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EPILOGUE

Jeron was very proud of the telescope his parents had given him two birthdays ago. In the time since
then, he had mastered its use and added one accessory after another to the basic unit. He’d spent hours
and days photographing the moons of Saturn and Jupiter, working his way out to those of Uranus and
Neptune as well as distant nebulae and star clusters.

But this morning he was confused. The tiny section of night sky he had set his scope to automatically
scan had come back with an anomaly. It was one of those distant areas of the solar system where nothing
was supposed to exist. Which was precisely why he had been scanning it. Amateur astronomers tended
to find the most interesting things where nothing was supposed to be, and thus where the professionals
did not bother to look.

The sequence of photographs showed a mass of incredibly small objects where none ought to be.
Furthermore, they appeared and disappeared over an all too brief series of sequential images. Present
and gone, far too rapidly to be wandering asteroids, or cometary fragments, or anything else for which he
could think of a reasonable, rational explanation. Despite checking and rechecking his scope and its
attendant devices and finding them in perfect working order, he knew that the objects’ appearance had
to be the result of a functional irregularity. Had to be, because they could not be anything else. He could
just see himself forwarding and reporting to one of the professional organizations that vetted the
thousands of reports turned in by dedicated amateurs such as himself a sighting of a tightly packed cluster
of baffling, inexplicable objects located somewhere in the vicinity of Neptune’s giant moon Triton.

Especially when the number of them totaled thirteen.
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For the eleventh time, Ussakk the Astronomer pored over the most recent collated readouts while trying
to decide how best to kill himself. Whichever method he chose, it would be faster and cleaner than what
was coming. While the last time the Iollth had ravaged Hyff had been well before his birth, abundant
records were available to illustrate in gruesome detail their appetite for destruction. Given the history of
their visitations to Hyff, it was remarkable that any of the populace would continue to resist. Yet
invariably, outraged at the periodic demands for tribute and treasure, some did. And just as invariably,
they died deaths that were as horrible as they were futile.

That much could be tolerated, if not for the disagreeable Iollth habit of slaughtering out of apparent
boredom the occasional batch of innocent civilians.

Ussakk felt he would be as fated to be among the latter—that is, if the authorities did not kill him outright
as the bearer of bad news. He sympathized in advance with their probable reaction. There was always
the hope among his people that the lollth would tire of their cyclical visits to Hyff, that they would seek to
enrich themselves at the expense of others elsewhere and leave the Hyfft to their peaceful, widespread
communities and to the tending of the crops of which they were so proud.

A fool’s dream, Ussakk knew. So long as the Hyftt fashioned beautiful objects out of rare materials, so
long as their mines produced rare and unsynthesizable raw materials, the Iollth would return: to plunder,
and not to buy.

The astronomer knew they could not be put off with excuses. A hundred years ago, the Great
Government had decreed that the production of objects of beauty and the mining of gems was to cease.
Despite the temporary harm this inflicted on Hyfftian culture, it was hoped the absence of such things
would discourage the Iollth. After all, one cannot ransack that which does not exist. It was a defensive
maneuver predicated on a rational reaction.

Unfortunately, the lollth did not respond in a rational manner. In their fury and frustration, their
unopposed ships laid waste to a dozen of Hyff’s largest communities. Tens of thousands died. After that,
there were no more attempts to discourage the visitors with clever subterfuges.

Occasionally, there came together bands of Hyfft who were still determined, somehow, to resist. Sadly,
having evolved from sedate bands of farmers who had known nothing but greater and greater
cooperation that had eventually resulted in the development of the present state of high culture, the Hyftt
were emotionally and psychologically ill-equipped for warfare. Even thoughts of acquiring an armed
starship from one of the other space-traversing species who paid the occasional rare visit to Hyff fell by
the wayside when none among the Hyftt could be found who were bold enough to leave the Nesting
World long enough to travel between the stars to arrange the actual acquisition.

Though technologically advanced, the Hyftt could not find it within themselves to manufacture weapons.
Psychologically crippled, they could not muster enough individuals to make use of such weapons even if
they managed to buy them from elsewhere. Located far from the fringes of galactic civilization, they did
not attract the attention of those who might have offered them protection.
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Besides, it was rationalized, the Iollth did not threaten genocide. They came only to plunder and ravage,
and that only once every hundredth-passing or so. Hardly sufficient reason for distant species with a
surfeit of their own problems to take the time and expense to interfere. Especially when most of Hyff
never even suffered beneath the heavy foot of the visitors, except to witness and weep over their
sporadic depredations via relayed images.

That the fast-moving signatures Ussakk had detected emerging from deepspace belonged to the Iollth
there was no question. The infrequent and uncommon traders or explorers who occasionally found their
way to Hyff always arrived singly. Therewas one atypical report from three hundred-passings ago of two
such vessels arriving simultaneously in orbit around Hyff, but that was only the result of coincidence. They
had not been traveling in tandem, and were as surprised by each other’s appearance in Hyfftian space as
were the Hyfft themselves.

No, without question, a triple signature could signify the imminent arrival of nothing other than the
dreaded Iollth.

As the senior astronomer on duty, he had the obligation to deliver the bad news to the local Overwatch,
who would then pass it along to all the individual elements of the Great Government. Composed of
hundreds of local Overwatches, the Great Government would then dictate an appropriate response. The
best that could be hoped for, Ussakk knew, was that the Iollth would take what they wanted, murder for
entertainment as few citizens as possible, and be on their way after causing a minimal amount of damage
to Hyfftian civilization. It might be, he reflected as he began to make inviolable recordings of the relevant
readouts, that with luck he would not be expected to kill himself.

As soon as the necessary recordings had been prepared, he stored them in his body pouch and
prepared to leave his post. There was no thought of transmitting such sensitive information electronically.
It was his responsibility, his personalcura, to deliver it in person. Coworkers were bemused by his
nonresponsiveness as he departed. Such glumness was not usually associated with the bright and chipper
senior astronomer. But no one pressed the limits of what was culturally acceptable. Though concerned,
they left him to his private dejection. That was just as well, since if they had asked what was troubling
him, he would have been compelled to answer.

Let them dwell in happiness and contentment a little while longer,he decided as he exited the
observatory and ambled toward the nearest conveyor. Horror was now in the neighborhood and would
arrive on their mental doorsteps soon enough.

The Escarpment of Lann dropped away behind him and his speed increased as the terrain leveled out.
Racing toward the city, he was forced to slow repeatedly as his vehicle bunched up behind other
conveyors. Each held, at most, no more than a single family. Hyfft did not travel in groups. On a world as
heavily populated as theirs, even though that population was evenly dispersed, personal privacy was at a
premium. So was courtesy, which was why the anxious Ussakk waited his turn until one by one, those in
front of him reached their exit points and left the main conveyor route. Only then did he accelerate again.

There was no road, the conveyor route being only a line on a map that was duplicated in actuality by
perfectly spaced sensors buried in the ground. The route Ussakk was following ran through fields of
pfale, whose dark green fruit burst from the center of a spray of bright blue-green leaves. Enormous in
extent, this particular field was nearly ready for harvesting. For a moment, the color and anticipation took
his mind off the dreadful news he was about to deliver.Pfale was famed for its piquant taste, and for the
ability of master cooks to turn it into a variety of elegant dishes usually supplemented with a quartet of
semell condiments. Descended from wholly herbivorous ancestors, the Hyfft were masters of vegetarian
cuisine.
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An alien observer might have wondered why the agitated astronomer did not simply accelerate his
levitating personal conveyor and pass the slower travelers in front of him. He could easily have done so,
to the right or to the left. But such a move would have been an unforgivable breach of manners. On Hyff,
one politely waited one’s turn. The queue was a way of life, and woe betide any who violated it. Rules
such as waiting for those in front to finish whatever they happened to be doing were not merely a matter
of unspoken courtesy; they had been officially codified.

Exceptions were tolerated only for extreme emergencies. Unable to see how delivering his bad news a
few morning-slices earlier would make things any better, Ussakk preferred to take his time and follow
custom. Officialdom might soon berate him as the harbinger of doom, but no one would be able to
accuse him of being impolite as part of the process.

The family ahead of him finally turned off, allowing him to accelerate afresh. Once within the outskirts of
the city, he was able to take advantage of the much greater multiplicity of available conveyor routes. Like
most urban concentrations on Hyff, Therapp was not large. With few exceptions, the majority of
structures were built low to the ground in traditional fashion. Such buildings might cover considerable
stretches of ground, but that was how the Hyftt preferred it. They did not like heights, and they favored
open spaces.

Therapp’s administrative center was housed in one such complex, which extended for severalmidds
from the center of the city and across the meandering river that cut through it. Slotting his conveyor in a
public receptacle, he quickly swapped it for its much smaller in-house counterpart. Within the vast
structure, municipal workers dashed to and fro along clearly designated routings, never so much as
nudging any of the pedestrians they passed. Without the internal conveyor, it might take him half a day to
walk to the sector he sought.

Like the spokes of a wheel, the adjuncts to the office of Overwatch Delineator fanned out around a
central core. As custom dictated, there were twenty-four such offices. Today the office of Delineator was
held by number nine. Tomorrow it would be ten, and so on until next-month changeover. In this way the
city’s administration had twenty-four heads, among whom both responsibility and credit could be divvied
up collectively. With only one day in charge each next-month, no one official had time to accumulate
power over another. Occasionally, number twelve might swap day-work with the official occupying
office twenty-one. Like everything else on Hyff, the system made for an administration that was both civil
and efficient.

Today’s Delineator was Phomma, of office nine. An unlucky number, Ussakk reflected as he stepped
off his conveyor and snapped it into the nearest unoccupied recharger. Unlucky, because she would be
the one to have to receive and deal with the dreadful news he carried with him.

When he entered, office nine was occupied by a pair of subordinate administrators engaged in debating
the merits of expanding the city’s southernmost recreation facility. Both looked up at his entry.

“Devirra li Designer,” declared one. “Zubboj vi Procurer,” added her companion.

“Ussakk ri Astronomer,” he responded. While on business, the Hyfft did not waste time on extended
formalities. They were an efficient folk. “To see today’s Delineator.”

The Designer’s reply was prompt and inflexible. “Delineator Phomma qi Administrator sa Nine is not
seeing visitors or supplicants until last two afternoon-slices. We respectfully suggest you return to request
a meeting at that time.” Small, dark, fast-moving pupils regarded him hesitantly. “Unless you already have
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arranged a meeting time for this morning.”

“No, [ haven’t,” he replied, “but I must see the Delineator immediately. It is a matter of global
importance.”

“Global?” Long, feathery white whiskers twitching to emphasis his amusement, the Procurer eyed his
fellow subordinate administrator. “From an astronomer [ would expect nothing less than galactic.” They
shared a casual touch, he clicking his prominent incisors against hers.

Ussakk was as well-mannered as the next person, but today he had no time for sarcasm. “You are more
right than you say. The Iollth are returning to Hyff, and will be here within a two-day.”

Later, though he could easily justify it, he regretted his bluntness.

A look at his face—eyes staring evenly, whiskers unquivering, short round ears perfectly erect and
forward facing—being all that was necessary to convince them that the visitor was not joking, the change
in attitude among the pair of subordinate administrators was shocking in its abruptness. The Designer’s
hairless eyelids fluttered once, twice, before she collapsed. Trembling visibly, the Procurer bent over her
and began to tug on her short arms in an attempt to reestablish normal breathing. He was so badly
shaken he could not sustain his grip, leaving it to Ussakk to take over and maintain the procedure until the
psychologically stunned female finally regained consciousness.

“I apologize,” he murmured. “I did not mean to cause shock. That is why I did not use public channels to
communicate the information, for fear it might get out before it could be appropriately reviewed. But it
must be delivered now, here, so that means of dissemination to the rest of Hyft can be decided upon, and
propagated accordingly.” His tone, normally relaxed and carefree as that of any of his kind, was
unnaturally solemn.

His seriousness seemed to steady the Procurer. “Go on in, quickly,” the subordinate administrator told
him as he resumed working the Designer’s upper arms.

With an acknowledging twitch of the whiskers to the right of his nose, Ussakk hitched up the
cross-straps of his formal work attire, turned, and strode toward the inner wall. Sensing his approach,
number nine of twenty-four ceremonial panels slid aside to admit him to the circular inner office.

It was beautifully appointed, the citizens of Therapp and the surrounding district being proud of their
accomplishments and those of their local artisans. A conical central skylight of synthetic crystal flooded
the interior with sunshine lightly tinted gold by the swirling, stained panel attached to it. Directly beneath
the skylight, a round desk sat embedded in the mosaic stone floor. There the Delineator of the Day of
Therapp sat and worked. Placing the desk slightly below floor level compelled each of them to look up at
approaching citizens. In this manner, humility was enforced on the Overwatch’s principal public servant.

