THE UNDERHANDLER
Christopher Anvil

JamesHardesty, officidly known as"Expeditor—Allied Governmenta Liaisor/Control,” familiarly called
"Chief" in avariety of tongues, stood far below Earth's ravaged surface in the Communiceations Center,
HQ WestEurope. Overhead, the morning sun cast itswintry glow on missile craters, wrecked buildings,
and smashed green-and-violet war machines. Down here, Hardesty coolly studied the projected image of
amaze of struts, beams, braces, tubes, and cablesthat crisscrossed and |ooped around a number of
weird formswatching him out of abig three-dimensiond grid.

Hardesty, waiting for the tone that would tell him the technicians were reasonably sure the conference
would not beinterrupted, briefly looked over the occupants of the grid, noting those of types he had met
before, usualy on the other end of some murderous technologica device. Then he devoted his attention
to the onedirectly in front of him, the most nearly human-looking of thelot.

* % %

Gar Kranf, overlord commanding sector XV1 of the Coequdlity, did hisbest to put the fatigue of thetrip
behind him. He leaned forward in the command ship's conference grid to study the three-dimensiona
image in the clear space before the grid, that resolved itself into an incredible entity that defied its home
planet's gravity to balance erect on half its sparse dlotment of limbs.

Kranf watched dertly asthe creature inspected the conference grid, turning its head to examine the
nearer occupants.

Kranf, waiting impatiently for the techniciansto finish their checks, held down the silence stud to make
sure what he said was not transmitted. Bad asit wasto be hastily caled in on adisaster only after it got
to thisstage, it would be worse yet to let the opposition find out just how hasty the call had been.

Kranf cleared histhroat. "Acclimatization.”

A smdl voicesad, "Sir?’

"This creature before us, in solidimage. Thisisitsnatura form?'
"Yes gar."

"Thet'sal thereisof it?"

"Yes gr."

"It hasn't, perhaps, lost part of its structure due to wounds?!

"No, gr, that'sdl thereisto it. Actudly, they manage to compensate pretty well. They make their
equipment with their own limitationsin mind.”

"Thisoneistypica of what we've been up against here?’
"Yes, dr. They don't have much variation. More or lessdl of them look like that naturally.”

"And do they normaly loom straight up off the surface like that?"



"Yes, gr."

"Can they move around?’

"Oh—they can movefadt."

"The onewerelooking a hasn't taken root there?"

"Oh, no, sr."

"Well—does it have spikes on itsfeet? If not, how doesit do it?"

"No, sir. These creatures seem to have some kind of body-centering mechanism that enables them to
equaizethe pull of gravity by minute muscular movements. It can be proved that if you've got dl the
different structures of the body set off one against another around a common center, and the support is
located under that center, asufficiently strong structure will not get pulled over by gravity.”

Kranf took another look at the weirdly balanced dien. "How doesit caculate dl that?'

"H'm...Wédl, gr, quite afew of them were cut open before the Ecology Center got vaporized, but no
onewas quite ableto figureit out. There should be something corresponding to our pressure-regulation
plexus with nerves running to receptorsin the soles of the feet. But no one could actudly find it."

"They can keep thisup?'
"They tirefindly, but it tekesalong time."

Kranf exasperatedly asked himsdlf just what, if anything, the sgnificance of this might be, and why no one
had bothered to mention it before this face-to-face confrontation. All he had heard was complaints about
thelocas ferocity, their rocket production, bacteria agents, and innumerable guns of every sizeand
description. Then he noticed that the weird entity in front of him was again looking directly a him, and he,
Kranf, inturn sudied it.

* * %

Hardesty, consciousthat he was at the focus of attention of the mongter in front of him, asked himself
how he knew it. It could only be by the focusing of the creature's eyes. He gave the prearranged hand
gesture to be sure what he said wasn't broadcast. "Miller?”

llgrl?l
"Am | right in thinking thisisanew one—this quasi-human in front of me?'

"Lookslikeit, sir. We can't find any record to match that one. There are one or two othersthere that
we've seen before.”

Hardesty glanced from left to right, to see, partly hidden by what |ooked like separate € aborate control
consoles; firg, acresture with an upper body like awolf; second, this new individual suggestive of a
human with an extra set of arms and hands; and third, a creature like some variety of octopus, but with a
larger number of long flexible limbs. Further back and off to the Sdes were others, unpleasant enough to
look at or contend with, and evidently less exalted in rank.

What the lower extremities of some of these entities might be was hidden from this angle, though
experiencetold him that they were dl generoudy provided with limbs of one kind or another. A flicker of
motion higher up caught Hardesty's attention.



Directly abovethe rdaively manlike creaturein front of him, Hardesty caught aglimpse of athing like an
oversize spider that faded out of Sight in the generd vagueness around the edge of theimage.

Hardesty uttered alow murmur, but his mouth scarcely moved, and his expression remained blank and
uninformative as he focused his gaze on the cresture directly in front of him, and waited.

* * %

Gar Kranf, sector overlord, heard the tone signaling that al elements of the connection had been
checked. He growled, "'l can now spesk to the creature?

"Yes, gr. Just let up the silence stud, the automatic trandatorswill take over, and you will be speaking
directly to their loca overlord.”

* % %

Hardesty heard the tone, but something in the manner of the entity in front of him suggested fedlings of
superiority that Hardesty intended to dent, one way or another. He ignored the tone, signaled that the
transmission be delayed, and said, "Anything new on thetitle of thislatest quasi-human here, the oneright
infront of mein thismaze?'

"Still not clear, sir. Wethink it means 'Higher Commander,’ not 'Supreme Commander,’ but we can't be
ure”

"But it isclear this one outranks the previous one?'

"Yes, gr. Our best guessisthisonesalevel up, came hereto find out just what was going on, and
superseded the local commander because he didn't like what he saw.”

"H'm...Andam/| right in thinking that catwolf nearby is someone weve run into before?"

"Yes, gr. A generd by the name of Y raang. Wethink it's the ranking combat officer in their local
command sructure.”

Hardesty took abrief glance at the creature, seeing in his mind the tigerlike lower body concealed by the
console, then looked at the octopudike entity on the other side of the plainly impatient Higher
Commander directly in front of him.

"Do we have anything on that squid?’

Therewasabrief slence. "No, gr. Thisisthefirst time weve seen anything like that. 1t'snot just thet it's
anew individua. Weve never even seen that type. It gpparently came in with the new commander.”

"OK. The conference can Sart anytime, asfar as1'm concerned.”

"Yes, gr...wel ... Now they've Sgnaded for adday.”

* % %

Kranf, who didiked the idea of a sector overlord of the Coequality awaiting the pleasure of an dlien
mongtrosity, however ferocious, held down the stud. "Therés alittle problem with the automatic
trandators that sometimes shows up on occasionslikethis.

"Ah—yes, gr."

"Any dipintrandation, when the automatic trandators are providing the illusion of easy and free
interchange can be ruinous.”



"Yes, dr. But—"

"Youredizetha?'

"Yes, sr. Wedo. But—"

"One misunderstood word, and millions of unnecessary casudties can result.”

"We do our best, Sir. But perfection is outside our reach. Even where two entities are nestmates, with no
trandation machine involved, there are language errors. We can't diminate therisk.”

"| understand. Buit if there seemsto be the possibility of some error, don't hesitate to point it out, because
you will be held responsible.”

"YS, S r."

"All right. I will now spesk toit." Kranf looked around at the weirdly balanced creature, moved his head
dightly to try to get aview of therest of its body, which of course was not there—that was al therewas
toit, just two arms and two legs. Then Kranf smoothed out his face muscles, and methodicdly relaxed
both sets of arms and the rest of hislimbslest some trace of tension, which might suggest uncertainty,
should show in hisvoice as he said, putting overtones of Command Power into the words:

"Y ou have received our offer of a Truce?"
Hardesty's eyes glinted.
"Wegot it."

Kranf considered the peculiar overtones as the automatic trand ators rendered the reply. Wasthat dueto
the device, or wasit in the original ? He spoke again, his voice rising as he bore down hard with
Command Power:

"Y ou explicitly acknowledge and agreeto dl terms?"
Looking on nervoudy from different locationsin the grid, Kranf's experts winced and braced themselves.
Thelocal overlord said flatly, "We agree to none of your terms.”

