PROBLEM ON BALAK
By ROGER DEE
Sometimes you can solve your problem by running out on it!
Illustrated by DICK FRANCIS

WHAT I'm getting &t isthat you don't ever have to worry about being bored stiff in Solar
Exploitationsfield work. It never gets dull—and in some pretty strange places, at that.

Takethe SE.2100's discovery of Balak, whichisalittle planet circling 70 Ophiuchi some 20,000
light-years from Earth, for example. Y ou'd never expect to run across the greatest race of surgeonsin the
Gaaxy—structurd, neurd or what have you—on alittle gpple like that, any more than you'd expect a
four man complement like ours to be handed the sort of life-and-death problem they put to us.

And, if by some miracle of prophecy you anticipated both, it's a cinch you'd never expect that
problem to be solved in the way ourswas.

CAPTAIN Cordli and Gibbonsand | couldn't have gone more than a hundred yards from the
SE.2100 before we met our first Balakian native. Or, to be more accurate, before he met us.

Cordli and | werefilling our little sterilized bottles with samples of soil and vegetation and keeping a
wary eye out for possible predators when it happened. Gibbons, our ecologist and the scientific
mainspring of our crew, was watching aswarm of little twelve-legged bugs that were busly pollinating a
dwarf shrub at the top and collecting payment in drops of white sap that oozed out at the bottom in
return. His eyes were shining behind their spectacles, and he was swearing to himsdf in a pleased
monotone.

"Signd the ship and tell the Quack—if you can pry that hypochondriac idiot away from hisgargles
and germicide sprays—to bring out alive-specimen container,” he called to Captain Corélli. "Weve
stumbled onto something redly new here, aconscious symbioss between entirdy dissmilar life-formd If
therest of the floraand fauna cooperate likethis. . ."

At the moment, Gibbons discovery didn't register, because it was just then that the first Balakian
showed himsdif.

The native looked &t first glance something like awrinkled pink octopus, standing three feet high and
nearly as broad, and he walked in a skip-a-step swing like aman on crutches because his three short legs
were set in ahorizontal row. He had four armsto each side, the lower ones meant for grasping and
holding and the upper ones- for manipulation. He didn't have a head, exactly, but there was aface of
sorts up near the top of the body that looked like nothing so much asapolitely grinning Oriental’s.

Hewasn't armed, but | took no chances—I dropped my specimen kit and yanked out the heat-gun
that isapart of every SEE. field operative's gear. Captain Cordlli, who was on the point of caling the
Quack at the ship, took histhumb off the mike button and grabbed for his own weagpon. Gibbons, like a
true scientist, stood by with his mouth open, too interested to be scared.

Then the Balakian spoke, and Cordlli and | gaped wider than Gibbons. As| said before, Balak is
some 20,000 light-years from Earth, and to our knowledge we were the first human beings ever to come
within a hundred parsecs of the place.

"Please don't shoot, gentlemen,” he said to usin Terran. "My nameis Gaffa, and | assureyou thet |
amquitefriendly.”

| HAD to give Gibbons credit for being fast on his mental feet; he had taken over before Corelli and |



could get our mouths closed, and wastalking to the native asiif this sort of thing happened every timewe
made planetfal.

"Y ou spesk Terran fluently,” Gibbons said. "Or isthis some sort of telepathic contact that createsthe
illuson of ord communication?'

The native grinned ddightedly. "The contact is ord. We learned your language from an independent
planet-hunter named Had op, who was wrecked here some years ago.”

In Solar Exploitations you learn to expect the unexpected, but to me this was stretching coincidence
clear out of joint. We had the |atest zero-interva-transference drive made, and | couldn't believe that any
independent planet-staker could have beaten us here with outmoded equi pment.

"A Terran?' | asked. "Whereis he now?"

"Coming up," Gaffssaid. "With my fellows."

