"Lady in the Tower" and "A Meeting of M nds"

are really logical extensions of the concept found in
"To Ri de Pegasus,"” in which parapsychic powers are
conbined with machines in a gestalt that gives the

m nd enough power to reach the stars. They both
predate Dai op Oaen and the Eastern Parapsychic
Center.

"Lady" is the story |I prefer to acknow edge as ny
first; it appeared in the Magazine of Fantasy and Sci -
ence Fiction in April 1959, in the distinguished com
pany of Daniel Keyes' "Flowers for Algernon." Algis
Budrys was a reader for Bob MIIs at the tinme and he
brought the story to Bob's notice. They both felt
that it needed sone reworking and asked my per-

m ssion, which, needless to say, | imediately and
ecstatically gave. (Someone wanted to publish a story
of mine? Leap, grab, say YES!) | don't renenber al

t he changes Algis made, and |'ve nade a few nyself
with the wi sdom and expertise of twenty years of
writing and publishing. But basically, it's the sane
story.

Ten years later, "A Meeting of M nds" was pub-

lished by Ed Pernman, the new editor of Fantasy and

Science Fiction. | have al so done a good deal of rewit-
ing on it, since that story had appeared so long after its
parent story.

Bot h are unashanmed | ove stories. That's what | do
best: conbining either science fact or fantasy with
het er ogenous inter'reaction

These two stories were supposed to be part of a

novel 1'd tentatively entitled The Bitter Tower. But,
when | got started on the story "A Wmanly Tal ent, "

| got involved with Dai op Oaen and wote the

four stories which conprise To Ri de Pegasus. So these

two stories never becanme part of a novel. But the
Raven wonen are good strong characters, and who
knows when 1'll wite about that third generation of
Ravens.

Lady in the Tower
VWHEN THE ROMN CAME STORM NG TOMRD

the station, its personnel nmentally and literally ducked.
Mental |y, because she was apt to forget to shield. Lit-
erally, because the Rowan was prone to slam ng

around desks and filing cabinets when she got upset.
Today, however, she was in fair command of herself

and nerely stanped up the stairs into the tower. A
vague runbl e of noisy thoughts tossed around the

first floor of the station for a few mnutes, but the
conput er and anal ogue men i gnored the depressing
effects with the gratitude of those saved from greater
di saster.



From the residue of her passage, Brian Ackernan,

the stationmaster, caught the inpression of intense
purple frustration. He was basically only a T-9, but
constant association with the Rowan had wi dened his
area of perception. Ackerman appreciated this side

ef fect of his position--when he was anywhere el se but
at the station.

He had been trying to quit Callisto for nore than

five years, with no success. Federal Tel epathers and
Tel eporters, Inc., had established a routine regarding
hi s continuous applications for transfer. The first one
handed i n each quarter was ignored; the second

brought an adroitly worded reply on how sensitive

and crucial a position he held at Callisto Prime Sta-
tion; his third--often a violently worded denand- -

al ways got him a special shipnent of scotch and to-
bacco; his fourth--a piteous wail--brought the Sec-
tion Supervisor out for a face-to-face chat and, only
then, a few discreet words to the Rowan.
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Ackerman was positive she al ways knew the ful

story before the Supervisor finally approached her

It pleased her to be difficult, but the one tine Acker-
maQ di scarded protocol and snarled back at her, she

had mended her ways for a whole quarter. It had
reluctantly dawned on Ackerman that she nust |ike
hi m and he had since used this know edge to advan-

tage. He had |l asted eight years, as against five station-
masters in three nonths before his appointnment.

Each of the twenty-three station staff nenbers

had gone through a simlar shuffling until the Rowan
had accepted them It took a very delicate bal ance of
mental talent, personality, and intelligence to achieve
t he proper gestalt needed to nove giant liners and tons
of freight. Federal Tel and Tel had only five com
plete Primes--five T-1's--each strategically placed in
a station near the five major and nost central stars
to effect the best possible transm ssion of comerce
and comuni cations throughout the spraw ing N ne-

Star League. The lesser staff positions at each Prine
Station were filled by personnel who could only tele-
port, or telepath. It was FT & T's dream soneday to
provi de instantaneous transnission of anything, any-
where, anytime. Until that day, FT & T exercised
patient diplomacy with its five T-1's, putting up with
their vagaries like the doting owners of so many

gol den geese. |f keeping the Rowan happy had neant
changing the entire | esser personnel twice daily, it
woul d probably have been done. As it happened, the
present staff had been intact for over two years and
only m nor soothing had been necessary.

Acker man hoped that only m nor soothing woul d



be needed today. The Rowan had been peevish for a
week, and he was beginning to smart under the back-
| ash. So far no one knew why the Rowan was upset.

Ready for the liner! Her thought |ashed out so

pi ercingly that Ackerman was sure everyone in the
ship waiting outside had heard her. But he swi tched
the intercomin to the ship's captain.

"I heard," the captain said wyly. "Gve ne a five-
count and then set us off."

Ackerman didn"t bother to relay the nessage to
the Rowan. In her mpood, she'd be hearing straight
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to Capella and back. The generator men were hopping
bet ween switches, bringing the booster field up to
peak, while she inpatiently revved up the |aunching
units to push-off strength. She was well ahead of the
standard timng, and the pent-up power seened to

keen through the station. The countdown cane fast

as the singing power note increased past endurable
limts.

ROMN, NO TRI CKS, Ackerman said

He caught her nental |augh, and barked a warning

to the captain. He hoped the man had heard it, be-
cause the Rowan was on zero before he could finish
and the ship was gone beyond radi o transni ssion dis-
tance in seconds.

The keeni ng dynanos | ost only a mnute edge of
sharpness before they sang at peak again. The lots on
t he I aunchers snapped out into space as fast as they
could be set up. Then the | oads rocketed into receiv-
ing area fromother Prime Stations, and the ground
crews hustled rerouting and hold orders. The power
note settled to a bearable hum as the Rowan wor ked

out her mpod without losing the efficient and accurate
thrust that made her FT & T's best Prine.

One of the ground crew signaled a frantic yell ow
across the board, then red as ten tons of cargo from
Earth settled on the Priority Receiving cradle. The
waybi || said Deneb VII1, which was at the Rowan's
[imt. But the shipnent was marked "Rush/ Emner -

gency, priority medicine for a virulent plague on the

colony planet." And the waybill specified direct trans-
m ssi on.
Wl |, where're ny coordinates and ny pl acenent

phot 0? snapped the Rowan. / can't thrust blind, you
know, and we've always rerouted for Deneb VIII

Bill Powers was flipping through the i ndexed cata-
| ogue, but the Rowan reached out and grabbed the
phot o.



Zowie! Do | have to land all that nass there ny-
sel f?

No, Lazybones, 1'Il pick it up at 24.578. 82--that
nice little convenient black dwarf nidway. You won't
have to strain a single convolution. The | azy nmascu-
line voice drawmed in every nind
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The sil ence was deaf eni ng.
Vell, I'lIl be . . . came fromthe Rowan.

O course, you are, sweetheart--just push that nice
little package out ny way. Or is it too nuch for you?
The | azy voice was solicitous rather than insulting.

You' || get your package! replied the Rowan, and
t he dynanos keened piercingly just once as the ten
tons di sappeared out of the cradle.

Why, you little minx . . . slowit down or I'Il bum
your ears back!

Cone out and catch it! The Rowan's | augh broke
off in a gasp of surprise and Ackerman coul d feel her
sl ammi ng up her nental shields.

/ want that stuff in one piece, not smeared a ml -
l[ineter thin on the surface, ny dear, the voice said
sternly. Ckay, |'ve got it. Thanks! W need this.

Hey, who the blazes are you? What's your place-
ment ?

Deneb Sender, ny dear, and a busy little boy right
now. Ta ta.

The silence was broken only by the whine of the
dynanos dying to an idle burr

Not a hint of what the Rowan was thinking cane

t hrough now, but Ackerman could pick up the aura

of incredulity, shock, specul ation, and satisfaction that
pervaded the thoughts of everyone else in the station
The Rowan had net her match. No one except a T-

could have projected that far. There'd been no nen-

tion of another T-1 at FT & T, and, as far as Acker-

man knew, FT & T had all of the five known T-1Is.

However, Deneb was now in its third generation and
colonial peculiarities had produced the Rowan in two.

"Hey, people," Ackerman said, "sock up your
shields. She's not going to |ike your drift."



Dutifully the aura was danpened, but the grins did
not fade and Powers started to whistle cheerfully.

Anot her yellow flag cane up froma ground nman

on the Altair hurdle and the waybill designated Live
shi pnent to Betel geuse. The dynanmps whi ned noisily
and then the | auncher was enpty. Whatever m ght be
goi ng through her mnd at the nonent, the Rowan

was doi ng her work.

Al told, it was an odd day, and Ackerman didn't

know whet her to be thankful or not. He had no prece-
dents to go on and the Rowan wasn't | eaking any

clues. She spun the day's lot in and out with carel ess
ease. By the tine Jupiter's bulk had noved around to
bl anket out-systemtraffic, Callisto's day was over
and the Rowan wasn't off-power as nuch as deci be

one. Once the in-Sun traffic was finished with, Acker-
man signed off for the day. The computer banks and
dynanos were slapped off ... but the Rowan did

not come down.

Ray Loftus and Afra, the Capellan T-4, cane over

to sit on the edge of Ackerman's desk. They took out
cigarettes. As usual, Afra's yellow eyes began to wa-
ter fromthe snoke.

"I was going to ask her Highness to give ne a lift
hone, " Loftus said, "but I dunno now. Got a date
with--"

He di sappeared. A noment |ater, Ackerman coul d

see himnear a personnel carrier. Not only had he
been set gently down, but various small necessities,
anong them a shaving kit, floated out of nowhere
onto a neat pile in the carrier. Ray was given tinme
to settle hinself before the hatch seal ed and he was
whi sked of f.

Powers joined Afra and Acker man.

"She's sure in a funny nood," he said.

When t he Rowan got peevish, few of the nen at

the station asked her to transport themto Earth.
She was psychol ogi cally hel d pl anet bound, and re-
sented the fact that |esser talents could be noved
about through space without suffering traumatic
shock.

Anyone el se?

Adi er and Toglia spoke up and pronptly di sap-

peared toget her. Ackerman and Powers exchanged

| ooks which they hastily suppressed as the Rowan ap-
peared before them smling. It was the first tine that
wel come and totally unexpected expression had

crossed her face for two weeks.

She sm | ed but said nothing. She took a drag of
Ackerman's cigarette and handed it back with a



t hank-you. For all her tenperanent, the Rowan acted
with propriety face to face. She had grown up with
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her skill, carefully taught by the old and original T-I
Siglen, the Altairian. She'd had certain courtesies
drilled into her: the less gifted could be alienated by
i nappropriate use of talent. She was perfectly justified
in "reaching" things during business hours, but she em
pl oyed the usual methods at other tines.

"The big boys nention our Denebian friend be-
fore?" she asked, all too casually.

Acker man shook his head. "Those planets are three
generations col oni zed, and you canme out of Altair in
two. "

"That could explain it, but there isn't even an FT &
T station. And you know they advertise continuously
for anyone with Talent."

"He's a wild talent?" Powers hel pfully suggested.

"Too far off the beaten track." She shook her head.

"I checked it. Al | can get fromCenter is that they
recei ved an urgent call about a virus, were given a run-
down on the syndrone and synptons. Lab cane up

with a serum batched and packed it. They were as-

sured that there was soneone capabl e of picking it up
and taking it the rest of the way past 24.578.82 if a
Prinme would get it that far. And that's all anybody
knows." Then she added thoughtfully, "Deneb VII

isn'"t a very big colony."

Oh, we're big enough, sweetheart, interrupted the
draw i ng voice. Sorry to get you after hours, ny
dear, but 1 can't seemto get into Terra and | heard
you col oring the atnosphere

What's wrong? the Rowan asked. Did you snear
your serum after all that proud tal k?

Snear it hell! I've been drinking it. W' ve got sone
ET visitors. They think they're extermnators. Thirty
UFO s are perched four thousand m | es above us.

That batch of serumyou wafted out to me this norn-
ing was for the sixth virus we've been socked with

in the last two weeks. Soon as our boys whip up

somet hing to knock out one, another takes its place.

I fs al ways worse than the one before. W' ve lost 25
percent of our popul ation already and this last virus
is a beaut. | want two top gerndogs out here on the
doubl e and about three patrol squadrons. We're fiat
on our backs now. | doubt our friends will hover



around, dousing us with nasty bugs much | onger
They're going to start blowing holes in us any nminute
now. So sort of push the word along to Earth, will
you, sweetheart? And get us sone heavy support!

"Il relay, naturally. But why don't you send direct?
To whon? You're the only one | can hear

Your isolation won't last nuch longer if | know ny
bosses.

You may know your bosses, but you don't know
ne.

That can al ways be arranged.

This is no tinme for flirting. Get that nessage
through for ne like a good girl.

Whi ch message?
The one | just gave you

That ol d one? They say you can have two germ
dogs in the norning as soon as we clear Jupiter. But
Earth says no squadrons. No arned attack

You can doubl e-talk too, huh? You're tal ented. But

t he norni ng does us no good. Now i s when we need
them Can't you sling them. . . no, they night |eave
a few inportant atonms or something in Jupiter's nass
But |1've got to have some pretty potent help, and if
six viruses don't constitute arned attack, what does?

M ssiles constitute arned attack, the Rowan said
primy

["lI'l notify my friends up there. Mssiles would be
preferable. Them 1 can see, | need those gerndogs
now. Can't you turn your sweet little mind to a sol u-
tion?

As you nentioned, it's after hours.

By the Horsehead, woman! the drawl was repl aced
by a cutting nental roar. My friends are dying!

Look, after hours here means we're behind Jupiter
But. .. Wait! How deep is your range?

| don't honestly know. And doubt crept into the
bodi | ess voice in their m nds.

"Ackerman." The Rowan turned to her station-

nast er.
"I"ve been listening."

Hang on, Deneb, |'ve got an idea. |'Il deliver your



gerndogs. Open to ne in half an hour

The Rowan whirled on Ackerman. "I want ny
shell." Her brilliant eyes were flashing and her face
was alight. "Afral!"

The station's T-4, a handsone yel |l ow eyed Capel |l an
rai sed hinself fromthe chair in which he'd been qui-
etly watching her. Afra was second in conmand of the
station.

"Yes, Rowan?"

Abruptly she realized that her mental conversation

wi th the Denebian had been heard by all the others.
Her fleeting frown was replaced by the niracul ous
smle that always disconcerted Ackerman with its hint
of suppressed passion. She | ooked at each of the nen,
bathing themin that snile.

"I want to be launched, slowy, over Jupiter's
curve," she said to Afra. Ackerman switched up the

dynanos, Bill Powers punched for her special shell to
be deposited on the launching rack. "Real slow, Afra
Then 1'Il want to draw heavy." She took a deep breath.

Li ke all Primes, she was unable to | aunch herself

t hrough space. Her initial trip fromAtair to Callisto
had al most driven her mad with agoraphobia. Only

by the exercise of severe self-discipline was she able
to take her specially opaque shell a short way off
Cal | i sto.

She took another deep breath and di sappeared

fromthe station. Then she was beside the |auncher

She settled daintily into the shock couch of the shell.
The nmonent the [ock whistle shut off, she could fee
the shell moving gently, gently away from Calli sto.

She coul d sense Afra's reassuring nental touch. Only
when the shell had swuing into position over Jupiter's
great curve did she reply to the priority call com ng
fromEarth Central

Now what the Billy blue blazes are you doi ng,

Rowan? The voi ce of Reidinger, the FT & T Central
Prinme, cracked across the void. Have you |l ost what's
| eft of your precious m nd?

She's doing ne a favor, Deneb said, unexpectedly
joining them

Who' n hell're you? demanded Reidi nger. Then, in
shocked surprise, Deneb! How d you get out there?

W shful thinking. Hey, push those gerndogs to ny
pretty friend here, huh?
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Now, wait a mnute! You're going a little too



far, Deneb. You can't burn out ny best prine wth
an unbased send like this.

Oh, I'Il pick up midway. Like those antibiotics this
nor ni ng.

Deneb, what's this business with antibiotics and
ger ndogs? Wat're you cooking up out there in that
heat heni sh hol e?

Oh, we're nerely fighting a few plagues with one
hand and keeping thirty bogey ET's upstairs. Deneb
gave thema look with his vision at an enornous
hospital, a continuous stream of airborne anbul ances
comng in: at crowded wards, grimfaced nurses and
doctors, and unconfortable high piles of sheeted stil
figures.

Wll, | didn't realize. Al right, you can have any-
thing you want--within reason. But | want a full re-
port, said Reidinger.

And patrol squadrons?

Rei di nger's tone changed to inpatience. You' ve ob-
viously got an exaggerated idea of our capabilities.

| can't nobilize patrol squadrons |ike that! There was
a nental snap of fingers.

Woul d you perhaps drop a little word in the CQOC s
ear? Those ET's may gobbl e Deneb toni ght and go
after Terra tonorrow.

"Il do what | can, of course, but you col onists
agreed to the risks when you signed up. The ET's
were probably hoping for a soft touch. You' re show
ing themdifferent. They'll give up and get--

You're all heart, said Deneb

Rei di nger was silent for a nonent. Then he said,
CGer ndogs seal ed, Rowan; Pick 'emup and throw 'em
out, and signed off.

Rowan--that's a pretty nane, said Deneb

Thanks, she said absently. She had foll owed al ong

Rei dinger's initial push, and picked up the two per-
sonnel carriers as they materialized besi de her shell
She pressed into the station dynanos and gat hered
strength. The generators whi ned and she pushed out.
The carriers di sappeared.

They' re coming in. Rowan. Thanks a |ot.

A passionate and tender kiss was blown to her



across eighteen light-years of space. She tried to fol -
low after the carriers and pick up his touch again, but
he was no | onger receiving.

She sank back in her couch. Deneb's sudden ap-
pearance had di sconcerted her conpletely. Al of the
Prines were isolated in their high talents, but the
Rowan was nore al one than any of the others.

Siglen, the Altairian Prime who had discovered the
Rowan as a child and carefully nursed her talent into
its tremendous potential, was the oldest Prinme of all.
The Rowan, a scant twenty-three now, had never got-
ten anything from Siglen to confort her except old-
fashi oned pl atitudes. Betel geuse Prine David was
madly in love with his T-2 wife and occupied with

rai sing a brood of high-potential brats. Although
Rei di nger was al ways open to the Rowan, he al so had
to keep open every single mnute to all the vast prob-
lens of the FT & T system Capella was avail abl e

but so mi xed up herself that her touch aggravated the
Rowan to the point of fury.

Rei di nger had tried to ease her devastating |oneli-
ness by sending up T-3's and T-4's |like Afra, but she
had never taken to any of them The only male T-2
ever discovered in the N ne-Star League had been a
confirmed honosexual. Ackerman was a nice, barely

tal ented guy, devoted to his wife. And now, on Deneb
a T-1 had energed, out of nowhere--and so very,
very far away.

Afra, take ne hone now, she said, very tired.

Afra brought the shell down with infinite care.

After the others had left the station, the Rowan | ay

for a long while on her couch in the personnel carrier

I n her unsl eeping consci ousness, she was aware that

the station was closing down, that Ackerman and the
others had left for their hones until Callisto once nore
cane out from behind Jupiter's titan bul k. Everyone

had some place to go, except the Rowan who nade it

all possible. The bitter, scream ng |oneliness that over-
cane her during her off hours welled up--the frustra-
tion of being unable to go of f-planet past Afra's sharply
limted range--alone, alone with her two-edged talent.
Murky green and bl ack swanped her mind until she

renenbered the bl own kiss. Suddenly, conpletely, she
fell into her first restful sleep in two weeks.

Rowan. It was Deneb's touch that roused her. Ro-
wan, please wake up.

Hymm®? Her sl eepy response was rel uctant.

Qur guests are getting rougher . . . since the germ

dogs . . . whipped up a broad spectrumantibiotic

that phase . . . of their attack failed ... so now they're
pounding us . . . with mssiles . . . give ny re-

gards to your space-lawer friend . .. Reidinger.



You're playing pitch with nmissiles? The Rowan cane
awake hurriedly. She could feel Deneb's contact cutting
in and out as he interrupted hinmself to catch incom ng
m ssiles and fling them back.

/ need backup hel p, sweetheart, like you and. . . any
twin sisters . . . you happen . . . to have . . . handy.
Buzz over ... here, will you?

Buzz? What? | can't go there
Why not ?

| can't! | can't f The Rowan npbaned, twi sting against
the web of the couch.

But I'vegot . . . to. . . have . . . help, he said and
faded away.

Rei di nger! The Rowan's call was a scream

Rowan, | don't care if you are a T-1. There are cer-
tain limts to nmy patience and you've stretched every
bl asted one of them you little white-haired ape!

H s answer scorched her. She bl ocked autonatically
but clung to his touch. Someone has got to hel p Deneb
she cried, transmtting the Mayday.

What ? He' s j oki ng!

How coul d he, about a thing like that!

Did you see the mssiles? Did he show you what he
was actual ly doi ng?

No, but | felt himthrusting. And since when does
one of us distrust another when he asks for help.

Si nce when? Reidinger's reply crackl ed across space.
Si nce Eve handed Adam a rosy round fruit and said
"eat." And exactly since Deneb's never been integrated

into the prime network. We can't be sure who or what
he is--or exactly where he is. | don't like this taking

everything at his word. Try and get him back for nme to
hear .

| can't reach him He's too busy | obbing mssiles
spacewar d

That's a hot one! Look, he can tap any other poten-
tials on his own planet. That's all the help he needs.



But
But me no buts and | eave ne alone. I'Il play cupid

only so far. Meanwhile |I've got a conpany--a | eague--
to hold together. Reidinger signed off with a backl ash
that stung. The Rowan lay in her couch, bew | dered

by Rei di nger's response. He was al ways busy, always
gruff. But he had never been stupidly unreasonable.
Whil e out there, Deneb was grow ng weaker

Callisto was clear of Jupiter and the station was
operating again. Inconmng cargoes were piling up on
the launchers. But there was no outgoing traffic. Ten-
sion and worry hung over the station

"There nust be something we can do for him.
somet hing," the Rowan said, choked with tears.

Afra | ooked down at her sadly and conpassionately,

and patted her frail shoul der

"\What ? Not even you can reach all the way out to

him Patrol Squadrons are needed by what you've said,
but we can't send them Did you ask himif he's tried to
find help on his own pl anet ?" "
"He needs Prine help and--"

"You're all tied to your little worlds with the um
bilical cord of space-fear," Afra finished for her, a
bl unt sunmation of the problemthat made her wince

for her devastating inability.

Kerrist! The radar warning! Ackernman's nenta

shout startled both of them

Instantly the Rowan |inked her mind to his as Acker-
man plunged toward the little-used radar screen. As
she probed into space, she found the intruder, a highly
powered projectile, arrowing in from behind Uranus.
Quiltily she flushed, for she ought to have detected it
away beyond the radar's range.

There was no tinme to run up the idling dynanos.

The projectile was coming in too fast.

I want a wi de-open mnd fromeveryone on this

nmoon! The Rowan's broadcast was inescapabl e. She
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felt the surge of power as forty-eight talents on Cal -
listo, including Ackerman's ten-year-old son, |owered

their shields. She picked up their power--fromthe |east
12 to Afra's sturdy 4--sent her touch racing out be-



yond Jupiter, and reached the alien bonb. She had to
westle for a nonent with the totally unfamliar no-

| ecul ar structure of its constituents. Then, with her
augnented energy, it was easy enough to deactivate the
trigger and then scatter the fissionables fromthe war-
head into Jupiter's seething mass.

She rel eased the others who had joined her and fel
back into the couch

"How in hell did that thing find us?" Afra asked
fromthe chair in which he had sl unped

She shook her head wearily. Wthout the dynanos,

t here had been no surge of power to act as the initial
carrier wave for her touch. Even with the help of the
others--and all of them put together didn't add up to
one-third the strength of another Prine--it had been a
wearyi ng exercise. She thought of Deneb--al one, with-
out an FT & T Station to assist him-doing this again,
and again, and again--and her heart tw sted.

Warm up the dynanos, Brian--there'll be nore of
those missil es.

Afra | ooked up, startled.

Prinme Rowan of Callisto Station alerting Earth Prine
Rei di nger and all other prinmes! Prepare for possible
attack by fissionable projectiles of alien origin. Alert
all radar watch stations and patrol forces. She |ost her
of ficial calmand added angrily. W' ve got to help
Deneb now -we've got to! Ifs no longer an isolated ag-
gressi on against an outlying colony. Ifs a concerted
attack on our heart world. Ifs an attack on every prine
in the nine-star |eague.

Rowan! Before Rei dinger got nore than her nane

into her mind, she opened to him and showed the five
new projectiles driving toward Callisto. For the | ove of
little apples! Reidinger's nmind radiated incredulity.
What has our little nman been stirring up?

Shall we find out? Rowan asked with deadly sweet-
ness.

Rei di nger transnmitted inpatience, fury, msery and

t hen shock as he gathered her intention
|2

Your plan won't work. Ifs inpossible. W can't
merge minds to fight. Al of us are too egocentric. Too
unstable. W'd burn out, fighting each other

You, me, Altair, Betel geuse and Capella. We can do
it. If I can deactivate one of those hell missiles with
only forty-eight mnor talents and no power for help,



five primes plus full power ought to be able to turn

the trick. We can knock the missiles off. Then we can
merge with Deneb to help him that'll nake six of us.
Show me the ET who could stand up to such a counter-

assaul t!

Look girl, Reidinger replied, alnost pleading, W
don't have his neasure. W can't just merge--He could
split us apart, or we could burn himup. W don't know
him W can't gauge a tel epath of unknown ability.

You' d better catch that mssile com ng at you, she
said calmy. 1 can't handle nore than ten at a time and
keep up a sensi bl e conversation

She felt Reidinger's resistance to her plan weaken-

i ng. She pushed the advantage. |f Deneb's been han-

dling a planet-wi de barrage, that's a pretty good indica-
tion of his strength. I'Il handle the ego-nerge because
dammed well want to. Besides, there isn't any other
course open to us now, is there?

W coul d | aunch patrol squadrons.

We shoul d have done that the first time he asked.

It's too | ate now

Their conversation was taking the briefest possible
time and yet nore missiles were coning in. Al the
Prime stations were under bonbardnent.

Al right, Reidinger said in angry resignation, and
contacted the other Prines.

No, no, no! You'll burn her out--burn her out, poor
thing! Od Siglen fromAltair babbled. Let us stick to
our |ast--we dare not expose ourselves, no, no, no! The
ET's would attack us then

Shut up, lronpants, David said.

Shoul der to the wheel, you old wart, Capella chined
in waspishly. Hit hard first, that's safest.

Look, Rowan, Reidinger said. Siglen's right. He

could burn you out.
"Il take the chance.
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Dam Deneb for starting all this! Reidinger didn't
quite shield his aggravation
W've got to do it. And now

Tentatively at the outset, and then with stunningly

i ncreased force, the unleashed power of the other FT

& T Prines, augnented by the nechani cal surge of the
five stations' generators, was forced through the Rowan.
She grew, grew and only dimy saw the puny ET bom
bardment swept aside |like so many mayflies. She grew,



grew until she felt herself a col ossus, |arger than oni-
nous Jupiter. Slowy, carefully, tentatively, because the
massi ve power was braked only by her slender con-

scious control, she reached out to Deneb

She spun on, in grandeur, astounded by the limtless
force she had beconme. She passed the small bl ack
dwarf that was the m dway point. Then she felt the
m nd she searched for; a tired mind, its periphery
wi ncing with weariness but doggedly persevering its
evasi ve acti ons.

Ch, Deneb, Deneb, you're still intact! She was so re-
lieved, so grateful to find himfighting his desperate
battl e that they nmerged before her ego could offer even

a token resistance. She abandoned her nost guarded

self to himand, with the surrender, the massed power

she held flowed into him The tired m nd of the nman

grew, heal ed, strengthened and bl ossoned until she

was a nere fraction of the total, lost in the greater part
of this i mense nmental whole. Suddenly she saw with

his eyes, heard with his ears and felt with his touch, was
imersed in the titanic struggle.

The greeni sh sky above was pitted with nushroom

puffs, and the raw young hills around hi mwere scarred
with deflected missiles. Easily now, he was turning
asi de the warheads ai ned at him

Let's go up there and find out what they are, the
Rei di nger segnment said. Now

Deneb approached the thirty mile-long ships. The
mass-mi nd took indelible note of the intruders. Then

of f - handedl y, Deneb broke the hulls of twenty-nine of
the ET ships, spilling the contents into space. To the
occupants of the survivor, he gave a searing inpression
of the Prinmes and the indestructability of the worlds in
this section of space. Wth one great heave, he threw
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the I one ship away from his exhausted planet, set it
hurtling farther than it had come, into uncharted bl ack
i mensity.

He thanked the Prinmes for the inconparable conmpli-
ment of an ego-nmerge and explained in a mllisecond
the tremendous gratitude of his planet, based on al

t hat Denebi ans had acconplished in three generations
whi ch had been so nearly obliterated and enphasi zed
by their hopes for the future.

The Rowan felt the links dissolving as the other

Prinmes, nmurnuring wthdrawal courtesies, left him
Deneb caught her nmind fast to his and held on. Wen
they were al one, he opened all this thoughts to her, so
t hat now she knew himas intimtely as he knew her

Sweet Rowan. Look around you. It'll take a while



for Deneb to be beautiful again but we'll nmake it |ove-
lier than ever. Cone live with nme, ny |ove.

The Rowan's wracked cry of protest reverberated
cruelly in both naked ni nds.

/ can't! | can't! She cringed agai nst her own outburst
and cl osed off her inner heart so that he couldn't see
the pitiful why. In the nmoment of his confusion, she
retreated back to her frail body, and beat her fists
hopel essly agai nst her thighs.

Rowan! canme his cry. Rowan, | |ove you

She deadened the outer fringe of her perception to
everything and curled forward in her chair. Afra, who
had wat ched patiently over her while her mnd was far
away, touched her shoul der

Ch, Afra! To be so close to love and so far away.
Qur m nds were one. Qur bodies are forever separate.
Deneb! Deneb

The Rowan forced her bruised self into sleep. Afra

pi cked her up gently and carried her to a bed in a room
off the station's main |evel. He shut the door and tip-
toed away. Then he sat down, on watch in the corridor
out si de, his handsonme face dark with sorrow, his yellow
eyes blinking away noisture.

Afra and Ackernman reached the only possible con-
clusion: the Rowan had burned herself out. They'd
have to tell Reidhiger. Forty-eight hours had el apsed
since they'd had a single contact with her mnd. She
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had not heard, or had ignored, their tentative requests
for her assistance. Afra, Ackernman, and the nmachines
could handl e sone of the routing and freighting, but

two liners were due in and that required her. They

knew she was alive but that was all: her mind was

bl ank to any touch. At first, Ackernman had assuned

that she was recuperating. Afra had known better and,

for that forty-eight hours, he'd hoped fervently that she
woul d accept the irreconcilable situation

“I'"1l run up the dynanos," Ackerman said to Afra
with a reluctant sigh, "and we'll tell Reidinger."

Vel |, where's Rowan? Rei di nger asked. A nonent's
touch with Afra told him He, too, sighed. W'll just
have to rouse her some way. She isn't burned out;

that's one mnercy.

Is it? replied Ackerman bitterly. // you'd paid atten-
tion to her in the first place ..

Yes, |'msure, Reidinger cut himoff brusquely. If



I'd gotten her light of love his patrol squadrons when
she wanted nme to, she wouldn't have thought of nerging

with himmentally. | put as much pressure on her as
dared. But when that cocky young rooster on Deneb
started | obbing deflected ET missiles at us ... | hadn't

counted on that devel opnent. At |east we managed to
spur her to act. And off-planet at that. He sighed. /
was hoping that |ove mght nmake at |east one prine

fly.

Whaaa-at? Afra roared. You nean that battle was
st aged?

Hardly. As | said, we hadn't anticipated the ET.
Deneb presunably had only a nmutating virus plague to
cope with. Not ET.

Then you di dn't know about then?

O course not! Reidinger sounded di sgusted. Onh,

the original contact with Deneb for biological assistance
was sheer chance. | took it as providential, an oppor-
tunity to see if |I couldn't break the fear psychosis we
all have. Rowan's the youngest of us. If | could get her
to go to him-physically--1 failed. Reidinger's resig-
nati on saddened Afra, too. One didn't consider the
Central Prinme as a fallible human. Love isn't as strong
as it's supposed to be. And where I'll get new Prines if
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/| can't breed
and Deneb ...

em | don't know 1'd hoped that Rowan

As a mat chmaker . .
/ should resign ..

Afra cut the contact abruptly as the door opened,
admtting the Rowan, a wan, pale, very quiet Rowan.

She sm | ed apologetically. "I've been asleep a |ong
tinme."

"You had a tiring day," Ackennan said gently.

She winced and then smled to ease Ackerman's
instant concern. "I still am a little." Then she frowned.
"Did I hear you two tal king to Reidinger just now?"

"W got worried," Ackennan replied. "There're two
liners coming in, and Afra and | just plain don't care to
handl e human cargo, you know. "

The Rowan gave a rueful smile. "I know |'mal
set." She wal ked slowy up the stairs to her tower.

Acker man shook his head sadly. "She sure has taken
it hard."”



Her chastened attitude wasn't the relief that her staff
had once considered it mght be. The work that day

went on wi th nonotonous efficiency, with none of the
bypl ay and freakish tenperanent that had previously
kept themon their toes. The nen noved around auto-
matically, depressed by this gently tragic Rowan. That
nm ght have been one reason why no one noticed par-
ticularly when, toward the very end of the day, the
young man came in. Only when Ackerman rose from

his desk for nore coffee did he notice himsitting there
quietly.

"You new?"

"Well, yes. | was told to see the Rowan. Reidinger
signed me on in his office late this nmorning." He spoke
pl easantly, rising to his feet slowy and ending his ex-
planation with a smle. Fleetingly Ackerman was re-

m nded of the miracle of the Rowan's sudden sniles

that hinted at sone incredible treasure of the spirit.
This man's snile was full of uninhibited, magnetic
vigor, and the brilliant blue eyes danced wth good
hurmor and friendliness.

Ackerman found hinself grinning back like a fool
and shaki ng the man's hand stoutly.

"Mghtly glad to know you. Wat's your nanme?"
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"Jeff Raven. | just got in from-"

"Hey, Afra, want you to nmeet Jeff Raven. Here, have
a coffee. Alittle rawon the walk up fromthe freight-
ing station, isn't it? Been on any other Prime stations?"

"As a matter of fact..."

Toglia and Loftus had | ooked around fromtheir
conputers to the recipient of such unusual cordiality.
They found thensel ves as eager to wel cone this nag-
netic stranger. Raven graciously accepted the coffee
from Ackerman, who instantly proffered cigarettes.

The stationmaster had the feeling that he nmust give
this wonderful guy something else, it had been such a
pl easure to provide himw th coffee.

Afra | ooked quietly at the stranger, his cal myell ow
eyes a little clouded. "Hello," he said in a rueful nmur-
mur .

Jeff Raven's grin altered inperceptibly. "Hello," he
replied, and nore was exchanged between the two nen
than a sinple greeting.

Bef ore anyone in the station quite realized what was
happeni ng, everyone had | eft his post and gathered
around Raven, chattering and grinning, using the sim



pl est excuse to touch his hand or shoul der. He was
genuinely interested in everything said to him and

al t hough there were twenty-three people vying anx-

iously to nonopolize his attention, no one felt slighted.
H s reception seened to envelop them all

What the hell is happening down there? asked the
Rowan with a tinge of her famliar irritation. Wy ..

Contrary to all her previously sacred rules, she ap-
peared suddenly in the mddle of the room | ooked
about wildly. Raven touched her hand gently.

"Rei di nger said you needed ne," he said.

"Deneb?" Her body arched to project the astounded

whi sper. "Deneb? But you're . . . you're here! You're
here!"

He smiled tenderly and drew his hand across her

shining hair. The Rowan's jaw dropped and she bur st

out | aughing, the laughter of a suprenely happy care-
free girl. Then her |aughter broke off in a gasp of pure
terror.

How di d you get here?
Just canme. You can, too, you know
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No, no, | can't. No T-I can. The Rowan tried to
free herself fromhis grasp as if he were suddenly re-
pul si ve.

/ did, though. H s gentle insistence was unequi voca-
ble. Ifs only a question of rearrangi ng atons. Wy
should it matter whose they are?

Ch, no, no ..

"Did you know," Raven said conversationally, speak-

ing for everyone's benefit "that Siglen of Altair gets
sick just going up and down stairs?" He | ooked straight
at the Rowan. "You remenber that she lives all on

one floor? Ever wondered why all her furniture has
short | egs, Rowan?"

The girl shook her head, her eyes wonderingly wi de.

"No one ever stopped to ask why, did they? | did.

Seenmed damed silly to ne when | et the wonan.

Siglen's mddle ear reacts very badly to free-fall. She
was so miserably sick the first time she tried noving
hersel f anywhere, she went into a trauma about it. O
course, it never occurred to her to find out why. So she
went a little crazy on the subject, and who trained al



t he ot her Prines?"

"Siglen ... Ch, Deneb, you nean? ..

Raven grinned. "Yes, | do. She passed on the

trauma to every one of you. The Curse of Talent! The
Great Fear! The great bushwah! But agoraphobia, or

a mddl e-ear inbalance, is not a stigm of Talent.
Siglen never trained ne." He | aughed with wi cked
boyi sh delight and opened his mnd to the Rowan.
Warm h and reassurance passed between them Her
careful conditioning began to wither in that warnth.
Her eyes shone.

Now cone live with ne and be nmy | ove. Rowan.
Rei di nger says you can conmute from here to Deneb
every day.

"Commut e?" She said it al oud, conscious of the over-
all value of Siglen's training, but already questioning
every aspect.

"Certainly," Jeff said, approving her thoughts.
"You're still a working T-1 under contract to FT & T.
And so, ny love, aml."

"I guess | dp know my bosses, don't |?" she said
with a chuckl e.
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"Well, the terms were fair. Reidinger didn't haggle
for a second after | walked into his private office at
el even this norning."

"Commuting to Callisto?" the Rowan repeated
dazedl y.

"Al'l finished here for the day?" Raven asked Acker-
man, who shook his head after a glance at the | aunch-
i ng racks.

"C non, gal. Take ne to your ivory tower and we'll
finish upinajiffy. Then we'll go home. Wth two of
us working in our spare time, Deneb'll be put to rights
in no tine... And when we've finished that..

Jeff Raven sniled w ckedly at the Rowan and

pressed her hand to his lips in the age-old gesture of
courtliness. The Rowan's smile answered his with

bl i ndi ng j oy.

The others were respectfully silent as the two Tal -
ents made there way up the stairs to the once-1onely
t ower.

Afra broke the tableau by taking the burning ciga-

rette from Ackerman's notionl ess hand. He took a

deep drag that turned his skin a deeper green. It wasn't
the cigarette snmoke that caused his eyes to water so



pr of usel y.

"Not that that pair needs nuch of our help, people,"
he said, "but we can add a certain flourish and speed
themon their way."
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A Meeting of M nds
| OTA AUMGAE WAS A BLAZE AT ZENITH, TO

Damia's left, glinting off her tiny personal capsule.
Capella's light, fromthe right nadir, was a pul sing
bl ue-white. Starlight fromthe MIky Way bat hed her
too, but the only sound was her even breathing as she
all owed her mnd to open fully to the m ndl ess, echo-
freedom of deep space

It was as if she could feel the separate cerebra

nmuscl es rel axi ng, expanding, just as her tall slender
body went gradually linmp. But it was primarily the
mental relief that Dam a sought so far away from her
control Tower at the Federated Tel epath and Tel eport
installation on Aurigae. It was the utter peace of deep
space she required as anodyne to the constant demands
of her position as Psionic Prinme, responsible for the
fl ow of conmerce and conmuni cation in this Sector

of Federated Wrlds, the N ne-Star League. She was
young, true, barely twenty; but age is relative, partic-
ularly when the need is great, and her nental talents
were unusually mature. Furthernore, she was of the
Raven Clan, bominto a tremendously talented fanily,
carefully indoctrinated and trained to assume an execu-
tive role as the influence of Federated Wirlds ex-
panded i nto new star systens, needing nore Prine

Tal ent s.
Cccasionally, even her young nmind felt the strain

and required respite fromthe insistent nurmur of
broadcasting thoughts that beat, beat, beat against hers:

little mnds which could not conceive the forces that

Dam a, Aurigan Prime, could marshall in gestalt with
the nmighty dynanos of the Tower.
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Wth a flick of a finger, Dam a screened out the
overbrilliant starlight and opened her eyes. The sof-
tened stargl eans, points of gemfire in the black of
space, w nked and pulsed at her. Idly she identified the
fam liar patterns they nade, these silent friends.
Sonehow the petty grievances that built up inside her
were gently di spersed as the overwhel m ng i nperson-
ality of cold nothingness brought theminto proper per-



specti ve.

She coul d even forget her present preoccupation for

a nonent: forget how | onely she was; how she envied
her brother, Larak, his loving, lovely wife and their
new son; envied her nother the conmpany of her hus-
band and children; envied her Afra's

Afra! What right had he to interfere, to reprimand
her! Hs words still seared. "You've been getting an
al m ghty huge vicarious charge out of peeking in on
Larak and Jenna. Scared Jenna out of her wits, |urking
in her mind while she was in |abor! You | eave them
bot h al one!"

She was forced to admit herself at fault. But how
had Afra known? Unl ess Larak had told him She

si ghed. Yes, Larak woul d have known she was eaves-
droppi ng. Though he was the only T-3 ampong her
brothers and sisters, he had al ways been extrenely
sensitive to her mind touch. And she and Larak coul d
al ways overwhel m any conbi nati on of the others, even
if Jeran, Cera, and Ezro, all T-Is, teamed up agai nst
them Sonmehow, she swi tched nental gears, doubling
the capability of other minds within her focus.

But it had humiliated her to be reaned by Afra.

Wl |, better by that yell oweyed, green-skinned T-4
Capel l an than her father, acting in his capacity as Earth
Prine. She rather hoped that her father had not |earned
of her breach of T- etiquette.

Qdd, though, she hadn't heard as much as a whi sper
fromAfra since then. It nust be over seven nonths.

He had listened in as she'd apol ogi zed to both Jenna
and Larak, and then silence. He couldn't be that angry
with her.

Dam a diverted her thoughts away from Afra, and
went through the ritual of nuscul ar rel axation, of men-
tal wi peout. She nust be back in the Tower very soon

2?

In a way, the fact that she could handle Prine duties
with no higher ratings than a T-6 to assist had certain
di sadvant ages. The Tower staff could handle only rou-
tine, planetary traffic, but she had to be on hand for al
interstellar telepathic and tel eportation comrerce.

It would be wonderful to have a T-3 with her

soneone who coul d understand. Not soneone ... be
honest with yourself out here in space, Dami a. Sone
man. Only nen shy away fromyou as if you'd devel -
oped Lynx-sun cancers. And the only other unmarried
Prime was her own brother, Jeran. Come to think

about Jeran, the snug tone in his recent mnd-touches
as they exchanged cargoes and nmessages between

Deneb and Auriga undoubtedly meant that he had



found a likely mate, too.

It was no consolation to Dam a that her npther had
known and warned her of this intense, femnine loneli-
ness. But Jeff Raven had appeared to breach the
Rowan's tower and the Rowan had at |east had Afra's

company.

Afra! Why did her mnd keep returning to hin®

Dam a realized that she was grinding her teeth. She
forced herself through the rituals again, sternly naking
speci fic thought dissipate until her mnd drifted. And,
in the course of that aim ess drifting, an aura inpinged
on her roving consciousness. Startled--for nothing

could be conming in fromthat far quarter of space--she
tightened her mind into a seeking channel

An aura. A nere wisp of the presence of something.
Sonething . .. alien!

Alien! Dam a reconposed hersel f. She disciplined
her mind to a pure, clear, uncluttered shaft. She

touched the aura. Recognition of her touch, retreat,

return.
The aura was undeni ably alien, but so faint that she

woul d have doubted its existence except that her finely

trained mnd was not given to error
An exul tation as hot as |ust caused her blood to

pound in her ears. She was not wong. The trace was

there.
Taki ng a deep breath, she directed an arrowfine

ment al shout across the light-years, nadirward, to the
26

Earth Prime FT & T Tower, high above the G and
Canyon.

Alien spacecraft approachi ng our gal axy intercepting
at Auriga, she informed Jeff Raven

Dam a, control, damm it, girl. Control, Jeff replied
keeping his own nental roar within tol erabl e bounds.

Sorry, Dam a anmended briefly w thout real contri-
tion. Her father was capabl e of deflecting her nost
power ful thrust.

You are on a tight focus, | trust, with news |ike
thi s? he asked in an official tone.

O course, | am But ny first duty is to report to
Earth Prinme, isn't it?



Don't come over sweet innocence on ne, m ssy.
Now, give your full report.

Can't give a full one. The alien aura is barely de-
tectible, four light-years galactic north-northeast. Sec-
tor 2. | arrowed in once | heard the trace and it
r esponded.

It responded- -
The aura.
You reported a spacecraft.

Fat her, how el se coul d anything cross the intergal ac-
tic sea?

My dear child, in our galaxy, we have encountered
many odd life fornms that did not require Iight or oxy-
gen to exist.

| say, spacecraft. | touched it.

Dam a? and Jeff's tone was suspicious. Were are
you?

| was only resting, she tenporized, suddenly aware
t hat she was doi ng somet hing not quite circunspect.

Resting is pernmitted. But how far are you fromthe
Tower ? Jeff insisted.

A light-year.

Wth only a T-6 Station as control ? Supposi ng,
daught er, sonet hi ng happened to you? Supposi ng t hat
alien aura decided to hone in on you ..

Oh, Dad, if | can't read nore than an aura of

Them and they haven't changed position or rate since

| informed you, they sure as hell don't pose any threat
to ne.

She carefully suppressed a giggle at her father's ex-
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asperation. She very seldom got the better of either her
father or Afra--she erased that nanme and went on--
but it didn't keep her fromtrying.