Kranf flt asif he had been hit in the face. Evidently the trand ating machine had got the right tone to begin
with.

Kranf tried again, easing off on the Command Power, and letting curiosity show in hisvoice. "Then what
do you propose?

"Wewill discussterms of asuspension of hodtilities while you withdraw your remaining pests, attack
animals, and war-machines, and get them out of our Solar System. Once we agree on that, we will
congder terms of peace—jprovided you make up for the damage you've done here. Thisisall were
willing to talk about.”

Kranf kept his face blank, pressed down the silence stud, and glanced to hisright, toward the creature
that had reminded Hardesty of alarge wolf.

"Yraang," sad Kranf.

Therewas anoise like shells crushed under heavy rocks, and amoment later the trandator gave audible



wordsin adeep brisk voice:

"At your command, War Chief."

"Y ou heard this entity?'

"I heardit."

"What are the chances of successif we put the sector reservesinto thisfight?'

"Including thewar hordes of Thrang and Guyul ?"

"Yes"

"They will have to come along way, and will get here late, which complicatesthe calculations.”
"Y our best opinion”?"

"My persond estimate isthat we would be able to maintain control of possibly two-thirds of the southern
hemisphere of the planet, and our base on the planet's moon. Our lodgements elsewhere would be
eradicated. Thefina outcomeisuncertan.”

"H'm." Kranf kept the silence stud pressed down. "Threletok?!

From overhead came ahigh piping tone, transformed after amoment into a somewhat heavy pedantic
voice "My estimateis equally speculative. But | would point out that under pressure of sustained attack,
their wegpons production and tactics have developed, not retrogressed. The prospects are not
promising. Thereisno likelihood of surprising them. Our supplies and reinforcements come from a
distance. Their resstanceis solid. And their last counterattack shattered any illusion of our inevitably
winning. Wearein their net, not they in ours.”

"What if we usethefull resources of the sector?'

"How do we do that? And when? Our resources are at adistance. The problem isthat we arelosing on
the ground, and in theimmediate vicinity of the planet. The enemy isfully aware and working at full
power to finish us. We may either withdraw to regroup, or fight it out where we are, trusting to prompt
reinforcement. If we withdraw, we spare our troops, but the enemy will turn this planet into afortress,
make its moon an advance base to move out in force into the Solar System, and when we renew the
attack, they will be much tougher than they are now."

" Suppose we don't withdraw? Suppose we hold our moon base and the bulk of our lodgements on the
planet?’

"Then wewill haveto throw in reinforcements asthey get here, in order to hang on. Therewill be no
point when we can bring our superiority to bear al a once. The reinforcementswill get ground up
piecemed. And while we put our reservesinto this problem, difficulties may arise at—heh—trouble spots
esawhere”

"M'm." Kranf maintained his pressure on the silence stud. "L et's have abrief summary from the local
planetary assmilator. And | mean brief."

A weary miserablevoice sad, "To summarize my request to be relieved of command:

"On approach, we found asingle-dominant-gpecies planet varying in technologica development from
region to region. Electromagnetic surveillance revealed enormous differencesin loca languages and



customs. It was obvious we couldn't have a binding agreement with such a collection of fragments.
However, these differences seemed to offer excellent chancesto defeat the locas one by one. And they
were dependent on foss| ail to run their technology. Our andysis showed that alarge part of thisfossl ol
came from acomparatively undeveloped region locally known asthe Middleast. If we attacked this
region, we might do severd things.

"Hrgt, win aquick locd victory.

"Second, overawe the rest of the factions.

"Third, paralyze these other factions at will, by withholding from them our portion of thefossl ail.
"Fourth, adroitly play off onefaction againgt the other, using thefossl oil asabargaining counter.

"After al, they would be unprepared, and how could they possibly guess what would happen to them
once we got control of the fossl ail ?!

The voice cameto astop, and Kranf, frowning, said, "Then what?'

"Well—the relatively undevel oped region, for some reason, turned out to be overloaded with weapons.
Therewasalittle delay whilethey got over their surprise, then we got hit with everything—bullets,
bombs, rockets, gas—it was like steding meat out of the claws of a dozing thrakosnarr. Then the outside
factions that we planned to finesse later on, came piling in. They had warplanes, long-range
rocket-bombs, monster sea-borne floating fortresses, and every description of armored ground attack
machine you can concelve of.

"Well, what could we do? We'd planned aneat surgica strike with minimum losses. Instead, thelocals
went berserk. There was no way we could hope to militarily fight it out on their terms—they had the
whole resources of the planet a hand, and we only had what was with us. The obvious thing wasto use
our scientific superiority to hamstring them.”

“Spedificaly?”

"We st up bioduplication bases, got out our stock of tailored pests, found out which ones seemed to fit,
dropped around twenty thousand flights of sixteen-legged jangerls, ingbats, and burrowing trap-adders
to poison and terrorize the natives, and give them alittle warning that they'd better cooperate.”

"How did that work?'

"Well, till we used the pests, there was tough resistance. After that, it got vicious. These split-up groups
formed an dliance, got thisnative here, in front of us, to run things overdl, and he got them actively
working together. Before long, their measures and their counterblows were on alevel we hadn't even
imagined was possible. They even adopted a smplified common language to be able to hit us harder.
Everything got worse after we started using pests. But what else could we do?"

"Be specific. What incident led you to call for help?”

"Well, weld just landed two or three million forty-legged flatstings genetically engineered to kill natives,
and the natives had come out with adust that killed flatstings, and then they fired aswarm of misslesthat
came up off the planet and shot out into space. Only afew came anywhere near us, so wefigured their
control was bresking down. That was when | sent that report that we were getting the edge on them.
W, these missiles kept coming up, but we were happy to see them waste their firepower, figured we'd
won, and called on them to surrender. About then, amissile streaked in from nowhere and hit usfrom
behind. The next thing you knew, they were coming in from al directions, and weredized dl these



seemingly wasted missiles had been set to come back at us. There was no possible way we could defend
agang this

"These things blew up the Moon Command Base, the bio-teams, the germ-synthesislabs, Tactica
Combat Center, and Fleet Refit Base, and dl that survived were our forces actualy on the planet, and
our shipsin trangt.

"That'swhen | called for help, Sir. I've done my best, and every move I've made has been computer
checked for maximum damage to them and maximum gain to us; but nothing worked. I'm out of my
depth. Maybe somebody else can solveit.”

"H'm," said Kranf, and looked back at Hardesty.
Hardesty eyed him coldly.

Kranf glanced uneasily to hisleft, where Sdoud, the sector underhandler, lay back comfortably,
half-a-dozen limbs twined amongst the beams, pipes, and cables, afew crossed thoughtfully in front of
him, another half-dozen or so trailing over the edge of his big saucer-like couch. Asusud, the sight of the
underhandler did nothing to improve Kranf's mood. One glance at the creature, and Kranf fdt asif his
teeth were coated over with chak. Hetried to swallow, and the salivawouldn't go down.

"M'm," said Kranf, looking away. ""Has anyone any suggestion? This native entity here hasrefused a
truce. It demands that we get off the planet. It further ingststhat we pay for the damage done. . . Any
idess?’

Therewas asilence, then agruff comment from Yraang, to Kranf'sright. "Get out. And pay them.”
A piping voice came from overhead. "Agreed. The prizeisnot worth therisk.”

The haggard voice of the former planetary assmilator spoke up: "I fought them. And look what
happened.”

Kranf glanced sdewise and to hisleft, where Sdoue had judicioudy intertwined severd more
unoccupied limbs, and now thoughtfully opened hislarge eye. Hisvoice, before trandation, had a
condescending tone that set Kranf's teeth on edge, and despite the automatic trandators, acertain
amount of thisgot through:

"One might, perhaps, with abit of thought, bring about a moderately satisfactory conclusion.”

Kranf fdt asif he had been dapped in the face with alength of wet rope.

To Kranf'sright, Yraang gave alow grunt and growl.

