax again.

"Uh, see what | mean," he said dry-mouthed. "Unless you like half ton bullies kicking sand in your face

"WEéll be done later,” said Murchison, laughing, “when you take me home."

"And then what hgppend” Conway said disgugtedly. "Just the same as lagt time. Well snesk up to
your door, being very careful not to wake your roommate who has to go on early duty, and then that
damned servo will come trundling up..." Angrily, Conway began to mimic the taped voice of the robot as
he went on, "... | percelve that you are beings of dassficaiion DBDG and are of differing genders, and
note further that you have been in close juxtaposition for a period of two minutes forty-eight seconds. In
the circumstances | must respectfully remind you of Regulation Twenty-one, Sub-section Three regarding
the entertaining of vistorsin DBDG Nurses Quarters..."

Almaog choking, Murchison said, "I'm sorry, it must have been very frudrating for you.”

Conway thought sourly that the expresson of sorrow was rather spoiled by the suppressed laughter
preceding it. He leaned closer and took her gently by the shoulder. He said, "It was and is. | want to talk



to you and | won't have time to see you home tonight. But | don't want to tak here, you dways head for
the water when | get you cornered. Well, | want to get you in a corner, both literdly and
conversationdly, and ask some serious questions. Thisbeing friends iskilling me..."

Murchison shook her head. She took his hand away from her shoulder, squeezed it and said, "Let's
svm.”

Seconds later as he chased her into the shdlows he wondered if perhaps she wasn't a little telepathic
after dl. She was certainly running fast enough.

In haf-G conditions sMmming was an exhilaraing experience. The waves were high and steep and
the smdlest splash seemed to hang in the ar for seconds, with individud drops sparkling red and amber
inthe sun. A badly executed dive by one of the heavier life-forms—the FGLIs especidly had an awful ot
of bely to flop—could cause redly spectacular effects. Conway was threshing medly after Murchison on
the fringe of just such atitanic upheava when aloudspeaker on the diff roared into life

"Doctor Conway," it boomed. "Will Doctor Conway report at Lock Sixteen for embarkation, please.”

They were waking rgpidly up the beach when Murchison said, very serioudy for her, "I didnt know
you were leaving. I'll change and see you off."

There was a Monitor Corps officer in the lock antechamber. When he saw Conway had company he
sad, "Doctor Conway? We leave in fifteen minutes, Sr," and disappeared tectfully. Conway stopped
besde the boarding tube and so did Murchison. She looked a him but there was no particular
expression on her face, it was just beautiful and very desirable. Conway went on tdling her about his
important new assgnment dthough he didnt want to tak about that a dl. He taked rgpidly and
nervoudy until he heard the Monitor officer returning dong the tube, then he pulled Murchison tightly
agang him and kissed her hard.

He couldn't tdl if she responded. He had been too sudden, too ungentle. ..

"Il be gone about three months" he said, in a voice which tried to explain and gpologise a the same
time. Then with forced lightness he ended, "And in the morming | won't fed a bit sorry.”

CHAPTER 8

Conway was shown to his cabin by an officer wearing a medic's caduceus over his inggnia who
introduced himsdf as Mgor Stillman. Although he spoke quietly and politdy Conway got the impresson
that the Mgor was not a person who would be overawed by anything or anybody. He sad that the
Captain would be pleased to see Conway in the control room &fter they had made the fird jump, to
welcome him aboard persondly.

A little later Conway met Colond Williamson, the ship's Captain, who gave him the freedom of the
ship. Thiswas a courtesy rare enough on a government ship to impress Conway, but he soon discovered
that dthough nobody said anything he was Smply in everyone's way in the control room, and twice he
log hmsdf while trying to explore the ship's interior. The Monitor heavy cruiser Vespasan was much
larger than Conway had redized. After being guided back by a friendly Corpsman with a
too-expressionless face he decided that he would spend mogt of the trip in his cabin familiaizing himsdf
with his new assignment.

Colond Williamson had given him copies of the more detailed and recent information which had come
inthrough Monitor Corps channds, but he began by studying the file which O'Mara had given him.

The being Lonvellin had been on the way to a world, about which it had heard some very nasty
rumors, in a practicaly unexplored section of the Lesser Megellanic Cloud, when it had been taken ill and
admitted to Sector Generd. Shortly after being pronounced cured it had resumed the journey and a few
weeks later it had contacted the Monitor Corps. It had stated that conditions on the world it had found
were both sociologicaly complex and medicaly barbaric, and that it would need advice on the medica
gde before it could begin to act effectively againg the many socid ills &flicting this truly distressed planet.
It had dso asked if some beings of physologicd classficaion DBDG could be sent dong to act as
informetion gatherers as the natives were of that dassficaion and were vidently hodtile to dl off-planet
life, a fact which serioudy hampered Lonvdlin's activities.

The fact of Lonvelin asking for hep of any sort was surprisng in itsdf in view of the enormous



intdlligence and experience of his species in lving vast sociologica problems. But on this occasion
things had gone disastroudy wrong, and Lonvdlin had been kept too busy usng its defensive science to
do anything else.

According to Lonvelin's report it had begun by observing the planet from space during many
rotations, monitoring the radio transmissions through its Trandator, and taking particular note of the low
levd of indudridization which contrasted so oddly with the single, gill functioning space port. When dl
the information which it had thought necessary had been collected and evauated it chose what it
considered to be the best place to land.

From the evidence a hand Lonvelin judged the world-the native's name for it was Etla-to have been
a once-prosperous colony which had regressed for economic reasons until now it had very little contact
with outside. But it did have some, which meant that Lonvelin'sfirst and usudly mogt difficult job, that of
meking the natives trugt an dien and perhaps visudly horrifying being who had dropped out of the sky,
was greatly amplified. These people would know about e-ts. So it took the role of a poor, frightened,
dightly stupid extraterrestrial who had been forced to land to make repairs to its ship. For this it would
require various odd and completely worthless chunks of metd or rock, and it would pretend grest
difficulty in meking the Etlans understand exactly what it needed. But for these valudess pieces of rubbish
it could exchange items of great vaue, and soon the more enterprisng natives would get to know about
it.

At this stage Lonvdlin expected to be exploited shamdedy, but it didn't mind. Gradudly things would
change. Rather than give items of vaue it would offer to perform even more vauable services. 1t would
let it be known that it now considered its ship to be irreparable, and gradudly it would become accepted
as a permanent resident. After that it would be just a matter of time, and time was something with which
Lonvdlin was particularly well supplied.

It landed close to a road which ran between two smdl towns, and soon had the chance to reved itdf
to a ndive. The native, despite Lonvelin's careful contact and many reassurances via the Trandator, fled.
A few hours later smdl, crude projectiles with chemicd warheads began fdling on his ship and the whole
area, which was densdy wooded, had been saturated with volatile chemicas and deliberatdly set dight.

Lonvdlin had been unable to proceed without knowing why this race with experience of space-travel
should be so blindly hodtile to e-ts, and not being in a pogtion to ask questions himsdf it had cdled for
Earth human assistance. Shortly afterward Alien Contact specidigts of the Monitor Corps had arrived,
szed up the Studion for themselves and gonein.

Quite openly, asit happened.

They discovered that the natives were terrified of e-ts because they beieved them to be disease
carriers. What was even more peculiar was the fact that they were not worried by off-planet vistors of
their own species or adosdy smilar race, members of which would have been more likdy to be carriers
of disease: because it was a well-known medicd fact that diseases which affected extra-terredtrids were
not communicable to members of other planetary species. Any race with a knowledge of space trave
should know that, Conway thought. It was the fird thing a star traveling culture learned.

He was trying to make some sense out of this strange contradiction, usng atired brain and some hefty
reference works on the Federation's colonization program, when Mgor Stillman's arrivd made a very
welcome interruption.

"WEell arrivein three days time, Doctor,” the Mgor began, "and | think it's time you had some cloak
and dagger traning. By that | mean getting to know how to wear Etlan clothes. It's a very fetching
costume, athough persondly | don't have the knees for akilt.

Etla had been contacted on two levds by the Corps, Stillman went onto explain. On one they had
landed secretly usng the native language and dress, no other disguise being necessary because the
physologicd resemblance had been so close. Mogt of their later information had been gained in this way
and s0 far none of the agents had been caught. On the other levd the Corpsmen admitted their
extraterrestria origin, conversed by Trandator, and their story was that they had heard of the plight of
the native population and had come to give medicd assstance. The Etlans had accepted this story,
reveding the fact that Smilar offers of help had been made in the past, that an Empire ship was sent every



ten years |oaded with the newest drugs, but despite dl this the medica Stuation continued to worsen. The
Corpsmen were welcome to try to rdieve the Stuation if they could, but the impresson given by the
Etlans was that they were just another party of well-intentiona bunglers.

Naturdly when the subject of Lonvelin's landing came up the Corps had to pretend complete
ignorance, and their expressed opinions leaned heavily toward the middle of the road.

It was a very complex problem, Stiillman told him, and became more so with every new report sent in
by undercover agents. But Lonvdlin had a beautifully smple plan for dearing up the whole mess. When
Conway heard it he wished suddenly that he hadn't tried to impress Lonvelin with his ill as a doctor.
He would much rather have been back in the hospitd right now. This being made responsble for
organizing the cure of an entire planetary population gave him an unpleasantly gone feding in the region of
his transverse colon.

Etla was beset with much sickness and suffering and narrow, superdtitious thinking, their reaction to
Lonvdlin being a shocking illugration of ther intolerance toward species which did not resemble
themsdves The firg two conditions increased the third, which in turn worsened the firgt two. Lonvelin
hoped to break thisvicious cirde by causng a marked improvement in the hedth of the population, one
that would be apparent to even the least intdligent and bigoted natives. It would then have the Corpsmen
admit publidy that they had been acting under Lonvellin's indructions al dong, which should make the e-t
heting natives fed somewhat ashamed of themsdves. Then during the perhaps temporary increase of e-t
tolerance which would follow, Lonvelin would set about ganing ther trust and eventudly return to its
origind long-term plan for making them a sane, happy and thriving culture again.

Conway told Stillmen that he wasn't an expert in these matters but it sounded like a very good plan.

Sillmen said, "I am, and it is. If it works."

On the day before they were due to arive the Captain asked if Conway would like to come to
Contral for a few minutes. They were computing their position in preparation for meking the find jump
and the ship had emerged rdatively close to a binary system, one star of which was a short-term varigble.

Awed, Conway thought it was the sort of spectacle which makes people fed amdl and done, makes
them fed the urge to huddle together and the need to talk so that they might re-establish ther puny
identities amid dl the magnificence. Conversationa barriers were down and dl a once Captain
Williamson was speaking in tones which suggested three things to the ligening Conway—that the Captain
might be human after dl, that he had hair and that he was about to let it down alittle

"Er, Doctor Conway," he began gpologeticaly, "I don't want to sound as if I'm criticizing Lonvelin.
Espedidly as it was a patient of yours and may aso have been a friend. Neither do | want you to think
that I'm annoyed because it has a Federation cruiser and various lesser units running errands for it. That
iNnto..."

Williamson took off his cap and smoothed a wrinkle from the headband with his thumb. Conway had
aglimpse of thinning grey hair and a forehead whose deep worry lines had been concedled by the cap's
visor. The cap was replaced and he became the cam, effident senior officer again.

"To put it bluntly, Doctor,” he went on, "Lonvdlin is what | would call a gifted amateur. Such people
aways seem to gir up trouble for us professonds, upsetting schedules and so on. But this doesn't bother
me dther, because the Stuation Lonvelin uncovered here most definitdly needs something done about it.
The point I'm trying to make isthat, aswel as our survey, colonization and enforcement duties, we have
experience at sorting out just such sociologicd tangles as this one, dthough a the same time | admit that
thereis no individud within the Corps with anything like Lonvelin's ability. Nor can we suggest any plan
a the moment better than the one put forward by Lonvdlin...”

Conway began to wonder if the Captain was getting a something or merdly blowing off steam.
Williamson had not struck him as being the complaining type.

"...As the person with most responsibility next to Lonvelin on this project,” the Captain finished with a
rush, "itisonly far that you know what we think as well as what we are doing. There are nearly twice as
many of our people working on Etla than Lonvelin knows about, and more are on the way. Persondly |
have the greatest respect for our long-ived friend, but | can't help feding tha the Stuation here is more
complex than even Lonvelin redizes.



Conway was slent for a moment, then he said, "I've wondered why a ship like Vespasian was being
used on what is basicdly a culturd study project. Do you think that the dtuation is more, ah, dangerous
aswd|?'

"Yes" sad the Captain.

At that moment the tremendous double-star system pictured in the view-screen dissolved and was
replaced by that of anormd C-type sun and, within a distance of ten million miles, the tiny sickle shape of
the planet which was ther destination. Before Conway could put any of the questions he was suddenly
itching to ask, the Captain informed him that they had completed ther find jump, that from now until
touchdown he would be a very busy man, and ended by palitey throwing him out of the control room
with the advice that he should catch as much deep as possible before landing.

Back in his cabin Conway undressed thoughtfully and, a part of his mind was pleased to note, dmost
automdticdly. Both Stillman and he had been wearing Etlan costume—blouse, kilt and a waist-sash with
pockets, a beret and a dramatic caf-length cloak being added for outdoor use—continudly for the past
few days, so that now he fdt comfortable in it even while dining with Vespasian's officers. At the
moment, however, his discomfort was caused solely by the Captain's conduding remarks to him in the
control room.

Williamson thought that the Etlan Stuation was dangerous enough to warrant usng the largest type of
law enforcement vessel possessed by the Monitor Corps. Why? Where was the danger?

Certainly there was nothing resembling a military threat on Etla. The very worst that the Etlans could
do they had done to Lonvdlin's ship and that had hurt the being's fedings and nothing else. Which meant
that the danger had to come from somewhere outside.

Suddenly Conway thought he knew what was worrying the Captain. The Empire...

Severd of the reports had contained references to the Empire. It was the great unknown quantity so
far. The Monitor Corps survey vessels had not made contact with it, which wasn't surprisng because this
sector of the gdaxy was not scheduled for mapping for another fifty years, and would not have been
entered if Lonvelin's project had not come unstuck. All that was known about the Empire was that Etla
was part of it and that it sent medica ad at regular if lengthy intervas.

To Conway's mind the qudity of that ad and the intervds between its arriva told an awvful lot about
the people respongble for sending it. They could not be medicdly advanced, he reasoned, or the drugs
they sent would have checked, if only temporarily, some of the epidemics which had been sweeping Etla
a the time. And they were dmost certainly poor or the ships would have come at shorter intervas.
Conway would not be surprised if the myserious Empire turned out to be a mother world and a few
gruggling colonies like Etla But most important of dl, an Empire which regularly sent ad to its distressed
colony, whether it was large, medium or amdl as Empires went, did not seem to Conway to be a
particularly evil or dangerous entity. To the contrary, on the evidence available he rather approved of this
Empire.

Captain Williamson, he thought as he rolled into bed, was indined to worry too much.

CHAPTER 9

Vespadan landed. On the man screen in the Communications room Conway saw a cracked white
expanse of concrete which stretched to the hdf-mile distant periphery, where the fine details of vegetation
and architecture which would have made the scene dien were logt in the heet haze. Dugt and dried leaves
littered the concrete and amdl hegps of cloud were scattered untidily about a very Earth-like sky. The
only other ship on the fidd was a Monitor courier vessel which was grounded close to the block of
disused offices that had been loaned by the Etlan authorities for use as the vistor's surface base.

Behind Conway the Captain said, "Y ou understand, Doctor, that Lonvelin is unable to leave its ship,
and that any physicad contact between us at this stage would wreck our present good relations with the
natives. But thisisabig screen. Excuse me..."

There was a dick and Conway was looking into the control room of Lonvdlin's ship, with a life-sze
image of Lonvdlin itsdf sorawling across most of the picture.



"Greetings, friend Conway," the EPLH's voice boomed from the speaker. "It isa great pleasure to see
you agan.”

"A pleasure to be here, sr," Conway replied, "I trust you are in good hedth..."

The enquiry was not merdy a polite formality. Conway wanted to know if there had been anymore
"misunderdandings’ on the cdlular levd between Lonvelin and its persond physcian, the intdligent,
organized virus-colony which dwet within its patient-host's body. Lonvelin's doctor had caused quite a
dir at Sector Genera, where they were dill arguing as to whether it should be dassfied as a doctor or a
disese...

"My hedth is excdlent, Doctor,” Lonvdlin replied, then draightaway got down to the business in
hand. Conway hedtily returned his mind to present time and concentrated on what the EPLH was saying.

Conway's own indructions were general. He was to coordinate the work of data-gathering Corps
medicd officers on Etla and, because the sociologica and medica aspects of the problem were so
closdly connected, he was advised to keep abreast of the developments outside his specidty. With the
arivd of the latest reports the sociologicd problem seemed more confusing, and it was Lonvelin's hope
that a mind trained for the complexities of a multi-environment hospital would be able to establish a
sengble pattern among this welter of contradictory facts. Dr. Conway would no doubt appreciate the
urgency of the matter, and wish to begin work immediately...

"...And | would like data on the Earth-human Clarke who is operating in Didrict Thirty-five"" Lonvdlin
went on without a pause, "o that | may properly evauate the reports of this being.”

As Cgptain Williamson was giving the required information Stillman tapped Conway's am and
nodded for them to leave. Twenty minutes later they were in the back of a covered truck on the way to
the perimeter. Conway's head and one ear had been swathed in bandages, and he fdt anxious and a little
supid.

"WEell stay hidden until we're clear of the port,” Stillman said reassuringly, "then well st with the
driver. Lots of Etlans travel with our people these days, but it might arouse suspicion for us to be seen
coming from the ship. And well head graight for town instead of cdling a ground headquarters. | think
you should see some of your patients as soon as possible.”

Serioudy, Conway said, "I know the symptoms are purely psychosomeatic, but both my feet seem to
be in an advanced stage of frogthite..."

Sillmen laughed. "Dont worry, Doctor,” he said. "The trandator bandaged to your ear will let you
know everything that goes on, and you won't have to speak because I'll explain that your head injury has
temporarily affected your speech centres. Later, however, when you begin to pick up a little of the
language a good tip isto develop a stutter. An impediment of this kind disguises the fact that the sufferer
does not have the locd idiom or accent, the large fault conceding dl the smdler ones.

"Not adl our undercover people have advanced linguigtic training,” he added, "and such ruses are
necessary. But the main thing to remember is not to stay in any one place long enough for the more
Oefinite oddities of behaviour to be noticed.”

At that point the driver remarked that they were coming levd with a blonde whom he could chearfully
day near for the rest of his life. Stillman went on, "Despite the coarse suggestions of Corpsman Briggs
here, perhaps our best protection lies in our mental approach to the work, to the fact that our intentions
toward these people are completdy honourable. If we were hodile agents intent on sabotage, or
gathering inteligence for a future act of war, we would be much more likdy to be caught. We should be
tensed up, trying too hard to be naturd, too suspicious and are more indined to make mistakes because
of this™

Conway sad dryly, "You make it sound too easy.” But he fdt reassured neverthdess.

The truck left them in the centre of town and they began to wak around. The firg thing Conway
noticed was that there were very few large or new-looking buildings, but that even the oldest were very
wel kept, and that the Etlans had a very dtractive way of decorating the outsde of their houses with
flowers. He saw the people, the men and women working, shopping or going about businesses which at
the present moment he could not even guess a. He had to think of them as men and women, as being he
and she rather than a collection of coldly dieniits.



He saw the twisted limbs, the crutches, the disease scarred faces, his andyticd eye detecting and
isolaing conditions which had been stamped out among the Federation ditizenship over a century ago.
And everywhere he saw a Sght familiar to anyone who had ever been to or worked in a hospitd, that of
the less sick patient fredy and unsdfishly giving dl the ad possible to those who were worse off than
himsdlf.

The sudden redlization that he was not in a hospitd ward where such sghts were pleasantly normal
but in acity street brought Conway phydcaly and mentaly to a hdlt.

"What gets me" he said when he could speak again, "is that so many of these conditions are curable.
Maybe dl of them. We haven't had epilepsy for one hundred and fifty years..."

"And you fed like running amuck with a hypo,” Stillmen put in grimly, “injecting al and sundry with the
indicated specifics. But you have to remember that the whole planet is like this, and that curing a few
would not help at dl. You are in charge of avery big ward, Doctor.”

"I've read the reports,” Conway sad shortly. "It's just thet the printed figures did not prepare me for
the actudity...”

He stopped with the sentence incomplete. They had paused a a busy intersection and Conway
noticed that both pedestrian and vehicular traffic had either dowed or come to a hdt. Then he saw the
reason.

There was a large wagon coming dong the street. Painted and draped completely in red it was, unlike
the other vehide around it, unpowered. Short handles projected at intervals dong each Sde and at every
handle an Etlan walked or limped or hobbled, pushing it dong. Even before Stillman took his beret off
and Conway followed suit he knew that he was seeing a funerd.

"Weéll vist the local hospital now," Stillman said when it had gone past. "If asked, my dtory is that we
are looking for a sick rdative cdled Mennomer who was admitted last week. On Etla that is a name like
Smith. But we're not likely to be questioned, because practically everybody does a stint of hospital work
and the d&ff are used to the part-time hdp coming and going dl the time. And should we run into a
Corps medicd officer, as wdl we might, don't recognize him.

"And in case you're worried about your Etlan colleagues wanting to look under your bandages”
Stillmen went on practicaly reading Conway's mind, "they are far too busy to be curious about injuries
which have dready been treated.”

They spent two hoursin the hospita without once having to tdl their story about the aling Mennomer.
It was obvious from the start that Stillman knew his way about the place, that he had probably worked
there. But there were dways too many Etlans about for Conway to ask if it had been as a Corpsman
observer or an undercover part-time nurse. Once he caught a glimpse of a Corpsman medic watching an
Etlan doctor draining a pleurd cavity of its empyema, his expresson showing how dearly he would have
liked to roll up his dark green deeves and wade in himsdf.

The surgeons wore bright yellow instead of white, some of the operative techniques verged on the
barbaric and the concept of isolation wards or barrier nurang had never occurred to them—or perhaps it
hed occurred to them, Conway thought in an effort to be far, but the utterly fantastic degree of
overcrowding made it impracticable. Consdering the fadilities a thelr disposal and the gigantic problem it
hed to face, this was a very good hospita. Conway approved of it and, judging from what he had seen of
its saff, he approved of them, too.

"Thexe are nice people,” Conway sad rather inadequately a one point. "I can't understand them
jumping Lonvelin the way they did, somehow they don't seem to be the type."

"But they did it," Stillman replied grimly. "Anything which hasn't two eyes, two ears, two arms and two
legs, or which has these things but happens to have them in the wrong places, gets jumped. It's something
drummed into them at a very early age, with their ABCs, practicdly. | wish we knew why."

Conway was dlent. He was thinking that the reason he had been sent here was to organize medica
ad for this planet, and that wandering in fancy dress over one amdl piece of the jigsaw was not going to
solve the big puzzle. It was time he got down to some serious work.

Asif reading Conway's mind again Stillman said, "1 think we should go back now. Would you prefer
to work in the office block or the ship, Doctor?"



Sillman, Conway thought, was going to be a very good aide. Aloud he said, "The office block,
please. | get logt too easly inthe ship.”

And so Conway was inddled in a amdl office with a large desk, a button for cdling Stillmen and
some other lessvita communications equipment. After hisfirg lunch in the officers dining quarters he ate
dl his medsin the office with Stillman. Sometimes he dept in the office and sometimes he didn't deep a
dl. The days passed and his eyes began to fed like hot, gritty marbles in his head from reading reports
and more reports. Sillman aways kept them coming. Conway reorganized the medicd invedtigation,
bringing in some of the Corps doctors for discusson or flying out to those who could not for various
reasons get in.

A large number of the reports were outsde his province, being copies of information sent in by
Williamson's men on purdy sociological problems. He read them on the off-chance of their having a
bearing on his own problem, which many of them did. But they usudly added to his puzzlement.

Blood samples, biopsies, specimens of dl kinds began to flow in. They were immediatdy loaded onto
a courier—the Corps had put three of them a his disposd now—and rushed to the
Diagnodtician-in-Charge of Pathology a Sector Generd. The results were sub-radioed back to
Vespasian, taped, and the reds dumped on Conway's desk within afew days. The ship's man computer,
or rather the section of it which wasn't engaged on Trandator relay, was dso placed at his disposd, and
gradudly the vaguest suggestion of a pattern seemed to be emerging out of the flood of related and
unrelated facts. But it was a pattern which made no sense to anyone, least of dl Conway. He was nearing
the end of hisfifth week on Etla and there was dill very little progress to report to Lonvelin.

But Lonvelin wasn't pushing for results. It was a very patient being who had dl the time in the world.
Sometimes Conway found himsdf wondering if Murchison would be as patient as Lonvdlin.

CHAPTER 10

In answer to hisbuzz Mgor Stillman, red-eyed and with hisusudly crisp uniform just dightly rumpled,
sumbled in and sat down. They exchanged yawns, then Conway spoke.

“"Inafew days I'll have the supply and distribution figures needed to begin curing this place” he said.
"Every serious disease has been listed together with information on the age, sex and geographica location
of the patient, and the quantities of medication calculated. But before | give the go ahead for flooding the
place with medica supplies I'd fed a lot easier in my mind if we knew exactly how this Stuation came
about in the first place.

"Frankly, I'm worried,” he went on. "I think we may be guilty of replacing the broken crockery while
the bull is 4ill loose in the china shop.”

Stillman nodded, whether in agreement or with weariness Conway couldn't say.

On a planet which was an absolute pest-hole why were infant mortdity figures, or deaths arising from
complications or infections during childbirth so low? Why was there a marked tendency for infants to be
hedithy and the adults chronicdly ill? Admittedly a large proportion of the infant population were born
blind or were physcdly impared by inherited diseases, but rdatively few of them died young. They
carried ther deformities and disfigurements through to late middle age where, datidicaly, most of them
succumbed.

And there was dso datidical evidence that the Etlans were guilty of gross exhibitioniam in the matter
of their diseases. They ran heavily to unpleasant skin conditions, maadies which caused gradud wasting
or deformity of the limbs, and some pretty horrible combinations of both. And their costume did nothing
to conced ther dflictions To the contrary, Conway had the feding sometimes that they were like so
many smal boys showing off their sore knees to ther friends...