Al right, mssy, show me, Jeff demanded, still se-
vere.

She allowed himto join her mind completely as she

I ed himout beyond the blaze of stars. She led himdi-

rectly to the alien trace. The aura was pal pabl e but so
far away that only the extraordinary perception of two

powerful mnds could sense it.



/ caught anticipation, curiosity, Jeff told his daughter
t houghtfully as he withdrew fromthe tight focus. And
caution, too. Whatever it is, is approaching our gal axy.

| shall maintain a watch, Dam a vol unt eered, unable
to conceal her intense excitenent at this nonentous
event .

Not at any time personally endangering yourself,
Prine, Jeff abjured her, coloring the official concern
wi th personal

No, of course not. But |1'd like to borrow Larak to
mai ntai n an augnment ed wat ch

Larak's training T-3s to augnent old Gut-nan on

Altair. The old man sl eeps nost of the tine but he's
the only Prinme we have for that Sector until Eva's

ol der, Jeff replied. 1'll send you Afra. He'd be better
anyhow.

Because Afra has already touched those aliens you
and not her routed above Deneb twenty-odd years ago?
Dam a | aughed, covering up her reaction to Afra's
coming with a jab at her father's recall.

Jeff chuckl ed ami ably, giving her credit for a deep
per cepti on.

Wll, I'd rather wait until Larak's free. 1 can just
hear nother scream ng at being deprived of Afra.

Dam a, Jeff's tone crackled w th di sapproval. That

is an irrational, childish and insulting remark. Repair
your attitude. His tone altered. If you hadn't, at one
time or another, intimdated every T-2, -3 and -4 in
the Federated Wrlds, | could send sonmeone el se--

And mat chmake into the bargai n? She tinged her

t houghts with derision, and then advised snugly. Your
dynastic plans will bear better fruit with Jeran. Only
don't let himsettle for anything |l ess than a T-4.
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That was score two for her, she decided as she felt
her father's startled pause.

You haven't been eavesdroppi ng again, have you
Dam a?

She parried that surprise with a quick. After Afra
reamed me for that with Larak? Not bl oody likely.

Ch, it was he who stopped you? Your nother
t hought it was Isthia.

The trouble with telepaths is sonetines they think
too much, she remarked acidly, infuriated afresh to



realize that her nother, also, knew of that incident.

Dam a! Jeff's tone was unusually severe. Your
nmother is the only person in the gal axy who has any
i nkling of your problens ..

Then why did she hand me over to Isthia to raise?
Dam a flashed back wi thout thinking.

Because, ny darling daughter, you were w thout

doubt the nost infuriating, incalcitrant, unmanageabl e
four-year-old. Your nother was too ill with her preg-
nancy to keep track of you blithely teleporting all over
the system 1 sent you away, not your mother. It was

not her decision and she resisted it every step of the
way. |'ve told you that before. But you two are so

bl oody rmuch alike ..

Dam a snorted. She was not the least bit |ike her

not her. There was absolutely no resenbl ance between
them She was Jeff's daughter from her sl ender height
to her black hair and vivid blue eyes. Ezro, yes, and
Larak, too, took after the Rowan. But not she. O
course, Damia had to admit, her nother had an ex-
ceedingly strong and diverse psionic talent or she
woul dn't be Callisto Prine, but Damia was just as
strong, and she had the added advantage of that ca-
talystic ability as well.

Vell, Jeff was saying in a milder tone, you'll see it

one day, ny dear, and |, for one, shall be i mensely
relieved. Your nmother and 1 |ove you very nmuch and

we' re dammed proud of the way you've taken over your
official responsibilities on Auriga. Professionally | have
no quarrel with you

Dam a basked in her father's praise. He didn't give
it lightly.

/1 you were only able to relate nore to the people
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around you, he continued, spoiling the conplinent,
then added briskly, 1'lIl send Afra on directest. | can
trust his inpartiality, and to Dam a's amazenent, her
fat her chuckl ed.

She stabbed at his mind to find the basis for the
anusenent, but net a bl ankness as her father had

turned his mnd to sone other problem

"Inmpartiality? Afra?" The sound of her own voice
inthe little personal capsule startled her

What on earth was that supposed to nmean? Wy
woul d Afra's inpartiality be trusted--above hers--in
identifying or evaluating an alien aura?



But Afra was to come to Auriga

After he had broken contact with Dami a, Jeff did

not inmediately turn to other problenms. He nulled

over the subtler aspects of that vivid contact with his
daughter. Damia's nmnd was as brilliant as lota

Auri gae, and about as stable as any active star's sur-
face. He had caught the edges of her skillfully shielded
reactions to several of his references. He was reas-
sured to note growi ng evidence of enotional maturity,
except where her nother and Afra were concerned.

Dami a had unwittingly suppressed what Jeff recalled
nost vividly about the day he had sent her away to

I sthia on Betel geuse for fostering. It had been Afra
the four-year-old Damia had clung to, cried for, not
her mother. Jeff sighed. The decision to send Dam a
to Isthia had been one of the hardest he had ever had
to make, personally and professionally. But Rowan had
been extrenely ill during her pregnancy with Larak
and Damia, conming early into her extraordi nary nmen-
tal powers, had nmade life pure hell for everyone in the
Raven househol d: tel eporting hersel f--and anyt hing
her fancies seized upon--indiscrimnately around the
system Only Afra had any control over her, and he
had had to be at Callisto Tower.

Under Isthia's calm unruffled discipline, Dam a had
| earned to control her waywardness. She became sin-
cerely fond of Isthia. Strange that it was the Rowan
whom Damia still blamed for that separation

Rowan, Jeff called out to Callisto Tower, and sensed
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that his wife was resting as the interchanges on Cal -
Usto's cargo decks filled from Eart hsi de.

Her mind touched his gladly, with a delight that be-
lied the fact they had breakfasted together a few hours
earlier.

Open to me. Damia's made an alien contact. See it.

Alien? Near Dania? The fleeting maternal concern

was qui ckly suppl anted by professional curiosity as the
Rowan scanned Jeff's recent experience beyond Auriga.

O course, Afra can go. But why on earth woul d

Dami a think Afra couldn't be reassigned as you see fit.
He often has, but it's true |I never get on as well with
other T-3's.

Too true, Jeff replied teasingly, to divert Rowan
from scanni ng recent conversations too deeply, but if I
didn't know Afra as well as 1 do ..

Jeff Raven, there has never been a single thought be-
tween ne and Afra that--



Jeff laughed and she sputtered at himindignantly.

Actual ly, she continued, thoughtfully, 1'd be very re-
lieved to have Afra with Danmia. | know how lonely it
nmust be for her

If she hadn't been so heavy-handed with every ot her
high T young nale, she wouldn't be lonely, Jeff said
briskly, before Rowan got started on how she had

fail ed her daughter. Now, is Afra in gestalt with you?

Right here. 1'll leave you two nmen al one.

Refusing to placate her ruffled feelings, Jeff caressed
her with a very affectionate thought before he felt
Afra's mnd touch his.

Are you sure you're only T-3? he asked, a little sur-
prised at the firmess in the Capellan's touch

I"'min gestalt, after all, Afra replied, good-naturedly.
And, in the course of twenty-odd years in the presence
of the fine Raven touch, even a lowy T-3 learns a

few tricks. Fromthe expression on the Rowan's face,

I'd hazard that Damia is being discussed. Wat's she

up to now?

Dam a had just returned to Auriga when she heard
the Rowan giving the Tower official warning of the
transm ssion of a personal capsule.
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Afra? Dam a excl ai med, reaching back al ong her
nother's touch to Callisto.

Dam a! Afra said wam ngly but too |late.

Wthout waiting for the Rowan to flip the capsule

hal fway to Auriga, Dam a blithely drew the carrier
directly fromCallisto, ignoring her nother's stunned
and angry reaction to such an abuse of protocol.

She regretted her inmpulsive action al nost inme-
diately. But Afra's capsul e was openi ng and he was
swi ngi ng hinmsel f over the edge. She could not have

m ssed his trenchant disapproval if she'd been a nere
T-15. He stood up, |ooking down at her, the sane

al oof , contai ned man. Now why, Dami a wondered ir-
ritably, had she expected Afra to change? Had she?
And woul d Afra condescend to conment on those

changes in her?

She rose from her own capsule, instinctively stand-

ing very erect as if to minimze the differences in their
hei ghts. Tall as she was, inches taller than her nother
she cane only to Afra's shoul der

"You will apol ogi ze to your nother, Damia," Afra
sai d, his unexpected tenor speaking voice a curious



echo of his quiet nental tone. "Isthia taught you bet-
ter manners even if we never could.”

"You' ve been trying to |l ately, though, haven't you?"
The retort canme out before she could stop it. Wuld
Afra al ways have this effect on her?

He cocked his head to one side and regarded her
steadily. She sent a swift probe which he parried eas-

ily.

"You were distressing Jenna unnecessarily, Dam a

She appealed to me as the nearest nale of her O an
and because she did not wi sh Jeff to know of your in-
di scretion.”

"She chose well." Damia was so appalled at the
waspi shness of her tone that she extended her hand
toward hi m apol ogeti cal ly.

She could feel himthrow up his nental barriers

and, for a second, she wondered if he might refuse
what was, after all, the height of famliarity between
tel epaths. But his'hand rose snoothly to clasp hers,
lightly, warmy, |leaving her with the essential cool -
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green-confortabl e-security that was the physical/nmen-
tal doubl e-touch of him

Then, with a one-sided smle, he bowed to indicate
he was flattered but allowed a recollection of her as
a nude baby on a bath towel to cross his public nind

She made a face at him and substituted Larak's

son. Afra blandly put "her" back on the towel be-
si de her nephew.
"Al'l right," she laughed, "I1'l|l behave."

"About time," he said with an affable grin, and
| ooked beyond her to their surroundings.

He had seen Auriga in others' m nd-eyes but the

anber sunlight was easier on his eyes than Earth's
bright yellow, so that Auriga was not a dark world to
him but a restful one. The sweet-scented breeze sweep-
ing down fromthe high snow nountain range was
lightly noist and the atnobsphere had a hi gh oxygen
content, exhilarating him

"It's a lovely world you have here, Danmia."

She smled up at him her blue eyes brilliant under
the fringes of long black | ashes.

"It's a lovely young vigorous world. Come see
where | live," and she led the way fromthe | andi ng
stage to her dwelling.



The house perched on the high plateau above the
noi sy metropolis that was Auriga's nmajor city, and
Dam a's Sector Headquarters. Its randomy spraw ing
newness had a vitality which the planned order of
Earth | acked. Afra found the sight stinulating.

"It is, isn't it?" Damia agreed, follow ng his sur-
face thought. Then she directed his mnd to her day's
di scovery, giving tha experience exactly as it had hap-
pened to her. "And the touch is unlike anything |I've
ever net."

"You certainly didn't expect it to be famliar, did
you?" Afra asked in dry anusemnent.

"Just because they cone from anot her gal axy
doesn't mean they can't be humanoid," she replied.

Afra snorted in disgust and went into her main |iv-
i ng room

"Il fix your favorite protein,” she volunteered in
one of her nercurial shifts.

"Ch, don't go to any trouble for ne.
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"No trouble at all." M schievously, she allowed him
to see her reaching for supplies fromhis hone world

light-years away.

"Always the thoughtful hostess,” he said, graciously
inclining his head. "Have you estimated the alien's ar-
rival ?"

"Il know better when |I've had a chance to judge
their relative speed,"” she said. "A day or two would

give ne sone idea."

He watched her at the honey duties. Like npst

T-1s, she enjoyed manual work and performed the

dai |l y housekeepi ng hersel f, without relying on mechan-
i cal services nost househol ds consi dered necessities.
In a few m nutes she set before hima perfectly cooked
attractively served neal which he greeted perfunc-
torily.

"Can't | ever inpress you?" she asked, half w stful
hal f sharp.

"Why shoul d you want to?" he asked, affecting mld



surprise. "I knew you fromyour first incoherent

t hought . "

"Fam liarity breeds contenmpt, huh?"

"Contenpt, no. Understanding, yes. Particularly at

our levels. And, of course, confusion, wherever you
are," Afra replied. "Very good, just the way |I like it,"
he added appreciatively, indicating his dinner

Dam a made a face at himacross the table, and

with a deliberate disregard for T- manners, reached a
portion of the sauce-steeped neat into her nouth wth-
out spilling a drop. Wen Afra continued to ignore
her, she sighed and picked up her fork

"Shall | take over the regul ar workl oad, Dam a, and

| eave you free for surveillance?"

"W don't have a heavy traffic right now It's be-
tween harvests in this system and manufacturing is
slow for the next few nonths. The usual anmount of
tourists, though."

"How have you covered your absences with the

staf f?"

"Just told them|'ve been resting. 1'll account for

your presence as a prelimnary survey for FT & T.
Right? As if any 'of those | anebrains could 'search’

me, " she concl uded cont enpt uously.
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"So true," Afra replied, indicating in his public

m nd his professional respect for her.

She was not deaf to the irony and was about to re-
ply hotly, but went back to eating rather than give
hi m further satisfaction.

It was unprecedented, this contact with sentient life
from what was probably another gal axy, yet for al

her caprici ousness, Damia had not permtted a hint of
pani c or her own inner excitenent to escape. In that
she heeded one of the basic tenets of her position
Pani ¢ enough was fonented within the conpl ex Fed-
erated Wrlds in the normal course of power struggles,
revol uti ons, ecol ogical problens, and pi oneer exigen-
ci es. By common consent, instantaneous comuni ca-
tions between planets no | onger neant instant hysteria
of worlds unconcerned with the energency. Federated
Wrl d Governnent handl ed the reports of all |ocal dis-
putes which were, by law, reported to themby FT & T
Prines. Interstellar political or natural disasters were
not added to the enotional burdens already suffered



by popul ations. Prinmes exercised the option to disperse
or retain reports which mght affect mnorities within
their jurisdiction, but digests of all comunications
were, by law, available on request.

Dam a propped her chin in her hands and | ooked
earnestly at Afra across the table. She sighed heavily.

"You were right to call me to task for 'tasting' Larak
and Jenna. But | did want to know what it would be
like to be in love and then bring forth a baby."

“"And . . . ?"
"Apart fromthe pain, | guess it's rewardi ng enough."
"You don't sound too sure."”

Dam a cocked her head and traced an invol ved pat -
tern on the table with her index finger

"I't nust be different to do it yourself, no matter how
deeply you scan."

A trace thought behind her shield, called forth by

her remark, sent through Afra a bolt of terror which he
barely managed to contain. She was unconsci ously cen-
soring, and it had to do with the alien aura and with
her own desire for the experience of notherhood. But
trace thought it was, and he had only that one-
mllisecond inpression, tantalizing, terrorizing.
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"Why, Afra, why?" Dami a continued, unaware of

the reaction she had produced in him her own nind
absorbed in self-pity. She | aunched herself physically
fromthe table in one lightning nove, and stood at the

wi ndow wal |, her back as expressive of her frustration
and bitterness as her mnd. "Wy am| a |oner? The
Rowan found Jeff, but where, when will | find sone-
one?"

"Damia, you've net every psionic prospect Tal ent
above Class 7 in the Nine-Star League."

"Them " she di sm ssed those candi dates scornfully.
"Young Nicos, the T-5 working with Jeran on

Deneb, was m ghty taken with you. Cal m down a

bit--"

"Nicos!" Danmia's eyes flashed blue fire. "That post-
adol escent ness! Wy, it'd be five or six years before

he's even presentable.”

Afra was no stranger to such dismissals. He'd heard



many since the time Dam a had begun to be interested
in the opposite sex as a precoci ous adol escent. There
had been tinmes when he wi shed he had foll owed his

own deep- hi dden desire. But he had given a great dea
of thought to the variables, and knew that he could
only wait. He knew how hard it nust be for Danmia to
wat ch others pairing off, achieving the enviable total
accord that tel epaths enjoyed, and for which she was
so eager. Her very brilliance and beauty caused

many otherwise willing mates to shy away. Usually,
she woul d tal k herself out of her npod, but tonight
there was a new undercurrent that was dangerous in
its intensity.

"I's that why you so eagerly await the arrival of

the aliens?" Afra said in a soft drawl, deliberately
| eaching all emption out of his words. "On the off
chance they're biologically conpatible? Do you envi -
sion your soul mate wi nging across the void to you?"

She whirled to face him her eyes wi de with rage.

"Don't you taunt me, Afra," she said in a hoarse
whi sper.

He inclined his head in apol ogy.

"Better get sone sleep, Dami a," he said gently,
and gave her a little nmental push toward her bedroom

"You're right. I amtired, Afra, and excited, and
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silly. It's just . . . just that sonmetines | feel |ike noth-
ing nore than a useful nmental stevedore: not a person

at all. Then this happens . . . and | ... | have the fan-
tastic chance to establish communication with alien

mnds ..."

Agai n Afra caught the unm stakabl e and uncon-
sci ous suppression of a thought within the rmael strom
of her weariness.

Dam a turned on her heel and left the room Afra

wat ched the sunset turn the plateau a deep tangerine,
then dimnish in the east. Brooding over the evening' s
conversation, he waited until the roiling activity of
Dami a's mnd subsided into the even beat of sleep

Then he, too, went to bed. Carefully, just as he was
on the edge of sleep, he reinforced his nmental screens
so that none of his longing for her would escape. He
wondered, in that honest interval between conscious-
ness and dream ng, if he would have enough strength
left to cope with a third generation of Raven wonen.

The next day they initiated the new routine. Dam a
handl ed the |l ong-distance itens first. Then after the
i ncom ng wor kl oad had been sorted out and there

were no nore demands on her talent, she departed in-



to space, to "rest,’
mai ni ng tasks.

| eaving Afra to deal with the re-

Al t hough the function of a Prine was conpl ex, a

two-mi nute nmental briefing by Dami a supplied Afra

wi th the background of imediate problens and al

t he procedures peculiar to that station. The menory
bank woul d give any additional information. Wen the
focal talents of the gestalt were exchanged, not even
one-hal f a beat of the pul se of the Aurigean Sector
Headquarters was nissed. The allocation of duties

pl eased Afra because it. would give himthe oppor-
tunity to use the gestalt of the Station to reach Jeff
wi t hout Dami a knowi ng. She woul d be too busy "reach-
ing" for the alien touch to be aware of Afra. The tem
porary breach of her trust in himwas offset by the
absol ving knowl edge of its necessity.

In ternms of intergalactic distances, the aliens ap-
proached at a snail's pace: by interstellar references,
faster than the speed of light. A week passed and then
one evening Damia returned fromher daily "rest"
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bursting with news. She noved fromthe | anding area
right into the living room where Afra was | oungi ng.

"I made individual contact," she cried. "And what

a mnd!'" She was so excited that she didn't notice the
flare of jealousy which Afra couldn't suppress. "And
what a surprise he got," she went on

From t he nmonent she had entered, Afra had known
that the mind was nal e.

"A Prime talent?" he asked, counterfeiting a show
of genuine interest.

"I can't assess it. He's so ... different," she ex-

cl ai med, her eyes shining and her nental aura daz-
zling with her success. "He fades and then returns.

The distance is imense, and there isn't much def-
inition in the thoughts. | can only reach the surface.'
Dam a threw herself onto the long couch. "I'm ex-
hausted. | shall have to sleep before | can reach Jeff
with the news. | don't dare use the station."”

Afra agreed readily, waiting until she relaxed into
sleep. Ethics aside, he tried to reach this experience
in her mind below the enotional level, only to find

hi nsel f overwhel ned by the subjective. Dania was
treating herself to a high enotional kick! Afra was
afraid for her, with a fear deeper than any he had
ever touched personally or vicariously. Afra withdrew



troubl ed. She had better cal mdown and start acting
like a Prinme when she woke, instead of a giddy girl
If she didn't, he'd push the panic button hinself.

After several hours' sleep, Dania's nmental pyrotech-
nics were calner. She "reached" Jeff with a profes-
sional report of the contact, only just a trifle high
When she had finished broadcasting, Jeff got a private
t hought to Afra but Afra could only confirm Damia's
report. He did not yet comment on his vague fore-

bodi ngs.

The next day, Damia tossed off her necessary work

as fast as she could, then went into space. And Afra
wai ted as he had been waiting for Danmia for years.
She returned so shining fromthe second encounter
Afra had to clanmp an icy hold over his nind.

The third nmorning, as Danmia sat in the control
tower, she worked' with such haste Afra reprimnded
her. She corrected herself, gaily, nmaking far too |ight

of her m stake, and then, eagerly, she propelled her-
self out toward the rendezvous. Wen she returned
that evening so tired that she reeled into the living
room Afra took command.

"I"'mgoing with you tonorrow, Danmia," he said

firmy.
"What for?" She sat bolt upright to glare at him

"You forget that | have a direct order fromEarth

Prime to check the aura of these aliens. You' ve no
way of knowing this isn't a reinvasion by the sane
entities that attacked Deneb twenty years ago."

"Sodan said they'd had no previous contact with
any sentients," she said, half angry.

" Sodan?"
"That is how he identifies hinself," she said with
snmug compl acency. She | ay back on the couch, smling
up at Afra.

It disturbed himto know that this entity had a
name. It made the alien seemtoo human. Nor could
Afra quite reason away the tenderness with which
Dam a spoke that nane.

"Good enough," Afra said, with an indifference he

didn't feel. "However, you don't need to introduce

me formally. Al | need is to check on the aura. 1'l
know in an instant if there's any famliarity. | won't
jeopardi ze his confidence in your touch. He'll never

know | ' ve been there." Afra yawned.

"Why are you tired?"



"I'"ve been stevedoring all day," he said with a nma-

licious grin.

The remark had the desired effect of infuriating
Dami a. The very fact that he could so easily divert
her conclusively proved to Afra that her enotions
were unhealthily involved. It no | onger mattered
whet her this Sodan was of the race that Jeff and the
Rowan had fought. He was a nmenace in hinself.

Sonehow Afra got through the evening without a

hint of his inner absorption spilling over. Damia, re-
living the success of her day, wasn't listening to any-
t hi ng but her own thoughts.

The next day, after the necessary work was com
pl eted, Dami a and Afra both took to their persona
capsules. Afra followed Dam a's thrust and held him

self silently as she reached the area where she could
touch the aura of Sodan. Damia then linked Afra

and carried his mind to the alien ship. As soon as the
alien touch inpinged on Afra's awareness, nuch was
suddenly clear to him nuch seen, and worse, nuch

unseen.
What Dam a could not, would not, or did not see

justified Afra's nagging presentinment of danger. Noth-

i ng out of Sedan's nind was visible: and nothing be-
yond his public mnd was touchable. The alien had a

very powerful brain. As a qui escent eavesdropper

Afra could not probe, but he w dened his own sensi -
tivity toits limt and the inpressions he received were
as unreassuring as his increasingly stronger intuition

of disaster.

It was patent that this Sodan was not of the pre-
vi ous invasion species: that he had been traveling
for an unspecifiable length of tine far in excess of

two Earth decades.

It would not occur to Danmia that Afra would |in-

ger once he had established his facts. But Afra did

i nger, discovering other disturbing things. Sedan's

m nd, undeniably brilliant, was neverthel ess aug-

mented. Afra coul dn't perceive whet her Sodan was

the focus for other mnds on the ship or in gestalt with
the ship's power source. Straining to his limt wthout
revealing hinself, Afra tried to pierce the visua

screen or, at least, the aural one. Al he received was
a | ow stereo babbl e of nechanical activity, and the

bum of heavy el enents.



Def eated, Afra w thdrew, |eaving Sodan and Dam a

to exchange thoughts that he had to admit were the
pl oys of courtship. He returned to Auriga and lay in
t he Tower couch, summoning up the energy to call

Jeff Raven had noved young Larak nearer to Auriga

to facilitate sub-rosa conmuni cati ons.
It was not, Afra assured hinself, that Dam a had

deliberately hidden anything in her reports to him
self or to Jeff: she was unaware that her usually keen
percepti ons were fuddl ed and distorted by her eno-
tional involvenent:” she who had prided herself on
her ability to assess di spassionately any enotionally
char ged i nci dent.
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Larak, Afra called, drawing heavily on the gestalt
and projecting his own nental/physical concept of
Larak to aid himin reaching the m nd

Man, you're beat, Larak canme back, sharp, clear

green.

Larak, relay back to Jeff that this Sodan..

It's got a nane?

It's got nore than that and Damia i s respondi ng on

a very high enotional level, Afra sighed heavily. Re-
lay back to Jeff that | want himand the Rowan to re-

main on call at all times to ne. | consider this an
energency. Get yourself, pushed out here as soon as
you can relay that nessage. |1'Il need you here so we

can get through to Prime when we need to w thout
goi ng through Station or Danmi a

Comi ng, Larak responded crisply.

Afra | eaned back in the couch and flicked off the
generators, thanking the paradox that all owed Dam a
to run a Station on low T ratings; she would be un-
able to catch what he had just transmitted.

He woul d have given nmuch to have been able to

handl e the Sodan mind by hinself, w thout having to
call on other Primes. Al through Dama's life, Afra
had been able to cope with her nercurial tenpers and
to direct her restless energies. And though his recent
conpl ete withdrawal from her had been painfully
calculated, it neant that now he could neither fur-
ther his cause, nor divert Dam a from her headl ong

i mersion in romance. Nor was he able to chal -

| enge Sodan and renove that conpetition



"Gal | oping gronites, you look like a rough ride on
a long ellipse comet," was Larak's cheery greeting
as he bounced into the Tower.

"Your description is remarkably apt," Afra replied
grimy, and gripped Larak's shoul der to convey the
one inpression he had not included in the broadcast.

Love has touched our fair sister at |ast, huW Larak
mur mured synpathetically. And with a total alien

A very dangerous alien, unfortunately, Afra added.
"There is fissionable material aboard, m ghty heavy
stuff for a ship bound on an ostensibly peaceful ex-
pl oratory m ssion. Heavy enough to suspect whoever
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gave Sodan his m ssion knew our civilization is on an

advanced | evel . "
"More's the pity," Larak agreed thoughtfully, perch-
ing on the edge of the console. "Could you sense any
conmuni cations with his own peopl e?"

"Trenendous power source in the ship. Tremen-

dous, but by the mighty atom Larak, you can't get
past the public mind. Anyhow, | couldn't. And Dam a
hasn't." Afra rose, paced restlessly back and forth in

the narrow Tower.
"Then it's possible he has inforned them of the

cont act ?"
"I can't tell."

Larak held Afra's gl ance, and then sighed.

"It'"ll be a shane to have to destroy him" he said
slow y.

"Ha! We'll be lucky if we can," Afra replied. "Oh,

yes, Larak, that mnd is the equal, if not the superior
of Dama's. It could destroy ... all of us."

"Then we nmust act quickly before any suspicion
| eaks to Damia," Larak said in sudden resol ution

Together the two flicked on the generators and so-
berly presented to Jeff and the Rowan the action they

deened advi sabl e.
But are we sure the evasions are deliberate? Maybe

this alien is exercising caution? I wuld if | net a nind
in outer space, the Rowan said in argunent. She met



absol ute resistance to her position. Wy can't we de-
stroy himthen? Wiy nust we ask her to do it? She
spoke as Damia's nother, not Callisto Prine.

For one thing, we can't reach that far w thout her
Nor can we draw, as Dam a can, w thout prearrange-
ment on other Talent reserves, Jeff replied. W'l
have to show her how dangerous Sodan is, he added,
disliking this as nuch as any of them

Each day Dami a returns to Auriga a little nore tired
than the previous one, Afra said slowy. | suspect that
he realized he must drain her before she suspects his

i ntentions.

Pl aying with her? The Rowan was angry now.
Don't be silly, nother, Larak said derisively.
Not in that sense. Rowan, Afra answered her.
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suspect Damia was as much a surprise to himas he
has been to her.

Hurry, Larak cautioned him She's returning. And
boy, is she exhaust ed!

Afra suppressed a feeling of annoyance that the cu-
rious childhood Iink between Damia and Larak gave
himthe edge in sensing Dam a's return. He turned his
mnd to the debate, as decision and strategy were set-
tled in the nonent before Dam a's capsul e | anded

back on Auri ga.

"Larak. | thought | felt you near," she cried hap-
pily as she saw her brother, the picture of casual re-
| axation, perched on the edge of the console.

"Just thought? You usually know, " he said, crow

ing with boyish delight. "This alien sure has got you
wrapped up and tied |like a present. See how the

m ghty have fallen."

When Dam a flushed, Larak roared with |aughter

"I"ve got to neet this guy," he said.

"I"ve always felt that | was buil ding experience and
training for one special reason," Dania said, her eyes
shi ning, "and now | know what it is!"

"The whole Sector will know in a nmonent if you

don't |ower your 'voice,'" Afra said, sharply, to give
Larak a chance to control the shock the boy was feel-

ing as he witnessed Dania's exultation

Resentful |y, Dam a danmpered her enotional out-



pouri ng.

"I suppose you arrived with an appetite like a
mul e, " she said sourly.

Larak's face was a study in innocent hurt.

"I"'ma growing boy, and while you're out courting,
Afra's getting overworked, and | eaner and hungrier."

Dam a | ooked guiltily at Afra.

"You do look tired," she said with concern. "Let's

all push over to the house and have dinner. Larak

why are you here?"

"Ch, Dad wants Afra to pinch-hit on Procyon. Two

high T"s are down with one of the local viruses and
traffic is backing up. Say, what's this alien ship |ike?

Crew or full automation for a void trek?"

Her hand poi sed over the cooking dials, Dama
hesi tated. She | ooked at her brother blankly.
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"Ch, you nen are all alike. Details, details!"
"Well, sure," Larak replied. "But if details like that

bore you, they fascinate me. I'Il ask himnyself."
"You can't reach that far!"

"I planned to hop a ride with you tonorrow. "

Dam a hesitated, |ooking for assistance from Afra,
who shrugged noncommittally.

"Ch, for glory's sake, Damia. This is no time to be
coy," her brother said.

"I"mnot being coy!" she exploded. "It's just that..
just that..."

"Who' re you ki ddi ng?" Larak wanted to know, |et-
ting his tenper rise with hers. "You're gone on this
guy, and how do you know he's even anything re-
senmbling a man?"

"Hisis atrue mind, brilliant and powerful," she
sai d haughtily.

"That's great for fireside chats, but no dammed
good in bed."

Dam a reddened, half with fury and indignation

and half with sudden virginal enbarrassnent at her
brother's accurate thrust.



"You're insufferable. If it weren't for ne, we
woul dn't have been warned at all."

"Warned?" Afra | eapt on the choice of word. Per-
haps she was not as compl etely bedazzl ed as they'd

t hought .

"Of this nmomentous neeting," she went on, obliv-

ious to the inplication. "You' ve touched him Afra.
Don't you agree?"

"That it's a brilliant mind? Yes," and Afra nodded

j udi ci ously.

Dam a caught his sour undertone. "Ch, you

you're jealous, that's all." And then she frowned, | ook-
ing at Afra with sudden suspi cion

"Hey, you're letting ny dinner bum" Larak said,

poi nti ng.

"And you say that wonen gossip," Dam a excl ai ned,
quickly lifting two pans fromthe heat. "It's a nercy

nothing is burned."

They ate in strained silence, Larak and Afra con-
centrating hard to' maintain a convincing surface of
t hought. They hardly needed to because Dam a
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went off into her own private reverie, ignoring them
conpl etely.

"You may be infatuated with this Sodan," Larak
said, "but it doesn't affect your cooking. Doesn't even
taste scorched.”

Too much a woman not to be pleased by even a
brother's prai se, Dam a rel axed

"He isn't an advance scout for a second invasion
force, | gather," Larak addressed Afra.

"No. In the very brief touch | had," Afra replied
qui ckly, "he's been traveling much | onger than
twenty years."

Larak whistled appreciatively, just as if he didn't
know t hi s al ready.

"Did you take a | ook around at the details ny
sweet sister is uninterested in?" he asked.

"No. There were no obvious visual imges and



was only concerned with recognition.”

"He has eyes," Damia replied loyally. "W've dis-

cussed the concept of sight. You nust take into con-
sideration that he is also the controller of the ship, and
the drain on his energies reaching me and nanagi ng

his crew and ship nust be enormpus. It certainly is

on ne."

"Yeah. You need your beauty sl eep--bad," said
Lar ak.

"I"'d like to see you do half as well."

"Children! Cut it out!" Afra intervened authorita-
tively.

Larak and Dami a glared at each other, but the |ong
habit of obeying Afra held.

"Both of you, get to bed," he added. "Snarling

at each other in the worst exanple of sibling rivalry
|'ve seen since you returned fromlsthia' s an opinion-
ated ten-year-old. Makes me wonder how your father
dared put you in as Aurigan Prine."

"If there's anything that annoys nme nore than

Larak acting fraternal, it's you, Afra, making like the
ol der generation." She spoke coolly, but her flare of
temrper had subsi ded.

Afra shrugged, relieved that his diversion had
wor ked before Larak inadvertently showed Dami a
why he was probing these particul ar areas.
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"At least, this generation's representative has sense
enough to go to bed when he's out on his feet," he
muttered. As he passed Larak, the boy w nked.

The next norning at breakfast, no one | ooked as if

he had slept well. Afra kept a surface rumble going in
his mind to mask both tension and anxiety. Larak de-
livered a runni ng nmonol ogue on his son. Dania was

al so closely shielding. Wen they reached the Tower,
Dami a took the nost cursory glance at Station busi-
ness, and said "I'll take you out now, Larak."

"Fine. Dad wants Afra back at Callisto tonight."
Dam a hesitated. "Afra had better cone along, then
for a second | ook around." She | ooked chal |l engingly at

Afra, who shrugged.

Thi s was, however, unexpected |uck. Afra had
t hought he m ght have to follow Larak and Dam a sur -



reptitiously. He switched the boosters up to the top
and signal ed Damia and Larak to get into their cap-
sules. Wiile they did so, he called Jeff and the Rowan
to stand by, then settled into his own shell, reassured
by their sustaining presence in his nind

Is there any possible chance we're wong about
Sedan's intentions, or the depth of Damia's enotiona
conmi t ment ? pl eaded t he Rowan.

Less and less, Afra told her, grimy. W'll know
soon for certain. Larak needl ed her |ast night. She'l
have to check to make sure he's wong.

Then he touched Dam a and Larak, and all three
went the mere half-light further to the ship and
Sodan.

You have rested well and are strong today, was the
cool greeting after an instant's wel com ng flash

Dami a instinctively covered agai nst the discovery of
her co-riders, but the greeting stuck in her mnd
There was the hint that Sodan did not w sh her so
strong, and yet a tinge of relief colored that fleck of
t hought .

You come nearer to physical contact with us every
day, she began.

Us? Sodan queri ed.

My pl anet, ny people ... ne.

I"'monly interested in you, he replied.
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But my people will be interested in you, she parried
unable to censor from Afra and Larak the pleasure
she felt in his conplinent.

There are many peopl e on your planets? he asked.

Pl anet .

At | east, Afra concluded, she renenbered to be
politically discreet.

Doesn't your sun have several |ife-supporting sat-
ellites?

That is why | nust know nore about your physica
requirements. Danmia replied snoothly. After all, ny
hone world may not have the proper atnosphere

My physical wants are attended to, Sodan replied
coldly, with a slight enphasis on the second word.

It was the Rowan who caught the infinitesimal



break in his shielding, and simnultaneously all four

m nds stabbed at the area to lay it bare. Sodan, torn
by this powerful invasion, |ashed back in self-defense
with a vicious blow at Dania, whom he thought per-
petrated the attack.

No, no! Not |, Sodan, she screaned. Larak, what
are you doi ng?

Afra struggled frantically to becone the focus of the
other minds, only to find hinmself caught in Larak's
mnd with the Rowan and Jeff, as the curious bond be-
tween brother and sister snapped into effect.

He nust be destroyed before he can destroy you
Dam a, the Larak-focus said, tinging its inexorable de-
cision with the regret it felt.

No! I love him His mndis so brilliant, cried Dam a
pitting her own strength agai nst her peers to defend
her lover. The Larak-focus staggered back, unable to
prosecute and attack agai nst such a conbi nation

Dami a, he is only a m nd!

Stunned, Damia hestitated, and the Larak-focus

pl unged forward again, battering agai nst the shiel ded
Sodan.

Only m nd? She gasped, beggi ng Sodan to deny it.

Why no vision? Wiy no sound? He is only a brain,
devoid of all except renenbered enotion. He is bound
here to destroy. Feel the heavy stuff in the ship? Is

that customary for a peaceful scouting expedition?
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You' re agai nst ne, against nme. No one -wants ne
to be happy, cried Dam a, suddenly aware, terribly

aware of her loving blindness. He loves ne. | |ove
hi m
If he has nothing to hide, he will let you see, the

Lar ak-focus continued inpl acably.

Let me see you, Sodan. Dania was pleading, des-
perately, hopefully.

For what seenmed an eternity, Sodan hesitated.

/1 [ could, I would, he said softly and with honest
regret.



Li ke a vengeful sword, her mind, freed fromthe

i nfatuation Sodan had artfully fostered, gathered and
sprang with the others to destroy the aggressor. For
Dam a now understood the purpose behind Sedan's

i npersonality. The battle was waged in the trenmendous
space between two heartbeats. Sodan, his mind forti-
fied by the nuclear power of his ship, was stronger than
their conservative estimtes. And al nost negligently,

he held the Larak-focus at bay, his mnd | aughing

at what he considered their puny efforts.

Then Dami a's pressure increased as she stripped

away the veil of her romantic illusions to align her-
self with the Larak-focus to defend her Sector. Sodan
called for nore power within hinself. The scorching

bl aze that fed through Damia's growi ng catalystic mnd
flashed through and stripped himbare, |ashing beyond

to trigger the atonms of the ship into instability. Invol-
untarily, and for a mcrosecond, Sedan's past nickered.

Once, generations ago, enbodi ed, he had breat hed

an alien air, walked an alien road; until his brain had
been chosen to undertake the incredible enterprise of
crossing the galactic rift.

In ny fashion have | |oved you, he cried to Dam a

as he felt her reach the fuel mass. But you never |oved
me, he added with intense surprise as her mind, vul-
nerable in the instant of that massive thrust, was open
to him And he shall not have you either

Wth his last strength, Sodan sent out one final jeal-
ous nental blast just as the ship expl oded.

Frantically, even as she felt herself blacking out
fromthe tremendous drain on her resources, Dania
tried to deflect that bl ow

As a kingpin flattens a row of its fell ows, so Sedan's
bl ast, striking through the Larak-focus, caused a wave
of mental agony to roll backward to Auriga where Sta-
tion personnel grabbed at their skulls in anguish, to
Earth and Callisto where T-ratings cringed in pain,
and on to Deneb and even Altair. Horrified crews
found Jeffrey Raven and the Rowan unconscious in
their Tower couches. Jeran, head aching, was hastily
sunmoned, for FT & T conmand devolved to himin
the emergency. Jeran took tine out to assure hinself
that with sufficient rest his parents would recover, then
he inforned the Federated Wrld Covernnent of the
event. He was requested to proceed with the defensive
fleet to Auriga.

I sthia appeared at Earth Headquarters at his urgent

bi ddi ng and, with her help, he was able to extract
gently fromJeff's taxed mnd the position of the three
personal shells.

As they approached the orbit, they could "hear"
not hi ng.



It is possible, Isthia said hopefully as they could find
no di scernible aura, that all three have gone into very
deep shock. The power in Damia's final thrust!

Dam a cannot be dead, Jeran tried to convince him

sel f. Sodan may have been powerful, but is there a

T-rating in the gal axy who didn't feel her hit hin®
W cannot | ose her! He had al ready resigned hinself
to other |osses.

"Ah!" Isthia gave a sharp gasp. 7 have them

Jeran reached with her, signaling the flagship's T-3
to assist.

"She's alive," he cried inrelief. / thought I felt
themall die.

"Afra lives, too, but he's very faint. Larak . and
Isthia's voice faded. Wy did the focus have to snap

t hr ough hi n?

They brought Afra's capsule in first, and Jeran, who
was at the head as the shell was opened, pressed fear-
ful hands against the man's tenples. Afra's body was
drawn up in the fetal position of conplete wthdrawal.

"He's badly hurt, Isthia. God, will we save hinf
Should we, if he'll be psionically nunb for the rest of
his life?"

I sthia noved his hands aside, and applied her own,
her touch naturally nore delicate than Jeran's.

"I can't tell nore than that he wants to die. The
spark of life is very faint." She gave rapid nental or-
ders to the nedics standing by so that, w thin seconds,
Afra's body was receiving energency injections to
stimulate the failing life signs.

Di vorce your enotions Jeran, Isthia told him
sharply. Help ne reach him He wants to die. W
must pul | hi m back

Jeran shook hinself and, holding his breath, placed
hi s hands above Isthia's on Afra's head.

Toget her they probed, ignoring the mental anguish
t hey experienced at having to touch so torn a mnind
Upper nost was the thought that both Larak and Afra
had shared: Sodan striking at them and Dam a, ex-
hausted, trying to block it.

He'I'l kill her, he'll kill her, was the repeated cry of
terror, a curious nelding of both Larak and Afra,
swirling in the pain of Afra's nmind. No, Damia. Don't



try. I waited too long. No, Damia. Then the enigmatic
sequence was repeat ed.

Damia lives, Dama lives, Jeran and Isthia told him

Damia lives, damia |lives damia |ives, whispered the
essence of Afra.

I sthia caught Jeran's eyes with surprised confusion.
Hopeful now, they reinforced the will to |ive.

Afra, Dam a lives. She rests. She waits for you
I sthia murmured soot hi ngly.

Sl eep, Afra, rest. Damia lives, Jeran urged
Dami a |ives? Danmia |ives!

Wth a shudder, Afra's body untw sted fromthe

fetal curl. For one terrifying nonent, he was still.
Gasping, Isthia dipped way down into the suddenly
tranquil mnd only to be reassured that Afra had
nmerely slipped into deep sleep

"He's very badly hurt, Jeran," Isthia adnmitted sadly
as they watched the nedics wheel Afra away to a
tightly shielded room

They opened Dami a's capsul e together. She lay on

her side, |ooking very young, but there were marks
that showed the effects of that neeting of mnds. She
had bitten through her underlip and a trickle of blood
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ran in a scarlet |line across her cheek. Her fingernails
had cut into her pal ms when she had cl enched her fists
and her face was streaked with tears.

Wth infinite conpassion, Isthia turned the girl onto
her back and | aid both her hands lightly on Dami a's
t enpl es.

| can't reach them | can't get there in tine. | hurt.
I'"ve got to try. | hurt. Ch, will | l[ose them both?
Isthia could hear the words faintly, deep in the tired
m nd.

Wth a sigh of relief, Isthia straightened.

I s she badly burned? Jeran asked inpatiently, hav-
ing waited outside Isthia's contact but aware it had
been nade.

Not burned but deeply hurt on several |evels.

Dam a's been cut down to size, Isthia remarked rue-
fully, the terrible way only the very bright and confi -
dent are. She'll never forget that she underesti nated
Sedan's potential because she becane infatuated with
hi m



For all of that, if she hadn't touched himfirst, where
woul d we be with such a nenace zeroing from space?

I sthia waved that aside as of incidental inportance.

That won't matter to Damia, Jeran. Her initial |apse
of judgnent caused Larak's death and has seriously
injured Afra.

Merci ful God, Isthia, once the attack on Sodan be-
gan, nothing could have saved Larak, no matter where
he was in the focus-mnd. Death is far kinder than be-
i ng burned out. She's not to bl ane.

I sthia shook her head sadly. No, she isn't to blane
and | hope it never occurs to her that, in the crisis,
i nstinct overrode reason and it was Afra she struggl ed
to save.

Afra? What in hell ? asked Jeran before he foll owed
Isthia's thought to its source. So that's why Sodan struck
to kill. He was after Afra.

He stepped back as Isthia signaled to the nmedics to
admi ni ster deep-sleep drugs and intravenous nouri sh-
nment to Danmia

Wth great reluctance they turned to Larak's silent
shel |. Because they had to, they opened it and saw
with some little relief that there was no mark of his
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passing on the young face. A curiously surprised smle
lingered on his lips.

Isthia turned away in tears and Jeran, too nunb to
di splay his own sorrow, put his armaround her to
| ead her away.

"Sir," the captain of the ship said respectfully when
they entered the control room "we have the |ocation
of the alien ship debris. Pernmission to recover frag-
ment s?"

"Perm ssion granted. Isthia and I will return to
the Tower."

"Very good, sir," the captain said, and stiffened to
arigid attention. The unashaned tears in his eyes

and his very crisp salute expressed wordl essly his pride,
hi s sympat hy, and his sorrow.

Struggling against a will determ ned to keep her
asl eep, Dania fought her way to sem -consci ousness.

"I can't keep her under. She's resisting," a renote
voi ce called to soneone



As distant as the sound was, like a far echo in a

subt erranean cavern, each syllable fell |ike a hamer
on her exposed nerves. Sobbing, Dam a struggled for
consci ousness, sanity, and a rel ease from her agony.
She couldn't seemto trigger the reflexes that would
divert pain, and an effort to call Afra to help her net
with not only the resistance of increased agony but a
vast bl ankness. Her mind was as stiff as iron, holding
each thought firmy to it as though magneti zed.

"Damia, do not reach. Do not use your mind," a

voice said in her ear. The sound was like a bl essing and
the reassurance it gave her wavering sanity was rein-
forced by the touch of ... Isthia's hands on hers.

Dam a focused her eyes on the woman's face and
clutched Isthia's hands to her tenples in an uncon-
scious plea for relief of pain.

"\What happened? Whay can't | control mny head?"
cried Dam a, tears of weakness stream ng down her
face.

"You overreached yoursel f, destroying Sodan,"
I sthia said.

"I can't renmenber," Dami a groaned, blinking away
the tears so she could at |east see clearly.
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"Every rating in FT & T does."

"Ch, nmy head. It's all a blank and there's sone-
thing I have got to do and | can't remenber what it
is."

"You will, you will. But you're very tired, dear,"

I sthia said crooningly as she stroked her forehead with
cool hands. Each caress seenmed to |lessen the terrible
pai n.