Delineator Phomma qi Administrator sa Nine looked up and chittered a polite traditional greeting,
followed by, “I specifically asked staff to grant me a two day-slice period of privacy. You must have
considerable influence to have gained admittance in spite of that.” Her long, drooping whiskers inclined
toward him as she spoke, the aggressiveness of their posture belying the civility of her words. Unusually,
he noted, they were tinted a pale red.

“I am Ussakk the Astronomer, and I have no influence: only bad news.”

“Proceed forward.” Rising from her seat, she stepped away from the trio of readouts that floated in the
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air before her. They started to follow obediently until she thought to wave them away. “What news can
simultaneously be so bad and so influential?”’

He descended the six short ceremonial steps, each corresponding to one of the whiskers that dominated
the Hyfftian visage. ““This morning I regret to say that I was forced to reconfirm certain previous
significant observations made by my facility’s instrumentation. Three starships have entered our system
from deepspace. Though it has not happened in my lifetime, [ know from history that infrequent visitors to
our world invariably arrive in only one such vessel. One time, by coincidence, two such marvelous craft
arrived at Hyff.” He blinked meaningfully. “The presence of more than that can mean only one thing.”

As an educated person, the Delineator Phomma knew what it meant, too. To her credit, she neither
fainted nor shook. But moisture did begin to appear at the lower edges of both eyes. She wiped it
hurriedly away.

“This leaves no time for advance lamenting. That will have to come later.” Turning, she moved
purposefully back to the seat she had been occupying when he had arrived. Her hovering tripartite
readouts had to move fast to hold their positions in front of her eyes. This time she did not dismiss them.
“The Great Government must be notified immediately. You will provide all details. Work must be started
to minimize the inevitable panic that will greet the official announcement.” As her hands moved, the four
short fingers on each waving instructions at the readouts, she glanced over at him. “Who else knows?”

Ussakk considered for a moment. “Only the two sub administrators whose permission I had to seek to
enter here. Their personal reactions,” he added thoughtfully, “were as might have been expected.
Otherwise, not even my colleagues at the observatory know. Yet.”

She chirruped an acknowledgement. “Then this can be handled appropriately. Or at least, as well as can
be hoped.” He thought he saw tears begin to rise again, but the Delineator shut them down before they
could dampen the neatly trimmed brown fur under her eyes. Leastwise, the formal face paint that
streaked and speckled her plump cheeks did not run.

“If you do not require my presence any longer,” he murmured, “I should be getting back to my work.”

She replied without looking up at him, her hands busy with the readouts. “Your work is here now. As
Delineator of the Day for the Overwatch of Therapp, I am requisitioning your services to city
administration. When your coworkers have been notified, they can monitor the approach of the...” She
could not choke the name out, did not want to get the name out. “Of the incoming vessels,” she finally
finished.

Ussakk was appalled. “I am an astronomer, not a bureaucrat or civil servant. I answer to the Great
Science, headquartered in Avvesse. Of what possible use could my extended presence be to the city
government of Therapp?”

She paused in her work to study him. His whiskers quivered slightly under her suddenly intense stare,
but he held his ground. “It is clear you are not a politician, either. Very well; if you need a reason, I feel
that your continued presence in an urbanized area will in itself help to provide some small modicum of
reassurance to the general populace.”

His small black nose twitched. “How can that be?”

“By showing that you have not run away.” She returned to manipulating the readouts. “In the coming
days, that may prove critical. I don’t suppose you can tell by the angle of approach of the Iollth ships
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where they intend to put down on Hyft?”

He reminded himself that this was not a fellow scientist he was talking to. “Angle of approach means
nothing. They may decide to go into extended orbit around Hyff before choosing a place to—put down.
Or they may decide to land at three different places. History shows that—"

“I know what history shows,” she barked irritably. He took no offense at the sharpness of her response.
Helplessness bred frustration, and frustration bred anger. He felt like doing some yelling and screaming
himself. As a scientist, he realized the futility of such reactions better than most.

A tenth of a day-slice later, she waved both hands simultaneously, and the readouts that had been
hovering before her vanished. With a weariness not even her elaborate ceremonial makeup could dispel,
she turned back to him.

“The appropriate authorities have been advised. The Great Government is now in motion.” Eyes as red
as her whiskers met his. “All continental representatives are to meet here tomorrow. That is as fast as
travel allows. Each of the eight continental Overwatches will determine how best to respond should an
Iollth vessel set down in their territory. If all three approaching craft send their landers to one place, a
worldwide response will be coordinated.” The tearing started again, and this time it did not stop. “As we
have throughout our history, we can only hope to minimize the destruction.”

Stepping forward, Ussakk took her in his arms. The fact that she was the day’s Delineator and he a
research astronomer, and that they had never met before this moment, meant nothing. The Hyfft were a
species as emotional as they were demonstrative, among whom close physical contact was not only
commonplace but expected. Anyway, Ussakk was glad of the opportunity to embrace someone.

He needed the warming physical contact as badly as she did.
%

They traveled to Therapp from all over the continent of Vinen-Aq, Delineators who under the newly
imposed regulations of emergency had found their terms of office extended indefinitely beyond the usual
one day. It was not certain that each was the best of their kind to deal with the crisis at hand, but there
was no time to process extended evaluations. If you were Delineator on that dire day, you found yourself
chosen.

Having come from far and wide, they assembled the following moring in the circular chamber of
Therapp’s administrative center. Informed of Ussakk’s discovery, his scientific colleagues had promptly
dropped all other work to devote themselves to the single task of monitoring the approach of the three
ships. That left Ussakk free to exhibit himself to the general public. True to Phomma sa Nine’s
observation, his presence did seem to have a reassuring influence on public opinion.

That did not prevent some panic from spreading as word slipped out. At least by the time it did, the
efficient and fast-moving Hyfftian authorities had been given a breathing space in which to prepare. The
worst of the panic was quickly contained. But nothing could stop the consequent rush of city dwellers
toward the countryside. Every conveyor route out of every conurbation was soon jammed with
desperate, would-be refugees. Even so, the lines were orderly. The few seriously unbalanced individuals
who actually ignored the designated routes in favor of taking off across private property were quickly
apprehended and suitably chastised.
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The Hyfft might be prone to panic, but they did so in an orderly fashion.

Within the chamber, designated Delineators from dozens of Vinen-Aq’s largest communities milled and
conversed. There was no yelling, no piercing echoes of raised voices. Administrators were not allowed
that kind of emotional release. But the general conversation was certainly borne along by an uneasy edge.

Nestled in one ear, a communicator kept Ussakk in constant touch with his associates at the
observatory. Every similar installation on Hyft had likewise abandoned its regular work schedule to focus
on the incoming craft. Thus far there had been no attempt at communication. If history was any guide,
Ussakk knew, that would come once the Iollth had settled themselves in orbit and chosen the unfortunate
location or locations for their landing. In the past, they had been known to destroy a city center or two
from orbit, just as a preliminary object lesson. Or perhaps for entertainment. On that aspect of Tollth
psychology, there were few details.

All across peaceful but tense Hyft, ten billion individuals now spoke one thought with one mind, albeit
usually in private so as not to offend their neighbors.Please don’t let them land here. In silently wishing
this, Ussakk unashamedly had to admit that he was no different from his less scientifically inclined fellows.

No one thought of mounting an active resistance. Confined to their planet and happy to be so, at peace
among themselves for thousands of years, the Hyfft possessed no weapons of advanced destruction:
nothing more offensive than nonlethal police gear. Nor did they need any such—except when the lollth
came calling. Discussion of developing such weaponry, which was certainly within the technical ability of
Hyfttian science, had come to naught. The one time such a thing had been tried, over a hundred years
earlier, an Iollth landing craft had actually been destroyed. Its three companion vessels had escaped to
orbit, one badly damaged.

Safe high above the surface of Hyff, their mother ships had proceeded to kill some two hundred
thousand Hyfft. After that, their subsequent visitations had met with no further resistance.

Wandering among the dense crowd of visiting, apprehensive Delineators, Ussakk had the opportunity to
eavesdrop on numerous ongoing discussions. All he could do was listen, having nothing tangible to
contribute. He would much rather have been back at the observatory, even if there was nothing to do
there but monitor the rapid progress of the three incoming starships and agonize about possible landing
sites.

There was one good thing. Given the speed at which the Iollth vessels were traveling, they should arrive
by tomorrow, thus putting an end to all the increasingly nerve-wracking speculation. He felt himself to be
as ready as any of his kind for whatever might come. His elderly parents had been sent out of the city, to
a (hopefully) safe refuge deep in the agricultural countryside. He was not mated and not courting. He had
no offspring. If anyone was suitable for sacrifice at the hands of the Iollth, it was him.

But he didn’t want to die.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

It very puzzling.” Sobj-oes’s neck frill flexed repeatedly as she stared out the port at the beautiful, lush
world above which the three Niyyuuan ships had entered orbit. “Is ample evidence here of large
population having achieved an advanced level of technology. Seaports, carefully laid out urban cores of
modest dimension, atmospheric travel, very advanced and widespread agriculture. Local electromagnetic
spectrum is full of noise. But communications specialists say despite repeated attempts, is no response to
any of our transmissions.”

Relaxing in Marcus Walker’s arms so that he could see out the port, George used one paw to dig at a
persistent itch, then sneezed effusively. Walker’s expression furrowed.

“You could at least cover your mouth.”

The dog glanced up at his friend. “Why? Most of it comes out my nose. And paws don’t provide much
coverage anyway.” He looked over at the Niyyuuan astronautics specialist, meeting wide, gold-flecked
eyes. “Maybe your people just haven’t hit on the right frequency yet.”

Using one long, limber arm whose tip terminated in two digits that pinched together forcefully, Sobj-oes
responded with a negative gesture that reflected personal as well as professional disappointment. “I
assured that everythings have been tried. Most obvious reason for noncommunication from surface is that
we now well outside boundaries of accepted galactic civilization. Is entirely possible that, despite obvious
high level of local technology, has been little or even no contact with any of the civilized species.”

“Does that explain why they haven’t come up to meet us?”” Walker found himself asking.

Straightening her kilt-skirt around long, silk-skinned lower limbs in a manner that reminded him
uncomfortably of the distant but not forgotten Viyv-pym, Sobj-oes turned huge, yellow-gold eyes on the
human. “Are many communications satellites in multiple orbits around planet, but is no evidences of even
a single spaceport. Are large facilities for atmospheric travel, but nothings to suggest locals venture into
zone of no air. Not a habitable satellite, no installations on either moon or on outer planets. Nothing.”

“Homebodies,” George hypothesized thoughtfully. “Found an alley they like and keep to themselves. |
can sympathize with that.” As Walker set him down, the dog employed a hind foot to scratch at one ear.

“Maybe they have social reasons for not wanting to step off their world.” Walker spoke while gazing out
the port at the attractive planet below. “Maybe they’re shy.”

“Spatially speaking,” Sobj-oes told them, “this system comparatively isolated. Are no other inhabited or
habitable worlds nearby. Indigenous population may think selves isolated, intelligence-wise. This also
help to explain why maybe no knowledge of numerous galactic methods of communication.”

“We can always communicate with gestures,” Walker pointed out.

“Ifthe locals have limbs,” George put in, choosing to overlook the fact that his kind were similarly lacking
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in such useful accoutrements as an opposable thumb.

“Couhgh, "the astronomer rasped. Ear-grating Niyyuuan expressions were, if anything, even harsher
sounding to the human ear than their wince-inducing language. “We may yet have to resort to something
that basic. But to do so means must have face-to-face contact.” Her round, muscular, painted mouth
expanded and contracted as she coughed slightly to indicate amusement and her foot tall, tapering ears
inclined in George’s direction as she addressed the dog. “Ifthe locals have faces.”

“If you're talking about sending down a landing party, I’d like to come along,” Walker told her.

She returned her attention to him. “Is realized that by historic mutual decision of multiple realms of Niyu
that you nominally in command of this expedition, Marcus Walker. However, in lieu of specific
recommendation from you or science staff regarding this unusual situation, Commander-Captain
Gerlla-hyn already think it best you accompany any landing group.” Glancing past him, she eyed the
sitting dog. “Also yous three friends, if they so wish.”

Walker frowned slightly, not understanding. “Why all of us?”

“Perhaps if this world previously visited by Tuuqalian or K’eremu representatives, locals will recognize
and be able to make suggestions toward helping find respective homeworlds that we seeking.”