Overhead, Threletok hissed.

Seloud disengaged atentacle that was wrapped around abrace, and trailed it lightly through the air.

"A certain degree of subtlety iscaled for. Thisisn't the usud sort of flounder-and-bungle job you military
and bureaucratic types can luck through by routine. A bit of intelligent finesseisrequired.”

Kranf exhaled very dowly, then drew in afresh breath, and spoke with care. After al, the worst of
deding with Sdoud's kind was not their infuriating air of superiority. Thetruly unbearable part was what
was amost certain to come next, unless Kranf was able to get through it just exactly so.

Carefully, Kranf did not try to sound jovid; he did not strain for aflattering comment; he did not even



lean over backward to try to get al the rage out of his system before he spoke. He merely let theintense
curiosity sound in hisvoice:

"How?'
Sdoud'slarge eyefixed himin abright benevolent gaze.
"Dear fellow, 'how? 'How' indeed! Think!"

Kranf let hisbresth out raggedly. No, he hadn't succeeded. Now there was thisto go through. The price
of failure was humiliation, and Seloud'skind did not gtint in deding it out.

"Now then," said Seloud, "try to think for amoment. Y ou know this native, 'Hardesty,' istheir |eader.
Y ou have heard that he has been successful in welding together adiverse lot of these incongruous
two-legged two-armed monstrosities, and making a cohesive force out of them. Now, then, how will
theselocasregard their leader?!

Kranf groped mentaly. He had to have Saloud's suggestion. Not only did the miserable creatures—who
were dmogt totaly worthlessfor any ordinary useful routine—not only did they somehow hit on theright
answer in agood proportion of desperate cases—but once they did offer a suggestion, the responsibility
was off the commander who followed out the suggestion. The underhandler was then stuck with the
responsbility. But first Kranf had to somehow get the suggestion out of Seloud!.

Now, how will the natives regard their leader?

"Aaahh," said Kranf, groping mentaly. "They will be obedient to him."

Sdoud's benevolent gaze cooled. His numerous limbs froze briefly, then gave afaint convulsive twitch.
"Come, come," said Sdoud, irritation cregping into hisvoice. ™Y ou can do better than that."
"Respect,” gritted Kranf. "They will regard him obediently, and with respect and veneration.”

Seloud's gaze brightened.

"Exactly. Veneration. Now, let us make no mistake." Seloud settled back, and gazed off abstractedly
into the distance. "No, we cannot count on having it al our own way here. But we can neutralize them for
now, and perhapsincidentally draw their fangsfor the future, who knows? We can certainly giveit atry.
Heréswhat we will do, if you are agreeable. And | suggest that we proceed quickly. | will tell you just
what to say to them."

* % %

Hardesty, observing the consultation, consulted with his own experts and subordinates, who watched
intently, and were recording dl this though they could hear nothing.

"What does anyone make of this?'

Anironic voice, belonging to his Deputy WestEurope, replied, "It'saquestion, Sir, whether they should
drop twenty million sixteen-legged rats with teeth on both ends, and infected with a cross between rabies
and the black plague, or whether they should try a dose of some new stuff that promisesto turn al the
vegetation on the planet back into carbon dioxide and water vapor.”

"Would fit, wouldn't it? Any other—"

Abruptly, Kranf began to spesk: "Very well. After due consultation, we have decided to accept your



terms.”
Hardesty froze, momentarily unable to grasp what he was hearing.

Kranf went on: "Our initid attack was wrong, compounded by the fear of thelocal commander to admit
his blunder when hefinaly redlized it. Y our raceis of such capabilitiesthat an able leader would have
requested your cooperation in joining the Coequaity. An error in sampling provided our local
commander with afase picture of your nature, and led him to use unacceptable methods. We are
gncerdly sorry.

"If you agree, we will withdraw our forces at once, and we will attempt to pay in full—insofar as payment
for such an offense can be made. We will do everything we can to make this up to you."

Hardesty, stunned, struggled to recover his mental balance.

Kranf said, "Because of the severity of the attack, and the distance our supplies must be transported, we
fed that along time must necessarily elapse before we can make good the damage, and ease theill will it
has created. But we believe you can understand that. Our offer isasfollows:

"Firgt, wewill withdraw at once, retaining, with your permission, only afew supply distribution centerson
Earth, and a base on your moon, for the importation of goods and supplies.

"Second, aswe fed that some among you might naturally seek revenge, we ask that you refrain from
congtructing any numerous or sizable warshipsfor interstellar use until we have completed our repayment.

"Third, because of the possibility of outside interference, we will provide defense of your Solar System,
and will protect your interests againgt any outsider until such time as you choose whether or not to join
us

"Fourth, to assure us of your good will as we make repayment, we ask for ahostage. We ask to take
your leader, Expeditor Hardesty, on along journey at extreme near-light speed. Dueto the contraction of
time at that speed, he will experience acomparatively short period of absence. But during this absence,
we will havetimeto repay you for the damage we have done you.

"Fifth, by the time Expeditor Hardesty has been returned to you, we will attempt to have repaid you, to
your and his satisfaction. Y ou may then choose whether to continue with us, or to go your own way
done.

"Weregard thisasafair offer, and it is the best offer we know how to make. Please bear in mind that we
will do everything we can to provide full repayment, fredly and willingly, to undo thisinjustice asfar aswe
areable,

"Since we do not know what your answer may be, we want to mention the dternative. If you should
refuse this offer, wewill congder it asign of your implacable enmity. Wewill then bring our main forces
to the scene for awar of extermination.

"Whatever you decide, we offer you our sincere apology for awrongful attack made by usin error.

"Weawait your decison.”

* % %

Hardesty, at HQ WestEurope, waited before speaking, and chose his words with care: "We accept your
gpology. Wewill now give your offer very careful consderation.”

* % %



Gar Kranf spoke the customary formulathat came to him by habit: "May wisdom and forethought guide
your deliberations.”

The two-legged two-armed creature before him, still weirdly balanced upright, somehow conveyed an
impression of benevolent good will, then vanished as the contact was broken.

"H'm," said Kranf, turning to Seloud, "this may work, at that. Now, what'sthe trick?’

* % %

Some hours later, Hardesty sat frowning as the recorded images of the conference, projected on the
screen, faded out and the room lights came back on. He glanced at the typescript of the peace offer. He
looked around as the various del egates and experts sat up, scowling. Hardesty cleared histhroat, turned
to the projectionist, and glanced around the room.

"If thereisno objection, | wonder if we could seethat again.”
Therewasamurmur of agreement.
Thelightsfaded out.

Once again the screen lit with aview of the conference amongst Kranf, Y raang, Seloue, and their less
clearly visble compatriots. There was no sound, but there was plenty to look &t.

Thistime, when the lights came back on, for just amoment Hardesty didn't see the room around him. He
was gill seeing the crafty glint in alarge eye, and anumber of snuoudy waving limbs.

"H'm," said Hardesty, glancing at the copy of the peace offer.
Around him, thistime, there were not only murmurs, but curses.
Hardesty balanced the peace offer in his hand. He glanced around the room, and cleared his throat.

"Would anyone object to watching that again? It's true that they're dl diens, and there's no sound, but it
seems to me there's something that comes across plainly enough from that conference of theirs.”

There being no objection, once again the room darkened.

* % %

Gar Kranf, sector overlord, stared at his underhandler.

"Areyou serious? Thereésno trgp in this? It'sa straight offer of friendship?”

Yraang, to Kranf'sright, turned to stare balefully at Seloud.

The underhandler'slarge eye beamed benevolently as severd of histentacles turned gracefully upward.

"Would wewant," said Sdloud, "to give fresh cause for offense? If the estimate of the potentia trouble
from this planet is correct, such acourse would beill-advised, to expressit mildly.”

Kranf felt the uneasy sensations of one dedding across a frozen bog on ahot spring day. "Y es. No doubt
that'strue. But till—"

"Though,” said Sdloud, "if it should just hgppen to turn out to our advantage and their expense, that
would be merely ajust reward for our Sincere generosity.”



Yraang'sfur rose up in aridge aong his back. He clamped his jaws shut, and looked away.
Overhead, Threletok hissed.