Damia felt the cool ness of an injection pop into her
arm

"I"mputting you back to sleep, Damia. W're very
proud of you but you nust allow your mind to heal in
sl eep. "

" 'Great nature's second course, that knits the rav-

elled 'sleeve of care.’ Wat's knitting, Isthia? |'ve never
known, " Dam a heard herself babbling with a coo

scalliony taste in her throat as the drug spread.

Agai n, after what seemed no passage of tine at all
Dam a was inexorably forced to consci ousness by

her indefinable but relentless need.

"I can't understand it,"” came Isthia's voice. This
time it did not reverberate across Dami a's pained nind
like tynpany in a small room "I gave her enough to



put a city to sleep.”

"She's worrying at sonething and probably won't
rest until she's resolved it. Let's wake her up and get
t he agony over."

Dami a forced her nmind to concentrate on identify-

ing the second voice. Wth a grateful smile she |a-
belled it "Jeff." She felt her face gently slapped and,
openi ng her eyes, saw Jeff's face sw nming out of

the blurred mass about her

"Jeff," she pleaded, not because he had sl apped
her but because she had to nmke hi m under st and.

"Dear Damia," he said with such loving pride she
al nrost | ost the tenuous thought she tried to hold
fromhim

Her body strained with the effort to reach out only
a few inches a mnd that once had blithely coursed
light-years, but she soon managed to comuni cate her
crinme.

/ burned out Larak and Afra. | killed them | |inked
?3

to the Larak-focus and killed themto destroy Sodan
| saved nyself and killed them

Behi nd Jeff she heard Rowan's cry and Isthia's ex-
cl amati on.

"No, no," Jeff said gently, shaking his head. He

pl aced her hands on his forehead to |let her feel the
honesty of his denial. "In the first place, you couldn't.
You don't use others. You sort of shift gears into high
speed to nake ot her minds work on a higher level. You
drew power fromthe Larak-focus to destroy Sodan

yes. But the killing thrust was yours, Dam a; you

were the only one capable of doing it. And every
T-rating in the Federated Worlds will vouch for that.
Your touch, ny dear, is indescribable. Further, wth-

out you to throw us into high gear, Sodan could have

destroyed every Prinme in FT & T."

Dam a heard an approving, admring murnur from
Rowan.

"WIl nmy touch come back? I can't feel anything,"”

and in spite of her control Dam a's chin quivered and



she started to sob with fear
"OF course it'll cone back, dear," said the Rowan,
who el bowed Jeff aside to kneel by her daughter and

stroke her hair tenderly.

"You'd better go knit some nore sleeves of ravelled
care," Isthia suggested with therapeutic asperity. "You
knit like this," and Isthia inserted a visual denonstra-
tion of the technique of knitting into Dama's nmind. It
was an adroit change of subject, but Damia, with a
flash return of perception, saw the three were evadi ng

her .
"I must be told what has happened,” she demanded

i nperiously. A wisp of menory nagged at her and she
caught it. "I remenber. Sodan nmade one |ast thrust."
She cl osed her eyes against that recall, remenbering
too, that she had tried to intercept it and, "Larak's
dead," she said in a flat voice. "And Afra. | couldn't

shield in tinme."

"Afra lives," the Rowan said.
"But Larak? \Why Larak?" Dam a demanded, des-
perately striving to touch what she felt they nust still be

hi di ng from her.

"Larak was the focus," Rowan said softly, know ng,
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too, that Danmia would never absolve herself of her
brother's death. "Afra was supposed to be the focus,
bei ng the experienced mnd, but the old bond between

you and Larak snapped into effect. You tried to shield
Larak, but his mind was too unskilled to draw help
fromyou. Jeff and | felt it because we were part of the
focus, too, and we tried to help divert it. W could
cushion only Afra in tine. Sedan's was a very power-

ful mnd."

Dam a | ooked from her nother to her father and
knew that that nuch was true. But another reservation
hovered in their eyes...

"You're still hiding sonething," she insisted, fighting
wi t h exhaustion. "Were's Afra?"

"Ckay, skeptic," Jeff said, lifting her into his arns.
"Though why his snores haven't kept you awake, |
don't know. "

He carried her down the hall. Pausing at an open
door, he swung her around so she could see into the



room A night light hung over the bed, illum nating
Afra's quiet face, deeply lined with fatigue and pain.
Denyi ng even the physical evidence, Dam a reached

out, touching just enough for reassurance the pained
mental runble that nmeant Afra still inhabited his body.

"Damia, don't do that again," Jeff said, carrying her
back to her room

"I won't but | had to," she replied, her head bal -
| ooni ng wi th agony.

"And we'll see you don't again until you're well
enough. Qut you go, missy," and she slid into bl ack-
ness.

An insistent whisper nibbled at the corners of her

awar eness and roused Dam a fromrestoring sleep
Cringing in anticipation of the return of pain, she was
mldly surprised to feel only the faintest disconfort.
Experinental |y, Dam a pushed a depressant on the

ache and that, too, disappeared. Unutterably pleased

by her success, she sat up in bed. It was night and she
was in her famly's hone. She stretched until a cranp
caught her in the side.

Heavens, hasn't anyone noved me in nonths? she
asked herself, noting that her nental tone was firm She
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| ay back in bed, deliberating. Poor Dania, she said in a
sel f-derisive tone, ever since that encounter w th that
dreadful mnd-alien, she's been nothing but a T-4, T-9?
T-3? Damia tried out the different grades for size and
then discarded themall, along with her histrionics.

You idiot, you'll never knowtill you try.

Tentatively, w thout apparent effort, she reached out
and counted the pulses of three ... no four, sleepers.
Afra's was the faint one. But, Damia realized in calm
triunph, it was there. Wich brought her face to face
with the second fact.

She slid fromher bed to stand by the w ndow. Be-

yond the | awn of evergrass, beyond the little |ake, to
t he copse of evergreens her glance travel ed. And
stopped. Instinct told her that Larak was buried there
and the thought of Larak buried and his touch for-

ever gone broke her. She wept in loneliness, biting her
knuckl es and pressing her arns tightly into her breasts
to muffl e the sound of her mourning.

Qut of the night, out of the stillness, the whisper
tugged at her again. She stifled her tears to listen, try-
ing to identify that sliver of sound. It faded before she



caught it.

Resol utely now, she laid her sorrow gently in her
deepest soul, a part of her but apart forever. No matter
what Jeff and Rowan said, she had caused Larak's

death and mai ned Afra. Had she been | ess preoc-

cupi ed, less self-centered, she would not have been so
dazzl ed by the fancy that Sodan was her Prince Charm

i ng, her knight in cylindrical arnor.

Such a pitiful thing she was: a spoiled, rotten-hearted
child, demanding a new toy to dispel boredom when al
the time ..

The whi sper again, fainter, surer. Wth a startled cry
of joy, Damia whirled fromher room running on |ight
feet down the hall. Catching at the door frane to brake
her headlong flight, she hesitated on the threshold of
Afra's room

She caught her breath as she realized that Afra was
sitting up. He was looking at her with a snile of disbe-
lief on his face.

"You' ve been calling ne," she whispered, half-
guestioni ng, hal f-stating.
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"In a |l ame-brai ned way," he replied. "I can't seem
to reach beyond the edge of the bed."

"Don't try. It hurts,"” she said quickly, stepping into
the roomto pause shyly at the foot of the bed.

Afra grimaced, rubbing his forehead. "I know it hurts
but I can't seemto find any balance in ny skull," he
confessed, his voice uneven, worri ed.

"May | ?" she asked formally, unexpectedly timd
with him

G osing his eyes, Afra nodded.

Sitting down cautiously, Damia lightly laid her fin-
gertips to his tenples, and touched his nmind as deli -
cately as she knew how. Afra stiffened with pain and
Dam a qui ckly established a bl ock, spreading it over

t he damaged edges. Resolutely, regardl ess of the cost
to her own recent recovery, she drew away the pain,
laying in the tender areas a healing nental anesthesia.
Jeal ousy, she noticed sonmeone el se had been doing the
same t hing.

Isthia... has... a... delicate ... touch... too. He
sent the thought carefully, slowy.

"Ch, Afra," Damia cried for the agony the sinple
t hought cost him "You aren't burned out. You won't
be nunb. I won't let you be. Together we can be just as



powerful as ever."

Afra |l eaned forward, his face close to hers, his yell ow
eyes bl azi ng.

"Toget her, Dami a?" he asked in a |low intense voice
as he searched her face.

Her fingers plucking shyly and nervously at his

bl anket, Damia could not | ook away from an Afra who

had altered disturbingly. Damia tried to conprehend

the startling change. Unable to resort to a nental touch
she saw Afra for the first time with only physical sight.
And he was suddenly a very different man. A nan!

That was it. He was so excessively masculine.

How coul d she have bl undered around so, | ooking

for a mnd that was superior to hers, conmpletely over-
| ooking the fact that a woman's nost inportant func-
tion in life begins with physical dom nation?

"Dami a- - speechl ess?" Afra teased her, his voice
t ender.

She nodded violently as she felt his warmfingers
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cl osi ng around her nervous hand. |nmredi ately she ex-
peri enced a profoundly sensual enpathy.

"Way did you wait so long, know ng that | needed
you?" The words burst from her

Wth a | ow triunphant |augh, Afra pulled her into
his arms, cradling her body against his and settling her
head in the crook of his arm

"Fam liarity breeds contenpt?" he asked, nocking
her gently with her own words.

"And how could you ... a T-3 . . . nanhage
to mask..." she went on, grow ng indignant.

"Fam liarity also bred certain skills."

"But you were always so al oof and reserved. And
Mot her. .. "

"Your nother was no nore for ne than Sodan was
for you," Afra interrupted her, his eyes stern as she
stared up at him shaken by his harsh voice.

H s expression altered again, his arnms tightened con-
vul sively as he bent his head and ki ssed her with an
urgent, |lusty eagerness.

"Sodan may have | oved you, in his fashion, Dania,"
Afra's voice said in her ear, "but mine will be far nore
satisfying for you."



Trenbling and ready, Dami a opened her nmind to

Afra without a single reservation. Their |ips net again
as Afra held her tightly in what would shortly be far
nmore than a nmere neeting of mnds.

"Daughter” and "Dull Drums" were specifically
slanted for the young adult narket, but the origina
yam concerning Nora Fenn and the futuristic uni-
versity systemis far, far out.

| had submitted a story called "A Pocket to Mend"
at the Pennsylvania MIford SF Witers' Conference,
chaired by Danon Kni ght and Kate Wlhelm It was

savaged by the assenbled witers as sentinental, im
possi bl e, and stupid! And after | had the opportunity
to try to explain nmy intentions, | was told that | had

done all the wwong things for all the wong reasons.
They suggested | go hone and really think the basic

i dea through. Fromthe original prenmise | retained the
term"Wendy," neaning a girl with tol erance and un-
derstanding (in my story, training), who acts as house-
nother to and bears the children of men w th hono-
sexual proclivities.

I had enough honosexual male friends--even be-

fore the Gay Liberation devel oped--who were bitter

that they could not adopt children because of their
sexual preferences. | have never felt capable of witing
a full-length novel about this situation as it should

be witten. So only these three stories exist, and they
i nvolve a futuristic society in which all citizens may
have a "legal" child.

"Changel i ng" has never before been published. This
story deals with one aspect of the "Wendy" thene.

| wote it originally in response to Harlan Ellison's
request for a story for his Dangerous Visions anthol -
ogy. Frankly, | think this one has a far nore dangerous
vi sion than "The Bones Do Lie," the story Harlan
finally accepted.
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Daught er

THE MOMVENT HER FATHER BEGAN TO YELL AT

her twin brother N ck, Nora Fenn edged toward the
door of the Conplex office. George Fenn's anger al-
ways seened to expand in direct proportion to the
nunmber of w tnesses. She knew it humliated Nick to
be harangued in front of anyone, and this time there
was absol utely not hing she could say in N ck's de-
fense. Wiy hadn't he waited till she got back from
school and could hel p himprogramthe Planter?

"Fifty acres clearly marked corn," and Fat her
vi ciously stabbed a thick forefinger at the coner of



t he room domi nated by the scale nodel of the farm

He' d spent hours last wi nter rearrangi ng the novabl e
field units. In fact, Nora thought he displayed a | ot
nore concern for the proper allocation of crops than

he did for his two children. He certainly didn't berate
the corn when the ears weren't plunp or turned to

er got .

"And you," roared Father, suddenly clamnping his

hands tightly to his sides, as if he were afraid of the
damage they'd do if he didn't, "you plant turnips.

What kind of programmer are you, Nicholas? Asim

pl e chore even your sister could do!"

Nora flinched at that. If Father ever found out that

it was she, not Nick, who did the nost conpl ex pro-
grammng . . . She eased past the county maps, care-

ful not to rustle the thin sheets of plastic overlay that
Fat her had narked with crop, irrigation, and fertiliz-
ing patterns. The office was not small. One wall, of
course, was the conputer console and storage banks,

then the wi ndow that | ooked out onto the big yard of
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the Conpl ex, the three-foot-square relief nodel of the
Fenn Farm ands on its stand. But two angry Fenns
woul d di m ni sh a Bargaining Hall

Nora was struck by a resenbl ance between fat her

and son, which she'd not really appreciated before.

Not only were both nen holding their arnms stiffly

agai nst their sides, but their jaws were set at the sane
obstinate angle and each hel d one shoul der slightly

hi gher than the ot her.

"I"'mgoing to see that so-called Gui dance Counse-

| or of yours tomorrow and find out what kind of
abortive conputer courses you've been given.

thought 1'd nmade it plain what electives you were to
t ake. "

"I get the course I'mable to absorb ..

Oh, please. N ck, breathed Nora, don't argue wth

him The Educational Advancenents will be posted

in a day, two at the nost, and then there's nothing he
can do to alter the decision

"Fenns are | andsmen," Father shouted. "Born to
the I and, bred by the land!"

The dictumreverberated through the room and

Nora used the noise to mask the slipping sound of

the office door. She was out in the narrow passage-

way before Father realized that he'd lost part of his
audi ence. She half ran to the outer door, the spongy-
fiber flooring masking the sounds of her booted feet.
When she was safely outside the ranmbling tril evel

habi tati on, she breathed with relief. She'd better fin-
i sh her own after-school chores. Now that Father'd



got started on Nick, he'd be finding fault el sewhere.
Since there weren't any apprentice |andsnmen on the
Fenn Farm Conpl ex right now, "elsewhere" could

only be Nora. Mther never cane in for Father's
criticism because everything she did in her quiet
unspect acul ar way was perfectly done. Nora sighed.
It wasn't fair to be so good at everything. \Wen her
children conpl ai ned Mary Fenn woul d | augh and

remark that practice nade perfect. But Mdther al-
ways had sone bit of praise, or a hug or a kiss to
hearten you when she knew you'd tried. Father ... if
Fat her woul d only say something encouraging to

N ck. .
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Nora stayed to the left of the low, ranbling, living
quarters, out of the view afforded by the office w n-
dow. She gl anced across the huge pl asti-cobbl ed

yard whi ch she had just finished hosi ng down. Yes,
she had washed down the bay doors of the enornopus
bam t hat housed t he Conpl ex' s Seeder, Pl owboy,

and Harvester. And done a thorough job of cleaning
the tracks on which the heavy equi prent was

shunted out of the yard and onto the various rails
leading to the arable tracts.

Turnips! If only Nick had blown the job with a

hi gh-priority vegetable, like carrots or beets. But
turni ps? They were nothing but subsistence-Ievel

food. Father cannily conplied with Farm Directives

and still managed to plant nost of the Fenn lands to
creditable crops like corn and beets. Fifty nore acres
of turnips this year nmight mean Ni ck woul d have that
much |l ess free credit at the university.

Nora si ghed. When Educational Advancenents

wer e posted, the suspense would be over, the pres-
sure of f the graduating students. Wo'd go on to Ap-
plied or Academic in her class, she wondered? But
there was no way of finding out short of stealing
Counsel or Fremmeng's wrist recorder. You only got
pass/fail decisions in elenentary grades. An ar-
bitrary percentile eval uation defeated the purpose
of nodem educati onal methods. Achi evenent nust

be measured by individual endeavor, not nean av-
erages or sliding curves. Young citizens were taught
to know t hat know edge was required of contributing
citizens. Conputer-assisted drill constantly checked
on conprehensi on of concept and use of basic skills.
Educati onal Advancenent, either Applied or Aca-
dem c, depended as rmuch on denonstrated diligence
as inherent ability. Consequently, the slow student
had every bit as much chance, and just as nuch right
to education as the quick | earner

VWll, Nora told herself briskly, it doesn't contrib-



ute anything to society to stand here daydream ng.
You'll knowin a day or two. In the meantine .

Nora went through the grape arbor toward the
ski mer shed, near, the far left compound wall. She
had just turned in to the building when she felt the
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reverberation of rapid thudding through the Iinked
pl asti-cobbl es. Then N ck canme poundi ng around the
side of the buil di ng.

"Nora, |end ne your skinmrer?" he begged, un-
racking it as he spoke. "Mne's still drying out from
Saturday's irrigating."

"But, Nick ... Father..."

Ni ck's face darkened the way Father's did when
he met resistance.

"Don't give ne any static. Nor. | gotta change
state..."
"Ch, Nick, why didn't you wait until | could' ve

checked you out ?"
Nick set his jaw, his eyes blinking rapidly.

"You had to see Fremmeng, renenber? And
when | got home, the orders were waiting and

couldn't. 1'mdue over at Felicity's now " Nick turned
up the pressure gauge, filling the tanks of the skim
mer. "Orders. Orders. That's all | ever get fromhim

That and ' Fenns are crop farners, Ni ck snorted.
"He thinks he can programkids |ike a conputer
Vll, I"'mnot a crop farmer. It switches ne off. Ofl"

"Ni ck, please. Keep unity. Once you get to the

uni versity, you choose the courses you want. He can't
go agai nst Educational Advancenent. And if he tries,
you can always cl ai m sanctuary agai nst parental co-
ercion. There isn't anyone in the Sector who woul dn't
support your claim..."

Ni ck was staring at her incredul ously, but sud-
denly the anger drained out of his face and was re-
pl aced by an exaggerated expression of tolerant

f or bear ance.

"C ai msanctuary? | haven't lost all sense of unity,
Nora," he told her sternly. "Hey, what did Frem
meng want you for?"

"Me? Oh, he had the absolutely nmore irrel evant

guesti ons! About how you and | get al ong, ny opin-
ions on fam |y harnmony and social contributions, and
pairing off."



Ni ck regarded her with an intent, inmpersonal stare.
"He did, huh? Look, Nor," and her brother's

nmood changed state conpletely, "I need to see
Felicity. | gotta blow out of here!"
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Nora grabbed his armas he inflated the skimer.
"N ck, what did you say to Father?"

Ni ck gave her a sour look now "I told himhe'd
better hold off nmaking so many big plans for ne to
be the Fenn Complex's Master Ruralist, until he sees
t he Educational Advancenents."

"Nick, if you don't get Advancenent, Father will
just...just..."

"Abort and sulk!"™ N ck finished for her. "No, 1'll

get Advancenent, all right. On ny terns! There's

not a blasted thing wong with Applied. It's Father
who tried programri ng the university for ne. But

I've had different plans." N ck's | ook turned as hard
as Father's could when he'd | ost crops.

"What do you nean. N ck? What have you been
doi ng?" Nora was suddenly scared. \What had Fat her
driven Nick to do?

"Nora, sweetie. Od Bates at the Everett Conpl ex

is about due for retirement. Felicity Everett and
want to pair off as soon as the E.A.'s have been
posted. And it's just possible that Landsman Everett
woul d opt for ne as assistant."” Nick's expression
altered again, this time to enthusiasm and Nora felt
relief at the change.

"Ch, he would. Nick. You know what he said
about your term paper on ovi ne gene manipul ation."
Then Nora caught the significance of his plan

"Yes, indeedy, sister mine. Nick can cut a program
on his own, w thout your help or Father's."

She was so astonished at the calculation in his

snmle that he was able to | oosen her fingers fromthe
handl ebars. He was off on the skinmer at a high

bl ow bef ore she could stop him

“Nick...'
"Gve ny love to our foul-feathered friends!" he

call ed over his shoul der cheerfully, and | aunched
t he skimrer straight across the nmeadows toward the



Everetts' Herd Conpl ex.

Resol utely, Nora nmade for the distant poultry

house on foot. Father proclained that chickens and
turkeys were a wonan's business. She hated tending
t hem and usual |y swapped the chore with Nick. N ck

found poultry a trifle nore engrossing than the tedi-
ous Ccrop progranm ng.

Why couldn't Nick focus a little nmore attention on
what he was doing instead of expending all his ener-
gies thwarting Father? Irritably, she scuffed at a
vagrant pebble in the track that led straight fromthe
| owrambling Farm Conpl ex, set in the fold of the

soft hills, toward the Poultry house. She could see
the glitter of the round roof as she topped the next
rise.

Educati onal Advancenent! She so hoped that she'd
qualify ... at least for Applied Advancenent. That
woul d prove to Father she wasn't all that stupid,
even if she was a girl. Maybe, if she coul d nmake
Journeyman C ass Computer ... she really felt that
she understood mat hematics and symbolic logic. If

she got Journeyman, Father mightn't be so disap-

poi nted when he finally realized that N ck was ab-
solutely set against crop farm ng. Wile Father

m ght feel that wonen were being educated far be-
yond society's profit, no contributing citizen could
argue with the Advancenment Board's deci sion. For

the board was inpartial, having the best interests of
soci ety and the individual at heart. Father m ght
scof f at the premi se that everyone had the constitu-
tional right to shelter, food, clothing, and education
as long as he maintained a class average. But then
Fat her di sparaged a systemthat rewarded the dili-
gent student with credit bonuses for sonething as

i ntangi bl e as acadeni c excel |l ence.

"That doesn't feed anyone, mmke anything, buy

or sell anything," he'd say when he'd started on that
tangent. There was no use explaining to such a prag-
mati st.

If Nora could get certified in conputer |ogistics

and was able to handl e the Conpl ex's Master Rural -
ist, then surely he'd be proud of her. He woul dn't
mnd that one of his children was a girl, not the sec-
ond boy he'd printed into the Propagati on Registra-
tion.

Fat her never let Nora, or her nother, forget that
he had not conputed tw ns, nor mxed sexes. He'd
opted for both | egal progeny to be male. Since early
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sex education in school, Nora had wondered how her
not her had managed not only a nultiple birth but a
split in sexes w thout Father's know edge. For one
thing, multiple births had been uncommon for the

| ast hundred years, since Popul ati on Control had
been initiated. Most duly registered couples opted
for one of each sex, well spaced. O course, George
Fenn woul d conpl ai n about PC, too. O rather, the
provi sion which pernitted only exceptional couples
to have one or two nore children above the | ega
nunber--in return for extraordinary contributions
to society.

"They put the enphasis on the wong genetic fac-

tors," Father would argue bitterly whenever the

subj ect came up. "If you breed for brain, the species
weakens physically, flaws develop." He'd always flex
hi s huge bi ceps then, show off his two-meter-tall, one-

hundred-kilo frane in support of his argunment. He'd
been di sappoi nted, too, when Nick, scarcely an un-
dersi zed man, stopped slightly short of two neters in
hei ght. Father'd glower at Nora, as if her slender
body had robbed her twin of extra centineters.

How had Mary Fenn, a woman of nuted qualities,

coped so long and am ably with her husband? Her

quiet, uncritical voice was sel domraised. She knew
when you were upset, though, or sick, and her ca-
pabl e hands were sure and soft. If anyone deserved
Maternity Surplus, it was Mdther. She was so good!

And she'd managed to remain conpletely in contro

of herself, a presence unperturbed by her husband's
tirades and intenperate attitudes, efficiently dealing
wi th each season and its exigencies.

O course, it was no wonder that Mdther was quiet.
Fat her was such a dom nating person. He could shout
down an entire Rural Sector Meeting.

"A fine landsman,"” Nora heard her father called.
"But don't cross him" she'd heard whispered. "He'l
try to programthings his way, cone hell or high wa-
ter. He knows the | and, though," was the grudgi ng
sunmati on.

"Knows the l|and, but not humans,"” Nora nuttered
under her breath. "Not his children. Certainly he
doesn't know what his son really wants."
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Maybe once Nick gets away to university, har-

mony will be restored between father and son. Nick
ought to have a stronger desire to maintain famly
unity. ..

Crop farm ng wasn't all that bad, Nora thought.
By punching the right buttons, you could now nmow
a thousand-acre field, as Nora had done as a preteen



when the apprentices let her. You could w nnow and
cull with a vacuum attachnent; grade, bag, clean

your field far nore efficiently than the nost carefu
anci ent gl eaners. You could program your Pl owboy

to fertilize at five levels as the seed was planted. One
Conplex with two famlies or a couple of responsible
apprentices could efficiently farman old-time county-
sized spread and still turn a luxury credit. Not to
nmention having fresh and ready supplies of any edi-
bl e and sonme of those |uxuries above the subsistence

I evel that the Gty Conpl exes craved.

Now Nora coul d hear the pitiful muted honking of

the geese in the Poultry House. She wi nced. There

were certain aspects of farm ng that could not be
conpl etely autonmated. You can't tape a broody hen

and you can't computerize the services of a rooster
Cocks' crows still heral ded sunrise over the fields,
whet her the clarion sunmons issued from a wooden
slated crate or the sleek multipentangl e that housed
the poultry raised by the Fenn Conpl ex. Eggs laid

by hens in Nora's charge woul d be powdered and
eventual Iy whipped to edibility on the Jupiter station
or be flash-frozen to provide sustenance when the
first colony ship set forth as it was runmored to do in
t he next decade. Turkeys fromthis Conpl ex reg-

ularly made the one-way trip to the Mon bases for
Wnter Solstice celebrations, call them Saturnalias or
Santa Claus if you woul d.

She entered the poultry pentangl e through the

access tunnel which led straight to the conputer core
that handl ed all watering, feeding, cleaning, egg col -
| ection, and sl aughter operations. The Fenn Conpl ex
did not sell to dietary groups, so the market prepara-
tions were the standard ones.

She checked the tapes on the Leghorn fifth, re-
pl eni shed the grit supply, and tapped out a reorder
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sequence. She flushed out all the pen floors and re-
freshed the water. Then she checked the mean wei ght

of the torn turkeys, growing from scrawny, |ong-I|egged
adol escence to plunp-breasted maturity. Atrifle nore
sand for digestion, a richer mash for firmer nmeats, and
alittle less of the growh hornones. Concentrated
goodness, not size for size's sake anynore.

The geese were fattening, too, on their fixed

perches. Goose livers on the rod. Nora hated the

calcul ated cruelty that brought in credit margin for

t he Fenn Conplex. Stuff the poor hel pless fow,

engorge their livers for the del ectation of the gournet.
The geese lived sheltered, circunscribed lives, which
was not living at all, for they couldn't see out of then-



own quarters. Nothing distracted themfromtheir

purpose in life--death fromenlarged livers. Nora

was di stracted fromher chores by their shrill honking.
She forced herself to read the gauges. Yes, the upper
group were ready for market. Even their plaint reg-
istered the truth of their self-destruction. They'd been
bred for one purpose. It was their tine to fulfill it. She
coldly dialed for a quotation on the price of geese

and goose liver at the Central Farm Exchange. The
European price printed out at a respectable high. She
routed the information to the Farmi s main consol e.

It mght Just sweeten Father's cantankerous nood to
realize a quick credit fromthe sale.

Nora took a detour on the way back, across the

one- hundred-acre field. The willows her great-
grandf at her had pl anted the day the Farm Reforns

were passed were tipped with raw yell ow. Spring was

an Earth-nmonment away. Soon the gol den |inbs woul d

sprout their green filanments, to drape and float them
on the irrigation ditch that watered their thirsty feet.
Woul d her great-grandchildren admire the willows

in their turn? The whinmsy irritated her

She wal ked faster, away fromwhat the wll ows

stood for. She didn't really have to be back at the
Conpl ex until mealtine, an hour or so away. Father
al ways programmed too nmuch tine for her to tend

the poultry house, which was an unflattering assess-
ment of her ability but usually gave her nore tine
for sonething she'd .wanted to do that Father mi ght
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not consider contributory. If only once he'd | ook at
her as if she weren't sonething printed out by m s-
take. How in the name of little printed circuits had
Mot her dared to have twi ns?

Nora used her spare tine to pick cress at the sluice
gate beds. It was a soothing occupation and contri b-
uted to dinner's salad. Wen she finally got back to the
house, she glanced into the office. The printout slot
was cl ear, so Father had seen her report. She'd sim

ply have to wait to find out if he'd acted on the data.
The main consol e was keyed to his code only.

She heard the nmeal chinme fromthe kitchen area

and qui ckly brought the cress to her nother, who was
taki ng roast |lanb out of the oven. Did Mdther know
about Nick's quarrel? Lanmb was her father's favorite
pr ot ei n.

"Ch, cress! That was a considerate thought, Nora.
W'l put a few sprigs on the lanb platter for |ooks.
There'll only be three of us for dinner, you know "

Nora didn't know, for surely N ck would be back
fromthe Everett Conplex; but just then Father
cane in, grimfaced, and sat down. Again Nora won-



dered just how far he had goaded Ni ck this afternoon
Why had she played the coward and left?

The tender lanmb stuck in her throat |ike so nuch

dry feed. Her stomach seenmed to close up as if eating
had been programed out, but she forced herself to
clear her plate. No one, in this day and age and es-
pecially at CGeorge Fenn's table, wasted real food.
Once--and only once--as a child she had left rea

food on her plate. She'd spent the next two weeks
trying to swall ow conmon subsi st ence-1evel rations.

Conversation was never encouraged at Fenn neal s,

so the awkward neal dragged on. Wen Nora could
finally excuse herself and make for the sanctuary of
her room her father stopped her

"So, Nora, you've been doing N chol as's program
mng for him eh?" Father's voice was icy with dis-
approval ; his eyes were specks of gray.

Nora stared back, speechless. Ch, N ck coul dn't
have!

"Don't gawk at ne, girl. Answer!" Father's big fist
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banged the table and a startled "Yes, Father," cane
from her.

"And how long has this . . . this deception gone
on?"

Nora didn't dare look at him

"How | ong?" Father repeated, his voice rising in vol -
ume and getting sharper

"Since--since spring," she answered.
"Whi ch spring?" was the acid query.

Nora swal | owed hard agai nst the sudden nauseat -
ing taste of lanb in her nouth.

"The first year of programm ng."

"You dared take over a task assigned your brother
--by me? Designed to acquaint himw th the prob-
lems he'll face as a | andsnan?"

Instinctively Nora | eaned as far back in her chair,
away from her father's | oom ng body, as she coul d.

Not even George Fenn woul d disrupt famly harnony

by striking a child, but he was so angry that it seened
to Nora he had beconme a terrible stranger, capable



even of causing her physical harm

"Nick couldn't seemto get the trick of it," she man-
aged to say in her own defense. "I only helped a little.
When he got jammed."

"He's a Penn. He's got farming in his blood. Five
generations of farm ng. You've robbed himof his her-
itage, of his proper contribu--"

"Ch, no, Father. Nick's always contributed. He'd
do the poultry . " and her sentence broke off as she
saw the bl oated, red face of her father

"You dared .. . dared exchange assi gnnents?"

"You mss the point entirely, George," Mther inter-
ceded in her placid way. "The tasks were conpl et ed,
were well done, so | cannot see why it is so wong for
Ni ck to have done which, and Nora what. They're

both Fenns, after all. That's the core of the matter."

"Have you changed state, woman?" Fat her want ed
to know, but astoni shment had aborted his anger
"Nicholas is ny son! Nora's only a girl."

"Real |y, CGeorge. Don't quibble. You know, |'ve

been thi nking of enlarging ny contribution to society
now that the children are about to advance. |1'd really
like to go back to the Agriculture Institute and up-
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date my credentials. Sonetinmes," Mther went on in

t he conversational way in which she was apt to de-
liver startling conclusions, "I think the children have
studi ed a whol e new | anguage when | hear them dis-
cussing conputer |ogic. Renenmber when | used to

take an apprentice's place, George? O course, it

woul d be much nore interesting for me if you'd di-

versify the Conplex. | can't have any nore children
of course, but if we bred | anbs or calves, 1'd've young
things to tend again. Society does say it'll satisfy

every individual's needs." She gave her husband an
appealing snmile. "Do try to conmpute that in your fal
program GCeorge. |'d appreciate it."

Looking at Mother as if she'd taken | eave of her
senses. Father rose and pushed back his chair. He
munbl ed sonet hi ng about checki ng urgent data, but
stunbl ed out of the dining area, past the office, and
out of the house.

"Mother, I'd no idea ..."
The rest of Nora's words died in her throat because
her nmother's eyes were brimring with m schief and

she | ooked about to | augh

"I oughtn't to do that to George when he's had a



big dinner. But there're more ways to kill a cat than
choking himwi th butter--as nmy grandnot her used

to say. Although that's a shocking way to use butter
--not to nmention a good cat--but G andnot her was

full of such dairy-oriented expressions. Hmm Now
dairy farm ng mght not be such a bad conproni se

consi dering the printout quotes on mlk and cheese
this spring." Then she closed her lips firmy as if her
own | oquacity startled her as nmuch as it did Nora.

The laughter died in her eyes. "Nora?"

"Yes, Mot her?"

"In this society, a person is legally permtted to
devel op at his own pace and follow his own aptitudes.
Not even a stubborn atavist |ike your father has the
right to inhibit another's contribution. O course, the
responsi ble citizen tries to maintain harnonious re-
lations with his famly unit up to that point of inter-
f erence.

"You realized, I'"'mcertain, that even if N ck has
no |l ove of crop farmng, he is basically attuned to
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rural life. |I've been so grateful to you, dear, for
soothing matters between your father and brother."

The words cane out haltingly and though Mot her

didn't look directly at her, Nora could appreciate her
difficulty. Mther had scrupul ously avoi ded taki ng
sides in the constant altercations between N ck and
Fat her. She had sonehow al ways mmintained fanily
unity. Her unexpected frankness was essentially a
betrayal of that careful neutrality. "I had hoped that
Ni ck mi ght be a nore biddable boy, able to go al ong
with his father's anbitions. They may be ol d-

fashi oned--"

"Mt her, you know Father is positively nedi eva

at times." Nora regretted her flippancy when she

saw the plea for understanding in her nother's eyes.
"Well, heis, but that's his bit. And he does make a
di stingui shed contribution as a | andsman. "

"Yes, Nora. Few men these days have your fa-

ther's real love of the earth. It isn't every |andsman,"
Mot her added, her voice proud, "who runs a Com

pl ex as big as ours and nakes a creditabl e bal ance.”

"If only Father didn't try .

But Mot her was | ooking off into the nmiddle dis-

tance, her face so troubled, her eyes so dark with
worry, that Nora wanted to cry out that she really did
understand. Hadn't she proved that with all she'd done
to keep unity?



"You're a kind, thoughtful, considerate child,
Nora," Mbother said finally, smling with unexpected
tenderness. "You undoubtedly rate very high on in-
terpersonal relationships.”

"You must, too,"
the office.

Nora protested, glancing toward

Mot her gave a rueful little laugh. "I do, or |
shoul dn't have got on so well with your father al
t hese years. But, right now, we both have to work
together to maintain famly harnony."

"You haven't had a deficiency notice on ne, have
you?"

"Good | ands, no, child,” and Mother was clearly
startled at the notion. "But N ck had an interview
wi th Counsel or Fremmeng and he's reasonably cer-
tain, fromthe way the Counsel or talked, that he is
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goi ng to disappoint your father. You know t hat
Ceorge has been positive N ck woul d receive Aca-
dem ¢ Advancenent. And frankly, Nora, Nick not
only doesn't want it, he's sure he won't get it."

"Yes, he mentioned sonething like that to ne this
afternoon after Father reamed him" Nora said

sadly. "But what could Father possibly do in the face
of E. A postings except admit that he couldn't com
pute Nick into his own progran"

Mot her gave Nora one of her long, disconcertingly
candi d stares.

"I't's not a question, Nora, of what your Father

woul d or would not do. It's a question of how we
maintain famly unity, and your father's dignity and
standing in the Sector. Wth a little tactful and af-
fectionate ... handling, he can think it was all his own
notion in the first place.™

Nora stared at her nother w th dawni ng respect

and adm rati on.

"That's why you offered to update your creden-
tial s?"

Mot her grinned. "Just thought I'd plant the notion
It is spring, you know "

"Mt her, why on earth did you marry Fat her?"
Nora asked in a rush. She mi ght never get another

chance to find out.



An unexpectedly tender expression on her nother's
face made her appear younger, prettier

"Land' s sake, because he was the kind of nan I

wanted to marry,"” Mary Fenn said with a proud lift

of her chin. "A man to do for, and George takes a | ot
of doi ng, you know. Keeps ne on ny toes. He has

such tremendous vitality. | like that. He knows and
| oves and understands the land, and | wanted that,
too. | knew that was good for ne, to be close to the

land, and | wanted to raise my children close to nat-
ural things. Sormetines | think there's too nuch de-
pendence on technol ogy. |'m a throwback, too, Nora,
just as nmuch as your father is with his antiquated
notions of a son following in his father's footsteps on
land that's been in the same fanmly for generations."
Mot her | ooked down at her square-pal ned strong-
fingered hands as if they represented her inner self.
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"I like to feel warmearth, to get dirty. I want to do
with ny hands, not just let themidly punch a button or
two. | like growing things, young things. If | could ve
defied the Popul ation Control laws, too, |I'd ve had a

whol e passel of brats to raise. As it was . and
her lips formed a glowing snile of |ove and conpassi on
that coul d enconpass a whol e county.

"As it was," Nora said with a giggle, "you had
twins in spite of Father."

"Yes," Mary Fenn chuckl ed, her eyes lit up with

| aughter, "I had twins. A boy for your father," and
her face was both dutiful and mischievous, "and a
girl for me."

"Well, N ck's not the son Father wanted. Mther--"
and suddenly the answer was the nost inmportant thing
in Nora's life. "--Mother, am | the daughter you
want ed?"

The laughter died abruptly and Mt her placed her
square hands on either side of Nora's face.

"You're a good child, Nora. You never conplain.
You work hard and willingly. Yes, you' re a good
daughter."

But that wasn't the answer Nora want ed.
"But what do you want me to bet"

"Happy, Nora. | want you to be happy." Mary

Fenn turned, then, to glance around the kitchen area,
checking to see if all was in order. It was a dismi ssal
a tacit gesture not to pursue this subject further. Her
nmot her often did that. Particularly with Father. She
didn't actually evade a question, sinply didn't answer



it directly or fully.
"Mt her, that isn't enough of an answer anynore."

Her mot her turned back to her, her eyebrows
raised in a polite question that turned to a frown when
she'd studi ed her daughter's stem face.

"I only wanted a daughter, Nora, not a child in ny

own image, to followin my path. Just a girl child to
raise, to love, to delight in. A woman is proud to bear
her son, but she rejoices in her daughter. You've
given me nmuch secret joy, Nora. |I'mproud of you for
many, silly little notherly reasons you'll understand
when you have your own daughter. Beyond that "

Mot her began to nove away. "I believe that every-
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one must be allowed to determine his own life's
course. In that respect | am conpletely nodem Do
you dislike farmlife as nmuch as your brother, Nora?"

"No," but Nora realized as she said it that she was
no |l onger sure. "lIt's not that | dislike it. Mther, it's
just that I'd prefer to do sonething nore ..."

"More cerebral, |ess manual ?" her nother asked
teasi ngly.

Nora coul d feel the blush nmounting in her cheeks.
She didn't want Mother to think she felt farm ng
wasn't a substantial contribution

"Well," and her mother's voice was brisk again,
"the Advancenents will soon be posted. They'll de-
cide the matter once and for all. In the neantine--"

"I"ll be a good daughter.™

"I know I can count on you," and there was a sud-
den worried edge to her nother's voice. "Now go.
You' ve studying, | know. You want to achieve a good
credit bonus at graduation.”

Nora |l et her nother's gentle shove propel her to-
ward the ranp up to the bedroom | evel. But she was
far too disquieted to study. Her nother had never
been so forthright, and yet Nora did not feel the re-
assurance whi ch ought to have resulted from such
frankness.

There' d been many nuances in the conversation
enot i onal undertones which her nother had never
permtted her daughter to hear before. And so nmany
shifts. Alnost as if Mdther had really been soundi ng
her out. On what? Usel ess to exam ne enotions: they
were too subjective. They weren't conputabl e data.

Nora tapped out a request for a mathematics re-



vi ew, senior |level, on her home-study consol e. She
was still staring at the first problem when the com
put er pinged warningly and then chattered out the
answer. Nora turned off the console and sat staring
at the printout.

Was she really the daughter Mary Fenn had

want ed? How woul d she ever know? She was cer-

tainly not the second son her father had intended to
sire, though she had all the capabilities he'd wanted.
If Nick wouldn't crop farmthe Fenn Conpl ex, how

were they going to get Father to accept a conpromn se?
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Maybe Mot her wanted her to prove to Father that she
knew nore about crop farming than N ck right now?

No, CGeorge Fenn wanted his son to follow himat Fenn
Conpl ex. If not N ck, then sonme man, because George
Fenn's atavistic tenperanent required himto pass |and
to a man, not a woman, even of his own genetic herit-
age.

This year's apprentices would be assigned here

soon, fresh fromtheir courses in Applied Agriculture
at the Institute. Maybe she'd like one of them pair
off wwth him and then the Fenn | and woul d at | east
remain in partially Fenn hands for another genera-
tion. Was this what Mdther had been hinting at when
she nentioned Nora's rating in | PR?

No, the trick would be to get Father to agree to
diversify. That way N ck, who was just as stubborn

as his father, could follow his heart's desire and soci -
ety woul d benefit all around. But, when Mt her

brought that notion up at nealtine. Father had

rushed out of the house as if his circuits had jammed.

Nora | ooked di sconsol ately down at the console.

Wthin the paraneters of the programm ng, com

puters reacted to taped instructions, facts that could
be ineradicably stored as minute bits in their mem
ories. Only humans put no paraneters on dreanms and
stored aspirations.

The sound of a vehicle braking to a stop broke
into her thoughts. Nick had cone back

The angl e of the house was such that Nora could
only see the blunt anonymous end of a triwheel from
her wi ndow. Ni ck had her skinmer. But--Nora

grasped at the notion--N ck had gone to the Ever-
etts. Maybe Landsman Everett was bringing him

back. Father openly admred the breeder, said he
was a sound husbandsman and nmade a real contri-
bution to society.

Nora sat very still, straining to hear N ck's voice or
Landsman Everett's cheerful tenor. She heard only
t he subdued nurnmur of her nmother's greeting, and



then Father's curt baritone. Wen she caught the sec-
ond deep mal e runbl e, she ceased listening and turned
back to the console-. She did have exans to pass, and
eavesdropping did not add to famly unity.
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Nora usually enjoyed computer-assisted drill. It

put one on the nmental alert. She enjoyed the chal -

| enge of completing the drill well within the allotted

time. So, despite her concerns, she was soon caught

up in her studies. She finished the final |evel of re-
view with only one equation wong. Her own fault.
She' d skipped a step in her hurry to beat the com
puter's tine. She could never understand why sone
kids said they they were exhausted after a comnputer-
assi sted session. She always felt great.

"Noral"

Her father's sumons startled her. Had she m ssed
his first call? He sounded angry. You never nade
Father call you tw ce

"Coming!" Anxious not to irritate him she ran

down the ranp to the | ower |evel, apologizing all the
way. "Sorry, Father, | was concentrating on CA
review . " and then she saw that the visitor was
Counsel or Fremmeng. She nuttered a nervous good-
evening. This was the time of year for Parent Con-

sul tations, and deficiencies were usually schedul ed
first. She couldn't have nmade that poor a show ng

A glance at her father's livid face told her that this
i nterview was not going the way George Fenn wanted
it.

"Counsel or Fremmeng has inforned nme that you
have achi eved sufficient distinction in your schooling
to warrant Acadeni c Advancenent."

The savage way her father spat the words out and

t he di sappoi ntnent on his face dried up any thought
Nora had of exulting in her achievenent. Hurt and
bewi | dered, unaccountably rebuked in yet another
effort to win his approval, Nora stared back at him
Even if she was a girl, surely he didn't hate her for
getting Academic ... In a sudden change of state,

she realized why.

"Then N ck didn't?"

Her father turned fromher coldly so that Counse-

|l or Fremmeng had to confirmit. H's eyes were al npst
sad in his long, jowed face. Didn't he take pride in
her achi evenent? Didn't anyone? Crushed with dis-
appoi ntnent, Nora pivoted slowy. Wen she nmet her
not her' s eyes, she saw in them sonet hing greater than

77



nmere approval. Something nmore |ike anticipation, en-
treaty.

"Your brother," Father went on with such scath-

ing bitterness that Nora shuddered, "has been ten-
tatively allowed two years of Applied Advancenent.

The wi sdom of society has linmted this to the Agri-
cultural Institute with the reconmendation that he
study ani mal husbandry." He turned back to face

hi s daughter, eyes burning, huge franme rigid with eno-
tion.

Serves himright, Nora thought, and quickly

squel ched such di srespect. He had been too certain
that Nick would qualify for the university and be-
cone a Conputer Master for the Fenn Conplex. He'l
just have to adjust. A Fenn is going on. M.

"How . . ." and suddenly Ceorge Fenn erupted,

seeking relief from his disappointnment w th viol ent
paci ng and exaggerated gestures of his big hands,

"how can a girl qualify when her brother, of the sane
parentage, raised in the sane environnment, given the
same education at the same institution, receives only a
tentative acceptance? Tentative! Wiy, N cholas has
twice the brains his sister has!"

"Not denonstrably. Landsman," Counsel or Frem
meng remarked, flicking a cryptic glance at Nora.
"And certainly not the same intense application. N ck
showed the nost interest and diligence in biology and
ecol ogy. His term paper, an optional project on the
mut ati on of angoran ovi nes, denonstrated an in-depth
appreci ation of genetic manipul ation. Society encour -
ages such--"

"But sheep!" Father interrupted him "Fenns are
crop fanners."