Tongue lolling, George shrugged diffidently. “Ifit’s a nice breathable atmosphere full of interesting smells,
I’'m game.”

“Braouk loves open spaces,” Walker put in. “After having been cooped up on this ship for so long, I
don’t think you could prevent him from coming along. But Sque—I don’t know.” He cast a meaningful
glance in the direction of the port and the planet below. “I see oceans. If a landing site could be chosen
that’s near a shore, it might help me to convince her to participate.”

“Unresponsiveness to our arrival being universal,” Sobj-oes replied, all four tails twitching slightly, “I see
no reason why cannot select local atmospheric craft port near coast for site of first contact.”

“Good.” Walker nodded approvingly. “I’ll talk to her.”

George sucked his teeth. “I’d think the scientific contingent would want to put down near the biggest

city.”

“Is very interesting,” the astronomer told him. “Are no urban concentrations over a certain size. Is as if a
limit on such expansion proscribed by local custom.” She took the opportunity to peer out the port for
herself. “All indications point to a most interesting culture, even if it one that has not pursued interstellar
travel.”

“Maybe they’ve tried and just couldn’t lick the problem of other-than-light speed,” George opined.

“When we meet them,” Walker commented with a smile, “we’ll have to be sure and ask. Wonder what
kind of greeting we’ll get?”

Not elevated enough to see out the single port now that Walker was no longer holding him, George
could only nod in its direction. “If they’re indecisive, you can always cook something up for them,” he
reminded his gastronomically talented human friend. “It’s the same among dogs as among humans: when
you go visiting, it’s always polite to bring food along.”
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“Like a bottle of wine,” Walker reflected, wishing he had one.
George nodded approvingly. “Or a dead rat,” he added, wishing he had one.

Sobj-oes indicated confusion as she fiddled with the translator clipped to her right ear. “Not sure I
understanding. No matter.” She turned to go. “Notification of time of down-going will be forthcoming.
Interpretation of preliminary data suggests climatological requirements to be minimal.”

Walker nodded knowingly. “I’ll change clothes anyway. Want to look my best. First impressions are
always important.”

%

Ussakk was compiling statistics when Eromebb the Assistant rushed in and interrupted the work. The
face of the younger male bristled with brown and white fur that had not yet begun to curl downward.
Whiskers half the length of Ussakk’s stuck straight out to the sides of his short muzzle, stiff as needles.
He was breathing hard in the short, quick gasps of his kind and his eyes were wide with a fusion of fear
and fascination.

“The Iollth are coming!”

Emitting a soft whistle of acknowledgement, Ussakk turned resignedly away from his work. “That is
known. It was too much to expect that they would simply arrive in strength, sit in orbit for a while, and
then leave. I as well as othersfold the representatives of the Great Government that failing to respond to
their landing requests would not work. You cannot make a threat go away by ignoring it.”” He whistled
again; the equivalent of a soft sigh. “There was no harm in hoping, I suppose. And history teaches us that
responding with surface-based weapons only brings immediate reprisal.” He gathered himself for the
inevitable. “Whereare they coming?”

“They have signaled their intention to land a small vessel at Pedwath Port. Because of the terrain, much
of Pedwath’s landing site is constructed atop shallow reclaimed sea bottom. What this signifies, if
anything, no one knows.”

“It may connote nothing in particular,” Ussakk told him. He considered. “Pedwath is on the west coast. |
could be there in a couple of hours.”

“Less.” Eromebb eyed him with the look one reserved for the incubator of a fatal disease. “The Great
Government is putting together a team to meet with the invaders, in the hopes of restricting their
depredations as much as possible. A police aircraft is already standing by and waiting for you at Therapp
Port to transport you to Pedwath.” He puffed out his cheeks, a nervous gesture that inflated the lower
half of his face to twice normal size. “That is the message [ was sent to deliver to you. I'm sorry,
Astronomer Ussakk. I’ve always liked you personally, as well as working with you, and have been
proud to labor in the same work-warren.”

Rising from his backless seat, Ussakk leaned forward so that the tips of his whiskers curved toward the
younger researcher and lightly brushed his face. “I’'m not dead yet, Eromebb.”

In reassuring the other male, Ussakk was expressing a confidence he did not feel. As near as he could
recall from what relevant history he could remember, few Hyfft survived personal contact with the Tollth.
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They had a habit of engaging in killing demonstrations, just to remind the local populace of what they
were capable.

Well, except for not having formally bred, he had lived a good life, marked by professional achievement
and relative contentment. And his lack of a mate meant that he had sired no offspring, so there were no
family or warren connections there to be broken. No doubt some sharp eye among the authorities
charged with putting together a sacrificial pack to meet the initial wave of Iollth had noticed that and had
taken it into consideration. Coupled with the fact that Ussakk had been the first to track the incoming
ships, it made him ideal for the purpose.

The farewells of his coworkers at the observatory were marked by strong feelings. Plainly, they did not
expect to ever see him again. Not all was emotion and angst, however. Among the tears and touchings
and uneasy tail twitchings were hopeful, even desperate requests for him to do his best to try to mollify
the Iollth. Perhaps, if the sacrificial greeting pack was inordinately persuasive, the invaders might confine
their traditional demonstrative rampaging to the west coast of Vinen-Aq, and depart satisfied with the
tribute and plunder they would demand. In that event, the rest of Hyff would be spared all but the cost of
cleaning up afterward.

He was understandably distracted as an official conveyor bore him toward the airport. His escort,
consisting of two police, said nothing, concentrating their attention on attaining the highest safe speed
possible. All other traffic, from commercial to individual, was efficiently shunted aside to allow the law
enforcement conveyor to rocket past. He had not even been given time to pack. No doubt the authorities
who had consigned him to the greeting party had not bothered to take that into consideration.

After all, a dead Hyfft would have no need of personal paraphernalia that would only be left behind.

As he was rushed through the small terminal reserved for official business, there were few who did not
turn to regard him with a mixture of hope and pity. He wanted to speak out, to reassure them, to settle
their nerves in the traditional communal Hyfftian manner. Unable to ease himself, there was no way he
could reassure them. The best he could do was try to project an aura of calm and not add to the already
widespread sense of hopelessness.

Much to his credit, he did not throw up until he was on the aircraft.

Little more than an hour later, he arrived in Pedwath with nothing on his back and little in his belly.
Officials were there to meet him and escort him to the terminal that had been chosen as the site of
contact. There was no mistaking the sense of growing dread among everyone he passed. Fear permeated
the air like farts. Glimpses beyond the corridor down which he was being hustled showed no activity
outside.

“Ever since it was determined that the Iollth planned on landing here first,” the female on his right
informed him in response to his query, “all public facilities were immediately shut down. Historians said
they would not put it past the invaders to shoot down any and every aircraft within above-curvature
range of their spacecraft. So none have departed Pedwath Port since notification was received.” Moving
closer, she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial chitter.

“The government is releasing only meager amounts of information. Some reports say there is only one
Iollth ship. Others say a dozen.” Dark eyes beseeched him. “You are Ussakk the Astronomer. Ussakk

the Revealer.”

“There are three ships.” No one had told him not to speak on the subject, nor did he see any reason to
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withhold so basic a piece of information. Everyone would know the details soon enough. “Not many.”
“Too many,” the female officer responded. “Three. I’d hoped it was only one. Are they very big?”’
“Big enough,” he admitted.

“We are here,” she announced, suddenly resuming her official demeanor. But despite her best efforts she
could not completely hide her anxiety. No one could.

The assembly-warren he was introduced into was already crowded. A few of those present wore senior
police uniforms, the Hyfft having no military. They had no need for one. Nor was it a problem.

Except when the Iollth arrived.

Among those not in uniform Ussakk recognized several prominent scientists. There were also a few
community representatives from across Vinen-Ag. Whether they were volunteers or had been ordered to
participate by the Great Government he had no way of knowing, though he fully intended to ask.

As he was handed a two-piece translator, one part to drape around his short neck and the other to
insert into an ear, a distinctive face jumped out at him. White of fur as well as whisker, bent forward at
the upper spine like a cub’s mistreated toy, Yoracc the Historian was struggling to insert his translator’s
receiver into his left ear. Ussakk moved to assist.

“Allow me, honored elder.” Carefully, he worked the small, silvery unit into the older Hyfft’s hearing
organ.

“Thank you.” Eyes once replaced regarded him thoughtfully. “You are Ussakk the Astronomer, who
first detected the Iollth intrusion.”

Ussakk chirruped an affirmative. “I would have preferred it had been someone else.”

“We all have our preferences,” the historian agreed, “which are now to be ignored. Albeit that it is all
secondhand and gleaned from historical records, I am here because of my knowledge of Iollth conduct
and behavior.” His whiskers trembled slightly but were no longer capable of rising or pointing. “Your
presence I find less understandable.”

Ussakk whistled softly. “As the bearer of bad news, I suspect that this is my reward. More logically, the
authorities must believe I have something to contribute.”

Yoracc snorted, both nostrils curling slightly up and backward toward his face. “Sacrificial distraction.
You have just arrived?”

The astronomer chirruped an affirmative. “I was rushed out of Therapp without even a chance to settle
my personal affairs.”

The older male blew empty air. “It was much the same with me, though I am no longer so easily rushed.”
Raising a short arm, he gestured not at the crowd that milled about within the warren but at the sweeping
transparency that revealed the first fringes of urbanization beyond the outer limits of the airport. “It has
been bad here. The Overwatch authority has done its best, and is to be commended for doing so, but
there was still considerable panic. There were injuries; some serious, all impolite. I would imagine it is
ongoing. You did not see evidence of it?”” Almost instantly, he answered his own question.
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“No, you wouldn’t, having arrived directly by aircraft. I am told there is an assortment of some damage
within the city itself, but the greatest harm has come from those utilizing conveyors who in their panic have
strayed from the designated, marked routes. Without sensors to guide them, they have slammed at high
speed into fixed objects as well as one another.” His unhappiness showed in his face, in the way in which
his ears and whiskers drooped all the way forward. “Already the Iollth have caused many deaths, and
they have not yet even arrived.”

As fretful, restless chatter rose and fell around them, Ussakk and the historian spent a moment
commiserating in silence. “What is it we are expected to do?” the astronomer finally asked. “What does
the Great Government want of us?”

“You mean, besides serving ourselves up as an initial sacrifice, in the event the Iollth should arrive in a
foul mood?” Plainly, Yoracc the Historian held no illusions about the probable fate that was in store for
him. “I imagine we are expected to find out exactly what they want and to try to minimize it. Fortunately,
if any part of this can be said to be fortunate, precedence provides us with reasonably clear guidelines.
The modern history of Hyft records six separate Iollth incursions. Although serious harm was inflicted
each time, it was in direct proportion to the degree of defiance our kind offered.” Accepting a drink pipe
from a passing automated server, he waved it in the general direction of the eerily deserted airfield
beyond the curving transparency.

“Since it has been decided by the present Great Government to offer as little resistance as possible, we
may be expected to avoid the worst of lollth depredations. That there will still be some, history also
shows us.” With an effort, his whiskers fluttered slightly upward, a sure sign of impending sarcasm. “They
have an apparent fondness for reminding the Hyfft what they are capable of inflicting, if our people should
be so obstinate as to annoy them.”

Ussakk brooded, though not for long. The Hyfft tended not to dwell in moodiness. “How bad will it be,
do you think?”’

The historian blinked several times in rapid succession; a visual shrug. “That, I am afraid, history does
not tell us. The lollth are not wholly predictable. Certainly some Hyftt will die. Whether the number will
eventually be countable on one hand or whether a calculator will be needed to render the final tally, only
time, luck, and diplomatic skill will tell.”

Having nothing more to ask, and finding the conversation’s direction wearing more and more on his
spirit, Ussakk bade the senior historian farewell and moved off to a corner of the room that allowed him
to press his nose and whiskers up against the curving transparency. Like all such, it was flexible, and
allowed him to push his face slightly into it. When he drew back, a slight bas-relief of his visage briefly
remained, a rapidly shrinking echo of his appearance. In a little while, it was entirely possible that he
would be disappeared just as quickly, and efficiently. He raised his eyes to the clear, blue sky of Hyff.

Most of all, he would miss seeing the stars.
2
“It all go crazy below.”

Sobj-oes strode alongside Walker, her long legs (though not as long as Viyv-pym’s, Walker reflected)
easily maintaining the pace as they headed for the big cargo shuttle that would carry the landing party
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down to the surface. George trotted confidently alongside his human. As for Sque and Braouk, they had
preceded the two Terrans and were awaiting departure.

