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[639]

There are a variety of concepts that you must grasp in order to learn Phrmm. Some you manage to become proficient at without too
much effort, but others seem completely beyond you, despite the patience of your Medsunian instructors.

Phrmm is a mental technique that the Medsunian natives evolved as a response to threats, at the same time that Humans were evolving
the instincts to fight or run away. But Phrmm is neither a method of fighting nor a better way to run. It is a way to pacify your opponent,
through a combination of subtle gesture and extreme concentration, so that the attacker ceases to perceive you as a threat. The key to Phrmm
is that your own perceptions of the situation are as important as the perceptions of the attacker: you must cease to consider yourself a threat
as well. Some of this makes sense immediately: obviously if you are fighting someone and then stop fighting, you will seem less of a threat
to your opponent, but what if the opponent was the aggressor? Wouldn’t making yourself less threatening encourage your enemy to press his
advantage?

“You must stop thinking in those terms,” your native instructor tells you, over and over. “By defending you become just as much of a
threat as if you were attacking. In trying to run from a rolling boulder you are forcing your will upon that boulder, just as if you were trying
to break it with a hammer. To Phrmm is to try to influence the boulder another way, using your perceptions instead of your will.”

“And if I Phrmm hard enough, I can make the boulder not want to hit me?” you ask sarcastically. You are becoming frustrated.
“At a sufficient level of aptitude, yes,” says the instructor.

Somewhat chastened, you continue the study. You become quite adept at the simpler methods for pacifying a hostile opponent, but you
cannot follow the technique into its higher principles. After a while it becomes clear that you can never master Phrmm completely without
changing your entire attitude about most things. To truly learn Phrmm is to adopt a degree of complacency that you find distasteful, to accept
events as inalterable even when you know you have the power to alter them.

There are times when you think you are almost able to accept these concepts. But always something in your mind interrupts: a memory
of your home planet, uncounted billions of miles away, or a flash of a vision of swirling stars that dare you to come to them and fight them in
their own infinite dark battlefield. And you have to start all over again.

However, you are not totally disappointed when you leave the training. You have learned, at the very least, a variety of useful mental
techniques that may get you out of a tough spot someday, and you’ve gotten a glimpse of an alien philosophy that few inside the Boundary
would have imagined. You also understand a little bit better how the mixed population of Medsun is able to get along so well, and you know
the reasons for their apparent lack of ambition. You return to your ship, feeling much more at ease about the colonies on Medsun. . .

... Until you see a group of natives and colonists busily dismantling equipment from your ship.
“What's going on here?” you yell from where you are. The workers stop and stare at you. “Get away from that ship, or I'll shoot!”

/A native faces you apologetically, and you begin to regret your violent outburst. “My apologies,” she says. “We had hoped to save you
some time. Now that you have decided to remain on Medsun we will purchase devices from your ship in return for assistance in fabricating a
shelter and other aid.” It all sounds very reasonable; already you feel your anger dissipating. Except for one thing:

“I’m not going to stay on Medsun!” you say. This is ludicrous. You should be foaming at the mouth and waving weapons, but instead
you feel only mild annoyance at the mixup. You realize that they are using Phrmm, but there’s not much you can do about it.

“I apologize again. I had jumped to conclusions. Most every human who learns Phrmm decides to stay on as a colonist. I just assumed
you. ..
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You manage to get up enough anger to shout, “Well, you assumed wrong! Now get these people away from my ship!” The assembled
Medsunians scatter.

Your ship is a mess. A lot of the more accessible equipment has been disassembled, and not by people who knew what they were doing.
Fortunately they didn’t get to your engines or computer core, or your repair job would be more difficult. Or you may have ended up staying
on Medsun as a colonist after all. A sudden cold sweat passes over you. You wonder just what it is you escaped from, and how narrowly, and
you resolve to be more careful in the future about letting aliens play with your mind. You have plenty of time to contemplate this as you put
your ship back together.

Because of the necessary repairs, this option has taken twelve phases instead of nine.

Go now to the CGM.
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