A couple of dozen other Baakians, looking exactly like him, bore down on us through the dwarf
shrubbery, and with them were two lanky Terrans dressed in loose shirt-and-drawers ensembles which
obvioudy had been made on Balak. Even at adistance the Terranslooked disturbingly dike, and when
they got closer | could see that they were identical twins.

"Y ou don't count so good, chum,” | said. "'l see two Terrans”

"Only one," Gaffa corrected, grinning wider. "The other isone of us."

| didn't bedieveit, of course. Cordli didn't get it, either; hiseyes had aglazed look, and he was
shaking hishead likeaman with agnat in hisear.

One of the Terrans rushed up to uswith tearsin his eyes and his Adam'’s apple bobbing, so
overcome with emotion that | was afraid he might kiss us.

"I'm IraHadop," he said in achoked voice. "I've been marooned here for twenty-two eternal years,
and | never thought I'd see a Terran face again. And now—"

He stopped, but not for breath. The other skinny Terran had grabbed hisarm and swung him
around.

"What the hdll do you think you're doing, you masguerading nightmare?’ the second oneydled. "I'm
IraHad op, and you damn well know it! If you think you're going to pass yoursdlf off as me and go home
to Eathinmy place. . ."

Thefirst Haslop gaped at him for amoment; then he dapped the other's hand off hisarm and shook a
bony fistin hisface.

"So that's your game! That'swhy these grinning freaks made you look like me and threw us together
al these years—they've planned al dong to ring in aswitch and send you homeinstead of me! Well, it
won't work!"

THE second Hadl op swung on him then and the two of them went to the mat like apair of
loose-drawered tigers, cursing and gouging. The grinning natives separated them after amoment and
examined them carefully for damage; chattering away with great satifaction in their own language.

Cordli and Gibbonsand | stared at each other like three fools. It wasimpossible to think that either
of the two men could be anything but what he claimed to be, a perfectly normal and thoroughly angry
Terran; but when each of them swore that one of them—the other one, of course—was an aien, and the
natives backed up the accusation, what else could we believe?

Gaffa, who seemed to be a sort of headman, took over and explained the situation — which seemed
to be an incredibly long-range gag cooked up by these octopod jokers, without the origina Hasop's
knowledge, againgt the day when another Terran ship might land on Baak. Their red intent, Gaffasaid,
was to present us with a problem that could be solved only by a specieswith ared understanding of its
own kind. If we could solveit, his people stood ready to assist usin any way possible. If not . ..

| didn't like the sound of it, S0 | reached for my heat-gun again. So did Captain Cordli and Gibbons,
but we were too dow.

A little stinging bug—another link in the cooperative Ba akian ecology—hit each of us on the back of
the neck and we passed out cold. When we woke up again, wewere"guests' of Gaffaand histribeina
sort of settlement milesfrom the SE.2100, and there wasn't so much asanail file among usin the way of



weapons.

The natives hadn't bothered to shackle us or lock us up. We found ourselveslying instead in the
middle of acircular court surrounded by mossy mounds that looked like flattened beehives, but which
were actudly dwellings where the Baakianslived.

Welearned later that the buildings were constructed by swarms of tiny burrowing bruteslike
termites, who built them up grain by grain according to specifications. | can't begin to explain the principle
behind the harmony existing between dl living things on Baak; it just was, and seemed to operate like a
sort of hyper-sympathy or interlocking telepathy between species. Every creature on the planet
performed some service for some other creature—even the plants, which grew edibles without
pain-nerves so it wouldn't hurt to be plucked, and which sent up clouds of dust-dry spores once aweek
to makeitran.

And the three-legged, eight-armed natives were right at the top of this screwy utopia, lords of it dll.

Not that any of uswereinterested at first in it as an ecological marvel, of course. From the moment
we woke up we were too busy with plansfor escaping the trap wed falen into.

"THE Quack isour only hope," Captain Cordli said, and groaned at the thought. "If that
hypochondriac idiot has brains enough to st tight, we may have a chance. If they get him, too, we're
log."