Conway redized that he had been thinking aoud when Stillman interrupted him suddenly.

"You're wrong, Doctor!" he said, sharply for him. "These people aren't masochists. Whatever went
wrong here origindly, they've been trying to fight it. They've been fighting, with very little assistance, for
over acentury and lodng dl the time. It surprises me they have a dvilization Ieft a adl. And they wear an
abbreviated costume because they believe fresh ar and sunlight is good for what als them, and in most
cases they are quite right.



"This bdlief is drilled into them from an early age” Sillman went on, his tone gradudly losng its
sharpness, "like their hatred of e-ts and the bdief that isolating infectious diseases is unnecessary. Is
dangerous, in fact, because they beieve tha the germs of one disease fight the germs of another so that
both are weakened..."

Stillman shuddered at the thought and fdl Silent.

"I didn't meen to bdittle our patients, Mgor,” Conway said. "l have no sensible answers to this thing
so my mind is throwing up stupid ones. But you mentioned the lack of assistance which the Etlans receive
from their Empire. | would like more details on that, especidly on how it is distributed. Better ill, I'd like
to ask the Imperiad Representative on Etla about it. Have you been able to find him yet?'

Stillman shook his head and said dryly, "Thisaid doesn't come like a batch of food parcels. There are
drugs, of course, but most of it would be in the form of the latest medica literaiure relevant to the
conditions here. How it reaches the people is something we are just now finding out.”

Every ten years an Empire ship would land and be met by the Imperid Representative, Stillman went
on to explain, and after unloading and handing over what were presumably dispatchesiit left again within a
matter of hours. Apparently no ditizen of the Empire would stay on Ella for a second longer than was
necessary, which was understandable. Then the Imperid Representative, a personage cdled Teltrenn, set
about didributing the medicd ad.

But ingtead of usng the mass didtribution media to bring locad medicd authorities up to date on these
new methods, and alow locd GPs time to familiarize themsdaves with the theory and procedures before
the medication arrived, Tdtrenn sat tight on dl the information until such times as he could pay them a
persond vidt. Then he handed everything over as being a persond gift from their glorious Emperor,
accruing no smal measure of glory himsdf by being the middleman, and the data which could have been
inthe hands of every doctor on the planet within three months reached them piecemed in anything up to
ax years...

"Sx yeard" said Conway, startled.

"Tdtrenn isn't, so far as welve been able to find out, a very energetic person,” Stllmen said. "What
makes matters worse is that little or no origind medica research is being done on Etla, due to the
absence of the researcher's mogt vitd tool, the microscope. Blla can't make precison optica equipment
and gpparently no Empire ship has thought to bring them.

"It dl boils down to the fact,” Stillman ended grimly, "that the Empire does dl of Etlals medicd thinking
for her, and the evidence suggests that medicdly the Empireis not very smart.”

Conway said firmly, "I'd like to see the correlation between the arriva of this aid and the incidence of
disease immediatdy thereafter. Can you hdp mein that?'

"Therés a report just in which might hdp you," Stillman replied. "It's a copy of the records of a North
Continent hospital which go back past Tdtrenn's last vigt to them. The records show that he brought on
that occasion some ussful data on obstetrics and a specific agangt what we have cdled B-Eighteen. The
incidence of B-Eighteen dropped rapidly within a few weeks there, dthough the overal figures remained
much the same because F-Twenty-one began to appear about that time..."

B-Eighteen was analogous to a severe influenza, fata to children and young adults in four cases out of
ten. F-Twenty-one was a mild, nonfatd fever which lasted three to four weeks during which large,
crescentric wedls appeared dl over the face, limibs and body. When the fever abated the wedls darkened
to alivid purple and remained for the rest of the patient's life.

Conway shook his head angrily. He said, "One of the main things wrong with Etla is its Imperid
Representative!”

Standing up, Sillman said, "We want to ask him a few questions, too. Weve advertised that fact
widdy by radio and print, SO much o0 that we are now farly certain that Tdtrenn is hiding from us
deliberately. Probably the reason is a guilty conscience over his mismanagement of afars here. But a
psych report, based on what hearsay evidence we have been able to gather about him, has been
prepared for Lonvdlin. I'l have them send a copy from the ship.”

"Thenk you," said Conway.

Sillmen nodded, yawned and left. Conway thumbed his communicator switch, contacted Vespasian



and asked for an audio link with the fifty miles distant Lonvellin. He was dill worried and wanted to get it
off his chest, the only trouble being he did not know exactly what "it" was.

"... You have done very wdl, friend Conway," Lonvelin said when he had finished speaking, "in
fulfilling your part of the project so quickly, and | am fortunate indeed in the qudity and eagerness of my
assgants. We have now gained the trust of the Etlan doctors in mogt areas and the way will shortly be
open to begin full-scde indruction in your latest curative techniques. You will therefore be returning to
your hospitd within a few days, and | urge that you do not leave with the feding that you have not
performed your assgned task in a completely satisfactory manner. These anxieties you mention are
groundless.

"Your suggestion that the being Tdtrenn should be removed or replaced as part of the re-education
program is sound,” Lonvdlin continued ponderoudy, "and | dready had this step in mind. An added
reason for removing it from office being the well-documented fact that it is the being largdy responsible
for keeping dive the widespread intolerance of off planet lifeforms. Your other suggestion that these
harmful ideas may originate, not with Tetrenn but in the Empire, may or may not be correct. This does
not, however, cdl for an immediate search for and investigation of the Empire which you urge.”

Lonvelin's Trandated voice was dow and necessarily emotionless, but Conway seemed to detect a
hardening in its tone as it went on, "l percelve Etla as an isolated world kept in quarantine. The problem
can therefore be solved without bringing in considerations of Empire influences or undergtanding fully the
various inconsstencies which puzzle us both. These will become plain after its cure has been effected,
and the answers we seek are of secondary importance to the planet-wide rdief of suffering.

"Your contention that the vigts of the Imperid ship,” it went on, "which occur every ten years and last
only afew hours, is a mgor factor in this problem is invaid. | might even suggest that, unconscioudy
perhaps, you are laying too much stress on this point merdy that your curiosity regarding this Empire
might be satisfied."

You're so right, Conway thought. But before he could reply the EPLH went on, "l wish to treat Etla
as an isolated problem. Bringing in the Empire, which itsdf may or may not be in need of medicd ad
aso, would enlarge the scope of the operation beyond managesble limits

"However, and purdy to remove your evident anxiety,” Lonvdlin ended, "you may tdl the being
Williamson that it has my permisson to scout for this Empire and report on conditions within it. In the
event of it being found, however, no mention of what we are doing here on Etla is to be made until the
operation is completed.”

"I understand, gr," Conway said, and broke the connection. He thought it decidedly odd that
Lonvdlin had pinned his ears back for being curious, then dmog with the same bresth given him
permission to indulge that curiogity. Was Lonvdlin more concerned about the Empire's influence here
then it cared to admit, or was the big beadtie just going soft in its old age?

He cdled Captain Williamson.

The Captain hemmed a coupled of times when Conway had finished spesking and there was a
diginctly embarrassed note in his voice when he replied. He said, "Weve had a number of officers, both
medicd and culturd contact people, searching for the Empire for the last two months, Doctor. One of
them has been successful and sent in a preliminary report. It comes from a medica officer who was not
attached to the Ella project, and knows very little of what has been hgppening here, so it may not be as
informetive as you might wish. I'll send you a copy with the materiad on Tdtrenn."

Coughing dightly, Williamson ended, "Lonvelin will have to be informed of this, naturdly, but | must
leaveit to your discretion when you tdl it.”

Suddenly Conway laughed out loud. "Don't worry, Colond, I'll gt on the informetion for a while. But
if you are found out you can aways remind Lonvelin that the function of a good servant is to anticipate
the wishes of his magter.”

He continued laughing softly after Williamson sgned off, then dl a once the reaction set in.

Conway hadn't laughed much since coming to Etla. And he had not been guilty of over-identifying with
his patients—no haf-way decent doctor with the good of his charges a heart would commiit that crime. It
was just that nobody laughed very much on Etla. There was something in the atmosphere of the place, a



feding comprised both of urgency and hopel essness which seemed to intengfy with each day that passed.
It was rather like the atmosphere in a ward where a patient was going to die, Conway thought, except
that even in those circumstances people found time to make cracks and reax for a few minutes between
crises.

Conway was beginning to miss Sector Generd. He was glad thet in a few days he would be going
back, despite hisfeding of dissatisfaction over dl the loose ends he was leaving untied. He began to think
about Murchison.

That was something he had not done very often on Etla, either. Twice he had sent messages to her
with the Elan specimens. He knew that Thornnastor in Pathology would see that she got them, even
though Thornnastor was an FGLI with only the barest of passing interests in the emotiond involvements
of Earth-human DBDGs. But Murchison was the undemondtrative type. She might consider that going to
the trouble of smuggling back a reply would be giving him too much encouragement, or maybe that kiss
and run episode at the arlock had soured her on him completely. She was a peculiar girl. Very
serious-minded, extremely dedicated, absolutely no time for men.

Thefirg time she agreed to date him it had been because Conway had just pulled off a dick op and
wanted to celebrate, and that previoudy he had worked with her on a case without once making a pass.
Since then he had dated Murchison regularly and had been the envy of dl the mae DBDGs in the
hospital. The only trouble was that they had nothing to be envious abouit...

His lugubrious train of thought was interrupted by the arrivd of a Corpsman who dropped a folder
onto his desk and said, "The materid on Tdtrenn, Doctor. The other report was confidentid to Colondl
Williamson and has to be copied by his Writer. Well have it for you in fifteen minutes”

"Thank you," said Conway. The Corpsman left and he began to read.

Being a colony world which had not had the chance to grow naturdly, Etla did not have nationd
boundaries or the armed forces which went with them, but the police force enforcing the law on the
planet were technicdly soldiers of the Emperor and under the command of Teltrenn. It had been a force
of these policemen-soldiers who had attacked, and were dill attacking, Lonvdlin's ship. At firg appraisd,
the report stated, the evidence pointed to Tetrenn having a persondity which was proud and
power-hungry, but the crudty usudly found in such persondities was absent. In his rdations with the
naive population—the Imperid Representative had not been born on Etla—Tétrenn showed fairness
and congderation. It was plain that he looked down on the natives—way down, dmog as if they were
members of alower species. But he did not, openly, despise them, and he was never crud to them.

Conway threw down the report; this was another stupid piece of an dready sensdess puzzle, and dl
a once he was sck of the whole slly business. He rose and stamped into the outer office, sending the
door crashing againg the wal. Stillman twitched dightly and looked up.

"Dump that paperwork until moming!" Conway snapped. "Tonight we are going to indulge
shameesdy in pleasures of the flesh. We're going to deep in our own cabins”

"Segp?' sad Stillman, grinning suddenly. "What's that?"

"I don't know,” said Conway, "I thought you might. | heer it's a new sensation, unutterable bliss and
veary habit-forming. Shdl we live dangeroudy..."

"After you," said Stillman.

Outside the office block the night was pleasantly cool. There was broken cloud on the horizon but
above them the stars seemed to crowd down, bright and thick and cold. This was a dense region of
space, a fact further proved by the meteorites which made white scratches across the sky every few
minutes. Altogether it was an ingpiring and caming sght, but Conway could not stop worrying. He was
convinced that he was missng something, and his anxiety was much worse out here under the sky then it
hed been at any time in the office. Suddenly he wanted to read that report on the Empire as quickly as
possible.

To Stillmen, he said, "Do you ever think of something, then fed horribly ashamed for having the kind
of dirty mind which thinks thoughts like that?"

Stllman grunted, tregting it as a rhetorical question, and they continued waking toward the ship.

Abruptly they stopped.



On the Southern horizon the sun seemed to be risng. The sky had become a pale, rich blue which
shaded through turquoise into black, and the bases of the distant clouds burned pink and gold. Then
before they could appreciate, or even react to this glorious, misplaced sunrise it had faded to an angry
red smudge on the horizon. They fdt atiny shock transmitted through the soles of their shoes, and a little
later they heard a noise like digtant thunder.

"Lonvdlin's ship!" said Stillman.

They began to run.
CHAPTER 11

The communications room on Vespasian was awhirlwind of activity with the Captain forming its cam
and purposeful centre. When Stillman and Conway arrived orders had gone out to the courier ship and
dl avallable helicopters to load decontamination and rescue gear and proceed to the blast area to render
dl possble aid. There was, of course, no hope for the Etlan force which had been surrounding Lonvelin's
ship, but there were isolated farms and a least one amd| village on the fringe area. The rescuers would
have to ded with panic as wel as radiation casudties, because the Etlans had no experience of nuclear
explosons and would dmogt certainly resist evacuation.

Out on the fidd, when Conway had seen Lonvdlin's ship go up and had redized what it meant, he had
fdt physcdly ill. And now, ligening to Williamson's urgent but unhurried orders going out, he fdt cold
swest trickle down his forehead and spine. He licked his lips and said, "Ceptain, | have an urgent
suggedtion to make."

He did not speak loudly, but there was something in his tone which made Williamson swing around
immediadly.

"This accident to Lonvelin means that you are in charge of the project, Doctor,” Williamson said
impatiently. "There is no need for such diffidence.”

"Inthat case" sad Conway in the same low, tense voice, "l have orders for you. Cdl off the rescue
attempts and order everyone back to the ship. Take off before we are bombed, too.”

Conway saw them dl looking at him, at his white, sweeting face and frightened eyes, and he could see
them dl jumping to wrong conclusions. Williamson looked angry, embarrassed and completely a a loss
for afew seconds, then his expresson hardened. He turned to an officer beside him, snapped an order,
then sivung to face Conway again.

"Doctor,” he began diffly, "I have just put out our secondary meteor shield. Any solid object greater
than one inch in diameter gpproaching from any direction whatever will be detected at a distance of one
hundred miles and automaticaly deflected by pressors. So | can assure you, Doctor, that we are in no
danger from any hypotheticd attack with atomic missles The idea of a nuclear bombardment here is
ridiculous, anyway. There is no alomic power on Etla, none whatever. We have insruments... You mugt
have read the report.

"My suggestion,” the Captain went on, in exactly the tone he used to suggest that the junior astrogator
make an dteration in course, "istha we rush dl possible help to the survivors of the blow-up, which mugt
have been caused by afault in Lonvdlin's power pile..."

“"Lonvdlin wouldn't have a faulty pile” Conway said harshly. "Like many long-lived beings it suffered
from a congtant and increasing fear of deeth the longer its life went on. It had the ultimate in persona
physcians so that illness would not shorten its dready tremendous life span, and it follows that it would
not have endangered itsdf by usng a ship which was anything but mechanicdly perfect.

"Lonvdlin was killed," Conway went on grimly, "and the reason they hit its ship fird is probably
because they didike e-ts so much. And it's nice to know that you can protect the ship, but if we leave
now they might not launch another missle a dl, and our people out there and a lot more Etlans would not
haveto die.."

It was no good, Conway thought dckly. Williamson looked angry and embarrassed and
stubborn—angry at being given gpparently senseless orders, embarrassed because it looked as though
Conway was behaving like a frightened old woman and stubborn because he thought he and not Conway
was right. Get the lead out of your pants, you unprintable fool! Conway raged at him, but under his



breath. He could not address such words to a Monitor Colond surrounded by junior officers, and for the
added reason that Williamson was not nor ever had been a fool. He was a reasonable, intdligent, highly
competent officer. It was just that he had not had the chance to put the facts together properly. He didn't
have any medicd training, nor did he have a nasty, suspicious mind like Conway ...

"You have a report on the Empire for me" he said instead. "Can | read it?'

Williamson's eyes flickered toward the battery of view-screens surrounding them. All showed scenes
of frantic activity—a helicopter being readied for flight, another staggering off the ground with a load
obvioudy in excess of the safety limit, and a stream of men and decontamination equipment being rushed
through the lock of the courier ship. He said, "Y ou want to read it now..."

"Yes" sad Conway, then quickly shook his head as another idea struck him. He had been trying
desperately to make Williamson take off immediatdy and leave the explanations until later when there
was time to give them, but it was obvious now that he would have to explain fird, and fast. He said, "I've
atheory which explains what has been going on here and the report should verify it. But if | can tdl you
what | think isin that report before reading it, will you give my theory enough credence to do what |1 tel
you and teke off a once?"

Outside the ship both ‘copters were dimbing into the night sky, the courier boat was seding her lock
and a collection of surface transport, both Etlan and Monitor, was dispersing toward the perimeter. More
than hdf of the ship's crew were out there, Conway knew, together with dl the land-based Corpsmen
who could possibly be spared-all heeding for the scene of the blow-up and dl piling up the distance
between themsdves and Vespasian with every second which passed.

Without waiting for Williamson's reply, Conway rushed on, "My guess is tha it is an Empire in the
drict sense of the word, not a loose Federation like ours. This means an extensve military organization to
hold it together and implement the laws of its Emperor, and the government on individud worlds would
a0 be an essentidly military one. All the dtizens would be DBDGs like the Etlans and oursdves, and on
the whole pretty average people except for their antipathy toward extraterrestrias, who they have had
litle opportunity of getting to know so far.”

Conway took a deep breath and went on, "Living conditions and leve of technology should be smilar
to our own. Taxation might be high, but this would be negated by government controlled news channels.
My guess s that this Empire has reached the unwiddy stage, say abouit forty to fifty inhabited systems...”

"Forty-three" said Williamson in a surprised voice.

"And | would guess that everyone in it knows about Etla and are sympathetic toward its plight. They
would congder it aworld under constant quarantine, but they do everything they can to hdlp it.”

"They certainly do!" Williamson broke in. "Our man was on one of the outlying planets of the Empire
for only two days before he was sent to the Central world for a audience with the Big Chief. But he had
time to see wha the people thought of Etla There are pictures of the suffering Etlans practicaly
everywhere he looked. In places they out-numbered commercid advertising, and it is a charity to which
the Imperia Government gives full support! These look like being very nice people, Doctor."

"I'm sure they are, Captain," Conway said savagdy. "But don't you think it a trifle odd that the
combined charity of forty-three inhabited systemns can only run to sending one ship every ten years?'

Williamson opened his mouth, closed it, and looked thoughtful. The whole room was slent except for
the muted, incoming messages. Then suddenly, from behind Conway, Stillman swore and said thickly, "I
see what he's getting at, gr. We've got to take off at once."

Williamson's eyes flicked from Conway to Stillmen and back again. He murmured, "One could be
temporary insanity, but two represents a trend.”

Three seconds later recdl ingructions were going out to dl personnd, thar urgency emphasized by
the ear-splitting howl of the Generd Alarm sren. When every order which had been issued only minutes
ago had been reversed, Williamson turned to Conway again.

"Go on, Doctor," he said grimly. "I think I'm beginning to see it, too."

Conway sighed thankfully and began to talk.

Etla had begun as a normd colony world, with a Sngle space fidd to land the initid equipment and



colonigts, then towns had been set up convenient to naturd resources and the planetary population had
increased nicdy. But then they mugt have been hit by a wave of disease, or a successon of diseases,
which had threatened to wipe them out. Hearing of ther plight the ditizens of the Empire had rdlied
round, as people do when their friends are in trouble, and soon help began to arrive.

It must have started in a amdl way but built up quickly as news of the colony's distress got around.
But so far as the Etlans were concerned the assstance stayed amdl.

The odd, un-missed pennies of a whole planetary population added up to a respectable amount, and
when scores of worlds were contributing the amount was something which could not be ignored by the
Imperid government, or by the Emperor himsdf. Because even in those days the Empire mugt have
grown too big and the inevitable rot had set in a its core. More and more revenue was needed to
mantain the Empire, and! or to mantain the Emperor and his court in the luxury to which they fdt
entitled. It was naturd to assume that they might tdl themsdlves that charity began a home, and
appropriate a large part of these funds for their own use. Then gradudly, as the Etlan charity was
publicized and encouraged, these funds became an essentia part of the adminigtration'sincome.

That was how it had begun.

Etlawas placed in drict quarantine, even though nobody in their right mind would have wanted to go
there anyway. But then a cdamity threatened, the Etlans through their own unaided efforts must have
begun to cure themsdaves. The lucraive source of revenue looked like drying up. Something had to be
done, quickly.

From withholding the aid which would have cured them it was only a andl matter ethicdly, the
adminigration mus have told itsdf, to keep the Etlans sick by introducing a few rdaivey harmless
diseases from time to time. The diseases would have to be photogenic, of course, to have the maximum
effect on the kind-hearted atizenry—didfiguring diseases, for the most part, or those which left the
sufferer crippled or deformed. And steps had to be taken to ensure that the supply of suffering netives
did not fdl off, so that the techniques of gynaecology and child care on Etla were wel advanced.

At afarly early stage an Imperid Representative, psychologicdly talored to fit his post, was inddled
to ensure that the leve of hedth on the planet was held at the desired point. Somehow the Etlans had
ceased to be people and had become vaduable sck animds, which was jus how the Imperid
Representative seemed to regard them.

Conway paused at that point. The Captain and Stillman were looking ill, he thought; which was
exactly how he had fdt since the destruction of Lonvellin's ship had caused dl the pieces of the puzzle to
fdl into place.

He said, "A ndive force suffident to drive off or destroy chance vigtors is dways a Tetrenn's
disposa. Because of the quarantine dl vigtors are likdy to be dien, and the natives have been taught to
hate diens regardless of shape, number or intentions™

"But how could they be 0 ... 0 cold-blooded?" Williamson said, aghast.

"It probably started as smple misgppropriation of funds” Conway sad tiredly, "then it gradudly got
out of hand. But now we, by our interference, have threatened to wreck a very profitable Imperid
racket. So now the Empireistrying to wreck us"

Before Williamson could reply the Chief Communications officer reported both hdlicopter crews back
in the ship, dso dl personnel who had been within earshot of the Sren, which meant everyone in town.
Theremainder could not make it back to Vespasan for severa hours at leest and had been ordered to
go under cover until a scout ship sneaked in later to pick them up. Almost before the officer had finished
gpeaking the Captain snapped "Lift ship" and Conway fdt a moment's dizziness as the ship's anti-gravity
grids compensated for ful emergency thrust. Vespasian climbed franticaly for space, with the courier
vesd only ten seconds behind her.

"You mugt have thought me pretty stupid back there...” Williamson began, then was interrupted by
reports from the returned crew-men. One of the helicopters had been fired on and the men from town
hed been ordered to stay there by the locd police. These orders had come directly from the Imperid
Representative, with ingructions to kill anyone who tried to escape. But the locd police and Corpsmen
hed come to know each other very well, and the Etlans had amed well above their heads...



"This is getting dirtier by the minute" said Stillman suddenly. "You know, | think we are going to be
blamed for what happened around Lonvdlin's ship, for dl the casudties in the area. Everything we have
done here is going to be twisted so that we will be the villains And | bet alot of new diseases will be
introduced immediady we leave, for which we will be blamed!”

Sillmean swore, then went on, "You know how the people of the Empire think of this planet. Etla is
their poor, weak, crippled sster, and we are going to be the dirty diens who cold-bloodedly assaulted
her."

As the Mgor had been taking Conway had begun to sweat again. His deductions regarding the
Empires trestment of Etla had been from medica evidence, and it had been the medicd aspect which
had most concerned him, so thet the larger implications of it dl had not yet occurred to him. Suddenly he
burgt out, "But this could mean awar!”

"Yesindeed," sad Stillman savagdy, "and that is probably just what the Imperid government wants. It
has grown too big and fat and rotten at the core, judging by what has been hgppening here. Within a few
decades it would probably fdl apart of its own accord, and a good thing, too. But there is nothing like a
good war, a Cause that everybody can fed srongly about, to pull a crumbling Empire together again. If
they play it rignt thiswar could make it stand for another hundred years."

Conway shook his head numbly. "I should have seen what was happening sooner,” he said. "If weld
hed time to tdl the Etlans the truth—"

"You saw it sooner than anyone dse" the Captain broke in sharply, "and tdling the natives would not
have helped them or usif the ordinary people of the Empire could not have been told aso. You have no
reason to blame yoursdf for—"

"Ordinance Officer," said a voice from one of the twenty-odd speaker grillsin the room. "We have a
trace at Green Tweve Thirty-one which I'm putting on your repeater screen Five. Trace is putting out
patterned interference againgt missle attack and considerable radar window, suggesting that it has a guilty
conscience and is amdler than we are. Ingructions, Sr?'

Williamson glanced a the repeater screen. "Do nothing unlessit does,” he said, then turned to Stillman
and Conway again. When he spoke it was with the caming, confidence-inspiring tone of the senior
officer who bears, and accepts, ful responghility, a tone which indsted that they were not to worry
because he was there to do it for them.

He said, "Don't look so distressed, gentlemen. This Stuation, thisthreet of interstelar war, was bound
to come about sometime and plans have been devised for deding with it. Luckily we have plenty of time
to put these plans into effect.

"Soatidly the Empireis asmdl, dense association of worlds™ he went on reassuringly, "otherwise we
could not have made contact with them so soon. The Federation, however, is spread thinly across hdf
the Galaxy. We had a star clugter to search where one sun in five possessed an inhabited planet. Thar
problem is nowhere near as smple. If they were very lucky they might find us in three years, but my own
edimate is that it would be nearer twenty. So you can see that we have plenty of time”

Conway did not fed reassured and he mugt have shown it, but the Captain was trying to mest his
objections before he could make them.

"The agent who made the report may hdp them,” Williamson went on quickly. "Willingly, because he
doesn't know the truth about the Empire yet, he may give information regarding the Federation and the
organization and srength of its Monitor Corps. But because he is a doctor this information is unlikdy to
be ether complete or accurate, and would be usdess anyway unless the Empire knows where we are.
They won't find that out unless they capture an astrogator or a ship with its charts intact, and that is a
contingency which we will take very greet precautions to guard againgt from this moment on.

"Agents are trained in linguidics, medicine or the socid sciences,” Williamson ended confidently.
"Thar knowledge of intersdlar navigation is nil. The scout ship which lands them returns to base
immediatdy, this being standard precautionary procedure in operations of this sort. So you can see that
we have a serious problem but that it is not an immediate one.”