"Alittle diversity inproves any operation,” Coun-
sel or Frenmeng said with such uncharacteristic spe-
ciousness that Nora stared at him

"My son may study sheep. Well then, what area of
concentration has been opened to nmy . . . ny daugh-
ter?"

Nora swal | owed hard, wi shing so much that Fa-

ther would not | ook at her as if she'd been printed out
by m stake. Then she realized that the counsel or was

| ooking at her to answer her father
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"I'd prefer to--"

"What area is she qualified to pursue?" Father cut
her off perenptorily, again directing his question to
t he counsel or.

The man cleared his throat as he flipped open his
wrist recorder and nade an adjustnent. He studied
the frame for a long monent. It gave Nora a chance
to sort out her own thoughts. She really hadn't be-
lieved Nick this afternoon when he intimted he'd
thwarted Father's plans. And she'd certainly never
expect ed Acadeni c!

The Counsel or tapped the side of the recorder

t houghtfully, pursing his lips as he'd a habit of doing
when he was trying to phrase a notivating reprinmand

to an underachi ever.

"Nora is unusually astute in mathematics and sym

bolic logic . " The Counselor's eyes slid across her
face, again that oblique warning. "She has shown

some marked skill in Conputer Design, but in order

to achi eve Conputer Technician . "

"Conmput er Tech-- Could she actually make Tech-
ni ci an status?" Father demanded sharply, and Nora
could sense the change in him

Counsel or Fremmeng coughed suddenly, cover-

ing his nmouth politely. Wen he | ooked up again,

Nora coul d al nost swear he'd been covering a | augh

not a cough. His little eyes were very bright. None of
the other kids believed her when she said that the
Counsel or was actually human, with a sense of hunor.
O course, a man in his position had to maintain dig-
nity in front of the student body.

"I believe that is quite within her capability,
Landsman, " Counsel or Fremmeng said in a rather
strai ned voi ce.

"Didn't you say. Counselor, that Nora qualified for
unlimted Acadeni ¢ Advancenent?" Mot her asked
quietly. She held Nora's eyes steadily for a noment
before she turned with a little snmle to her husband.
"So, a Fenn is going on to university this generation
just as you'd hoped, George. Now, if you could see
your way clear to diversify-- And did you notice the
prem um angora fleece is bringing? You know how

|'ve wanted young things to tend and | anbs are so
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endearing. Wiy, | mght even get Counsel or Frem
meng to recomend updating for nme at the Institute.
Then, George, you wouldn't need to spend all those
credits for apprentices. The Fenns could work the



Conpl ex all by thenselves. Just like the old days!"

"It's an encouraging thing for ne to have such a
contributing famly unit in nmy Sector. A real pleas-
ure," Counselor said, smling at the ol der Fenns be-
fore he gave Nora a barely perceptible nod.

"Well, girl, so you'll study Conmputol ogy at the
uni versity?" asked Father. His joviality was a little
forced, and his eyes were still cold.

"I ought to take courses in Stability Phenonena,
Feedback Control, nore Di sturbance Dynanics

"Listen to the child. You' d never think such terns

woul d cone so easily to a girl's lips, would you?" asked

Fat her.

"Mat hermatics is scarcely a male prerogative,
Landsman, " said Counsel or Fremmeng, rising. "It's

the maj or tool of our present sane social structure.
That and social dynamics. Nora's distinguished her-
self in social psychol ogy, which is, as you know, the
prerequisite for building the solid famlial relation-
shi ps which constitute the foundation of our society."

"Ch, she'll be a good nother in her time," Father
said, still with that horrible edge to his heartiness.
gl ance lingered on his w fe.

"Undoubt edly," the Counsel or agreed bl andly.

"However, there's nore to maintaining a sound fam
ily structure than maternity. As Nora has denon-
strated. If you'll come to ny office after your exans
on Thursday, Nora, we'll discuss your program at

the university in depth, according to your potentials.'

H s slight enphasis on the pronoun went unnoticed
by George Fenn. Then the Counsel or bowed formally
to her parents, congratul ated them again on the

H s

achi evenents of their children, their contribution to so-

ciety, and left.

"So, girl," her father said in a heavy tone, "you'l
be the crop farmer in this generation.”

Nora faced him unable to perjure herself. Wth
his pitiful honking about farm ng Fenns, he was |ike
a goose, fattening for his own destruction. She felt
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pity for himbecause he couldn't see beyond his perch
on these acres. But he was doi ng what he'd been set

inthis life to do, as the geese were making their con-

tribution to society, too.

Unlimted Academ ¢ Advancenent! She'd never

anticipated that. But she could see that it was in great

neasure due to her father. Because he had con-
sidered her inferior to Nick, she' d worked doubly



hard, trying to win his approval. She realized now
that she'd never have it. Father being what he was.
And bei ng the person she was, she'd not |eave him

in discord. She'd help maintain famly unity unti

Fat her came to accept N ck as a sheep-breeder, di-
versification on the Fenn acres, a Fenn daughter in
the university. Mther would step in to help with crop
farm ng and there'd be no decrease in contribution

"I"ll do all I can to help you. Father," Nora said
finally, realizing that her parents were waiting for
her answer.

Then she caught her nother's shining eyes, saw

in themthe approval, the assurance she wanted. She
knew she was the daughter her nother had want ed.
That made her happy.

r
Dul | Druns
THE TROUBLE W TH STUDENT- | SSUE CLOTHI NG

was not its neutrality, thought Nora Fenn, but its in-
stability. Did the suppliers think students doddered
about the academic cloisters |ike pensioners? She
fingered together the rent across her hip, hoping that
no one woul d brush agai nst her and wi den the tear

She must have overstressed the fabric when she

stanped out of Con's last night. Wuldn't you know
it'd be on the left side, where her tights had run this
nor ni ng?

Doggedl y she continued al ong the pedestrian way,
toward the Metropolis' Miin Conputer Block, tw st-
i ng through and dodgi ng cl unps of sl ower-noving
citizens.

It had been such an honor to qualify for the special
Cybernetics course, given by Master Scholar Siffert
hinsel f, that Nora didn't mnd the twenty-m nute
conmmute fromthe University Conmplex to the Com

puter Block no matter how the others in the class
conpl ai ned. (Not much suited them anyhow ) After
nearly a year, she still reacted to the netropolitan
life with added al ertness. Just to wal k the pedestrian
ways, to |l ook at the variety of faces and costumes and
shops was a treat for a Farm Conpl exbred girl. She
usual ly started for this class early so she'd have tine
to wi ndow shop and peopl e-wat ch. But today Con's

mean words | eapt about her m nd

"Yeah, you say you |like people, Nora Fenn, but I
never saw anyone conmunicate less in nmy life."

"Just because |'m not always gibbering . . ." she'd



said in self-defense

Con had thrown back his head and how ed. "The
very notion of you . . . you . . . gibbering! May | be
around to see the day!"

There was not hing wong, Nora told herself stoutly,
in taking pleasure in just being anmong people. You
didn't have to participate actively ..

But | ast night's scathing accusations rang in her
ears.

"You can't be a paraneter cloddie forever, Nora.

You'll never really know what life is about until you
start comunicating and experiencing actively. And
don't tell me you're in conputer programm ng be-

cause that's your aptitude. That's your cop-out so you
won't have to live and feel. |If your Guidance Oficer
had wit one about him he'd have phased you out of
Conput er Sci ence, and shoved you into the Human-

ities. And opened wi de holes in your father's hone-
brewed honmilies.”

"My father . .."
"Your father,"” and Con was so incensed the cords

stood out in his neck, "your father is a throwback to
all the parental autocracies, the chauvinistic, narrow
m nded, sex-bl ocked, inhibiting, maladjusting, mar-
tyrizing, egotistical, possessiveness that our present
system of social harnony is supposed to correct!”

"How dare you say such things!"

"Because you have! Only you're still too much
under your father's dom neering influence to realize
how rmuch you resent him"

"I don't resent my father. | understand his--"

"Under st and?" Con threw his arnms up in dramatic
frustration. "Understand why he's refused to give
you any decent credit allowance? By the printed cir-
cuits which feed us, every other Conpl ex manager
woul d do without so he could budget sonething for
any youngster his unit can send on to Academ c Ad-
vancenent! And for a kid on unlimted Academ c
Advancenent . . . Wake up, Nora. Your ever-loving
father has never forgiven you, his daughter, nuch

| ess the Educational Commttee, for letting you go on
to university instead of the male, his son, your
brot her."

"l don't need credit allowances." Nora tried to

sound convi nci ng, but she'd been hurt and confused



by her father's parsinony. "l got an academ ¢ bonus
of a hundred credits first term"

Con shook his finger right under her nose.

"You can fool yourself, Nora Fenn, but you, sure

as zero tines zero is zero, don't fool me! Your pater-
nal parent has royally screwed you, and why you
persist in trying to prove you' re worth his disdainfu
notice, even if you are female, | don't understand.

He isn't worth the effort.”

Con had stepped forward then, his expression hard
and angry as he grabbed her arnms and gave her a

good shaking. H s manner was frighteningly different
fromthe jovial, joke-cracking clown pose he usually
af f ect ed.

"Abort the Conputer courses, Nora. Get into Hu-
mani ti es. Take some Behavorial Psych. See objec-

tively how futile it is to try and win your father over
And then grow up and live as Nora Fenn instead of
Ceorge Fenn's unwanted fermale child."

"Thank you, Connor C arke, for your |ecture and

your advice. Send me the bill! But don't try nmy num
ber. I"'mwiting you out of my programfrom now
on."

She had grabbed up her cloak and strode from his
room racing down the hall to the anti-grav shaft.
She'd entered it fast--that's probably when she'd
torn her tunic--and cried all the way down the a.g.
shaft to her own | evel, cursing Con under her breath
and desperately trying not to renenber what he'd

sai d.

But his words haunted her now as she wal ked into

t he shadow cast by the Conputer Block. It was cold
in the shade and Nora pull ed her shabby cl oak
tighter around her. It had been the one piece of
Conpl ex-i ssue clothing she'd been able to bring with
her. Not that her father had ever let his famly use
nore than farmissue.

"No need to put credits into fancy fabrics and silly
cl ot hes you wear once a month. Peopl e should take

us for what we are, not what we wear. It isn't needfu
for us to show our status."

"Needful ," that was her father's operative word.

84

What was needful was procured instantly, and or-

dered in the best quality, regardl ess of the cost. Wat

was unnecessary was given scant consideration

It hadn't been needful for Nora to have any credit
al  owance from the Fenn Farm Conpl ex. She woul d



CGeorge Fenn had sol etmly announced, have student
quarters at the University Conpl ex, adequate food
since students did not eat subsistence-level but a
hi gh-cal orie diet, and sufficient clothing to cover her
decently. If Nora were as good a student as the Edu-
ucational Committee (which had passed her for
Advanced Study instead of her brother, N ck) had
said, then she would earn credit bonuses with those
brai ns of hers, wouldn't she? Privately, Nora had
vowed she'd earn a bundle. And she had. But now

she regretted her dipl onacy--no, her subservient
conciliatory gesture, as Con would say--in permt-
ting her father to select a heavy ConpSci program
for her first year.

"That way you'll qualify as Computer Technician
Grade n by spring instead of wasting your time on
unnecessary trimmngs," her father had said.

What he nmeant, Nora knew now, was it woul dn't
be needful for the Fenn conplex to pay the salary of
the Grade Il Conptech for the spring planting.

Si x nonths at University and Nora Fenn knew

that she wouldn't be able to go back to the Farm It
wasn't sinmply the know edge that her father's basic
soci ol ogical orientation was linited, but the realiza-
tion that she'd hated her existence there, fromfatten-
ing geese to the tractor work that all the automation
in the world couldn't make nuch | ess bone-jarring.

The glitter of bright lights and vapid entertai nments
in the Metropolis didn't attract her half as nuch as

t he people: crowds, npbs, groups, the antithesis of
the Ionely Farm Conmplex with its rigid society, sea-
sons, and the so-well-known personalities.

She was gregarious--but she didn't have to be

garrul ous the way Con was--to enjoy a group Sit-
uation. She didn't need to nmaul people with sweaty
hands: she coul d enjoy the sound of voices, the play
of enmotions on faces, the interaction of brand-new
comnbi nati ons.

8?

Deep in thought, she arrived at the great Com

puter building. And crossed the nagnificent inner
hal | wi thout gawki ng at the fanmpbus scul pture depict-
i ng Man over powering the Laeconia of Science. She
passed but did not re-exam ne the tri-dex nodel s
review ng the significant events leading to the Dicta
- - Ecol ogy, Economy and Society--in which the
techni cal sciences had swung violently to alleviate

t he crushing social problens and foster the conserva-
tion of dwi ndling natural resources. She marched

qui ckly past the progranm ng desk with its Iines of
applicants and petitioners.



Every citizen had the right to Bank-storage: every
citizen could apply for additional space, for nore
programmng time, for re-progranm ng: that was as

much their right as subsistence, shelter, and educa-
tion. Free access had ended citizen fear of a computer-
controll ed society and had proved to the doubtful that
sci ence worked for man's good, not his extinction or
domi nati on.

Nora took the anti-grav shaft up to the storage

banks where the class was being held, and despite

her depressing reflections, she experienced that curi-
ous sense of elation, of purpose, that usually gripped
her on the way to this course.

She knew that as a first-year student she was in-
credibly lucky to be in Research Scholar SitEert's
speci al course. Master Siffert was the man in Com
puter Programm ng. Each student had to be espe-

cially recommended by his or her Mentor and then

passed on by Siffert himself. (Nora had | ost pounds
anticipating her qualifying interviewwith the man.)
Their integrity had to be above reproach because the
course included lift-lock privileges. Al the |aboratory
work involved the erasure of private records to clear
storage for new use, but lift-lock privileges nmeant the
student woul d have access to any records in the mem
ory banks. Hence the care with which the candi dates
wer e chosen.

To clear obsolete records fromthe nmenory the
students had to cross-check references in Housing

and Obituary, audit the old text, and check a variety
of items on income, profession, and free individua
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use of conputer access: the last chore was to provide
statistical data for a fair apportionment of storage
space to citizens. Nora wasn't certain of the exact
goal of the course, although she'd |learned a |lot from
the | abs about data retrieval and erasure. Research
Schol ar Siffert was known for his eccentric nethods,
but undoubtedly all would be clear in the final |ec-
ture.

The one aspect of the course she disliked was the
attitude of the other students. G anted they'd al
passed the sane integrity clearance, but she did fee
their approach to the lab work was inproper. It had
becorme the fashion to try and top each other with
ridi cul ous anecdotes drawn fromtheir auditing. Cal-

| ous and cruel, Nora thought, to ridicule the dead for
their shortcom ngs and human follies.

As she entered the Data Erasure room she heard
Larry Asher's inane, caw ng | aughter above the gen-
eral chuckl es.



"Haven't you heard any good ones, Fenn?" Asher
asked her as she slipped into a chair.

She shook her head.

"Fenn apparently specializes in dull drums,"” d as
Hei neman said with a twitch of his lips for the pun

"On the contrary,” Nora replied, raising her voice
above the laughter as she renenbered Con's ji bes,
"I"ve had sone very interesting ones. But | don't
think they're |udicrous."

"Fenn al so has no sense of hunor," Cdas renarked

with a rueful grin.

"Hurmor has nothing to do with your quips, das

Hei neman. It's easy to nmock sonething you' ve not
the sensitivity to appreciate.”

"Cho, Fenn's got opinions, too," Larry Asher said,
chortling over the verbal tiff brew ng between the
two. Hei neman was not only an upperclassman, wth

a high schol astic average, but also one of the univer-
sity's dom nant personalities. "Tell us nore, Fenn."

Cl as Heineman dared her, his eyes sparkling. The
rest of the class waited, all too eager to see Hei neman
score her down.

She took a deep breath and stolidly addressed
Hei neman
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"What you don't appreciate, Cas Heineman, is
what a panorama of the human condition you've been

audi ting."

"Go on," Cas said in that poisonously quiet tone
she'd heard hi muse before he changed the state of

some unwary under cl assman.

"I know what you'd find hilarious--the woman

who recorded her husband snoring so she could prove
to himthat he did. After he died, she' d have that

pl ayed back every night so she could get to sleep.”
Soneone guffawed and she glared in his direction
"That isn't funny: it's human. So's the man who pro-
grammed a report of his luxury credit standing to
wake himup every norning and put himto sleep at

ni ght. Then he won the Index Lottery and cancel ed
the instructions. O the fat wonan who had the words
"think thin' played back all day just bel ow the audible
level. It nmust have worked because three nonths



|ater there's a stop-order. O course, you're all so
grand and well adjusted that you won't need to pro-
gram such things. And all those woul d-be poets

Why are they so | aughabl e? You all pinion your friends
and nake themlisten to your sonnets. At |east the
dead poets only bored thensel ves!" She knew that the
frustration and anger in her voice were not for the class
al one but for her own personal situation. But she'd
started to let go all those pent-up feelings. "And |'d
just love to be around when soneone, a hundred

years fromnow, starts auditing your files. | wonder

what will be risible to him"

The smirks had faded from sone faces, but d as
Hei neman's smle remained as fixed as the glittering

eyes he focused on her
"And for all your scholastic honors, | don't think
you' ve realized just what all these so-funny incidents

show. '

"Since you're so acute, suppose you tell the rest of
us obtuse clowns." Heineman's voi ce was deadly
now and Nora was suddenly as scared as she'd been
when she confronted her father and insisted on her

student rights.
"The subtle change of fear and suspicion of his

nei ghbors to fear and suspicion of the conputer-based
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soci ety: then a gradual acceptance of computer-
assistance. W all started with records beginning in
1990 when the main Conp banks were sw tched on

in this Metropolis, so you should all see what | nean.
By mid-century | noticed a definite drop in the in-

ci dence of recorded paranoia, and the incidence and
repetition of psycho-chemtherapy. It's noticeable
because people begin inputting the nost deeply in-
timate secrets. They've realized that no one can
break a privacy seal. . . until we come along with our
sophonoric nmentalities."

"Ch, cone now, Nora," a girl said fromthe back
of the room "so much of it's pretty damed dull."
But she sounded enbarrassed.

"I don't agree. | think it's fascinating to watch a
saner nental outl ook emerge."

"Thank you for the lecture, Mss Fenn," Larry
Asher said with a jeer

"Thank you, indeed. Mss Fenn," repeated a
deep voi ce.



The entire class swi vel ed about, startled. In the

doorway stood the substantial figure of Research

Schol ar Siffert. The students leapt to their feet. "Thank
you, class. Renmmin standing, Fenn."

She felt the hopeful aura of the class as they

wat ched Master Siffert approaching her. She felt ut-
terly m serable, but she held her chin up and her
shoul ders back. She was dammed if she'd | et anyone
see her change state.

The Schol ar cl osed the di stance between them

wi th each step | oomng nmore and nore forbiddingly.

He isn't at all like Father, she told herself, half-
heartedl y. She steeled herself to look himin the eye
and then realized that Master Siffert was by no neans
grim Hi s lined face was suddenly cut by an enor-

mous grin. He seized Nora by the shoul der and turned
her toward the expectant students, one arm proprietar-
ily draped over her shoul der

"Nora Fenn has just earned a schol arshi p bonus
of three hundred luxury credits, and a distinctive
honors schol astic credit."

There was an astoni shed nmass gasp. Nora cl osed
her mouth with a snap when she realized that her
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j aw had dropped open. Three hundred |.c.'s? He
couldn't possibly nean that! And a d.h.? Wat on
earth had she done?

"W will dismiss the rest of you fromtoday's audit-
ing. | do not believe that you would be able to keep
your mnd on your work after Fenn's astute sum

mati on. And then, too, you will need consi derable
time for the essay, the length of which | |eave to your
judgrment," and he swept the roomwth the stern

gl ance, "on the psychol ogical trends in personal pro-
gramming in the early twenty-first century. | believe
that nost of you have penetrated the fifty-year mark
of that era. Nora Fenn," and he gave her a paterna
hug, "has spared you what | imagi ne woul d have

been an unwel come surprise at termend when this
essay normally woul d have been announced. You

are di smssed. "

The group rapidly dispersed. Nora nade an at-

tempt to follow, but the Scholar's heavy armre-
mai ned about her shoul ders and to di sengage herself
woul d be i nproper.

When the room had cl eared, the Schol ar rel eased
her, gesturing toward a chair. He seated hinsel f next



to her, crossing his | egs and beam ng at her
"I don't really deserve--"

"Nonsense, ny girl. Not many students outsmart
Siffert." Hi s beamtook on additional radiance.

Nora felt a blush rising in her cheeks. He chuckl ed
and patted her hand.

"No, now. You were using your mnd and your

heart, which all too few conputer programrers do.

They tend to regard people as bits to be recorded or
changed, instead of thinking, enoting humans with al
the frailties of the human condition." He chuckl ed
again. "l had rather counted, you know, on the no-
torious student irreverence toward the task to obscure
the ultimate goal of the course.™

Nora groaned, realizing that she had undone sone
very careful manipul ating.

"I do so enjoy the |ook on their faces when these
young scuts have to change state to the proper polar-
ity. There ought to be some very stimulating essays.
And," his eyes twinkled at Nora, "to have a student
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capabl e of sonme i ndependent eval uati on--out guess-
ing a Research Schol ar--delightful!" He beaned.
"Real ly delightful!"

There was no question that she'd pleased him and

Nora began to rel ax though she still couldn't believe
in her good fortune. Wth an alacrity at odds with his
size and age, the Schol ar rose and strode to the mas-
ter panel that dom nated the classroom Nora heard

his lift-lock slide in and then the click of rapidly de-
pressed i nput keys: the al nost negligi bl e pause be-

fore print-out occurred. Master Siffert grunted and
turned, |eaning against the control board and eying

her thoughtfully.

"Real ly diverting but, ny dear Fenn, whatever are
you doi ng in Computer Sciences?" He waved a print-
out sheet at her. "You' d be wasted on a Farm Com

pl ex. What on earth is your Conpl ex Manager

about? Not to say your Local QGuidance O ficer? And
why have you been permitted to continue in a cross-
aptitudinal course? Really, | shall have quite a dea
to say to your Mentor. However coul d he encourage
you in this gross misdirection of ability?"

"Sir, | applied for ConpSci."

"What ? How s that again? ConpSci wth your
personality index? Good heavens, no! Wn't dol 1'd
be goi ng agai nst the precepts of the Educational Act
to condone that!" He strode over to her. "Don't | ook



so woebegone, ny dear. Do sone serious re-

eval uation yourself. 1'd say you'd be rmuch happi er

i n soci o-psych dynanics, for instance. Can't inagine
how you' ve been pernitted to continue al nost a ful
academ c year in the wong field. |I shall definitely
have a word with your Mentor."

"Please, sir. It's not his fault. My Conpl ex Man-
ager needs a good Computer Technician ..."

"You'd be wasted on a farm ny dear Fenn
Wasted. Surely your parents have seen your real ap-
titudes."

"Sir, nmy father is the Conplex Manager and it's
ny wi sh to--"

Schol ar Siffert pinned her with an astoni shed stare.

"Your father? |Is the Conpl ex Manager and
Good heavens, | thought such situations coul dn't
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happen anynore." Siffert blinked and regarded her
with outright horror. Then his expression softened.
"You appear to ne to be a very | evel -headed young
worman, Nora Fenn."

"The situation has been difficult, sir. You see, ny
twin brother. Nick, opted for ani mal husbandry. He
wasn't qualified for Acadeni ¢ Advancenent, j ust
Applied." Nora knew she was expressing things badly
and stanmered on: "Father'd al ways expected that

Ni ck woul d be the Computer Technician and--well,

it wasn't socially harmonious to do anything el se just
then. ™

Siffert regarded her sternly. "The situation is out-
rageous. Parents cannot be pernmitted to |live vicar-
iously through their children. Can't be permitted.
You shoul d not be in Conputer Sciences. You're ex-
cused fromthe rest of the course.”

"I"'d really like to continue ..

The Schol ar made a rueful noise and then smiled
kindly at her. "Well, it wouldn't be good for class
noral e for you to stay on, ny dear. Besides, you' ve
al ready acconplished what the course was designed

to effect: an understanding of the human condition
behind the bits and program status. No, ny dear. Use
this course tine to find out where you really bel ong.
Consult your floor psychman." He gave her a warm

reassuring smle. "I'll register your scholastic rating
and bonus. Wiy don't you ring up your boyfriend
and sport himto a real-nmeal ? And | warn you, | shal

have a few words with your Mentor. In person." He
wheel ed, his Scholar's robe billow ng behind him to
the master panel, in effect dismissing her. As she |eft



the room she heard himtyping, heard the printout
chatter a rebuttal

She coul dn't believe what had happened: a fan-

tastic credit bonus and a distinctive honors. Just wait
until she told Con! She could feed him. . . And then
she realized that she couldn't tell Con for several very
good reasons: Scholar Siffert supported Connor

Cl arke's opinion that she shouldn't be in ConpSd at
all...

"Nora..."
Cl as Hei neman bl ocked her path.
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She ducked, ran to the grav shaft, and entered it
fast. If Con was the | ast person she wanted to see
right now, C as Heineman was the next to last. She
whi pped out of the grav shaft on the ground | evel and
dodged through the throng in the Main Hall. She
underestimated Hei neman's determination to intercept

her.

He caught up at the entrance, grabbed her hand
and, when she wenched free, caught at her tunic, al
but ripping the student-issue clothing from her

"Hey, I'msorry," he cried, dismyed. Before

Nora coul d protest, he'd wapped her tightly in his
own cl oak and bustled her onto the fast pedestrian
way, speeding toward the edge of the metropolis. She
couldn't struggle with her clothing in shreds and only
hi s cl oak saving her froman i nmodesty citation.

Shaken by the norning's events and | ast night's
scene, Nora began to cry.

"Hey, don't get in that state, Fenn," C as said,
concerned. "I'mnot polarized. In fact, | owe you an
apol ogy. Two." C as Heineman grinned at her, his

eyes anxious. His armtightened reassuringly, his
fingers pressing into her waist under the cloak. When
he felt her bare flesh, he politely took a new hold. "I
didn't nean to tear your clothes. This student issue
isn'"t worth a discarded bit, is it? Good thing you' ve
got three hundred Ic's."

Cl as rem nded her in the nicest way that people

were | ooking at them even if they were on the fast
belt and speeding by. It wasn't good manners to publi-
cize intimacy.

"Ch, Oas, it's so far back to the U"

"Back to the U? For nore student issue? Don't be
silly, Fenn. We're transferring ... now"



He half lifted her to the noderate-speed belt and
then, with a second warning, to the slow one. At the
next shopping center, he guided her off and straight
into the clothing section.

"I'"ve al ways wondered what you'd look like in a

decent outfit," he said conversationally as he steered
her into the shop. He gave her an appraising | ook
"Deep red ... like that suit, for instance."

"Ch, no! That's fourteen credits." But Nora
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couldn't help coveting the smart tunic suit with its
silver piping, the anple sleeves, and the natching
garnet cape. It was made of a tightly woven durable
mat eri al .

"A first-year student who has copped a dh in
Siffert's course cannot appear back on campus in
tatters,”" Clas told her, and before she could protest,
he dragged her up to the shop's computer and shoved
her wist ID disc into the slot, punching out a data
request. She wasn't certain if Cas nmade a deliberate
or an unconscious mistake in data retrieval. A credit
bal ance was all that the shop required, but he'd
punched for a credit check. The entries nmade a dis-
tressing picture of her econom c status. There was the
student bonus for her m dtermand the shocking al -

| owance of ten credits from her Conpl ex.

"Clas, that's not fair
H s eyes were thoughtful as he | ooked at her.

"You got a lousy Complex, girl. Well, you can tel
"emto feck off if that's all they can scrape up for a
student with your ability. Wy, my Complex .

Change state!l Let's get you dressed, girl."

The attendant had appeared, pronpted by the use

of the conmputer panel. Cas erased all but the credit
bal ance and the attendant's smile was correspondi ngly
af f abl e.

"If you're going to feel guilty about spending for
clothes, Nora Fenn, I'Il drag you to the nearest psych
machi ne," O as Hei neman said |ater as they emerged,
socially apart, fromthe shop

"I shouldn't have let you talk nme into buying so

much, " Nora said, but she smiled at him He'd over-

ri dden her objections and, neatly reinforced by the
shop attendant, who had visions of a respectable

conmi ssion, tal ked her into buying not only the garnet-
red suit but two other outfits and some pseudo-| eat her



boots: all conpletely unnecessary since Nora had

mai nt ai ned that the one good outfit would do for social
occasi ons, and she could, after all, do well in student
i ssue for classes.

"A d.h. has a certain position to maintain, Nora,"
Clas informed her, and told the attendant to airshoot
the rest of the purchases to Nora's student quarters.
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"Now, I'll do some spending," he said, and steered
her to the nearest eating house.

He didn't consult her, just punched out a high-
protein lunch, definitely luxury class.

"I'f I asked you what you wanted you'd probably

i nsist on ordering basic standard, and this is not the
day to be basic or standard. Not after your class per-
f or mance. "

That rem nded Nora of the remarks she'd directed
at hi mand, abashed, she stared down at her hands.
He started to | augh.

"Nora," he said in a wheedling tone that surprised
her into | ooking up, "do you know the real aim of
Siffert's courses?" Then, before she could speak, he
shook his head. "No, not the hunmanistic approach

to conputer programm ng. Thi nk agai n?"

Nora shook her head, too confused by the day's
events to be able to think | ogically.

"It's to puncture the ponposity of conputer pro-
grammers. You were the only one," and C as

waggl ed a finger at her, "who wasn't trying to figure
out what technical trick Siffert had up his sleeve this
senester. The trick was not technical, of course, and
the rest of us smart-ass d.h. and student progranmers
have been neatly deflated to size. By you and by
Siffert. Ch, for the love of little apples, Nora Fenn
will you stop blushing? Ah, here's food. Real food!

Not student pap or subbie wad."

Nora ate with as nmuch relish as Cas, although she
was shocked at such profligate expenditure of credit
on food. O as was amusi ng conpany, too, conpletely
unl i ke Connor, whose single-mnded intensity when

i ngesting food left no tune for conversation. Natu-
rally they discussed the course and C as urged Nora
to expand on her observations. Although it seened
to Nora that she was monopolizing the conversation
Cl as gave no indication that he was bored by what
she had to say. It wasn't until the |lights began gl ow
i ng on the wal kways that Nora realized how late it
was.

"I"ve got to get back to ny Dornblock. |I've an



assignment to research," she said.
9?

"Say, it is rather late. And |'ve work for tonorrow,
too. Not to nention that essay next week."

"Well, you've nore than enough material now to

get an honors grade on Siffert's essay,"” Nora said as
she settled her new cl oak about her shoul ders and
snoot hed the fabric with an appreciative hand. Then
she noticed Clas staring at her in a guilty fashion

"Did you think I"'d--"

"Way not?" Nora was puzzled. "I was afraid you'd
be furious with ne for what | said in front of the
class. And then you gave nme this lovely treat..."

Why on earth did das | ook so stunned?

"Fenn . . . Nora, you've an alarning habit of
changi ng state when no one expects it." He got to his
feet.

It was difficult to talk on the fast belt back to the
Uni versity Conplex, but Cas kept one hand firnmy
about her wai st and whenever she | ooked up at him

he smiled down at her and gave her a little squeeze.
When they finally hopped over to the University Pl aza,
he took both her hands in his.

"What's your call sequence?"

She stanmmered it out, because she certainly hadn't
expected himto ask for it. He gave her hands one
nore squeeze.

"You'll be hearing fromme, Nora Fenn. After
I've turned in that essay."

And sonehow, to her surprise, she believed him

She had to take the cross-canpus belt to her dor-
mtory quad, a trip she'd found rather chilling in the
old cloak with the wet spring w nds knifing around
bui |l ding conmers. She pulled the new, w ndproof

cloak nmore tightly around her, secure in its warnth
and in the warmh of the day's mracles. Just wait till
she showed Con ...

The day's pl easures dimnished. It'd been gratify-
ing to have O as Heineman interested in her, prod

her into buying nore clothes than were really need-
ful, and luxuriating in a high-credit meal, but she'd
rat her have shared her triunphs with Con. He'd

shared her miseries.

She was half tenpted to go to the Commons and
see if, by any chance, he night be about. But he
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woul dn't want to see her, not after the way she'd
stornmed out of his place yesterday. She'd even told
hi m she' d cancel ed his nunber from her program

She hadn't, of course, but he wouldn't know that.

She cudgel ed her brain to think of sone way of
apol ogi zing to him of naking anends. She coul dn't
help himw th any of his courses because he was in a
di fferent discipline. She'd darned all his socks and
pat ched his good cl oak where the fastening had torn
She' d .

"Hey, don't you speak to old friends now you're a
d.h., with a five-hundred-credit bonus?"

Con's bony fingers clutched her armand swng her
about. She searched his | ong, doleful face, with the
shock of bird's nest hair, the rather |udicrous bl ack
handl ebar noustache, and saw only comc dismay in

the wide-set intelligent grey eyes.

"You mean, you're still speaking to ne?"

"Whaddya mean? Am | still speaking to you?" He
frowned and then, seeing they were attracting at-
tention, pulled her out of the wal kway and into the
angl e of the building. "You nmean, because of | ast

ni ght ?"

She nodded, swall owi ng anxi ously, watching the

shift of expression on his nobile face. He was no C as
Hei neman for | ooks, but she felt nuch nore com
fortable with Connor C arke. He took her by both

arnms now and gave her a rough shake, his thin fingers
biting into her flesh

"Aw, Nora," he said in a cajoling tone, his eyes
tender, "friends can get mad at each other, you

know, w thout printing out a major disaster. Be-
sides," and he recovered hinself with a characteristic
shrug, "I was right and you ought to know it today.
Say, gal, have |I been strutting for you since | heard.
A d.h. and 500 Ic's? And you scored oS C as Hei ne-
man and all those wire-brained plug-in artists .. ."
"The bonus was only three-hundred and C as

Hei neman- - "

"You watch that soft-soaper, Nora," and with one
of his sudden switches, Con was in a sober phase
again. "He may come trying to pick your brains
'cause he's got to maintain his--"
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"He already has," Nora said, giggling. Now she
knew what had di sconcerted C as Heineman in the
food shop. He'd laid on the charmthick and figured



he'd taken her in when he was punpi ng her about

her files. Only it'd never occurred to her that that
wasn't a fair exchange for the way she'd talked to
himin class and for the meal he'd bought her. She
di d know nore about peopl e than programm ng.

"He has?" Con was nonpl ussed.
"He wayl aid ne after Siffert excused ne and--"
"He didn't!"

"And," Nora giggled again, twirling on her toes

to show of f her cape and the tunic suit underneath,
"he nmade me spend noney on new clothes. D you

like 'enf The student issue j'ust tore right off ne."

"Huh? Ch, yeah, nice-- Tore right off you!" Con
| ooked angry enough to take O as Hei neman apart
bit by bit.

"M nd your thoughts, Con. Really, you're over-

reacting in a gross fashion. Besides which, you caused
the first ripinmny s.i. last night . . . Al das wanted
was to punp nme and--well, after the way | rounded

on himin front of the class . "

"Nora!" Con roared her nanme with a npbst reas-

suring possessiveness in his tone. "Nora . . ." Then he
deflated with misery. "Nora, | was wong |ast night.
You don't have to gabble like me to relate to people.
You know "

"No, Con, you were right. And | am out of

ConpSci. Master Siffert is ordering me out," she
said, patting Con's face to reassure himand grinning
affectionately at his miserabl e expression.

"Well, then,” and Con brightened i medi ately,

putting his arm around her wai st and draw ng her

over to the cross-canpus wal k, "since that's settl ed,
let's go eat and you can tell me all about it. Mnd you,
|'ve heard sone state-changi ng versions that don't
sound like nmy Nora at all." He stopped in his tracks,
so that she all but tripped over his feet. "That is, if

you want to ... after the way | treated you | ast
ni ght."

Nora smiled up at him "Ch, go tell it to the com
puter. It has to listen to you!"
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Changel i ng

CLAI RE GLANCED QUI CKLY AT ROY AGAI N, HER

m nd churning with astoni shnent, fury, and confusion.

She sinmply had to persuade himto bring her back to

City. Prenatal instructions blithely stated that the first
birth was apt to take | onger, but never how | ong.



Claire knew that she had a wi de pelvis, and she'd done
all the strengthening exer-- She concentrated on deep-
breathing as the uterine muscles contracted strongly.

Good CGod, was this why Roy had been so faithful

in attending the prenatal courses? She and Chess had

t hought that it was only because this baby was Roy's
and, because of his sexuality, likely to be his only is-
sue. Had Roy pl anned this all al ong?

She swal | owed, for the nausea was acute

"Roy, I'mgoing to be sick," she said, amazed t hat
she coul d speak so calmy

"Don't!"

The order was frightening, alnost as frightening as
the speed with which he skipped the uneven terrain,
barely skimring the low ridges as the helicar clinbed
hi gher and hi gher into the Al eghenies.

He nust be taking me somewhere, but where?
C aire thought desperately. And why? \Wy?

A short, strong contraction pulled at her and she
gasped inadvertently. Roy | ooked at her then, his

al nond- shaped eyes narrowi ng slightly.

"That's too soon. Are they increasing?"

"Yes, yes. You've got to take nme back to City, Roy."
"No. "

A flat-out, inarguable negative

"For your baby's sake, Roy .
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The soft entreaty,

i ntense despite her quiet voice, caused the perfect curve
of his wide nouth to flatten in anger

Claire felt bereft of all courage. Roy was not going
to be di ssuaded from what ever i nsane course he had

i naugurated. And that was very like Roy . . . and ter-
ribly unlike him Wy? Wiy? Wiere had she mis-
calculated with this brilliant, beautiful, conplicated
personality. \Wat had she, after all, done wong? Ar-

tificial insem nation had solved his basic problemin
the matter of becoming a father. Had he so little con-
fidence in her after the years they'd lived so equably
t oget her ? What maggot had got into his mnd over this
baby? He couldn't be jealous of Chess ... or EUyot?
That was the prime reason for her having Roy's child
first.



Claire had to stop thinking to concentrate on breath-
ing as the contractions renewed. As she checked the
sweep second hand on the heli's panel, she realized
that Roy, too, was timng the spasns.

Oh, God, what is the matter with hin? Wiy is he

acting this way? W thought we'd covered every pos-
sible reaction. But to kidnap nme? At the onset of |abor?
Roy, Roy, what did | do wong?

C aire fought back tears, which would infuriate Roy.
She wanted to scream but such a distressingly fenale
reaction would not serve. It was the calm rationa
quality of their relationship, the experts had told her
that was so essential to Roy's stability. The fact that
Claire was al ways serene, so nuch the antithesis of the
fl amboyant femni nine enmotionali smwhich was repug-

nant to Roy Beach, had sustained this unusual experi-
ment in human rel ati onships. Now, every instinct in

her rebelled noisily against his actions. But every | ast
shred of disciplined rationality she had cried caution
pati ence, contai nnent.

What had possessed himthat he was compelled to

act in this fashion? Things could go wong, even at

the last minute, and if they were so far fromthe City's
obstetrical help, what could she do? Then Caire re-
menbered again that Roy had attended every prenata

| esson and had read nore books than she had. She bit

her lips to contain an hysterical sob. Now she knew
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that it had not been conpl acent acceptance that Roy
had exhi bited, but tw sted pl anni ng.

No, not twi sted planning, she hurriedly corrected her

t houghts. Roy wasn't twi sted: he just saw things from
a different angle. A very different angle, since he re-
garded wonen as a different species, useless in his en-
vironment. Up to the present nonment, she'd been the
sol e exception. And how coul d she have been so dense
as to inmagine that he would react in any normally pre-
di ctabl e fashion at the monent of parturition of the
one child he was likely to sire?

The groan that issued fromddaire's throat was part
despair, part pain.

Roy gl anced at her again, his eyes sliding around,

t hr ough, beyond her, w thout seem ng to pause |ong
enough to admt her existence. He did note the con-
tractions that rippled across her swollen belly. He
frowned slightly as he | ooked back across the hills.
Judging, Caire realized, whether he had enough tine
to make his destination before the birth occurred.

Where could he be taking her? Did EUWyot know? Or
Chess? Ellyot surely, of the four of them should have
caught an inkling of Roy's plans. Roy barely noticed



her these | ast few nonths, but he was constantly wth
EUyot and Chess. The grotesqueness of her once slen-
der, perfect figure would be repugnant to him she'd
expected that. Her physical perfection had first at-
tached Roy to her. So it was reasonable for himto be
revolted by her gravid condition even though it was his
child that warped her body. She had dressed as con-
cealingly and fashionably as possible and then kept out
of his way--to the point of ducking into closets when-
ever she heard his quick light step in the house.

Unable to l ook at himor at the blurring green of

the forest over which the heli passed, Caire closed her
eyes and shuddered again. She forced herself to

relax into the contractions. They were unquestionably
stronger--and | onger. She could tell that w thout re-
course to the chrononeter. And Roy was timng them

too. Let Roy take over. He had. Let himdo his worst.

He woul d be the biggest loser. By God and all the

growi ng insight of nodern psychiatry, she had done
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her best. Between pains, she cast back into menory
and tried to reason out this extraordinary abduction

Roy Beach, Praxiteles, Adonis, Apollo, call him

Mal e Beauty in the classic node, and adore him.

at a distance. Always at a distance, please. He is not

to be touched, he is untouchable. The crisp golden curls
that fall in stylish sweeps across the high forehead; the
wi de-set, slightly slanting al nond-shaped, green-green
eyes over broad cheekbones, eyes that | ooked with such
ruthless intensity at the wonders of the world, assessing
its hidden beauties, disclosing its accepted horrors; the
fine straight nose with sensitive flaring nostrils; the sen-
suous lips, neither too full nor too thin, graceful in the
doubl e curve of an Apollonian bow, the firmw de jaw

An incredibly beautiful face--and a beautiful body,

tall, straight, deep-chested, nuscular with gracefu
strength, hairlessly snooth. Then Nature conmpounded

her gifts and gave himan intelligence that ranked him
one of the nost brilliant geopoliticians of the past three
centuries. Nature, not always kind, added one fina

quirk to the psyche of Roy Beach, prince anong nen,

to ensure that no princess would rouse tender, hetero-
sexual feelings in his superb breast. And yet..

Claire Sinmonsen nmet Roy Beach in City University

Conpl ex. If they had not chanced to attend the sane

sem nar, they would doubtl ess have been introduced by
some nmeddl er or other. As Roy Beach was a sl eeping
prince of godly perfection, Caire Sinonsen was Snow
White. Hair black as coal, skin white as snow, lips red
as drops of blood on a queen nother's |linen, she was
gracious and gentle, and the fairest in the |and--at
least, in Penn City and its environs. She was al so an



extremely intelligent young woman: not equal to

Beach as a theoretician--for her talent was in personal
rel ati onshi ps which translated into human ternms the
geopolitical equations--but she was both able to foll ow
and interpret his theories up to the point where he
made the final ascent of intuitive genius.

At the time they nmet, Roy had not yet admitted his
sexual preference and was intensely aggravated by the
i mportunities of both sexes. Caire, for the sane rea-
son, saw in himthe answer to her insistent suitors.

"I don't like females," Roy had told her that first
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evening in his quarters. "But | also haven't found a
man with whom | can forman attachment." Roy never

equi vocated. "I may never find soneone congenial. If
you do, you have ny blessings. Until that time--" and
one of his rare and beatific smles touched the perfect
lips "--be ny guest?"

"Wth you, candor has becone an art," Caire had
replied.

"If we are to continue to deal pleasantly together
candor is essential."

Claire distinctly renmenbered that she had been
strolling around his study room (even as a student, he
rated status quarters), admring the sinplicity and el e-
gance of its furnishings, the know ng pl acenent of the
few paintings, the Britton bronze, the Flock marble
statuette. Unquestionably, Roy had been the nodel

"You feel conpelled to preserve the i mage of nas-
culinity?" she had asked.

He had shrugged, his al nond, green-green eyes ex-
pressi onl ess.

"I amthe image of masculinity."
"But not its substance."

He had frowned slightly, then he again awarded her
that incredible snile. This tine, it lit his eyes with hu-
nor .

"Sexuality in this day and age is, thank God, a per-
sonal, not a social choice. However, there is subtle pres-
sure to pah- off, and until this has been done, one is
subj ected to constant entreaties.” He paused, nodding
understandingly as C aire shuddered. Until Roy had

bl atantly annexed her that evening, she had been pes-
tered by three quarrel some and conpetitive fell ow
freshnmen. "You are the nost beautiful woman | have

met. It is a pleasure to listen to your voice, to watch
you nmove across a room" Roy smled wyly. "Artis-



tically, we conplenment each other."

"W do," Caire could not help grinning back at their
reflections in the mrror surface of the darkened terrace
doors. "God and witch. Wiite and bl ack."

"Are you always so tactful, Caire?"
She was a trifle startled at the laughter in his voice,
at the definite twinkle in the intensely green eyes.
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What ever reservati ons she had faded. Wthout hunor,
Roy Beach woul d have been insufferable.

"Let us see how we deal together, then," she replied.
"I't'"ll be arelief, even if we split up next Saturday, to
have t hose hot-handed louts off ny . . . my back."

Smoot hly, Claire had adapted herself to Roy's ways.

It was never nentioned but it was obvious to a girl
with Claire' s perceptions that the weight of conprom se
in the arrangenment woul d al ways be hers. However, it
was a small price to pay for being |l eft al one once the
word got abroad that Roy Beach and O aire Sinobnsen

were quartering together. There m ght have been in-
tense private specul ati on, but custom forbade probing.
They were wel coned everywhere and were soon the

acknow edged | eaders of their University class.

The key, Caire had discovered, to Roy's intricate
personality was to accept himat his own evaluation, a
fluid standard which she understood intuitively at first,
then intellectually as she penetrated deeper into Human
Behavorial Sciences, until she could not have said why
she knew how to suit himbut invariably did. Theirs
could never be a physical relationship, but daire oc-
casionally thought she was his nental alter ego. How
ever, in his owm way, he was devoted to her and as
aware of her enotional needs as she was of his; once to
t he point of being denonstrably tender with her when
one of her brief love affairs dissolved painfully.