“Surface imaging show clear signs of population abandoning not just area of selected landing site, but
entire city. Several fires also breaking out.” Wide yellow-gold eyes gazed into his much smaller brown
ones. “Evidence of widespread panic is compelling.”

“Must be us,” George commented blithely. “We’ll soon straighten them out. They’ll relax as soon as they
learn that all we want to take away from here is directions.”

“Possibly.” Walker was trying to make sense of the astronomer’s words as they turned into the shuttle
bay access corridor. “I wonder if they react like this every time a visiting spacecraft arrives in their
system.”

“Maybe they don’t get many visitors.” George effortlessly hopped over a conduit rise in the floor. “They
haven’t exactly been welcoming. If they don’t want company, you’d think somebody down below would
at least have the courtesy to ask us to get lost.”

“They may not think they’re in a position to do so. After all, insofar as Gerlla-hyn’s staff has been able to
determine, they have no space-going capability of their own.” When trading commodities, he reflected,
those unable to make a purchase sensibly kept the inability to themselves. You didn’t advertise
weakness.

But weakness was one thing, the kind of regional panic the Niyyuu were observing from orbit another
matter entirely. Something else had gripped the denizens of the planet below.

Well, if the locals wouldn’t communicate with ships in orbit, perhaps they’d be more inclined to do so in
person.

Commander-Captain Gerlla-hyn was taking no chances. As preliminary surveys had shown, the natives
were technologically advanced. Just because they had thus far shown themselves to be
noncommunicative didn’t mean they were helpless, much less friendly. As nominal “commander” of the
expedition, Walker had reluctantly agreed that under such confusing circumstances it was always more
sensible to deal from a position of strength. So the landing party would disembark armed, in the hope that
there would be no shooting but in the realization that anything was possible.

Sque had tried to veto the decision. “There is always the danger our appearance may be misconstrued
by the no doubt equally primitive locals, and result in a typically primal aggressive reaction.” Her
silver-gray eyes had squinted even tighter than normal. “There is also the fact that the Niyyuuan warriors
who accompany this expedition are overly eager to make use of modern weaponry, having been on their
own benighted world restricted to the use of ancient and traditional devices.”

But the K’eremu was overruled, both by Gerlla-hyn and Walker. Better for their appearance to be
misconstrued than to be subject to a fatal ambush. Despite the signs of apparent panic below, it was
possible the city was being cleared of its population to save it from an anticipated battle. George,
certainly, understood that the Niyyuuan Commander-Captain could not take chances.

“You don’t trot into another dog’s territory wearing a muzzle,” the mutt had declared firmly.

Commander-Captain Gerlla-hyn was not among those slated for the landing party, Walker noted as he
entered the big shuttle. Besides himself and his friends, Sobj-oes was present, as were several Niyyuu
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who had been to other worlds such as Seremathenn. There was the agreed-upon contingent of warriors,
all of whom had volunteered to participate in the great expedition. And the appointed (perhaps anointed
would have been a better term) representatives of the worldwide media of Niyu, chattering hoarsely and
expectantly among themselves as they prepared to record the encounter for later broadcast to enthralled
viewers back home.

Assuming they got back home, Walker found himself thinking. In its scope and expectations, no Niyyuu
had ever envisioned anything like this attempt to return himself and his friends to their respective
homeworlds. Unlike their heroic hosts, he and George, Sque and Braouk, had nothing to lose by trying.

Maybe, with luck, we’ll all get home,he mused as he found a too-narrow Niyyuuan seat and tried his
best to secure himself firmly for the coming descent. But he had been away for so long now, several
years, that that hope grew fainter by the day.

Luck would be needed, he knew, if the seemingly unsettled sentients whose acquaintance they were
about to make were going to be of any help at all in that increasingly desperate quest.

Sobj-oes settled herself into the landing seat beside him.
“Still no response from below?”” he asked haltheartedly.

Something powerfulwhanged far behind them and the shuttle shuddered slightly. “Nothing,” the visibly
bemused astronomer told him. “Latest observations confirm locals continue to stream out of city. I am
told by military people that it almost as if they expecting an attack. But if not talk to us, how can they find
out we only here to ask questions of their astronomers, try some restocking of edible organics, and let
Niyyuu who have been confined within ships stretch legs on planetary surface?”

Conversation ceased briefly while the shuttle disengaged and dropped out of the main ship’s bay.
Attificial gravity faded. There were no ports, but heads-up views of their destination drifted throughout
the main cabin, available for anyone to scrutinize.

“You don’t think maybe that they’re planning to ambush us when we land?” Walker found the awkward
possibility unsettling. He was not armed, and unlike on Niyu, any hostile action here would involve
weapons embodying more destructive potential than the traditional Niyyuuan swords and arrows.

“In absence of communication, is imperative not begin relationship with miscommunication,” she told
him. “But must be ready for anything.” She waved a twin-digited hand at the image floating in the air
before her. “If left up to us, I and fellow scientists would make landing without weapons. As would
attached official representatives of media of Niyu. But we not charged with responsibility for protecting
and preserving this expedition. Commander-Captain Gerlla-hyn is, and he not send contact force into
unknown situation without suitable protection.”

Peering around the sizable compartment, Walker noted the presence of two dozen volunteer troops
drawn from the many semi-independent realms of Niyu. They had been fitted out with modern arms and
body armor—a considerable change from what they were used to using against one another in the
traditional realm-against-realm battles that supplied both entertainment and political sway on their
homeworld. As only the best had been chosen to accompany the expedition, he had no doubt they were
proficient in the use of such arms.

Were their counterparts awaiting their arrival on the planet below? And if so, were they prepared to
shoot first and query later? He tried to convince himself that was unlikely. Intelligent species, he had
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learned, tended not to shoot on sight, but to talk first. To seek commonalities rather than differences.
Hostilities were expensive. One had to have sound economic reasons to make war rather than peace.

Besides, unless the survey that had been ongoing ever since the Niyyuuan force had arrived in the system
had been badly mismanaged, the inhabitants of the world below had not traveled beyond their own
atmosphere, much less between star systems. Surely that put them at a disadvantage in matters military. It
was akin to one football team playing another without shoes. Range, mobility, and tactical options were
greatly reduced.

The shuttle shuddered as it entered atmosphere, its descent guided by automatics and only monitored by
the pilots on board. Chatter among the soldiers that had been almost constant since his arrival began to
fade. The Niyyuu were not afraid of fighting, but any sentient was sensible to worry about the unknown.

Hovering before him, the three-dimensional heads-up view of clouds gave way to green rolling terrain
tinged here and there with fields of yellow and brown. In places, hills gave way to mountains, none of
them daunting. The shuttle passed high over several small cities, none comparable in extent to the larger
municipalities of Niyu, far less the extensive modern conurbations of advanced Seremathenn. The
shuttle’s combat gear was fully activated, but nothing gave chase, nothing tried to bring them down. The
nearest anything came to interfering with their descent was a flock of thousands of small winged creatures
that appeared on the heads-up as brown-bodied dots. The shuttle flew through and past them far too fast
for its external sensors to resolve individual zoological details.

Then they were over ocean and slowing rapidly. A number of watercraft of appealing and functional
design flashed by beneath. Once, something large and streamlined burst from the water and glided for an
unlikely distance above the surface before sinking once more beneath the waves. Walker saw little
evidence of foam. Perhaps the water oceans of this world were less salty than those of home. Thinking of
foamless waves made him remember lazy days spent on Lake Michigan. He forced them from his mind.

A voice sounded in the compartment, apprising them of their imminent arrival. The shuttle struck ground,
slid some distance on its specially treated skids, and came to a halt. The heads-up showed their
immediate surroundings: open tarmac, buildings not far away, a few multi-winged parked aircraft of local
design. For a while after that, nothing.

Then the view displayed on the heads-up shifted toward one multi-story structure. Figures were
beginning to emerge, approaching the motionless landing craft. As Walker stared at them, intrigued by the
short, single-garmented shapes, George nudged his leg. From the seat alongside his human, the
strapped-in canine nodded at his own heads-up.

“Kind of cuddly-looking, as aliens go,” the dog observed. “Except for the guns they’re carrying.”
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Ussakk stared at the alien vessel. Its dimensions loomed all the more impressive when one realized that it
was but a fraction of the size of the smallest of the three great starships that were in orbit high overhead.
It did not help knowing that had his kind chosen to make the effort, their technological prowess was
probably equal to the task of constructing similar vessels.

Something that was unlikely ever to happen, he knew. The Hyfft were too homebound, too attached to
their own comfortable, congenial, familiar world to want to cast themselves out into the vast, cold reaches
between the stars. There was no need, the authorities declared whenever such proposals were tentatively
put forth by the more audacious members of the scientific community. A waste of time and resources.
Besides, even if such craft were designed and built, who would use them?

What it all came down to, Ussakk knew, was that when the Hyfft emerged at night from their
sophisticated, technologically advanced warrens and looked up at the curving bowl of the universe, they
were both awed and afraid. Over the years, he had learned not to judge his kind too harshly. His
profession placed him in that exceptional, small group of individuals who felt differently from the majority.

Besides, he reminded himself, the Hyfft had reason to fear the great darkness. When the universe came
calling, it was all too often in the form of the Iollth.

A stirring in the crowd of officials and police caused him to tense. He did not have to look far for the
source of the unease. A vertical gash had appeared in the side of the landing craft. Like a tongue from the
mouth of hungrydyaou, a ramp was descending silently from its base.

The figures that emerged were tall, exceedingly so. Well-formed and comfortingly bipedal, they hurried
down the freshly extruded rampway in a manner suggestive of disciplined chaos. Those officials standing
close around him chittered nervously and shrank back as the big-eyed aliens raised an assortment of
unfamiliar tiny devices. The short, stubby fingers of the Hyfftian police tightened grimly on their weapons.

But if the devices the swiftly descending aliens wielded were weapons, they were quickly trained not on
the crowd of greeters but on the very same opening from which their manipulators had just emerged.
What peculiar manner of Iollth protocol was this? Ussakk found himself wondering. Surely they were not
preparing to shoot their own kind? Perhaps the instruments they were so energetically fingering were not
weapons after all, but instead served some other as yet unknown purpose. Signs of further movement
appeared in the dark recesses of the alien craft. He inhaled sharply. More figures were emerging from
within. Shapes that were far more impressive, regimented, and threatening than the group that had
preceded them outside.

Unlike the group that had exited first, these newcomers exposed very little bare flesh. They were almost
completely encased in formfitting, nonreflective material of gray and brown. It looked soft, but Ussakk
suspected it was designed to repel all manner of hostile intent. While most of the marchers carried long
metallic/plastic devices, two advanced slowly under the burden of large backpacks whose contents were
a mystery. The astronomer decided he would be quite content if they were to remain so. He cast a glance
in the direction of the police. His own escort was already clearly intimidated, and not a shot had been
fired.

Not that he blamed them. The shortest of the arrivals was more than twice the height of the average
Hyfft. Though slim of build, they had long, no doubt powerful limbs. Surprisingly, each of these
terminated in only two digits while the Hyftt could boast four on each hand and three on each foot. He
smiled wryly to himself. A small claim to superiority somewhat mitigated by the fact that the newcomers
could each boast of four longish tails to the Hyfft’s short, stubby one.
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The Hyfftian delegation and the new arrivals faced one another uncomfortably across the narrow stretch
of flat pavement. One of the few armored invaders who was not carrying one of the ominous-looking
long instruments stepped forward. After surveying the half-paralyzed, half-fascinated delegation, each of
whom had mentally and emotionally prepared to have his or her life extinguished at any moment, the
visitor removed a small, oblong device from its waist and raised it to mouth level. Proceeding to speak
into it, visitor and machine delivered a rising and falling stream of incomprehensible gabble to the
bewildered crowd.

Without a doubt it was an attempt at communication. It was also a failure, as none of the specialists in
the crowd of onlookers recognized so much as a single word. Even the speech patterns were unfamiliar,
the cadences jagged and unfathomable.

As the futile effort continued, Ussakk moved to stand close to Yoracc the Historian and dared to essay
a whisper. “Tell me, venerable one: Do you have any idea what the creature is saying?”

The historian replied without hesitation. “Not only do I have no idea what the creature is saying, I must
confess that I have no idea what the creatureis.

To show his confusion, Ussakk blinked speedily several times in succession. He would have
accompanied the rapid-fire eye gesture with a sharp chirp-bark of uncertainty, except that it would not
be appreciated by those near him and might also be misconstrued by the visitors.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand. Do you mean you are unsure if it is a male or female Iollth?”