The Quack was a damned poor reed to lean on.

His namewas Alvin Frick, but no one ever used it. He was twenty-nine, and would never have rated
agpace berth as anything but a hydroponics attendant, which is one step above manua labor. He was
short, plump and scrubbed to the pink, and he was the only hypochondriac | ever knew in thismodern
age of dmost no sickness. He groused about the germs swarming in his reduction tanks, and he was
scared green, in spite of his permanent immuni zation shots, that held contract some nameless dien disease
at every planetfal. He dosed himsalf continuoudy with concoctions whipped up from an old medica
book he had found somewhere, and he spent most of his off-duty time spraying himsdalf and his quarters
with disinfectant. His mania had only one good facet—if he had been the careless sort, hydroponics being
what it is, hed have smelled like abarnyard instead of adispensary.

We had never made any attempt to get rid of him, snce we might have drawn an even worse
tank-farmer, but we began to wish now that we had. We had hardly begun to figure ways and means of
escaping when abunch of grinning natives swung into our court and deposited the Quack, deeping
soundly, in our midst.

He cameto just before sundown, and when we told him what had happened, he promptly passed out
agan—thistimefrom fright.

"A finelot of help you are, you super-sterile dob,” | said when he woke up for the second time. I'd
probably have said worse, but it was just then that the real squeeze began.

Gaffa came back with the two scowling Hadopsin tow and handed us the problem histribe had
spent twenty-two yearsin working up.

"We have learned enough aready from Hadop," Gaffasaid, "to know something of the pressuresand
complexitiesthat follow the expansion of your Terran Realm through the galaxy, and to assure usthat in
time we must either become apart of that Realm or isolate oursel ves completely.

"We are apeaceful species and fed that we should probably benefit as much from your physical
sciences as your people would from our biologica skills, but thereis aquestion of compatibility that must
be settled firgt, before we may risk making ourselves known to Terra. So we have devised atest to
determine what our course shdl be."

WE raised our brows at one another over that, not guessing a the time just what the Balakians redlly
had on the ball.

"For thousands of generations, we have devoted our energies to knowing oursalves and our
environment,”" Gaffa said, "because we know that no species can be truly balanced unlessit understands
itsdlf. The symbiosis between al life-forms on our planet isthe result of that knowledge. We should like



to assure oursalves that you are capable of understanding your own kind aswell before we offer our
sarvicesto your Terran Realm — and therein lies the test we have arranged fur you."

Captain Cordli drew himsdf up stiffly. "I think," he said, "that the three of us should be able to
unravel your littleriddle, if you'll condescend totdl uswhat it is.”

Gaffasent apuzzled look at the Quack, and | could see that he was wondering why Corelli hadn't
included him in the boast.

But Gaffadidn't know how simple the Quack could be, nor how preoccupied with hisown
physiology hewas.

"One of thesetwo," said Gaffa, pointing to the two Hadops, "isthe original IraHad op, who was
stranded here twenty-two Terran years ago. The other isasynthetic creation of ours— an android, if you
like, who isidentical, cdll by cdll, with the original so far as exterior likenessis concerned. We could not
duplicate the interior without dissection, which of course was out of the question, so we were forced to
make compromises that—"

Gibbonsinterrupted him increduloudy. Y ou mean you've crested aliving cregture, brain and al?!

"Only the body," Gaffasaid. " Creation of intelligenceis till beyond us. The brain of the duplicate
Hadop isone of our own, transplanted and conditioned to Hadl op's knowledge, memories and
ideology.”

He paused for amoment, and the waiting circle of Balakians grinned with him in anticipation.

"Your problemisthis,” Gaffasaid. "If you know yoursaveswell enough to merit our help, then you
should be able to digtinguish readily between the red and fse Hadops. If you fail, we shdl have no
aternative but to keep you here on Balak for the rest of your lives, since to release you would bring other
Terransdown on usinforce.”