"lant it?" sad Conway.

He saw Williamson and Stillman looking a him—intently and cautioudy as if he was some kind of



bomb which, having exploded haf an hour ago was about to do so again. In a way Conway was sorry
that he had to explode on them again and make them share the fear and horrible, gnawing anxiety which
up to now had been his done. He wet hislips and tried to bresk it to them as gently as possible.

"Spesking persondly,” he said quietly, "1 don't have the faintest idea of the coordinates of Trdtha, or
lllensa or Earth, or even the Earth-seeded planet where | was born. But there is one set of figureswhich |
do know, and any other doctor on space servicein this Sector is likdy to know them aso. They are the
coordinates of Sector Generdl.

"l don't think we have any time at dl.”

CHAPTER 12

The only congtructive thing which Conway did during the trip back to Sector Generd was to catch up
on his deep, but very often the deep was made so hideous by nightmares of the coming war that it was
more pleasant to stay awake, and his waking time he spent in discussons with Williamson, Stillman and
the other senior officers on Vespasian. Since he had cdled the shots right during that last half hour on
Etla, Williamson seemed to vaue any ideas he might have, even though problems of espionage, logidics
and flest maneuvers were hardly within the specidty of a Senior Physician.

The discussons were interegting, informative and, like his dreams, anything but pleasant.

According to Colonel Williamson an interstellar war of conquest was logidicaly impossible, but a
ample war of extermination could be fought by anyone with sufficent force and stomachs strong enough
to withgtand the thought of daughtering other intdligent beings by the planet-load. The Empire had more
then enough force, and the drength of its collective ssomach was dependent on factors over which the
Monitor Corps had no control, as yet.

Given enough time agents of the Corps could have infiltrated the Empire. They dready knew the
position of one of its inhabited worlds and, because there was treffic between it and the other planets of
the Empire, they would soon know the postions of others. The fird step then would be to geather
intdligence and eventudly... Well, the Corps were no mean propagandists themsdaves and in a Stuation
like this where the enemy was basing their campaign on a series of Big Lies, some method of griking a
thisweak spot could be devised. The Corps was primarily a police organization, a force intended not so
much to wage war as to maintain peace. And like any good police force its actions were constrained by
the possible effects on innocent bystanders—in this case the ditizens of the Empire as wel as the people
of the Federation.

That was why the plan for undermining the Empire would be set in motion, even though it could not
possbly take effect before the first clash occurred. Williamson's fondest hope—or prayer might be a
more accurate word—was that the Corpsman who was now in Empire hands would not know, and so
would not be able to tdl, the coordinates of Sector Generd. The Colond was redist enough to know
that if the agent knew anything the enemy would get it out of him one way or another. Bt falling this ided
solution the hospital would be defended in such a way that it would be the only Federation position that
the enemy would know—unless they diverted a large proportion of their force to the time wadting job of
searching the main body of the Gaaxy, which was just what the Corps wanted.

Conway tried not to think of what it would be like a Sector Generd when the entire mobile force of
the Empire was concentrated there.

A few hours before emergence they received another report from the agent who was now on the
Empire's Central World. Thefirg one had taken nine days to reach Etla, the second was relayed with top
priority coding in eighteen hours.

The report stated that the Centrd World did not seem to be as hodlile toward extra-terrestrids as Etla
and the other worlds of the Empire. The people there seemed much more cosmopolitan and occasiondly
e-ts could be seen in the sireets. There were subtle indications, however, that beings had diplométic
datus and were ndives of worlds with which the Empire had made treaties with the purpose of holding
them off as a group until such times as it could annex them individudly. So far as the agent persondly had
been treated, things could not have been nicer, and in a few days time he was due for an audience with
the Emperor himsdlf. Nevertheless, he was beginning to fed uneasy.



It was nothing that he could put hisfinger on—he was a doctor who had been yanked off Survey and
pre-Colonization duty, he reminded them, and not one of the Culturd Contact hot-shots. He got the
impresson that on certain occasions and among certain people, dl mention of the Federation's ams and
conditution by himsdf was discouraged, while at other times, usudly when there were only a few people
present, they encouraged him to talk at great length. Another point which worried him was the fact that
none of the newscasts he had seen made any mention of his arrival. Had the position been reversed and a
dtizen of the Empire made contact with the Federation, the event would have been top-line news for
weeks.

He wondered sometimes if he was taking too much, and wished that a subspace receiver could be
built as amdl as a sender so that he could ask for indructions.

That was the last they ever heard from that agent.

Conway's return to Sector Generd was not as pleasant as he had thought it would be a few weeks
previoudy. Then he had expected to return as a near-heroic personage with the biggest assgnment of his
career successfully accomplished, the plaudits of his colleagues ringing in his ears and with Murchison
walting to receive him with open arms. The laiter had been a very dim probability indeed, but Conway
liked to dream sometimes. Instead he was returning from a job which had blown up most horribly in his
face, hoping that his colleagues would not stop him to ask how or what he had been doing, and with
Murchison standing ingde the lock with a friendly smile on her face and both arms hanging correctly by
her Sdes.

Mesting him after along absence, Conway thought sourly, was the sort of thing one friend did for
another—there could be nothing more to it than that. She said it was nice to see him back and he said it
was nice to be back, and when she started to ask questions he said he had a lot of things to do now but
would it be dl right if he caled her later, and he smiled asif cdling her to arrange a date was the most
important thing in his mind. But his amile had suffered through lack of use and she mus have seen tha
there was something definitdy ingncere about it. She went dl Doctor-and-Nurse on him, said that of
course he had more important things to attend to, and left quickly.

Murchison had looked as beautiful and desirable as ever and he had undoubtedly hurt her fedings, but
somehow none of these things mattered to Conway a the moment. His mind would not think of anything
but his impending medting with O'Mara. And when he presented himsaf in the office of the Chief
Psychologigt shortly afterward it seemed that his worst forebodings were to be redized.

"St down, Doctor,” O'Mara began. "So you findly succeeded ininvaving usin an interstelar war.”

"That isn't funny,” said Conway.

O'Mara gave him along, steady look. It was alook which not only noted the expresson on Conway's
face but such other factors as his posture in the chair and the postion and movements of his hands.
O'Mara did not set much store by correct modes of address, but the fact that Conway had omitted to
sy "Sr" was dso being noted as a contributory datum and given its proper place in his andyss of the
gtuation. The process took perhaps two minutes and during that time the Chief Psychologist did not
move an eydid. O'Mara had no irritating mannerisms, his strong, blunt hands never twitched or fiddled
with things, and when he desired it his features could be as expressive as alump of rock.

On this occasion he let his face rdlax into an expresson of dmogt benign disfavour, and findly he
spoke.

"| agreg,” he said quidly, "it isnt a bit funny. But you know as wel as | do thet there is dways the
chance of some wdl-intentioned doctor in a place like this dirring up trouble on a large scade. We have
often brought in some weird beagtie of a hitherto unknown species who requires trestment urgently, and
thereis no time to search for its friends to discover if what we propose to do is the right procedure in the
circumgtances. A case in point was that lan chrysdis you had a fev months ago. That was before we
mede forma contact with the lans, and if you hadn't correctly diagnosed the patient's condition as a
growing chrysdisingtead of a maignant growth requiring instant removal, a procedure which would have
killed the patient, we would have been in serious trouble with the lans.

"Yes gr," said Conway.



O'Mara went on, "My remark was in the nature of a pleasantry, and had a certain aptness considering
your recent experience with that lan. Perhaps it was in questionable taste, but if you think I'm going to
gpologize then you obvioudy believein miracles. Now tdl me about Etla

"And," he added quickly before Conway could speak, "my desk and wastebasket are full of reports
detailing the implications and probable dire consequences of the Etla business. What | want to know is
how you handled your assgnment as origindly given.”

Asbriefly as possble Conway did as he was told. While he taked he fdt himsdf begin to relax. He
dill had a confused and very frightening picture in the back of his mind of what the war would meen to
countless millions of beings, to the hospital and to himsdf, but he no longer fdt that he was partly
respongble for bringing it about. O'Mara had begun the interview by accusng him of the very thing he
hed fdt guilty of, then without saying so in o many words had made him see how ridiculous it had been
to fed guilty. But as he neared the point where Lonvelin's ship had been destroyed, the feding returned
full grength. If he had put the pieces together sooner, Lonvelin would not have died...

OMara mug have detected the change of feding, but dlowed him to finish before he sad, "It
aurprises me that Lonvdlin didn't see it before you did, it being the brain behind the operation. And while
we're on the subject of brains, yours does not seem to be thrown into complete disorder by problems
invalving large numbers of people requiring differing forms of trestment. So | have another job for you. It
issmdler than the Etla assgnment, you won't have to leave the hospital, and with any luck it won't blow
up in your face.

"l want you to organize the evacuation of Sector Generd."

Conway swdlowed, then swalowed agan.

"Stop looking as though you'd been sandbagged!” O'Mara said tedily, "or | will hit you with
something! You mugt have thought this thing through far enough to see that we can't have patients here
when the Empire force arrives. Or any nonrmilitary staff who have not volunteered to stay. Or any
person, regardless of pogdtion or rank, who has in his mind detailed information regarding the
whereabouts of any Federation planets. And surdy the idea of tdling people nomindly your superiors
what to do doesn't frighten you, not after ordering a Corps Colond around.”

Conway fdt his neck getting warm. He let the dig about Williamson pass and said, "I thought we might
leave the place empty for them.”

"No," sad O'Mara dryly. "It has too much sentimental, monetary and dtrategic vaue. We hope to
keep a few leves operating for the trestment of casudties sustained by the defending force. Colond
Skempton is dready at work on the evacuation problem and will hep you dl he can. What time isiit by
you, Doctor?"

Conway told him that when he had left Vespasian it had been two hours after breakfast.

"Good," sad O'Mara. "You can contact Skempton and go to work a once. With meit is long past
bedtime, but I'l deep herein case you or the Colond want something. Goodnight, Doctor.”

So saying he took off and folded histunic, stepped out of his shoes and lay down. Within seconds his
breething became deep and regular. Suddenly Conway laughed.

"Seding the Chief Psychologigt lying on his own couch,” Conway sad through his laughter, "is
something of a traumatic experience. | very much doubt, gr, if our reationship will ever be quite the
same..

Ashe was leaving O'Mara murmured deepily, "I'm glad. For a while there | thought you were going
dl mdancholy on me™"

CHAPTER 13

Seven hours later Conway surveyed his littered desk wearily but with a measure of triumph, rubbed
his eyes and looked across & the desk facing his. For a moment he fdt that he was back on Etla and that
a red-eyed Magor Sillman would look up and ask what he wanted. But it was a red-eyed Colond
Skempton who looked up when he spoke.

"The breakdown of patients to be evacuated is complete,” Conway said tiredly. "There are divided
fird into species, which will indicate the number of ships required to move them and the living conditions



which mugt be reproduced in each ship. With some of the weirder types this will necessitate structurd
dterations to the vessds, which will take time. Then each species is sub-divided into degrees of
seriousness of the patient's condition, which will determine the order of their going.”

Except, thought Conway sourly, when a patient's condition was such that to move it would endanger
its life. In which case it would have to be evacuated last instead of firs so that trestment could be
prolonged as much as possible, which meant that specidized medica gaff who themsdlves should have
been evacuated by that time would be held back to treat it, and by that time its life might be endangered
by missles from an Empire warship anyway. Nothing seemed to happen in a tidy, consecutive fashion
anymore,

"..Then it will take a few days for Mgor O'Mards department to process the medicd and
maintenance gaff,” Conway went on, "even though he just has to ask them a few questions under scope.
When | arrived | expected the hospital to be under attack aready. At the moment | don't know whether
to plan for a panic evacuaion within forty-eight hours, which is the absolute minimum time for it and
which would probably kill more patients than it would save, or take my time and plan for amerely hurried
evacuation.”

"l couldn't assemble the transport in forty-eight hours™ said Skempton shortly, and lowered his head
agan. As Chief of Maintenance and the Hospital's ranking Monitor officer the job of assembling,
maodifying and routing the transports devolved on him, and he had an awnful lot of work to do.

"What I'm trying to say," Conway said inggently, "is how much time do you think we've got?"

The Colond looked up again. "Sorry, Doctor," he said. "I have an estimate which camein afew hours
ago..." He lifted one of the top layer of papers on his desk and began to read.

Subjecting dl the known factors to a rigid andyss, the report stated, it appeared likdy that a short
timelag would occur between the point at which the Empire discovered the exact podtion of Sector
Gengrd and the time when they acted on this information. The initid action was likdy to be an
invedtigation by a scout ship or a smdl scouting force. Monitor units at present stationed around Sector
Generd would attempt to destroy this force. Whether they were successful or not the Empires next
move would be more decisive, probably a full-scde offengve which would require many days to mount.
By that time additiona units of the Monitor Corps would have reached the area.

"Sagy @ght days" Skempton concluded, "or three weeks if we're lucky. But | don't think well be

lucky

hank you," said Conway, and returned to work.

Frg he prepared an outline of the Stuation for digribution to the medicd daff within the next six
hours. In it he lad as much stress as possible on the necessity for a quick, orderly evacuaion without
overdoing it to the extent of causng a panic, and recommended that patients be informed via their
physcians so as to cause the minimum distress. In the case of serioudy ill patients the doctors in charge
should use their discretion whether the patient should be told or evacuated under sedation. He added that
an at present unspecified number of medicd gaff would be evacuated with the patients and that everyone
should be prepared to leave the hospita at afew hours notice. This document he sent to Publications for
copying in print and tape so that everyone would be in possession of the information at roughly the same
time

At leadt that was the theory, Conway thought dryly. But if he knew his hospitd grapevine the essentia
data would be circulaing ten minutes after it left his desk.

Next he prepared more detaled indructions regarding the patients. The warm-blooded
oxygen-breething life-forms could leave by any of severd levds, but the heavy-G, high-pressure species
would pose specid problems, not to mention the light-gravity MSVKs and LSVOs, the giant,
water-bresthing AUGLSs, the ultrafrigid types and the dozen or so beings on Leve Thirty-eght who
breathed superheated steam. Conway was planning on the operation taking five days for the patients and
an additiond two for the gtaff, and for this rapid dearing of the wards he would have to send people
through levels foreign to them to reach thar embarkation points. There would be possible oxygen
contamination of chlorine environments, danger of chlorine lesking into the AUGL wards, or of water



flooding dl over the place. Precautions would have to be taken againg falure of the methane life-forms
refrigerators, breakdown of the antigravity equipment of the fragile, bird-like LSVOs and rupture of
lllensan pressure envelopes.

Contamination was the greatest danger in a multi-environment hospita—contamination by oxygen,
chloring, methane, water, cold, heat or radiation. During the evacuation the safety devices usudly in
operation—airtight doors, double, inter-level locks, the various detection and darm systems—would
have to be overridden in the interests of a quick getaway.

Then gtaff would have to be detailed to inspect the transport units to ensure that their passenger space
accurately reproduced the environment of the patients they were to carry.

All a once Conway's mind refused to take any more of it. He closed his eyes, sank his head into the
pamsof his hands and watched the afterimage of his desktop fade dowly into redness. He was sick of
paperwork. Since being given the Etla job his whole life had been paperwork; reports, summaries,
charts, indructions. He was a doctor currently planning a complicated operation, but it was the sort of
operation performed by a high-level clerk rather than a surgeon. Conway had not studied and trained for
the greater part of hislifeto be a clerk.

He stood up, excused himsdf hoarsaly to the Colonel and |eft the office. Without redlly thinking about
it he was moving in the direction of hiswards.

A new shift was just coming on duty and to the patients it was hdf an hour before the firs med of the
day, which made it a very unusud time for a Senior Physician to do his rounds. The mild panic he caused
would, in other circumgtances, have been funny. Conway greeted the intern on duty politdy, fet mildy
surprised to find that it was the Creppelian octopoid he had met as a trainee two months previoudy, then
fdt annoyed when the AMSL indsted on following him around a a respectful distance. This was the
proper procedure for ajunior intern, but a that moment Conway wanted to be aone with his petients
and his thoughts.

Most srongly of dl he fdt the need to see and speak to the sometimes weird and aways wonderful
extrarterrestria patients who were technicdly under his care—all the beings he had come to know before
leaving for Etla having been long since discharged. He did not look at their charts, however, because he
had an dlergy toward the abstraction of information via the printed word a the moment. Instead he
questioned them closdly, dmaost hungrily, regarding their symptoms and condition and background. He
left some of the minor cases pleased and flabbergasted by such attention from a Senior Physician, and
some might have been annoyed by his prying. But Conway had to do it. While he iill had patients left he
wanted to be a doctor.

An e-t doctor...

Sector Generd was bregking up. The vast, complex structure dedicated to the rdief of suffering and
the advance of xenologicad medicine was dying, succumbing like any termind patient to a disease too
powerful for it to resist. Tomorrow or the next day these wards would begin to empty. The patients with
their exctic variations of physology, metabolism and complaints would drain away. In darkened wards
the weird and wonderful fabrications which condtituted the dien idea of a comfortable bed would crouch
like surredigtic ghogts dong the wals. And with the departure of the et patients and gaff would go the
necessty for mantaining the environments which housed them, the Trandators which dlowed them to
communicete, the physology tapes which made it possible for one species to treat another.

But the Gdaxy's greatest e-t hospitd would not die completdy, not for another few days or weeks.
The Monitor Corps had no experience of interstdlar wars, this being ther firdt, but they thought they
knew what to expect. Casudties among the ship's crews would be heavy and with a very high proportion
of them fatal. The dill-living casudties brought in would be of three types, decompression, bone-fractures
and radiation poisoning. It was expected that two or three levels would be enough to take care of them,
because if the engagement was fought with nuclear weapons, and there was no reason to suppose
otherwise, most of the decompression and fracture cases would be radiation—termind aso—there
would be no danger of overcrowding.

Then the internd break-up began with the evacuation would continue on the structurd leve as the
Empire forces attacked. Conway was no military tactician, but he could not see how the vag,



nearly-empty hospita could be protected. It was a stting duck, soon to be a dead one. A great, fused
and battered metd graveyard...

All a once a tremendous wave of feding washed through Conway's mind-bitterness, sadness and a
aurge of sheer anger which left him shaking. As he sumbled out of the ward he didn't know whether he
wanted to cry or curse or knock somebody down. But the decison was taken away from him when he
turned the corner leading to the PV SJ section and collided solidly with Murchison.

The impact was not painful, one of the calliding bodies being wdl endowed with shock-absorbing
equipment, but it was sharp enough to jolt his mind of a very sombre train of thought onto one infinitdy
more pleasant. Suddenly he wanted to watch and talk to Murchison as badly as he had wanted to vist
his patients, and for the same reason. Thismight be the lagt time he would see her.

"I-I'm sorry," he sslammered, backing off. Then remembering ther last mesting, he said, "l was a bit
rushed at the lock this morning, couldn't say much. Are you on duty?'

"Jug coming off,” said Murchison in a neutra voice.

"Oh," said Conway, then; "I wondered if... that is, would you mind..."

"l wouldn't mind going for a swvim,”" she said.

"Hne" said Conway.

They went up to the recreetion leve, changed and met insgde on the smulated beach. While they were
waking toward the water she said suddenly, "Oh, Doctor. When you were sending me those letters, did
you ever think of putting them in envelopes with my name and room number on them?'

"And let everybody know | was writing to you?' Conway said. "I didn't think you wanted that."

Murchison gave a lady-like snort. "The system you devised was not exactly secret,” she sad with a
hint of anger in her tone. "Thornnastor in Pathology has three mouths and it can't keep any of them shuit.
They were nice letters, but | don't think it was fitting for you to write them on the back of sputum test
reports.”

"I'm sorry,” said Conway. "It won't happen agan.”

With the words the dark mood which the sght of Murchison had pushed from his mind came rushing
back. It certainly wouldn't happen again, he thought bleskly, not ever. And the hot, artificd sun did not
seem to be warming his skin as he remembered it and the water was not so gingingly cold. Even in the
hdf-G conditions the svim was weaying rather than exhilarating. It was as if some deep layer of
tiredness swathed his body, dulling al sensation. After only a few minutes he returned to the shalows and
waded onto the beach. Murchison followed him, looking concerned.

"You've got thinner," she said when she had caught up with him.

Conway's firg impulse was to say "You haven't,” but the intended compliment could have been taken
another way, and he was lousy enough company adready without running the risk of inaulting her. Then he
hed an ideaand said quickly, "I forgot that you're just off duty and haven't eaten yet. Shdl we go to the
restaurant?’

"Yes, please” said Murchison.

The restaurant was perched high on the diff fadng the diving ledges and boasted a continuous
transparent wal which alowed afull view of the beach while keeping out the noise. It was the only place
in the recreation level where quiet conversation was possble. But the quietness was wasted on them
because they hardly spoke at dl.

Until haf way through the med when Murchison said, "You aren't egting as much, ether.”

Conway said, "Have you ever owned, or navigated, a space vessd?'

"Me? Of course not!”

"Or if you were wrecked in a ship whose astrogator was injured and unconscious,” he perssted, "and
the ship's drive had been repaired, could you give the coordinates for reaching some planet within the
Federation?!

"No," said Murchison impatiently. "I'd have to stay there until the astrogator woke up. What sort of
questions are these?"

"The sort I'll be asking dl my friends"" Conway replied grimly. "If you had answered 'Y es to one of
them it would have taken aload off my mind."



Murchison put down her knife and fork, frowning dightly. Conway thought that she looked lovey
when she frowned, or laughed, or did anything. Epecidly when she was wearing a swimsuit. That was
one thing he liked about this place, they dlowed you to dinein swimsuits And he wished that he could
pul himsdf out of his disma mood and be sparkling company for a couple of hours. On his present
showing he doubted if Murchison would let him take her home, much less cooperate in the dinch for the
two minutes, forty-eight seconds it took for the robot to arrive...

"Something is bothering you,” Murchison said. She hesitated, then went on, "If you need a soft
shoulder, be my guest. But remember it isonly for crying on, nothing ese”

"What dse could | useit for?' said Conway.

"l don't know," she said, amiling, "but I'd probably find out.”

Conway did not gmile in return. Instead he began to tak about the things that were worrying
him—and the people, induding her. When he had finished she was quiet for along time. Sadly Conway
watched the fantly ridiculous picture of a young, dedicated, very beautiful girl in a white svimsuit coming
to a decison which would dmost certainly cost her life

"l think I'll stay behind,”" she said findly, as Conway knew she would. "Y ou're gaying too, of course?"

"l haven't decided yet," Conway said carefully. "'l can't leave until after the evacuation anyway. And
there may be nothing to tay for."

He made a last try to make her change her mind. "...and dl your e-t training would be wasted. There
are lots of other hospitas that would be glad to have you."

Murchison sat up graight in her seat. When she spoke it was in the brisk, competent, no-nonsense
tone of a nurse prescribing treatment to a possibly recadcitrant patient. She said, "From what you tdl me
you're going to have a busy day tomorrow. You should get dl the deep you can. In fact, | think you
should go to your room right away."

Thenin a completely different tone she added, "But if you'd like to take me home fird..."

CHAPTER 14

On the day after indructions to evacuate the hospita had been issued, everything went smoathly. The
patients gave no trouble at dl, the natura order of things being for patients to leave hospitd and in this
indance their discharge was jugt a litile bit more dramatic than usud. Discharging the medicd Saff,
however, was a most unnaturd thing. To a patient Hospita was merdly a painful, or at least not very
pleasant, episode in hislife To the gaff of Sector Generd the hospital was their life

Everything went smoathly with the gaff on the first day aso. Everyone did as they were told, probably
because habit and their state of shock made that the easiest thing to do. But by the second day the shock
hed worn off and they began to produce arguments, and the person they most wanted to argue with was
Dr. Conway.

On the third day Conway had to cdl O'Mara.

"What's the trouble!” Conway burst out when O'Mara replied. "The trouble is meking this...this
gaggle of geniuses see things sengbly! And the brighter a being is the more stupid it indgts on acting.
Take Prilida, a beastie who is so much eggahdl and matchgticks that it would blow away in a strong
draft, it wants to stay. And Doctor Mannon, who is as near being a Diagnodician as makes no
difference. Mannon says treating excdlusvely human casudties would be something of a holiday. And the
reasons some of the others have thought up are fantadtic.

"Youve got to make them see sense, Sr. You're the Chief Psychologi<...”

"Three quarters of the medicd and mantenance g&ff,” O'Mara sad sharply, "are in possession of
information likely to hep the enemy in the event of their capture. They will be leaving, regardiess of
whether they are Diagnogticians, computer men or junior ward orderlies, for reasons of security. They
will have no choice in the matter. In addition to these there will be a number of specidist medicd &ff
who will fed obliged, because of ther patient's condition, to travel with their charges. So far as the
remainder are concerned there is vay little | can do, they are sane, intdligent, mature beings capable of
meking up their own minds."

Conway said, "Hah."



"Before you impugn other people's sanity,” O'Mara said dryly, "answer me one question. Are you
going to stay?"

"Wadl.. " began Conway.

O'Mara broke the connection.

Conway stared at the handset along time without reclipping it. He dill had not made up his mind if he
was going to Stay or not. He knew that he wasn't the heroic type, and he badly wanted to leave. But he
didn't want to leave without his friends, because if Murchison and Prilida and the others stayed behind,
he couldn't have borne the things they would think about him if he was to run away.

Probably they dl thought that he meant to stay but was being coy about it, while the truth was that he
was too cowardly and at the same time too much of a hypocrite to admit to them that he was afraid...

The sharp voice of Colond Skempton broke into his mood of sdf loathing, digpdling it for the
moment.

"Doctor, the Kelgian hospitd ship is here. And an lllensan freighter. Locks Five and Seventeen in ten
minutes”

"Right," said Conway. He I¢ft the office a a near run, heading for Reception.

All three control desks were occupied when he arrived, two by Nidians and the other by a Corps
Lieutenant on stand-by. Conway positioned himsdf between and behind the Nidians where he could
sudy both sets of repeater screens and began hoping very hard that he could ded with the things which
would inevitably go wrong.