“I mean,” replied the historian testily and a bit too loud, “that I don’t know if it’s an Iollth. In fact, [ am
fairly certain it is not.”

Ussakk eyed the towering, menacing armed and armored figures arrayed before them. “That makes no
sense, honored elder.”

“I quite agree, querulous youth. In their weapons and bearing they have the general aspect of lollth, but I
am not senile. I remember quite well the imagery that survives from their previous visits, and while there
may be some superficial similarities of size and shape, there is much else that does not conform. To begin
with, these are tall and slender, while images of the Iollth show them to be shorter and much more thickly
built through the lower portion of their bodies, their legs, and especially their feet.”

Ussakk’s thoughts were crackling likebetimp leaves in cooking oil. “Then if they are not lollth, what can
they be?”

“The possibilities are as wide ranging as they are worrying, my young star-gazing friend.” The dour
historian scratched under his chin, where the hairs had turned as white as his long whiskers. “My first
thought, I am afraid, is that they may be something worse than the Iollth.”

The astronomer swallowed hard and tried to keep from trembling. “How could that be?”

The older scientist was unrelenting in his speculation. “It could ‘be’ in many forms. For example, these
intimidating visitors could be friends of the Iollth, sent to prepare the way for a later arrival of the Iollth
themselves. Or perhaps,” he continued morbidly, “the Iollth have informed allies of theirs of the gentle
nature of Hyff, have told them what a rich world awaits and how defenseless are its inhabitants.”
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Accustomed to being surrounded by friends and family, Ussakk found himself being dragged down into
the mire of despair by his knowledgeable yet pessimistic companion. Hyfft were by nature buoyant and
cheerful. Yoracc was an exception, and not a pleasant one: a grim, brooding, almost bitter store of
remembrance. He was also, unfortunately, a realist, Ussakk appreciated. That did not make the elder’s
listing of possible catastrophes any easier to take.

As if to confirm Yoracc’s view of the situation, the lines of heavily armed aliens parted to make way for
still more visitors. Though apparently unarmed, they included among their number two creatures who
were as different from their predecessors as they were from the Hyfft. One of them was slightly shorter
than the alien average, but much, much heavier of build. Other than being bipedal and bisymmetrical, it
differed in a bewildering variety of ways from its companions. Interestingly, it displayed five digits on each
hand instead of two.

Even more captivating was its companion: a short, quadrupedal, unclothed being covered in ragged fur.
Its most notable features were bright black eyes that seemed to miss nothing, and a flat pink appendage
that hung loosely over one side of its parted jaws. It too did not appear armed, though its open mouth
revealed a set of sharp teeth. Among the Hyfft, intelligence tended to favor slightly smaller individuals.
Ussakk wondered if this could be true among the aliens as well.

Then he felt himself being urged forward. Looking to his left, he saw that Yoracc the Historian was also
being pushed and shoved in the direction of the alien craft. They were the unhappy recipients of a
traditional and concerted community push. In pre-civilized times, such mass compellings were intended to
sacrifice those on the outside of a Hyfftian multitude to whatever carnivore happened to be assailing the
communal warren. Over time, it had evolved into a time-honored means of thrusting to the forefront those
the community felt best qualified to address a particular problem, be it a rampaging untamed carnivore or
something more problematical.

In addition to himself and Yoracc, a third individual was being carried forward on the crest of the
insistent Hyfftian wave. Fighting to stay on his feet (in ancient times he might have been trampled),
Ussakk proffered a hurried introduction.

“I am Mardalm the Linguist,” she replied to him over the susurration of shoving and encouraging soft
whistling. As she spoke, she fussed with her translator gear, a wearable setup that was far more
elaborate than the hastily provided ear-and-chestpiece arrangement that had been given to Ussakk and
to the historian. “They expect me to talk to these creatures.” With her free hand, she gestured at the
aliens they were nearing all too rapidly. “My department was unable to understand their attempts to
communicate from orbit. Now they somehow expect me to talk to them in person.”

“I know what to do,” declared Y oracc blithely from the other side of Ussakk. “Don’t make them mad.”

Since the historian seemed disinclined to introduce himself to the linguist, Ussakk performed the
necessary service. Even in such moments of dire peril, he believed Hyfftian courtesy should remain in
force. They might not know who their visitors were, but they should not forget whothey were, he felt.

Then they were almost upon the first of the creatures, and there was no time left for comforting thoughts.

Close up, the aliens were even more intimidating than they had been from a distance. Stood on end, the
weapons many of the creatures carried would be taller than himself. Visitors and Hyfft stood staring at
one another. Clearing her throat with a politec/uff, Mardalm began speaking through the equipment
draped around her upper body. A bizarre assortment of sounds came out of an aural projector. None of
them made the slightest sense to Ussakk. Nor, apparently, to the aliens, several of whom exchanged
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glances while commenting in their own incomprehensible and incredibly harsh-sounding language.

Feeling something against his leg, Ussakk looked down and nearly jumped out of his fur. The
undersized, four-legged alien was methodically passing its nostrils over his lower body, sniffing with
unconcealed interest. Ignoring the nose, Ussakk remembered the teeth. After analyzing his smell, would
this peculiar yet strangely affable creature next decide to sample his taste? And if so, how would, how
should, he react? There was something oddly unthreatening about the activity, though Ussakk knew he
could not attribute Hyfftian characteristics to a being so utterly alien.

The other singular visitor came forward. Unlike the small quadruped, however, this individual was far
more menacing. It loomed over the three resolute if apprehensive Hyfftian scholars, its mass nearly
blocking out the sun. When it knelt, they instinctively retreated several steps backward. But it was not
reaching for them. Instead, it placed a hand (all five digits were triple-jointed, Ussakk noted) on the spine
of the quadruped and began to stroke. Some form of nonverbal communication, the astronomer quickly
decided. Was the kneeling creature somehow deciphering the quadruped’s observations, or urging it to
continue with its examination? A frustrated Ussakk no more knew how to interpret the aliens’ gestures
than he did their language.

The second alien rose to its full, intimidating height and looked back toward the opening in the vessel
from which it had come forth. Ussakk followed its stare, as did his companions. Two more aliens were

emerging.

At the sight of them, a number of the assembled dignitaries cast aside any and all pretense at dignity and
the need to present a united front in the face of alien challenge. Chittering unashamedly, they broke and
ran for the perceived safety of the nearest terminal. Shaken by the sight of what was advancing toward
them, the rest of the crowd wavered. Mouth agape, Ussakk could only stare in shocked silence.
Mardalm the Linguist reacted similarly. Then, without any warning, Yoracc the Historian broke from his
position and ran, too.

Straight toward the newly emerging aliens.

Had he not been frozen to the spot, Ussakk might have tried to reach out and grab the crazy old
historian. By the time the notion that he ought to do so bloomed in his brain, the elder was already out of
reach, having scrambled forward past both the quadruped and its massive companion. Expecting Yoracc
to be squashed flat on the spot, if for no other reason than because he had violated some unknown alien
protocol, Ussakk and Mardalm looked on in horrified fascination as the historian came to a halt at the
bottom of the access ramp.

Looming above the elder like a monstrous mechanical excavator was something like a nightmare out of
an infant’s worst dreamings. Two nightmares, if one counted the second creature that rode like a
hereditary potentate atop one of the giant’s four flexible, tree-like limbs. Both gazed somberly down at
the single elderly, diminutive, bewhiskered native biped who had halted before them. Then, without a
sound, they resumed their descent.

If anything, the already diverse gathering of aliens appeared as confused and uncertain by this
improbable confrontation as did Yoracc’s fellow Hyfft. There was much stirring on both sides, but neither
intervened. The aliens were hardly fearful of anything the lone Hyfft might do, while the assembled
dignitaries and representatives of the collective Overwatches of Vinen-Aq could only alternately marvel
and gape at the manic boldness of one of their own. The unspoken consensus was that the historian had
gone mad. A consequence, perhaps, of advanced age. Or possibly by his exhibition of untenable
bravado he was sacrificing himself in a futile attempt to show these allies of the Iollth, or whoever they
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were, that his kind could not be easily intimidated. A few hands within the crowd fingered weapons, but
no more. There was no point in firing until the venerable historian was directly threatened, and by then it
might well be too late.

The two monsters—one immense, the other a mass of squirming limbs—halted at the bottom of the
ramp. If it was so inclined, the gigantic alien could kill the unmoving, staring Y oracc simply by stepping on
him. Instead, it sank down on its four supporting limbs, the better to bring its frightening tooth-lined
vertical jaws closer to the historian. The better to converse, an edgy Ussakk wondered tensely, or to
consume?

Yoracc proceeded to sputter something in a strange singsong voice. The giant’s reaction was immediate.
In a far deeper voice, it responded. At the same time, the bizarre being it held aloft with one upper limb
writhed its own coils. After several dumbfounding moments of this mystifying vocal byplay, the historian
turned and shouted to Mardalm. Despite Ussakk’s hurried attempt to restrain her, she responded by
rushing forward to join the historian. Revealingly, her attitude was one not of fear but of expectation and
even delight.

More impenetrable droning ensued between the two Hyfft and the two aliens. All of it without, a
captivated Ussakk noted, the use of Hyfft translators. If the aliens possessed similar devices, they were
so small as to not be visible. This went on for some time until the visiting Delineator of the northern city of
Andatt spoke up from within the depths of the thoroughly mesmerized crowd.

“If it would not be too much trouble,” she blurted loudly, “could the honorable historian and noted
linguist let the rest of Hyff know what is going on?”

Yoracc turned while Mardalm continued the animated conversation, for that surely was what was taking
place. “Hyftt! Know that this imposing organism standing before you is not Iollth, nor an ally of the Iollth,
nor even a passing friend of the Iollth. Neither it nor its associate being nor any of their consorts has ever
even heard of the Iollth. Or, for that matter, of Hyff. I myself only finally recognized it from old records. It
is a representative of a species that has previously visited our world. Only once, and then many
year-days ago. His kind, and it is a he, came this way as explorers and traders. Visitors with whom our
ancestors exchanged kind words. That visit took place well before this one’s time as well as before yours
and mine, so just as we did not immediately recognize him, he did not recognize us.” He gestured to his
left, where Mardalm hardly paused to look away from her conversation.

“Mardalm the Linguist has the record of their language. But there is only one of these creatures, a
Tuugqalian, among the crews of the three vessels that currently orbit Hyff. Those who dominate them are
called Niyyuu, a race that until now has been unknown to us. And until recently, I am informed, the
Tuugqalia were unknown to them.” As he spoke, he was gesturing energetically with both short arms.
“Therefore, in all their attempts to contact us from space, the Niyyuu never thought to try the language of
Tuugqalia. Never having visited here himself, and not knowing that his own kind had done so long ago, this
lone Tuugqalian saw no reason to suggest that the Niyyuu do so.”

Pivoting, Yoracc turned away from the intimate conference and back toward the milling crowd. As they
slowly digested the historian’s knowledgeable and reassuring words, their fear began to give way to
curiosity.

“Your translator units are all interleafed with one another as well as with the omnipresent broadcast
control. If you will set them so”—and he proceeded to detail the very simple, basic instructions—‘the
indicators to allow you to receive and speak through your devices in the language of Tuuqalia will be
provided.” He looked back toward the busy Mardalm. “I am certain that the means to do so in Niyyuuan
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also will be forthcoming.”

Even as he worked to adjust his own equipment, Ussakk was advancing toward the historian, gesturing
as he did so. “What then of these other aliens? They are manifestly neither Niyyuu nor Tuuqalia. Nor for
that matter is the many-limbed creature the Tuuqalian carries.”

Yoracc chirped acknowledgement. “One is called a human; the small quadruped a canine, or dog. They
are citizens of still another world that is unknown to us, as is that of the K’eremu that rides high upon the
Tuugalian’s limb.” Black eyes gleamed. “I am as curious as you to know why there is only one of each of
them among this general crewing of Niyyuu. Unless, of course, there are more of them aboard the ships
in orbit.”

A wave of sound made them both turn. Unlike anything either of them had ever heard, it was at once
sonorous and soothing. It boomed and rolled across the tarmac, washing over the assembled luminaries
of Vinen-Aq in waves of deep, droning noise. Having set his translator unit according to Yoracc’s
instructions, Ussakk found he could understand the words contained within the drone. Braouk had
chosen that moment to recite part of a saga, and it left his newest audience simultaneously stunned and
rapt.