And that wasit. All we had to do wasto take these two identical twins—who looked dike, thought
alike and cursed dike—and determine which was red and which was bogus.

"For avery pertinent reason which you may or may not discover,” Gaffasaid, "the test must be
limited to afew hours. Y ou have until sunrise tomorrow morning, gentlemen.”

And with that he crutched away at his skip-a-step walk, taking his grinning cohorts with him. Thetwo
Had ops remained behind, glowering and grumbling at each other.

THE sStuation didn't look too bad at first. "There are no two things," Captain Corelli declared, "that
are exactly and absolutely identical. And that applies, | should say, especialy to identities."

It had aheartening sound. I've never been long on logic, being avery ordinary S.E. navigator whose
automatic equipment is designed to do practically everything for him, and Corelli seemed to know what
he was talking about.

Gibbons, being ascientist, saw it differently.

"That's not even good sophistry,” he said. " The concept of identity between two objects hasno
meaning whatever, Captain, unlesswe have aprior identification of one or the other. Aristotle himsalf
couldn't have told an apple from acoconut if hed never seen or heard of ether.”

"Any fool would know that," one of the Hadops grunted. And the other added in the same tone:
"Hey, if you guysaregoing & it like that, well be here forever!™

"All right,” Cordli said, deflated. "WEell try another tack." He thought for aminute or two. "How
about screening them for background detail? The real Had op was a bounty-claimer, which meansthat he
must have made thousands of planetfalls before crashing here. The bogus one couldn't remember the
details of dl those worlds aswell asthe original, no matter how many times heldd been told, could he?!

"Won't work," one of the Has-|ops said disgustedly. "Héll, after twenty-two years| can't remember
those places mysdlf, and | was there.”

The other Hadop gave him adirty look. "Y ou were here, fdlow—I was there."

And to the captain he said, "We're getting nowhere, friend. Y ou're underestimating these
Baakians—they look and act like screwballs, but they're sharp. In the twenty-two years I've lived with
that carbon copy of mysdlf, he'slearned everything | know."

"He'sright," Gibbons put in. He blinked a couple of times and turned pink. "Unlessthereal Hadop



happened to be married, that is. I'm abachelor mysdlf, but I'd say there are some memoriesthat a
married man wouldn't discuss, even when marooned.”

Captain Cordli stared a him admiringly. "I never gave you enough credit, Gibbons," he said. "Y ou're
right! How about—"

"Don't help any," one of the Had ops said morosaly. "I never was married. And now | never will beiif
I've got to depend on you jerksto get me out of this mess.”

The sun went down just then and a soft, drowsy darknessfell. | thought at first that we'd haveto
finish our investigation in the dark, but the natives had made provisonsfor that. A swarm of firefliesas
big asrobins sailed in from somewhere and circled around over the court, lighting it as bright asday. The
Ba akian houses made adim row of flattened shadow-mounds at the outskirts of the circle. A ring of
natives sat tailor-fashion on the ground in front of them—a nest trick considering that they had three legs
each to fold up—and grinned at us.

They had waited twenty-two yearsfor this show, and now that it had come they were enjoying every
minute of it.

OUR investigation was pretty rough going. Thefireflies overhead dl circled in one direction, which
made you dizzy every time you looked up, and besides that the Quack had remembered that hewasa
prisoner in an dien environment and was a the mercy of any outlandish disease that might creep past his
permanent immunization. He muttered and grumbled to himself about the risk, and his grousing got on our
nerves even worse than usud.

| moved over to shut him up, and blinked when | saw him pop something into his mouth. My first
guess was that he had managed to sneak some food concentrate out of the ship somehow, and the
thought made me redlize how hungry | was.

"What've you got there, Quack?' | demanded. "Come on, give—what are you hiding out?"

"Antibiotics and stuff," he answered, and pulled alittle flat plastic case out of a pocket.