Kranf suppressed a curse, and waited before speaking. "L ook, if | haveit Sraight, we are planning to
freely and openly repay these people for the damage done them. And that damage was terrific. Areyou
telling methat isal thereisto it?’

Sdoue ddicately turned atentaclein the air, admiring its graceful form, and the delicate purple flush that
flowed dong it asthe color cellswere activated. A glowing pink followed the ddlicate purple, to be
followed by a soft turquoise, which gave way in turnto asort of quietly gleamingivory, and then a
lavender blush—

Yraang'stiger body came haf out of his seat, hiswhite daggerlike teeth gleaming. Kranf hagtily got hold
of the rough fur with three of hishands, hisvoicelow but earnest: "Never mind. Let'snot let it bother us.
Except for afew fina details, the whole messis now hisresponsbility. Let's just hope the local's accept
the offer, whatever'sbehind it."

* % %

James Hardesty, Expeditor—Allied Governmenta Liaison/Control, cleared histhroat and eyed the
assorted mongrositiesin thelr grid.

"In the name of the Allied Governments,” said Hardesty, "and speaking in the exact spirit in which the
offer was made, | accept your offer of peace and repayment, and | agree to serve as hostagein the
meantime.”

* k% %

Gar Kranf, sector overlord, finished what he hoped was the final report on this all-time indescribable
shambles, and looked it over without enthusiasm. Thislast report, anongst other things, gave the details
of theremova from the planet of some five million cocoons of winged green firestings, each and every
one of which had had to be located by visual search, and then cut down with meticulous care, in order
not to jar the touchy short-tempered inhabitant of the cocoon.

Thelocaswere now more or less mallified, but Kranf had not missed the fact that the first crates of
supplies had gone straight into roboticized bomb-proof examination centers especidly fitted out, if
Kranf'sinformation was correct, with sectioning and sampling equipment, electron microscopes,
electronic sniffers, specialy trained dogs, and chemicd, physica, and biologica laboratories devoted to
finding anything whatever that might be peculiar about the supplies provided. Thisdid not strike Kranf as
apromising sign. But he was prepared to let Seloud take the responsibility for whatever happened. The
main thing was, Kranf's part in this unmitigated disaster was about over.

Kranf's assistant, looking sober, camein carrying a headset.
"Sir, the master overlord.”

Kranf winced. A catastrophe of these proportions within his sector was bound to involve explanations, at
the very least. He took a deep breath, reached out, and, as he did on the headset, was rewarded by a
view of one of hisown kind seated on the far Sde of adesk, with ahuge transparent all-sectors globe
behind him.

Kranf said courteoudy, "Greetings, Sr.”

The magter overlord looked him in the eye. "Greetings. I've just finished your report. Kranf—what



in—that isto say, what exactly is behind this solution you've arrived at?*

Kranf struggled to keep any oily tone out of hisvoice. He said straightforwardly, " Sir, according to
regulations, | turned the problem over to the sector underhandler, at his suggestion.”

The master overlord looked at Kranf, frowning.
Kranf looked back frankly, squardly.

The sllence stretched ouit.

The master overlord leaned forward.

"Kranf."

nGr?'

"Whét isthe solution?'

"The underhandler, ar, didn't explainit in detail "
"Y ou mean you don't know?'

"According to regulations, sir," said Kranf frankly and openly, "1 turned the matter over to him, and
followed hisingructions grictly to the letter. Regulations are not clear that the underhandler must explain
the matter to the sector overlord.”

The master overlord sat back, then leaned forward, al four hands gripping the sides of his desk.

"Areyou tdling methat if | want to know the plan, | will have to go to your underhandler and get it out of
himmysdf?'

"No, sr. But—"
"Tel mewhat you do know about it."

"Sir, theideaisthat we are to clam the attack was dl amistake; that if we had realized the capabilities of
the locals, we'd have invited them to join us; that well do al we can to undo the damage; though,
because of the distances and amountsinvolved, it will take usalong time, unavoidably; that we will invite
them to join us, after we've made up for the misunderstanding and the damage as best we can; and that,
meanwhile, their leader isto go on along near-light-speed trip on a courier ship, as our guest, to
guarantee their cooperation.”

"Thet'sit?'
"Yes, gr. Along with various details, and incidental odds and ends.”
"Then thisreport isn't missing anything? All right. What's the point?'
l—ah—"

The master overlord leaned forward. "Listen, Kranf, did you ever yet know an underhandler to come out
with asmple sraightforward plan?’

"|—well—no, gr . . . now that you mention it.”



"Where'sthe catch?"
"I don't know."

"All right. Now listen to me. The usua underhandler plan isdesigned to trgp its victim, by using some
falure or weakness—of thevictim's. That's not their only stunt. But that's where the teeth are, generdly.
Now, | have examined thisvery carefully, and | have yet to find the hook."

"Sir, | couldn't figureit out, either. But Seloud isthe sector underhandler, and he did straighten out that
mess with that race of hardshells we ran into a couple of centuries back. Thetroubleis| just—deding
with them isso—wall, it just seemed to methat if he chose not to volunteer the information, still, he knew
himsdf what he was doing in his own specidty, and it was gtrictly his responsbility—just aslong asit
works, that'sdl."

"Thetroubleis, | have to know what thisplanis. It may not be your responsbility any more, but it is till
my responsbility. And | am going to find out that plan.”

Kranf drew adeep ragged breath, and said nothing.

The master overlord leaned forward with an imitation friendly conspiratoria smile.
"Wouldn't you like to know, yoursdf, what the plan is? Be frank, now."
Kranf'singtinct for self-preservation overpowered his natura response.

"Yes, gr. I'll goask him."

* * %

Sdoud wasin hisstudy, afew limbstrailing in agigantic open bath tank full of eaming water, severd
other limbsleisurely clagping amusica instrument equipped with ahundred or so strings, with a
quadruple row of pearl-colored push-buttons along the base, a sizable leather bag attached to one end,
with akind of lever and pump on the side. Horns, drums, and dangling stedl strips, rings, and disks
protruded from the frame of the instrument, while little malletswith brass, sted, or leather heads hung
from it on dender gold and silver chains.

AsKranf entered the study, there was arhythmical clank-clank-clank in the background, as Seloue
worked the pump lever with one limb, meanwhileidly caressing the strings with thetip of asecond
tentacle, along which waves of bumps and twists traveled to sound other stringsin passing. Thetip of
another tentacle was tapping first this and then that pearl-colored button, as one horn after another
emitted its blast, squeak, whistle, grunt, or squed. Various other limbs hovered in the air, to suddenly
snatch this or that hammer, to create athrob, tinkle, clunk, rattle, or clang.

The whole performance, so far, was no worse than being stuck in heavy traffic in apolyglot city with
drivers of many kinds of engine-driven and anima-drawn vehicles dl jammed together dowly winding
their way through abusy factory didtrict, so that the sounds of the metalworking shops, the horns, the
bells, and the cries of the animals, and calls and curses of the driverswere al mingled together in one
deafening chaos of clashing noise.

Sofar, it was endurable.

The trouble was, Selouel was only idling dong. Hiskind could go alot faster and louder than this, and
think nothing of it. On top of that, a any moment, Seloud might begin to sing. In ordinary conversation,
the underhandler's voice, with its undertones, overtones, and untrand atable intonations, was hard enough
to bear. Raised in song, it wasindescribable. Just a aglance, Kranf could see that Seloud was



producing the present cacophony while working at avery casud pace. He had hisvoice and alot of
limbsdill inreserve.

"Ah—" sad Kranf tentatively.

Sdoud'slarge eye came partly open. Half-a-dozen free tentacles made urgent downward shushing
mations.

Kranf shut his mouth, and waited miserably. After al, he had got in touch first and asked if it was dl right
to come over. Sdoud had said certainly, he would be free "in amoment.”

Now, damn it, the "moment" should be here soon, shouldn't it?

But Seloud appeared to be moving to adowly increasing beet. Another tentacle was now joining those
dready at the ingtrument.

Kranf glanced around nervoudy, then froze.