Those who did not cover their ears or disconnect their translators, that is.
e

It was quite a sight to see Braouk lumbering toward the terminal building, surrounded by locals above
whom he towered like Godzilla over Tokyo. Walker had to smile. Several of them chattered concurrently
at him as he and George trailed in the wake of the big Tuugalian and the leaders of the Niyyuuan landing
team. Who would have thought, he mused as he strode along, that the one language visitors and locals
would stumble upon as a commonality for conversation would be Tuugalian? If the price of mutual
understanding was having to listen to Braouk repeatedly recite, it was one he and his companions would
have to pay.

Once the initial contact confusion had been cleared up, he found himself abashed at hearing of the effect
he and his friends had had on the locals. Setting down with the intent of only asking a few questions, they
had inadvertently terrified the entire population. The reason for this had all been explained by the native
called Yoracc the Historian. In turn, researchers among the Niyyuu were able to reconfirm that they
knew nothing of the species the locals referred to as the lollth. From the time the Niyyuuan craft had first
entered the Hyft system, it had all been a case of mistaken identity, compounded by the fact that the Hyfft
were not space-traversing and knew nothing of sentient species save those that had visited their world.

With everything now clarified, a wave of relief had spread swiftly around the planet. Inquisitiveness had
replaced alarm. The immensely relieved Hyfft now wished to learn everything there was to know about
their genial visitors. There were to be presentations, feasts, official welcomings. Everyone wanted to greet
the travelers, to show them the hospitality of the Hyfft, and to meet them in person. At the very least,
Walker realized, they would have no trouble refreshing their ships’ stores here. Spared the expected
devastation and destruction, their new hosts were almost embarrassingly eager to please.

While expansive by Hyfftian standards, the terminal’s interior ceilings were barely high enough to allow
Braouk to stand without bending. Even so, he had to watch where he walked. If he grew forgetful, there
were always Sque’s insults to remind him. The Hyfft were as fascinated by her as by the Tuuqalian who
carried her. Choosing to interpret their curiosity as appropriate adoration, the K’eremu was
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correspondingly content.

As for Walker and George, they found themselves surrounded by chattering Hyfft. So fast did their hosts
talk that both sides had to be reminded to wait for their respective translating devices to catch up. It was
during one of the brief interludes in these ongoing friendly interrogations that Sobj-oes managed to make
her way through the crowd of Niyyuu and now welcoming local dignitaries to confront man and dog. Her
great yellow-golden eyes were shining and her neck ftill was not only fully erect, but flush with blood.
Visibly, she was more than a little excited about something.

She wasted no time in sharing the cause. “Is great news for yous, friends Marcus and George.” Turning
slightly, she gestured with one limber arm at the milling mob of chattering sentients. “Was long odds to
find place where one of yous kind was known. Came this way hoping. Now hopes is confirmed. This
indeed region of space where mention of Tuugalia was sourced. Now we find world where Tuuqalian
species has actually visited. I have made acquaintance of local called Ussakk. Is astronomer like myself.
He will arrange meeting with others of his kind. With luck, may actually be able generate a vector
between this system and that of yous companion Braouk!”” Her frill bobbed up and down with her
excitement. “[s this not great news?”’

“Yeah, great.” Somehow, George was unable to muster the same degree of enthusiasm that was being
exhibited by the Niyyuuan astronomer. “I don’t suppose they’ve ever heard of Earth?”

All four of Sobj-oes’s tails drooped as one. “Are only just beginning to converse with these people. Do
not be so quick to give up hope. Must provide what details we have of yous home and yous kinds to
local scientific establishment.” Looking over the top of the crowd, an effortless task for any tall Niyyuu,
she located Braouk and the tentacle-waving Sque. “Needs to do same for the K’eremu. Relax your frills
and...hope that best possible news may yet be forthcoming.”

%

In lieu of an immediate response to their promising inquiries, whatwas forthcoming was the kind of
hospitality Walker and his companions had not experienced since their sojourn on Seremathenn. As soon
as word spread around the planet that the arriving starships were crewed not by plundering Iollth but by
friendly travelers, one of whom was a member of a species whose trading ancestors had actually called at
Hyff long ago, the collective sigh of relief was almost strong enough to perturb the atmosphere. What
ensued was a battle (a courteous one, of course, this being the Hyfft) among different regions and
Overwatches to see who would be allowed to play host to the visitors.

In the end, unable to decide among several deserving locales, the authorities used precedence as an out,
and chose to house the visitors where they had landed, on the outskirts of Therapp. Conscious of the
honor that had been bestowed upon them, the inhabitants of the city and its surrounding agricultural
provinces threw themselves into the opportunity to show off their region. Not at the expense of others,
however. To have done so would have been distinctly un-Hyfttian.

A goods warehouse was immediately cleared and proper accommodations, insofar as the Hyftt
understood them, were thrown together with an efficiency and skill that left the visitors more than a little
impressed. It was necessary to adapt the warehouse because, with the exception of the single K’eremu
and one lone dog, none of the visitors could squeeze through the opening of a Hyfftian warren even by
bending.

Nothing seemed to faze their hosts, Walker marveled as he considered the results of their hasty efforts.
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Not even a need to fashion temporary furniture to accommodate not one but five different body plans.

When their makeshift quarters were ready, it was left to Walker and his friends to decide, in concert
with Commander-Captain Gerlla-hyn and his staff, if they should actually make use of them.

“The decision whether linger here or not rest with yous,” he told Walker and his friends. “This yous
journey. I and my crews charged with conveying yous where and when yous desire. We will comply with
your decision in this matter.”

George was all for continuing on as soon as possible. So was Sque, who thought no more of the
accommodating Hyfft than she did of any species that had the misfortunate to be not-K’eremu. But
Braouk found himself rather taken by their eager, would-be hosts, not to mention their ability to tolerate
and even enjoy his interminable recitations. As for Walker, he confessed to taking pleasure from just
walking on solid ground again, beneath a clear and open sky (if one that was a bit more yellow than
usual) instead of the hard, cold ceiling of a ship corridor.

Furthermore, it was clear that their hosts were eager for them to stay awhile. They were almost painfully
grateful that the visitors were something, anything, other than Iollth, and wished to have the chance to
express those feelings. From years of trading on the Exchange, Walker was nothing if not sensitive to the
need of others to express gratitude. He considered.

There was no rush to be on their way. Earth, K’erem, and certainly Tuugalia would not change their
positions—assuming the Niyyuuan astronomers led by Sobj-oes and her Hyfttian counterparts could
actually locate any of them.

The scientists needed time to do their work. Despite Gerlla-hyn’s assertions, Walker suspected that if
polled, the Niyyuuan crews of the three ships would have voted en mass for the interstellar equivalent of
shore leave.

“I think it would be a good thing all around if we stayed here awhile,” he told the Commander-Captain.

Gerlla-hyn’s verbal acknowledgement of Walker’s response was terse and formal—but from the way
his frill erected and his tails coiled, Walker knew that the Commander-Captain was as pleased as anyone
by the human’s decision.

It was two days later, after they had been installed in their hastily but stylishly modified temporary
quarters, that Walker encountered Sque sitting alone in the rain outside the building. Since even Hyfttian
commercial-industrial areas were artfully landscaped, there were tri-trunked tree things and a peculiar
reddish-gold brush all around. Woven more than excavated, a small stream caressed the northern edge
of the warehouse boundary. That was where he found the K’eremu.

She was sitting in the shallow stream, letting it flow over her ten limbs, her upper body erect and clear of
the cooling, moistening water. She did not even care if it carried industrial effluents or agricultural runoff.
Under the dark sky, her maroon skin glistened almost black. Closed when he appeared, her recessed,
silvery eyes opened at his approach. Even today’s selection of the brightly colored bits of metal and
ceramic that decorated her person seemed unusually subdued.

Making his way carefully down the slick side of the embankment, he halted just beyond the edge of the
lapping water and crouched, the better to bring himself closer to eye level with her.

“What doyou want?”” Her tone, as conveyed through the Vilenjji implant in his head, struck him as even
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more bitter than usual. There were overtones, he thought, of depression.
“Just checking on you,” he replied. “This is a new world, after all.”

“A harmless world,” she hissed. “While of moderate intelligence, the inhabitants are inoffensive to the
point of banality. I am in no danger here.” She did not thank him for his concern. Nor, knowing her as
well as he did now, did he expect her to.

Even the rain here was agreeable, he decided. Warm and refreshing; not cold, not stinging. “Enjoying the
water?” he asked conversationally.

Since she could not twist her upper body far enough around, she had to turn to face him, her limbs
utilizing the purchase they held on the smooth rocks that lined the bottom of the manicured stream.

“I would have preferred to remain by the local sea. But it is best we all stay together. More important for
you than for me.”

“I agree,” he said, hoping to mollify her. One hand gestured at the stream. “What are you doing? Just
moistening up?”’

She looked away from him. “I am lamenting. Quietly. Or at least, I was until you showed up.”
“Sorry,” he told her, genuinely apologetic. “What’s wrong?”’

This time when she looked back over at him, her horizontal pupils had expanded to their fullest extent.
“What’s wrong? What’swrong ?”’ From her tone, it was apparent that his comment had finally exceeded
even her capacity for sardonic reply. Nevertheless, she tried.

“I am alone, lost with and wholly dependent upon inferior beings. I have none to engage in intelligent
discourse with, none with whom to debate issues of real importance. Never again will I be enfolded in the
soothing, damp embrace of K’erem.”

Her manifest misery was so palpable that had it been expressed by anyone other than the redoubtable
Sque, Walker would have been moved to tears. As a visual expression of sympathy, they would have
been ineffective in the rain anyway.

“This doesn’t sound like you, Sque. Well, not entirely like you. You’ve always shown so much
confidence in our chances, even when it seemed we were going to be stuck on Seremathenn for the rest
of our lives.”

Alien though they were, those metallic gray eyes could still convey the emotion that lay behind them.
“And you’ve thought all along that I believed that. Lesser lifeforms are so easily deceived.” Her tentacles
stirred sand from the streambed. “Such expressions of sanguinity as I may have declaimed over the past
years were for your benefit, and that of your companion and that saga-spinning oaf of a Tuuqalian. Since
you have all been necessary to my survival, it was necessary that I keep your own feeble, faltering spirits
up.” She looked away, down the stream that did not lead to home.

“I have from the beginning never been anything other than realistic about our chances. I believe you
yourself, in your simple, uncomplicated way, are equally aware of that reality.”

He refused to be disheartened by her despair. He knew nothing of other K’eremu, but this one, at least,
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he knew was subject to wild mood swings. Rather than go on the defensive, he tried as best he could to
raise her spirits.

“Essentially, then, every expression of hope you’ve put forth has been for our benefit. I'm surprised
you’d be so concerned for our mental welfare, even if such efforts were self-centered at heart.”

“I am equally surprised,” she retorted. “It is a sign of my advancing weakness in the face of utter
despondency. I am losing my true K’eremu nature.” Tilting back her head and upper body in a single,
supple curve, she regarded the benign but leaden sky. Rain fell in her open eyes, but did not affect her. “I
will never get home. You will never get home. It is possible, just possible, that the Tuuqalian will get
home—if these chittering, chattering, childlike natives with mild pretensions to intelligence can actually
coordinate their primitive science with that of the only slightly less primitive Niyyuu. But you and 1? We
will never see our respective homeworlds again, except in dreams.”

They were both silent then, the only sound the tap-patter of gentle rain falling on and around them,
plinking out piccolo notes in the mild flow of the stream. After several minutes of mutual contemplation of
time, selves, and the alien yet comforting elements, Walker rose from his crouch, scrambled and slid
down into the shallow brook, and sat down alongside the startled Sque. When he reached out an arm
toward her—a heavy, human, inflexible, bone-supported arm—she started to flinch back. He waited until
she was ready. Then he let his arm come down. Since she had no shoulders, and her upper body was
one continuous smooth shape from head to lower torso, he let it rest against the place where two of her
ropy limbs joined to her body. She did not move it away.

Later, two more of her own appendages writhed around and came to rest atop his wet, hirsute arm. He
did not move them away.

With nothing better to do at the moment, George went looking for his friend. It took a while and several
exchanges with busy (were they always so busy? the dog wondered) Hyfft before he was directed to a
drainage canal outside the converted warehouse.

Through the steady but tranquil drizzle he finally saw them, sitting side by side in the middle of the
drainage ditch, Walker’s arm around the base of the K’eremu, a couple of Sque’s serpentine limbs lying
across the man’s arm. The dog watched them for a moment, pausing only once to shake accumulated
rain from his shaggy coat. Not knowing what was going on but deciding in any case not to interrupt, he
turned and trotted back toward the dry shelter of the big warehouse. He would find out what it was all
about later. Walker would tell him, whether he wanted to know the details or not.