It was his portable medicine chest, which he carried the way superstitious people used to carry
rabbits feet, and it was largdly responsiblefor our calling him the Quack. It wasfull of patent capsule
remediesthat he had gleaned out of his home medica book—a cut thumb, a surprise headache, or a
siege of gas on the ssomach would never catch the Quack unprepared!

"Jerk," | said, and went back to Gibbons and Corelli, who were arguing anew approach to our
problem.

"It'sworth atry," Gibbons said. He turned on the two Had ops, who were bristling like apair of
strange dogs. "This question isfor the real Hadop: Have you ever been put through a Rorschach,
thematic apperception or free association test?”

Thereal Hadop hadn't. Either of them.

"Then well try free association,” Gibbons said, and explained what he wanted of them.

"Water," Gibbons said, popping it out quick and sharp.

"Spigot,” the Had ops said together. Which is exactly what any spaceman would say, since the only
water important to him comes out of aship'stank. "Lake" and "river" and "spring,” to him, are only words
in books.

Gibbons chewed hislip and tried again, but the result was the same every time. When he said
"payday" they both came back "binge," and when he said "man’ they answered "woman!" with the same
gleaminther eyes.

"I could havetold you it wouldn't work," one Hadop said when Gibbons threw up his hands and quit.
"I'velived s0 long with that phony that he even knowswhat I'm going to say next." "l was going to say
the samething," the other one growled. "After twenty-two years of drinking and arguing with him, weve
begun—God help mel—to think dike."

| tried my own hand just once. "Gaffasaysthat they are exactly identica so far asoutside
appearance goes,” | said. "But he may be wrong, or lying. Maybe we'd better check for ourselves.”

THE Hadops raised ahowl, of course, but it did them no good. Gibbons and Corelli and | ganged



them one at atime—the Quack refused to help for fear of being contaminated — and examined them
carefully. It wasalively job, since both of them swore they wereticklish, and under different
circumstances it could have been embarrassng.

But it settled one point. Gaffahadn't lied. They were absolutely identical, asfar aswe could
determine,

We had given it up and were resting from our labors when Gaffa came grinning out of the darkness
and brought us abig crystd pitcher of something that would have passed for afirg-class Planet Punch
except that it was nearer two-thirds alcohol than the fifty-fifty mix you get a most interplanetary ginmills.

The two Hadops had adug of it asamatter of course, being accustomed to it, and the rest of us
followed suit. Only the Quack refused, turning green at the thought of al the dien bacteriathat might be
swvimming around in the pitcher.

A couple of drinks made usfed better.

"I've been thinking," Captain Cordli said, "about what Gaffa said when he limited the time of thetet,
that we might or might not discover the reason for ourselves. Now what the hell did the grinning heathen
mean by that? | s there areason, or was he only dragging ared herring across the bogus Had op's track?!

Gibbons looked thoughtful. | sat back while he pondered and watched the Quack, who was
swalowing another antibiotic capsule.

"Wait aminute," Gibbons exclamed. "Captain, you've hit on something there!™

He stared at the Hadops. They stared back, unimpressed.

"Gaffasaid you two were exactly alike outsde," Gibbons said. "And weve proved it. Does that
mean you're not dike inside?"

"Sure," one of them said. "But what of it?'Y ou're sure as hell not going to cut one of us open to seel”

"Y ou're confusing theissue," Gibbons snapped. "What I'm getting at isthis— if you two aren't made
alikeingde, then you can't possibly exist on the same sort of diet. One of you eats the same sort of food
asoursaves. The other can't. But which iswhich?”

One of the Had ops pointed a quivering finger at the other. "It'shim!" he said. "I've watched him
drink hisdinner for twenty-two years— he'sthe fakel"

"Liar!" the other one yelled, springing up. Corelli stepped between them and the second Hadop
subsded, grumbling. "It'strue enough, only he's the one that drinks his medls. This Suff in the pitcher is
the food he lives on—a cohal for energy, with minerds and other stuff dissolvediniit. | drink it with him
for kicks, but that phony can't eat anything ese.”

CORELLI snapped hisfingers.