The Kegian vessd dready locked on a Five was a brute, one of the latest intergtdlar liners which had
been patidly converted into a hospitd ship on the way out. The dterations were not quite complete, but
a team of maintenance daff and robots were dready boarding it together with senior ward daff who
would arrange for the digpogtion of ther patients. At the same time the occupants of the wards were
being readied for the trandfer and the equipment necessary for tregting them was being dismantled,
rapidy and with little regard for the subsequent condition of the ward wals Some of the smdler
equipment, heaped onto powered stretcher-carriers, was aready on the way to the ship.

Altogether it looked like being a farly smple operation. The atmosphere, pressure and gravity
requirement of the patients were exactly those of the ship, so that no complicated protective
arrangements were necessary, and the vessd was big enough to take dl of the Kelgian patients with
room to spare. He would be able to clear the DBLF levels completely and get rid of a few Trdthan
FGLIs as wdl. But even though the fird job was rdatively uncomplicated, Conway estimated that it
would take at least Sx hours for the ship to be loaded and away. He turned to the other control desk.

Here the picture was in many respects amilar. The environment of the Illensan freighter matched
perfectly that of the PVSJ wards, but the ship was smdler and, congdering its purpose, did not have a
large crew. The preparations for recalving patients aboard were, for this reason, not wel advanced.
Conway directed extra maintenance g&ff to the Illensan freighter, thinking that they would be lucky to get
away with Sxty PV SJsin the same time as it took the other ship to clear three whole levels

He was ill trying to find shortcuts in the problem when the Lieutenant's screen it up.

"A Trdthan ambulance ship, Doctor,” he reported. "Fully staffed and with provision for Sx FROBs
and a Chalder aswdl as twenty of their own species. No preparation needed at ther end, they say just
load em up.”

The AUGL denizens of Chdderescol, a forty-foot long, amoured fidhlike species were
water-breathers who could not live in any other medium for more than a few seconds and live On the
other hand the FROBs were sguat, immensdy massve and thick-skinned beings accustomed to the
crushing gravity and pressure of Hudlar. Properly speeking Hudlarians did not breathe at dl, and thar
incredibly strong tegument dlowed them to exist for long periods in conditions of zero gravity and
pressure, o that the water in the AUGL section would not bother them...

Conway said quickly, "Lock Twenty-eight for the Chalder. While they're loading it send the FROBs
through the ELNT section into the main AUGL tank and out by the same Lock. Then tdl them to move
to Lock Fve and well have thar other patients waiting..."

Gradudly the evacuation got under way. Accommodations was prepared for the first convalescent



PV SJs aboard the Jlensan freighter and the dow trek of patients and daff through the noisome ydlow
fog of the chlorine section commenced. Smultaneoudy the other screen was showing a long, undulaing
fileof Kelgians moving toward their ship, with medicad and enginesring saff carrying equipment charging
up and down the line.

To some it might have seemed cdlous to evacuate the convalescent patients firgt, but there were very
good reasons for doing so. With these waking wounded out of the way the wards and approaches to the
locks would be less congested, which would dlow the complicated frames and harnesses containing the
more serioudy ill patients to be moved more eadly, as wel as giving them a litle more time in the
optimum conditions of the wards.

"Two more lllensan ships, Doctor," the lieutenant said suddenly. "Smdl jobs, capacity about twenty
patients each.”

"Lock Seventeen isdill tied up," said Conway. "Tdl them to orbit.”

The next arrival was asmd| passenger ship from the Earth-human world of Gregory, and with it came
the lunch trays. There were only a few Earth-human patients at Sector Generd, but a a pinch the
Gregorian ship could take any warm-blooded oxygen-breather below the mass of a Trathan. Conway
dedlt with both arrivals at the same time, not caring if he did have to speak or even shout, with his mouth
full...

Then suddenly the swesting, harassed face of Colond Skempton flicked onto the internd screen. He
sad sharply, "Doctor, there are two lllensan ships hanging about in orbit. Don't you have work for
them?'

"Yed" sad Conway, irritated by the other's tone. "But there is a ship dready loading
chlorine-bresthers at Seventeen, and there is no other lock suitable on that level. Theyll have to wait their
turn.

"That won't do," Skempton cut in harshly. "While they're hanging about out there they are in danger
should the enemy attack suddenly. Ether you start loading them at once or we send them away to come
back later. Probably much later. Sorry."

Conway opened his mouth and then shut it with a dick over what he had been about to say. Hanging
gimly onto his temper he tried to think.

He knew that the build-up of the defence flest had been going on for days and that the astrogation
officers responsible for bringing those unitsin would leave again as soon as possible—either on ther own
scout ships or with the patients leaving Sector Generd. The plan devised by the Monitor Corps cdled for
no information regarding the whereabouts of the Federation being avalable in the minds of the defending
forces or the non-combatants who remained in the hospital. The defence fleet was deployed to protect
the hospitd and the ships locked onto it, and the thought of two other ships swinging around loose, ships
which contained fully qudified astrogators aboard, must have made the Monitor flest commander start
biting his nails.

"Very well, Colond," Conway said. "WEell take the ships a Ffteen and Twenty-one. Thiswill mean
chlorine-bresthers travelling through the DBLF maternity ward and a part of the AUGL section. Despite
these complications we should have the patients aboard in three hours...

Complications was right...! Conway thought grimly as he gave the necessary orders. Luckily both the
DBLF ward and that section of the AUGL levd would be vacant by the time the chlorine-bresthing
[llensansin their pressure tents came through. But the ship from Gregory was at an adjoining lock taking
on ELNTs who were being shepherded through the area by DBLF nurses in protective suits. Also there
were some of the low-G, bird-like MSVK's being brought to the same vessd through the chlorine ward
which he was hoping to clear...

There weren't enough screens in Reception to keep properly in touch with what was going on down
there, Conway decided suddenly. He had the horrible feding that a most awful snarl-up would occur if he
wasn't careful. But he couldn't be careful if he didn't know what was going on. The only course was for
him to go there and direct the traffic himsdf.

He cdled O'Mara, explained the stuation quickly and asked for ardief.



CHAPTER 15

Dr. Mannon arrived, groaned piteoudy at the battery of screens and flaghing lights, then smoothly
took over the job of directing the evacuation. As a replacement Conway could not have hoped for
anyone better. He was turning to go when Mannon pushed his face within three inches of one of the
screens and said "Harrumph.”

Conway stopped. "What's wrong?'

"Nothing, nothing,” said Mannon, without turning round. "It's just that I'm beginning to understand why
you want to go down there"

"But | told you why!" said Conway impdiently. He stamped out, tdling himsdf angrily that Mannon
was indulging in sensaless conversation at a time when unnecessary tak of any kind was crimind. Then
he wondered if the aging Dr. Mannon was tired, or had a particularly confusng tape riding him, and felt
suddenly ashamed. Snapping at Skempton or the receptionists hadn't worried him unduly, but he did not
want to begin biting the heads off his friends—even if he was harassed and tired and the whole place was
rapidly going to Hell on horseback. Then very soon he was being kept too busy to fed ashamed.

Three hours later the state of confusion around him seemed to have doubled, dthough in actua fact it
was Imply that twice as much was being accomplished twice as fast. From his postion a one of the high
levd entrances to the main AUGL ward Conway could look down on a line of ELNTs—six-legged,
crab-like entities from Mdf 1V—scuttling or being towed across the floor of the great tank. Unlike their
amphibious patients, the thickly-furred, ar breathing Kelgians attending them had to wear protective
envelopes which were sdtering hot indde. The scraps of Trandated conversation which drifted up to
him, dthough necessarily emoationless, verged on the incandescent. But the work was being done, and
much faster than Conway had ever hoped for.

In the corridor behind him a dow procession of Illensans, some in protective suits and the more
serioudy ill in pressure tents which enclosed thair beds, moved past. They were bang attended by
Earth-human and Kedgian nurses. The transfer was going smoothly now, but there had been a time only
half an hour back when Conway had wondered if it would go at dll...

When the large pressure tents came through into the water-filled AUGL section they had risen like
giant chlorine bubbles and stuck fast againg the calling. Towing them aong the corridor celing had been
impossible because outgrowths of plumbing might have ruptured the thin envelopes, and getting five or gx
nurses to weigh them down was impractical. And when he brought in powered Stretcher carriers from the
level above—vehicles not designed for but theoreticaly capable of operating under water—with the idea
of both holding his super-buoyant patients down and moving them quickly, a battery casng had split and
the carrier became the centre of a mass of hissing, bubbling water which had rapidly turned black.

Conway would not be surprised to hear that the patient on that particular carrier had a relapse.

He had solved the problem findly with a magnificent flash of inspiration which, he told himsdf
disgustedly, should have come two seconds after he had seen the problem. He had quickly switched the
atifiad gravity grids in the corridor to zero attraction and in the weightless condition the pressure tents
hed logt their buoyancy. It meant that the nurses had to svim ingtead of walk with their patients, but that
was asmd| thing.

It was during the trandfer of these PV SJs that Conway learned the reason for Mannon's "Harrumph'
up in Reception—Murchison was one of the nurses on that duty. She hadn't recognized him, of course,
but he knew there was only one person who could fill a nurse's lightweight suit the way she did. He didn't
gpeak to her, however—it didn't seem to be the proper time or place.

Time passed rapidly without another mgor criss developing. At Lock Five the Kegian hospitd ship
was ready to go, waiting only for some of the hospital's senior g&ff to go aboard and for a Monitor ship
to escort them out to a safe jump distance. Remembering some of the beings who were scheduled to
leave on that ship, many of them friends of long standing, Conway decided the chance offered by the
quiet Spdl to say a quick good-bye to some of them. He cdled Mannon to tdl hm where he was going,
then headed for Five.

But by the time he arrived the Kelgian ship had gone. In one of the big direction vison panels he could



see it drawing away with a Monitor cruiser in close attendance; and beyond them, hanging like
newly-formed congelationsin the blackness, lay the Monitor defence fleet. The buildup of units around
the hospital was proceeding as planned and had increased visbly snce Conway had looked a it
yesterday. Reassured, and not alittle awed by the sght, he hurried back to the AUGL section.

And arrived to find the corridor dmost plugged by an expanding sphere of ice.

The ship from Gregory contained a specidly refrigerated compartment for beings of the SNLU
dassficaion. These were fragile, crysdling, methane-based life-forms who would be ingantly cremated
if the temperature rose above minus one-twenty. Sector Generd was currently treating seven of these
ultrafrigid creatures, and dl of them had been packed into a ten-foot refrigerated sphere for the transfer.
Because of the difficulties expected in handling them they were the last patients for the Gregorian ship.

If there had been a direct opening to space from the cold section they would have been moved to the
ship dong the outer hull, but as this was not possible they had to be brought through fourteen levels from
the methane ward to their loading point at Lock Sixteen. In dl the other levels the corridors had been
gpacious and filled with ar or chlorine, so that dl that the protective sphere had done was to collect a
coding of frost and chill the surrounding atmosphere. But in the AUGL section it was growing ice. Fast.

Conway had known this would happen but had not considered it important because the sphere should
not have been in the water-filled corridor long enough to cause a problem. But one of the towing lines
had snapped and pulled it againgt some projecting conduit and within seconds they were welded together
with ice. Now the sphere was encased in an icy shel four feet thick and there was barely room to pass
above or below it.

"Get cutting torches down here" Conway bawled up to Mannon, "quick!"

Three Corpsmen arrived jugt before the corridor was completely blocked. With the cutting flames of
their torches set to maximum dispersa they attacked the icy mass, mdting it free of the projection and
trying to reduce it to a more manageable Sze. In the confined space of the corridor the heat being applied
to the ice-ball sent the water temperature soaring up, and none of their suits had cooling units. Conway
began to fed a disinct empathy toward boiled lobsters. And the great, awkward mass of ice was a
danger to life and limb—danger from being crushed between it and the corridor wall, and the scading,
nearly opague water which made it so easy to put an am or leg between the ice and a cutting flame.

But findly the job was done. The container with its SNLU occupants was manoeuvred through the
inter-level lock into another air-filled section. Conway rubbed a hand across the outsde of his hdmet in
an unconscious attempt to wipe the sweat from his forehead and wondered what €lse would go wrong.

The answer, according to Dr. Mannon up in Reception was not a thing.

All three levels of DBLF patients had left with the Kegian ship, Mannon told him enthusadticdly, the
only caterpillars remaining in the hospitd being afew of the nurang saff. Between them the three Illensan
fraghters had cleared the PV SJ wards of ther chlorine-bresthers, except for afew dragglers who would
be aboard within a few minutes. Among the water-breathing types the AUGLs and ELNTS were clear,
and the SNLUs in their baby iceberg were just going aboard. In dl fourteen levels had been cleared and
that was not a bad day's work. Dr. Mannon suggested that Dr. Conway might take this opportunity of
aoplying a pillow to his head and going into a state of voluntary unconsciousness in preparation for an
equaly busy day tomorrow.

Conway was svimming tiredly toward the inter-level lock, his mind revolving around the infinitdy
dluring concepts of alarge steak and along deep, when it happened.

Something which he did not see struck him a savage, dissbling blow. It bit smultaneoudy in the
abdomen, chest and legs—the places where his suit was tightest. Agony burst indde him like a red
exploson that was just barely contained by his tortured body. He doubled up and began to black out, he
wanted to die and he desperately wanted to be sick. But sometiny portion of his brain unaffected by the
pain and nausea indgted that he did not dlow himsdf to be sck, that being sck indde his hdmet was a
very nasty way to die...

Gradudly the pain receded and became bearable. Conway dill fdt asif a Trdthan had kicked hmin
the groin with dl Sx feet, but other things were beginning to regigter. Loud, ingstent, gurgling noises and
the extremey odd sght of a Kdgian drifting in the water without its protective suit. A second look told



him that it was wearing a suit, but that it was ruptured and full of water.

Further down in the AUGL tank two more Kedgians floated, their long, soft, furry bodies burst open
from head to tal, the ghedly detalls merafully obscured by an expanding red fog. And agang the
opposite wdl of the tank there was an area of turbulence around a dark, irregular hole through which the
water seemed to be leaving.

Conway swore. He thought he knew what had happened. Whatever had made that ragged-edged
hole had, because of the non-compressibility of water, aso expended its force on the unfortunate
occupants of the AUGL tank. But because the other Kegian and himsdf had been up here in the
corridor they had escaped the worst effects of it.

Or maybe only one of them had escaped...

It took three minutes for him to drag the Kelgian nurse into the lock ten yards dong the corridor.
Once indde he st the pumps going to clear the chamber of water, Smultaneoudy cracking an ar vave.
While the lagt of the water was draining awvay he struggled to lay the sodden, inert body on its Sde
agang one wadl. The being's sivery pdt was amass of dirty grey spikes, and he could detect no pulse or
respiration. Conway quickly lay down on his sde on the floor, moved the third and fourth set of legs
gpart so that he could put his shoulder into the space between them, then with his own feet braced firmly
agang the opposite wal he began to push rhythmicdly. Sitting on top of it and pressng down with the
pams was not, Conway knew, an effective method of goplying atificid respiration to one of the massve
DBLFs. After afew seconds water began trickling out of its mouth.

He broke off suddenly as he heard somebody trying to open the lock from the AUGL corridor side.
Conway tried his radio, but one or the other of thair sets was not working. Taking off his hedmet quickly
he put his mouth up againg the sedl, cupped his hands around it and yelled, "I've an air-breather in here
without its suit, don't open the sedl or else youll drown ust Come in from the other Sde

A few minutes later the sedl on the ar-filled sde opened and Murchison was looking down a him.
She sad, "D-Doctor Conway..." in a peculiar voice.

Conway draightened his legs sharply, ranming his shoulder into the area of the Kegian's underbdly
nearest itslungs and said, "Wha?'

"l... You.., the explogon..." she began. Then &fter the brief fdse start her tone became firm and
purpossful as she went on, "There's been an exploson, Doctor. One of the DBLF nurses is injured,
severe lacerated wounds caused by a piece of floor plating spinning againg it. We coagulated a once but
| don't think its holding. And the corridor where its lying is being flooded, the exploson mugt have
opened away into the AUGL section. The air-pressure is dropping dightly so we musgt be open to space
somewhere, too, and there isa distinct sndl of chlorine™

Conway groaned and ceased his efforts with the Kegian, but before he could speak Murchison went
on quickly, "All the Kelgian doctors have been evacuated and the only DBLFs left are this one and a
couple who should be around here somewhere, but they're just nurang gaff.”

Here was a proper mess, Conway thought as he scrambled to his feet; contamination and threstening
decompression. Theinjured being would have to be moved quickly, because if the pressure dropped too
much the artight doors would drop and if the patient was on the wrong side of them when they did it
would be just too bad. And the absence of a qudified DBLF meant that he would have to take a Kegian
physology tape and do the job himsdf, which meant a quick trip to O'Mara's office. But firs he would
have to look at the patient.

"Take over this one, please Nurse" he said, indicating the sodden mass on the floor, "I think it's
beginning to breath for itsdf, but will you give it another ten minutes..." He watched while Murchison lay
down on her side, knees bent and with both feet planted againg the opposite wall. This was definitdy
neither the time nor the place, but the sght of her lying there in that demordizingly tight suit made the
urgency of patients, evacuations and physiology tapes diminish for just an ingant. Then the tight, moisture
beaded suit made him remember that Murchison had been in the AUGL tank, too, just a few minutes
before the exploson, and he had an awful vison of her lovdy body burst open like those of the two
hapless DBLFs...

"Between the third and fourth pair of legs, not thefifth and axth!” Conway said harshly as he turned to



go.
Which wasn't what he had meant to say at dl.

CHAPTER 16

For some reason Conway's mind had been consdering the effects of the explogon rather than its
cause. Or perhaps he had been ddiberately trying not to think dong that ling, trying to fool himsdf that
there had been some sort of accident rather than that the hospital was under attack. But the yammering
PA reminded him of the truth a every intersection and on the way to O'Maras office everyone was
moving twice as fast asusud and, as usud, dl in a direction opposite to Conway's. He wondered if they
dl fdt as he did, scared, unprotected, momentarily expecting a second explosion to rip the floor apart
under their hurrying feet. Yet it was stupid of him to hurry because he might be rushing toward the spot
where the next exploson would occur...

He had to force himsdf to wak dowly into the Chief Psychologist's office, detall his requirements and
ask O'Mara quigtly what had happened.

"Saven ships" O'Mara replied, mationing Conway onto the couch as he lowered the Educator helmet
into pogition. "They seem to have been smdl jobs, with no evidence of unusud armament or defences.
There was quite a scrap. Three got away and one of the four which didn't launched a missle at us before
it was clobbered. A amdl missle with a chemica warhead.

"Which is very odd,” O'Mara went on thoughtfully, "because if it had been a nudear warhead there
would be no hospitd here now. We weren't expecting them just as soon as this and were taken by
aurprise alittle. Do you have to take this patient?'

"Eh? Oh, yes," said Conway. "You know DBLF. Any incised wound is an emergency with them. By
the time another doctor had alook at the patient and came up here for a tape it might be too late”

O'Mara grunted. His hard, square, oddly gentle hands checked the fitting of the hemet, then pressed
Conway down onto the couch. He went on, "They tried to press that attack home, it was redly vicious.
A clear indication, | would say, of ther fedings toward us. Yet they used a chemicd head when they
could have destroyed us completely. Peculiar. One thing, though, it has made the ditherers make up their
minds. Anybody who wants to stay here now redly wants to stay and the ones who are leaving are going
to leave fast, which is a good thing from Dermod's point of view."

Dermod was the flest commander.

"... Now make your mind ablank," he ended sourly, "or at least make it blanker than usud.”

Conway did not have to try to make hismind a blank, a process which aided the reception of an dien
physology tape. O'Maras couch was wondefully soft and comfortable. He had never gppreciated it
properly before, he seemed to be snking right into it...

A sharp tap on the shoulder made him jump. O'Mara said caudticaly, "Don't go to deep! And when
you finish with your patient go to bed. Mannon can handle things in Reception and the hospital won't go
to pieces without you unless we get hit with an aomic bomb.”

With the firg evidence of double-mindedness dready becoming apparent, Conway |eft the office.
Badcdly the tape was a brain recording of one of the great medicd minds of the species of the patient to
be treated. But the doctor taking such a tape had, literdly, to share his mind with a completely dien
persondity. That was how it fdt, because dl the memories and experience of the being who had donated
the tape were impressed on the receiving mind, not just selected pieces of medicd data. Physiology tapes
could not be edited.

But the DBLFs were not as dien as some of the beings Conway had had to share his mind with.
Although physcdly they resembled giant, dlvery caerpillars they had a lot in common with
Earth-humans. Ther emotiond reactions to such simuli as music, a piece of scenic grandeur, or DBLFs
of the opposite sex were very nearly identicd. This one even liked mest, so that Conway would not have
to starve on sdad if he had to keep the tape for any length of time.

Wha matter if he did fed unsafe waking on just two legs, or found himsdf humping his back
rhythmically as he walked. Or even, when he reached the abandoned DBLF section and the smd| thegire
where the patient had been brought, that a part of his mind thought of Murchison as just another one of



those spindly DBDGs from Earth...

Although Murchison had everything ready for him, Conway did not start at once. Because of the mind
and persondity of the grest Kelgian doctor sharing his brain he redly fet for the patient now. He
appreciated the seriousness of its condition and knew that there were severd hours of delicate, exacting
work ahead of him. At the same time he knew that he was very tired, that he could bardly keep his eyes
open. It was an effort even to move his feet, and hisfingers, when he was checking over the instruments,
fdt like thick, tired sausages. He knew that he couldn't work in this condition unless he wanted to kill the
patient.

"Hx me a pep-shot, will you please?' he said, biting down on a yawn. For an ingant Murchison
looked asif she might give him an argument. Pep-shots were frowned on in the hospitd—their use was
sanctioned only in cases of the gravest emergency, and for very good reasons. But she prepared and
injected the shot without saying anything, using a blunt needle and quite unnecessary force to jab it home.
Even though hdf hismind wasn't his own, Conway could see that she was mad a him.

Then suddenly the shot took effect. Except for a dight tingling sensation in his feet and a blotchiness
which only Murchison could see in his face Conway fdt as clear-eyed, dert and physcdly refreshed as if
he had just come out of a shower &fter ten hours seep.

"How's the other one?" he asked suddenly. He had been <o tired he had forgotten the Kelgian he had
left with Murchison in the lock.

"Artifidd respiration brought it round,” she replied, then with more enthusiasm, "but it was il in
shock. | sent it up to the Trathan section, they dill have afew senior g&ff there”

"Good," said Conway warmly. He wanted to say more, to be more personaly complimentary, but he
knew that there was no time to stand and chat. He ended, "Let's begin, shdl we."

Except for the thinwaled, narrow casing which housed the brain the DBLF species had no bony
dructure. Their bodies were composed of an outer cylinder of musculature which, in addition to being its
primary means of locomotion, served to protect the vitd organs within it. To the mind of a being more
generoudy reinforced with bones this protection was far from adequate. Another severe disadvantage in
the event of injury was its complex and extremdy vulnerable circulatory system; the blood supply
network which had to feed the tremendous bands of muscle encirding its body ran close under the skin.
Thethick fur of the pelt gave some protection here, but not againgt chunks of jagged-edged, flying metd.
Aninjury which many other species would consider superficid could cause a DBLF to bleed to death in
minutes.

Conway worked dowly and carefully, dissolving away the coagulant so hestily gpplied by Murchison,
reparing or patidly replacing damaged mgor blood vessds and seding off the minor branches which
were too fine for him to do anything ese. This part of the operation worried him—not because it
endangered the life of the patient but because he knew that the beautiful Slvery fur would never grow
properly in these areas again, that if it grew at dl it would be ydlowed and visudly repulsive to a mde
Kdgian. The injured nurse was a remarkably handsome young femde and such a didfiguration could be a
red tragedy. Conway hoped she wouldnt be too proud to keep the area covered with surrogate fur.
Admittedly it did not have the rich, deep ludtre of living fur and would be immediady recognizable for
whet it was, but neither would it be so visudly distressing...

An hour ago this would have been just another caterpillar, Conway thought dryly, an "it" about whom
he fdt only dinical concern. Now he had reached the stage of worrying about the patient's marriage
prospects. A physology tape certainly made one fed for one's e-t patients.

When he had finished Conway caled Reception, described the patient's condition and urged thet it
should be evacuated as quickly as possible. Mannon told him that there were hdf a dozen amdl vessds
loading a the moment, most of them with provison for taking oxy-breathers, and gave him a choice of
two Locksin the vicinity. Mannon added that, with the exception of a few patients on the criticdly ill ligt,
dl patients of dassfications A through G had ather gone or were on the point of going, aong with staff
members of the same dassifications who had been ordered to go by O'Mara for security reasons.

Some of them had displayed extreme reluctance to leave. One in particular, a hoary old Trathan
Diagnogtician who was unfortunate enough to own a persona space yacht—something which in normd



conditions would not have been consdered a misfortunel—had had to be formdly charged with
attempted treason, disurbing the peace and incitement to mutiny and arrested, that being the only way to
get it aboard ship.

As he broke the connection Conway thought that they wouldn't have to go to such lengths to get him
to leave the hospitd. He shook his head, angry and ashamed of himsdf, and gave Murchison ingructions
for trandferring the patient to the ship.

The injured Kdgian had to be enclosed in a pressure tent for the initid stage of its trip through the
AUGL ward, which was now open to space. There were no water-breathers Ieft in the big tank and no
water, there being more urgent things to do then repairing and refilling a section which would very likey
never be used again. The sght of the great tank, empty now, with its wals vacuum dry and the lush,
underwater vegetation which had been designed to make the ward seem more homelike to its occupants
henging like pieces of brittle, discoloured parchment made Conway fed horribly depressed. The
depression remained with him while they negotiated the three empty chlorine levels below it and came to
another ar-filled section.

Here they had to pause to dlow a procession of TLTUs to pass. Conway was glad of the chance to
stop for awhile because, dthough the pep-shot had him ill feding full of artifida beans, Murchison was
beginning to droop. As soon as their patient was aboard he thought he would order her off to bed.

Seven TLTUs filed dowly past, ther protective spheres anchored to stretcher-carriers driven by
sweseting, tense-faced orderlies. Unlike those of the methane life-forms these spheres did not collect frog.
Instead they emitted a high-pitched, shuddering whine as ther generators laboured to mantain the internd
temperature a a comfortable, for their occupants, five hundred degrees. Each one of them passed in a
wave of hest which Conway could fed 9x yards away.