Softly, Selouel had begun to croon.

* % %

Hardesty, his compartment on the diens spaceship set to mimic atwenty-four hour day, noted the
gradua darkening of the smulated landscape "outside” the imitation window of his compartment.
Hardesty was aware, by now, of the various spy-devices watching him. But he saw no cause to object to
the arrangements. Again, he thought over his deductions asto this peace proposa. So far, the
conclusions still seemed reasonable.

* % %

Kranf, jumpy, trembling, nerves on edge, shoved the door of his office shut behind him, sank into his
seet, drew a shaky breath, and picked up the communications headset. He was suddenly looking at the
master overlord, who was snarling at someone on an angled screen by hisdesk. A moment later, he
turned. "Ah, Kranf. Y ou look donein. Y ou have the plan?'

Kranf winced under the blows of little hammers dtill pounding insde hishead. "Findly, sr.”
"Letf'shaveit."

"Just the plan, g, or the background to explain it?"

The master overlord winced. "He gave that too, eh? All right. The whole works."

"Yes, gr. Sdoud saysthere are two sets of data—those which can be treated logicaly and quantitatively,
and those that cannot. He calsthe first ‘'mathematica factors,' and the second, 'unmathematica factors.™

"Let'ssee now ... All right. I've got that. Go on.”

"We, he says, rely on the mathematical factors, and do moderately well at it, but are disastroudy weak
where the unmathemeatical factors are concerned.”

"Mmf."
"He was very condescending, Sir.”

"l canimagine. Well—go on."



"Thelocds, he said, are also strong on the mathematical factors. Stronger, perhaps, than we. Therefore,
to beat them—that is, to have a chance to beat them—we need to use the unmathematical factors."

"Wadl, granting that what he saysistrue, and | supposeit could be, that's reasonable. But his plan doesn't
guarantee victory?'

"No, sr. Hethinksit gives very good chances of afavorable outcome, and the possibility of outright
victory. But only the possibility. He doesn't know for sure how it will work out.”

"H'm. .. wdl, consdering the dternatives—good enough. Now, let's have the plan. And, just
incidentaly, hasit been computer checked?"

"Ah—sinceit'sunmathematical—"
"Oh. | see. It can't be put into form to check it with a computer?”

"Let mejust explainit, sir, and you'll see. According to Seloud, there are three basic positive drives
which motivate mogt living creatures. self-preservation, species preservation, and expansion of territoria
control. He claims that these three take various forms, and boil down in essenceto just one, and he had a
long complicated explanation of relationships, derivations, modes of expression, and—" Kranf noted the
glazed expression taking form on the master overlord'sface. "If we can just skip dl that, gr, it will save
time"

The master overlord nodded in relief.

"The practical use" said Kranf, "isto apply these drives of our opponent to tie himin knots."
The master overlord leaned forward eagerly.

"Good. Now, how do we do that?"

"Theideaisto pour the necessities and luxuries to them, and be in no way threatening, oursalves. We just
providedl their needs, while sincerdly asking their forgiveness.”

"Generous of us. Where's the payoff?"
"Seloud sayswe dready havethefirg part, in that the fighting has stopped.”
"Wadll, that's good for astart. But it would be better to beat them. Wherestheteeth in thisplan?’

"According to Seloud, a any onetime, each individua or organization hasjust so much energy, and the
energy diverted from one pogtive drive normaly goesto another. But in this case, the territoria
expanson driveisin agate of suspension, while we make payment. And, since we are defending them,
the self-preservation and species-preservation drives are also inactive. If so, then no positive driveisin
action.

"Sdoud thinksthe most likely result of thisinactivity isthat they will degenerate and findly end up as
more or less pure pleasure-lovers. Thiswill, incidentally, be reasonably satisfactory to the
species-preservation drive, which, according to Seloud, is very persistent and adaptable, and will
probably lead them into amating binge. In short, since it will take usalong timeto pay them back, they
will have a decades-long bout of dissipation and deterioration, at the end of which they will be
overpopulated, weak, utterly worthlessaswarriors, and no danger tousat dl. That is, if it works.”

The master overlord looked impressed. "It's crooked, after all.”



"Yes gr."
"And therés no way for thelocasto detect it. It fits perfectly with our officid explanation.”

"Yes, dr. But Seloud doesn't guarantee it will work. On the other hand, if it doesn't work, at least we
shouldn't have awar with them.”

"H'm. It's unfortunate we couldn't have gotten our reinforcements there faster. Then we could have
avoided dl this expensive subtlety, and just battered them into submission.”

"Yes, dr. But if too many of our troops were here, then every sorehead and mal content on every other
planet—"

"Yes, | know. | seethe problem.”

"S0, you see, S, the underhandler's solution is, if you can't break them, rot them; if they won't bresk or
rot, then befair to them, because anything €l se would be too dangerous.”

The master overlord sat back. " This experience shows aneed for better training and coordination. We
will have to hold more Fleet training exercises, and set up new bases closer to Earth. After dl, by the
treaty, we have an obligation to protect this planet. So, wewill need to shift our strength toward Earth.
After dl, Kranf, if these locals do degenerate sufficiently, they won't be able to ook after themselves. We
have to remember, they are under our—ah—protection.” He smiled.

Kranf, for just amoment, didn't follow the master overlord's meaning. Then he nodded obediently.

* % %

Hardesty glanced at the chart showing e gpsed ship-time and el apsed Earth-time. Incredibly, fifteen years
would now have passed on Earth. And the time there, from his viewpoint, would now be flowing past
even faster than before, as the ship picked up more and still more speed.

* k% %

Sdoud, relaxed in hisbig dishlike lounge, reached out his number fourteen tentacle, picked up afew
dozen of the tasty sdlted groundnuts grown localy, and shot them into his open mouth. As he crunched
contentedly, his number three tentacle flexed and folded, switching holds with its grippers on the massve
third-decade report that described the continuing deterioration of the Earth locals. Seloud, who was
somewhat far-sighted, held the report out at a considerable distance ashe read it.

Thelids did closer over Sdoud'slarge eye as he worked his way through the report, reading sectionson
"Death Rate of Former Combat Officers” "Loca Avocations,” "Usage of Illicit Intoxicants" "Fowering
of Usdless Leisure-Time Occupations. . ."

The deegp-inducing qualities of the report were such that Sdouel dmost logt it into the dowly filling bath
tank.

Irritated, he switched grips on the report, and considered a section headed, "Mating Patterns of the
Indigenous Locas™ This section included four page-length tables, each containing long columns of
figures, plustwo charts, afoldout, and sixteen pages of closely printed text. Doggedly, Seloud read on:

"...averaging 5.7 offspring per mating unit (see Chart 22-1). Cross-correlation by factorid anaysis
againg prior data universes (Grumpff and Schnittl, cited above; dso see Graggdrith, B.: Annals Investig.
Soc./Popltn. Scien. 156V 990 661c-9) downflowsto Moded 16-1 (Kindly fold out three-dimensional
surfact). Referencing the Z-plane, note that the current-time dataiintersection band is concave upward . .



The report dmost got away from Seloudl a second time, and he dumped it onto anearby bath stool. This
was mating they were talking about! And they had achieved such adegree of detached mathematical
objectivity that it came across like amaintenance routine for space stations.

Seloud'slarge eye narrowed. The trouble was, he thought, that the people who made these observations
truly believed that everything should and could be reduced to figures and dedlt with by purdy
mathematical methods. But how was the scent of aflower, and its effect, to be accurately described
mathematicaly? How was an emotion to be truly understood and appreciated mathematically? Didn't
they sensetherisk of overlooking the essence of redlity and being left with an empty cloak of externa
description?

Seloud could fed the approach of anides, hazy at first, and then—

Thejarring buzz of the urgent-communications alarm sounded overhead. Startled, he reached up, and
flipped the "Receive’ switch. An anxious voice spoke, and Seloud recognized Sector Overlord Kranf:
"Underhandler Sdoud?"

"If your recaiver isfunctiona,” said Seloud, groping futildly for sometrace of the vanished idea, "who ese
could you betaking to?"

"With al the geam, | can't seeathing.”