Meanwhile, if nothing else, at least the acid-tongued, barely tolerable, know-it-all ten-legs had finally
discovered the one thing humans were really good for.
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Artfully efficient though they were, it still took the Hyfft several days to properly prepare an appropriate
greeting for their unexpected but most welcome multi-species visitors. While the initial, hastily adapted
warehouse was continuously upgraded to provide better temporary living quarters for the guests, a
second structure nearby underwent feverish preparations for use as a center of celebration. Most pleased
of all by these developments were the ever-active agents of the Niyyuuan media, who found kindred
spirits (if not equivalent fanatics) among those Hyfft charged with relaying the details of the forthcoming
gathering to the rest of their utterly engrossed society.

Inexpressibly relieved to learn that the newcomers were neither lollth nor allies of the anticipated
marauders, and in fact had never heard of them, the population of Hyff prepared to put forth the very
best of their ancient, extensive, and admirable culture. The best singers and callers were flown in from all
across the multiple continents, while specialist chefs made preparations to provide the visitors with the
finest local victuals their systems could tolerate. In this Walker found himself, once again, something of a
minor celebrity. Nominal leader of the expedition or not, he possessed gustatory expertise that was in
constant demand by those seeking to satisfy the appetites of Niyyuu, Tuuqgalian, K’eremu, and canine
alike. He almost forgot to request certain foods for himself.

The Hyfft being strict vegetarians limited his input somewhat, but he was still able to surprise their hosts
with some of the tricks of which the modern culinary technology he had mastered was capable. So it was
that he found himself simultaneously enjoying the fruits of Hyfftian cuisine while helping to prepare it. It
was more real work than had been required of him since they had left orbit around Niyu.

He enjoyed every bit of it immensely.

For one thing, the Hyfft were not only easy to work with, they were a delight to be around. Averaging a
meter in height, with rounded furry bodies and darting black eyes, they reminded him of active bear cubs,
though with saturnine faces, complex attire, and dexterous four-fingered hands and three-toed feet. They
acceded readily to his suggestions. Nor was the exchange of culinary information exclusively one-way.

The official festivities, which local media broadcast around the globe and contented Niyyuuan monitors
recorded with barely restrained glee, began on a worldwide holiday that the current (and much relieved)
planetary Delineator had just established by executive fiat. It was to continue for an entire local four-day.
Work did not stop entirely, but there was no question the locals were enjoying the unprecedented
celebration at least as much as the visitors. Rotating crews by thirds allowed every Niyyuuan technician,
soldier, and general crewmember to enjoy a day of it while also participating in basic ground leave. It
was something to see one of the slender, graceful, two-meter-tall Niyyuu loping lithely through Therapp
surrounded by an aurora of adoring, awestruck locals.

Sated with celebration, Walker and George decided to take some time to trek the city’s extensive
botanical gardens. These were garlanded with a riot of alien growth that, other than containing a passing
affection for the local variety of photosynthesis, were more different from the flora they were familiar with
back home than a saguaro was from a sequoia. Taking the tour also allowed them to bring along their
own food. After three days of nonstop ingesting of vegetable matter, no matter how superbly prepared,
omnivore human and carnivore canine both craved meat. Or at least, meat products. By not attending the
day’s festivities, they were able to enjoy food from their ship without offering insult to the Hyfftian
population at large.

Among their guides (or handlers, as George continued to insist on referring to them) were the
astronomer Ussakk, the linguist Mardalm, and a senior, darkly furred government representative who
went by the euphonious moniker of Sehblidd.
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Trotting alongside the diminutive civil servant made George look bigger than he was. “So tell me, Sehby:
What are these Iollth really like and how often do they show up to pick on your kind?”

The bureaucrat’s eyes were deeper set than those of the majority of Hyftt, giving him an atypically
severe appearance that was belied by his effusive personality. The subject of George’s inquiry, however,
was enough to dampen his customary enthusiasm. Brushing past a grove of diminutive trees, whose
brown trunks were striated with startling streaks of bright orange, he considered how best to respond.

“They are a terrible folk.” The delegate’s tone was devoid of the usual cheerful chirps that characterized
Hyfftian speech. “Of course, I myself have thankfully never actually seen one. The last Iollth raid on Hyft
occurred before the time of my birth.” Breaking off from a protruding branch what appeared to be a
four-petaled flower but was actually more lichen-like, he inhaled its sharp fragrance and passed it along
to Walker. Tentatively, the human sniffed the odd-looking growth and was rewarded with a noseful of
tingling bouquet not unlike crushed pepper.

“It is very peculiar,” Ussakk put in, joining the conversation. “Though we ourselves shy away from
interstellar travel, the economics of it are not difficult to assess. As it seems impossible any raid by a few
starships on another developed world could justify the expense incurred in doing so, our mental analysts
propose that the Tollth must obtain more than just fiscal profit from their wicked enterprise.”

Short arms behind his back, Sehblidd let out a terse whistle of revulsion. “It has been suggested that they
make these occasional forays for the purpose of plundering and destroying because something in their
racial nature compels them to do so0.”

“In other words,” George observed sagely, “because they enjoy it.”

The delegate’s whiskers rose noticeably, signifying his agreement. “It’s difficult to imagine how any
species calling itself civilized can embark on such a vile endeavor. But what other reason could there be?”’

“Excuse me for saying so,” Walker put in, “but this kind of motivation relates pretty closely to what I
do—to what [ used to do—for a living. It’s been my experience that sometimes individuals or groups will
go out of their way to get something, even paying more for it than it’s worth, that they can’t acquire any
other way but that they desperately want.”

“Yes, yes.” Sehblidd gestured absently. “We know that is the case with certain minerals. At least, we
assume it is the case. It is almost too much to imagine that the lollth would rather cross the void between
the stars to obtain something they could otherwise acquire by simple mining.”

Tail metronoming as he walked, George shrugged expressively. “Hey, I know a couple of dogs just like
to fight. They’d rather steal your food than go find their own. To their way of thinking, it’s more
rewarding.” He glanced up at Walker, then away. “I’m not above snitching somebody else’s bone

myself, if I can get away with it without losing a piece of ear in the process. Humans, of course, never do
anything like that.”

“Don’t insult me until I’ve admitted to something,” Walker chided his friend. He looked back at
Sehblidd. “Your people have weapons. Advanced ones, from what little I’ve seen and learned about
such things. You have local and planetary entities that are organized to handle law enforcement. Seems to
me you could put together an army pretty quick.”

Sehblidd tilted his head back to meet the eyes of the much taller human. “It would be counterproductive.
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Small arms are little use against weapons that can be launched from space. There have been, in the past,
discussions about building armed satellites with which to surprise our tormentors. That technology is not
beyond us. But the one time we offered armed resistance, we were badly defeated. The consequences
were terrible. If we were to try to employ something like mobile, weaponized satellites and even one
Iollth ship were to escape such a counterattack, it could rain incalculable destruction down on Hyff that
we would not be able to defend against.” His dark eyes glistened. “Or worse, it could flee, and return
with a much larger force that would not be surprised a second time, at even greater cost.” He looked
away, letting his short arms fall to his sides.

“The general consensus is that it is better to allow the ollth their infrequent incursions, tolerate their brief
depredations, and fulfill their demands, than to risk devastation on a far greater scale.”

“I’m familiar with that philosophy,” Walker murmured softly. “It’s part of the history of my kind, too.
Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.”

“We have adapted to the necessity,” Mardalm told him, speaking up for the first time. “That is the
situation now. It has been stable, if uncomfortably so, for many thousands of day-slices.”

“And you’re overdue for a visit from these merry marauders?” George inquired again.

Sehblidd gestured positively once more. “Hence our reaction at your arrival in our system. We are
visited so rarely by space-going species, and it has been so long since the last Iollth incursion, that we
were certain you were them. Or their friends, or allies.”

“What you folks need,” George declared as he sniffed intently at an aromatically attractive bush before a
frowning Walker nudged him away, ““are a couple of big dogs of your own. The techno-military
equivalent of a mastiff on one side of you and a rottweiler on the other.”

Confused, Sehblidd and Ussakk fiddled with their translating units. It was left to the linguist Mardalm to
try to interpret. “I believe the quadruped George is referring to large, powerful creatures from his own
domain. The analogy is clear, even if the biology is unreferenceable.”

They were approaching the shallow artificial lake that lay in the center of the gardens. Search as he
would, Walker was unable to espy a plant or blade of growth that was out of place. Even in their
landscaping, it seemed, the Hyfft were orderly to a fault.

“Of course,” Sehblidd ventured unexpectedly as they continued their stroll, “if we were to have the aid
of the aforementioned ‘big dogs’ in the form of armed space-going craft that had the ability to confront
the ollth on their own terms, resistance might be possible. As you already know, we have no such
vessels, nor the ability to construct them, nor the inclination to pilot them.” Bright black eyes locked onto
Walker’s own. “Other species, however, do.”

Walker halted and stared down at the diminutive delegate. Ussakk the Astronomer and Mardalm the
Linguist were eying him with equal intensity, he noted. So was George, though more out of casual
curiosity than with intensity.

“Are you asking for our help?” were the first words out of Marcus’s mouth.

Ever the diplomat, Sehblidd kept his whiskers carefully parallel to the ground. “It wasyour companion
who brought up the need for the weak to seek out strong allies.”
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“My companion has a big mouth.” Walker glared down at George with an expression that said clearly,
That'’s right—put me in the middle.

“In the first place,” he told the trio of suddenly very attentive Hyfft, “we’re trying to get home. Involving
ourselves in an ongoing armed conflict between two other species wouldn’t exactly hasten us on our

2

way.
“Certainly true,” agreed the respectful Sehblidd.
“In the second place, this isn’t a military expedition.”

“But you travel with individual weapons and armor. Surely your ships carry armament as well?”” Ussakk
asked.

“Yes, they do, but they’re for defensive purposes only,” Walker countered protectively.
“Understandable,” agreed the ever amenable delegate, whiskers locked rigidly in place.

“And lastly,” Walker concluded, “that kind of decision isn’t up to me. It lies with Commander-Captain
Gerlla-hyn and the captains and staff of the three Niyyuuan starships who are trying to help us find our
way home.”

“Of course,” Sehblidd acknowledged without argument.

“Besides which,” George added forcefully, intrigued at the direction conversation had taken, “you don’t
even know when these Iollth are liable to hit you again. Could be next week, could be next century. Even
if we and our pack friends had a collective attack of temporary insanity, we can’t hang around here
waiting for them to put in an appearance. When I suggested you needed strong allies, I meant allies
who’d be available to assist you all the time. Not casual passersby like ourselves.” He looked up at
Walker. “After the celebrations and the exchange of mutual howdy-dos are over, we’re out of here.
Right, Marc?Marc?”

“What? Oh, sorry, George. [ was just thinking.”

“Well, don’t,” the dog instructed him. “It tends to get us into trouble. Unless you’re thinking about
cooking. And sometimes that gets us into trouble, too.”

“Then you won’t help us?” Sehblidd murmured. Three pairs of dark eyes continued to gaze mournfully
up at the tall human.

“Look,” Walker finally told them, after what an increasingly uneasy George felt was far too long a pause,
“even if the decision was made to do so, what makes you think we’d have anything to defend? Your own
people would have to agree to stand up and fight. You just said that your people had ‘adapted to the
necessity.””’

“Adapted, yes,” Sehblidd told him, and this time the tips of his white whiskers arced noticeably forward.
“But that does not mean any of them are happy about it. It is an accommodation that was forced on us
because we have not been able to see any other alternative. Offered one...” He let the implication hang
in the air.

“We’re on our way home,” Walker informed them decisively. “We’ve no idea how long it’s going to
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take us to get there, or even if we’ll be successful in the attempt. We may have to give up and return to
Niyu, the world of our hosts. We can’t stay here, waiting to help you defend yourselves against an assault
that may not come in any of our lifetimes.”

“You could train us,” Ussakk declared.
“What?” Walker turned to the astronomer.

“You could train us. Show us how to best organize ourselves for a planetary defense against what is a
technologically superior but small attacking force. Perhaps leave us with some advanced weapons, or the
schematics for the same that we could try to build ourselves. The Hyfft are not innovators in such things,
but we are very good copyists and fabricators.” Moving close, he rested one small four-fingered hand on
the human’s right wrist.

“I am not saying such an effort would make any difference. It may very well be that the Great
Government would decide not to employ the results of such training and gifts, and choose to continue
appeasing the Iollth. But it would at least provide a possible alternative. We would reward such an effort
on your part with everything at our disposal.”