If another warhead was to drike here and now, and one of those globes was opened... Conway
didnt think there was a worse way to die than to have the flesh boiled off his bones in a blast of
super-heated steam.

By the time they had handed the patient over to the ship's medicd officer a the Lock, Conway was
having difficulty focusing his eyes and his legs had a definite rubbery fed to them. Bed was indicated, he
thought, or another pep-shot. He had just decided on the former course of trestment when he was
collared respectfully by a Monitor officer wearing a heavy-duty suit which was dill radiating the cold of
space.

"The casudties are here, r," the officer said urgently. "We brought them in on a supply ship because
Reception is tied up with the evacuation. We're locked onto the DBLF section, but the place is empty
and you'e the firg doctor I've seen. Will you take care of them?"

Conway dmog asked what casudties, but stopped himsdf in time. There had been an attack, he
remembered suddenly, the attack had been beaten off and the ensuing casuaties, whether great or amadl,
were obvioudy of prime concern to this officer. If he had known that Conway had been too busy to think
about the battle and its casuaties.

"Where did you put them?' said Conway.

"They're dill in the ship," the officer replied, rdaxing dightly. "We thought it better for someone to look
a them before they were moved. Some of them... | mean... Uh, will you follow me, Sr?!

There were eighteen of them, the wreckage of men who had been fished out of the wreckage of a
ship, whose suits were dill cold to the touch. Only their hdmets had been taken off, and that had been to
ascertain whether or not they ill lived. Conway counted three decompressions, the rest being fractures
of varying degrees of complication one of which was quite definitdly a depressed fracture of the skull.
There were no radiation cases. So far it had been a dean war, if any war could have been described as
clean...

Conway fdt himsdf getting angry, but fought it back. This was no time to become emationa over
broken, bleading and asphyxiated patients or the reasons for them being in that condition. Instead he
graightened and turned to Murchison.

"Il take another pep-shot,” he said briskly, "thiswill be along sesson. But firs Il have the DBLF
tape erased and try to around up some help. While I'm gone you might see to getting these men out of



their suits and moved to DBLF Thestre Five, then you can catch up on your deep.

"And thank you," he added awvkwardly, not wanting to say too much because the Corpsman was il
a hiselbow. If he had tried to say the things he wanted to say to Murchison with eighteen urgent cases
lying around their feet the officer would have been scandalized, and Conway would not have blamed him.
But dammit the Corpsman hadn't been working besde Murchison for the last three hours, with a
pep-shot heightening dl his senses...

"If it would help you," said Murchison suddenly, "I could take a pep shot, too."

Graefully, Conway said, "You're avery dlly girl, but | was hoping you would say that...

CHAPTER 17

By the eghth day dl the extra-terrestria patients had been evacuated and with them had gone nearly
four-fifths of the hospitd's gaff. On the levels which maintained extremes of temperature, pressure or
gravity the power was withdrawn causing the ultrafrigid solids to mdt and gedfy and the dense or
superheated atmospheres to condense into a dudgy liquid mess on the floors. Then as the days passed
more and more Corpsmen of the Enginearing Divison arrived, converting the onetime wards into
barracks and tearing out large sections of the outer hull so that they could erect projector bases and
launching platforms. Dermod's idea now was that Sector Generd should defend itsdf instead of rdying
completdly on the flest, which had aready shown that it wasn't capable of stopping everything. By the
twenty-fifth day Sector Generd had made the trangtion from being a defencdess hospitd into what
amounted to a heavily armed military base.

Because of its tremendous Sze and vast reserves of power—severa times greater than that of the
mohile forces defending it—the weapons were many and truly formidable. Which was as wel because
on the twenty-ninth day they were tested to the utmost in the firg mgjor attack by the enemy.

It lasted for three days.

Conway knew that there were sound, logicd reasons for the Corps fortifying the hospita as they had
done, but he didn't like it. Even &fter that fantadtic, three-day long attack when the hospital had been hit
four times—again with chemicd warheads, luckily—he 4ill felt wrong about it: Every time he thought of
the tremendous structure which had been dedicated to the highest ided's of humanity and medicine being
meade into an engine of destruction, geared to a hdlish and unnaturd ecology wherein it produced its own
casudties, Conway fdt angry and sad and not alittle sickened by the whole ghagtly mess. Sometimes he
was gpt to give vent to his opinions...

It was five weeks after the beginning of the evacuation and he was lunching with Mannon and Prilida
The man dining hdl was no longer crowded a medtimes and green uniformed Corpsmen heavily
outnumbered the e-ts at the tables, but there were Hill upward of two hundred extraterrestrials in the
place and this was what Conway was currently objecting to.

"l dill say it's awaste," he sad angrily, "a waste of lives, of medicd tdent, everything! All the cases
are, and will continue to be, Monitor casudties. Every one an Earth-human. So there are no juicy et
cases for them to work on. The e-t gaff should be sent home!

"Present company included,” he ended, with a glare a Pilida before he turned to face Mannon.

Dr. Mannon made an indson in his steak and hefted a generous forkful mouth ward. Since the
disappearance of dl hislight-gravity patients he had had his LSVO and MSVK tapes erased and so had
no mentd redtrictions placed on his diet. In the five weeks since the evacuation he had noticeably put on
weight.

"Toan et," he sad reasonably, "we are juicy e-ts."

"You're quibbling,” said Conway. "Whéat I'm objecting to is sensdess heroics.”

Mannon raised his eyebrows. "But heroics are nearly dways sensdess” he sad dryly, "and highly
contagious as well. In this case I'd say the Corps started it by wanting to defend this place, and because
of that we fdt obliged to stay dso to look after the wounded. At least afew of usfed like that, or we
think afew of usfed like that.

"The sane, logical thing to do would have been to get while the going was good,” Mannon continued,
not quite looking a Conway, "and not a word would have been said to those who got. But then these



sane, logica people have colleagues or, uh, friends who they suspect might be in the true hero category,
and they won't leave because of what they imegine their friends will think of them if they run away. So
they'd sooner die than have their friends think they were cowards, and they say.”

Conway fdt his face getting warm, but he didn't say anything.

Mannon grinned suddenly and went on, "But this is a form of heroism, too. A case of Death before
Dishonor, you might say. And before you can turn around twice everybody is a hero of one kind or the
other. And no doubt the e-ts..." He gave a dy glance a Prilida, "...are saying for amilar reasons. And
aso, | suspect, because they don't want it thought that Earth-human DBDGs have a monopoly on
heroism.”

"l see" sad Conway. He knew that his face was flaming red. It was now quite obvious that Mannon
knew that the only reason he had stayed in the hospita was because Murchison, O'Mara and Mannon
himsdf might have been disgppointed in him if hed left. And at the other side of the table Prilicla the
emotion sendtive, would be reading him like a book. Conway thought that he had never fdt worse in his
whole life

"You are S0 right,” said Prilida suddenly, deftly insarting its fork into the plate of spaghetti before it
and usng two mandibles to twigt. "If it had not been for the heroic example of you DBDGs | would have
been on the second ship out.”

"The second?' asked Mannon.

"l am not," said Prilida, waving spaghetti for emphasis, "completey without vaour.”

Ligening to the by-play Conway thought that the honest thing would have been for im to admit his
cowardice to them, but he adso knew that to do so would be to cause embarrassment dl round. It was
plain that they both knew him for the coward he was and were tdling im in their separate fashions thet it
didn't matter. And looking at it objectively it redly did not matter, because there would be no more ships
leaving Sector General and its remaining Saff were going to be heroes whether they liked it or not. But
Conway dill did not think it right that he should be given credit for being a brave, sdfless, dedicated man
of medicine when he was nothing of the sort.

Before he could say anything, however, Mannon switched subjects abruptly. He wanted to know
where Conway and Murchison had been during the fourth, fifth and sxth days of the evacuation. He sad
that it was highly suggedtive that both of them were out of drculaion at exactly the same time and he
began to lig some of the suggestions which occurred to him—which were colourful, gartling and next to
physcdly impossble. Soon Prilida joined in, dthough the sexud mores of two Earth-human DBDGs
could have at most only an academic interest to a sexless GLNO, and Conway was defending himsdlf
grenuoudy from both sides.

Both Prilida and Mannon knew that Murchison and himsdf, dong with about forty other members of
the gaff, had been keeping a peak operating efficency by means of pep-shots for nearly sixty hours.
Pep shots did not give something for nothing, and Conway and the others had been forced to adopt the
horizontd pogtion of the patient for three days while they recovered from an advanced dstate of
exhaugtion. Some of them had literdly dropped in ther tracks and been taken away hurriedly, so
exhausted that the involuntary muscles of heart and lungs were threatening to give up with everything dse.
They had been taken to specid wards where robot devices massaged their hearts, gave atificd
respiration and fed them intraveneoudly.

Stll, it did look bad that Conway and Murchison had not been seen around together, or separatdly, or
a dl for three whole days.

The darm sren saved Conway just as the counsels for the prosecution were having it dl ther own
way. He swung out of his seat and sprinted for the door with Mannon pounding dong behind him and
Prilida, its not quite atrophied wings aided by its anti-gravity devices, whirring away in front.

Come Hédl, high water or interstellar war, Conway thought warmly as he headed for his wards, while
there was a reputation to blacken or aleg to pull, Mannon would be there with the latest scandd and
prepared to exert traction on the limb in question until it threastened to come off at the acetabulum. In the
circumdance dl this scandd-mongering had irritated Conway at fird, but then he had begun to redize
that Mannon was meking him see that the whole word hadn't come to an end yet, that this was ill



Sector Generd—a frame of mind rather than a place—and that it would continue to be Sector Generd
untl the last one of its dedicated and often wacky staff had gone.

When he reached his ward the Sren, a congtant reminder of the probable manner of their going, had
stopped.

Pressure tents hung dackly over dl twenty-eight occupied beds, dready seded and with thar
sef-contained air units operating againg the possibility of the ward being opened suddenly to space. The
nurses on duty, a Trathan, a Nidian and four Earth-humans, were sruggling into thelr suits. Conway did
the same, sedling everything as the others had done with the exception of the faceplate. He made a quick
around of his patients, expressed gpprova to the Trathan Senior Nurse, then opened the switch which
cut off the artificd gravity gridsin the floor.

Irregulaities in the power supply, and that was no rare occurrence when the hospita's defensve
screens were under attack or its wegpons went into action, could cause the atificid gravity grid to
vadillate between one hdf and two Gs, which was not a good thing when the patients were manly
fracture cases. It was better to have no gravity a dl.

Once patients and gaff were protected so far as was possible there was nothing to do but wait. To
keep his mind off what was going on outsde Conway ingnuated himsdf into an argument between a
Trdthan nurse and one of the red-furred Nidians about the modifications currently going on in the giant
Trandaor computer. This vast eectronic brain—the Trandator packs which everyone wore were merdy
extendons of it, just sending and receiving units—which handled dl the e-t trandations in the hospita
was, snce the evacuation, operating at only asmdl fraction of its full potentia. Hearing this Dermod, the
fleet commander, had ordered the unused sections to be reprogrammed to ded with tactica and supply
problems. But despite the Corps’ reassurances that they were dlowing ample circuits for Trandation the
two nurses were not quite happy. Suppose, they said, there should be an occasion when dl the e-ts were
taking a once?

Conway wanted to tdl them that in his opinion the e-ts, especidly the nurses, were aways taking
period 0 that there was redly no problem, but he couldn't think of atactful way of phrasing it.

An hour passed without anything hgppening so far as the hospitd was concerned; no hits and no
indication that its massive armament had been used. The nurses on duty were rdlieved by the next shift,
three Trdthans and three Earth-humans this time, the senior nurse being Murchison. Conway was just
stling down to a very pleasant chat when the Sren sounded a steady, low-pitched, fantly derisve note.
The attack was over.

Conway was heping Murchison out of her suit when the PA hummed into life

"Attention, please,” it said urgently. "Will Doctor Conway go to Lock Five a once, please..."

Probably a casudty, Conway thought, one they are not sure how to move... But then the PA shifted
without a break into another message.

"Will Doctor Mannon and Mgjor O'Mara go to Lock Five immediady, please.”

What, Conway wondered, could be a Lock Fve which required the services of two Senior
Physidans and the Chief Psychologist. He began to hurry.

O'Mara and Mannon had been closer to Five to begin with and so were there ahead of him by a few
seconds. There was a third person in the lock antechamber, clad in a heavy-duty suit with its hemet
thrown back. The newcomer was greying, had a thin, lined face and a mouth which was like a tired grey
ling, but the overdl harshness was offset by a pair of the softest brown eyes Conway had ever ssenin a
man. Theinggniaon his collar was more ornate than Conway had ever seen before, the highest ranking
Corps officer held had dedlings with being a Colond, but he knew indinctively that this was Dermod, the
flest commander.

O'Mara tore off a sdute which was returned as punctilioudy as it had been given, and Mannon and
Conway received handshakes with gpologies for the gauntlets being worn. Then Dermod got sraight
down to busness.

"l am not a believer in secrecy when it serves no useful purpose,” he began crisply. "You people have
elected to gay here to look after our casudties, so you have aright to know what is happening whether
the news is good or bad. Being the senior Earth-human medical gaff remaining in the hospital, and having



an undergtanding of the probable behaviour of your g&ff in various contingencies, | mudt leave it up to
you whether thisinformation should or should not be made public.”

He had been looking a¢ O'Mara. His eyes moved quickly to Mannon, then Conway, then back to
O'Mara again. He went on, "There has been an attack, a completdly surprisng attack in that it was totdly
abortive. We did not lose a angle man and the enemy force was completey wiped out. They didn't seem
to know the fird thing about deployment or... or anything. We were expecting the usud sort of attack,
vicious, pressed home regardless of cogt, that previoudy has taken everything weve got to counter. This
was a massacre..."

Dermod's voice and the look in his eyes, Conway noted, did not reflect any joy at the victory.

"... Because of this we were able to investigate the enemy wreckage quickly enough to have a chance
of finding survivors. Usudly we're too busy licking our own wounds to have time for this. We didn't find
any survivors, but..."

He broke off as two Corpsmen came through the inner sedl carrying a covered stretcher. Dermod
was looking straight at Conway when he went on.

He said, "You were on Etla, Doctor, and will see the implications behind this And at the same time
you might think about the fact that we are under attack by an enemy who refuses ether to communicate
or negotiate, fights as though driven by a fanatica hatred, and yet uses only limited warfare againg us.
But firg you'd better take alook at this"

When the cover was pulled off the stretcher nobody said anything for a long time. It was the tattered,
gridy remnant of a onceliving, thinking and feding entity who was now too badly damaged even to
dassfy with any degree of accuracy. But enough remained to show that it was not and never had been a
humean being.

The war, Conway thought sickly, was spreading.

CHAPTER 18

"Snce Vespadan left Etla we have been trying to infiltrate the Empire with our agents” Dermod
resumed quietly, "and have been successful in planting eight groups induding one on the Centrd World
itsdlf. Our intelligence regarding public opinion, and through it the propaganda machinery used to guide it,
isfarly dependable.

"We know that feding againg usis high over the Etla busness™ he continued, "or rather what we are
supposed to have done to the Etlans, but Il come to thet later. This latest development will make things
even worse for us..."

According to the Imperid government, Dermod explained, Etla had been invaded by the Monitor
Corps. Its natives, under the guise of beng offered medica assstance, had been cdloudy used as
guinea-pigs to test out various types of bacteriological weapons. As proof of this hadn't the Etlans
suffered a series of devadtating plagues which had commenced within days of the Monitors leaving? Such
cdlous and inhuman behaviour could not go unpunished, and the Emperor was sure that every dtizen was
behind him in the decision he had taken.

But information received—again according to Imperid sources—from a captured agent of the
invaders made it plain that their behaviour on Etla was no isolated ingtance of wanton brutdity. On that
luckless planet the invaders had been preceded by an extraterrestrid—a stupid, harmless baing sent to
test the planet's defences before landing themsalves, a mere tool about which they had denied any
connection or knowledge when later they contacted the Etlan authorities. It was now plain that they made
wide use of such extrarterrestrid life-forms. That they used them as servants, as experimentd animds,
probably as food.

There was a tremendous Structure maintained by the invaders, a combinaion military base and
laboratory, where atrocities Smilar to those practiced on Etla were carried on as a matter of course. The
inveder agent, who had been tricked into giving the spatia coordinates of this base, had confessed to
what went on there. It appeared that the invaders ruled over a large number of differing extra-terrestriad
species, and it was here that the methods and weapons were developed which held them in bondage.

The Emperor stated that he was quite willing, indeed he considered it his duty, to use his forces to



gamp out this foul tyranny. He dso fdt tha he should use only Imperid forces, because he had to
confess with shame that reations between the Empire and the extra-terrestrids within its sphere of
influence had not aways been as warm as they should have been. But if any of these species who may
have been dighted in the past were to offer their aid, he would not refuse it.

"And this explains many of the puzzing aspects of these enemy attacks,” Dermod went on. "They are
restricting themsdves to vibratory and chemica weapons, and in the confined space of our defence globe
we mugt do the same, because this place must be captured rather than destroyed. The Emperor must find
out the pogitions of the Federation planets to keep the war going. The fact that they fight vidoudy and to
the death can be explained by ther being afraid of capture, because to them the hospita is nothing but a
gpace-going torture chamber.

"And the completely ineffectud recent attack,” he continued, "must have been mounted by some of the
hot-headed e-t friends of the Empire, who were probably alowed to come here without proper training
or information about our defences. They were wiped out, and that will cause alot of e-ts on thar dde
who are wavering to make up their minds.

"In the Empires favour," he ended bitterly.

When the fleet commander stopped spesking Conway remained slent; he had had access to the
Empire reports sent to Williamson and knew that Dermod was not exaggerating the Stuation. O'Mara
hed had dmilar information and maintained the same grim slence. But Dr. Mannon was not the Slent
type.

"But thisisridiculoud" he burst out. "They're twiging thingd Thisis a hospita, not a torture chamber.
And they're accusing us of the things they are doing themsdves.”

Dermod ignored the outburst, but in such away as not to give offense. He said soberly, "The Empire
is ungtable paliticaly. With enough time we could replace their present government with something more
desirable. The Imperid ditizens would do it themselves, in fact. But we need time. And we aso have to
stop the war from spreading too much, from gaining too much momentum. If too many extra-terrestrial
dliesjoin the Empire againg us the Situation will become too complex to control, the origind reasons for
fighting, or the truth or otherwise of these accusations, will cease to métter.

"We can gain time by holding out here aslong as possble”" he ended grimly, "but there isn't much we
can do about redtricting the war. Except hope.”

He swung his hdmet forward and began to fagten it, dthough his face-plate was 4ill open for
conversation. It was then that Mannon asked the question which Conway had wanted to ask for along
time, but fear of being thought a coward had stopped him from asking it.

"Do we have any chance, redly, of holding out?"

Dermod hesitated a moment, obvioudy wondering whether to be reassuring or to tdl the truth. Then
he said, "A well-supported and supplied defensve globe is the ided tactica position. It can dso, if the
enemy outnumbers it sufficiently, be a perfect trap..."

When Dermaod |eft, the specimen he had brought with him was daimed by Thornnastor, the Trathen
Diagnogtician-in-Charge of Pathology, who would no doubt be happy with it for days. O'Mara went
back to bullying his charges into remaining sane, and Mannon and Conway went back to their wards.
The reection of the g&ff to the posshbility of e-ts attacking them was about equaly divided between
concern over the war oreading and interest regarding the possible methods necessary to treat casudties
beonging to a brand new species.

But two weeks passed without the expected attack developing. The Monitor Corps warships
continued to arrive, shoot thelr astrogators back in life-ships, and take up their pogtions. From the
hospita's direct vison ports they seemed to cover the sky, asif Sector Generd was the centre of a vadt,
tenuous star cluster with every star awarship. It was an awesome and tremendoudy reassuring sight, and
Conway tried to vigt one of the direct vison pands at least once every day.

Then on the way back from one of these vigts he ran across a party of Kelgians.

For a moment he couldn't believe his eyes. All the Kegian DBLFs had been evacuated, he had
waiched the last of them go himsdlf, yet here were twenty-odd of the outsze caterpillars humping dong in



gangle file A closer look showed that they were not wearing the usud brassard with enginesring or
medica emblems on it—ingtead their dlvery fur was dyed with circular and diamond patterns of red, blue
and black. This was Kelgian military inggnia Conway went sorming off to O'Mara.

"... | was about to ask the same question, Doctor,” the Chief Psychologist said gruffly, indicating his
vidon screen, "dthough in much more respectful language. I'm trying to get the fleet commander now, so
stop shouting and St down!”

Dermod's face appeared a few minutes later. His tone was palite but hurried when he said, "This is
not the Empire, gentlemen. We are obliged to inform the Federation government and through it the
people of the true state of affars as we see them, dthough the item about our being attacked by an
enamy e-t force has not yet been made public.

"But you must give the e-ts within the Federation credit for having the same fedings as oursdves" he
went on, "Extra-terrestrids have stayed behind at Sector Genera, and on their various home worlds ther
friends are beginning to fed that they should come out here and help defend them. It is as Smple as that.”

"But you sad tha you didn't want the war to spread,” Conway protested.

"I didn't ask them to come here, Doctor,” Dermod said sharply, "but now they're here | can certainly
use them. The latest intelligence reports indicate that the next attack may be decisve.”

Later over lunch Mannon received the news about the e-t defenders with the deepest gloom. He was
beginning to enjoy being only himsdf and guzding steak at dinner, he told Conway sadly, and now with
the likdihood of et casudties coming in it looked as if they were dl going to be tape-ridden agan.
Prilida ate spaghetti and observed how lucky it was that the et gaff hadnt left the hospitd after dl,
not-looking at Conway when it said it, and Conway said very little.

The next attack, Dermod had said, may be decisive...

It began three weeks later after a period during which nothing happened other than the arrival of a
volunteer force of Trathans and a Sngle ship whose crew and planet of origin Conway had never heard
of before, and whose dassfication was QLCL. He learned that Sector Generd had never had the
opportunity of meding these beings professonaly because they were recent, and very enthusiadtic,
members of the Federation. Conway prepared asmdl ward to receive possible casudties from this race,
filling it with the horribly corrosive fog they used for an amosphere and stepping up the lighting to the
harsh, actinic blue which QLCL s considered restful.

The attack began in an dmog leisurdy fashion, Conway thought as he watched it through the
observation panel. The man defence globe seemed bardly disturbed by the three minor attacks launched
a widdy separate points on its surface. All that was vishle was three tiny, confused swirls of
activity-moving points of light that were ships, missles, counter-missiles and explosons—which looked
too dow to be dangerous. But the downess was only apparent, because the ships were manoeuvring a a
minmum of five Gs, with automatic anti-gravity devices keeping their crews from being pulped by the
tremendous accelerations in use, and the missles were moving at anything up to fifty Gs. The wide-flung
repulson screens which sometimes deflected the missles were invisble as were the pressors and raitlers
which nearly dways stopped those which the screens missed. Even so this was merdy an initid probing
a the hospitd's defences, a series of offengve patrols, the curtain-raiser.

Conway turned away from the view-port and began moving toward his post. Even the unimportant
skirmishes produced casudties and he redly had no business being up here Sghtseaing. Besides, he
would get a much truer picture of how the battle was going down in the wards.

For the next twelve hours casudties arrived in a steady trickle, then the light, probing attacks changed
to heavy, fanting thrusts and the wounded came in an irregular stream. Then the attack proper began and
they became a flood.

He log dl sense of time, of who his assistants were, of the number of cases he dedlt with. There were
many times when he needed a pep shot to clear the fatigue from his mind and hands, but pep-shots were
now forbidden regardless of circumstances—the medica daff were hard pressed enough without some
of them becoming patients. Instead he had to work tired, knowing that he was not bringing everything he
hed to the trestment of his patients, and he ate and dept when he reached the point of not being adle to



hold his insruments properly. Sometimes it was the towering bulk of a Trathen at his Sde, sometimes a
Corpsman medicd orderly, sometimes Murchison. Mogtly it was Murchison, he thought. Either she didn't
need to deep, or she snatched a catnap the same times as he did, or even at a time like this he was more
indlined to natice her. It was usudly Murchison who pushed food a his unresisting face and told him
when he redly ought to lie down.

By the fourth day the attack showed no sgns of diminishing. The rattlers on the outer hull were going
amaog congantly, their power drain making the lights flicker.

The principle which furnished atifidd gravity for the floor and compensated for the killing
accderations used by the ships dso lay behind the weapons of both sides—the repulson screen,
origindly a meteor protection device, the tractor and pressor beams, and the ratler which was a
combination of both. The raitler pushed and pulled—vibrated—depending on how narrowly it was
focused, a up to eghty Gs. A push of eghty gravities then a pull of eghty gravities, severd times a
minute. Naturdly it was not dways focused accurately on target, both ships were moving and taking
counter-measures, but it was dill tight enough to tear the plating off a hull or, in the case of a gmdl ship,
to shake it until the men ingde rattled.

There was a lot of rattler work going on now. The Empire forces were atacking savagdly,
compressing the Monitor defence globe down againg the hospitd's outer hull. The infighting which was
taking place was with rattler only, space being too congested to fling missles about indiscriminatdy. This
aoplied only to the warring ships, however—there were dill missles being directed at the hospitd,
probably hundreds of them, and some of them were getting through. At least five times Conway fdt the
tell-tale shock againg the soles of his shoes where his feet were strapped to the operating room floor.

There was no fine diagnogtic kill required in the trestment of these rattled men. It was dl too plan
that they suffered from multiple and complicated fractures, some of them of nearly every bone in ther
bodies. Many times when he had to cut one of the smashed bodies out of its suit Conway wanted to yel
a the men who had brought it in, "What do you expect me to do with this?'

But this was dive, and as a doctor he was supposed to do everything possible to make it stay that
way.

He had just finished a particularly bad one, with both Murchison and a Trathan nurse asssting, when
Conway became aware of a DBLF in the room. Conway had become familiar with the dyed patterns of
colour used by the Kelgian military to denote rank, and he saw that this one bore an additiona symbol
which identified it as a doctor.