Sdoud shut off the hot water. "Now what? Areyou in difficulties agan?'

Therewasalittle Slence, then asigh.

"Wehave," said Kranf, "arevolt on Triform. The local overlord isin desperate straits. Are you busy?!

"Not serioudy. | waslooking over the latest ten-yearly report on Earth, which camein dong with asack
of thelocal groundnuts. The groundnuts are excellent. What's your problem?”

Kranf's voice was worried. "Triform has three dominant species, and when we got here, the onethat's
warlike was so outnumbered that we beat them after ashort struggle. Then, just out of normal prudence,
the overlord in charge exterminated the survivors of the warlike species. The whole thing was
computer-checked. Since the other species were unusualy submissive, our people seem to have gotten a
little careless. Now, out of nowhere, the extinct warlike species, which wastotally wiped out, has
suddenly reappeared. Our men barely got out of the last scrape with awhole skin, and the casudties
have been terrific.”

Sdoud hdf-closed hislarge eye.

"Theinformation was, of course, fed into the master computer that these species were completely
Separate?

"Of course"

"Naturaly. Well, after | have agood soak, I'll look into it. I'm sure aheavy weight of data sheetswill be
ontheway."

"The dtuation is desperatel”
"What'sthe locd technology like?"

"Backward, except in weaponry. There, they are precocious.”



"With the blockhead you have running that planet, we can take trouble for granted. Ransack your officer
corps for someone with half to two-thirds of abrain; if you can find anyone, put himin charge.
Meanwhile, | will check the information coming in, and let you know. So far, it sounds solvableto me."

* * %

On the near-light-speed courier, Hardesty finished his morning's exercises, and stepped into the shower.
Hisroutine on the ship was the same as usud, but time outside was passing now &t anincrediblerate as
the ship curved back on the lap of itstrip that would again take it toward Earth. Soon, he should be back
home, and he clenched hisjaws at the thought. When he returned, his veterans would be gone. It would
al be up to anew generation then.

* * %

Sector Overlord Kranf, on the planet Triform, surveyed the horde of Type Two adults gorging on the
latest load of crushed roots and cane dudge. Guns and helmetslay strewn around and forgotten over
what had been a battlefield.

"Well," said Kranf, staring at the sight, "it's damned ridiculous. And it's expensive. But it worked."

Sdoud sad serioudy, "Thelife-form, of whatever type, ordinarily seeks salf-preservation,
species-preservation, and increased control. Energy for one purpose may, by proper measures, be
diverted to another purpose. The entity will usually give up increased control for self-preservation, and
self-preservation for species-preservation. Thereisapoint of equilibrium, which variesamong individuas
and races, asto where the effort will be concentrated, in the absence of immediate stress. If the speciesis
driven back from this equilibrium, alater relaxation of need or circumstances tendsto cause asharp

recoil toward and often for atimewell beyond the equilibrium point.”

Kranf, not given to abstract discussions, took a deep breath and considered how to get Selouel back on
the track.

Sdloud wasgoingon, . . . so that, provided the creature genuinely perceives fighting capacity to be
unnecessary, then where the forms are convertible, the fighting form usually will revert to one of the other
forms. So, the problem isto remove the perception of aneed to fight. Now—"

Kranf growled, "Anyway, it worked."

Threletok spoke up: "Thetime will soon be here to check up on Earth. Everything appearsto be
proceeding in good order, with the locals spending more and more time on pleasure. Their native
overlord will be returned to the planet before long. Should we make arrangements to watch the landing?”

* * %

Sdloud, asthe date for Hardesty's return drew closer, paid more attention to the mind-numbing reports
that flooded in. Uneasly, he set aformidable object headed, "Find Report Planet 'Earth™ on his specidly
braced holder, and eyed the report as awrestler eyes aparticularly nasty opponent.

Bunching himsdf up onto alarge stool, Sdoud got himself stuated fairly near the report, then reached out
and dipped atentacle-tip into a sizable washtub with chunks of icefloating around in it. He braced
himsdlf, plunged along flexible limb into the tub, and got ajarring chill that sngpped him wide-awakeina
flash. Good enough. He began to read the report.

The next few hours crept past to the sounds of crackling paper, low mutterings, sighs, yawns, and sudden
gplashes of water. Nervous subordinates on the far sde of Seloudl’'s door gave it awide berth.

Then came aprolonged silence. After stting immobile for sometime, Seloud, hislarge eye narrowed,



took agood grip on the report's front and back coverswith one tentacle, and did another in between
two diagramsin the middle of the report.

Therewas aripping sound as Seloud extracted thefirst diagram, and got it out where he could lay it
beside the columns of figures. There was another tearing sound, and he had the second diagram loose.
He stretched out along sinuous limb, and rummaged through akind of footlocker in afar corner of the
room, to pull out amagnifying glassthe sze of agarbage-can lid. Therewas silence ashe hed thefirst
diagram beside the pages of data, and |ooked through the glass.

"H'mm. . ." He brought over the other chart, switched places with thefirg, flipped rapidly back and forth
through the report, and grew rigidly intent. An hour crept past as he subjected one page, then another, to
intense scrutiny. An unoccupied limb siretched out and groped around in adrawer behind him, fished out
alargethick pencil and severa scraps of paper, which it brought over and placed on the edge of the
report. For awhile, Sdoud scribbled intently. Then another limb groped out, felt itsway up the
communicator to one side, flipped it on, and Seloud, <till huddled over the report, growled over his
shoulder, "Get me Sector Overlord Kranf."

There was a pause, then a haughty voice replied, "The sector overlord isbusy and cannot be disturbed.”

Sdloud, hisvoice abgtracted, and hislarge eye till fixed on the report, said, "Thisis Sector Underhandler
Sdoud, and | will ether discussthis matter with Sector Overlord Kranf, or | will inform the master
overlord himself. What Sector Overlord Kranf will then do to you isamatter of tota irrdlevanceto me.”
After abrief slence, he added, "Alternatively, | may comein and bresk your neck mysdf."

Therewasaringing slence, and then abrisk voice: "Kranf here."

Sdoud let his breath out with ahiss, and settled back alittle from the report.
"Kranf, thisfina report on Earth is cooked.”

"What? Who? Selouel ? | can't see you. What'sthat?"

Sdoud gave acomplex writhing motion that ended up with him facing the communicator. "I've been
looking over this so-called fina report, that shows drug use up SO much, recreation up so much,
such-and-such an increasein DQ—"

"Yes, | read it. The generd ideais, everything looks pretty good. 'DQ™? Let'ssee. . . what's DQ? What
do you mean it's 'cooked?"

"'DQ' is'Degeneration Quotient.' By 'cooked,’ | mean the report isfake. Rip out those two center
charts, and try to match them with the figures they're supposed to be based on.”

Kranf stared at him, then turned from the screen. There was a sound as of someone fishing through a
large pile of waste paper, then aheavy thump, then aripping sound. Kranf reappeared on the
communicator screen, the chartsin one pair of hands, the body of the report gripped in the other, looking
back and forth from one to another, his lips moving in perplexity. There was alengthy quiet, then Kranf
looked up.

"H'm. .. Youseemto beright. Unless, possibly, these footnotes—" He rummaged around through the
back of the report, resting the bulky document on the edge of his desk, looked up with an affronted
expression, went back to the body of the report, then shoved it back, frowning. "Y ou're right. But that
doesn't prove theinformation itsalf is no good. What we have there may be some kind of complicated
clericd error.”



Sdloud nodded. "Y ou don't seeit al until you go into it more closdy. Thenit's overpowering. Takea
look at that section on drug use. Whoever set that collection of figures down is more subject to some
brand of intoxication than the natives."

Kranf riffled through the pages, settled back, and read aoud, his voice amonotonous drone: " ‘Monthly
Totd Native Hallucinogenic Drug Usage by Weight, per Day, Standard Format Estimate, in Quadrillions
of Tons.' Let'ssee, what inthe. . . oh, that'sasuperscript . . . well ... Ah, hereweare. . . First day of
the month, 21.6, next day, 21.85, then 22.08, then 22.10, 22.4, 23.78, 22.5, 23.9, 23.4, 23.85, 23.99,
24.02, 24.4, 24.6, 24.8, 24.75, 24.6, 24.70 . . . Mmf, lost the place.. . . 24.79, 24.85, 24.9, 25.1,
25.05, 24.88, 25.3 . . . Well, it looks good. What's wrong with it?" Kranf looked up.