"So that'swhy they limited our time, and why they brought this stuff—to keep their fake Hadop
refueled! All we've got to do to separate our men now isfeed them something solid. The onethat estsit
isthered Hadop."

"Sure, all we need now issome solid food,” | said. ™Y ou don't happen to have a couple of
sandwiches on you, do you?'

Everybody got quiet for acouple of minutes, and in the silence the Quack surprised usal by deciding
to speak up.

"Since I'm stuck herefor life," he said, "afew germs more or lesswon't matter much. Passmethe
pitcher, will you?'

Hetook aman-sized dug of thefiery stuff without even wiping off the pitcher'srim.

After that we gave it up, aswho wouldn't have? Captain Cordlli said the hell with it and took such a
dug out of the pitcher that the two Had ops yelled murder and grabbed it quick themselves, and from then
onwejust sat around and drank and talked and waited for the sunrise that would condemn usto Balak
for the rest of our lives.

Thinking about our problem had reminded me of an old puzzle I'd heard somewhere about three men
being placed in aroom where they can see each other but not themsalves; they're shown three white hats
and two black ones, and then they're blindfolded and a hat is put on each of their heads. When the
blindfolds are taken off, the third man knows by looking at the other two and by what they say just what



color hat heswearing himsdlf, but | dwaysforget how it isthat he knows.

We got s0 interested in the hat problem that the east was turning pink before we realized it.

None of us actualy saw the sun rise, though, except the Quack and the bogus Had op.

| wasright in the middle of a sentence when dl of asudden my stomach rolled over and growled like
adyingtiger, and | never had such an dl-gonefeding in my life. | looked at the others, wondering if the
stuff in the pitcher had poisoned us al, and saw Gibbons and Cordli staring at each other with the same
gartled look in their eyes. One of the Had ops was hit, too — he had the same pinched expression
around the mouth, and perspiration stood out on hisforehead in drops as big as grapes.

And then the four of uswere on our feet and dashing for open country, leaving the Quack and the
remaining Hadop staring after us. The Hadop who stayed looked puzzled, | thought, but the Quack only
seemed interested and very much entertained.

| couldn't be sure of that, though. There wasn't timeto look twice.

WHEN we came back to the court later, shaken and pale and bracing ourselves for another dash at
any minute, we found Gaffaand his grinning churns congratul ating the Quack. The bogus Hadop had
dropped hisimpersonation act and seemed very happy.

"I'velearned to like Had op so well after twenty-two years," he said, "that I'm quite prgjudiced in
favor of hisspecies, and I'm delighted that we areto join your Realm. Balak and Terrawill get along
famoudy, | know, since you people are so ingenious and appreciative of humor."

Weignored the Balakians and siwooped down on the Quack.

"Y ou put something in that pitcher after you drank out of it, you insult to humanity,” | said. "What was
it?"

The Quack backed off with awary look in hiseye.

"A recipe from the curiosa section of my medical book," he said. "'l whipped up some capsulesfor
my pocket kit, just in case of emergency, and | couldn't help thinking of them when —"

"Never mind the buildup,” Captain Cordli said. "What was it?"

"A formulainvented by ancient Terran bartenders, and not recommended except in extreme cases,”
the Quack said. "With avery odd name. It's caled atwin Mickey."

Wed probably have murdered him then and there if the Quack's concoction had let us.

Later on we had to admit that the Quack had actually done us aservice, since hisidentifying the real
Had op saved usfrom being marooned for life on Baak. And the Balakians were such an immediate
sensation in the Terran Realm that the Quack’s part in their admittance made him famous overnight.
Somebody high up in Goverment circles got him out of Solar Exploitations field work and gavehima
sinecurein an antibiotics laboratory, where he wound up as happy asapig in apeanut field.

Which points up the statement | made in the beginning, that one thing you never have to worry about
in Solar Exploitationswork isbeing bored.

Y ou seewhat | mean?

—ROGER DEE
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