"l am to relieve you, Doctor," the DBLF said in aflat, Trandated, hurried voice. "I am experienced in
tresting beings of your species. Mgor O'Mara wants you to go to Lock Twelve a once.”

Conway quickly introduced Murchison and the Tradthan—there was another casudty being floated in
and they would be working on it within minutes—then said, "Why?'

"Doctor Thornnastor was disabled when the lagt missile hit us” the Kdgian replied, soraying its
meanipulators with the pladtic its race used ingtead of gloves. "Someone with e-t experience is required to
take over Thornnastor's patients and the FGLIs which are coming in now at Lock Tweve. Magor
O'Mara suggests you look at them as soon as possible to see what tapes you need.

"And take a suit, Doctor,” the DBLF added as Conway turned to go. "The level above this one is
losng pressure.”

There had been little for Pathology to do since the evacuation, Conway thought as he propeled
himsdf dong the corridors leading to Twelve, but the Diagnodician in charge of that department had
demongtrated its verstility by taking over the largest casudty section. In addition to FGLIs of its own
species Thornnastor had taken DBLFs and Earth-humans, and the patients who had that lumbering,
irascible, incredibly brilliant Trathan to care for them were lucky indeed. Conway wondered how badly it
was injured, the Kelgian doctor hadn't been able to tdl him.

He passed a view-port and took a quick look outside. It reminded him of a cloud of angry fireflies
The stanchion he was gripping dapped his hand, tdling him that another missile had struck not too far
away.

There were two Trdthans, a Nidian and a space-suited QCQL in the antechamber when he arrived



aswdl asthe ever present Corpsmen. The Nidian explained that a Trathan ship had been nearly pulled
apart by enemy rattlers but that many of its crew had survived. The tractor beams mounted on Sector
Generd itsdf had whisked the damaged vessdl down to the lock and...

The Nidian began to bark a him.

"Stop that!" said Conway irritably.

The Nidian looked dtartled, then it Started to bark again. A few seconds later the Trathan nurses
came over and began to deafen him with their modulated fog-horn blasts, and the QCQL was whidling
a him through its suit radio. The Corpsmen, engrossed in bringing the casudties through the boarding
tube, were merdly looking puzzled. Suddenly Conway began to swest.

They had been hit again, but because he had not been holding onto anything he had not fdt it—but he
knew exactly where they had been hit. Conway fumbled with his Trandator, rapped it sharply with his
knuckles—a completely futile gesture—and kicked himsdf toward the intercom.

On every dreuit he tried things howled and trumpeted and moaned and made guttural barking sounds,
amad cacagphony that set Conway's teeth on edge. A picture of the theatre he had just left flashed before
his mind, with Murchison and the Trathan and the Kelgian doctor working on that casudty and not one
of them knowing what the other was saying. Indructions, vitd directions, demands for insruments or
information on the patient's condition—al would be given in an dien gabble incomprehensble to the
theatre gaff. He was seeing the picture repeated dl over the hospitd. Only beings of the same species
could make themsalves understood to each other, and even that did not hold true in every case. There
were Earth-humans who did not speak Universa, who spoke languages ndtive to areas on their home
planets and who had to rdy on Trandators even when spesking to other Earth-humans...

From the dien babe Conway's draining ears were able to isolate words and a voice which he could
understand. It was intdligence bettling through a high levd of background noise, and dl a once his ears
seemed to tune out the static and hear only the voice, the voice which was saying,

Three torps playing follow-my-leader, sr. They blasted a way right through. We can't jury-rig a
Trandator, there's nothing of it left to do it with. The last torp went off insgde the computer
room...

Outside the intercom niche the e-t nurses were whisling and growling and moaning at him and at each
other. He should be gving indructions for the prdiminary examinatiion of his casudties, aranging for
ward accommodation, checking on the readiness of the FGLI thestre. But he could not do any of these
things because his nuraing gaff would not understand a word he said.

CHAPTER 19

For along time, dthough it might have only been a few seconds, Conway could not bring himsdf to
leave the dcove which contained the intercom unit, and the Chief Psychologist would have been dinicaly
concerned about the thoughts which were going through his mind just then. But dowly he fought down
the panic that made him want to run away and hide somewhere, by reminding himsdf savagely that there
was nowhere to run to and by forcing himsdf to look at the FGL s drifting about in the antechamber. The
place was literdly filled with them.

Conway himsdf knew only the rudiments of Trathan physiology, but that was the least of his worries
because he could easlly take an FGLI tape. What he had to do was to start things moving for them now.
But it was hard to think of each other and the Corpsmen shouting to know what was the matter and the
casudties, many of whom were conscious, making pitiful, frantic noises that were muffled only dightly by
their pressure envelopes.

"Sergeant!” Conway bawled suddenly at the senior orderly, waving at the casudties. "Ward Four-B,
Two-Hundred and Seventh levd. Know where it is?*

The NCO bobbed his head, and Conway turned to the nurses.

He got nowhere with the Nidian and QCQL despite dl his efforts at 9gn language, and it was only
when he wrapped his legs around one of the FGLI's fordimbs and by brute force twisted the appendage
containing its visud equipment until the cluster of eyes pointed at where the causdlities were going that he
got anywhere at dl. Findly he made the Trathans understand—he hoped—that they were to accompany



the injured and do what they could for them when they arrived.

Four-B had been given over dmogt entirdy to FGLI casudties and mogt of the gaff were Trdthan
aso, which meant that some of the patients could be reassured by nurses spesking their own language.
Conway refused to think of the other casudties who did not have this advantage. He had been assigned
Thornnastor's wards. One thing at atime,

When he reached O'Mara's office the Mgor wasn't there. Carrington, one of his assstants, explained
that O'Mara was busy trying to match up patients and gaff into species wherever possible, and that he
wanted to see Conway immediatdy the Doctor was finished in the Trathan wards. Carrington added that
as communications were ether dead or tied up with e-ts ydling gibberish a each other would he mind
dther reporting back here or remaining where he was so that the Mgor could find him. Ten minutes later
Conway had the tape he wanted and was on hisway to Four-B.

He had taken FGLI tapes before and they weren't too bad. There was a tendency for him to fed
awkward a having to wak on only two feet ingtead of 9%, and he wanted to move his head and neck
about to follow moving objects instead of merdly swiveling his eyes. But it was not urtil he reached the
ward that he redized how fuly his Trathan mind partner had settled in. The rows of Trdthan patients
became his most immediate and pressng concern, while only a amdl part of his mind was engaged with
the problem of the Trathan nurses who were obvioudy close to panic and whose words, for some odd
reason, he could not understand. For the Earth-human nurses—puny, shapeless and unlovey bags of
dough—he felt only impetience.

Conway went over to the group of shapeless and unlovdy bags, dthough to the human portion of his
mind a couple of them looked very shapely indeed, and said, "Give me your atention, please. | have a
Trathan tape which will enable me to treat these FGLI's, but the Trandator breakdown means | can't
tak to them or the Trdthan gtaff. You girls will have to hdp with the prdiminary examinaions and in the
thestre."

They were dl garing a him and losng their fear a being told what to do again by someone in
authority, even though they were being told to do the impossble. There were forty-seven FGLI patients
in the ward, which included eight new arivas needing immediate atention. There were only three
Earth-human nurses.

"The FGLI gaff and yourselves can't tak now," he went on after a moment's hesitation, "but you use
the same system of medica notation. Some method of communication can be worked out. 1t will be dow
and roundabout, of course, but you must let them know what we are doing and get ther help.

"Wave your ams" he ended, "draw pictures. Above dl, use your pretty little heads.”

Soft soap at atime like this, he thought ashamedly. But it was dl he could think of at the moment, he
wasnt a psychologist like O'Mara...

He had dedt with four of the most urgent cases when Mannon arrived with another FGLJ in a
sretcher held to the floor with magnets. The patient was Thornnastor and it was immediatdly obvious that
the Diagnogtician would be immohbilized for along time to come.

Mannon gave detalls of Thornnastor's injuries and what he had done about them, then went on, “...
Sedaing that you have the monopoly on Trathans you'd better handle its post-op nurang. And this is the
sanest and quietest ward in the hospitd, dammit. What's your secret? Boyish charm, a bright idea, or
have you access to a bootleg Trandator?'

Conway explained what he was trying to do about the mixed species nurses.

"Ordinarily |1 don't hold with nurses and doctors passing notes during an op,” Mannon said. His face
was grey with faigue, his attempt at humour little more than a conditioned reflex. "But it seemed to work
for you. I'll pass the idea on."

They manoeuvred Thornnastor's vast body into one of the padded frameworks used as beds for
FGLIs in weightless conditions, then Mannon said, "I've got an FGLI tape, too. Needed it for Thorny,
here. Now I've got two QCQLSs lined up. Didn't know there was any such beastie until today, but
O'Mara has the tape. It's asuit job, that gunk they breathe would kill anything that walks, crawls or flies
exduding them. They're both conscious, too, and | can't tak to them. | can see I'm going to have fun.

Suddenly his shoulders drooped and the muscles holding up the corners of his mouth gave up the fight.



He said dully, "I wish you'd think of something, Conway. In wards like this where the patients and some
nurses are of the same dasdfication it isnt too bad. Rddively, that is. But other places where the
casudties and daff are completely mixed, and where dngletons among the et daff have become
casudties in the bombardment, things are rough.”

Conway had heard the bombardment, a continuous and irregular series of crashes that had been
trangmitted through the metd of the hospital as if someone was beating on a discordant gong. He had
heard them and tried not to think about them, for he knew that the staff were becoming casudties and the
casudties that the staff had been taking care of were becoming casudlties twice over.

" can imaging™ Conway said grimly. "But with Thornnastor's wards to look after I've plenty to do—"

"Everybody has plenty to do!" Mannon said sharply, "but someone will have to come up with
something quick!”

What do you want me to do about it? Conway thought angrily a&¢ Mannon's receding back, then he
turned to his next patient.

For the past few hours something distinctly odd had been happening in Conway's mind. It had begun
with an increesingly strong feding that he dmogt knew what the Trathan nurses in the ward were saying.
This he put down to the fact that the FGLI tape he had taken—the complete memory record of an
eminent physologigt of that race—had given him a lot of data on Trdthan attitudes and expressions and
tones of voice. He had never noticed the effect before—probably, he supposed, because he had never
hed to ded with so many Trdthans in so short a time before, and he had dways had a Trandator
anyway. But working with manly Trathan patients had caused the FGLI recorded persondity to gan
greater than usud prominence a the expense of the human persondlity.

There was no gruggle for possession of his mind, no conflict in the process. It happened naturdly
because he was being forced to do so much FGLI type thinking. When he did have occasion to speak to
an Earth human nurse or patient, he had to concentrate hard if the firg few words they spoke were not to
sound like gibberish to him.

And now he was beginning to hear and understand Tradthan talking.

It was far from perfect, of course. For one thing the éephantine hootings and trumpetings were beng
filtered through human rather than Trdthan ears to the FGLI within his mind, and suffered distortion and
change of pitch accordingly. The words tended to be muffled and growly, but he did get some of them,
which meant that he possessed a Trandator of sorts. It was a grictly one-way affar, of course. Or was
it?

When he was preparing the next case for the thestre he decided to try talking back.

His FGLI dter ego knew how the words should sound, he knew how to work his own voca cords,
and the Eath-human voice was reputed to be one of the mog versatile indruments in the Gaaxy.
Conway took a deep breath and gave forth.

The firg atempt was disastrous. It ended in an uncontrollable fit of coughing on his part and spread
dam and congernation for the length and breadth of the ward. But with the third attempt he got
through—one of the Trathan nurses answered him! After that it was just a maiter of time until he had
enough of the more important directions off pat, and subsequent operations proceeded more quickly,
effidently and with enormoudy increased chances for the patient.

The Eath-human nurses were greatly impressed by the odd noises issuing from Conway's
overworked throat. At the same time they seemed to see an dement of humour in the Situation...

"Wdl, wdl," sad afamiliar, irascible voice behind him, "award full of happy, amiling patients, with the
Good Doctor keeping up morde by doing animd impressons. What the blazes do you think you're
doing?'

O'Mara, Conway saw with a shock, was redly angry—not just playing his usud, short-tempered sdif.
In the circumstances it would be better to answer the question and ignore the rhetoric.

"I'm looking after Thornnastor's patients, plus some new arivas" Conway sad quiely. "The
Corpsmen and FGLI patients have been taken care of, and | was about to ask you for a DBLF tape for
the Kelgians who have just comein.

O'Mara snorted. "Il send down a Kegian doctor to take care of that," he said angrily, "and your



nurses can take care of the others for the time being. Y ou don't seem to redize that thisis one leve out of
three-hundred eighty-four, Doctor Conway. That there are ward patients urgently in need of the smplest
trestment or medication, and they won't get it because the gaff concerned whistle while they cheep. That
the casudties are piling up around the locks, some of them in corridors which have been opened to
space. Those pressure litters won't supply air forever, you know, and the people in them can't be feding
very happy..."

"What do you want me to do?' said Conway.

For some reason this made O'Mara angrier. He said hitingly, "I don't know, Doctor Conway. | an a
psychologist. | can no longer act effectivdly because most of my patients no longer speak the same
language. Those who do I've tried to chivwy into thinking of something to get us out of this mess. But
they're dl too busy treating the sck in their own neighbourhood to think of the hospita as a whole. They
want to leave it to the Big Brains..."

"In these circumstances,” Conway put in, "a Diagnogtician seems to be the logicd person to come up
with a bright idea.”

O'Maras anger was being explained, Conway thought. It must be pretty frustrating for a psychologist
who could neither ligen or tak to his patients. But the anger seemed amogt persond, as if Conway
himsdf had falen down on the job in some fashion.

"Thornnastor is out of the picture” O'Mara sad, lowering his voice dightly. "You were probably too
busy to know that the other two Diagnogticians who stayed behind were killed earlier today. Among the
Senior Phydcians, Harkness, Irkultis, Mannon—"

"Mannon! Ishe..."

"I thought you might have known about him,” O'Mara said dmost gently, "since it happened just two
levds awvay. He was working on two QCQLs when the theatre was opened up. A piece of flying metd
ruptured his suit. He's decompressed, and before that poison they use for ar escaped completely he
breethed some of it. But hell live”

Conway found that he had been holding his breath. He said, "I'm glad.”

"Me, t00," said O'Mara gruffly. "But whet | started to say was thet there are no Diagnodticians Ieft
and no Senior Physicians other than yoursdlf, and the place isin a mess. As the senior surviving medica
officer in the hospital, what do you plan to do about it?'

He stood wetching Conway, and waiting.

CHAPTER 20

Conway had thought that nothing could make him fed worse then the redization some hours
previoudy thet the Trandator sysem had broken down. He didnt want this responghbility, the very
thought of it scared him to death. Y et there had been times when held dreamed of being Sector Generd's
director and having absolute control over dl things medica within the gigantic organization. But in those
dreams the hospital had not been a dying, war-torn behemoth that was virtudly paralyzed by the
breakdown of communications between its separate and vitd organs, nor had it brisled with
desth-dealing weapons, nor had it been aimindly understaffed and horribly overcrowded with patients.

Probably these were the only circumstances which would dlow someone like himsdf to become
Director of a hospita like this, Conway told himsdf sadly. He wasn't the best avallable, he was the only
one available. Even o it gave him a quite indescribable feding, compounded of fear, anger and pride,
that he was to be its head for the remaining days or weeks of itslife

Conway gave a quick look around his ward, a the orderly if uneven rows of Trdthan and
Earth-human beds and at the quietly efficient staff. He had made it this way. But he was beginning to see
that he had been hiding himsdf down here, that he had been running away from his responsbilities.

"l do have anidea," he said suddenly to O'Mara. "It isn't a good idea, and | think we ought to go to
your office to talk about it, because youll probably object to it, loudly, and that might disturb the
patients.”

OMara looked a him sharply. When he spoke the anger had gone from his voice so that it was
merdy normaly sarcadtic again. He said, "I find dl your ideas objectionable, Doctor. It's because I've got



such an orderly mind.”

On the way to O'Mara’s office they passed a group of high-ranking Monitor officers and the Magor
told him that they were part of Dermod's daff who were preparing to hift tacticad command into the
hospita. At the moment Dermod was commanding from Vespasian. But even the capitd ships were
taking a beating now, and the flest commander had dready had Domitian not quite shot from under him...

When they arrived Conway said, "It isnt such a hot idea, and seeing those Corpsmen on the way up
here has given me a better one. Suppose we ask Dermod to let us use his ship Trandators..."

O'Mara shook his head. "It won't work," he said. "I thought of that idea, too. It seems the only
Trandator computers of any use to us are on the big ships, and they are such an integrd part of the
dructure that it would practicaly wreck the ship to take one out. Besides, for our absolute minimum
needs we would require twenty capita ship computers. We haven't got twenty capitd ships left, and what
we do have Dermod says he has a much better use for.

"Now what was your other not very good idea?"

Conway told him.

When he had finished, O'Mara looked a him steedily for nearly a minute. Findly he said, "Condder
your idea objected to, but srongly. Consider, if you like, that | jJumped up and down and pounded the
desk, because that iswhat 1'd be doing if | wasn't so blasted tired. Don't you redize what you'd be letting
yoursdf in for?'

From somewhere below them came a tearing crash with ridiculous, gong-like overtones. Conway
jerked involuntarily, then said, "I think so. There will be a lot of menta confuson and discomfort, but |
hope to avoid mogt of it by letting the tape entity take over dmost completely until | have what | need,
then | partly suppressit and do the trandation. That was how it worked with the Tralthan tape and there's
no reason why it shouldnt work with DBLFs or any of the others. The DBLF language should be a
cinch, it being easier to moan like a Kelgian than hoot like a Trathan.”

He would not have to stay in any one place for very long, Conway hoped, only long enough to sort
out the locd trandation problems. Some of the e-t sounds would be difficult to reproduce ordly, but he
hed an idea for modifying certain musicd insdruments which might take care of that. And he would not be
the only waking Trandator, there were dill e-t and human doctors who could help by taking one or two
tapes. Some of them might have done so dready, but had not thought of usng them for trandation yet.
As he talked Conway's tongue was having a hard job to keep up with his racing mind.

"Jug aminute” said O'Mara at one point. "Y ou keep taking about Ietting one persondity come to the
fore, then suppressing it, then bringing out two together and so on. You might find that you haven't that
much control. Multiple physiology tapes are tricky, and you've never had more than two before a any
onetime. | have your records."

O'Mara hesitated for a moment, then went on serioudy, "What you get is the recorded memories of
an e-t high in the medicd profession on its home planet. It isn't an dien entity fighting for possession of
your mind, but because its memory and persondity are impressed dongsde your own you may be
panicked into thinking thet it is trying to take over. Some of our tapes were taken from very aggressve
individuds, you see.

"Odd things happen to doctors who take a number of longterm tapes for the firg time" O'Mara went
on. "Pains, skin conditions, perhaps organic mafunctionings develop. All have a psychosomatic basis, of
course, but to the person concerned they hurt just as much as the red thing. These disturbances can be
controlled, even negated, by a strong mind. Y et amind with strength alonewill break under them in time.
Hexibility dlied with srength is required, dso something to act as a mentd anchor, something that you
mud find for yoursdlf...

"Suppose | agree to this™ he ended abruptly, "how many will you need?'

Conway thought quickly. Tradthan, Kegian, Mdfan, Nidian, the ambulaing plants he had met before
going to Etla, who aso had remained behind, and the beasties Mannon had been tregting when he was
knocked out of it. He said, "FGLI, DBLF, ELNT, Nidian-DBDG, AACP and QCQL. Sx."

O'Mara compressed his lips. "I wouldnt mind if it was a Diagnodician doing this" he objected,
"because they are used to splitting their minds Sx ways. But you are jus—"



"The senior medicd officer of the hospita,” Conway finished for him, grinning.

"Hm," sad OMara.

In the slence they could hear human voices and a peculiar, dien gabbling go past in the corridor
outsde. Whoever was making the noise mugt have been shouting very loud because the Magjor's office
was supposed to be soundproof.

"All right,” said O'Mara suddenly, "you can try it. But | don't want to have ded with you in my
professond capacity, and that is a much stronger possibility than you seem to think. We're too short of
doctors to have you immohilizing yoursdf in a straight-jacket, so I'm going to set a watchdog on you.
WEell add GLNO to your lig."

"Pilidd"”

"Yes. Being an empath it has had a hard time with the sort of emotiond radiation that is going around
recently, and I've had to keep it under sedation. But it will be able to keep a mentd eye on you, and
probably help you, too. Move over to the couch.”

Conway moved to the couch and O'Mara fitted the hedmet. Then the Mgor began to talk softly,
sometimes asking questions, sometimes just talking. Conway should be unconscious for a multiple
trandfer, he said, he should in fact deep for at least four hours for the best results, and he needed deep
anyway. Probably, O'Mara said, he had thought up this whole, harebrained scheme just to have a
legitimate excuse to deep. He had a big job ahead, the psychologist told him quietly, and he would redly
need to be in seven places as wel as being seven people a once, so that a deep would do him good...

"It won't be too bad,” Conway said, sruggling to keep his eyes open. "I'll Say in any one place only
long enough to learn afew basic words and phrases that | can teach to the nurang gaff. Just enough so
theyll understand when an e-t surgeon says 'Scalpel,’ or 'Forceps or 'Stop breething down the back of
my neck, Nurse..."

The last words that Conway heard dearly were O'Mara saying, "Hang onto your sense of humour,
lad. You're going to need it."

He awoke in aroom that was too large and too amdl, dien in 9x different ways and at the same time
completdy familiar. He did not fed rested. Clinging to the cdling by Sx pipe sem legs was a tiny,
enormous, fragile, beautiful, disgugtingly insectile creature that reminded him of his worst nightmares, the
amphibious dlds he used to hunt at the bottom of his private lake for breakfast, and many other things
induding a perfectly ordinary GLNO Cinrusskin like himsdlf. It was beginning to quiver dightly in reection
to the emotiond radiation he was producing. All of him knew that the GLNOs from Cinruss were
empaths.

Fghting his way to the surface of a madsrom of dien thoughts, memories and impressons Conway
decided that it was time to go to work. Prilidawas immediatdy avalable for the fird test of his idea. He
began searching for and bringing up the GLNO memories and experiences, gfting through a welter of
dien data for the type of information which is not conscioudy remembered but is condantly in use—data
on the Cinruskin language.

No, not the Cinrusskin language, he reminded himsdf sharply, his language. He had to think and fed
and ligen like a GLNO. Gradudly he began to do it...

And it was not pleasant.

He was a Cinrusskin, a member of a fragile, low-gravity, insect race of empaths. The handsome,
ddicatdy marked exoskeleton and the youthful, iridescent sheen of Prilidds not quite atrophied wings
were now things which he could properly appreciate, and the way Prilidas mandibles quivered in sudden
concern at his distress. For Conway was a member of an empathic race, dl the memories and experience
of his GLNO life were those of a normdly happy and hedthy empath, but now he was an empath no
more. He could see Prilicla, but the faculty which let him share the other's emotions, and subtly coloured
every word, gesture and expression so tha for two Cinrusskins to be within visud range was to be
undloyed pleasure for both, was missing. He could remember having empathetic contact, remember
having it dl hislife, but now he was little more than a deaf mute.

His human brain did not possess the empathetic faculty, and it was not bestowed by filling his mind
with memories of having had it.



Prilida made a series of dicking, buzzing sounds. Conway, who had never spoken with the GLNO
other than by means of the toneless and emationHfiltering process of Trandation, heard it say "I'm sorry”
inavoiceful of concern and pity.

In return Conway tried to make the soft trill and dick which was Priliclas name, the true sound of the
Earth-human word "Frilidd’ being only a dumsy approximation. On the fifth attempt he succeeded in
meaking something which was close to the sound he wanted.

"That is very good, friend Conway," Prilida sad warmly. "I had not considered this idea of yours
possible. Can you understand me?'

Conway sought the word-sounds he needed, then carefully began to form them. "Thank you,” he said,
"and yes”

They tried more difficult phrases then, technica words to put across obtuse medica and physiologica
detalls. Sometimes Conway was able to do it, sometimes not. His was a best only the crudest of pidgin
Cinrus skin, but he persevered. Then suddenly there was an interruption.

"O'Mara here" sad avoice from hisroom communicator. "You should be awake now so here is the
latest position, Doctor. We are dill under attack, but this has eased off somewhat snce more volunteer
ets arived to reinforce us These are Mdfans some more Trdthans and a force of lllensan
chlorine-breathers. So you're going to have PV SJs to worry about, too. Then ingde the hospitd..."

There followed a detailed breakdown of casudties and avalable gaff into species, location and
numbers, with further data on problems peculiar to each section and their degree of urgency.

"... It'sfor you to decide where to sart,” O'Mara went on, "and the sooner the better. But in case you
are dill feding confused I'll repeat—"

"No need," said Conway, "I got it."

"Good. How do you fed?"

"Awful. Horrible. And very peculiar.”

"Tha," said O'Mara dryly, "isin dl respects a normd reaction. Off."

Conway released the strapping which held him to the bed and swung his legs out. Immediately he
diffened, unable to let go. Many of the beings inhabiting his mind were terrified by weightless conditions
and the reaction was indinctive. Because of this it was very difficult to counter, and he had a moment of
sheer panic when he discovered that his feet would not stick to the celling the way Prilidas did. And
when he did relax his grip on the edge of the bed he found that he had been holding on with an
appendage that was palid and flabby and horribly different to the clean, hard outlines of the mandible he
hed expected to see. But somehow he managed to cross his room into the corridor and traverse it for a
distance of fifty yards.

Then he was stopped.

An irate medicd orderly in Corps green wanted to know why he was out of bed and what ward he
hed come from. The Corpsman'’s language was colourful and not at dl respectful.

Conway became aware of hislarge, gross, fragile, loathsome pink body. A perfectly good body, part
of hismind indgted, if a little on the skinny side. And this shapeless, puny, mongrosity was encircled,
where it was joined by its two lower appendages, by a piece of white fabric which served no apparent
purpose. The body |ooked ridiculous as well as dien.

Oh damn! thought Conway, struggling up through a smother of dien impressions, | forgot to dress.