Sdoud said, "Think it over and you'll see what'swrong with it."

"Thetrend of thefigures seemsto fit in. Daily drug use has been risng steeply for years. Thisison trend.
So are the other dements of this so-cdled DQ. Thisisdl satisfactory. What's wrong?”

"Kranf, my boy, for onething, how many of these natives are there?'
"Billions of them. The reproductive rateisterrific."

"All right. Now tell me—What is 25.3 quadrillion tons of dope per day divided by the numbers of billions
of natives we have down there? How much isthat for each individua ?*

Therewas aslence, then Kranf gave agrunt, asif he had been hit in the midsection. "That'simpossible.”

Sdoud sad, "Thereisno way theloca's can use up that much drug per individua, but setting down those
figures kegpstheincrease in usage 'on trend,’ dl right. Y ou go through that report aninch at atime, and
you will find incong stencies no one can explain away. But if you just glanceit over for agenerd picture,
everything looksfine"

Kranf said doggedly, "Therésno way | can go over these mind-bendersaninch a atime. Not if I'm
going to have any time l&ft to run the sector.”

"Exactly. And since no one can read dl this junk and stay conscious, much less absorb it, we read the
summary and look at the charts, then ding the report in a corner and get back to work. So thereésno
great problem in faking the whole thing to keep us happy. Incidentdly, if you'reright that these figuresfit
with what went before, then they're all fake, except maybe the first few.”

"But what doesit mean?'

"It probably meansthe locas have our survey teams—which openly check our own performance, and
secretly report loca conditions to us—enmeshed in every kind of stupefiant known to the planet.”

Kranf exhaled noisily. "A wonderful timeto find it out. Their local overlord isabout to get back. What do
we do now?"

"Y ou get ready to movefadt, just in case. Thismessismy specid responsbility, and | just hope they
function theway | think they do."

"We—ah—weve dtill got thisoverlord. That is, the hostage. We could—"

"The best thing we can do is hand him back in one piece as promised. They may be ableto strike at us. If
S0, we can strike back. But |et's provide them no motive to go berserk again.”



"Yes. | agree. Wédll, who do we notify about this?'

"I will notify the master overlord. Asfor the rest, why start a panic? Just give the notice that their local
overlord isbeing returned as agreed, and everyone should be dert, in case the locas should, for any

reason, try anything.”

"If they do try anything, it should start with a heavy blow, and agood time would be when their overlord
gets back. Do we attend the ceremony when this Hardesty is returned?”

Sdoud sad dryly, "By remote transcaiver, if possible.”

"Thelocas might get theideawere afraid to go in person.”

"We can say wefed the reunion isaprivate Earth matter, and we don't wish to intrude.”
"And supposethey invite us?'

"Thenwe go. I've got asuit of ceremonia armor around somewhere.”

* % %

To Sdoud's discomfort, theloca s duly sent out invitations. Seloud, Kranf, and Yraang, dong with lesser
dignitaries, found themsalvesin alarge forest clearing, looking around at an assortment of rocks, shrubs,
moss, ferns, bramble bushes, and worn paths that wound through the landing site, and were visible
between hordes of robed enthusiasts carrying large signs and the longbows, target rifles, packs, and other
implements of their chosen sport or recreation.

Y raang, looking around, gave alow rumbling growl, and the autometic trandators rendered this
unpromising noiseinto intelligible speech:

"A large crowd.”
Kranf, uneasily watching Seloud out of the corner of his eye, nodded agreement.

Sdloud was busy with astuck section &t the shoulder end of one of hislong flexible limbs, where the
ceremonia armor, which he hadn't worn for the better part of a century, had proved atrifle smdl, so he
had had extrarings added. Not only had these rings turned out off-color, but they were too thick, their
jointswith neighboring rings were stiff, and no amount of grease would fix it. One particular ring had got
stuck at an extreme up-angle, so Selouel now had one limb painfully groping for the sky.

Kranf looked over thelocals. The sight of them, weirdly balanced upright, made him uneasy. Here and
there the effect was compounded by large Sgns giving amessage or identifying a group:

"WELCOME HOME, CHIEFH"
"Weekend Parafun Jump Club”
"AAA+1 Marching Society"
"Friendly Order of Berets'
"Queensberry Legd Felows'
"Recregtiond Marksmen Club”

"Royad Marine Bathing Society"



"Sweet Pea Karate Fellowship®
"Judo Aikido Chum Club"
"Now," growled Kranf, "are they, or are they not, degenerate?"

Threletok noted the trandations of the Signs on a convenient screen nearby, and observed thoughtfully,
"The organizations seem to be harmless recreationa clubs and societies.”

Yraang growled, "Y ou see the native in that purple robe—by the welcoming ramp? Waich it keep the
crowd back . . . Look at the arms on that monster! True, it'sonly got two of them. But that's not my idea
of degeneration.”

Kranf growled, "Isthat trandation right? How degenerate is a bunch that makes parachute jumpsfor
fun?'

Sdloud, struggling with the armor, now had half-a-dozen limbs shoving againgt the stuck joint, and was
aware that hiswrithings were attracting unwel come attention from the Earth crowd, where people were
now nudging each other, and turning to stare. Threading one limb through severa others near their base,
and pressing down hard, Seloudl managed to build up akind of compound pressure againgt thejoint in
the armor, and—

Claang!
Thejoint camefree.

Seloud wasted afew seconds trying to remember the names of the artificers who had done thiswork,
then he practiced moving around. The joint moved iffly, like dl the rest of the new ones, but it moved.
Good enough. Now there was Kranf's question about this crowd. Selouel glanced around.

Hetook in the crowd'sloose colorful garments, the signs, the long hair worn either loose or tied by
strings or wisps of colored cloth. His gaze settled on agroup under the sign, ™Y e Wooozie Smoking
Felloweshippe." He grappled briefly with the name, then looked over the individuas. Seated on the hood
and blocky front fenders of a vehicle painted camouflage green and brown, they wore outer garments of
loosaly floating net, had flowers stuck in their hair, and were passing around amouthpiece on along
flexible tubetrailing out from acentra pot on asmoldering brazier. Asthe mouthpiece passed from hand
to hand, wisps of smoke drifted out. The smokers clutched at the mouthpiece for another puff.

Well, that looked promising, but there was gtill something—

"H'm," said Sdoud, thinking of the faked data, and the survey teamsthat had been quietly picked up, and
found in arare state of stupefaction.

"Wel?' sad Kranf.
Sdloud studied the scene with foreboding.

"Ontop of everything ese, thereis something—h'm—yes, if | am not mistaken, thereisanoticeably low
proportion of Earth femaes here.” Seloud's limbs tensed as he looked searchingly around. "Aside from
the 'Sisterhood of Nurses and the 'Ladies Auxiliary of the Hunt Club," this crowd would appear to be
amog entirdy mde."

"Wha'sthe sgnificance?'



"The species-preservation drive prompts the malesto protect their women in times of danger. Thisis not
apromisngsgn.”

"Widl, here comesthe landing boat. Maybe we can tell more from their greeting.”

The crowd looked up and moved aside as a glittering rounded cone dropped dowly down.
Sdoud noted severa Earth individuals casting furtive glances at their guests from the Coequality.
A sickly nasal voice began to moan the words of what must be a popular song:

"Oh, I cry why, Lover—Pleasetell mewhy, Lover .. ."

A tense voice spoke into Seloue's ear-membrane:

"Doestheir loca overlord have the unfortunate seizure now, sir? We can get a himin the landing boat.
He may be out of range afew minutesfrom now."

Sdloud had forgotten that provision, imposed on the plan by the master overlord, but with thefina
decison |eft to Sdloud.

"No," said Seloud into the unobtrusive mouthpiece. "Don't do it—Repest, do not.”