It had been a tenpestuous affair and ended in a bit-
ter quarrel. Claire had run blindly back to Roy's quar-
ters to find himwaiting for her, and patient with her
di stress.

"You appeared to enjoy him" Roy had remarked

when she paused at one point in her harangue. "He's

got a reputation for proficiency, at any rate. O didn't
he make a good | over, after all?"

Claire had pulled the remmants of her pride together
and | ooked at Roy.



"He is certainly physically attractive,” Roy had said
t houghtfully, taking her by the arm and | eadi ng her
toward her old room "But not your intellectual equal
You' d've fought sooner or later. Here's a trank: it'll
ease the worst of the w thdrawal."

He had pushed her onto her bed, tugged off her
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boots, gave her water to down the medication, and, to
her inmense surprise, had kissed her cheek lightly af-
ter he arranged covers over her

Wth amazenent, she detected a faint shadow of
worry in his eyes.

"W understand each other, Claire. W conpl ement
each other. Do not settle for |less than the best your
own excel |l ence can conmand. "

As she drifted off to sleep, Claire was oddly com
forted that Roy regarded her as a personality in her
own right, and not as an adjunct or supplenent to his
own consequence.

There had been further brief associations for her,

but al ways the standard that Roy had set for her gov-
erned the flare of sexual desire. On those occasions she
had term nated the rel ationship--until Ellyot Harding
was introduced to Roy at the Eastern Conference of
CGties.

When Roy brought the slender dark nman back to

the flat--Roy and C aire had noved, of course, to ci-
vilian quarters after obtaining their advanced degrees
--Claire was instantly aware of the bond between the
two nen, and of her own attraction for Ellyot. She was
al so aware of the surprise that rocked Ellyot Harding
at her presence in Roy's quarters. She could all but
hear his startled thought. Wat's a wonman doing with
hi n?

But Ellyot was quick to perceive subtleties and, on
the heels of the first shock, came conprehension. He
had instantly stepped forward, to grip her hand, to
pl ace a cool kiss on her cheek

"You must be Claire Sinonsen," for Roy had not

yet had a chance to introduce her. "I followed your
programred anal ysis of the Deprivation Advant age

with intense interest. In fact, | have allowed for that
factor in the renewal project currently planned in ny
City. Oh, | apologize . . . Roy is rescuing me fromthe
sterility of Transient Accomopdati ons, and the inevi-
tability of having to talk shop with other victins
trapped there."

El l yot's good-natured smle never touched just his



lips, his whole face was involved in it.
"Go right ahead," Roy urged, turning to dial drinks

10?

at the console. "I rather thought you two woul d have
overl apping interests. Explore themwhile | order a din-
ner suitable for this nomentous occasion."

The ook on Ellyot's face was mirrored in Claire's

for both caught the nuance, the unspoken assunption

in Roy's bland directive. EUyot smiled, raised his eye-
brows in a question.

"Yes, it is indeed an occasion," Claire said. "You
m ght |ike our northern scallops, Ellyot--tender, sweet,
del i cious."

"The North has nmuch to recommend it," Ellyot re-
plied, leading Claire to the deep wall |ounger. H's man-
ner was both triunmphant and entreating.

Ellyot did not return to the Transi ent Accomoda-
tions or to the southern Gty which had sent himto
the Conference. Caire's supervisor hired himinmedi-

ately he made known his willingness to transfer. By the
time City Managenent reviewed accreditation in the
fall, the three had enough status to nmove to a |arger

single dwelling on the outskirts of the City. In fact,
Claire was surprised at the outsized dwelling Roy chose
for them

"It's marvel ous to have such space to spread out in,
Roy, but it'll take every acconmodation credit we own
to manage this place," she had said.

"Not for long," was all Roy said, inperturbably.

He | ooked insufferably pleased with hinself during

the few weeks it took themto arrange and settle into
the new house. Claire noticed that Ellyot was unusu-
ally irritable and put that down to Roy's insistence on
each of them having a separate sleeping room In fact,
relations, up until then extrenely harnoni ous, becane
strai ned.

"What is he up to?" Ellyot demanded of C aire one
eveni ng when Roy was at a neeting. "l know he's be-
i ng coy about sonething."

"So do I, but | thought you'd know "

"Well, | don't. You've known himlonger, Caire,
can't you hazard what's on his m nd?"

"Did you think I've some magic talisman to see into



Roy's nmind? | don't even sleep with him"

"That's the first, catty thing |I've heard you say."

"It wasn't catty, Ellyot, truly,"” she said in gentle
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apol ogy even as he blurted out a request for pardon

"You're a remarkabl e wonman, Caire. Wiy have you
never cut out? Why aren't you--well, jealous or

He hesitated and, to her surprise, blushed. "I nean,
you' re so obviously hetero, and yet " He gestured
vaguel y around the high-ceilinged |iving room

"It's as much Roy for me as for you, Ellyot," she
heard herself say, and then stopped, having finally
voi ced that adnmission. "Yes, it is Roy. W have never
been | overs--never--but there's nothing of m splaced
maternity in ny relationship with Roy, or sisterly af-

fection for that matter. It's a relationship ... of the
spirit. No platonic nonsense, either. | honestly, truly,
deeply admire, respect, and . . . and |l ove Roy. | can-

not live fully without himand | cannot--"

"I know exactly what you mean," Ellyot said softly,
with a ghost of a smle on his lips, but none in his eyes.
He | eaned back agai nst the couch. "You renenber the

day we net? I'd a hetero marriage contract set up in

my old City, you know, but half an hour in Roy's com

pany and that was all over." He grinned. "I wanted
children, you see, but Roy was too nuch."

Now El [ yot turned his head toward her, his eyes re-
flecting her imge. She felt his hand touch hers, spread
her fingers against his palm

"She was no match for Roy... or you." He dropped

her hand and abruptly stood up, alnost glaring at her.
"And this is not fair to you, either. You' ve enough
status to have a child of your own froma lover. GCet
out of here, have a child, marry, don't waste your life
on us ... on Roy. He doesn't nean to be excl usive.

He just is.”

H s out burst surprised himas nuch as did her, for
he dropped down on the sofa, one arm behind her, and
Scow ed earnestly as he covered both her hands in a
tight grasp.

"Yes, he just is," Claire said softly. "I cannot |eave
him Ellyot, any nore than | can | eave you. There's

no ot her conpany |'d rather keep, you know. " She
gently returned the pressure of his hand.

"But | know you want children. |I've seen you paus-
ing by the playyards. |1've seen the longing in your
face. "
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"I'min no hurry. I'lIl find someone..."

EUyot snorted his opinion of that naivete. "You
haven't even had a lover in the past year. Al you' ve
done is work ... work."

"You' ve been keeping tabs on ne?" daire was
touched by his sudden protectiveness. That was nore
Roy's role than Ellyot's.

"Nei ther of us wants you wasting your wonanhood
on just anybody... or no one."

G aire shook her head slowy, conscious of a deep
and tender affection for EUyot. "Did neither of you
think to ask my opinion?"

El l yot gl anced sharply down at her. H's eyes dark-
ened and he pulled in a deep startled breath just as
he bent to kiss her fully and passionately on the nouth.

When she and EUyot energed from her roomthe

next norning, Roy nerely nodded pl easantly and in-

vited themto join himat the table. Breakfast for three
had al ready been di al ed.

Nor was there any enbarrassnent. Alnost, Caire

once mused, as if Roy had expected sonething of this
sort and was relieved that it had finaUy taken place.
After the first occasion, Caire had to be the aggressor
with Ellyot, though he was never reluctant.

However, in the course of the next few nonths,
Claire realized that the | ovenmaki ng she shared with
EUyot coul d becone invidious. It was inpossible to
make | ove with Ellyot and not sense Roy, not make

| ove with Roy through EUyot, not hunger for Roy's
magni fi cent body when EUyot's covered hers.

Roy had brought EUyot into their circle for his own
ease and solace. Triangularity could deteriorate the re-
| ati onship. Caire nmust find a fourth nenber. She

wasn't getting any younger, and Ellyot was correct

about how nuch she | onged for a child.

Claire was convinced that Roy had perceived her

turn of thought. O course, they had been tal ki ng about
building a real kitchen into the house the next time Gty
Managenent raised their total income. Roy was in-

tensely interested in raw food preparation and increas-

i ngly annoyed with the mass-produced combi nations

avail able fromthe public kitchens, despite the interest-
i ng variations he achieved with what came out of the
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di spensers. But it was Claire, restless, increasingly dis-
sati sfied, who undertook to find an architect who would



design a kitchen room for them

The first firmshe consulted | aughed at the notion of
an entire roomdevoted to the preparati on of food for
consunpti on. The second thought she wanted a rough
arrangenent such as could be installed in a retreat too
far froma Gty or Center for regular facilities. They
reconmended another firmthat did reconstructi on work
for nuseuns. That was how she nmet Chess Bauri o.

"He's very busy, you know," she was told over the

tel ephone by the receptionist. "But the notion is bizarre
enough that he mght just like to try it." An appoin-
ment was rmade and she went directly to his office, not
far fromtheir hone.

It could never be called love at first sight, for he
was extrenmely antagonistic fromthe nonent she in-
troduced herself. Only because he'd never attenpted

to solve such a design problemdid he reluctantly agree.
And then, under the stipulation that it was done his
way. He knocked down one after another of her plans,
sarcastically deriding her painstaking research. In fact,
when she had finally got himto agree to cone to the
house and exam ne the proposed site, Caire wondered
why she had put up with his manner and attitude for

one session, much | ess contenplate a further associ a-
tion.

Still, when he arrived the next norning, he was un-
expectedly pl easant, even charm ng--until Roy wal ked

in. If Roy Beach was the personification of the classic
concept of the nmale manner. Chess Baurio was the
twenty-first century's. Conpact, |lean, healthily attrac-
tive, alert, he was the antithesis of Roy's studied indo-
| ence. Roy was the al oof, detached, arrogant observer

Chess was the involved, enthusiastic, vital participator

As Roy strode up to the terrace where she and Chess
were discussing the location of the kitchen room the air
becarme charged with electric hostility.

Claire | ooked at Chess, saw that his eyes were snap-

ping with anger, that the snile on his face was set, that
his movenents as he | eaned forward slightly to shake
Roy's hand were jerky. H s manner becane stilted,
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fal se. She glanced at Roy, who was his usual urbane
sel f.

"Chess Bauri o? You designed the new theater com
pl ex at Northwest 4," Roy said by way of greeting.
"Now, why did you use polyfoaminstead of Mitual's
acoustical shiel di ng?"



"Ever heard the wows in the Fine Arts Theater at
Washi ngt on Sout h?"

"Can't say that |'ve been in that theater, but wasn't
it John Bracker, Claire, who was so vehenent in his
objections to playing in that hall?"

"He did nmention he'd rather play under N agara
Falls," she said lightly, hoping to ease the tension

"And pol yfoam corrects wow?" Roy demanded of
Chess.

"I'n that size building, or in anphitheater form"
Bauri o's voice had a bitten quality.

"I"ve been advised to use it in our rmusic room" Roy
went on, blandly, dialing out three coffees and passing
themround as if Chess would naturally take his black
as they did. "What's your opinion on its use in a small
roon?"

"As a consul tant?"

The rudeness in Chess' tone surprised Claire. People
were rarely rude to Roy. He sinply didn't elicit that
ki nd of response. She held her breath. Roy did not ap-
pear to notice.

"The kitchen room cones before the nusic room
but we always conbine efforts. | believe that Ellyot

Ell yot Harding," and that was the first time Caire
ever heard Roy qualify any acquai ntance so pointedly,
"is the third nmenber of the house . . . has a prefer-
ence for natural woods as acoustical materials, rather
t han manmade products.”

Hostility fairly bristled from Bauri o now.

"W have not really discussed the nusic room |

i magi ne, however. Designer Baurio, that if the kitchen
roomis successful, we'll get busy on the other,” Caire
said, trying to sound rel axed and graci ous. Wy was
anyt hi ng Roy said so offensive to this Baurio?

"I"'mnot at all sure,"” Baurio said icily, putting down

hi s untouched cup of coffee, "if anything | designed
woul d be successful in this . . . this kind of manage."
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Not even Roy could ignore that, and he slowy
turned toward Baurio, his eyes glittering.

"You object to polyandry?"

"I object ... | object to such a nmonopoly, to the
sheer waste of . . ." He broke off, glaring savagely
fromCaire to Roy before he spun around and strode
out of the house.



"What on earth possessed you to cone out with
statements like that, Roy?" Claire asked. "He was .
to design a kitchen room... Wat happened?"

Roy smiled down at her. "He'll be back. And you
must nmake him stay."

After the nost tenpestuous three nonths in her en-

tire life, she did, but only when their marriage contract
had been registered in the City. And that cane about

only because Roy and Ellyot cornered Chess privately

at the end of a particularly bitter quarrel

The end of the nmad abduction and the cessation of

a particularly painful contraction--her nuscles were

begi nning to hurt despite training and control--were

si mul taneous. d aire opened her eyes to a leafy vista,

the tops of trees below the heli's landing gear. Startled,
she peered down. The heli was perched on the edge of

a sudden, sharp drop, the bottom of which was hi dden

by foliage. Wldly she turned to Roy. H s eyes woul dn't
focus on her, his breath was uneven

"Can you nove?" he asked.

"\Where?" She couldn't control the quaver in her
Voi ce.

He threw up the hatch and junped out, ignoring the
gasp she made as she had a flash of him di sappearing
over the precipice, |eaving her alone and at the mercy
of her body's birth-drive in the cranmped nose of the
hel i .

"Put your hands on ny shoul ders," he ordered, and

she found hersel f obeying.

She noved as quickly as she could, knowi ng that a
spasm was seconds away. It seized her as she reached
out to himand sent her reeling into his arnms. He had
seen the | ook of pain on her face, and deftly caught
her to him holding her firmy despite the awkward
position for them both.

It seened an age until the contraction passed. She
subm tted weakly as he swung her up and strode off.
She buried her face agai nst his shoul der.

Does he intend for me to have the child in the
woods, |ike an ani mal ? she wonder ed.

"You'll have to open the door," he said in her ear

She | ooked down and funbled for the crude latch

surprised that there should be a door, for she had only
the fleeting inpression of the facade of the retreat, its
rustic logs, the heli's floatons apparently resting on the
surface whi ch canoufl aged the retreat. Vaguely, she



hoped the roof was firmy supported against the heli's
wei ght .

As Roy angl ed her through the doorway, she caught
a glinmpse of the superb view of the valley bel ow them
t he nount ai ns beyond. When had he acquired such a
retreat? O who had lent it to hin? Stupefied, Claire
wondered if Ellyot had suspected this and kept silent.

A contraction. She couldn't suppress the groan,

whi ch deafened her to a statenment Roy nuttered under

his breath. But, seemingly a century later, he laid her
on a bed and was arrangi ng her body in the best posi-
tion to ease the strain.

"A hard one, huh?" he said as she lay, panting. She
didn't resist as his hands turned her gently and stripped

off her maternity sack, or as they felt her withing ab-
doren.

How can he bear to touch ne? He has scarcely
| ooked at me for five nonths.

The next noment she becane aware of other prep-
arations for the coming birth and she began to struggle

fastidiously.
"Don't resist. This has to be done. For the child's
sake. "

Heari ng the anger and distaste in his voice for what
he had to do, she forced herself to rel ax and endure

his mnistrations.

Her waters broke while she was on the toilet and
she began to whinper, nore from enbarrassment and

t ensi on than pain.

"What is it?" H's voice was clinical
"The waters broke."
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He got her back to the bed, on her back, and ex-

am ned her with the deftness of her obstetrician

"The head is in the birth canal," he said just as she
experienced the first of the second-stage contractions.
"That's right. Push down!"

She fought the hand that pressed down on the upper
part of her belly.



"No, no Roy. Leave nme alone. Get a doctor. Please,
Roy!"

H s face | oomed suddenly above her so that she was
forced to open her eyes wide and | ook at him

"l know what to do, Claire. The child is mne!"

"But you could have assisted at the hospital, Roy,"
she cried, slowy perceiving through her pain and anx-
i ety what notivated him

"Wth Chess listed as your |egal spouse? W haven't
that right yet. No, Claire, this is ny child."

"It's mne, too," she screaned.

"I's the pain unbearable? I'Il fix the mask for you."
" Mask?"

"I have assenbl ed everything that m ght be needed,"”
he told her in that odd flat voice. "Do you need the
mask now?"

"No, no. No!" She couldn't succunb to the desire

for relief fromthe pain, though it was fierce now, fierce
and i nexorabl e, convul sing her body, seizing her with

a steadily increasing rhythm permtting her not so

much as a nonment to relax straining muscles.

"Good. Press harder. Press downward." She heard
his voice through a m st of sweat and tears and pain.

She grabbed at the bed, flailed wildly around for

somet hing to hang onto and was rewarded with a

strong wist to grasp. But for that hand, she was | ost
in a nightmare of stretch, strain, pant and gasp, of a
body that was not hers, that responded to prinmal urg-

i ngs. The conforting hand, the reassuring voice were
part of it and apart fromit. The rhythmincreased, un-
bear abl e, constant, exhausting, and then, wenched

by a terrible spasm her body arched. She was sure

she had been torn apart.

The pain was gone. Sweat dripped into her eyes.
She felt alnost lifeless, certainly weightless but
serene, strangely enough. Her |egs were spread w de,
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t he t hi gh muscl es ached, her vagi na throbbed, and al
pain was replaced by the | anguor of exhaustion. She
becane consci ous of novenent within the room of a
harsh breathing, a wet splat, and then the tiny gasp
as infant lungs sucked in air and conpl ai ned new i ngly.

She raised herself on her el bow, one hand reachi ng
for the sound.



"Roy?" She dashed sweat and danp hair from her
eyes.

Roy' s back was to her. Wen he turned, she was

startled to see a surgical mask across his face, the
transl ucence of plastic gloves high up his nmuscled fore-
arms. And, dangling fromhis left hand, a tiny, arm
wavi ng inverted form the cord still attaching it to her

"Ch, CGod, Roy, give himto ne."

Roy's eyes were full of tears as he laid the child on
her belly.

"I have delivered ny son," Roy said in the gentl est
voice. "Don't touch him" he added, knicking her hand
away with the bare part of his forearm "You' re not
sterile.”

"He's mine, too,"
out .

she protested, but did not reach

She watched as Roy deftly tied on the unbilica

cord, swabbed the child' s nouth, painted his eyes. As
he tenderly oiled the reddish skin, Caire craned her
neck to glinpse with greedy eyes at the perfection of
the tiny form

And the baby was perfect, fromthe delicate kicking
feet to the twitching fists. H s head bones were stil
poi nted, but there was a fineness about the angrily
screwed features. Despite the unconventionality of his
birth, he was alive and obviously healthy. She did not
protest when Roy swathed the child in a receiving

bl anket and laid himin the portable crib that he
pushed gently to one side of the bed.

"Now, you." Again all enotion was |eached fromhis
Voi ce.

Wth the heel of his hand, he pressed into her flat-
tened belly. She screanmed for the pain of it and was
seized, to her horror, with another contraction that
brought a flood of tears to her eyes.
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"You | eave nme alone!" she cried, feebly batting at
hi s armns.

"The afterbirth!"”
And it was delivered

Uterly exhausted, she lay back. She felt but did not
nove as he sewed the torn skin of her, only vaguely
wondering that he knew how. She was too weary to

hel p as he cl eaned her, changed the soiled sheets. She
was only grateful that the pain and the shame were
over as he covered her tightly bound body with a light



bl anket. She coul d hear the baby snuffling somewhere

in the roomand his continuing vigor was nore reassur-

ing than anything el se. She felt herself drifting off into
sleep and tried to fight it. She nust stay awake. She
couldn't afford to sleep. He might try to | eave her now

he had the child he had wanted so desperately.

And that thought stuck in her mnd. The child Roy
want ed so desperately was born. That was why he had
acted so rashly. His child. H s child!' She had, after

all, and however deviously, becone the nother of his
chi | d.
A tiny voice, insistent and undeniable for all its |ack

of volune, roused her. She felt hands turn back the
covers that lay so confortingly around her. She felt her
upper body lifted, supported with pillows. Drowsily, she
evaded full consciousness until she felt her arm
crooked, felt the scrape of linen against her skin, the
warnth of a small rounded form hands agai nst her

right nipple, the cool ness of a wet sponge, then the
fumbling of small wet |ips and the incredible pleasur-
abl e pain caused by a suckling child.

She opened her eyes to the dimlight. Roy was sit-

ting on the edge of her bed, his hand securing her |ax
hold on the child. She was fully aware in that instant,
awar e and awake. She glanced down at the tiny face,

eyes tight, lips working instinctively for the nourishment
she could feel it drawing from her breast.

Roy did not renove his hand, yet it was not as if

he did not trust Claire. And suddenly she understood
all that nust have been driving himsince she had
blithely announced her desire to have his child first.
She had taken him of themall, by surprise. She had
astounded and startled him She had given hima hope,
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a prom se that Roy Beach had never even consi dered
given the circunstances of his sexuality. She had given
himthe child of his own flesh, yet she had not soiled
himwith her femninity.

She under st ood now why he had been unwilling to
trust anyone but himself with the responsibility of de-
livering his child.

The pressure in her other breast was painful. She

di sengaged the nipple fromthe searching, protesting
mout h and quickly shifted the babe, taking a sensuous
delight in the tug and pull of the eager lips as they
fastened on the new food source.

Then she | ooked up at Roy. She smiled at him as

their eyes net. She felt that she saw directly into his
heart and soul for the first time in their |ong associ a-
tion. Wth her free hand, she reached for his and
placed it on their son



"I called Chess, and told himwhere you are. He
said Ellyot nade hi munderstand."

Claire tried to tell himwith her eyes that she did,
too, but all she could say was, "Does he plan to cone
her e?"

There was a quick start in Roy's body and his eyes
pl owed deep into hers as if he, too, had to know her
heart, at |east this once.

"I't would be nore peaceful,"” she added, hol ding
onto his gaze, "to have the first few days alone, if you
can stand it."

"H/ can stand it..."

Claire had to close her eyes against the | ook of in-

tense joy, of alnmost painful jubilation in Roy's face. She
felt himlean toward her, across the child, so that the
baby ki cked agai nst the constriction. She felt his lips

on hers, her body respondi ng unreasonably to his ben-

edi ction.

When she opened her eyes again, he was smling
down at the babe with untroubled pride and affection

And that was how it nust be forever, Claire re-
flected and deliberately put aside that brief, tantalizing
gli npse of the forbidden paradise.

"Weat her on Wl | aday" stands al one. Judy-Lynn

del Rey when she was Gal axy Magazi ne' s energet -

ic Gal Friday' Monday- Tuesday- Wednesday- Thur sday,

gave me a future cover for the magazi ne around which

to wite a story. Not as easy as it m ght seem A

heli copter and a tall man stood anong what | ooked |ike
Christmas-tree decorations on the deck of a great whal e-
boat. Surrounded by lots of water! So pick up the bal
and throw it, because you have to account for every

el ement in that cover sonmewhere in your story.

It was a nmystery to me howto do it, so | made the
story a nystery.

Weat her on Wl | aday
VELLADAY WAS | NDEED A WATERY WORLD,

Shahanna t hought as the day side of the planet turned
under her ship. Good thing that explorers were obsti-
nate creatures; otherw se the hidden riches of this
storny world woul d have gone unnoti ced.

She checked her location visually as the ship's com
puter began to print |anding instructions.



"I"'mnot that stupid," she murrured, noticing the
turbul ence of several stormcenters that blossoned in
the northern hem sphere of Wl |l aday. She tapped out
Locate for the Rib Reefs, the rocky spine of the pl anet
that stretched fromnorth to south and broadened into
the Bl ade, the one permanent installation on the wa-
tery world. "At sunrise, hmm? Wuldn't you know.

And right in the path of one storm Well, let's beat it
in." She began to punch out |anding coordi nates.

At that nonent, the proxinmity alarmrang. She hit

the Enl arge toggle of the screen control just in tinme to
see two telltale blips--the small satellite that ought to
be in orbit near her, and the | arger one that certainly
ought not to be in Wlladan skies. Suddenly her ship
rocked with the violence of a direct hit. Shahanna re-

mai ned conscious just |ong enough to hit the survival
button on the arnrest.

Qdis planted his flippered foot on the young whale's
bl unt snout and shoved.

"This is no time for nuzzling, nuisance," he roared,
as the force of his thrust sent the baby backfi nning.
Whal es liked to be talked to--roared at--though there
was little chance they understood nore than the tone
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of voice. Sone fishmen denied even that nuch conpre-
hension. "Al nost finished now, Mdther," Qdis bell owed
reassuringly at the massive creature whose thyroid

gl ands he was tappi ng.

The indicator dial of the Iong-beaked suction punp
reached the red area, whereupon, with nore deftness
than others gave himcredit for, Gdis broke the con-
nection and seal ed the beaker. He closed the tap nmouth
and noted the date of this tap in paint-pen above the
nmetal insert. AOd tap-dates had faded but the new paint
woul d gl ow for the three nonths necessary for a na-
ture whale to generate nore vital radioactive iodine in
its thyroid gland.

Qdi s touched the zoom button on the drone's renote
control, then scrawl ed the whale's registry nunber be-
side the |um nous date on the beaker before holding it
for the drone to record. That formality observed, he
scratched the feral e' s rubbery upper Iip where the
scal es had been torn. What kind of a fight had she been
in? Well, at |east the wound had heal ed.

Once again her child tried to nose Odis' fishboat out
of the way. Chuckling over the creature's antics, Gdis
clinmbed up the boat's ventral fin and over the back to
t he hatch. Ducking bel ow, he stored the precious
beaker of radioactive iodine in the chenfoam protected
carrier.



Back on the fishboat's snub-nosed brow, Gdis

frowned at the sight of the school of whal es begi nning
to nelt away fromthe nei ghborhood. He had been out
since early norning, tracking them down, and spent

a good hour easing into the herd before he had tried to
tap one. First, he'd pounded affectionately on the snouts
of the mammal s he knew as well by scar marks as by

regi stration code. Two had shied away from him so
wildly that he began to worry that this group had al -
ready been nilked by that fardling pirate. Wen he

was finally able to draw al ongsi de the ol d bl ue-scarred
cow and do a light tap, he had decided that their

weat her-sense was all that was making them skittish

Bet ween the freakish storns of Welladay and the

fardling pirates, Odis growed to hinself as he squinted
toward the darkening horizon, they mght as well pul

the plug on operations here. He frowned. Were else
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would he find a world nore to his liking? A task nore
suited to him a man born and bred on a high-gravity
pl anet? O creatures big enough not to suffer fromhis
i nordi nate strength?

Pl eased with hinsel f, he stepped on the rel ease for
t he outboard panel and began to beamtoward Shoul -
der Bl ade for a weather report.

The instrumentation was on a pole that |ooked like a
colorful Christnmas tree when it was lit up--which was
now. It was recording various |ocal indications of the
weat her. But when he tried to reach Okker in his har-
bormaster's | ookout at the Eye of the |agoon, the beam
crackled with interference. So the easterly storm had
hit them Even with a band of weather satellites, one
couldn't always be sure of weather on Well aday.

Qdi s tagged the playback in case Okker had broad-

cast while he was tapping the whale. He whistled as

he listened to Okker's sour report of mach-storm warn-
i ngs, the advice that all vessels return to Shoul der at
crui sing depth and hold at shelf-level until recall--
the [ ocal stormover Shoul der seened to be only a
squall. The warning was repeated twice with additiona
om nous details on the nmach-storm s wind velocity,
estimated drift, and duration

Qdi s grunted. He could just inmagi ne Okker's disgust

at relaying such a nmessage. Tallav, the naggoty Pl ane-
tary Adm nistrator, had probably been at Ckker's el -
bow. Wth the exercise of tolerance, Gdis could
understand the reasons for Tallav's ineffectual ness. A
meek man, he was not suited to a blustery, storny
world Iike Welladay, even if affairs proceeded nor-

mal ly. But Tallav was caught in a fladding bind. Sone-



one was pirating the main source of Welladan wealth

so that no substantial revenue had been garnered from
the whales in nonths. Result: Supplies could not be
paid for, and credit had been suspended. Wat with

t he depredations caused by pirates and various natura
cat astrophes, only three fishboats were operable. Re-
quests fromlegitimte sources for the pricel ess radio-
active iodine had become demands: Urgent! Top

Priority. Gray phage was endemic and periodically epi-
dem c. The only specific vaccine was a dilute suspen-
sion of the radioactive iodine. In addition to the risk
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of tapping to death the few whal es they could now find,
Vel | adan fishmen were constricted by | ack of operable

craft.

The two best fishnmen, Odis and Murv--a newconer

on a Debt-Contract--had been sent out in an attenpt

to find and tap enough of the val uable substance to

make up at | east one critically needed shipnent. Wat-
ever Odis and Murv could get today, therefore, was
crucial. Fleetingly, Odis wi shed they could charge a
hardshi p premium but the price of the iodine had been
fixed by Federation officials who evidently were too
concerned with other crises to pay attention to repeated
Wl | adan requests to investigate piracy.

So here was timd Tallav, calling the fishnen back
because there was a mach-stormbrewing in the west.
Qdis ran a quick check of the instrumentation on the
approachi ng storm now boiling black and ochre on the

hori zon.

As he eval uated the readi ngs, he nmaneuvered his

ship toward the nearest adult whale. He could get one
nore tap conpl eted before he would have to duck and

run home. Fishboats were sturdily designed for

Wl | adan waters, to race on hydrofoils with the scaly
spawn of her seas, to plunge trenchward with the

whal es, to endure the savagery of a sudden squall, to
wal | ow, whal eli ke, within the school itself w thout being
attacked by a nervous nal e.

He coasted al ong the port side of the mammal,

rather pleased that the creature was not shying off as
did its school mates. The pai nted code above the tap-
vent had faded conpletely, so Gdis toyed with the idea
of getting at |east a beaker and a half, as he nade his
preparations to tap.

It was then that he noticed the strange color of the
scales. At first, he thought it was caused by the Iight
--the sky had al ready changed with the approach of

the storm As he | ooked around, there wasn't another
whal e in sight; they'd all raced away, north and south,
deep fromthe stormcenter. This whale wasn't noving



because it was cl ose to death.

Cursing with pent-up anger, Odis stonped bel ow,
retrieved the beaker he had just drawn, and prepared
to punp the contents into the sick mammal. Wuld it
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be enough? Was the gesture nerely a waste of fluid

now -fluid as precious to the life of Wlladay as to
this mammal ? Odis refused to consider this a waste. In
an angry scrawl he painted the date and the circum
stances on the whal e, adding a crude skull and cross-
bones.

He stepped back then, clenching his teeth, railing
against the brutality of the pirates. He wondered bit-
terly just how many nore beasts had been tapped dry,
just how many nore bl ack, bloated corpses would rol

in on the fresh tides after the storn®?

He waited, hoping for sone sign of change in the
creature. There was no way of know ng how | ong ago
the tap had occurred--hours, days? O how swiftly the
i nfusi on would correct the whal e's deficiency.

A fresh wind came up, and the outboard panel chat-

tered netallically, then began to crackle with an au-
thoritative noise. A craft approaching? Qdis scanned

t he cl ouds. Suddenly a second drone broke into view,

hi gher and north of him He glanced down at the sea-
viewer, waiting for the indication that another fishboat
approached. The drone whistl ed overhead, but the sea-

vi ewer renmai ned enpty.

Murv was the only other fishman out! Were was he
that he would send his drone back al one? Had he been
caught by mach-vi ol ence? A wilder shriek tore the air;

and the whale reacted with a nervous bobbi ng, then
pul l ed away fromthe fishboat.

Qdis swung the Christmas tree, got a fix on the
sound, and followed it. The intruder was high up but
| anci ng downwar d, downward and right into the nach-
storm He nipped the track toggle, keeping the out-
board panel lined up with the visual trace of the
spaceship until it disappeared into the clouds.

That boiling trail had cone from nothing based on
Wl | aday. And it was heading away fromthe only set-
tlement on the water world. Odis retracted the out-

board panel. As he clinbed down the |adder, he shot

a final |ook at the whale, now noving slowy in a
northerly direction. No, the iodine had not been a

waste. |If the creature could just make it out of the
storms path, it could feed itself back to strength on the



pl ankton in the northern waters.
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Qdi s slamred the hatch down and searched the pi-

lot's couch just as the computer printed out the in-
truder's course: straight into the storm directly in line
with the only other permanent [andfall. Crown Lagoon

The realization was particularly bitter to Qdis, for that
was the direction fromwhich Mirv's drone had j ust

cone,

Slowy, (dis tapped out a new course for the fish-

boat. Not back to the safety of Shoul der Bl ade, but
straight into the storm directly on the intruder's tail.
Then he fed into the conputer the details that OCkker
had transmitted on the roach-storm As the printout
chattered, (dis sank back into the padded couch, his
suspi cions confirned. In approximately five hours, the
eye of the mach-storm woul d be centered over the gi-
gantic old vol cano whose nouth forned a twenty-Kkil o-

wi de | agoon. The shards and | ava pl ateaus of its sl opes
were |ike a galactic-sized crown, thrown down just
above the equator of Welladay in the shall ow neadows

of the western seas.

Murv could hold up in the deep beyond the island's
shores--safe enough even with a mach-storm | ashi ng
deep into the ocean--until the eye of the storm cov-
ered Crown. Mirv could then surface, deliver the
stolen iodine to the ship which had sneaked in under
cover of the storm Well, Murv would do well to |eave
with that pirate. Once the Investigator got here--and
t he planet was registered as bankrupt and taken over
by the Federation, Wlladay would be no place for

any freedom | oving man. Finds! Mirv nust have

enough of the iodine on himto buy a planet. He sure
had sol d out Wl | aday!

Gimy Odis settled down for the long run. He'd

stay on the surface and run on the hydrofoil as |ong

as he could, at least until the stornis violence forced
himto the relatively quieter, but slower depths. He
had to intercept Murv before the traitor got the iodine

of f - pl anet .

But where had the man hi dden the val uabl e sub-

stance all this time? Every possible crevice on Shoul der
Bl ade had been searched repeatedly once the fishernen
realized what was happening. Hadn't Tallav initiated
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t he drone-escort to prevent any fishman fromtappi ng
too deeply? How the flads had Murv managed?

True, he had sent his drone back. But you coul dn't
tap a whale in the mdst of a stormand he was within



his rights. Indeed, Tallav would have screaned if Mirv
had kept the drone.

Qi s | eaned forward, tapped his own drone's con-

trols. He printed out a nmessage for it to transmt once
the squall lifted over Shoul der Bl ade, then sent it to
track himmles above the com ng storm He might just
find it useful to have a drone in the eye. He would

risk Tallav's tantrumns.
As there was nothing nore he could do now, Cdis

settled down to a short nap

The ol d survey charts had better be right about that
underwat er channel into the lagoon, Mirv thought as
he listened to the stress noises of the fishboat and
grimy watched the danger |ights blink warnings. The
fat homet er marked the unsteady ascent as the craft
bucked tidal pulls and stormrips. He nust be nearing

t he ar chi pel ago

The straps that held Murv firmy to the pilot's seat
cut into his flesh and he cursed absently as he began
to match the chart to sea-viewer.

Bl i ghted pl anet! The whol e thing had appeared so
fardling sinple. He was used to risks, trained to sur-
mount them So he had opted to contract as a fishnman,
to l ook around for a while, spot the trouble, and then
back out again, ready for nore demandi ng work. On

a watery planet, with only one pernanent settlenent,
and only one product that was in great demand

t hr oughout the gal axy, what coul d have been sinpler?
He had not, however, counted on such a trivial detai
as weather. Nor had he counted on the mi nsy-pinmsy
fardling parasite of a Planetary Adm nistrator com ng
up with a drone escort to prove his fishnen were not
the nmurdering pirates. That winkle had restricted
Murv's investigations, but it didn't make himtrust
Tallav. Murv knew better than to trust anyone.

Furt hernmore, Murv had not counted on synpat hi z-
ing with the great whales. After he had been taught
to mlk them after he had been assigned a school, it

124

had annoyed the hell out of himto see the rotting car-
casses of whales that had trustingly I et humans tap
themto death. They even lined up to get mlked. No,
the waste--the fladding waste of it--galled Mirv the
nost .

He nust be nearing the tunnel nouth; he could fee

the fishboat being sucked relentlessly toward the ba-
saltic shelf. Hs fingers flew over the pitch and yaw
controls, decreased the play in the helm and ignored



the neck-jarring rolls. On the fathoneter and on the
roiled viewscreen in front of him the bottom of the
ocean nmet the ramparts of the old volcano in a solid
wal | of tortured | ava!

Shahanna was roused by the shrieking hiss of the

i nsi stent wi nd. She opened her eyes to grayness, to the
realization that the crash foamwas dissipating, to the
know edge that she was still alive and breathing. In
spite of the cushioning foam and the paddi ng of her
seat, she felt thoroughly wung out. Modtion was pain-
ful. She turned her head, groaning as stiff nuscles pro-
tested. A solitary yellow light gl eaned on the contro
panel , then blinked off as she watched. The ship had

sent out its death knell, the last thing this type of space-
craft was programred to do before all its systens
fail ed.

Shahanna reached with an enfeebled hand to her

si de pouch, funbled for a stinmulant and a pain de-
pressor. Cunsily, she jabbed the drugs into her arm
and then, gasping at the disconfort even that slight no-
tion caused, lay back. The drugs worked swiftly. She
staggered to her feet and worked her muscles, relieved

t hat not hing had broken or split. Her wist chrono
showed that sone eight hours had el apsed since the
unexpected attack. Automatically, she reached toward
the [ og recorder.

"Al'l systens dead, gal," she rem nded hersel f, and
| ooked out the plastight w ndow.

Jagged bl ack rock surrounded the nose of the scout
and sheets of water scudded across the w ndow.

How | ucky can a gal get? She thought. | cracked up
on | and? Shahanna frowned. "Shoul der?" The R b
Reef s had been half a pl anet away when she had been

shot down. There was no possible entry she could have
made that woul d | and her on Shoul der. But she re-
menbered sonme ot her sem -permanent | and nasses on

the charts, if one could dignify a wayward archi pel ago
or a transient vol cano as |and nass.

The [ ock was jammed solid, Shahanna di scovered,

but the escape hatch was clear. The little scoutship
rocked under her feet, and she realized it had been
rocki ng ever since she had cone to. The pitch of the
wi nd had risen a few notes, too, and water sloshed
across the viewpane in a constant fall. If she were on
an island in one of those archipel agos, she was on a
very precarious one.

Shahanna wasted no further tine on specul ation
She qui ck-seal ed her orders onto her ribs, slapped addi-
tional supplies to her belt, shrugged into an all-purpose



suit. That done, she harnessed on a |ife-support tank
and donned her headgear and the water-aids, then
punched t he destruct on her ship's instrumentation and
t hrew open the escape hatch. She got a face full of
wave and drew back sputtering and choki ng. Un-

daunt ed, she rearranged her mask and took a second

| ook.

Gaunt bl ack fingers of stone held the ship. But the
rising tides, w nd-lashed and nmoon-churned, rocked the
boat resting in its inpronptu dry dock, grabbed it with
a greedy urgency. \Wat renained of the aft section of
the ship was rocking slowy down into the water

"That guy was a good shot--cleared of f ny engine.

But 1'ma live one." Another wave sl apped across her
face. She ducked instinctively and then, with a deft
nmoverent, was over the side of the ship, its bulk pro-
tecting her froma worse battering.

She coul d see beyond her ship, through the spaces of
the finger rocks. It wasn't a conforting view, for the
huge expanse of water was equally wild. A grinding
sound reni nded her that she had little time for delib-
eration. The ship slipped further down the rocky palm
Shahanna saluted it, promsing retribution, and clam
bered up through the rock fingers. She didn't see that
an outcroppi ng of rock caught and held the forward
section of her sliding ship above the water

"This is the dammedest terrain" Shahanna sai d al oud
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as she scranbl ed higher, grateful for the tough fabric
of her gl oves as she found handhol ds on the razor-
edged shards of rock. The rain was conming down in

such heavy torrents that she could barely see a few
feet in front of her. The wi nd pounded her with ham
mer bl ows. She would not last long in this nael strom
Shahanna deci ded, peering around for sone sort of

shel ter against a rocky |edge. Instinct directing her
she clinbed doggedly to such a height as she could
manage on rockpile. The absence of water pouring over
her and the sl ackening of the wind indicated a sanctu-
ary, and she was inside the little cave before she even
realized it existed. Wth an inarticul ate noan, she
craw ed far enough inside to be out of the reach of the
el ements. Sighing, she rolled onto her back as exhaus-
tion clained a battered nmind and body.

Pl anetary Admi nstrator Tallav watched anxiously as

the nets drew the battered space craft into the safety
of the Broken Rib Hangars. Al nbst on cue, rain in

bl i ndi ng sheets plumreted until the dome over the liv-
i ng quarters beyond the hangars | ooked |ike a water-
fall and the stormdrains began to fill with alarmng
speed. Tallav shuddered at the ferocity of the fl oods.

You' d think twel ve-foot-deep di kes would be anple



anywher e- - except on Wl | aday, he thought as he
started down the ranmp to wel cone the eagerly awaited
I nvesti gat or.

It wouldn't do to appear nervous, Tallev thought.

M ght cause suspicion. Nor should he appear irritated
that it had taken Federation such an unconsci onably

long time to dispatch an Investigator. Didn't they real-

i ze the consequences of letting this out-and-out piracy
of the vital radioactive iodine go on for so long? Surely
hi s messages had been explicit, his reports detailed. But
to wait until Central Credit actually suspended all ship-
ments to Wel |l aday--that was disgraceful. Disgracefu

and unj ust.

Tallav slid back the portal and stepped out into the

rock- hewn chanber that housed the drones and visi-

tors' shuttles. Such noise as the crewren nade in se-
curing the ship was lost in the vast room Tallav was a
little surprised at the Investigator's physical appearance.
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Not that he expected a full-uniformfor a mnor planet
i ke Welladay, but an Investigator ought to appear in
somet hing nmore than a faded one-pi ece shipsuit.

"I"'mTallav, Planetary Administrator, G ade 3-B,"

he said in a firmvoice, saluting the new arrival with
what he felt was the proper deference. Investigators
were not exactly equal in status to Planetary Adm nis-
trators but they had superpl enary powers which they
could invoke if circunstances warranted. "And you are
I nvesti gat or "

"Brack's the nane.

Tallav was a little annoyed by the very casual re-
turn of his salute.

"Your arrival couldn't be nore opportune,” Tallav

went on, indicating the exit to Brack. "W haven't so
much as a drop of the radioactive iodine left, and two
top-priority energency capsules came in just before
you got here. The tone was rather high-handed. You
timed that a nmite close, if | may say so."

The I nvestigator shot himan odd | ook as he ducked
under the portal. Tallav dogged the | ock wondering if
the I nvestigator thought he was being critical

"Storms on Wl laday are unusually violent," he con-

tinued. "That's why we net down all craft.”

Brack snorted and let Tallav lead the way to the of-
fice.



"I'f you'll just cone this way. Investigator, ny tapes
and personnel are entirely at your disposal. W want
this piracy stopped i medi ately--"

"In that stornP"

"Well, no, of course not. | nmean, that is ... surely
my conmuni cations gave you anple facts from which
to draw some concl usions? After all, there aren't very

many pl aces on Wl | aday fromwhich a pirate could
operate."

"No, there aren't."

"Now, here we are. May | offer you sone refresh-

ment? O would you permt yourself to try some off-
world stimulant? I'mafraid the commssary is a little
| ow -t edious, this business of being boycotted unti
these pirates are “apprehended and the iodine is col-

| ected properly.”
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"I could do with some hot protein. Natural ... if
you can supply it."

Tal |l av deci ded not to take offense at the suggestion
that Welladay could not feed its popul ati on decently.
He roused the ness hall personnel and ordered a neal
fromhis private stores. No sooner had he turned, sml-
ing, toward the Investigator, than the corn unit beeped
urgently.

Hi s hand hovered over the unit to silence it. Then
he saw it was Hangar calling. The dolts hadn't man-
aged to damage the Investigator's ship, had they?

"Well, what is it?"

"Drone K-Star is back. O rather, what's left of it
i s back," the hangarnmaster reported.

"Who was that one assigned to?"
"Murv."
"Are all the other drones back?" he asked, i nad-

vertently glancing at the waterfall that covered his plas-
glas wal |l .

"No, sirl"

"What ? Who could still be afloat in this?"

"Qdis. "

"CQdis? But he ... CGet off the line. |I mnmust talk to

t he harbormaster."

Angrily, he jabbed the new call. "Okker, has Mirv



got in yet?"

"No, nor Odis either. Just like that newworlder to
try and send his drone back through a storm" old
kker sai d.

"What were their destinations?"

"You ordered 'emout yourself. Told "emto nilk
anyt hing they could catch."

"Well, you knew a stormwas coming up. Didn't you

call them back?" It was difficult for Tallav to restrain
his irritation with the old fool. No respect for status.
Just because he had been one of the original fishnen

of Wl |l aday, he thought he knew nore about every-

thing than a trained Planetary Adm nistrator.

"What do you think, Tallav? | know ny job as

har bormaster. Besides, Qdis is snmart enough to run
subnerged for the eye and drift back with it till it
di sperses.”

Tal |l av shuddered inwardly, trying hard not to notice
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the half-smle on the Investigator's lips at the inpu-
dence of his subordinate.

"And Murv?" Tallav was conpelled to ask. He dis-
trusted the newworl der and would Iike nothing better
than for himto turn out to be their pirate. He | ooked
the part and he was obviously opting to go of f-pl anet
as soon as he could. That was the trouble with the
Debt Contractees--nmen forced to accept undesirabl e-
wor | d enpl oyment never took any real interest in their
wor k.

"I can't speak for him"

"Why didn't you report their absence when the storm
br oke?"

"Did. You weren't in. Down neeting that snooper
you sent for so long ago."

"Investigator Brack is present in ny office."

"Good for him" Okker replied, ignoring the frost in
Tallav's voice. "Now |l et ne get back to my Eye. That
dammed fool Sharkey's out, too."

Brack was suddenly very alert.