CHAPTER 21

Conway's fird act was to inddl one representative from each species in the control room. A
semblance of order had aready been restored to the network by posting Corpsmen a every intercom
unit to forbid ther use—if the would-be user was not too perastent and well-muscled—to e-ts. This
meant that Earth-human personnd could talk to each other. But with e-ts on the switchboard, cdls by
other species could be answered and redirected. Conway spent nearly two hours, more time than he
ever spent anywhere ese, putting himsdf en rapport with the et operators and deviang a lig of
synonyms which would alow them to pass Smple—very smple—messages to each other. He had two
Monitor language experts with im on it, and it was they who suggested that he made a taped record of



this seven-way Rosetta stone, and make others to fit the conditions he would find in the wards.

Wherever he went after that Prilicla, the language experts and a Corps radio technician trailled behind,
in addition to the nurang gaff he accumulated from time to time. It was an impressve procession, but
Conway wasin no mood to appreciate it just then.

Eath-human medicd daff made up more than hdf of the present complement, but Earth-human
Monitor casuaties outnumbered the e-ts by thirty to one. On some levels one nurse had a whole ward of
Corpsmen in her charge, with a few Trathans or Kegians trying to asss her. In such cases Conway's
job was smply that of arranging a minimum of communication between the human and e-t nurses. But
there were other instances when the gaff were ELNTSs and FGLIs and the patients in their charge were
DBLF, QCQL and Eath-human, or Eath-humans in charge of ELNTS, or the plant-like AACPs
looking after a mixed bag of practicdly everything. The ample answer would have been to move the
patients into the charge of g&ff of their own species—except that they could not be moved for the reason
that they were too ill, that there was no g&ff available to move them, or that there were no nurses of that
particular species. In these cases Conway's job was infinitdy more complex.

The shortage of nurang saff of dl species was chronic. With regard to doctors the podtion was
desperate. He cdled O'Mara.

"We haven't enough doctors," he said. "I think nurses should be given more discretion in the diagnosis
and treetment of casudties. They should do as they think best without waiting for authority from a doctor
who is too busy to supervise anyway. The casudties are dill coming in and | can't see any other way
of—"

"Doit, yourethe boss" O'Mara broke in hardhly.

"Right," said Conway, nettled. "Another thing. I've had offers by a lot of the doctors to take two or
three tapes for trandation purposes in addition to the tape they draw for current ops. And some of the
girls have volunteered to do the same—"

"No!" said O'Mara. "I've had some of your volunteers up here and they aren't suitable. The doctors
Ieft to us are ether very junior interns or Corps medica officers and e-ts who came with the volunteer
forces. None of them have experience with multiple physiology tapes. 1t would render them permanently
insane within the firgt hour.

"As for the girls" he went on, a sardonic edge in his voice, "you have noticed by this time that the
femde Earth-human DBDG has a rather peculiar mind. One of its peculiarities is a deep, sex-based
menta fagtidiousness. No matter what they say they will not, repeat not, dlow dien beings to apparently
take over ther pretty little brains. If such should happen, severe mentd damage would result. No agan.

Conway resumed his tour. It was beginning to get hm down now. Even though his technique was
improving the process of Trandation was an increasing strain. And in the rddively easy periods between
trandations he fdt asif there were seven different people dl arguing and shouting ingde his brain, and his
own was vey rardy the loudest voice. His throat was raw from making noises that it had never been
designed for, and he was hungry.

All saven of him had different ideas for assuaging that hunger, revaltingly different ideas. Since the
hospita's catering arrangement had suffered as badly as everything e se there was no wide sdection from
which he could have picked neutrd items that would not have offended, or a least not completely
nauseated, his dter egos. He was reduced to egting sandwiches with his eyes shut, in case he would find
out what wasin them, and drinking water and glucose. None of him objected to water.

Eventudly an organization for the reception and treatment of casuaties was operating again in dl the
habitable levels—it was dow, but it was operating. And now that there were fadlities for treating them
Conway's next job was to move the patients who were currently jamming the approaches to the airlocks.
There were actudly pressure-litters anchored to the outer hull, he had been told.

Prilida objected.

For a few minutes he tried to find out why. One of Priliclas objections was that Conway was tired,
which he countered by tdling it that everybody in the hospitd, induding Prilidaitsdf, was tired. The other
objections were either too weak or too subtle for the limited communications available. Conway ignored



them and headed for the nearest lock.

The problems here were very amilar to those indde the hospitd—the mgor disadvantage being his
gpacesuit radio which hampered trandation considerably. But to offsat this he could get around much
more quickly. The tractor beam men who handled the wrecks and wreckage around the hospitd could
whisk hiswhole party from point to point within seconds.

But he discovered that the Mdfan segment of his mind, which had been serioudy troubled by the
weightless conditions ingde the hospitd, was utterly terrified outside it. The Mdfan ELNT who had
produced the tape had been an amphibious, crab-like being who lived manly under water and had had
no experience whatever of space. Conway had to fight down the panic which threatened his whole,
multi-tenanted mind as well as the fear which dl of him fdt at the battle going on above his head.

O'Mara had told him that the attack was easng off, but Conway could not imagine anything more
savage than what he was seeing.

Between the warring ships no missles were beng used—the attackers and defenders were too
condensed, too inextricably tangled up. Like tiny, fast-moving models, so sharply defined that he fdt he
could reach up and grab one, the ships wheded through their wild, chaotic dance. Sngly and in groups
they lunged, whirled, took frantic evasve action, broke formeation or had ther formations broken,
reformed and attacked again. It was endless, implacable and dmost hypnotic. There was, of course, no
noise. What missles were launched were directed a the hospitd, atarget too big to miss, and they were
fdt rather than heard.

Between the ships, tractor and pressor beams jabbed out like solid, invigble fingers, dowing or
Oeflecting the target ship so that a rattler could be focused. Sometimes three or more vessals would
converge on asingle target and tear it apart within seconds. Sometimes a well-directed rattler would rip
gpart the attifidd gravity system an ingant before it disrupted the drive. With the crew hammered flat by
high acceleration the ship would go tumbling out of the fight, unless someone put another rattler onit or a
tractor man on Sector Generd's hull pulled it down to look for survivors.

Whether or not there were any survivors the wreck could be used...

The once smooth and shining hull was amass of deep, jagged-edged craters and buckled plating. And
because the missle lighting did strike twice, or even three times, in the same place—tha was how the
Trandaor computer had been destroyed—the craters were being plugged with wreckage in an effort to
keep the missles from exploding deeper insde the hospitd. Any type of wreckage served, the tractor
men weren't choosy.

Conway was on a tractor-beam mount when one of the wrecks was pulled in. He saw the rescue
team shooting from the shelter of the airlock, circle the hulk carefully, then enter. About ten minutes later
they came out towing... something.

"Doctor,” said the NCO in charge of the ingdlation, "I think | goofed. My men say the beagtie they've
pulled out of that wreck is new to them and want you to have alook. I'm sorry, but one wreck is like any
other wreck. | don't think it is one of ours.

Six parts of Conway's mind contained persondities whose memories did not contain data on the war
and they did not think it mattered. As the minority opinion Conway didn't think it mattered either, but he
knew that neither the sergeant nor himsdf had time to start an ethical debate on it. He had a quick 100k,
then said, "Takeit ingde. Leved Two-forty, Ward Seven.”

Since being given the tapes Conway had been forced to watch hdplesdy while patients—casudties
whose condition was such that they merited a fully qudified Senior Phydcian at least to perform the
surgery—were operated on by tired, harassed, but wel-intentioned beings who just did not have the
required kill. They had done the job as best they could because there was nobody ese to do it. Conway
hed wanted to step in many times, but had reminded himsdf and been reminded by Prilidaand the rest of
his entourage, that he had to consider the Big Picture. Reorganizing the hospitad then had been more
important than any one patient. But now he fdt that he could stop being an organizer and go back to
being a doctor.

Thiswas a new species to the hospitd. O'Mara would not have a tape on its physology, and even if
the patient recovered consciousness it would not be able to cooperate because the Trandators were



dead. Conway had got to take this one and nobody was going to talk him out of it.

Ward Seven was adjacent to the section where a Kelgian military doctor and Murchison had been
working wonders with a mixed bag of FGLI, QCQL and Earth-human patients, so he asked them both
to assst. Conway put the new arrivd's dassfication as TRLH, being aided in this by the fact that the
patient's spacesuit was transparent as well as flexible Had the suit been less flexible the being's injuries
would have been less severe, but then the suit would have cracked insteed of bending with the force
which had smashed againd it.

Conway bored atiny holein the suit, drew off a sample of the internd atmosphere and reseded it. He
put the sample in the andyzer.

"And | thought the QCQL s were bad," said Murchison when he showed her the result. "But we can
reproduce it. You will need to replace the air here, | expect?’

Conway said, "Yes, please.”

They climbed into their operating suits—regulation light-weight pattern except that the arms and hands
sections ended in a fine tight-fitting sheath that was like a second skin. The ar was replaced by the
patient's atmosphere and they began cutting it out of its suit.

The TRLH had a thin carapace which covered its back and curved down and inward to protect the
centrd area of its underside. Four thick, single-jointed legs projected from the uncovered sections and a
large, but again lightly boned head contained four manipulatory appendages, two recessed but extensble
eyes and two months, one of which had blood coming from it. The being must have been hurled against
severd metd projections. Its shdl was fractured in x places and in one area it had been dmost
shattered, the pieces being severdly depressed. In this area it was losing blood rapidly. Conway began
charting the internd damage with the X-ray scanner, then a few minutes later he Sgndled that he was
ready to start.

He wasn't ready, but the patient was bleeding to degth.

The internd arrangement of organs was different from anything he had previoudy encountered, and
different from anything in the experience of the 9x persondities sharing his mind. But from the QCQL he
received pointers on the probable metabolism of beings who breathed such highly corrosive air, from the
Médfan data on the possible methods of exploring the damaged carapace, and the FGLI, DBLF, GLNO
and AACP contributed their experience. But it was not dways hepful—a every stage they literdly
dhrieked warnings to be careful, so much so that for seconds a a time Conway stood with his hands
shaking, unable to go on. He was probing the recorded memories degply now, hitherto it had only been
for data on language, and everything was coming up.

The private nightmares and neuroses of the individuds, triggered off by being so inextricably mixed
with the gmilar dien nightmares around them, and dl mounting, growing worse by the minutes. The
beings who had produced the tapes did not al have e-t hospital experience, they were not accustomed to
dien points of view. The proper thing was to keep reminding himsdf that they were not separate
persondities, Conway told himsdf, but merdy a mass of dien data of different types. But he was
horribly, supidly tired and he was beginning to lose control of what was going on inhismind. And 4ill the
memories wdled up in a dark, turgid flood. Petty, shameful, secret memories mogly concerned with
sex-and thet, in e-ts, was dien, so dien that he wanted to scream. He found suddenly that he was bent
over, swesting, asif there was a heavy weight on his back.

He fdt Murchison gripping hisarm. "What's wrong, Doctor?' she said urgently. "Can | hdp?'

He shook his head, because for a second he didn't know how to form wordsin his own language, but
he kept looking a her for dl of ten seconds. When he turned back he had a picture of her in his mind as
she was to him, not as a Trdthan or a Mdfan or a Kdgian saw her. The concern in her eyes had been for
hm aone. At times Conway had had secret thoughts of his own about Murchison, but they were normd,
humen thoughts. He hugged them to him tightly and for a time he was in control again. Long enough to
finish with the patient.

Then suddenly his mind was tearing itsdf apart into seven pieces and he was fdling into the deepest,
darkest pits of even different Hels. He did not know that his limbs diffened or bent or twisted as if
something dien had separate possession of each one. Or that Murchison dragged him out and held him



while Prilicla, at great danger to life and its fragile, spidery limbs, gave him the shot which knocked him
out.

CHAPTER 22

The intercom buzzer awakened Conway, indantly but without confuson in the pleasant, familiar,
cramped surroundings of his own room. He fdt rested and aert and ready for breskfast, and the hand he
used to push back the sheets had five pink fingers on it and fdt just right that way. But then he became
aware of a certain strangeness which made him hesitate for a moment. The place was qui€t...

"To save you the where-am-1-what-time-is-it? routing” O'Mara's voice came weaily, "you have not
been conscioudy with us for two days. During that time, early yesterday, to be exact, the attack ceased
and has not yet been resumed and | did a lot of work on you. For your own good you were given a
hypno treatment to forget everything, so you will not be eterndly grateful for what I've done for you.
How do you fed now?

"Hne" said Conway enthusadticdly. "I can't fed any...| mean, there seems to be plenty of room in my
head. .

O'Mara grunted. "The obvious retort isthat your head is empty, but | won't makeit.”

The Chiegf Psychologist, despite his attempt to mantan his usud dry, sardonic manner, sounded
desperately tired—his words were actudly durred with weariness. But O'Mara, Conway knew, was not
the type who became tired—he might, if driven long and hard enough, succumb to mentd fatigue.

"The fleet commander wants a meeting with us in four hours time" O'Mara went one, "o don't get
involved with any cases between now and then. Things are running fairly smoothly now, anyway, so you
can afford to play hooky for awhile. I'm going to deep. Off."

But it was very difficult to spend four hours doing nothing, Conway found. The main dining hdl was
jammed with Corpsmen—projector crews engaged on hull defence, replacements for the defending
ships, maintenance men and Medicd Divison personnd who were supplementing the dvilian medica
gaff. Conversation was loud and nervous and too cheerful, and revolved around the past and possible
future aspects of the attack.

Apparently the Monitor force had practicadly been pushed down onto the outer hull when an e-t force
of volunteer Illensans had emerged from hyperspace just outside the enemy globe. llensan ships were big
and badly designed and looked like capita ships even though they only had the armament of a light
cruiser, and the gght of ten of them popping out of nowhere had put the enemy off his dride. The
attacking force had pulled back temporarily to regroup and the Monitors, with nothing to regroup with,
were concentrating on increesng the amament of ther last line of defence, the hospita itsdlf. But even
though it concerned him as dosdy as anyone dse in the room, Conway fdt averse to joining in the
chearfully morbid conversations.

Since O'Mara had erased dl the physology tapes and indulged in some curative tinkering with his
mind, the nightmare of two days ago and the e-t language data he had gained had faded, so he could not
indulge in polite conversation with the e-ts scattered about the hdl. And the Earth-human nurses were
being monopolized by Corpsmen, usudly a the rate of ten or tweve to one, with an obvious
improvement in morae in both directions. Conway ate quickly and left, feding that his own morde was in
need of improvement, too.

Which made him wonder suddenly if Murchison was on duty, off duty or adeep. If she was adeep
there was nothing he could do, but if she was on duty he could very soon take her off it, and when she
was Off ...

Strangdy hefdt only the dightest prick lings of conscience over this shameless abuse of his authority
for his own sdfish ends. Intime of war, he thought, people became less bound by their professond and
mord codes. Ethicaly he was going to the dogs.

But Murchison was just going off duty when he arived in her ward, so he did not have to openly
commit the crime he had been intent on committing. In the same loud, too-cheerful tone that he had
consdered s0 atifida when he had heard it in the dining hdl he asked if she had any previous
engagement, suggested a date, and muttered something horribly bana about dl work and no play...



"Previous engage... play... ! But | want to deegp!” she protested; then in more reasonable tones, "You
cant... | mean, where would we go, what would we do? The place is a wreck. Would | have to
change?'

"The recreation leved isdill there" Conway said, "and you look fine" The regulation nurses uniform of
blue, tight-fitting tunic and dacks—very tight-fitting so as to ease the problem of dimbing in and out of
protective suits—flattered Murchison, but she looked worn out. As she unhooked the broad white belt
and ingrument pouches and removed her cap and harnet Conway growled deep in his throat, and
immediatdy burst into afit of coughing because it was il tender from meking e-t noises.

Murchison laughed, shaking out her hair and rubbing her cheeks to put some colour into them. She
sad brightly, "Promise you won't keep me out too lae?"

On the way to the recreetion leve it was difficult not to tak shop. Many sections of the hospita had
logt pressure so that in the habitable levels overcrowding was severe—there was scarcdly an ar-filled
corridor which was not dso filled with casudties. And this was a Stuaion which none of them had
foreseen. They had not expected the enemy to use limited warfare on them. Had aomic weapons been
used there would not have been any overcrowding, or, possibly, any hospitd. Most of the time Conway
was not ligening to Murchison, but she didn't seem to notice. Perhaps because she wasn't ligening to
him.

The recregtion levd was the same in detall as they remembered it, but the detals had been
dramaticaly changed around. With the hospital's centre of gravity being above the recrestion levd what
little attraction there was upward, and dl the loose materid normaly on the ground or in the bay had
collected againg the roof, where it made a tranducent chaos of sand-veined water, air-pockets and
traling watery globes through which the submerged sun shone a deep, rich purple.

"Oh, thisisnicg" said Murchison. "And restful, sort of "

The lighting gave her skin awarm, dusky colouration that was whally indescribable, Conway thought,
but nice. Her lips—soft purple, verging on black—were parted dightly to reved teeth which seemed
amog iridescent, and her eyes were large and mysterious and glowing.

"Theword," he said, "isromantic."

They launched themsdves gently into the vast room in the direction of the restaurant. Below them the
tree tops drifted past and they ran through a wisp of fog-cooling steam produced by the warm,
underwater sun which beaded their faces and arms with moisture. Conway caught her hand and hdd it
gently, but their velocities were not exactly matching and they began to spin around their centre of gravity.
Conway bent his elbow dowly, drawing her toward him, and their rate of spin increased. Then he did his
other arm around her waist and pulled her closer ill.

She darted to protest and then suddenly, glorioudy, she was kissng him and dinging to him as fiercdy
as hewas to her, and the empty bay, diffs, and purple, watery sky was whirling madly around them.

In a cdm, impersona corner of his mind Conway thought that his head would have been spinning
anyway even if his body hadnt, it was that sort of kiss. Then they spun gently into the dliff-top at the
other gde of the bay and broke apart, laughing.

They used the atifica greenery to pull themsdves toward the onetime restaurant. It was dim indde,
and during its dow fdl caling ward a lot of water had collected under the transparent roof and on the
undersides of the table canopies. Like some fragile, dien fruit it hung in clusters which dtirred gently a
their passage or burgt into hundreds of tiny slvery globes when they blundered againg a table. With the
low celing and dim light it was difficult to keep from knocking into things and soon the globes were dl
around them, seeming to crowd in, throwing back a hundred tiny, distorted reflections of Murchison and
himsdf. It was like an dien dream world, Conway thought; and it was a wish-fulfillment dream. The dark,
lovely shape of Murchison drifting beside him left no doubt about thét.

They sat down at one of the tables, but carefully so as not to didodge the water in the canopy above
them. Conway took her hand in his, the others being needed to hold them onto their chairs, and said, "l
want to tak to you."

She amiled, alittle warily.

Conway tried to talk. He tried to say the things that he had rehearsed to himsdf many times, but what



came out was a digointed hodge-podge. She was beautiful, he said, and he didn't want to be friends and
she was a supid little fool for staying behind. He loved her and wanted her and he would have been
happy spending months—not too many months, maybe—getting her in a corner where she couldn't say
anything but yes. But now there wasn't time to do things properly. He thought about her dl the time and
even during the TRLH operation it had been thinking about her that let him hang on until the end. And dl
during the bombardment he had worried in case...

"l worried about you, too," Murchison broke in softly. "You were dl over the place and every time
there was a hit... And you aways knew exactly whet to do and... and | was afraid you would get yoursdlf
killed."

Her face was shadowed, her uniform dung damply. Conway fdt his mouth dry.

She sad wamly, "You were wonderful that day with the TRLH. It was like working with a
Diagnogtician. Seven tapes, O'Mara said. 1... | asked him to give me one, earlier, to hdp you out. But he
sad no because..." She hesitated, and looked away. "... because he said girls are very choosy who they
let take possession of them. Thar minds, | mean..."

"How choosy?' said Conway thickly. "Does the choice exclude... friends?’

He leaned forward involuntarily as he spoke, letting go his hold on the chair with his other hand. He
drifted heavily up from the table, jarred the canopy and touched one of the floating globes with his
forehead. With the surface tengon broken it collapsed wetly dl over his face. Spluttering he brushed it
away, knocking it into a cloud of tiny, glowing marbles. Then he saw it.

It was the only harsh note in this dream world, a pile of unarmed missiles occupying a dark corner of
the room. They were held to the floor by clamps and further secured with netting in case the clamps were
jarred free by an exploson. There was plenty of dack in the netting. Still holding onto Murchison, he
kicked himsdf over to it, searched until he found the edge of the net, and pulled it up from the floor.

"We can't talk properly if we keep floating into the air,” he said quietly. "Come into my parlour..."

Maybe the netting was too much like a spider's web, or his tone resembled too closdy that of a
predatory spider. He fdt her hesitate. The hand he was holding was trembling.

"l... | know how you fed," she said quickly, not looking a him. "I like you, too. Maybe more than
that. But thisisn't right. | know we don't have any time, but snesking down here like this and... it's sdfish.
| keep thinking about dl those men in the corridors, and the other casudties dill to come. | know it
sounds uffy, but we're supposed to think about other people first. That's why—"

"Thank you," said Conway furioudy. "Thank you for reminding me of my duty.”

"Oh, pleasg!" she cried, and suddenly she was dinging to him again, her head againg his chest. "I
don't want to hurt you, or make you hate me. | didn't think the war would be so horrible. I'm frightened. |
don't want you to be killed and leave me dl done. Oh, please, hold me tight and... and tdl me what to
do."

Her eyes were dlittering and it was not until one of the tiny points of light floated away from them that
he redlized she was arying slently. He had never imagined Murchison crying, somehow. He hdd her
tightly for along time, then gently pushed her away from him.

Roughly, he said, "I don't hate you, but | don't want you to discuss my exact fedings a the moment,
ether. Come on, I'll take you home."

But he didn't take her home. The darm sren went a few minutes later and when it stopped a voice on
the PA was asking Doctor Conway to come to the intercom.

CHAPTER 23

Once it had been Reception, with three fast-taking Nidians to handle the sometimes complex
problems of getting patients out of ther ambulances and into the hospita. Now it was Command
Headquarters and twenty Monitor officers murmuring tensdly into throat mikes, their eyes glued to
screens which showed the enemy at dl degrees of magnification from nil to five hundred. Two of the
three main screens showed sections of the enemy flegt, the images partly obliterated by the ghodtly lines
and geometrica figures that was a tactica officer trying to predict what they would do next. The other
screen gave a wide-angle view of the outer hull.



A missle came down like a digant shooting star, making a tiny flash and throwing up in minute
fountain of wreckage. The tearing, metdlic crash which reverberated through the room was out of dl
proportion to the image.

Dermod said, "They've withdrawn out of range of the heavy suff mounted on the hospitd and are
sending in missles. Thisis the softening up process designed to wear us down prior to the man attack. A
counterattack by our remaining mobile force would result in its dedruction, they are so heavily
outnumbered that they can operate effectivdy only if backed by the defences of the hospita. So we have
no choice but to soak up this stage as best we can and save our srength for—"

"What srength?' said Conway angrily. Beside hm O'Mara made a disgpproving noise, and across the
desk the Fleet commander looked coldly a him. When Dermod spoke it was to Conway, but he didn't
answer the question.

"We can dso expect amdl raids by fast, manoeuvrable units designed to further unsdttle us” he went
on. "Your casudties will come from Corpsmen engaged on hull defence, personnd from the defending
ships, and perhaps enemy casudties. Which brings me to a point which | would like cleared up. You
seem to be handling alot of enemy wounded, Doctor, and you've told me that your faclities are dready
drained to the limit."

"How the blazes can you tdl?* said Conway. Dermod's expresson became more frigid, but this time
he answered the question.

"Because | have reports of patients lying beside each other finding that the other one is taking
gibberish, patients of the same physologicd type, that is. What steps are you taking to—"

"Nong" sad Conway, so angry suddenly that he wanted to take this cold, unfeding martinet by the
throat and shake some humenity into him.

At the beginning he had liked Dermod. He had thought him a thoughtful and sengtive as wel as a
competent Fleet commander, but during the past few days he had become the embodiment of the blind,
coldly implacable forces which had Conway and everyone else in the hospita trapped. Dally conferences
between the military and medicd authorities in the hospita had been ordered since the lagt attack had
begun, and at dl three of them Conway had found himsdf running across the fleet commander with
increasing frequency.

But when Conway snapped, the Heet commander did not snap back. Dermod merdly looked a him
with his eyes s0 blesk and digant that Conway fdt that the commander wasn't seeing him at dl. And it
did no good a dl when O'Mara advised him quietly to hold his tongue and not be so dl-fired
touchy—that Dermod had a war to fight and he was doing the best he could, and that the pressures he
was under excused a certain lack of charm in his persondity.

"Surdy,” sad Dermod coldly, just as Conway had decided that he redly ought to be more patient
with this cold-blooded, military creature, "you are not treating enemy casudties the same as our own..."

"It is difficult,” said Conway, speaking so quietly that O'Mara looked suddenly worried, "to tdl the
difference. Subtle variationsin spacesuit desgn mean nothing to the nurang saff and mysdf. And when,
as frequently happens, the suit and underlying uniform is cut away the latter may be unidentifible due to
the bleeding. Between the injection of anti-pain and unconsciousness the ord noises they make are not
esdly trandatable. And if there is any way to tdl the difference between a Corpsman and one of the
enemy screaming, | don't want to know about it.

He had started quietly, but when he ended he was close to shouting. "I won't make any such
didinction between casudties and neither will my saff! Thisis a hospital, damn you! Wel isn't it?"

"Takeit easy, son. It'sdill ahospitd,” said O'Mara gently.

"Itisdso,” Dermod snapped, "amilitary base!"

"What | don't understand,” O'Mara put in quickly, trying desperately to pour on the ail, "is why the
hdl they don't finish us with atomic warheads?"

Ancther hit, more digtant thistime, sent its tinny echoes through the room.

"The reason they don't finish us off with an atlomic bomb, Mgor," he replied, with his eyes ill locked
with Conway's, "is because they must make a conquest. The paliticd forces involved demand it. The
Empire must take and occupy this outpost of the hated enemy, the Emperor's generd mus have a



triumph and not a pyrrhic victory, and subjugeating the enemy and capturing his territory, no matter how
few or how little, can be made to look like a triumph to the dtizens of the Empire.