“You’ve been wonderful hosts,” Walker told him. “But as I’ve said, a decision of this magnitude isn’t up
to me.” He glared warningly at George, but this time the dog stayed silent. “Training and the designs for
advanced weapons, hmm? Supplying both would still take time. I don’t know...”

Both Sehblidd and Mardalm came up to him. Echoing the gesture of the astronomer Ussakk, each
placed one hand on his left or right wrist. “Please, at least put the matter before those in a position to
make such a decision,” the bureaucrat implored him. “If you cannot do this, we will of course
understand.” He stepped back, as did his two companions.

They continued their tour of the gardens. Nothing more was said about the request that had so
unexpectedly been put forth. It didn’t have to be. Both of Walker’s wrists tingled with the memory of
those small, clutching fingers.

If only, he thought angrily, the Hyfft weren’t so damn selfless.

¥

“Madness!” Tentacles fanned out neatly around the base of her body like the spokes of a wheel, Sque
focused silvery eyes on Walker and edged closer to the rear of the landscaped pond that had been
installed in their quarters solely for her use. ““Can it be that your simple mind has so soon forgotten the

very reason for our presence here?”

“I agree with the squid.” Brusque as always, George promptly plumped himself down on a nearby
pillow.

Walker eyed them both. “I’m as anxious to be on our way as both of you are. But if we’re going to ask
these people for their help in finding Tuuqalia, how can we turn down their request that we help them?”

“Watch me.” Rolling over on his pillow, George commenced snoring; loudly, pointedly, and mockingly.

Sque was more fulsome, if less visual, in her objections. “They are not the same thing, Marcus. You
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know they are not. In nowise is asking for assistance in preparing a vector equivalent to helping an entire
species prepare for war.”

“For defense,” Walker argued. “You’ve seen some of this world. These are good folk. They don’t
deserve what these Iollth do to them on a regular basis.”

The K’eremu raised four appendages. “None of us deserved to be forcibly abducted from our
homeworlds, but we were. None of us deserve to live in a universe that is, save for the occasional
pinprick of a partially oxygenated world, harsh, cold, and deadly—but we do. Had we not come along,
life here would have proceeded, for better or worse, exactly as it always had. It is not incumbent on us to
expend time and effort to change that.” Metal gray eyes searched his face.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Not for the first time, Walker found himself thoroughly irritated by the K’eremu’s
unrelenting assurance. “Maybe it is because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Ah, so now the truth comes out.” Maroon tentacles waved in the air. “Ethics trump practicality. A
noble, but ultimately misplaced gesture.”

“Not from the standpoint of the Hyfft,” he shot back.

She crawled halfway out of her pond, water dripping from her tentacles and turning her slick skin shiny
under the overhead lights. “Might I have the temerity to remind you that we each of us have our own
viewpoints regarding this matter, and that they do not necessarily coincide with the needs of the fatuous
aliens who happen to be our present hosts?”’

“I can’t get you to agree to this,” he muttered unhappily.

“That’s for sure.” George had rolled onto his back and was regarding his friend unblinkingly.

“And it’s true,” a disappointed Walker conceded, “that Gerlla-hyn and his staff would also have to
agree. They might balk at a proposal like this no matter what we here decide.”

“I think we should help these Hyfft, without question.”

All eyes turned to the back of the single, expansive chamber. Braouk reposed there, his massive body
squatting on four tree-like lower limbs, his eyestalks fully extended in opposite directions.

“Why?” George demanded to know, sitting up on his haunches. “Because ‘it’s the right thing to do’?”

“That,” the giant Tuugalian admitted, “and also because it will inspire our hosts to work as hard and as
long as possible to discover the information we seek.”

The dog snorted. “Easy for you to say, when it’s your world they have by far the best chance of
locating.”

“Find Tuugqalia and it becomes easier to find your Earth,” Braouk reminded the dog. “And,” he added as
one stalk-mounted eye swiveled slightly, “K’erem.”

“Perhaps,” admitted Sque as she climbed fully out of her pond. Drawing herself up to her full height of a
meter and a third, she focused her attention on the lone human. “It might also get us killed. According to
our hosts, these near-mythical lollth are overdue to lavish their inimical attentions on this world, are they
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not?”

Walker nodded, knowing that the K’eremu was now wholly familiar with the gesture. “That’s what the
Hyftt have been telling us.”

“Then it is not inconceivable that should we linger among them for a while, we might still be here when
they arrive, and find ourselves caught in the middle of a resultant conflict that is none of our business and
is not in our interests.”

George nodded shrewdly. “That might just be what our furry little friends are counting on. That Sehblidd
character already as much as asked us to intervene directly. I don’t trust him. Too clever by a tail.”

“We already declined to do that,” Walker reminded him. “Sehblidd immediately downgraded their
request to one for training and the loan of arms or armament schematics. That shouldn’t take very long to

supply.”

“Long enough to get us killed,” Sque pointed out, “if these beings arrive while we are still here.” Her
eyes glittered. “You fail to make your case, friend Marcus. I believe you would fail to make it to
Commander-Captain Gerlla-hyn and his staff as well.”

They were evenly divided, Walker saw, with himself and Braouk arguing for lending assistance while
Sque and George stood against it. It was time to put forth more than words on behalf of his position.

Turning, he extracted a small communicator unit and spoke into it softly. “You can come in now,
Ussakk.”

“More begging?”” Sque hissed derisively as she scuttled unhurriedly back into her pond. “More
pleading?”

“No,” Walker countered as he watched the Hyfftian astronomer enter from the far side of the
refurbished warehouse. “I think, a little history.”

Halting before the much larger human, Ussakk had to crane his neck to meet the other biped’s eyes. “I
thank you for this opportunity. Sehblidd explained to me what was needed, and helped to requisition the
pertinent materials.” Gesturing with his whiskers toward the other occupants of the high-ceilinged
chamber, he began unlimbering the equipment strapped to his back. “This should only take a
day-fragment to prepare. Please bear with me.”

George sniffed, but this time as much out of curiosity as disdain. “As if we were in a hurry to go
somewhere.”

True to his word, the astronomer soon had a small device assembled in the center of the spacious
compartment. In response to his verbal urgings, it began to project images above and between the small
audience. The imagery, Walker noted, was as sharp and three-dimensional as any he had seen generated
by Niyyuuan or even Sessrimathe equivalents. Truly, the Hyfft were not backward: they were simply
isolated from the mainstream of galactic civilization. Isolated, and pacific.

The historical recordings showed Iollth landing ships hovering low over neatly laid out Hyfftian cities and
towns, manipulating physics in assorted inimical ways to rain death and destruction on the helpless
communities below. Though sophisticated in their own right, Hyfftian aircraft armed with little more than
improvised weaponry were no match for the invaders, who when annoyed by the attention could simply
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ascend to heights the Hyftt could not reach. From orbit, missiles and energy beams poured down on the
helpless defenders. Only faint outlines of the main lollth vessels were available, taken from ground-based
imaging instruments.

When queried about this deficiency, an apologetic Ussakk explained, “My people tried to obtain better
images, but whenever an attempt was made to shift a satellite closer to the invaders’ starships, it was
immediately destroyed. None of our satellites was armed because, as you already know, there is usually
no need for them to be. And also because the lollth would regard such a development as a provocation
that would stimulate even harsher response than usual.”

The presentation wore on, until everyone was sickened and appalled at the seemingly senseless
destruction. Only Sque did not appear touched by emotion.

“If this is an attempt to horrify, it fails. The extent to which many non-K’eremu species pervert their tiny
quotient of presumed intelligence is well-known, and constitutes only one more reason why my kind
prefer to be left alone. Any half-sentient who travels widely quickly discovers that ‘civilization’ is a
relative term—usually relative to whichever militarily superior species happens to be defining it at the
time.” Multiple flexible limbs gestured at the waning projection and the last of its disturbing images. “I
have seen nothing that surprises me, nor moves me to change my opinion.”

“It only mine, reinforces much more strongly, to help,” declared Braouk melodiously. A pair of powerful
upper appendages moved in the direction of the dire imagery. “To assist those, who help us all, is
rightness. Rightness personified.” The bulky body swelled with a sudden intake of air, and both eyestalks
went vertical above it. “I could not return to the beckoning plains of Tuuqalia knowing I had abandoned
such a cry for aid from the very folk who proved responsible for providing me with a direction
homeward.”

The K’eremu’s gray eyes turned to the huge Tuugqalian. “They have as yet provided no such thing.”

“Working on it, with all possible speed, they are,” her far more massive companion countered. Ussakk
added confirmation to the Tuugalian’s claim.

“Theory is not fact, good intentions not conclusions,” Sque lectured him.
“I’m still inclined to vote to help,” Walker put in.

George looked up at his friend. “Even if it means delaying our journey? And at the risk of imposing on
the hospitality and friendship of our friends the Niyyuu?”

Walker nodded. “That’s a risk I'm willing to take.”

The dog snorted. “Be interesting to see your reaction if the Niyyuu simply decide they’ve had enough
and head home one day without us. That would leave us stuck here permanently.” The dog cocked his
head sideways. “You’ve changed, Marc. Time was you’d be a realist, be focused solely on getting back
home. What’s happened to you?”

Walker watched as Ussakk quietly deactivated his projector and prepared to disassemble it. Despite the
mortal danger his people faced, he did not plead for their assistance, was not begging. Physically, the

Hyfft was small. But in dignity, he exceeded everyone in the room.

“You’re right, George. I have changed. The past several years have changed me.” He eyed his friend
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evenly. “T’ve learned there are more important things to do with one’s existence than trade orange juice
futures at a profit.” He raised his gaze to the astronomer. “So even if it entails the risk of displeasing the
Niyyuu, I’'m going to insist that we stay awhile and try to help these people.”

Sque waved a tentacle. “Two in favor of continuing on, two in favor of wasting time here. We are evenly
divided. How shall we fairly decide this matter?”

Walker hesitated. He could have tried to pull rank on his friends, however artificial it might be, but that
was something else the past years had taught him. The corporate structure in which he had been
immersed for so long and to which he had contentedly adhered notwithstanding, it was clear that
consensus was better than command. Each of them had struggled to survive the same trauma, the same
strains. Therefore each had an equal voice in their shared future.

“We’ll put all arguments, on both sides, to Gerlla-hyn and his staff, and let them decide.”

One tentacle fed a local food bar laced with si’dana from her private stock into her extended, pinkish
mouth, subsequent to which Sque blew several contented bubbles. “You’ll find no comfort there. I hear
everything. Already there is dissention among crews. Despite the call of adventure and the opportunity to
visit spatial realms new to their species, many among our tall escorts are beginning to express a desire to
return to their own homeworld.”

Knowing what she said to be true, Walker did not respond. What he did not know was that he and
Braouk would find unsuspected allies among the large Niyyuuan contingent who not only would support
their desire to aid the fretful Hyfft, but would actively encourage it. In fact, they would fall all over
themselves to encourage such a development. Not because they were inherently altruistic, not because
they felt any particular sympathy for their diminutive, furry hosts, not even because it was morally the right
thing to do.

They would support the time and effort necessary to lend such aid because it would be good for their
business.

Scenes of Niyyuuan warriors training selected Hyfftian police in military tactics made for excellent
pictures. So did portraits of Niyyuuan technicians instructing other Hyftt in the use of advanced weapons,
some of which could be spared from the arsenals of the three orbiting starships. And images of Niyyuuan
engineers working to transfer the design schematics of other armaments to their Hyfftian counterparts for
the purpose of hasty manufacture were far more interesting to observe in person than they sounded like
they would be at the time the measure was finally acceded to by Gerlla-hyn’s staff.

All of them would make for excellent viewing by rapt and image-hungry Niyyuuan audiences when the
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fortunate media representatives of that world eventually returned home with the recordings they were
engaged in making. It was that small but critical and highly vocal contingent of Niyyuu who turned the tide
in favor of helping rather than abandoning the Hyfft. Where Walker and his friends were divided as to
whether or not to render such assistance, where the Niyyuuan military and technical staff were uncertain,
the media representatives who had been given the task of recording the great and unprecedented voyage
made the difference.

Helping another sentient species in such a manner would demonstrate the ethical superiority of Niyyuuan
principles, the media reps argued. The crews of the three great starships would return home much
enhanced in honor. Little actual expense was involved, and not a great deal of time, much of which the
ships’ crews could expend enjoying the hospitality of the grateful Hyftt and their congenial world.

Above all, this morally commendable exertion would make for great pictures.

Demonstrating admirable, even astonishing energy, the enthusiastic Hyfft proceeded to turn the industrial
outskirts of Therapp into the nearest thing to a military base their world had ever seen. Though their
domestic police force was characteristically well-or