"The Chief?" Tallav was now fully alarmed. Losing

Shar key was unt hi nkabl e. The man was a sheer gen-

ius with the fishboats, able to repair absol ute wecks.
If he lost the engineer, he mght just as well resign
He woul d never get a replacenment at the price he could



force Sharkey to take.

"You can't test a patched hull in dry dock, you
know, " Ckker was reninding himneedl essly.

"Yes, yes. Keep ne posted."

"Don't | always?" The connection was broken at the
harbormaster's end and the neal arrived at the sane
i nst ant .

"And you say there's not a drop of the radioactive
iodine in store at the nonent?" Brack asked as he
attacked his food with nore speed than manners.

"Not a drop. In an attenpt to fill these . . . these
demands, " Tallav gestured toward the nessage capsul e
shells, "I sent out ny two best fishnen."

"Into that?"

There was no doubt of the Investigator's disapproval

"No, not into that. That storm devel oped sone hours

after they had cleared port. Even with weather satel-
lites keeping constant guard, storms can cone up with
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frightening speed. You see, when there are two or nore
nmoons in conjunction, particularly with one of the other
pl anetary nmasses in the system.. ."

"Agreed, agreed. | know my neteorol ogy. So that

means that the only iodine is either still in your whales

or preferably riding out a storm™

"And hi dden sonmewhere in the possession of those
pirates.”

"You have proof of piracy?"

"Proof? O course. Take, for example, the rotting
hul ks of whal es who have been deliberately and wan-
tonly mlked to death."

"No nore than that?"

"What nore is necessary?" Tallav was appal |l ed at
the man's obt useness.

"You've got. . . how many fishmen?" The Investiga-
tor's smle was condescendi ng.

"No Welladan fishman would milk a whale to
death!" Tallav sat up stiffly to protest that possibility.

"You're sure?"

"Very sure. And just to prevent such a ridicul ous



accusation being | evel ed agai nst nmy subordi nates, |

t ook precautionary steps. You heard ny hangarnaster
report a drone's return? Wen it becane apparent that
someone was tapping the whales to death, | initiated

a drone-escort for every fishboat. The drone is pro-
grammed to hover while tapping is in process, taking
careful note of the quantity taken fromthe gl ands and
maki ng a record of the nunmber of the mature whale.
They all receive a tattoo, you see. There could be no
way to escape such vigilance."

The I nvestigator shrugged. "But didn't | understand
that two ships are still out, and only one drone back
in? Muirv, wasn't that the name? If there's no drone
wat chi ng hi mright now . "

"In this weat her? The turbul ence covers the entire
northern hem sphere. You couldn't possibly tap in this
weat her. Besi des, the whal es have undoubt edl y sounded
for protection.”

"Northern hem sphere, you sai d? Wat about down
sout h?"

"No whal es in any great nunber. The sea is shall ow
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there except for the Great Longitudinal Trench, and
that's too deep for fishboats anyway."

"Who's this Sharkey?"

"Qur Chief Engineer. Marvelous talent with any

ki nd of engine or vehicle. Keeps our boats afloat and

our drones aloft. In fact, he helped rig the control de-
vice so that the drone hovers the instant its |inked fish-
boat conmes to a stop

"Shar key, huh? Appropriate nane for a water
wor | der . "

"Beg pardon? Ch, yes, | see. Ha ha."
"He's out without a drone."

"Ch yes, just checking a hull. You can't do that in
dry dock, you know. And we're very low on vital nma-
terials until Central Credit rel eases our |ong-overdue
shi pnent. Besides, he may be a genius with an engi ne
but he couldn't tap a whale to save his life, even if
t he weat her were cal m enough to do so."

"How so?"
Tal l av | eaned back. These were questions he could

answer. "Canme here originally as a contractee. \Wales
didn't take to him Couldn't even get near enough to



themto do a tap. They got to the point of being able

to identify the pulse of his fishboat, and they scattered
whenever he approached."” Tallav didn't believe that

hi msel f, but the other fishmen did and swore to it.

"The whal es didn't take to hin?" Brack echoed
Tal l av' s skeptici sm

"Ch, they've as much rudinmentary intelligence as

other forms of mammalian sea life. They evidently
devel op an affection--or dislike--for certain fishnmen.
Qdis, for instance, and old OCkker when he still tapped
and even Miurv, the contractee, have had no difficulty
goi ng deep into schools--until recently, that is."
"Very interesting." The investigator squinted
thoughtfully at the watery plas-glas. "I'msure you
won't mind if | take a wal k about."

"No, no," Tallav was on his feet too.

"On ny owmn, Tallav. I'd like to talk to the harbor-
master. Take a | ook at the docks and quarters. You
know. "

Tallav did know and, though he disliked the notion
that a Central Worlds Investigator would be ... snoop-

1'32

i ng--there was no other word for it--if such activity
resulted in the apprehension of the pirates, he nust
i gnore his feelings.

"And have you a counter?" Brack added, sniling
slightly, his hand outstretched.

"Counter? Whatever for?" Tallav was shocked. The
very idea that he, the Planetary Adm nistrator, m ght
not have conducted the nost extensive search for any

radi oactive iodine illegally hidden anywhere in Shoul -
der, that his estinmation of the fishmen nmight be erro-
neous, that . . . Funbling wth indignation, he turned

his own handcounter over to Brack

"Now announce ny presence," Brack pointed toward
the corn-unit.

Rat her stunned, Tallav depressed the All-stations
switch and informed Shoul der Bl ade that | nvestigator
Brack was to be given aid and assistance in his efforts
to uncover the pirates.

Shahanna stirred in her sleep, becanme aware first of

t he rough surface on which she was bedded and then

of the cl oseness of the ragged walls. O her senses al so
regi stered i nformation--the freshness of the air com



bi ned with nmoist rock, the curious yellow light that fil-
tered in and the assault of conplete silence. She sat up
then painfully aware of rmuscul ar disconfort and stiff-
ness, crawl ed out of the shallow cave and | ooked

around.

To the right and forward, massive black and gray
clouds, their churning innards clearly visible, scudded
beyond the outer rimof the old vol cano. Al around

she saw the diffused vibrant yellow of cloud-strained
light--bathing the surrounding area with a strange
clarity that made the view of this archipelago and its
| agoon crystal clear.

Far off on the left, Shahanna di scerned the ap-
proaching rimof the other half of this storm She

| ooked back at the receding section, trying to estinmate
the extent of the eye and to figure out how nuch tine
she m ght have before the onslaught of the rest of the
storm

She shrugged. She had few options. Her shall ow
cave had sheltered her well enough up to now. If only
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it would protect her just a while |onger. Suddenly sone-
t hi ng bobbed up on the waters of the mrror-sleek I a-
goon bel ow her. Instinctively, Shahanna ducked down

and peered cautiously over the obscuring rock.

"The size of it!" she gasped. The sea life of her hone
wor |l d boasted no nonster like this whale of Wl aday.

Qui ckly, she revi ewed what she knew of the crea-

tures. The ashnen of the planet mlked their glands

for precious radioactive iodine, by inserting a surgica
tap into the gland-sac. Therefore, they nust be used to
humans. So, perhaps she could figure out a way to ac-
tivate the tap herself. Her hand went to her belt and
then fell. Even if she could tap the whale, with her
ship a weck on the bottom of the sea, how woul d she
get the iodine off-world?

She stared at the floating nmonster, blinked as a piece
of its head appeared to lift. "A fishboat." She watched
as a man's figure becane outlined bl ackly against the
reflecting water.

She grabbed her hand weapon and dropped three

"shots forward of the fish snout, waving her arns in a
broad semaphore to attract the Wl ladan's attention

To her amazenent, he dove back into his ship. Wthin
seconds the craft subnerged

Cursing her bad |uck, wondering how el se she could
have attracted his attention, and annoyed at such a
cowardly retreat, Shahanna began to pick her way

down the basaltic rocks. She couldn't imagine that he
woul d rather brave the stormthan face one | one oc-
cupant of the vol cano. Surely he'd surface again.



O all the rotten luck, Murv was growing to him

self. The air in the fishboat was rank with human and
machi ne stenches. He was weary and sore fromthe

rough transit of the old channel. The boat was | eaking
fromhalf a dozen seans which he had better seal be-
fore the second half of the stormhit. O course the |a-
goon woul d be quieter than the open sea and he had
figured on having the chance both to air the boat and
to patch it while the eye of the mach-storm passed
Crown Lagoon.

H s sonar indicated an overhang al ong the south
coast of the lagoon: Good. He would be undetectable
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there and could find out who that trigger-happy ape
was. And if it just so happened that he was the pirate
--stranded?

Pirate? He was junping to conclusions. Flads, who
el se woul d be on Crown Lagoon in the mddle of a
storm Tallav had only ordered two fishboats out, and
the figure on the rocks was too rangy to be dis!

Murv's irritation quickly dissolved. He found hinsel f
eagerly scranbling into his gear. \Wat |uck! \Wat

sheer unadulterated luck! To find that passage into the
| agoon itself and to spot the pickup. Flads, where had
the pirate hid his ship? Cown Lagoon was one

fardling big place.

The unm stakable triple cracks of a hand weapon

had echoed around the | agoon, unnaturally anplified

by the vol canic rock hollows, the water, and the cu-
rious flat calmof the storms eye. The shots were dis-
tinctly audible to Odis, busy nmooring his fishboat on
the outer rimof the Crowm. He tapped the outboard
instrumentation button. Gdis quickly called the drone
down fromits circling security above the stormy mass.

If only he could actually catch the pirates in the act of
transferring the stolen iodine! Even at speeds no hunman
could tolerate, the distance was still too great for the
drone to descend in tinme. So he slowed its descent.

It wouldn't do for the drone to be observed fromthe
ground.

Three shots, he reflected. A signal? He gl anced up-
ward at the yell ow cl ouded skies. There was plenty of
time for themto nmake a transfer before the w nds

pi cked up again. And he would have plenty of tinme to
find that space shuttle. There was nore than one way
to mlk a whal e!

He secured the outboard gear and went bel ow for
his suit and water-aids. He snapped a renote-contro



drone unit to his belt, a knife to his calf sheath and a
buckl e-and-1ine sphere to his shoul der harness. He
careful ly checked the assist-tanks before he strapped
them on. Then, junping into the water, he began to
swmw th rapid and powerful strokes around the

sout hern edge of the outer Crown. He knew that he
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woul d find better mooring for a space shuttle on the
| ower south edge of the island.

When she finally reached the shores of the |agoon,
Shahanna ki cked i mpotently at the coarse bl ack sands.
Nowhere was there any trace of that fishboat--nary a
wake nor a ripple, bubble or slag.

"Sliny coward. Twi ce coward! \What were you run-
ni ng fronmP"

She paused. Maybe Wl | adans were under attack

fromthe sane ship that had fired on her. Maybe that's
why the repeated denands for the iodine had been ig-
nored. Perhaps that coward had nerely acted with sen-
sible caution. Ch ho, that put a new light on the
fishman's retreat. And, if he thought she was one of the
i nvaders, she'd never see him again. That was certain!

Di sgusted, she sank down to the beach and | eaned
wearily against a convenient rock. She forced herself
to rest, to drain off the poisons of fatigue caused by
her difficult descent. Even though this planet did have
a lighter gravity than her own, her efforts had been
tiring.

Di spl aci ng enough water to inundate the narrow

beach and hal f drown Shahanna, the fishboat suddenly
surfaced alarnmingly close to the shore. Choking from

t he unexpected drenching, the girl staggered to her feet,
too furious to be frightened by the grotesque pseudo-
fisheyes that glared at her fromthe boat's snout.
"That's the last, renmenber,"” a rough voice yelled at
her. "And renenber, if I'mnot off this fardling world
in five revolutions, | set the Investigators on you when
they get here. And they're coning."

Shahanna j unped back as a | arge pl as-foaned cube
| anded heavily at her feet.

"Wait," she cried as the fish-snout began turning
away from her.

"Can't wait, you fool. And neither can you if you
want to get off this fardling planet before the storm
socks us in again. Grab that stuff and get off-world."

Shahanna wat ched as the hatch sl anmmed down and
wat er foamed over the fins of the fishboat. She | ooked
back at the plas-foanmed cube and saw its shock web-



bi ng--bl ack triangl es agai nst the gray stuff. Was that
136
the kind of protection given val uable space shipnments?

She dropped to her knees, her arns involuntarily
starting to grab up the cube. My God! She pulled back
It just had to be--a cubeful of radioactive iodine! Li-
ters of it, just thrown at her feet. She threw back her
head and | aughed: "Well, | got what | cane for, cer-
tainly. They've got to give ne nmarks for that!"

She rose to her feet, absently brushed the clinging

dark sands from her |egs. Her ship had al ready sent

out the death knell. That would eventual |y connect

with a civilized agency which woul d be conpelled to
report it to the authorities, and then a search woul d be
i naugur at ed. She had supplies in her belt for several
weeks, in addition to what the sea could provide. Per-
haps, and her chuckl e was one of pure anmusenent

now, she had only five revolutions to wait until the
error in delivery was di scovered.

Suddenly she felt nuch better. Wth a deft tw st, she
yanked the heavy cube to her back and began to re-
trace her steps to the shallow cave. That would be a
difficult hole to find, but there she'd be safe fromthe
storm Her ascent was slower and far nore treacherous

t han her descent because the cube was an unbal anc-

ing burden, its weight a strain even on her heavy-world
strength. Shahanna had been chosen for this mssion for
many reasons, not the |east of which was her often-
denonstrated tenacity. She continued her clinmb up-

war d.

Murv wat ched the delivery take place with a ni x-

ture of satisfaction and irritation. He was too far away
to make out the features of either party, or the code
letters of the fishboat fins. He took careful note of the
odd gait of the receiver--definitely an off-worl der
someone used to a heavier gravitational pull. Mirv

knew to a kil ogram how heavy that iodi ne cube was,

yet the off-worlder had shouldered it with ease.

Muscl es or not, Miurv decided, that was going to be

a fardling hard clinb. The pirate nust have ducked

into the lagoon at the onset of the storm probably in a
smal | shuttlecraft. Must be a fladding good pilot, too,
Murv grudgingly admtted, to land on a storny

Wl | adan sea, ride out a mach-stormand then trip
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along like that. Murv gl anced over his shoul der toward
the west. The bl ack and ochre clouds were still [ow on
the horizon but comng in fast. He grinned to hinself.
He coul d, of course, shoot the pirate now, take the
radi oactive iodi ne back to Shoul der, and get off this
fardling world for good. Everything | egal and above-



board; no need to blow his cover. But that did not solve
the second part of the puzzle: Wo was the illegal tap-
per ?

So a dead pirate informed on no one. But tackling

an of f-worl der presented other problens, even to a man
adept at rough fighting fromconbats on a dozen outer
pl anets. Well, there was nore than one way to nilk a
whal e, Murv decided, and started after the pirate.

Fl ads! Wiay hadn't the fishboat swung just slightly

port or starboard so he could see at |east one letter of
the code? And why hadn't the fishman enmerged further
fromthe hatch? Murv could have identified himwth

one clear glinpse of profile. Murv cursed again, re-
nmenbering that the only other man out when the storm
broke was Odis. He was cynic enough to believe any

man capabl e of any deed, given the right conbination

of pressure and opportunity. But CQdis? His love for the
great whal es was exceeded only by his | ove of this
drenched world. He was the |ast nan Murv woul d have
suspected of treachery. Still, you never knew what went
on inside a man's head: everyone had a price.

That settled it for Murv. He could not kill the out-
wor |l der until he had discovered the identity of both
traitor and pirate--and |l earned, to his own satisfaction
why (dis tapped whal es to death.

To Shahanna, tine was shortened to the span in-

volved in a sinple physical effort. First one foot nust
lift, its toes finding a hold, somehow, on the treacher-
ous rock. The toes mnmust then grip | ong enough to tense
the cal f nuscles which nust informthe |ong thigh nus-
cles of the effort required of them Arms nust, sone-
how, nmanage to retain their grip on the shock-webbing
on the unquestionably val uable and i nmpossi bly heavy
cube.

She was only vaguely aware of other pressures: the
wi nd beginning to rise, gustily plucking at the over-
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bal anci ng burden on her back now and then, or lightly
cooling the sweat that trickled down her face and into
her suit. The light was changi ng, darkening as the other
side of the stormneared the island. She was conpletely
unawar e of being under observation or that her tenacity
inplied far greater famliarity with the terrain than she
actual |y possessed. An innate sense of direction was
anot her of her assets. Once she had been to any place
on any world, she was able to retrace her steps to it,
just as she was now headi ng toward t he anonynous

cai m hi dden.

She dragged herself and her burden into the cave

and then, with a sigh of conplete fatigue, curled around
t he cube, one hand seemingly welded to the shock web.
That protective reflex as well as the darkening skies



prevented Murv fromlocating her when he finally real -
i zed that she was no | onger clinmbing ahead of him

He had followed cautiously, therefore slowy, and

was not unduly al arned when he could no | onger see

the straining figure with its awkward load. At first, he
wonder ed how the pirate could have gotten so far

ahead of him Then he reached the highest ridge of the
sout hern escarpnent and realized that the pirate nust
have taken cover. Fromhere, the island jutted outward
and downwar d.

At that noment Murv caught sight of the half-
subnerged craft. "Pladding stupid fool. He isn't going
anywhere." He laughed. "But then is he?"

Carefully Murv worked over to the ship, using the
tunmbl ed rockscape to cover his advance, keeping cl ose
wat ch on the open hatch lest the pirate discover him
prematurely. He agilely reached the open | ock, listen-
ing for any sounds of activity within. It wasn't a large
vessel but a single cabin job. He gave the deserted in-
terior one sweeping |ook. So, the guy hadn't made it
back. He'd gone to ground somewhere up in the crags.

Mirv began to pick his way up again, follow ng
Shahanna's original route so, his back to the sea, he
was unaware that he was bei ng observed.

Qdis had allowed the tides to pull himback under

wat er, deep enough so that his progress could not be
seen. He surfaced again, twice, in fact, looking for a
way up the rock face so that he could outflank Mirv.
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He was annoyed that it was Mirv up there on the

rocks. Annoyed but puzzled. Miurv gave every appear-
ance of a man hiding. But why should he hide if he

were the pirate's contact? And where was the iodine?
Wiere, too, was Murv's fishboat?

d ancing up at the clouds scudding and boiling on

the horizon, Odis considered his next nove. He had

kept the drone just above the cloud cover, but now he
directed it down to the northern part of the island to
take a skimmng run, hopefully to detect Mirv's

craft. The wind was rising enough to cover the whis-
tling sound of a drone. Qdis flipped on the visor and
bl i nked at the rushing ocean picture on the tiny screen
He sent it twi ce over the northern arc of the island and
it spotted his own boat noored to the east. But he
found no trace of another fishboat, either visually or
sonically. So he sent the drone aloft, renenbering to
check the wind velocity to be sure the drone was at a
safe altitude. Then he sat down to think

No ship. Had Murv lost his fishboat in the stornf



Murv had a tendency to be too quick. After all, he
wasn't all that accustomed to Wl ladan storm condi -
tions. O course, Miurv mght have discovered a | edge
and noored the boat under that. One thing was cer-
tain, the pirate was going no place.

But who had bl own off the after-section of the pi-

rate's vessel ? Had the Investigator arrived, spotted the
pirate ship, and blasted it? If so, the Investigator mnust
surely be at Shoul der now, so all Odis need do was

wait until the stormlifted enough to get a nessage back
there. He settled down to wait, keeping a weather eye

on the approaching stormfront. He had no intention of
cutting it too close back to the safety of his own boat.

So why was Murv hiding? Had those three space
shots been hostile rather than for identification?

The rain-laden wi nd began to keen in the darken-

ing sky. Gouts of lightning spat through the bilious
clouds. Warm air masses were noving in, Gdis thought
with pleasure. Stormis breaking up a little. \Wather
was capricious: a real mach-stormlike this one, despite
the pull of two nmoons and the conjunction of another

pl anetary mass, could break up with a crustal shift up
nort h.

140

Mirv was noving, not merely shifting position but
nmovi ng forward, darting to cover as he worked his

way back up the slope. The rising wi nd was bot hering
him Odis decided, and followed himobliquely. A flash
of a head beam and COdis saw that Mirv was defi -

nitely searching anong the holl ows and crevices of the
cliff. OGdis clinbed faster

He arrived in tinme to hear raised voices echoing in
an argunent. But the sounds were so diffuse and the
rising wind so noisy that he could not pinpoint their
| ocation. Odis cursed softly under his breath as he
junped fromcrag to block, flashing his own beamin
and out the darker holl ows.

The next thing he knew, Murv had enmerged from a

| ow | edge, his arms wapped around a foam cask

Since there was no chance for Murv to reach his hand
weapon, Odis stunned himwith a full charge, neatly
cat ching the cube as Mirv fol ded

Keepi ng one hand on the cube, Odis knelt and

flashed his beaminto the cavern. He caught sight of a
dark lunp that was a prostrate body. He turned it over
and was reassured by a groan

Rai n began to spray across his back as he crouched

bet ween the two unconscious forms. He could just |eave
them here; they'd both be out a while. No. He didn't
know where Murv's boat was and he couldn't pernit

the man to escape. Resigned, (dis settled down to wait.



"I don't know what you expected to find here,"

Okker said, his seanmed face flushed with anger, "but
are you satisfied now?"

"I really don't understand, |nvestigator,"” Tallav put
in with understandabl e anxi ety as he picked his way
across the debris. "You certainly cannot have suspected
Okker here, and he is absolutely the only one permitted
in the Eye."

Brack was sweating fromhis exertions. He had

pul | ed out every drawer, shelf, and novable fixture in

t he rock chanber, rapped on every inch of the rock
wall's, trying to find a hollow He had noved his geiger
counter over everything without a crackle for his pains.
He didn't mind alienating Tallav or the ancient, but he
was furious over the fruitlessness of his search. He
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gl anced at the two men, sonehow now allied agai nst
him That woul dn't do.

"This is the only installation known as the Eye on
Wl | aday, isn't it?" he demanded curtly.

"What's left of it," Ckker replied.

"Unavoidable. | ... | intercepted a nessage, ob-
viously fromthe pirates, setting up a contact point.
caught only part of it due to the storms interference.
Sout hern edge of the | agoon where the eye is centered.™

Brack pointed to the |agoon harbor which the single
bi g wi ndow of the harbornaster's control room over -

| ooked. "Your control roomis on the southern edge of
the I agoon. This place is called the Eye. Wat other
eyes are there on this fladding planet?"

Okker regarded himwith a deep scowl, then sl apped
his thigh, and burst out into a cackle.

"You sure you heard where, and not when?" He
poi nted an accusing finger at the Investigator as he
danced about in an excess of amnusenent.

"You fladding idiot, stop that!"

"I believe | can answer you, Investigator," Tallav
said, his manner stiff as he waved Ckker to be still.
"Logi cal topical references are deceptive to a new
coner." He smled at the Investigator. "You see, this
is not the only I agoon on Wlladay. It is therefore
possi bl e that the nessage, which you say you heard

i nperfectly due to faulty transm ssion, said when, not
where. Therefore, | presune the contact point neant

t he southern edge of the Crown Lagoon, when the eye

of the stormwas centered on it. Really, nost ingenious.
Wth proper timng, the pirate could make contact, pick
up the radioactive iodine, and be off w thout ever be-



ing detected through the storm™
Brack swung around toward the exit. "Let's go then!"

"To Crown?" OCkker cackled, reinfected with ill-

ti med amusenent. "Not now. Eye's over Crown right

now so they've made contact and the radi oactive io-
dine is no doubt off-world. You blewit, Investigator!"

Brack seenmed about to explode. Then, with a nas-

sive effort, he controlled hinself and began to smile
om nously. "No, that's where you're wong, Okker.

There can have been no contact because | disabled a
smal | spaceship just after | picked up the message. Cot
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a direct hit and saw it tunbling out of control. So that
iodine is still on this world, waiting to be picked up
And | intend to do just that!"

"Not till the stormhas cleared Crown, you aren't.
Drones can't handl e that kind of turbul ence, not unless
they go above it; and that's got to be too high for non-
pressurized cabins," Ckker told him

"I hadn't planned to use local transport." Brack's

sm | e broadened.

"Couldn't. Ain't even a fishboat left with sound
seans. And," kker pointed a nobby finger at the In-
vestigator, "you just forget trying to make it in your
spacecraft between now and the tine the rest of the
stormhits Crown. You couldn't do it on the trajectory
you' d need."

"I'f only Sharkey were back with the boat he was
testing," Tallav nuttered, "that vessel could stand the
trip. W have to get that iodine." Tallav turned to
Ckker. "Hasn't that squall along the coast lifted enough
for us to find Sharkey? Were could he be?"

Okker shrugged. "That squall came up sudden. He
probably had the good sense to head for the open sea

to avoid getting smashed. He doesn't like to go sea-
ward though,” he contradicted hinmself, "so it won't hurt
to look for him before the whales do."

"Before the whal es do?" Brack queri ed.

"Like | said, the whales don't |ike Sharkey. I'll get
a weat her picture. W're clear enough to receive

A bl eep nade the rest of his sentence inaudible.

"Odis to Eye, Odis to Eye: Drone-relay transm ssion
Proceedi ng Crown Lagoon at 1930 hours. Checking out
spacecraft trajectory plotted toward Crowmn." A second
raucous bl eep.



"OfF all the nerve," gasped Tallav, the first to re-
cover.

"Must be that ship you shot up," Okker said to Brack
with nore respect than he had previously shown.

"He ought not to take such risks," Tallay nuttered.
"Then he should be at Crown by now?" Brack asked
in atight voice, glancing up at the main chrono.

"Contact that drone, Okker," Tallav ordered.
"Maybe we can relay a nmessage to Qdis to search
for the iodine."
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"Not if the eye's passed Crown," Okker grunbl ed,

but his gnarled fingers sped with unexpected agility
across the communi cati ons board. "Crown's a mghty
good place to hide sonething on--it's full of holl ows,
caverns, and boul ders."

"CGCet himto search the southern edge," Brack
shapped.

"Yeah, that's right, isn't it," Okker said, glancing
si deways at the Investigator.

Anot her unit began to chatter and a sheet of relay
paper extruded froma slot.

"Weather relay froma satellite,"” Ckker said, and
grabbed the print before Tallav or Brack coul d.

"Hmm Weat her's closed in again over Crown, but

see here," his stubby forefinger follow ng the w spy

| eadi ng edge of the mach-storm "it's breaking up." He
nmoved his finger to the right. "And we got sone of the
bonuses. If you want to find Sharkey, you'd better git.
["I'l transmit to Odis's drone. This weather |ooks |ike
it'll clear in another couple of hours and he can | ook
for the iodine. Can't do nore'n that now "

"Be sure to tell himto search diligently for the io-
dine," Tallav was saying as Brack urged hi mout.

Anot her alert blasted and Tallav hesitated, his eyes
wi deni ng at the distinctive sound.

"C nmon," Brack snapped.

"A sublight nessage?" Tallav noved back into the
eye. "Now what ?"

"Cone!" Brack insisted.

"This is Federation Crui ser DLT-85F, Based M rfak



A d-k has been received fromyour planet, Welladay.
Coor di nates Frane BE-27| 186. Search and recover
Search and recover. D-k assigned to Mercy Ship

Segi nus X. Advise!"

"That pirate ship you shot down was a nercy boat.
And it is now on Crown Lagoon," Okker snapped in a
hard voi ce.

Tallav turned slowy to Brack, his face pale.

"Your pirates are nore ingenious than we've given
themcredit for. Using a nercy boat as a contact ves-
sel. Very clever. W rnust outsmart them Catch them
red- handed. Let's go, Tallav!"

Then Brack pulled the stunned Pl anetary Adm nis-
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trator down the corridor. Okker stared after them his
expression bl eak, his eyes thoughtful. He turned back
to his board then, and began to broadcast a nessage
for Odis's drone to transmt. Then he warned up the
subl i ght generator. If he was right, Tallav woul dn't
scream at the power use

"I"'mglad it wasn't you, Murv," Odis shouted, trying
to make hinmsel f heard above the storm

Murv nodded, grinning at Shahanna, who was unself-
consci ously taping her orders back to her bare ribs. A
bit heavy-boned, Miurv thought, but no nore flesh on
them t han was needed to make her a soft handful

"Who is it?"

Even with Qdis's lips tickling his ear, Murv could
barely hear above the keening wi nd. He shrugged, then
put his mouth to Qdis's ear. "Soneone stealing a fish-
boat, sneaking out under cover of the squall at Shoul -
der?" He had to repeat his words twi ce before Qdis
caught the entire sentence.

"Not past Ckker. Only two boats seaworthy, any-
how. No parts!"

"Okker mght be init!"

Qdis stared at Murv for a long noment, then shook

hi s head vehenently, denying that possibility. So Mirv
shrugged and patted the cube of iodine significantly.
Qdi s grinned in conprehension

Shahanna prodded Murv's possessi ve hand, then

jerked her thumb backward toward herself, rubbing the
pl ace where her orders from Federation for a top-
priority requisition of radioactive iodine were taped.
She emphatically pantom nmed the quantity of iodine
needed. Gdis continued to nod and patted her hand re-



assuringly. She glared at Murv, who just grinned back
with sheer deviltry in his eyes. Wen she realized he
woul dn't give her the satisfaction of an acknow edg-
ment, she reached across and gripped Qdis firmy on
the shoul der in an ostentatious gesture of friendship.
She al nost wi shed Murv had been the pirate, instead of
the agent. She wondered if the ID plate, indisputable
evi dence of his authenticity, ever ached the arm bone
in which it had been inplanted. He needn't have wal -

| oped her so hard when he snatched the iodine. But
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t hen, she nmused, he had acted within the scope of the

i nformati on he possessed at that tune. Just as Qdis had
when he knocked Murv out. She was sorry that she
couldn't describe the fishman who had thrown the cube

at her feet. She had gotten the nmpost fleeting glinpse of
hi m but she was sure she would be able to recognize

him However, that tine was long off, judging by the
siren wi nds. Shahanna arranged herself into as com
fortable a position as she could and cl osed her eyes.

"There's sonet hing over to starboard," Brack said,
raising his eyes fromthe screen to squint through the
pl as- gl as snout bubbl e of the drone.

Tallav flipped up the call switch. "Mist be dis.
W're halfway to Crown. Tallav calling fishboat. Tallav
here. Fishboat. Answer!"”

"You're in the ship?" Surprise and relief colored the
voi ce of the respondent.

" Shar key? What are you doi ng m docean?"

"Between the storms and the whales, |I'mlucky to

be anywhere," the man snapped. "You don't see them

on your screen, do you?"

"We' ve spent hours scanning the coast for you,"

Tallav interrupted, angry but relieved at finding his
nmechani cal genius. "You' ve got the only seaworthy boat
and the Investigator and I--"

"I nvestigator?" Sharkey's voice was sharp

Brack el bowed Tal |l av back fromthe speaker.

"Brack here. | have reason to believe that the pi-
rated radi oactive iodine is still on this Crown Lagoon
the P.A. has been telling me about. | intercepted a

nmessage arrangi ng a contact point on the southern shore
of a lagoon, only the reception was faulty and | m ssed
the entire message. Do you read ne?"

"Yeah, | read you, I|nvestigator Brack."

"Good. Now, can that fishboat of yours make it back
to Crown Lagoon. You realize, of course, that we nust



pick up the iodine before the pirate can retrieve it. An-
other fishman, named Qdis, is presently believed to be
in the vicinity of the |lagoon."

"Odis, but. . ."
"Can your fishboat accompany us?"
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"Yeah, if you can keep those fardling whales off ny
back. "

"W cannot pernmit that iodine to fall into the wong
hands, now can we?" Brack cut across Sharkey's com
pl ai nts, nore threatening than suggesting, Tallav

t hought .

"No, we can't," Sharkey agreed flatly.

"Good man. Now, how fast can that fishboat go?"

"Long as those squalls don't hit us, as fast as that

air bubble you're in." And, as they watched, they could
see the fishboat rise slightly fromthe water on its hy-
drofoils, then take off in the plune of spray that ar-
rowed northeast by east.

Bef ore Brack coul d speak, Tallav banked the drone
and poured on power to follow

"Wul d they send another Investigator?" Odis asked
Mirv when Ckker's transm ssion was conpl et ed.

Murv shrugged, grimacing. "It's possible. This has

taken a lot longer than predicted. And, with the credit
enbargo and no shi ps touching down at Shoul der,

haven't been able to send in a report. They m ght think
I'd been drowned here. Now, with Shahanna to identify
the Wel |l adan contact, we can finish this up in no tine.
First we've got to get this treasure safely to Shoul der."
He patted the iodine cube.

"The traitor is Sharkey," Gdis said gloonily.

Murv | aughed. "1'm not sure of anything. Remem

ber, | thought it was you and you thought it was ne,
and then we both suspected Shahanna of being the
pirate.’

"Yes, but your Ckker said Sharkey was still mssing,"
Shahanna reni nded the nmen, "and when he'd [ ast

heard fromthe P.A., they'd given himup for |lost and
wer e headi ng here."

"Try Okker again, direct, Gdis,"” Murv urged, glanc-
ing up at the clearing skies.

"Anot her squall between here and Shoul der,"” dis
reported after several mnutes of fruitless calling.

"This planet's fardling weather is ... is ..." Mryv



br oke off.

"Don't mnd ne," Shahanna suggested with a grin,
"but shouldn't we | eave here while we have a chance?"
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She pointed to the fringe of dark clouds on the western
hori zon.

"Ckay. I'Il check ny boat," Mirv said.

"I'"ll westle this down the hill again," Shahanna vol -
unteered with nock forbearance.

"I"ll see if there's anything left of my ship, but
doubt it,"” Qdis said with resignation as he started south
down the rocks.

"I can give you a hand part of the way," Mirv of-
fered, grinning at Shahanna.

"I'f you think you can keep up with nme."
back.

She grinned

"Shar key! The cube's on the rocks on the |agoon
shore. Just where the contact said it would be!" Brack
roared through the speaker

"Ch, oh," Tallav gasped feebly. "However did it sur-
vive the storm unprotected |like that!"

"You're seeing things. Brack!" Sharkey roared back

"You're seeing things, | tell you."

"Li ke your whales, |'m seeing things. You fladdi ng

fool, it's clearly visible. Are you through that passage
yet ?"

"How n hell could | be beanming to you if | weren't.
"' msurfacing!"

"We're | andi ng," Brack countered.
"I"'mnot sure | can land on that," Tallav said, un-
able to see any likely surface on the tunbl ed rockscape.

"You'd better. I don't think I altogether trust this

chi ef engi neer of yours," Brack muttered betweeen

cl enched teeth, his eyes never |eaving the cube, white
agai nst the black [ava on which it sat. "In fact, | find
it definitely suspicious that he knew such a conveni ent
channel into this | agoon which even you, as Pl anetary
Adm nistrator, didn't know existed."

"Yes, but . . . how could he possibly ... |
nean ...

"There's a flat space big enough for this thing."



"Itd be so much easier for Sharkey. After all

"Land!"

"Good heavens, he's here already," Tallav exclai ned
as he set the drone down on the flat-topped slab that
was scarcely larger than the drone's |anding feet.
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"What do you nean?" Brack followed Tallav's ges-
ticulations and saw the figure emerging fromthe water
headi ng toward the cube. "How dya get out of this

t hi ng?" he demanded, funbling with his tunic.

Tal |l av reached across himand flipped up the hatch
rel ease. Brack, his eyes on the figure, suddenly froze.

"That's not Sharkey!"

Tallav | ooked. "No, it isn't, is it. But who
and--" Tallav broke off, staring at the Investigator
"How woul d you know what Sharkey | ooks |ike?"

"CGet out, Tallav," Brack ordered and turned his
hand weapon on the startled man.

As the two nen energed fromthe drone, the figure

on the shore reached for the cube and grabbed it, then
started off, up the slopes with nore speed than either
observer thought possible.

"Hal t!" Brack shouted and | obbed off a shot after
the fleeing figure.

A fishboat broke surface, its hatch flipping open for
the flying exit of a man. He al so began to shoot, three
short cracks, splitting rocks just ahead of the fugitive.
The man turned and began to descend as fast as he

had clinmbed in the direction of the fishboat, heading
obliquely away fromthe nen by the drone.

"You see," Brack shouted at Tallav, "there's the pi-
rate! We must intercept.”

Tal l av' s previ ous doubts were swept aside by the
urgency in Brack's voice, and he didn't hesitate to fol -
| ow the man down the torturous escarpnent to the

beach. Brack paused, whipping off a few shots in the
hope of slowing the pirate, but he was closing the dis-
tance to the fishboat faster than they could junp down

t he rocks.

"Be careful of the iodine," Tallav jabbered when the
pirate started to use it as a shield.

The man flung the cube into the water and dove in
after it, pushing it ahead of himtoward the fishboat.
He was urged on by Sharkey, who was runni ng down

the ventral fin to assist.



Wien Shahanna, wi nded and hal f-blinded with wa-
tery eyes, grabbed the shock-webbing for a final heave
into the waiting man, she got her first |ook at his face.

"You're not Murv. You're . and she grabbed the
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cube back, frantically kicking out and away fromthe
fi shboat.

"Gve nme that thing or I'lIl blow you out of the wa-
ter," Sharkey snarl ed.

"Shoot and you'll destroy the iodine."

Shots whi stled over Shahanna's head, and Sharkey
backed behind the flaring dorsal fin. Shahanna heaved
herself away fromthe fishboat and began treadi ng wa-
ter hal fway between both contenders. She used the
buoyant cube as a head shi el d.

"I"'m Tallav, Planetary Adm nistrator of Welladay,"
the shorter of the two nmen on the shore yelled at her
"Come ashore. |If you turn yourself in, | prom se you
imunity."

Shahanna felt intense relief. They had probably nis-
taken her for the pirate; that was why they'd shot at
her. She struck out to the beach with strong sweeps of
her free armand | ong | egs.

Tal l av junped about in the shallows, splashing wa-
ter in her face as he vacill ated between grabbing the
i odi ne or her hand until she finally shook himoff.

"I"'mnot a pirate. I'mfrom Seginus. My ship .

"You survived?" Tallav gasped. "We got the d-k re-
| ayed fromFleet."

"Your pirate shot ny engi ne away," Shahanna said
as Brack joined them | obbing another shot at Sharkey,
who was trapped behind the dorsal fin of the bobbing
fi shboat.

"Investigator Brack mi stook you for a pirate," Tallav

expl ai ned nervously. "Wy didn't you identify?"
"I never had the chance," Shahanna protested. "I
was checki ng coordi nates . " she trailed off when she
caught the look on Tallav's face. She whirled to see
that Brack's weapon was trained on them

"I"ll take that iodine. Now," Brack said, smling
slightly. He grabbed it by the shock-webbing, then care-
fully stepped backward and noved up the rocks, his

gun coveri ng Shahanna, Tallav and Sharkey.



Suddenly they were distracted by viol ent whoshing

spl ashing sounds fromthe | agoon and a whi ning whistle
from above. Shahanna took the opportunity to |aunch
hersel f, her body taking every bit of advantage from
nmuscl es that had been trained on a heavy-gravity
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pl anet as she | eaped at Brack. He could not keep track
of three attackers at once so his shots went wild. Sha-
hanna ri pped the val uable iodine fromhis hand, then
roll ed sideways and down. She ripped her suit agai nst

t he jagged rocks, but managed to scranmble away with
the cube.

When she cane to rest against a huge black fist of

a rock, she dazedly saw Sharkey running up the | edge

of his fishboat toward the hatch. Then she heard his
despairing screamas half a dozen fishboats closed in
on himand he was tunbled into the water to be ground
agai nst the converging hulls. A bolt |anced past her ear
and she wenched around, trying to put the rock fist

bet ween her and Brack.

Sonmewhere Tal l av was shrieking. "They've got him

They got him He's getting away. Stop him" Then
abruptly the sounds of the struggles ended and Tallav's
exhortations ceased.

Battered and shaking with pain, Shahanna drew her-

sel f up. She saw Brack, spread across the rocks just be-
| ow the drone. Qdis was clinbing down, hand over

hand on the line which Shahanna coul d see had tangled
Brack's feet and brought himdown. In the |agoon,

where roiling waters | apped around Tall av's knees,

only two fishboats remained--one |ay unbelievably

si deways on the rocks; its belly was barnacl e-covered,
exposed to glisten in the sun. The second was cruising
slowy in to shore near Tallav.

Wth a sigh Shahanna sagged and | aid her scratched
cheek agai nst the cool cube.

"I really don't credit what | saw," Tallav protested
as he watched Murv and Odi s bandage the Seginan girl.

"When | reached nmy ship under the | edge," Mirv
said patiently, "I saw the school on sonar, flooding in
t hrough the passage after him™

"Then he was kept from Shoul der by the whal es?"
Tal | av asked.

"Hardly matters," Mirv remarked. "W've got to get
you back to the hospital at Shoul der, Shahanna.™

"And the iodine," Tallav said.

"Better get, then," Odis suggested, pointing toward
the squall brewing in the west.
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"This fardling planet and its fladding storms!" Mirv
grow ed.

"I"ve got to get iodine to Seginus," Shahanna in-
sisted, struggling to rise.

"W will. Just as soon as we fix you up at Shoul der."
"But my ship's--" Shahanna began, | ooking over

her shoul der.

"Brack won't require his spaceship anynore," Mirv
assured her, hel ping her up and then sw nging the cube

to his back.

"Now, wait a mnute, Murv," Tallav ordered, bl ock-
ing his path.

"Fair's fair, Tallav. Brack blew her nercy ship up,"
Murv said, "and considering her help today, that's the

| east you can do."

"OfF course, of course,"” Tallav replied

"And to be sure, you can return the iodine to Shoul -
der," Miurv went on, dunping the cube into Tallav's
arms, "in Qdis's drone.”

"I"'mleft with your fishboat?" Odis asked, slightly
anused.

"You're the sailor, friend," Mirv | aughed, thinking

of the rough passage out of the | agoon

"And that's the only fishboat we've got left until the
enbargo's lifted," Tallav added. "You be careful with

it."
By the time Odis had cl anbered into the fishboat,

the drones were circling above him He tapped on the
out board panel release, plotted a course across the |a-
goon. The drones were approaching hi mnow as he cut
across the lagoon toward the passage out. They wag-
gled farewell. Gdis responded and then began to read
hi s gauges. A man had to keep an eye on the weat her

of Wl aday.

1?22

The three stories which follow are basically hunor'



ous--or at least they exhibit my own notions of whinsy
and proportion. Hunor is one of the hardest things to
carry off in a story or a novel and especially in sf. But
there are many hunorous incidents in every life, so |I've
i ncl uded such episodes in all ny books.

"The Thorns of Barevi" was an attenpt to cash

in on the lucrative market for soft- and hard-core

por nography in the 60's. The nmarket paid well for such
stories and many sf witers earned their nmonthly rent
from such submi ssions. | thought I'd give it a try. |
didn't really succeed there. But there were seeds in the
short story that could eventually germnate a full novel
about the nodus operand! of the Catteni in subjugating

a planet and its inhabitants. But | haven't witten that
one yet, either.

"Horse froma Different Sea" was witten after ny
three years as a Cub Scout Den Mdther. In ny youth

| was a Grl Scout; my brothers were Boy Scouts. So

| have nothing but respect for the work done by scout
| eaders, and for any worman brave enough to be a

den nother. Furthernore, the scouting progranms have
hel ped train nany responsi bl e and marvel ous adul ts.

We're still in my WImngton years with "The

Great Canine Chorus." Actually, we acquired Wzard

in New Jersey. He became one of the first K-9's to
serve the WIlmngton Police Force. He was an unusu-
ally intelligent beast, about eighty-five pounds' worth
and so fast on his feet that he never had to bite, even
when it was all legal. He never needed to, his handl er
told me: he'd trip up the guy he was chasing. Wzard
was honorably retired after three years of service when
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it was discovered that he had displacia of the hip. He
lived another five years in confort before the condi -
tion worsened enough to cause hi m constant pain.

He sired one litter of pups, and Chet kindly gave ne
one. Merlin, who is the hero of a novel. The M. r\

of Merlin.

WIlmngton is often maligned by its residents as

bei ng a one-horse town because of the equestrian statue
of Caesar Rodney (one of the signers of the Declara-
tion of Independence), which inhabits the park in the
center of town.

Al t hough there's a |l ot of good music in WI m ngton

and many fine sem professional singers, there never was
a canine chorus . . . that | heard about it, at any rate!
Who knows what's happened since | left?

The Thorns of Barevi



CHRI STI N BJORNSEN WONDERED | F SUMVER

on the planet Barevi could possible be the only sea-
son. There had been remarkably little variation in
tenmperature in the nine nonths since she'd arrived
here. She'd been four nonths in what appeared to

be the single, sprawing city of the planet when she'd
been a slave, and now had racked up five nonths of
conparative freedom-tooth-and-nail survival--in this
jungle, after her escape fromthe city in a stolen
flitter.

Her sl eevel ess, one-piece tunic was nmade of an

i ndestructible material, but it would not be very
warmin cold weather. The scooped neckline was

i ndecently I ow and the skirt ended nmi dway down her
long thighs. It was closely nodeled, in fact, after the
m ni skirted sheath she had been wearing to class that
spring nmorning the Catteni ships had descended on
Denver. One nmonent she was on her way to the col -

| ege canpus; the next, she was one of thousands of
astoni shed and terrified Denverites being driven by
forcewhi ps up the ranp of a spaceship that made

the Queen Mary |l ook like a bathtub float. Once past
the black maw of the ship, Chris, with all the others,
swiftly succunbed to the odorl ess gas. Wen she and
her fellow prisoners had awakened, they were in the

sl ave conmpounds of Barevi, waiting to be sold.

Chris aimed the avocado-sized pit of the gorupear

she was eating at the central stalk of a nearby thicket
of purpl e-branched thom bushes. The bush instantly
rained tiny darts in all directions. Chris |aughed.

She had bet it would take less than five mnutes for

the young bush to rearmitself. And it had. The |arger
ones took longer to position new mssiles. She'd had
reason to find out.