"Our own casudties are heavy," Dermod went on coldly. "A space battle being what it is only ten
percent of the casudties survive to be hospitdized and we are fortunate both in having medica fadilities
immediatdy available and in occupying a strong defengive podition. The number of enemy casudties is
much higher than ours, my estimate would be twenty to one, so that if they were to knock us out with an
atomic missle now, when they could have done the same thing a the very beginning without losng a man,
ome vary awkward questions will be asked within the Empire. If the Emperor can't answer them he
might find that the war, and dl the fine, martid fervour he has built up, will backfire on him.”

"Why don't you communicate with them?' Conway interrupted harshly. "Tdl them the truth about us,
and tdl them about the wounded here. You surdy don't expect to win this battle now. Why don't we
surrender?!

"We cannot communicate with them, Doctor,” the commander said hitingly, "because they won't lisen
to us. Or if they do ligen they don't believe what we say. They know, or think they know, what we did
on Etla and what we are supposed to be doing here. Tdling them that we were redly heping the Etlan
natives and that we have been forced to defend our hospital is no good. A series of plagues swept Etla
soon after we left and this establishment no longer behaves, outwardly, thet is, like a hospitd. What we
sy to them has no importance, it is what we do that counts. And we are doing exactly what thar
Emperor has lead them to expect of us.

"If they were redly thinking," he continued savagdly, "they would wonder at the large number of our
e-ts who are hdping us. According to them our e-ts are downtrodden, subject races who are little more
then daves. The volunteers who have come out to help us do not fight like daves, but at the present stage
thet is too subtle athing to make any impression. They are thinking emationdly instead of logicdly."

"And I'm thinking emationdly, too!" Conway broke in sharply. "I'm thinking of my patients. The wards
arefull. They are lying in odd corners and adong corridors dl over the place, with inadequate protection
agand pressure |oss”

"Youve log the ahility to think about anything but your patients, Doctor!" Dermod snapped back. "It
might surprise you to know that | think about them, too, but | try not to be so maudliin about it. If | did
think that way | would begin to fed angry, begin to hate the enemy. Before | knew it | would want
revenge.”

Ancther hit rang like a loud, discordant gong through the hospital. The commander raised his voice,
and kept onrasng it.

"You mugt know that the Monitor Corps is the police force for mogt of the inhabited Gaaxy, and
kegping the peace within the Federation cdls for the constant gpplication of the psychologicd and socid
sciences. In short, guiding and moulding opinion both on the individud and planetary population leves.
So the Stuation we have here, a gdlant band of Corpsmen and doctors holding out againg the savage,
unceasing attacks of an ovewhdmingly superior enemy, isone | could use. Even so it would take the
Federation along time to become angry enough to mohbilize for war, far too long to do us persondly any
good, but think how we would be avenged, Doctor.”

His voice was sheking now, his face white and tight with fury. He was shouting.

"Inan interstellar war planets cannot be captured, Doctor. They can only be detonated. That gtinking
litle Empire with its forty planets would be stamped out, destroyed, completely obliterated...!"

OMara did not speak. Conway couldn't, nor could he take his eyes off Dermod to see how the
psychologist was reacting to this outburst. He hadn't thought it possible for the commander to blow up
like this and it was suddenly frightening. Because Dermod's sanity and sdf control, like O'Maras, was
something Conway had depended on even though he hated it.

"But the Corps is a police force, remember?' he raged on. "We are trying to think of this as a
disturbance, ariot on an interstellar scale where as usud the casudties among the rioters outnumber those
of the police. Persondly | think it is past the time when anything will make them see the truth and a
full-scde war is inevitable, but | do not want to hate them. This is the difference, Doctor, between
mantaining peace and waging war.



"And | don't want any sniveling, narrow-minded doctors, who have nothing to worry about except
ther patients, reminding me of dl the horrible ways my men are dying. Trying to make me lose my
perspective, making me hate people who are no different to us except that they are being fed wrong
informetion.

"And | don't care if you treat enemy and Corps wounded dike" he ydled, trying to bring his voice
down but not succeeding, "but you will lisen when | give orders concerning them. This is a military base
and they are enemy casudties. The ones who are in a condition to move must be guarded againg the
possihility of them committing acts of sabotage. Now do you understand, Doctor?

"Yes gr," sad Conway inasmdl voice.

When he left Reception with O'Mara a few minutes later Conway ill had the feding of being charred
around the edges. It was plain now that he had gravely migudged the fleet commander, and he should
gpologize for the hard things he had been thinking about Dermod. Undernegath dl the ice Dermod was a
good man.

Besde hm O'Mara sad suddenly, "I like to see these cold, controlled types blow off steam
occasiondly. Psychologicdly it is desirable, considering the pressures he is under at the present time. I'm
glad you findly made him angry.”

"What about me?' said Conway.

"You, Doctor, are not controlled at dl," O'Mara replied sernly. "Despite your new authority, which
should make you set an example of tolerance and good behaviour at least, you are fast becoming a
bad-tempered brat. Watch it, Doctor."

Conway had been looking for sympathy for the tongue-lashing Dermod had given him, and a little
consderation for the pressures he himsdf was under, not criticiam from another quarter. When O'Mara
turned off toward his office a few minutes later, Conway was dill too angry to speak.

CHAPTER 24

Next day Conway did not get the chance to gpologize to the Fleet commander—the rioters launched
their mogt vidious attack yet and both the Station Inspector and the Police Surgeon were much too busy
to tak. But cdling the battle a riot, Conway thought cynicdly, made no difference to the nature and
number of the casudties which flooded suddenly in, because it began with a near-catastrophe for both
Sdes.

The enemy force closed in, stepping up the missle bombardment to a fantadtic rate and englobing the
hospita so tightly that there were times when they came within a few hundred feet of the outer hull.
Dermod's ships—Vespadan, a Trdthan capitd ship and the other smdler units remaning to
him—dropped back to anchor with tractors agangt the hospitd, there being no space to manoeuvre
without obgtructing the heavy armament below them. They settled and with ther lighter weapons
srengthened the fixed defences wherever possible.

But this must have been the move which the enemy commander had been waiting for. With the
rapidity possible only to a well-planned manoeuvre the ranks of the attacking globe thinned, scattered
and reformed over one smdl area of the hull. On this area was concentrated the total firepower of
three-quarters of the entire enemy force.

A storm of missles tore into the heavy plaing, blagting away the wreckage which plugged earlier
damage and gouging into the more fragile inner hull. Tractors and ratlers seized the Hill-setling
wreckage, sheking it vidoudy apart and pulling it avay so that the missles could gouge deeper ill.
Monitor defences took a frightful toll of the tightly packed ships, but only for minutes The tremendous
concentration of fire battered them down, hammered them fla, ripped and worried a them urtil they
were one with the other shifting masses of savaged men and metd. They Ieft a section of the outer hull
completely undefended, and suddenly it became plain that this was not only an attack but an invasion.

Under the covering fire of the massed attackers, three, giant, unarmed ships were dropping
ponderoudy toward the undefended section. Transports...

At once Vespasian was directed to fill the gap in the defences. It shot toward the point where the first
trangport was about to touch down, running the gauntlet of Monitor as wel as enemy fire and throwing



evarything it had as soon as the target appeared above the curve of the hull...

There were severa excuses given for what happened then. An error in judgment by its pilot, a hit by
one of the enemy—or even its own people's-missles which deflected it from course a exactly the wrong
moment. But it was never suggested that Captain Williamson ddliberately rammed the enemy  transport,
because Williamson was known to be a clear-headed, competent officer and a one-to-one swap, even a
this desperate stage of the battle, was a tacticdly stupid move consdering how the enemy outnumbered
them.

Vespasian struck the larger but more lightly constructed transport near its stern and seemed to go right
through it before grinding slently to a hdt. Insde the wreckage a sngle, smdl exploson lit the fog of
ecaping ar but the two ships remained locked together, spinning dowly.

For a second everything seemed to stop. Then the Monitor fixed defences lashed out, ignoring dll
other targets if their projectors would bear on the second descending transport. Within minutes rettlers
had torn off plating in three areas of its hull and were biting deeper. The transport withdrew ponderoudly,
losng ar. The third one was dready puiling back. The whole enemy force was pulling back, but not very
far. Only dightly diminished in intengty the bombardment continued.

It was not by any dretch of the imegination a victory for the Monitor Corps. The enemy had merdy
made an error of judgment, been alittle premature. The hospita required further softening up.

Tractor beams reached out and gently brought the soinning wreckage to a hdt and lowered it onto the
ravaged hull. Corpsmen jetted out to look for survivors and soon the casudties were coming in. But by
roundabout routes, because under the wrecked ships there now stretched other wreckage and other
rescue teams working to free patients who were casudties for the second and third time...

Dr. Prilida was with the rescue teams. The GLNO lifeform was the mog fragile known to the
Federation, cowardice being acknowledged as one of their prime survivd characterigtics. But Prilida was
guiding his thinrwalled pressure bubble over jagged plating and through wreckage which shifted vighly dl
around it, seeking life. Living minds radiated even when unconscious and the litle GLNO was pointing
out unerringly the living from the dead. With casudties bleeding to death indde ther suits or the suits
themsdlves losng pressure, such identification directed effort to where it did the most good, and Prilida
was saving many, many lives But for an empath, an emotion sengtive, it was a hdlish job in every
horrible and painful sense of the word...

Magor O'Mara was everywhere. If there hadn't been weghtless conditions the Chief Psychologist
would have been dragging himsdf from place to place, but as it was his extreme faigue showed only in
the way he migudged distances and collided with doors and people. But when he talked to Earth-human
patients, nurses and Corpsmen his voice was never tired. His mere presence had a steadying effect on
the e-t gaff as well, for dthough they could not understand him they remembered the person he had been
when there were Trandators and he could lift off their hides with a few pungent words.

The et daff—the massve, awkward Trdthan FGLIs, the crab-like Mdfan ELNTs and dl the
others—were everywhere, on some levds directing Earth-human gaff and on others ading the nurses
and Corpsmen orderlies. They were tired and harried and dl too often they did not know what was being
sad to them, but between them they saved a great many lives.

And every time a missle struck the hospitdl, they lost alittle ground...

Dr. Conway never Ieft the dining hal. He had communication with mogt of the other leves, but the
corridors leading to them were in many cases arless or blocked with wreckage, and it was the generd
opinion that the hospitd's last remaining Senior Physician should stay in a reasonably safe place. He had
plenty of human casudties to look after and the difficult e-t cases, whether combatants or casudties
among his own gtaff, were sent to him.

Inaway he had the biggest and most compact ward in the hospita. Since nobody had time to gather
for meds anymore and relied on packaged food sent to the wards, the man dining hdl had been
converted. Beds and theatre equipment had been clamped to the floor, wdls and cdling of the great
room and the patients, being space personnel, were not troubled ather by the weightlessness or the sght
of other patients hanging a few yards above them. It was convenient for the patients who were able to
tak.



Conway had reached the stage of tiredness where he no longer fdt tired. The tinny crash and clangour
of missles driking had become a monotonous background noise. He knew tha the bombardment was
Seadily esting through the outer and inner hulls a deadly eroson which must soon open every corridor
and ward to space, but hisbrain had ceased to react to the sound. When casudties arrived he did what
was indicated, but his reactions then were smply the conditioned reflexes of a doctor. He had lost much
of his capacity to think or fed or remember, and when he did remember he had no sense of time. The last
et case—which had required him taking four physiology tapes—stood out amid the weary, bloody,
noisy monotony, as did the arrival of Vespasian's injured. But Conway did not know whether that had
been three days or three weeks ago, or which incident had occurred fird.

He remembered the Vespasan incident often. Cutting Mgor Stillman out of his battered suit, Stripping
it off and pushing away the pieces which persisted in floating around the bed. Stillman had two cracked
ribs, a shattered humerus and a minor decompression which was temporarily affecting his eyesght. Until
the hypo took hold he kept asking about the Captain.

And Captain Williamson kept asking about his men. Williamson was in a cast from neck to toes, had
vary little pain and had remembered Conway immediadly. It had been a large crew and he mug have
known them dl by their names. Conway didn't.

"Stillmen is three beds away on your right," Conway had told him, "and there are others dl over the
place”

Williamson's eyes had moved dong the patients hanging above him. He couldn't move anything else.
"Therés some of them | don't recognize" he had said.

Looking at the livid bruises around Williamson's right eye, temple and jaw where his face had struck
theingde of his hdmet, Conway had dragged up his mouth into the semblance of a smile and said, "Some
of them won't recognize you."

He remembered the second TRLH...

It had arrived strapped to a pressure litter whose atmosphere unit had adready filled it with the poison
which the occupant called air. Through the twin transparencies of the litter wal and the TRLH's auit its
injuries were plainly apparent—a large, depressed fracture of the carapace which had cut underlying
blood vessdals. There was no time to take the tapes he had used during the previous TRLH case because
the patient was obvioudy bleeding to death. Conway nodded for the litter to be clamped into the cleared
area in the centre of the floor and quickly changed his suit gauntlets for litter gloves. From the beds
attached to the celling, eyes watched his every move.

He charged the gloves and pushed his hands againg the sagging, transparent fabric of the tent.
Immediatdy the thin, tough materia became rubbery and plidble without losng any of its strength. It dung
to the charged gloves, if not like a second skin at least like another pair of thin gloves. Carefully so as not
to drain the fabric which separated the two mutudly poisonous atmospheres, Conway removed the
patient's suit with ingruments clipped to the ingde of the litter.

Quite complex procedures were possble while operating a flexible tent—Conway had a couple of
PVSJs and a QCQL a few beds away to prove it—but they were limited by the ingruments and
medication available ingde the tent, and the dight hampering effect of the fabric.

He had been removing the splinters of carapace from the damaged area when the crash of a missle
griking nearby made the floor jump. The darm bdl which indicated a pressure drop sounded a few
minutes later and Murchison and the Kedgian military doctor—the entire ward staff—had hurried to
check the sedls on the tents of patients who were not able to check ther own. The drop was dight,
probably a smdl lesk caused by sprung plating, but to Conway's patient indde the tent it could be
deadly. He had begun working with frantic speed.

But while he had driven to tie off the severed blood vessels the thin, tough fabric of the pressure litter
began to swdl out. It had become difficult to hold ingruments, virtudly impossble to guide them
accurately, and his hands were actudly pushed away from the operative fied. The difference in pressure
between the interior of the tent and the ward was only a few pounds per square inch & most, barely
enough to have made Conway's ears pop, but the fabric of the litter had continued to baloon out. He had
withdrawn helplesdy, and hdaf an hour later when the lesk had been sedled and normd pressure restored,



he had started again. By then it had been too much.

He remembered a sudden impairment of vison then, and a shock of surprise when he redized that he
was crying. Tears weren't a conditioned medical reflex, he knew, because doctors just did not cry over
patients.

Probably it had been a combination of anger a losng the patient—who redly should not have been
los—and his extreme fatigue. And when held seen the expressions of dl the patients watching him,
Conway had fdt horribly embarrassed.

Now the events around him had taken on a jerky, erratic motion. His eyes kept dosng and severd
seconds, or minutes, passed before he could force them open again even though to himsdf no time at dl
went by. The walking wounded—ypatients with injuries which alowed them to move about the ward and
return quickly to their tents in the event of a puncture—were moving from bed to bed doing the amadl,
necessary jobs, or chatting with patients who couldnt move, or hanging like ungainly shods of fish while
they talked among themsdves. But Conway was aways too busy with the newly-arrived patients, or too
confused with amultiplicity of tapes, to chat with the older ones. Mostly, however, his eyes went to the
degping figures of Murchison and the Kelgian who floated near the entrance to the ward.

The Kegian hung like a great, furry question mark, now and then emitting the low moaning sound
which some DBLFs made when they were adeep. Murchison floated at the end of a snaking, ten-foot
sdfety ling turning dowly. It was odd how deepers in the weightless condition adopted the foetd
position, Conway thought tenderly as he watched his beautiful, adult girl baby swaying at the end of an
impossibly thin umbilica cord. He desperately wanted to deep himsdlf, but it was his spell on duty and he
would not be relieved for along time-five minutes maybe, or five hours, but an eternity in either case. He
would have to keep doing something.

Without redizing he had made a decison he found himsdf moving into the empty storeroom which
housed the termind and probable termind cases. It was only here that Conway spared himsdf the time to
chat, or if taking was not possible to do the essentid and at the same time usdless things which help to
comfort the dying. With the e-ts he could only stand by and hope that the shattered, bloody wreckage of
the Trathan or Mdfan or whatever would be given a tiny flash of Prilicas emphathetic faculty so that
they would know he was a friend and how he fdt.

It was only gradudly that Conway became aware that the walking wounded had followed him into the
room, together with patients who had no business being outside their tents who were being towed by the
others. They gathered dowly around and above him, ther expression grim, determined and respectful.
Major Stillman pushed hisway to the front, awkwardly, because in his one good hand he carried a gun.

"Thekilling has got to stop, Doctor,” Stillman said quietly. "Weve dl talked it over and that's what we
decided. And it's got to be stopped right now." He reversed the weapon suddenly, offering it to Conway.
"You might need this, to point at Dermod to keep him from doing anything foolish while we're tdling him
what has been going on..."

Close behind Stillman hung the mummified shape of Captain Williamson and the man who had towed
hm in. They were taking to each other in low voices and the language was both foreign and familiar to
Conway. Before he could place it the patients al began moving out again and he noticed how many of
them were armed. The weapons had been part of the spacesuits they had worn, and Conway had not
thought about guns when he had piled the suits into a ward storage space. Dermod, he thought, would be
vay annoyed with him. Then he followed the patients out to the main ward entrance, and the corridor
which led to Reception.

Sillmen talked nearly dl the time, tdling him what had been hgppening. When they were dmogt there
he said anxioudy, "You don't think I'm . . . I'm atraitor for doing this, Doctor?"

There were so many different emations churning insgde Conway that dl he could say was "No!™

CHAPTER 25

He fdt ridiculous pointing the gun at the Fleet commander, but that had seemed to be the only way to
do this thing. Conway had entered Reception, threaded his way through the officers around the control
desks until he had reached Dermod, then he had held the gun on the Fleet commander, while the others



camein. He had ao tried to explain things, but he wasn't doing a very good job.

"... S0 you want me to surrender, Doctor,” sad Dermod wesrily, not looking a the gun. His eyes
went from Conway's face to those of some of the Corpsmen patients who were dill floating into the
room. He looked hurt and disappointed, asif afriend had done a very shameful thing.

Conway tried again.

"Not surrender, gr," he said, pointing at the man who was il guiding Williamson's stretcher. "We... |
mean, that man over there needs a communicator. He wants to order a cease fire..."

Sammering in his eagerness to explan wha had happened, Conway darted with the influx of
casudties after the collison between Vespasian and the enemy transport. The interiors of both ships were
ashambles and, while it was known that there were enemy as wel as Corpsmen injured, there had never
been time or the daff avalable to separate them. Then later, when the less serioudy injured began to
move around, taking to or hdping to nurse the other patients, it became plain that dmog hdf of the
casudties were from the other side. Oddly this did not seem to matter much to the patients, and the staff
were too busy to notice. So the patients went on doing the Smpler, necessary and not very pleasant jobs
for each other, jobs which just had to be done in award so dragticaly underdaffed, and taking...

For these were Corpsmen from Vespasian, and Vespasan had been to Etla Which meant that its
crew were varioudy proficient in the Etlan language, and the Etlans spoke the same language as that used
dl over the Empire—a generd purpose language amilar to the Federation's Universd. They taked to
eaech other alot and one of the things they learned, after the initid caution and distrust had passed, was
that the enemy trangport had contained some very high officers. One of the ones who had survived the
colligon was third in line of command of the Empire forces around Sector Generd...

"And for the last few days peace taks have been going on among my patients” Conway ended
breathlesdy. "Unofficid, perhaps, but | think Colond Williamson and Herdtnor here have enough rank to
make them binding."

Herdtnor, the enemy officer, spoke briefly and vehemently to Williamson in Etlan, then gently tilted the
plaster encased figure of the Captain until he could look a the fleet commander. Herdtnor watched
Dermod, too. Anxioudy.

"He's no fool, gr," said Williamson painfully. "From the sound of the bombardment and the glimpses
he's had of your screens he knows our defences are hammered flat. He says tha his people could land
now and we couldn't do athing to stop them. That istrue, Sir, and we both know it. He says his chief will
probably order the landing in a matter of hours, but he gill wants a cease fire, Sr, not a surrender.

"He doesn't want his sde to win," the Captain ended weekly. "He just wants the fighting to stop.
There are some things he has been told about this war and us which need Sraightening out, he says..."

"He's been saying a lot," sad Dermod angrily. His face had a tortured look, as if he was wanting
desperately to hope but did not dare let imsdf do so. He went on, "And you men have been doing a lot
of taking! Why didn't you let me know about it..."

"It wasn't what we said,” Stillmen broke in sharply, "it was what we did! They didn't believe a word
we told them at fird. But this place wasn't a dl what they had been told to expect, it looked more like a
hospita than a torture chamber. Appearances could have been deceptive, and they were a very
suspicious bunch, but they saw humen and et doctors and nurses working themsdves to death over
them, and they saw him. Taking didn't do anything, at least not until later. It was what we did, what he
did...I"

Conway fdt his ears getting warm. He protested, "But the same thing was happening in every ward of
the hospita!"

"Shut up, Doctor," Stllman said respectfully, then went on, "He never seemed to deep. He hardly
ever spoke to us once we were out of danger, but the patients in the sde ward he never let up on, even
though they were the hopeless cases. A couple of them he proved not to be hopeless, and moved them
out to usin the main ward. It didn't matter what Sde they were on, he worked as hard for everybody."

"Stillmen,” said Conway sharply, "you're dramatizing things..."

"BEven then they were wavering a bit," Stillman went on regardliess.

"But it was the TRLH case which dlinched things The TRLHsS were enemy et volunteers, and



normdly the Empire people don't think much of e-ts and expected us to fed the same. Especidly as this
et was on the other sde. But he worked just as hard on it, and when the pressure drop made it
impossible for im to go on with the operation and the e-t died, they saw his reaction—"

"Stillmen!" said Conway furioudy.

But Sillmen did not go into detalls. He was dlent, watching Dermod anxioudy. Everybody was
watching Dermod. Except Conway, who was looking at Heraltnor.

The Empire officer did not look very impressve at that moment, Conway thought. He looked like a
vay ordinary, greying, middie-aged man with a heavy chin and worry-lines around his eyes. In
comparison to Dermod's trim green uniform with its quietly impressive load of indgnia the shapeless,
white garment issued to DBDG patients put Herdtnor at somewhat of a disadvantage. As the dlence
dragged on Conway wondered whether they would saute each other or just nod.

But they did better than ether, they shook hands.

There was an initid period of suspicion and migtrud, of course. The Empire commander-in-chief was
convinced that Heratnor had been hypnotized at firgt, but when the investigeting party of Empire officers
landed on Sector Generd after the cease fire the distrust diminished rapidly to zero. For Conway the only
thing which diminished was his worries regarding wards being opened to space. There was ill too much
for his gaff and himsdf to do, even though engineers and medicd officers from the Empire flegt were
doing dl they could to put Sector Generd together again. While they worked the firg trickle of the
evacuated gaff began to return, both medica and maintenance, and the Trandator computer went back
into operation. Then five weeks and 9x days after the cease fire the Empire flegt |eft the vidnity of the
hospitd. They Ieft their wounded behind them, the reasons being that they were getting the best possible
treatment where they were, and that the fleet might have more fighting to do.

In one of the daly medtings with the hospitd authorities—which gill conssted of O'Mara and
Conway snce nobody more senior to them had come with the recent arrivds—Dermod tried to put a
complex stuation into very ample terms.

"...Now that the Imperid ditizens know the truth about Etla among other things" he said serioudy, "the
Emperor and his adminigration are virtudly extinct. But things are gill very confused in some sectors and
ashow of force will hep gabilize things 1'd like it to be just a show of force, which iswhy | talked their
commander into taking some of our cultural contact and sociology people with him. We warnt rid of the
Emperor, but not at the price of aavil war.

"Herdtnor wanted you to go dong, too, Doctor. But | told him thet..."

Besde hm O'Mara groaned. "Besides saving hundreds of lives" the Chief Psychologist said, "and
aveting a gdaxy-wide war, our mirade working, brilliant young doctor isbeing caled on to—"

"Stop needling him, OMaral" Dermod said sharply. "Those things are literdly true, or very nearly so.
If he hadnt..."

"Jud force of habit, Sr," said O'Mara blandly. "As a head-shrinker | consider it my bounden duty to
keep hisfrom sweling.”

At that moment the main screen behind Dermod's desk, manned by a Nidian Receptionist now
indead of a Monitor officer, lit with a picture of a furry Kelgian head. It appeared that there was a large
DBLF transport coming in with FGLI and ELNT daff aboard in addition to the Kelgians, eighteen of
which were Senior Physicians. Bearing in mind the damaged state of the hospitd and the fact that just
three locks were in operable condition, the Kelgian on the screen wanted to discuss quarters and
assignments before landing with the Diagnogtician-in-Charge.

"Thornnasgtor's dill unfit and there are no other..." Conway began to say when O'Mara reached across
to touch hisarm.

"Seven tapes, remember,” he said gruffly. "Let us not quibble, Doctor.”

Conway gave O'Mara along, steady look, alook which went deeper than the blunt, scowling festures
and the sarcadtic, hectoring voice. Conway was not a Diagnogtician—what he had done two months ago
had been forced on him, and it had nearly killed him. But what O'Mara was saying—with the touch of his
hand and the expression in his eyes, not the scowl on his face and the tone of his voice—was thet it



would be just a matter of time.

Colouring with pleasure, which Dermod probably put down to embarrassment at O'Mards ribbing, he
dedlt quickly with the quartering and duties of the Saff on the Kelgian transport, then excused himsdf. He
was supposed to meet Murchison &t the recreation levd in ten minutes, and she had asked him...

Ashe was leaving he heard O'Mara saying morosdly, ... And in addition to saving countless hillions
from the horrors of war, | bet he getsthe girl, too..."