The crowd was reaching into its voluminous robes, pulling out flasks, bottles, jugs, hypodermic needles,
long pipes, weird glass cylinders, and sacks of white powder, as the song wailed over the assemblage:
"Lover, tell mewhy-y, should | ever haveto die-i€? Life with you's so Sweet, so sweeet, o very very
sweeEEEeet. So-0, Lover, tell mewhy-y-y, should | ever, ever havetodiee. . ."

Sdloud, who would have been glad to answer the question, was staring at the multiplying parapherndia
for every intoxicant known in thisend of the universe. His gaze was caught by athing that combined glass
bulbs, tubes, coils, mouthpieces, syringes, and flasks, and his mind spun as hetried to picture thething in
use

Threletok, who as yet knew nothing of the faked reports, piped, "It worked! They have degenerated!
Thisistota victory! We have wo—"

The former expeditor appeared in the landing boat's hatchway.

The crowd turned as one person. Bottles, cylinders, hypodermics, weirdly shaped pipes—all streaked
toward Kranf and his party, hit the ground some forty feet away, and burst in blinding white flashes.

Ground and sky, trees, grass, vehicles, the crowd, the landing boai—vanished from Seloud'sview ina
huge puff of smoke.

Kranf jerked back. Threletok screamed. Yraang bared hisfangs, and Selouel, conscious that the whole
thing was out of hisgrip now, stayed sill asthe cheers, shouts, and roars of engines echoed around the
clearing. The voice spoke close to his ear membrane:

"Thelocas are breaking into formed units—Surrounding the expeditor—He is being hustled into a
ground vehicle—Euh!—The ground vehicle sprang into the air! All these vehicles parked around the
edge of this clearing are taking off!"

With the smoke blowing away, Sdoud could not only hear them but see them streaking off overhead.

Now, with his plansin ruins, with the communications chief shouting that amessage was coming in for



him from the Earth overlord, suddenly Seloud got the idea held been about to get when Kranf had called
for help from Triform. Now, when it wastoo late, the whole thing was clear.

"Proceed,” he said dryly to the communications technicians, and afew momentslater he had the headset
on, and was looking at the nest, smiling Hardesty.

"Well," said Hardesty, "I see you kept your promise. It was you, of course, behind the original peace
offer?"

"Yes" sad Sdoud, "and now we offer you the chance to voluntarily join our Coequality.”
"At least for now," said Hardesty, "we want independence.”

"We honor your decison,” said Seloud carefully, "and we would vaue your friendship. Our guard
squadrons will be removed a once. Y ou, of course, will take over their duties?”

"Yes" sad Hardesty. "And we expect soon to put somewhat larger shipsin space.”
"May good fortune attend you," said Seloud, "and wisdom be your guide.”

"Thank you. We will remember you kept your promise.”

The communications link was broken.

Sdoud exhded carefully, removed the headset, gaveit to the waiting technicians, and looked at his
companions.

Kranf said dully, "Well, they fooled us. Now what?'

"Now," said Seloud, "we order our fleet back from this bomb of aplanet. Then | am going to take a hot
bath. After that, if anyone caresto join me, | am going to soothe myself with music. Following that, for al
| know, the master overlord may have me pulled to pieces for stupidity. Everything in its due and proper
course."

* % %

The master overlord had been dedling with underhandlers for along time, but thiswasthefirst time he
had seen one suffering from dissatisfaction with his own performance. The master overlord, who had
often hoped to reduce an underhandler to this crestfalen state, perversely found himself fegling

sympathetic.

"After dl," he heard himsdlf say, "nothing has happened that you didn't warn againgt. Theselack-limb
short life monstrosities have followed one of the two possble courses you predicted. Theresultis
certainly unusud, but it's better than the mess we were in when you took over.”

"| should have known the reports weren't valid.”

"How? Twenty-five specidists who have spent their livesin afied athumb's width wide and auniverse
deep get together and write athree hundred page document based on the life-work of ten generations of
their own kind, using their special vocabulary. Y ou and | are supposed to pick thisthing up, when we
have aday's work to do, and understand it? And three years later new observations may show their
conclusonswere false, anyway. And that's just one report.”

"Thereport isnt dl,” said Sdoue moodily, "though it's bad enough. It wasright in front of me, and |
missed it.”



The master overlord, seeing Selouel droop in every limb, and observing the number of Seloud'slimbs,
said consolingly, "Well, perhaps we can use it another time. What €lse do you blame yoursdlf for?"

"How many times have | sneered when | heard someone say, 'Has it been computer-checked? And yet,
where the mathematical factors are concerned, that makes sense.”

"Yes," sad the master overlord, gratified to hear thisadmisson.

"And," said Sdloud, "it would equaly make sense to carry out a check where
unmathemati ca—particularly emotionad—factors are concerned.”

"If we could do it. But you can't accurately represent emotions on acomputer. Wevetried it, and it
doesn't work. No, it's better to rely on caculation, and mangle these unmathematical factors when they
turn up. If that doesn't work," said the master overlord benevolently, "well, we have our underhandlersto
turnto.”

Sdloud did not ook consoled

"And | missedit," hesad.

The master overlord stared at him. "Missed what?"

"Thereiswhat amountsto an emotiona computer, and we useit al the time. Why not here?"
"Thisisnewsto me."

"None of us can function without predicting the actions of others, and interpreting their emotiond
response, Wedo it by using what is, in effect, an analog rather than adigital device, namely, our own
emotiona nature. It isn't perfect, but we have no choice. Well, what does it matter if the othersare
aiens? We haveto dlow for variations, but we al have the same basic drives. How could | overlook—"

The mater overlord decided that underhandlers were as hard to take humbled as overbearing. Possibly
WOorse.

"Ligen," he snarled, "specificdly what did you miss?!

"Firgt," said Seloud, "that the viewer was |eft on as usual when we conferred after their local overlord
rejected our first truce offer.”

"Well, theideaisto sgnify that the communication isn't ended. The other Sde seesitspoint isbeing
considered, evenif it can't hear the details. What'sthe harm?"

"They got to see our consultation, that was the harm.”

The master overlord sat back, and pictured it.

"But—with no sound—"

"A vita point wasto present ourselves as perfectly sincere.”

The master overlord got a brief menta picture of Seloue looking shrewd, with four or five armswrithing
intheair, with Kranf suspicioudy looking on, and Y raang leaning forward with bared teeth.

"H'm...yes...| seewhat you mean."



"And then,” Seloud went on, "asif that wasn't bad enough, | actudly imagined that these locals might
deteriorateif this hero of theirs should be sent onalong trip!™

The master overlord sat back, his upper right hand clasping his chin, and his other hands clasping various
elbows. He said thoughtfully, "We know now that it didn't work. But how could we know at the
beginning? 1t Al fit together.”

"We should have run it through our emotiona computer.”
"Should have imagined it doneto us, and thought how we would react? All right. Show me."

"Just what would we do if, say, we knew that, after afew centuries, Kakolian or Mardugast would return
tous, inthe prime of life?"

The magter overlord gripped the arms of his chair.

Mardugest! The Master War Chief of the Ages! With an effort, he controlled his emotions. Hisvoice
became dry.

"Wewould not," he said, "spend our time, while we awaited his return, smoking kasheef.”

"It would," said Seloud, "cal forth our greatest efforts. We would train our descendants, and deceive the
opposition, so that al would be ready at hisreturn.”

"l see. Yes. With the right comparison, it is clear what happened.”
"Clear, but too late.”

"Too latefor thistime," said the master overlord pragmaticaly. "But we see what happened, and we can
be ready the next time. And all thistrouble follows, one way or another, from the nature of the locals.

Y ou didn't make them. Y our problem wasto find away to get dong with them. And, at least, they do
Seem pecified.”

Seloud sighed. "That seemstrue, a least.”

The master overlord noted that the underhandler, having unburdened himsdlf of his sins, waslooking like
himsdf again. Y et there was a subtle difference, and the overlord, pinning it down at last, asked himsdlf if
this horrible planet might not have some good in it, after dl:

That lordly superiority that made underhandlers so hard to endure had, after grappling with thisworld,
vanished without atrace.