Absently, she reached above her head for another
gorupear. Nothing fromgood old Terra rival ed them

for taste. She bit appreciatively into the firmreddi sh
flesh of the fruit and its succulent juices dribbled
down her chin on to her tanned breasts. Tuggi ng at

the strap of her slip-tight tunic, she brushed the juice
away. The outfit was great for tanning, but when

wi nter cones? And shoul dn't she concentrate on

gat hering nuts and dryi ng gorupears on the rocks by

the river for the cold season? She winkled her nose

at the half-eaten pear. They were m ghty tasty, but

a steady diet of them...

A |l ow pitched buzz attracted her attention. She

got to her feet, balanced carefully on the high Iinb of
the tree. Parting the branches, she peered up at the

cl oudl ess sky. Two of the unpteen noons that cir-

cled Barevi were visible in the west. Bel ow them dots
t hat gave off sparkles of reflected sunlight were



swoopi ng and di vi ng.

The boys have cal |l ed another hunt, she nused to
hersel f and, still standing, |eaned against the tree
trunk to take advantage of her grandstand seat.

Bef ore her chance to escape had presented itself,
Chris had picked up a good bit of the Iingua Barevi,

a bastardi zation of the six or seven | anguages spoken
by the slaves. She had gl eaned sone infornmation

about her captors, the Catteni. They were not, for

one thing, indigenous to this world but came froma
much heavi er planet nearer galactic center. They

were one of the nercenary-explorer races enpl oyed

by a vast federation. They had col oni zed Barevi, us-
ing it as a clearinghouse for spoils acquired |ooting
unsuspecting non-federation planets, and as a rest-
and-rel axation center for their great ships' crews.
After years of the free-fall of space and lighter-
gravity planets, Catteni found it difficult to return to
t heir heavy, depressing home world. During her brief
ensl avenent, Chris had heard the Catteni boast of
dyi ng everywhere in the gal axy except Catten. The

way they "played," Chris thought to herself, was rough
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enough to insure that they died young, as well as far
from Catten.

Huge predators roamed the unspoil ed plains of

Barevi, and the Catteni considered it great sport to
stand up to the rhinolike nmonsters with only a single
spear. That is, Chris remenbered with a grimsnile

when they weren't braw i ng anong thensel ves over

i magi ned slurs and insults. Two slaves, friends of hers,
had been crushed under the nassive bodies of Cat-

teni during a free-for-all.

Since she had conme to the valley, she had wit-

nessed half a dozen encounters between rhinos and
Catteni. Used to a much heavier gravity than Barevi,
the Catteni were able to execute incredible naneu-

vers as they softened their prey for the kill. The poor
rhinos had | ess chance than Spanish bulls and, in al
the fights Chris had seen, only one nman was slightly
grazed.

As the flitters neared, she realized that they were

not acting like a hunting party. For one thing, one

dot was considerably ahead of the others. And by

God, she saw the light flashes of the trailing flitters'
forward guns firing at the "l eader."

Hunted and hunters were at the foot of her valley

now. Suddenly, black snoke erupted fromthe rear

of the pursued flitter. It nosed upward. It hovered
reluctantly, then dove, slantingly, to strike the tunble



of boul ders along the river's edge, not far from her
ref uge.

Chris gasped as she beheld a figure, half-I|eaping,

hal f - st aggering out of the badly smashed flitter. She
could scarcely believe that even a Catteni had sur-
vived that crash. Wde-eyed, she watched as he strug-
gled to his feet, then reeled from boul der to boul der
to get away fromthe snol dering weck.

Wth a stunningly brilliant flare, the craft ex-

pl oded. Fragnments whistled into the underbrush as

far up the slope as her retreat, and the idiotic thorn-
bushes She had recently triggered sprayed out their
lethal little darts.

The snoke of the burning flitter obscured her view
now, and Chris lost sight of the man. The other flit-
ters had reached the weck and were hovering over
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it, like so many angry Ki ng-Kongi sh bees, swoopi ng,
diving, trying to penetrate the snoke.

An afternoon breeze swirled the black clouds
about and Chris caught glinpses of the man, |urching
still further fromthe crash. She saw him stunbl e and
fall, after which he made no nove to rise. Above, the
bees buzzed angrily, deprived of their prey.

Catteni don't hunt each other as a rule, she told
hersel f, surprised to find that she was hal fway down
fromher perch. They fight like Irishmen, sure, but to
chase a man so far fromthe city?

The crash had been too far away for Chris to dis-
tinguish the hunted nman's features or build. He m ght
just be an escaped slave, like herself. If not Terran

he m ght be fromone of the hal f-dozen other subj u-

gated races that lived on Barevi. Sonmeone who had

had the guts to steal a flitter didn't deserve to die un-
der Catteni forcewhips.

Chris made her way down the slope, careful to
avoi d the nunerous thorn thickets that dom nated

t hese woods. She had once anused herself with the
whi nsy that the thorns were the gorupear's protec-
tors, for the two invariably grew cl ose together.

At the top of the sheer precipice above the falls of
the river, she grabbed a | ong vine which she had hung
there for a speedy descent. On the river bank she
stuck to the dry, flat rocks until she came to the

st eppi ng-stones that allowed her to cross the river
bel ow the wi de pool made by the little falls. Down a
gul ly, across another thombush-filled clearing, and
then she was directly above the spot where she had



| ast seen the man

Keepi ng cl ose to the brown rocks so nearly the

shade of her own tanned skin, she crossed the re-
mai ni ng di stance. She all but tripped over himas the
wi nd puffed bl ack snoke down anong the rocks.

"Catteni!" she cried, furious as she bent to exam
i ne the unconsci ous man and recogni zed the gray and
yel l ow uni form despite its tattered and bl ackened

condi ti on.
Wth a disdainful foot, she tried to turn hi mover

And couldn't. The man m ght as well have been a
boul der. She knelt and yanked his bead around by
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the thick slate-gray hair which, in a Catteni, did not
i ndi cate age. Maybe he was dead?

No such luck. He was breathing. A bruise mark

on his tenple showed one reason for his unconscious-
ness. For a Catteni, he was al nbst good-| ooki ng.

Most of themtended to have brutish, coarse features,
but this one had a straight, alnost patrician nose,
even if there was a lot nore of it than an el ephant
woul d want to claim and he had a wi de, well-shaped
nmouth. The Catteni to whom she had been sold had

had thick, blubbery lips, and she'd heard runors--
never mnd about them

A sizzling crack jerked her head around in the di-
rection of the weck. The damed fools were firing
on the burning weck now Chris |ooked down at the
unconsci ous man, wondering what on earth he had
done to provoke such vindictive thoroughness. They
sure wanted hi m good and dead.

The barrage pul verized the flitter, leaving the fire

no fuel. The wind, |aden with coarse dust, blew odor-
ously fromthe weckage. The man stirred and vainly
tried to raise hinself, only to sink back to the ground
with a groan. Chris saw the flitters circling to | and on
t he pl ateau bel ow t he wreck.

"Going to case the scene of the crime, huh?"

It was conpletely illogical, Chris told herself, to
help a Catteni sinply because there were others of
his race out to get him But . . . she backtracked, just

in case he had left any trace for themto follow She
went back as far as she could on the raw rock. \Were
dirt began, ash had settled in a thick layer, obliterat-
ing any tracks he m ght have nade. After all, the
Catteni might stunble on her if they thought their

vi ctimhad escaped the crash

He had got to his feet when she returned. She tried



to lend her support but it was like trying to guide a
nount ai n.

"Come on, Mahonet," she urged softly. "Just wal k
like a nice little boy to the river, and 1'll duck you in.
Good cold water'Il bring you round.”

A sharp, distant gabble of voices made her start
nervously. God, those Catteni had got up that rock
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face in a hurry. She'd forgotten they could take pro-
digious leaps on this light-gravity planet.

"They're conming. Follow nme," she said in |lingua
Bar evi

He groaned again, shaking his heavy head to clear

his senses. He turned toward her, his great yellow
eyes still dazed with shock. She woul d never get used
to such butter-colored irises.

"This way! Quickly!" she said, urgently tugging at
him If he didn't shake his tree-stunp | egs, she was
going to |l eave him Good Samaritans on Barevi had
better not get caught by Catteni.

She pulled at his armand he seened to nmake a

deci sion. He lurched forward, one great hand grasp-

i ng her shoulder in an incredible viselike grip. They
reached the river bank, still ahead of the searchers.
But Chris groaned as she realized that the barely
consci ous man woul d never be able to navigate the

st eppi ng- st ones.

The shouts behind themindicated that the others
were fanning out to search the rocks. Urgently she
grabbed his hand, leading himto the base of the falls.

"I'f you don't float, it's just too dammed bad," she
said grimy, and taking a running start, she knocked
himinto the water.

She dove in, right beside him and when he did

i ndeed continue to sink, she grabbed and caught him

by his thick hair. Fortunately the water made even a
solid Catteni nmanageable. Exerting all her strength

and skill as a sw nmer, she got his head above water
and held himup with a chin | ock

By sheer good luck, they cane up in the space be-

tween the arc of the falls and the cliff, the curtain of
wat er shielding themfromview As the Catteni began

to struggle in her grasp, the five hunters | eapt spectac-
ularly into viewin the clearing by the pool. Her
"Mahomet" was instantly alert and, instead of strug-



gling, began to tread water beside her

The Catteni were arguing with each other, and each
seened to be issuing conflicting orders.

Mahomet rel eased hinself from her chinhold, his
yel | ow eyes never |eaving the party on the bank. They
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wat ched, keeping the swiming notions to a mni-
mum though the falls would hide any ripples.

One Catteni, after a heated argunent, decided to

cross the wide pool in a fantastic, to Chris, standing
| eap. He and anot her began to nove downstream
careful | y exam ni ng both banks and casual ly sur-
nmount i ng up-ended coffin-sized boulders with no
effort. The other three went charging back the way
they had come, arguing violently.

After an endless interval, during which the icy
water chilled Chris to the bone, the refugee finally
touched her shoul der and nodded toward the shore.

But when she realized that he was going to head back
the way they had come, she shook her head enphat -
ically, pointing to the other side.

"I've a flitter. Over there," she shouted at hi mover

the noise of the falls. He frowned. "Safer. That way!"
she insisted, jabbing a finger in the direction of her
hi dden vehicle. Stunned as she suddenly realized what

she had done, she stared at him "Onh, God!"

He rai sed an eyebrow in surprise, and she hoped

for one long nonent that he had not understood

what she had said. But he had, and now his yell ow
eyes gleaned at her in the gloomwith a different sort
of interest.

He's like a great lion, Chris thought, and al nost
choked on fear.

"You have aided a Catteni," he said, runbling in
a deep voice. "You shall not suffer for that."

Chris wasn't so sure when she tried to clinb out of
the river and found herself nunb with cold, and
strengthl ess. He, on the other hand, strode easily out
of the water. He | ooked down at her ineffectual strug-
gles, frowning irritably. Then, with no apparent ef-
fort, he curled the Iong fingers of one hand around
her upper armand sinply withdrew her fromthe

wat er, supporting her until she got her bal ance.

Shivering, she | ooked up at him God, he was big:
the tallest Catteni she had ever seen. She had inher-

ited the height of her Swedish father and stood five
foot ten in her bare feet. She had topped nost of the



Catteni she had seen by several inches, but his eyes
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were level with hers. And his shoul ders were as broad
as the scoop of a road-grader

"Where's the flitter?" he demanded curtly.

She pointed, furious that she obeyed him so in-

stantly, and that she couldn't control the chattering

of her teeth or the trenbling of her body. He reached
for her hand, relaxing his grip a little at her invol un-
tary gasp of pain.

Repl ace "grubby paws" with "high-gravity paws,"
she told herself in an effort to keep up her spirits as
she stepped in front of him

"I'"ll have to lead the way through the thorns," she
said. "Or maybe thorns don't bother Catteni hides?"
she added pertly.

To her surprise, he grinned at her
"Catteni are always cautious."

As she turned, she realized that she had never seen

a Catteni smle before. She noticed, too, that he was
following carefully in her footsteps. It was good to
know that he was no npbre anxious to disturb the

t horn-bushes with their vicious little barbs than she
was.

They were halfway to the hidden flitter when both
heard, off to the right in the valley, the staccato volley
of orders in |loud Catteni voices.

Mahomet paused, dropping to a hal f-crouch, in-
stinctively angling his body so that he did not touch
the cl ose-growi ng vegetation. He |listened, and al -

t hough the words were too distorted for Chris to
catch, he evidently understood them A hunorless
smle touched his lips and his eyes gleamed with a
light that frightened Chris.

"They have seen nmovenent here. Hurry!" he said
in a low voice.

Chris broke into a jog trot; the tw sting path made
a faster pace unwi se. Wen they broke into the del
just before the extensive thicket, she paused.

"Where? Are you |l ost?" he asked.

"Through those bushes. Watch. And when | say
nove, nove!"



He frowned skeptically as she picked up a handfu
of small stones. Wth a practiced ease, she began
casting at the thickets. Gauging carefully, she threw

right and left, watching and counting the thorn sprays
to be sure she had triggered every bush. To be on the
saf e side, she scooped up one nore handful of peb-
bl es and broadcast it. No further thorns showered.

"Move!" His reaction tine was so nmuch faster

than hers that he was hal fway across the clearing

wi thin seconds after the order escaped her |ips. She
rushed in front of him "W have five mnutes to
cross before they rearm”

An expression that was al nost respectful crossed

his face. Inpatiently, she tugged at himand then

began to weave her way anong the bushes, follow ng

no recogni zabl e route. Wien she nade the last turn

and he saw the flitter, its nose cushioned in the heavy
cluster of thomthicket |inbs, he gave what Chris
assumed was a Catteni chuckle.

She waved open the flitter door and bade himto

enter with a regal gesture. He wal ked straight to the
i nstrument panel, grunting as he activated the main
Swit ch.

"Hal f a tank of fuel," he nuttered, and then

checked the other dials. He seenmed pl eased as he

ni pped off the switch. He glanced up at the trans-
parent top, camouflaged by the interwining |eafy
linbs, at the bed she had made herself on the deck

at the utensils she had fashioned fromspare parts in
t he | ockers.

"So it was you who stole the commander's per-
sonal car," he remarked, looking intently at her

Chris jerked her chin up.

"At least | landed it in one piece," she replied.
At that he | aughed outright, once.

"You' re one of the new species?"

"I"'ma Terran," she said with haughty pride, her
stance marred by uncontrol | abl e shivering.

"Thi n- ski nned species," he remarked. He | ooked
down at her heaving chest, and slowy started to
stroke her shoulder with one finger. H's touch was
feathery--and nore. "Soft to the touch,"” he said
absently. "l haven't bothered to try a Terran yet "
Bef ore she coul d draw back, his left hand cupped

her breast and the other grabbed her tunic at the

back, ripping the garnent fromher in one sharp
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powerful jerk. The fingers of his right hand pulled
her inexorably toward him

"I saved your life . "
beating in panic.

she said in protest, her heart

"And | intend to reward you suitably."
"Not that. .."

"A Catteni's honor is involved," he said, both
hands exerting such pressure on her body that his
caresses were painful

Wth no effort at all he picked her up and depos-

ited her on the bed. Wen she tried to w ggle away,

he laid a hand, like a ton of bricks, on her chest. Wth
the other, he stripped off his tunic, exposing his im
mense chest, each well-defined rmuscle rippling sinu-
ously under slightly olive skin. The rest of his clothing
fol | oned.

"Ch no!" Chris cried in desperation. "You're ... |
can't!"

He gl anced down at her w de, curving hips, and
shrugged.

"Catteni have been enjoying your race since you
wer e discovered," he reassured her calmy

"Yes, but have we enjoyed it?"

She nade a frantic attenpt to evade him as he

| eaned down. But there was no escape fromthat im
pl acabl e mal e. She arched her back, only to realize
that she had made it nuch easier for him She con-
tinued to struggle out of pride.

"You enjoy pain?" he asked, a puzzled frown on

his face. His fingers tightened just that rmuch nore so
that she felt she'd been caught in a vise and, with a
shudderi ng moan she rel axed, too exhausted to offer
even token resistance. "Now we will both enjoy," he
sai d, and proceeded to prove his point.

Just as she was certain she would be split apart,
appr ehensi on was repl aced by a surging enotion far
nore powerful and overwhel mi ng. Somewhere, in

that flood of intense relief and unexpected ecstasy,
she heard hi mexclaimng, too, in [oud surprise.

A harsh curse broke the silence that had settled
in the hidden flitter. The warm strong body of the
Catteni stiffened. ,Chris glanced up at himin alarm



He brushed his hand warningly across her lips, al

his attention focused in the direction of that swear-
ing. The flitter door was still open, and both Chris
and Mahomet heard the vrrh, vrrh as the thorn-bushes
rel eased their darts. There were loud cries of pain and
further curses. Chris saw the Catteni's eyes dance with
mal i ci ous anusenent.

An authoritative voice uttered a rough conmand,
and even Chris understood the "CGet the hell out of
here, nothing can pass this way."

She and Mahonet lay still, al nost breathless, al-
though the flitter was buried a good hundred yards
fromthe edge of the thickets and coul d not possibly
be seen. They waited until they heard no sound ex-
cept the brief sighing of the w nd.

Wth a low laugh, the Catteni finally wthdrew
fromChris, stretching leisurely, his joints popping
and cracking with startling | oudness.

"I'"d heard there was a run on Terran wonen, and
now | can see why. They use their heads as well as
their tails."

Chris slapped at his hand, feeling like a flea at-
tacking a Great Dane, but determ ned to make a
gesture. He began to stroke her body, gently explor-
ing it rather than attenpting to arouse passion. He
was curious, like a small intrigued boy.

"Yes, | can see why," he repeated with a chuckle.

He | ay back, glancing about the flitter. "This car has
been gone five nmonths. Wiy have you stayed so | ong

al one?" he asked. "Are there others of you here?"

He propped hinmsel f up on one huge el bow, | ooking
suspi ci ously out the wi ndows.

"Just ne."
He rel axed and smiled. Sensing his receptivity, she
dared ask hi mwhy he had been chased by his own

peopl e.

"Ch," and he shrugged negligently, "a tactical error

| was forced to kill their patrol |eader. He had insulted
t he acconplishnents of ny squadron. And, as | was
without allies, | withdrew"

"He who fights and runs away, lives to fight an-
ot her day?"

"The next day," he corrected her, absently.
"The next day?"



"Certainly. It is against the Catteni Law to con-
tinue a quarrel past the same hour of the foll ow ng
day. | have only to lie hidden," and he grinned at
her, "until tonmorrow at sun zenith and then | can
return.’

"Wn't they be waiting for you?"

He shook his head violently. "Against the Law
O herwi se, we Catteni would quickly exterm nate
each other."

"You honestly mean to say that, if they can't find
you before noon tonorrow, they have to give up?"

He nodded.
"Wuld that Law apply to slaves, too?"

He | ooked at her intently. "It can. And | shall per-
sonally see that in your case it does. However, while
we're waiting for tonmorrow . " And he reached pur-
posefully for her.

Batting at his possessive hands, she squirmed to
free herself.

"What ? WAs | not tender enough with you?" he
asked, concern flitting across his face. "W Catten
pride ourselves that we are gentle with our wonen."

Chris could think of a hundred argunentative re-

plies to that statenent, and yet had to adnmit that he
had been considerate, gentle, and that even at the

hei ght of his passion, he had not forgotten to adjust
his strength. H s hands were caressing her now, softly,
and despite herself, she was responding to him want-
ing nore of that strong gentl eness.

"It's just . . . well . . . you've had quite a day," she
tempori zed, aware that her body was al ready con-

formng itself to his even as she protested, "you've
been in a crash, half-frozen in icy water and . "

"Li ke the thom bushes of Barevi," he said, sml-
ing, "it takes the Catteni little time to rearm"”

Horse froma Different Sea
ARE VW BABES- | N- THE- WOODS? OR | SHOULD

say, babes-in-space. | don't nean beating the Russians
to a manned noonbase or setting up a space hospita

or making Mars adaptable to our survival there to ease
t he popul ation expl osion here. Qur problemis nore
basi c than that: can nan survive as Honb sapi ens or

a reasonable facsinmle thereof. In that department, are
we wetting our spacesuitsl!

| know what |'mtal king about. Only | can't talk.



Not yet, since ny evidence hasn't cone to light, so
to speak. It's due soon and, as an anbul ance chaser
fromway back, 1've got to be there. 1'd rather know
right off what the conpetition makes out as.

We--that is, mankind, Earth-type--are in for one
helluva jolt and this is one therapeutic pill that has
no sugar coating--unless it's an LSD cube. |I'm not

the only one in the nedical fraternity to realize that
there's somet hing queer in the conversion chanber.
Sone of us tunbled to it six nonths ago. The re-
search is not the stuff of which AVA citations are
made, but it will be handy when I-tol d-you-so tine
cones.

For me it started when ny perennial nmaternity
case phoned up and asked for an appoi ntnment.

"Buzzy-boy says | nust be pregnant again," Liz
Lattinmore said with understandabl e grimess in her
voi ce. She has six under six--well, one set of tw ns.

Buzz is a guy on a single track, business and non-
key business. As a kind of noral justice, he has sym
pathetic reactions to each of Liz's preghancies in
the form of violent norning nausea. Ch yes, it hap-
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pens. Liz may devel op vari cose veins, henorrhoids,
boils, hot flashes, heartburn, and high bl ood pressure
during her gestations. Buzz gets the norning sickness.
"How | ong since you mssed a period, Liz?"

asked her.

"That's just it, Ted. This tinme he must be synpa-
thetic to soneone el se because | canme regul ar as
cl ockwork | ast week."

"On a possible sixth pregnancy, you'd better see

ne.
She did. She wasn't pregnant.

"W had a fight a while ago," she told nme after
she' d dressed. "Buzz flounced out of the house |ike
an injured Cub Scout. Wen he cane hone, he wore

t hat mer chandi se-better-than-thou expression. Some-
times, Ted, it's a pure relief to nme when Buzz cats
around so | don't whinge."

She paused, about to add sonethi ng nore but hes-
itated. Even if she had voi ced her suspicion then,



doubt it woul d' ve nade nuch difference
"Anything | can do, Liz?"

"Qutside of helping to suppress a paternity suit if
the case arises, | don't think so. W made up our dif-

ferences." She rolled her eyes with droll expressive-
ness.
"Seriously, Liz, I'mglad you' re not freshening

again. You're run ragged now. Send Buzz in for a
checkup. He may need it."

Buzz canme in the next day at noon, which proved
that he was now worried about hinself.

"How cone you said Liz wasn't pregnant?"
"Because she isn't. Praise bel™

"Then how cone | got this damed norni ng nau-
sea? | only get it when she's got buns in the oven."

"Nausea is a synptom not necessarily exclusive
to pregnancy. Especially in the nmale of the species.”

As | nentioned, we're such babes-in-space.

"OFf the record, Buzz, could you be synpathetic
to soneone el se?"

Buzz fl ushed.

"Ted, |'mnuts about Liz no natter what | do or

say. | only go catting when we've had a fight or she's
too pregnant to screw. Hell, Ted, if | didn't |ove her
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so nmuch, d'you think 1'd go home every night to a
house full of squalling brats?"

"Well, that was quite an inmgination you pro-
jected the other afternoon at Casey's."

"At Casey's?" Buzz swallowed. "I didn't know
you were there."

"Buzz, your voice'd carry to your funeral. Was it
the girl at Lady Linda' s?"

A strange | ook crossed Buzz's face and | could see
hi m about to evade the question with sonme Latti -
nori an verbal enbroidery. "She was the damedest
worman | ever screwed, Ted. Once was, by Cod,
enough. But that once . . ." Buzz whistled slowy,
shaki ng hi s head.

Sonething in his attitude inhibited further ques-
tions, so | changed the subject by getting himto strip.



After a thorough physical | found only a little hard

| unp near the large intestine, but not situated where
it could cause pressure that mght result in nausea.
sent himto the hospital for a gastrointestinal series
but the results were inconclusive. | saw no cause for
alarm so | told himthat the nausea was caused by
overwork--with a wink--and to give up snoking.

In the next few weeks | exam ned four nore seri-
ously nauseated males with small intestinal |unps. |
al so heard of seventeen nore around town. Then

had a visit fromthe | eading | ocal Boy Scout and our
little unprepared Explorer gave ne ny first definite
| ead.

"Doc, can | see you for a mnute? | mean, you're
not too tired or anything?"

When six feet two inches and 185 pounds of Ex-

pl orer Boy Scout Horace Baker cones sneaki ng around
after nmy nurse has left, I'd better not be too tired to
see him

"Now, what's wrong with you, Hoke? You | ook
m ghty pale for Aen Cove's answer to a naiden's
prayer ?"

The boy literally cringed away from ny buddy-
type arm

"Hey, feller, did | strike too close to hone?" | led
himto the surgery table
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"Aw, Doc, I"'min awful trouble." He groaned and
averted his head.

"You nmean," and | put on ny best Ben Gazzara
pose, "you've got some girl in trouble?"

"Naw, " and he was nonentarily indignant, "I

wear ny pants too tight. No, Doc, it's me. Ever since
| went ... to ... Ms. Linda's . " His voice failed
hi m

A kal ei doscope of inpressions overwhel med ne

for a noment at this confession. Kids grow up so fast.
A few flashes of the red squally baby I'd delivered
fromMs. Baker nmerged into Explorer Hoke com

plete with nmerit badge sash, approaching in best In-
di an fashion Lady Linda's nodestly situated house

of seven delights. | wasn't sure whether | was glad or
sorry that Hoke had taken his lustiness to Linda's. |
was relieved that his experinments hadn't taken root,
as it were, in any of his peers. Hoke needn't worry
about VD: Linda's girls were clean. | had no renedy



for his conscience, however.

"Well, now, Hoke, | don't think you have anything
nore to worry about than overactive sex gl ands.
Linda's girls are--"

"Ch, it's not that. Doc. It's just that | can't eat.
Not hi ng stays down. It's worse in the nornings, and
Mom notices that | don't pack it away--hey!"

Past the first sentence | had dropped the TV nedic
pose and stretched himout flat. My fingers dug into
his big gut and, sure enough, the precoci ous Expl orer
had j oi ned the G oup.

| gave him some dramamine and told himit was

i ndi gestion caused by a guilty conscience and to eat
spaghetti for breakfast. He fortunately didn't argue
because | had no nore quick answers. | hurried him
out, | ocked up, and went on a professional call.

Li nda hersel f opened the door.

"Dr. Martin! You're psychic," she said by way of
greeting. "I hate to mx pleasure wi th business and
"Il expect your bill. "

"You won't get one because | am here on busi ness,
Linda," | said, trying not to be too brusque. "I'd ap-
preci ate seeing you? new girl for a brief professiona
inquiry."
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Li nda | ooked stunned, an expression | never thought
to see on her face.

"She's who | was calling you for." And Linda ges-
tured ne to follow her up the stairs. "She's been | os-
ing wei ght steadily. She's skin and bones and you know
that doesn't bed easy."

"Nausea?"

"Doesn't nmention it. Until three days ago she had

the appetite of an el ephant, but you'd never guess it

to look at her." Linda was slightly jeal ous.

"How | ong' s she been with you?"

"About five weeks. A friend sent her to ne from

Chi cago. She's got a sister in the business there. She's
good but funny, no one wants her steady. She's ed-

ucat ed, too: speaks very good English."

"She's foreign?"

"Must be, but | can't place her accent and | never
ask too many personal questions.”



The room Li nda gestured nme to enter was dark

and rank with a heavy, nusty, unaired-attic odor. A
dimlight shone on the gaunt face of the dying girl
She was dying. It's an indescribable but recognizable
| ook which |I've seen too often in ny years of prac-
tice. The pulse in her spider-thin wist was barely
di scerni bl e; her heartbeat nmunmed and erratic. She
opened her eyes at my touch, then smled wanly at

Li nda standi ng behind ne.

"Too much at once. Now too little, too | ate. But

t hanks, Linda. | won't be nmuch trouble, | pronise.”
She spoke in a raspy voice, but her phrases were
oddly inflected. "You see, Doctor, |I'mdying and

there's no cure for ny ailnent."

"No, you just rest easy," | began, but her know ng
eyes nocked ne for the specious words.
"A cigarette, please?"

| offered ny case, tacitly admtting nmy hel pl ess-
ness. She was sinking so visibly that it would have
been heartl ess to bother her. An autopsy woul d give
me nore specifics anyhow

"Thanks. Now, would you pl ease go? Both of
you." This one was different all right. No | ast-mnute
conf essi ons of inadequacy, no wailing for repentance
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and sal vation, and no real bravura. She just wanted
to be left alone. | guided Linda out.

"Hell, Doc. Soneone should stay with the poor
kid," Linda said.

"You see too nuch TV."
"So does she," Linda replied with an irritated
snort. "She's never snoked before."

The hall was suddenly flooded with a very bright
light and an acrid formc acid stench Iike burning
ants. | threw the door open but it was too late. The
bed was a bl azing funeral pyre.

| know now why, but at the nonment | was aghast

with renorse at this nystifying incineration. | couldn't
understand how a cigarette, no matter how carel essly
hel d by a novice snoker, could have caused as viol ent

a conbustion as this. | didn't have nuch tinme to think
about it because it was all we could do to keep the

bl aze from spreading until the fire departnment got
there. Neither Linda nor | mentioned that we'd only
been out of the roomthree seconds when the fire
started. No one woul d have believed us.



So ny primary clue went up spectacularly in

snoke. A little judicious inquiry uncovered a verita-
bl e epi denmic of snoking-in-bed fire deaths in fifteen
cities. One incident got a lot of publicity because the
victimwas a call girl. She was to have appeared be-
fore a board of inquiry the next day so her death was
considered a grisly formof suicide. Seventeen such

i ncidents on the East Coast scared ne sufficiently

not to want to know the odds against us in the rest of
the worl d.

Li nda gave ne the names of all the nen who had

patroni zed the girl. If the others of her ilk had got
around as much as she had . . . wow Five of the

men were patients of mne. Buzz was the furthest
along--as far as | could tell--but then, it had been
his tale in Casey's that had pronpted others to visit
the girl. The chief of police shouldn't have accepted
payola in trade but that's his |ookout. | alnost w sh |
could norally allowthe old fool to carry to "term™
Jerry Striker's a 'poor enough character, but it'd
serve his wife right. Martin Tippers? | hadn't guessed
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himfor the type. Miust have been drunk. And our
precoci ous Expl orer.

What a queer collection of males to be chosen to
propagate an unknown race on a new world. That's
what | mean about adapting to survive. Those gals,
if females they were, used equi pnent to hand, not
fancy |ife-support systens.

Now that | know the gane, | can't just ingenu-

ously suggest to any one of ny equally puzzled col -

| eagues that their patients got invited into a |ady
spider's nest. O maybe they had a hurry call froma
passi ng sea mare? The | east bizarre exanpl es of

mal e i ncubation on this planet are spiders and sea
horses, and those conparisons are quite enough to

i nhibit further speculation. Gve the imagination ful
rein and there are endless possibilities. You pays
your noney and you takes your choice. O course, if

| let one of the men carry to term 1'd find out nore.
But, hell, neither ny conscience nor mny professiona
integrity will permt ne.

The nost | can do is spread out the curious un-

ort hodox operations on ny five pregnant nales so

that 1'Il have sone interesting enbryos for ny babes-
i n-space theory. Even then | mght goof. | don't
know how | ong gestation takes, what woul d serve as

a birth canal or, if you know what spiders do ... well,
you can see my problem What formwll the

progency ultimtely assune? That of their hosts?

The two foeti |I've renoved show di fferent stages of
freak-out evolution. I'mletting Hoke Baker go |ong-
est because he's adjusted best to the changes in his
physi ol ogy. But 1've got to arrange for his abortion



soon- - before he becones eligible for an Explorer's
Mat ernity Badge.

The Great Cani ne Chorus
PETE ROBERTS OF THE W LM NGTQN, DELA-

ware, K-9 Corps has as his partner a German shep-

herd named Wzard. One night, just after they took
the beat, Wzard started acting itchy, nervous, whiny.
He was snappi sh, not like hinmself at all. He kept try-
ing to pull Pete toward Seventh Street.

That wasn't the beat, as Wz well knew. But Pete

deci ded there might be a good reason. Wzard was a
canny dog; he could pick a culprit out of a crowd by
the snell of fear the man exuded. And he'd saved

Pete fromtwo nuggi ngs already this year. So, pro-
testing, Pete let Wzard |lead himto a bl ock of build-
i ngs being torn down as part of an urban renewal
program

W zard becanme nore and nore inpatient with

Pete' s apprehensi ve, measured pace, and tried to tug
himinto a jog. Pete began to feel worried, kind of
sickly scared. Suddenly the dog mounted the worn
stairs of one of the buildings about to be denoli shed.
He pawed at the door, whining.

Who's that? a voice asked, high and quavering |ike
an old lady's. Pa? It couldn't be too old a female,

t hen.

W zard barked sharply three times in the negative
signal he'd been taught.

H, dog. Do you see ny pa?

Wz got down fromthe steps, |ooked up and down
the street, then barked again three tines.

Pa's so late, and I'm so hungry, the voice said.

Pete, who had eaten well an hour earlier, was sud-
denly overwhel med wi th hunger--a sullen kind of
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stomach cranp that he'd experienced in Korea when
his unit was cut off for four days. The kind of grip-
pi ng pangs you get when you're hungry all the tine.

"Lady, |'mgoing down to the deli on the corner

["lI'l be right back with something to tide you over till
your pa gets back." Pete nmade the announcenent

before he realized it. He left Wzard to guard the



door.

He ordered a sub with no onions (sonehow he knew
she woul dn't want them), two cokes and a banana.

I'"'min the back room said the voice when he and
W zard entered the hall.

Pete had had the distinct inpression the voice had
cone fromthe front of the building. It was too thin
to have carried far. The stench in the filthy hal
sickened Pete. No matter how many years he m ght

spend on the force, he'd never get used to the odor of
poverty. Maybe it was the stink that brought a grow
from W zar d.

Pet e pushed open the back door and entered the
pitifully furnished room On an old arnchair by the
wi ndow was a wasted little figure, like a broken doll
t hrown down by a careless child, |inbs askew. By

now he expected a girl, a child, but this was such a
little girl!

W zard got down on his belly, licking his Iips nerv-
ously. He crawl ed carefully across the dirty floor. He
sniffed at the tiny hand on the shabby arm of the
chair, whined softly. The little band did not nove
away, nor toward him either

What kind of a father, Pete fumed to hinself,
woul d | eave a kid, a mere baby, alone in a place |ike
t his?

I'"'mno baby, mister. I'mnine years old, she in-
formed hi mindignantly.

Pet e apol ogi zed contritely, blamng his error on
the glare fromthe single window He wouldn't have
t hought her nore than five, six at the outside. She
was so pitifully underdevel oped. She was clean, as
were her shred of a dress and the old bl anket on
whi ch she lay, but the rest of the roomwas filthy.
Her pinched face had a curious, cal mbeauty to it.
When Pete knelt beside her, he saw her eyes were
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filmed and sightless. And when she spoke, her mouth

did not nove.
He found hinself breaking off small pieces of the

sub and feeding themto her. She sipped the Coke
through a straw and a | ook of intense pleasure crossed

her face.



/ knew | renmenbered how wonderful it tasted, she

said. But not with her lips.

The truth dawned on Pete; this child was a tele-

pat h. | npossible? He hadn't actually believed any
of that crap. But there was no other explanation.
"You aren't talking," he said. "You don't nake a

sound. "

/ amtoo tal king, answered the child soundl essly.

And you' re answeri ng.
Pete gul ped, hastily trying to mend matters. "You

just don't speak the usual way."
7 do everything kind of different. At least ny pa's
al ways conplaining | do. Her head turned slowy to-

ward him You don't suppose sonething' s happened to
Pa, do you? | can't hear very far away when |'m hun-

ary.

Quiltily, Pete fed her another bite. "Wen did

you eat |ast?"

Pa was home this norning. But all we had was

br ead.

Pete vowed passionately to hinself that he was
going to see Wl fare imredi ately.

Oh, you mustn't! pleaded .the soundl ess voice.

W zard, ears flattened, grow ed nenacingly at Pete.
She was clearly frightened of Welfare. They'd take
me away, like they took ny sister, and put ne in a
barred place and |I'd never hear any birds or see Pa.
They m ght cut nme up 'cause ny body doesn't work
right. She still spoke w thout sound.

"Aw, honey .
My nanme's Maria, not honey.

“"Maria, you got it all wong. Wzard, you tell her
Wl fare hel ps people. You' d have a cl ean bed and

birds right outside the w ndow. "

It'd be a hospital. My ma died in a hospital be-
cause no one cared. Pa said so. They just let her die.

W zard whinmpered. Pete felt frightened hinsel f.
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He soothed Maria as best he could with prom ses of

no hospitals, no cutting, plenty of birds. \Wat she
didn't finish of the sandwi ch, he w apped up and put
besi de her. He started to peel the banana for her but
she refused it.

It's a treat for Wz for bringing you here. She
| aughed. He listens to people.
Pete grinned.

"How on earth did you know that fool dog |oves
bananas?"

Not hi ng coul d have been funnier to Maria, and

her laughter was so contagi ous Pete grinned foolishly.
Even Wzard | aughed in his canine way, his tongue
lolling out of one side of his mouth. Suddenly the at-
nospher e changed.

| hear Pa coming. You' d better |eave. He woul dn't
like having the fuzz in here.

"Then why did you let ne in?"

W zard. Dogs al ways know. | talk to dogs all the
tinme. But |'ve never talked to one as smart as Wzard
bef ore. You get out now Quick.

Pete felt a violent conpulsion to take to his heels.
Once they were around the corner the inpul se van-

i shed, so he waited a few nonments and t hen peered

out at the building. He saw a shanbling figure go into
t he house where they had found Mari a.

Pet e was shaken by his encounter with the girl:

shaken, confused, and frightened. She had taken

hi m over, used himto suit her needs, and then cut
himoff in fear when all he wanted to do was hel p her
He worried about her all the way to the hospital: her
pitiful Iife in those awful surroundings . . . and that
strange tal ent.

He had a friend, a drinking buddy, who was in-
terning at Del aware Hospital. Finding Joe Lavclle

on duty in the emergency ward that night, Pete told
hima little about the girl. "And what's going to be-
cone of her, living like that?"

"I'"d say she was dead already and didn't know it,"
Joe snort ed.

The t hought of Maria dead choked Pete up. Her
fragile laugh, her curious cal mbeauty gone? No!

"Hey, Pete!"™ The intern watched the cop's gut
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reaction with amazenent. "I was only ki ddi ng. Wy,

I couldn't even guess what was wwong with her with-

out an exani nation. She could have had polio, men-
ingitis, ms., any variety of paralysis. But |I'd say she
needed treatnment, fast. And 1'd certainly like to see
this kid who can make a stalwart defender of this one-
horse town quake in his boots like this."

Pete growl ed and Wzard seconded it.

Laughi ng, Joe warded off an imaginary attack
with his arm just as his phone rang. Pete resuned
his patrol

The next norning, resolved to help Maria in spite

of herself, he bought a frilly dress, bundled it and
food and Wzard into his car, and went back to the
house. He "tal ked" to |l et her know he was comni ng

There was no answer. The back room was de-

serted. Except for the de-stuffed arnchair by the
wi ndow and two Coke bottles on the floor under it,
Pete coul d have sworn no one had been in the house
for nonths.

"Find Maria, Wz," Pete ordered.

W zard sniffed around and, with a yelp, raced out
the door. He sniffed around outside and seened to
find a trace. Pete followed himin the car. Wzard
acted just as if he knew exactly where he was goi ng.
He got hal fway down the next block, then stopped

as if he had run into an invisible wall. He lay down
on the sidewal k, put his head on his paws, and

whi ned. Then he slunk back to Pete at the curb.

"Find her. Wzard!" The dog crouched down and
laid his ears back. It was the first time he had ever
di sobeyed that tone of voice.

"Marial! We're your friends! W want to help!"
Pete called, oblivious to the stares. He was sure she
could hear him He waited, apprehensive, unsure.

No/ cane the one di senbodied word, filling his

skull till his head rang. There was no arguing with it.
"At least tell Wz if you're hungry, Maria. He can
bring you food. | promse | won't follow "

Twice in the next three weeks, Wzard darted into
a deli, whining pathetically. The first tine, it took
Pete a minute or so to grasp what the big dog wanted.
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Then he'd get a sandwi ch and a Coke to go, put it in

a bag, roll the top into a handle for Wzard to carry.
Then he'd wait till the dog returned. He was deter-



mned to prove to Maria that he'd keep his pronise.
He didn't want to | ose contact with her.

In the nmeantime, he did a little library research on
tel epathy, but the textbooks were too rmuch for him
When he asked the librarian for sonething a guy
coul d understand, he was shown the science fiction
shel ves.

Maria didn't act like fictional tel epaths. According
to the stories, she should be able to get food when
she wanted it, conmit robberies undetected, start
fires, transport herself and anyone el se anywhere, aid
society, and performmnor mracles. Like heal her-
self, even. The prospects were magnificently endl ess.
Yet she was stuck in some hideous, hot horrible back
room half-starved and slowy dying of neglect.

The one thing Pete had to accept was the fact that
Maria kept in touch with Wzard but excluded him
Since Pete considered Wzard every bit as smart as
nost nen, he wasn't offended; but he felt powerless
to help her as only anot her human coul d.

The next set of inexplicable incidents began about

four weeks after Pete and Wzard first encountered
Maria. They were pacing the beat on the hotel side

of Rodney Square when the dog got restless. He

strai ned against the leash until Pete let himgo to see
where he'd head. At a dead run, Wzard streaked

down El eventh Street, right over into Harry West's
beat .

Harry wal ked with Pirate, the biggest dog on the
force. Pete couldn't figure Harry in trouble. But he
was wong. He heard the sullen runble of an angry
cromd by the tine he reached French Street. Wz

was al ready around that corner and in the mddle of
a fight. Pete whistled for squad cars as he broke into
the edge of the crowd, swi nging his nightstick. He
could hear Wzard growing angrily. He heard a yelp
and then the growing of a second dog. He stunbl ed
over Harry, bleeding froma head wound. Pete got
Harry clear of the stanpede just as the squad cars
arrived.

Bot h dogs were at work, snapping, snarling, dart-

ing around, and the crowd thinned rapidly. In a mat-

ter of mnutes, all but the bitten, bruised, and brained
had evaporated into the hot night.

"How d you get here so fast?" Harry demanded as
he cane to. "I heard Wz just as sone kook pelted
me with a bottle."

"Well, Wzard just took off," was Pete's unen-
lightened reply.



"G ad he did. W cane down on a Code One, but

when Pirate and | got to the edge of the nob to get
them noving, they closed in |ike we was Chri st mas

in July. Somebody got Pirate in the head and | coul dn't
turn anywhere without getting clobbered.” Harry

dabbed at the cuts on his hands. "1'd sure |like to know
what set themoff."

W zard and the bigger dog were wandering around

the street, nervously sniffing. The paddy wagon ar-
rived, and Wz and Pirate assisted in rounding up the

i ncidentals, just begging for one |legal bite. Then they
started whiffling around agai n.

"What's with the dogs?" Harry asked Pete as he
hel ped himinto a car. "Look at old Wz punping."”

Wzard' s tail was wagging |ike he was on his way
to a steak fry.

"Marial" Pete gasped and called Wzard to heel

The dog came boundi ng over, wiggling with delight.
"Find Marial!" But Wzard barked three tines,

sneezed, and shook his head. Pirate came up, nuz-
zled Harry, sniffed Wzard, and then he barked three
tines.

"I got a girl that only talks to dogs yet," Pete said

in bitter disgust.

Back on their own beat, Pete tried to figure out

why Maria would have called Wzard. Harry and

Pirate weren't in trouble at the time Wz took off.
Maria nmust have been worried . . . yeah, that was it!
Wrried about her old man! She'd called Wzard be-
cause her old man had been in that crowd.

And that expl ained why Wzard was so happy-
acting. He'd found Maria's father's trail |eading away
fromthe runble. '

Pete left a note for Harry to keep an ear and an
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eye open for any crippled kids on his beat and to |et
himknow if Pirate ever acted . . . strange. She m ght
keep in touch with Pirate, too, since the big dog had
been involved in getting her father out of a tough
scrape.

Two of the men picked up that day were known
nunbers runners. They stuck to they story that the
cop had cone busting in where he wasn't wanted and
his damm dog had spooked the crowd into the runble.
They just "happened" to be there.

For the next few weeks Pete got no signs fromWz-
ard that Maria was in any distress. This bothered him



al nrost as nmuch as hearing fromher when she was

hungry. At headquarters they were hearing nasty

runors about a new nunbers racket. Certain hoods

were being seen in new cars, in new quarters, acting
up. Two runners were picked up on suspicion, in the
hope of cracking them They had to be rel eased
twenty-four hours later, clean, but one of them had
bragged a little. Pete heard one of the detective lieu-
tenants conplaining bitterly about it.

"Yeah, the punk says, 'You gotta have evidence,
Lootenant, and this tine there ain't any, Lootenant.
Not unless ya can read mnds.' That's what he says,
s'belp ne."

Mari af Pete thought with a sense of shock

What was it Maria had sai d? When she was hun-

gry, she didn't have the strength to hear far away. If
she were well fed, how far could she hear? Al the
way to Chicago? To grab the nunbers?

The concl usion just couldn't be dodged. Maria and
her pa were involved. But how woul d she know she
was doi ng somet hi ng wong? \Woever had | at ched
onto her would be jubilant over the fact they were
able to put something over on the cops. To Mari a,
cops were just the fuzz. Cops spelt trouble for her
father. Cops neant Wl fare, and hospitals, and she
didn't know whi ch one scared her the nost.

"At least," Pete said to Wzard, "she's not in that
crummy room She's cared for. That was all | wanted,
wasn't it? And she is a minor, so even when the gangs
gets pulled in, she wouldn't be booked. Wy, those
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hoods mi ght even get a doctor to try and fix her up."
He groaned. "And | sure as hell can't go to the Chief
and say, 'Look, there's a kid telepath running the
nunmbers.' Not even if | knew where to find her."

W zard nuzzl ed his hand.

"Now what would Al Finch be wanting with a

hi gh-pri ced specialist from M nneapolis?" the desk
sergeant asked Pete when he cane on duty the next

night. "He's got medics and nurses hopping in and

out of his pad |like he had the Asian crud."

"Better himthan you," said Pete, automatically
| aughi ng. But he was thinking Mrial

Pete found out where Al Finch was |iving. Qutside

the building, Pete saw a truck froma pet shop deliver
a triple cage of singing birds, and he knew his hunch
was right. Finch was maki ng book with Maria's m nd-



reading ability.

"Maria," Pete called in his head, "Maria, answer

me. | know you're there. What you're doing, reading
nunbers, is wong. It's causing a lot of trouble. It'lI
get you in trouble, too."

Pete, cane Maria's voice in his head, sweetly, hap-
pily, Pete, I'mnot hungry anynore and | have so
many pretty birds. And you should see how nice Pa

| ooks now he's got a good job. |I'mclean, and ny
#whol e roomis clean. 1've got pretty dresses.

Her giggle was light and tinkling. Snelly men cone

and poke nme around. They say they want to fix ne.

They can't, of course. Sone of themsay it out |oud
and sonme tell A they can. Then they say inside they
can't, that I'm a hopel ess case. She giggled again, as
if this were the funniest thing she'd ever said.

"Maria, | won't say Al isn't trying to help you and
make you happy. But he gets nore out of you than

you get out of him He's just using you. You m ss get-
ting the nunmbers through once and he'll hurt you."

Maria's | augh bubbled up. / don't let nyself get

hurt. And Al's all right. He thinks the damedest

t hi ngs sonetinmes. She giggled naughtily. He says he's
nmy sugar daddy.

"Maria, you shouldn't use such words."
Maria's incredible | augh chimed through his head.
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Al says it's cute the way | talk. And he really does
i ke ne.

"I'I'l bet," Pete said in a harsh tone. "Look, Mari a,
you can have the birds, and the good food, and a

good job for your father, but get themfromthe right
sort of people. Al Finch is dangerous! He's got a rec-
ord for assault, attenpted hontide, you nane it. |'m
afraid he'll hurt you."

He woul dn't dare, Maria replied with conplete
sel f-assurance. |'mvery inportant to him and
know he neans it. Do you know | have ny own Coke
machi ne?

"Maria, Maria," Pete said with a groan. Ch God,

how do | explain? How, please, do | have the nerve

to try? "Maria," he called as loud as he could in his
m nd, "Maria, promi se me one thing. You get scared

of Al, or worried, just call Wzard or Pirate. Any of
the dogs. They'll protect you. Just call the dogs!"

W zard barked tw ce, paused, barked tw ce again.
So did three stray dogs across the street. And a cat



wal ki ng on a nearby fence neowed in the same se-
quence.

Pete tried not to worry. But she was so frail; well-
fed or not, she couldn't have great reserves of energy.
Finch might kill her w thout nmeaning to. He'd have

to find a way to stop Finch using her

On his day off, following a strong hunch, Pete

hung around the betting wi ndows at the Brandyw ne
Raceway. Sure enough, Maria's father shuffled up to
the ten-dollar wi ndow, just before the second race.
Pete sidled up to him

"You tell Al to be careful with Maria," he said.
"He can use her too nuch, you know. He could kil
her. And the cops'll tunmble to Finch soon enough
They got a lead."

"Who're you?" the little man asked nervously, his
face twitching as his red-rinmed eyes slid over Pete's
face. "Fuzz?" He scurried away.

Pete had had a good | ook at his face, though, and

was able to identify himin the rogue's gallery as Hec-
tor Barres. He had a record; vagrancy, drunk and

di sorderly, petty |arceny.

No appeal based on Maria's frailty would reach
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Barres. Right now he had all he wanted fromlife.
Barres' thoughts were only for the nmoney rolling in
today. Tonorrow, and Maria's welfare, were far from
his mnd

Now t hat he had Maria's |ast nane, Pete checked
hospital records and found her date of birth. Her

not her had been picked up unconscious, already in
active | abor, and brought into the emergency ward.
The intern who had delivered Maria had expressed
doubts that the infant would survive, due to prenatal
mal nutrition

Maria's nother had died in the sane hospital two
years later. The cause was neglect. Not on the part of
the hospital. She had had tubercul osis, diabetes, and
a coronary condition. She had been severely beaten
about the abdonmen and died of internal henmor-

rhagi ng before they could operate.

Pete took to talking to Wzard on the beat at night,
hopi ng that Maria would overhear him He told W z-
ard all about Maria's nother, about her father's
record, about how Maria could use her great gift to
hel p people. He told her all he knew about paranor-
mal powers, his feeling that she must conserve her



energi es; and he repeatedly cautioned her to cal
Wzard or Pirate if she felt endangered. Sonetines
he had the feeling she listened to him He knew she
often tal ked to Wzard.

Then Al Finch stepped up his operations to in-

cl ude narcotics, apparently having approached and
reached an agreenent with the | ocal drug pushers in

an unprecedented crossover in vice. Pete and the
police went quietly berserk. No known pushers were
suddenly in evidence. There was no direct contact

with or indirect approach to Finch. Al known pushers
were clean when they were picked up on routine
searches. Not a sniff on them But the stuff was circu-
lating in greater quantities than had ever reached WI -
m ngt on bef ore.

"Maria," Pete called resolutely to her fromthe
corner opposite Al's apartnent. "Do you know what
drugs do to peopl e?"

Sure. They have the cool est dreans to read.
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"Do you take it?" He gasped, frightened.

/ don't need to, Maria |laughed with a mrth that
no | onger chined. Her voice--the essence of the

voi ce she sent--was hard and brassy. | dig it from
others. It's boss, man.

"Then di g what happens when they can't pay to
get it, Maria. Wen they have withdrawal . Di g that
and see how boss it is!"

But, Pete honey: you gave ne the idea ysurself.

It's much easier to grab the stuff from. . . well, never
m nd where. Her voice was sickeningly smug. Easier

t han readi ng nunbers out of Chicago. You said

was to take care of nyself. | am

"I don't know why | bother with you. You know
you' re doi ng wong, Maria. And when you get hurt,
it'll be your own fault." Then .

He didn't know what hit him When he cane to,
he was in the emergency ward with Joe bendi ng
over hi m anxi ously.

"Brother, you've been out three hours and there
isn't a mark on you."

Pete carefully touched his sore head with explor-
atory fingers. He hurt all over, every nerve felt tw sted,
hi s head hal f unscrewed.

"I got clobbered." The phrase had never seened
so apt.



"Yeah, | know," Joe replied drily. "But w th what?"

"Wwuld you believe a girl tel epath?" Pete asked
in a plaintive voice

"Right now," Joe said wearily, "I'd believe an in-
vasion of little green nen."

Pete | ooked up at him startled by the credul ous
bitterness in the young doctor's voice.

"What'd you mean, Joe?"

Annoyed with hinself, Joe grimaced, then swore

under his breath. He stepped to the door, |ooked up
and down the hall. Cosing the door tightly, with one
final cautious |ook through the small glass insert, he
asked, "Do you know where Al Finch is getting nar-
cotics, Pete?"

The policeman groaned. "Fromthe | ocked pharmacy
cabi nets of the hospitals."
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Joe's eyes widened in stunned amazenent. "How
in hell did you know? Hahl gren didn't report it unti
noon and you' ve been in dream and since then."

It was a relief to Pete to be able to tell soneone his
secret. Wien he finished, Joe shook his head slowy

fromside to side

"Believe you, | must. The drug cupboard was bare
at eight this norning. The question is, what do we do

now?"

A few days later. Hector Barres was admitted to

the hospital, stricken with a paralysis of the spine.
Sone of the drugs Maria had lifted fromthe hospital
shel ves were not pure opium One was a thebaine
conpound whi ch acted |ike strychnine and com

nmonly caused spinal paralysis. Her father died of a
heart attack shortly after his adm ssion.

Suddenly all the dogs began to how . Every dog in

W m ngton added his note to the clanor. The dogs

how ed for a full ear-splitting hour despite every at-
tenmpt to silence them The SPCA and the Humane

Associ ation, police and firemen were called in--un-
successfully--to di sbhand a huge pack of hysterica
dogs, cats, and tree beasts congregated in Maria's

nei ghbor hood.



Only when Maria released them did the aninals
di sband, nelting away in a matter of nonents. Pete
and Joe took up a position across from her w ndows.

"Maria," Pete said. "I brought Joe with ne. He

did everything he could to save your father. But

you' ve been stealing the wong kind of drugs. It was
one of those that killed your father."

/ know, Maria said in a flat, hard tone. There was

an odd blur to her projected voice that had al ways
rung so clear and true in Pete's mind. |'ve been
experinmenting a little.

There was a | ong pause. Pete suddenly experi -

enced wild grief, a sense of terrified guilt which was
qui ckly overlaid by a sullen resentnment; and, finally,
an irrational feeling of satisfaction

He was a nasty old man. He was nean to ne. He

killed nmy nother.
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Joe caught Pete's arm his eyes wide with repug-
nance and dread.

You go away, Pete, Maria said. O I'Il set ny

friends on you.

“"Maria, | don't care how rmuch you threaten ne,"

Pete said stolidly. "I have to tell you you're doing
wr ong. "

Bug of f, fuzz, Maria snapped. |I'm having fun. |

never had fun before in ny life. I'mliving it up good

now. You go away.
"Pete," Joe cautioned urgently.
"Dam it, Maria ..."

This time when Pete woke up in the energency

ward, Joe was in the next bed. They nanaged to talk
the intern on duty into entering "heat prostration”
on their charts as the cause of collapse. They prom
ised faithfully to go to their respective homes and
rest for the next twenty-four hours. Qut on the hot
street, Pete suggested that a couple of beers would
start their unexpected holiday the right way, so they
adjourned to the nearest air-conditioned bar

The dogs began to howl again as they crossed the
street.

"I'f we'd told anyone why the dogs how ed," Pete
said, noodily doodling in the noisture on the beer



gl ass, "they would send us to the funny farm"

"Wul d you believe a hopped up preadol escent
tel epat h?" Joe asked wistfully, and raised his gl ass
in a nock toast.

"I only told her the truth." !
"For truth she puts holes in our heads."
"Al'l right, wi se guy, what should | have done?"

"How do | know?" Joe asked with a hel pl ess ges-

ture of his hands. "My specialty's going to be interna
nmedi ci ne, not head-shrinking or pediatrics. |I'mas
lousy at this sort of work as you are." He thought for
a while, holding his head. "The trouble, Pete, lies in
neither you nor me . . . nor Maria. The trouble is the
situation and the circunstances. If she'd had the
sense to get born a Dupont instead of a Barres
And he nmade a slicing notion with one hand.

They got drunker and drunker, somehow agreeing
on only one thing: they were both so sensitive in the
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head bone that they couldn't give a j.d. brat the
spanki ng she so richly deserved.
O rescue her fromhell.

Success on a snmall scene went to Al Finch's head.

He decided that WImngton offered too little scope
for his operation's potential. Pete got the word from
t he desk sergeant that Finch had hired a private

pl ane and a private anmbul ance.

Pete called Joe Lavelle, told himto neet him
across from Maria's at once. Joe arrived intinme to
wat ch Maria being carried fromthe apartnment on a
stretcher.

"God Almghty, look," Pete cried. "A Finch,
framed by canaries."

Executing an intricate shuffle step, the gang | eader
was maneuvering the el aborate five-foot cylindrica
triple birdcage through the door, all the while bellow
ing conflicting orders at his subordi nates. That kept

t hem bobbi ng so solicitously between Al and Maria

that they all got royally in each other's way.

Then the rear stretcher-bearer tripped on the un-
even sidewal k. He went down on one knee, |o0sing
his grip on the handles. Maria, her tiny body
strapped to the stretcher, was jolted. The forward
bearer, unaware for a nmonment of the accident, con-



ti nued on and pulled the handl es out of his conpan-
ion"s grip so that Maria, head downward, was

dragged jouncingly along the sidewal k. Wth a yel p,

Al | eaped forward, uncerenoniously depositing the
canary cage on the lawn, where it rested at a danger-
ous tilt. He collided with one of his cohorts who had
al so junped to the rescue. The two of them suc-
ceeded in startling the forward bearer and the front
end of Maria's stretcher dropped with a second jar-
ring jolt.

Li ke the incredible noise that issues froma cy-
phering organ played full through faulty stops, a
chorus of strident hows arose. Starting with the

pi ercing yel ps of nearby dogs, it grewin intensity and
vol ume as Maria, battered and pai n-racked, sum

moned aid. It cane bounding in answer to her call

Wth uncharacteristic ferocity, three poodles and a
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terrier launched thenselves at the stretcher nen.
Bef ore Finch could touch Maria, a collie and two
boxers cut him off, snapping and snarling. The in-
di gnant doorman was tripped by a frantic cocker
who plunged at himfromthe | obby.

"Christ Almghty, she's called all the dogs," Joe

cried.

A yel pi ng, yapping, yipping vortex of sound wth

a runbling, roaring ground-bass envel oped the area.
The street soon becane a seething mass of dogs, from
ragged Scotties to | eaping Dal mati ans. More kept
arriving on the scene, many draggi ng snapped ropes
and chains, tow ng stakes, one even hauling a dog-
house.

"She's called too many! She'll get hurt," Pete
gr oaned.

As one, Pete and Joe started across the street, step-
pi ng on and over dog bodies. Pete caught a glinpse of
a protective ring form ng around Maria's man-
abandoned stretcher.

"Maria! Maria!" he shouted over the tumult. "Cal
of f the dogs. Call themoffl!"

The sheer press of numbers would overrun her

Ki cking, flailing, Pete waded on. A cat, |eaping from
a stopped car roof, raked himw th her claws. Joe
reached the curb and fell, nonentarily |ost under

t he boundi ng bodi es.

Suddenly, as if cut off by an invisible conductor

all sound ceased. The silence was as terrifying as the
noi se, but now t he nmonentum of the charging ani mals
faltered. Pete made it to the sidewal k in that hiatus.
Nei ther Maria nor stretcher nor sidewal k was visible



under the smooth and brindl ed, spotted, nottled,
rough and snmoot h bl anket of dogs and occasi ona
cats.

Cursing wildly, Pete and Joe | abored, throw ng the
stunned animals out of the way until a space was

cl eared around the overturned stretcher. The upset
bird cage rolled down to the sidewal k, comng to rest
with the bent door uppernost. A flurry of orange and
yel l ow feathers, frightened canaries flew hysterically
aloft, their frantic chirps om nous and shrill.

Unabl e to nove, Pete watched as Joe carefully
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turned the stretcher over. The two men stood | ooki ng
down at Maria's crushed and bl oodi ed body, tranpled
by the zeal of her woul d-be protectors. Then, noved
by sone obscure inmpul se, Pete joined her hands.

At this point, the dogs, released fromthe weird
control that had summoned and then i mmobilized

them renmenbered ancient ennities. The abortive
rescue mssion turned into a thousand private battles.

Qut of the corner of his eyes, Pete saw W zard

conm ng hell-for-leather down the street. Finch stag-
gered to his feet, clawing his way up, using the bird
cage as a support. Wth a how, Wzard knocked him
down again. Pete grabbed the man and arrested him

for disturbing the peace. Wzard stood guard, in

much better shape than any of Maria's other pro-
tectors, thanks to his late arrival

The news story never mentioned that a human

had been killed in the great dog riot. But it was noted
that the unearthly cani ne choruses that had been

pl aguing WI m ngton ended with that unschedul ed
concert.

But sonetimes now when Pete Roberts is wal ki ng

the beat with his K-9 partner. Wzard will suddenly
start acting itchy and nervous. He whines and pulls,
strai ni ng agai nst the |ead.

"Heel ," Pete says stolidly, pretending nothing's
happened.

One of these days I'll really put on the pressure.

"Fi nder's Keeper," "A Proper Santa C aus," and
"Smal | est Dragon-boy" were witten at Roger El -
wood' s behest. He wanted short stories by MCaf Frey.
My estimable agent, Virginia Kidd, said that it was
best not to limt MCafFrey, so | had to. The origina



ending of "A Proper Santa Caus" did not suit its
i ntended market. | have reinstated ny downbeat end-
i ng because it is |ogical
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Fi nder' s Keeper
PETER TURNED | N FOUR DOZEN GOLF BALLS

i ncl udi ng the nmonogranmmed ones that M. Roche had
been yelling about. The course manager was al nost
cheerful as he counted out Peter's finder's fee.

"You' ve got a positive genius for scrounging balls,
Pete. Don't know how you do it."

"My nother says everyone's got something they're

good at," Peter replied, and began to edge out the door
of the stuffy office. Commrents |ike that made hi m nerv-
ous: he half-expected he'd given away his secret, and
that he and his nother would be forced to run away

agai n.

The manager only grunted and mnuttered about keep-

i ng the nenbers happy. Peter ducked out, running

honme with his pocketful of dollars. Mther would be

pl eased, although she didn't like himusing his trick of
"finding" for "material gain," as she put it. But since
she'd been too sick to work at the diner, they had
precious little choice. Peter had wanted to get a full-
time job as a caddy but his nother had resisted.

"You can't be like me, Peter. You got to have edu-
cation and training. Your father was a smart nman, but
he didn't have enough education." Dedi cati on made

her eyes bumin her thin face. "It's education that
matters in this world, Peter. You got to go to school."
She emphasi zed her |ast statenment by stringing the
words out and enunciating themclearly.

Pet er adored his nother but he hated her attenpts
toimtate a "country club" accent: her habit of quoting
country clich6s'only ruined the effect she wanted to

pr oduce.
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Seven dol |l ars he was bringing home today. Not bad,
added to the twenty-two he'd nade caddyi ng over the
weekend. This week's rent, food, and sone of the ned-
icine were now paid for. If he could just tal k Mot her
into letting himtake a week off school now that the
rains had stopped and spring sun was drying the greens,



he'd really make sone nmoney! M. Roche al ways
ti pped a fiver, especially when Peter kept track of those
monogrammed balls of his that he always swatted into

t he rough.

"Son, if you could patent that ball-hom ng instinct of
yours," M. Roche had said nore often than Peter
liked, "you'd be a mllionaire!l"

It had made Peter al nbst scared to continue caddy-
ing for M. Roche, but the nobney was too tenpting.

He cane around the conmer of their house trailer

and skidded to an abrupt stop in the nud. Ken Far-

go's green Mustang was parked on the concrete apron

The only good thing about his nother being sick, in
Peter's estimation, was that she didn't have to be pl eas-
ant to creeps |ike Ken Fargo.

"He's pl easant enough and all that,"” his nother had
said and then shuddered, smling quickly to reassure
Peter. "There's just something . . . slippery about
him" She sighed. "I suppose he can't hel p being sour
and suspi cious. People do and say the nost awful things
to collect insurance! And he's lonely."

H s mot her woul d understand being | onely. And

she'd understand the awful things people do and say
--particularly if you're different in any way. But the
know edge hadn't made her sour, just nore lonely, and
sad, and cautious. \Why she called Peter's knack of
finding things a "gift," he didn't know. He felt it was
a curse. It had brought them nore grief, kept them
nmovi ng around in the period before he'd | earned not

to "find" everything lost..

And why did Ken Fargo have to get unlost? They

had t hought himwell gone when the insurance com

pany that used himas an investigator had called off

the search for the hijacked furs. There had been a re-
ward of $15,000 for the return of those coats. Try as
he woul d, Peter hadn't been able to figure out a legiti-
mate way to "find" those furs. He hadn't been with
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t he searchers when they'd | ooked in the old | ead m ne
or he'd have "found" the furs under the concealing

| ayer of rubble in the ore carts. He couldn't go there
al one now. That ol d shaft was dangerous, the supports
wor mri dden and danp-rotted. Every kid in town had
been warned, on pain of a strapping, to stay away.

Peter paused at the front of the house. He didn't

want to go in. He didn't like the way Ken Fargo

| ooked at his nmother, and there wasn't much a thirteen-
year-ol d boy could do to a six-foot man who'd fought
his way out of some nasty coners (Fargo's words),

and | ooked it fromthe scars on his face and knuckl es.



Peter took a deep breath and stonped up the two
boxes that made steps into the trailer

Pet er knew the nonent he wal ked in that Fargo had
been badgering his nother. She was flushed and wi ng-
i ng her hands.

"Peter!" She all but swooped down on him "Did
you have a good day?" She was terribly relieved to see

hi m

"Sure did, Mdther." He held out the seven dollar
bills. "Hello, M. Fargo." He had to acknow edge the
man's presence or his mother would chew hi mout for
bad manners no matter how nmuch she disliked Fargo.
"Long time no see," the man replied, jerking his

shoul ders to settle a flashy gold sports jacket. He saun-
tered toward the back of the caravan. "Sorry your ma's
been ill. Should ve let me know "

Peter blinked at himin surprise.

"Seven dollars," his nmother was saying, her voice

nore natural now. "Ch, Peter, that's wonderful. Wre

you caddyi ng?"

"That's just for scrounging golf balls."

Sonet hi ng happened in the room sone indefinable

change in the an: that registered against Peter's senses.
When he | ooked at Ken Fargo, the man was occupi ed
inlighting a cigarette. Peter glanced at his nother but
she was proudly snoothing out the bills and arranging
themall face up before she put themin her handbag.

"Peter's such a help," she said to Fargo, an artificial
heartiness in her soft voice. "W've been just fine. |'l]|
be back at work this week, but it was very nice of you
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to drop by and see us." She took two steps toward
Fargo, her hand extended.

Fargo ignored the hand and sat down as if he neant
to make a long visit. The knock at the door was a
wel cone diversion and Peter nearly collided with his
not her as they both answered the sunmons.

"Ch, Ms. Kieman, have you seen ny Victor?" It

was Ms. Anderson fromtwo trailers down. Her three-
year-ol d had such a perverse habit of straying that the
di straught nother had taken to tying himto an old dog

run. "l told Henry the rope was frayed. | was doi ng

the wash and | just didn't notice. | suppose | should' ve
checked when | didn't hear himfretting, but |I wanted

to finish ... so | don't know how | ong he's been gone.

Have you seen hin? Wat with being home and all ?"

Peter bristled at the inmplied insult, but his nother
shot hima | ook, for she'd often let him"find" Victor



Ms. Anderson was a nice woman, his npother had said,
and had nmore than a wayward child to burden her

"No, M's. Anderson, | haven't seen Victor this
nmorni ng," his nmother replied.

"Which way is he likely to go, Ms. Anderson?"
Ken Fargo asked.

"Ch, | just dunno. He could be hal fway to town by
now. " The wonman tw sted back the | ock of |ank

bl eached hair that had escaped its pins. She sw vel ed
her body slightly, |ooking pointedly at the green Mis-
t ang.

"Well, that's no problem C non, Pete, you and ne
will take a little spin and see if we can |locate the
| ady' s wanderi ng boy."

Peter gave his nother a swift | ook, and she gave him
a barely perceptible nod.

"Shouldn't be no tine at all before we have him
safely back in your arnms, Ms. Anderson. Now don't
worry. For one thing |I'm an insurance investigator
and finding lost things is nmy business."

Again that electric feeling charged the air, but be-
fore Peter could appeal to his nother, Ken Fargo had
hustl ed himout the door and into the car, all the tinme
driveling reassurances to Ms. Anderson

"Roll down that w ndow, Petey boy," the man said,
and Peter set his teeth against the irritating famliarity.
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"Keep a sharp eye out on your side. |I'Il take care of
m ne."

Fargo's tone, smugly confident, gave Peter fair
war ni ng. Sonehow Far go thought that Peter could
"find" things. Somehow Peter had to di scourage him

"You just sing out when you see that brat, Pete. This
car'll stop on a dime and hand you back six cents--

i nflati on, you know, ha ha ha." Fargo deftly turned

the Mustang into the road to town. Peter didn't protest
al t hough he knew that Victor Anderson was novi ng
steadily in the opposite direction. "And |'ve got a bone
to pick with you."

Startl ed, Peter |ooked around, but the nman's frown
was bogus.

"You shoul d've |l et me know your nother was ill.
She's a fine wonan, your ma, and deserves the best.
She could've had it if you' d |let me know. "

"W got along all right."



"Yeah, but she'd be nuch better now with the kind

of food and care | could' ve provided. And I'd like to
provide for her; you get what | nean?" An el bow
prodded Peter in the ribs.

"We prefer to do for ourselves, thank you."

"You're a good kid, Peter, but there're things a man
can do that a boy can't."

Peter wanted to wi pe that | ook from Fargo's face.

"Hey, you keep your eyes peeled for that kid. Let's
find himin a hurry and get back. | got something to
ask your ma and you might as well hear it, too."

Peter obediently faced the wi ndow, but they reached
the mddle of the town w thout a sight of any child.

"How about that? W gotta search the whol e t own.
| thought you said the kid went into town."

"No, sir. Ms. Anderson said she thought he'd be
hal fway to town by now.

"Well, goddammit, where is he?"

Peter | ooked Ken Fargo straight in the eyes. "I don't
know. "

The man's face turned grim then as suddenly as-
sumed a forced good hunor. "All right, kid. If he didn't
go into town, maybe he went out of town?"

"Maybe sonmeone's found him already. There's O -
ficer Scordus."”
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The policeman was not the least bit pleased to hear
that the Anderson kid was m ssing again, and his re-
marks confirmed Peter's private opinion that Ms. An-
derson was a prinme nuisance in the tiny community of
Jenni ngs, Col orado. Fargo brandi shed his investigator's
credentials, an additional irritant to Scortius, who'd
been forced to muck around the countryside trying to
find the lost shipment of furs "alleged" to have been
st ashed somewhere near Jennings.

"Well, I'll see who we can find to help track the
brat."

"I'l'l do the main road out of town."
O ficer Scortius grunted and waddl ed of f.
As they drew al ongside her trailer, Ms. Anderson

was hangi ng over the bottom half of her door, the pic-
ture of maternal anxiety. Cearly Victor had not been



recovered, but Fargo assured her heartily that it was
only a matter of nmoments, and gunned the Mistang
count rywar d.

"Ckay, Pete, let's find that kid and end this soap
opera," Fargo said between his teeth. "How far up the
road is he?"

"Cee, how would | know?"

"How woul d you know? Because you'd know " The

man' s tone enphasi zed his certainty and Peter felt sick
fear curl up fromthe pit of his belly. "I get around
the country, Petey boy. And | hear things, interesting
things." He paused and his voice took on a conciliatory
tone. "Look, Petey boy, | like your nother. |I want to
take care of her the way a man can. She shoul dn't have
to work herself sick to give you a decent place to live
and a good education. | know how set she is to see you
educated. But you don't need nuch book learning to

get ahead. Not you. You know, with your trick, we

could be a team you and nme. In fact, we would be a

t op- drawer unbeatabl e team of private investigators."”

That insistent, persuasive voice was bad enough; the
argunents were worse. Fargo knew exactly how to get
to Peter.

"Wl dn't that be great? Your ma not having to

wor k anynore? And you, kid, you've been handi -
capped. You' ve nade m stakes. It was foolish, you
know, to find Lyie Gauber's m ssing stocks! To say
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not hing of that Cadillac in Colorado Springs!" Fargo's
| augh was unpl easant and Peter cringed. That Cadil -

| ac busi ness had nmeant they'd had to | eave one of the
ni cest apartnments they'd ever had. That was when they
had deci ded that Peter better check with his nother
bef ore he "found" anything. There'd been a fortune in
old five-dollar bills hidden in that Cadillac--and he
couldn't tell the authorities how he'd known where it
had been hi dden

"Yes," Fargo was saying in an om nously casua

way, "the police are still |looking for the kid who told
them where to find that Caddy--and ski pped. They

want hi m bad. "

The Mustang, like the Cadillac, had become a trap

"You're mstaking ne for sonmeone else, M. Fargo,"
Peter managed to say in a steady, apol ogetic voice.

"Ch, no, I'mnot. I"ma top-flight investigator be-
cause |'msmart. | put isolated clues together and cone
up with open-and-shut convictions."

If you | ooked adults in the face, they tended to think



you couldn't be lying; but it took every ounce of self-
control that Peter had learned in thirteen years to | ook
Ken Fargo squarely in the eyes.

"You are wong, M. Fargo. |'ve never been in
Col orado Springs. And gee, if | could find things like
you do and get reward noney, | sure would have tried

to for nmy mother's sake."
"How do you know about reward money, Kkid?"

"Mother told nme that your conpany gives you ten
percent of the value of anything you recover for them™

Fargo grunted at that, but just on the other side of
the town limt sign, he braked, swearing with inpa-
ti ence.

"Where's that brat? C non, kid, where is he? You
know "

And Peter did. Victor was cutting across the Oners'
meadow, out of sight of the road, and headi ng toward
the old mines. Peter knew he'd better find the kid soon
but he'd have to get rid of Ken Fargo first and how
was he going to manage to do that?

"No, M. Fargo, | don't know. " Peter stared the nman
straight in the eyes; "I wish | did because Ms. Ander-
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son always tips fifty cents when someone brings Victor
hore. "

"You made seven bucks today finding golf balls.
What about that ?"

Peter forced hinself to grin. "All you have to do is
wat ch where M. Roche slices his balls and then go
bring "emin when he isn't looking. Half the ones
brought in today were in the pond anyway."

Doubt flickered across Ken Fargo's face.
"Honest, M. Fargo, you're wong about ne."

A big A ds canme piling down the road toward town.
Cursing under his breath, Fargo pushed hinsel f out of
t he Mustang and nagged the big car down.

"Yeah? What's the trouble, fella? No gas?" asked

the driver, sticking his head out the wi ndow. Peter saw,
wi th sinking heart, that it was M. Roche. He tried to
squi nch down in the seat. "H there, Peter. Find any
nmore of ny balls for ne?" He flicked his cigarette to

t he roadsi de and gave Fargo his attention. "Kid' s a
genius finding mballs in the grass. Like he could hone
in on themor sonething. Caddy for ne, Saturday,

Peter? Ten sharp?"



Limp with defeat, Peter nodded and sank down in
t he bucket seat, swallowing fiercely against the lunmp in
his throat.

"Seen anything of a kid, too young to be off on his
own?" Fargo asked

"Kid? No. Nothing on the road fromhere to Hi ber-
nia."

M. Roche drove off in the Ads, |eaving Peter at
Fargo's nercy.

" "Kid honmes in on themor sonething,' hutT? ' No,

M. Fargo, you're wong about ne.'" Fargo's voice

was savage as he slid into the driver's seat. "Al
right, Peter ne lad. Now, unless you want some trou-
ble, real trouble, with the cops in Col orado Springs,
because they're looking for you, you'd better tell ne
where those furs are!”

"Furs?"

Fargo grabbed Peter by the wist. He was as strong
as he' d boasted, and the bones in Peter's armrubbed
together painfully in his grip. Blunt fingers gouged into
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the tendons until Peter had all he could do not to cry
out .

"You know, don't you?"

The pain had caught Peter off guard and his face
must have given away his secret know edge, for Fargo

SWOor e.

"How | ong have you known?" Each word was punc-

tuated by a flexing of those inplacable fingers on his
wist. "Dyou realize you done nme out of fifteen thou-
sand dol l ars?" Just as Peter was certain Fargo woul d
break his arm the man's attitude altered. "Okay, Kkid.
| understand. You and your nother got scared after

that Cadillac caper. Well, you don't have to be scared
anynore. | said we'd be a teamand we will. No one

will think it funny if | find things. I'"'ma first-rate in-
vestigator to begin with. But with you . . . okay,

where're the furs?"

"In the old lead mne." Peter pointed toward the
hills. And Victor.

"W searched there already." Fargo's expression was
suspi ci ous and nenacing. "You |lead me on, kid
and he raised his hand warningly.



"The furs are hidden under the rubble in the old
ore carts.”

"How do you know? You seen enf"

"No, but that's where they are."

"You mean, we wal ked up and down past that |oot?"

If they were mice, they would ve bit you, Peter re-
cited one of his nmother's off-quoted phrases to him
sel f. Thinking of his nother gave hima second hold
on his courage. Pargo knew, but if his know edge went
no further than an old m ne shaft

"The road to that nmine's around here, isn't it?"
Peter told Fargo the way.

"Now you're using the old noggin, Petey boy." Co-
operation nmade Fargo good-natured. "Say, kid, how
do you do it?"

"What ?"

"No nore of the innocent act." Fargo's voice took
on its dangerous edge. "How do you find things you' ve
never seen?"

"I can't always," Peter replied, trying to sound du-

bious. "It's just when things are on people's ninds a
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lot, like that Cadillac or the furs, | sort of get a pic-

ture where they are. Sonetimes the picture is clearer
than other times, and | know the |ocation."

"What's with the golf balls? You nust've found hun-
dreds of stupid golf balls these past coupla nonths.
Penny-ante stuff--when | think of the lists of |ost, or
strayed, itens on the conpany's records ... | can

make a fortune!"

Pet er swal | owed. , hot the nore diplomatic "we.
The Mustang swerved up the last bend to the mne
"It's getting dark, M. Fargo," Peter said. "W should
get Victor. He's up there. W can come back tonor-

row for the..."

"Forget that stupid brat! | want those furs . .. now"
Fargo pull ed a huge handlight fromunder his seat
and gestured with it for Peter to | ead the way.

"The m ne's dangerous, M. Fargo. And the ore
carts are pretty far down..."

There was no reprieve in Fargo's eyes. Peter turned
toward the shaft and started wal ki ng.



The walls were dripping with the recent spring thaws,
and the tunnel had a clamy chill as they penetrated
slowy down, turning the gentle bend that led into the
bowel s of the m ne.
"That's a new fall," Peter said nervously as they
scranbl ed over a soggy pile of nud.

Fargo shined the spotlight at the saggi ng supports.

"Yeah, so let's get this business over with. Fifteen thou-
sand will do a lot for us, Petey boy. For you, your

not her, and ne."

"Why don't you just take the furs and | eave us al one,
M. Fargo? It's not right for ne to find things for
nmoney. "

"Who says?" Fargo snorted at his altruism "Like the
ol d saying, Petey, 'Finders keepers, |osers weepers.'
And, Petey boy, I'mthe finder's keeper from now on."

The smile on Fargo's face chilled Peter worse than

the tunnel's cold. But the snmile disappeared when they
both heard the groaning of wood and the dribbling
sound of dirt falling froma height.

"How much further?" Fargo asked. "This place isn't
safe. ™

The ore carts were right up against the old fall which
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had cl osed the mne. Fargo hoi sted Peter into the

first cart. The boy dug into the |oose earth | ayering

the cart, and Fargo swore as Peter unearthed the first

of the plastic sacks. "They all that big? Christ, we can't
pack those up that tunnel. Take all night." He heaved

the plastic bags to the ground and the air puffed them

up. He glanced up the tunnel, nmeasuring its width. "I

bet | can just get the Mustang down here." And he

started off.

"M. Fargo, would you |l eave ne the |ight?"

Wth the torch pointed forward, Fargo's smile was

mal evol ent in the dimtunnel. "What? A big kid like
you afraid of the dark? What could find you here?"

He | aughed. "Just think of all the things fifteen thou-
sand wi || buy!"

Peter watched with a rapidly increasing anxiety as
t he gl eam of the spot disappeared around the bend,
leaving himin a total blackout.

"Afraid of the dark?" The taunt frightened hi m not
hal f as much as the life looming with grimcertainty



before him Not all the warnth of the pelts on which
he crouched could have thawed the fear in Peter's
heart.

An ominous creak, alnost overhead, startled him
further. "The finder's keeper," Fargo had said. There
wer e darker death traps than an old mine shaft, and
bl eaker |ightless vistas.

Nonet hel ess Peter cried al oud when he saw the re-
turn of light and heard the sound of the Mistang bunp-
ing along the cart tracks.

"Ckay, nove your butt and haul these furs into the
car, Petey. On the double."

Anot her warni ng runbl ed overhead and a gout of

wat er spewed fromthe support directly above the ore
carts. Peter grabbed the plastic bags, tripping over the
trailing length of them

"Keep 'em off the wet ground, you stupid jerk.
They're worth a fortune."

Pet er nmunbl ed an apol ogy as he crammred t he bags

into the car trunk. The plastic refused to give up its
supply of air, and Fargo was cursing as he hel ped.
Then he stornme” down the tunnel for nore furs, drag-
ging Peter with him The light fromthe Mistang's
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headl i ghts hel ped relieve the gloom although its ex-
haust was a blue plume in the cul -de-sac of the rockfall.

Two | oads and the trunk was full. Peter stood with an
arnful of plastic sacks wondering how they coul d pos-
sibly get themall in the sports car

"Don't stand there, stupid. Dunp 'em on the back
seat."

That, too, was full shortly, so Peter heaved his next

| oad onto the passenger seat, falling over it as he | ost
hi s bal ance. Accidentally he hit the wheel, and the
horn. The noise startled Fargo into dropping his |oad,
but his curses were covered by a long | ow runble. Mid
and ooze rai ned down.

Peter screaned, gesturing frantically to the bul ging
over head beam Then, suddenly he found hinself

stunbling over plastic bags, desperately pulling at Far-
go's armto get the man to nove. Peter renenbered
scranbli ng and cl awi ng t hrough wet heavy nmud. Then
somet hi ng struck himacross the head.

H's skull was on fire, his body rigid. Certain he was
buried in the tunnel, he tried to nove but his arns
were held to his side. Hs fingers clawed but et
fluffy soft warm bl anketing. There was noi se and
confusion around him He was aware of breathing



fresh air, and yet. . . there was thudding and runbling
under neat h hi m whi ch echoed through his pain-filled
head.

The mine had col | apsed! But he was wapped in a
bl anket. He was safe.

"Yeah, you wouldn't believe how fast that Mistang
went into reverse. The surprising thing is | made it out

in one piece at all. 'Course the conpany will see to the
body work. All in the line of duty, Scortius! And | got
what | went after. | found the furs."”

found the furs? Peter cringed at Fargo's arro-
gance.

"Consi dering you were out |ooking for the Anderson
kid, you got double luck," the officer was saying en-
vi ously.

Fargo chuckl ed. "Two finds in one day. Not bad,
huh? Say, Doc, how | ong does it take that anbul ance
to get here? | want Petey boy given the best of care.
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"Il foot the bill nyself. And, of course, we should get
the little feller back to Ms. Anderson, too."

"The anbul ance's coming," Dr. Wngard said, and
there was sonething in his voice that made Peter think

that the doctor didn't nmuch |ike Ken Fargo. "I'mjust
as anxi ous as you are about Peter's condition. | want

an x ray of that skull. "
"I thought you said he had just a flesh wound?"
"There's a possibility of concussion--"

"Concussi on?" Fargo was startl ed.

"Yes, it was a wound caused by a falling object.

Sufficient force to crack the skull. And | want to run
an EKG on Peter. | don't like the sound of that

heart.. ."

"Heart ?"

A fierce pounding in Peter's chest echoed the panic
in Fargo's voice

"Yes. Mdlly Kienman's got enough on her m nd

but | spotted an irregularity in Peter's heartbeat when
I gave him a physical in school. M ght be nothing at
all. No mention of rheumatic fever on his school rec-



ord.
"Rheumatic fever?"

"I"'mthe cautious type. 1'd just like to check."
"Ooh "

Pet er was somewhat encouraged by the dubious
sound of Fargo's rejoinder. Then he remenbered Jorie
G ant. She'd had a rheurmatic heart and couldn't take
gym stayed out of school in hard weather, in genera
was a real twerp. Be like her? Peter groaned.

"Hey, he's conming to," Fargo cried.

The air about Peter seened to press in on him and

he had a sense of suffocation. A hand grabbed his chin
and shook him

"Hey, Petey. Speak to ne!"
There was a scuffle and an excl amati on of surprise
from Far go.

"H you don't mind, M. Fargo," Dr. Wngate said

in a hard icy voice. "I'mthe doctor here." A firm
hand turned back the bl anket and found Peter's wi st.
"And for your information, you don't shake concussion
cases." Boy, was Dr. Wngard angry! "Peter? Peter?
Can you hear nme?" Hi s voice was gentle again.
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"Concussion."” That word again. It triggered a series
of associations in Peter's mind and eventually made

hi mthink of TV shows he'd seen. Maybe ... as his

not her used to say, there were nore ways to kill a cat
than choking himwi th butter

"Where am 1?" He fluttered his eyelids like patients

did on "Dr. Kildare." The act becane real for the
searchlights of the police cars were trained in his direc-
tion, bright enough to stun his eyes.

"Peter, it's Dr. Wngard. How re you feeling?"
"My head hurts."”

"I know, boy. We'll soon fix that. Can you open
your eyes again? And tell me how many fingers I'm
hol di ng up?"

Peter blinked. He could see that the doctor was hol d-
ing up three fingers. He blinked again, nade his eyes
stay wide with fear.

"Who are you?" he asked, looking directly at the
doctor as if he'd never seen him Then he | ooked un-
seeingly at Fargo. "Where am|?



"How many fingers, Peter?"

"Fi ngers? Fingers?" Peter couldn't think how nmany

he ought to see if he didn't see the right nunber. But
he coul d see the dawni ng of disappointed frustration
and the fury of loss in Ken Fargo's face.

Losers weepers. Peter essayed a sob. After all, his
head hurt--and he wasn't supposed to be as brave
as Peter Kienman.

"Who are you? Wiere am|? My head hurts." But
the first sob was abruptly followed by deep hurtful ones
whi ch Peter hadn't ordered

"There, there, boy. Take it easy. You'll be al

right," the doctor said. He stood up, pulling Fargo
aside. Peter strained his ears. "That head injury seens
to be causing a little amesia."

" Amesi a?"

"Ch, | don't think it's anything to worry about. A
few weeks' rest in the hospital, a careful regine for a
few nonths, and he'll be right as rain."

"Ammesi a? And a bum heart?" Fargo gl anced sourly
at Peter, who gave a weak groaning sob. "Look, Doc,
|'"ve got to report to ny conpany about finding those
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furs. You just send the bills for the kid to M dwestern
Least we can do for him"

"You'll be | ooking in on Peter?"

Peter kept his eyes tightly shut, but he was thinking
with all his strength: Go away. Ken Fargo!

Fargo cleared his throat and began to nove away.

"Well, now, I'Il certainly try to. You let nme know
when he's conpletely recovered. If he gets his menory
back. And check out that bad heart, too."

Vel |l now, Peter thought, Petey boy just woul dn't
ever recover fromhis amesia. Not conpletely. And
not that part of his mnd that made hi mvaluable to
Fargo. Finder's keeper indeed!

Weariness settled in along with pain and Peter

closed his eyes tightly. It was reassuring to hear little
Vi ctor Anderson bl ubbering somewhere. But what did

he have to cry about? He was found, wasn't he?



Peter woul d have to stop "finding" anything for a
while. Even M. Roche's golf balls. But he could blane
that on the crack on the head, too. He could still caddy.

Then, when he grew up, and wi thout M. Ken Fargo

interfering with himand his nother, why he'd becone
the toppest-fiight insurance investigator. And nobody
woul d consider it odd that he could find anything he

needed to.

As his nother often said, it was an ill wind that blew
nobody any good.

A Proper Santa d aus
JEREMY WAS PAI NTI NG HE USED HI S FI NGERS

i nstead of the brush because he |iked the feel of paint.
Bl ue was soothing to the touch, red was silky, and
orange had a gritty texture. Also he could tell when

a color was "proper"” if he mixed it with his fingers. He
could hear his nother singing to herself, not quite on
pitch, but it was a pleasant background noise. It went
with the rhythmof his fingers stroking color onto the

paper .

He shaped a cookie and put raisins on it, big, plunp
raisins. He attenpted a sugar frosting but the white
ki nd of disappeared into the orange of the cookie. So
he gl obbed up chocol ate brown and made an icing.

Then he picked the cookie out of the paper and ate it.
That left a hole in the center of the paper. It was an
excel I ent cookie, though it made his throat very dry.

Critically he eyed the remai ni ng unused space. Yes,

t here was room enough, so he painted a glass of Coke.
He had troubl e representing the bubbles that're sup-
posed to bounce up fromthe bottom of the gl ass.
That's why the Coke tasted flat when he drank it.

It was di sappointing. He'd been able to make the
cooki e taste so good, why couldn't he succeed with the
Coke? Maybe if he drew the bubbles in first ... he

was runni ng out of paper

"Momma, Moma?"

"What is it, honey?"

"Can | have nore paper? Pl ease?"

"Honest, Jereny, you use up nore paper . . . Still,
it does keep you quiet and out of nmy hair . . . why,
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what ever have you done with your paper? \Wat are

t hose hol es?"

Jereny pointed to the round one. "That was a cookie
with raisins and choc'late icing. And that was a Coke
only I couldn't make the bubbl es bounce."

H s mot her gave him "the | ook," so he subsided.
"Jeremy North, you use nore paper than--than

a. ..

"Newspaper man?" he suggested, grinning up at her.
Momma | i ked happy faces best.

"Than a newspaperman."
"Can you pai nt on newspaper?"

H s mot her blinked. "I don't see why not. And there's
pi ctures already. You can color themin." She oblig-
ingly runmaged in the trash and cane up with severa
di scarded papers. "There you are, |ove. Enough sup-
plies to keep you in business a while. | hope."

Vel |, Jereny hadn't planned on any business,

and newsprint proved | ess than satisfactory. There
wasn't enough white spaces to draw his paintings on,
and the newspaper soaked up his paints when he tried

to follow the al ready-pictures. So he carefully put the
pai nts away, washed his hands, and went outside to

pl ay.

For his sixth birthday Jereny North got a real

school -type easel with a huge pad of paper that fas-
tened onto it at the top and could be torn off, sheet by
sheet. There was a rack of holes for his poster paint
pots and a rack for his crayons and chal k and eraser.

It was exactly what he wanted. He nearly cried for joy.
He hugged his nother, and he clinmbed into his fa-

ther's I ap and kissed himdespite his prickly beard.

"Ckay, okay, da Vinci," his father |aughed. "Go
pai nt us a nasterpiece."

Jereny did. But he was so eager that he coul dn't

wait until the paint had conpletely dried. It smeared
and bl urred, brushing against his body as he hurried to
find his dad. So the effect wasn't quite what Jereny in-
t ended.

"Say, that's pretty good," said his father, casting a
judicious eye on the profferred artwork. "What's it
supposed to be?"
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"Just what you wanted." Jereny couldn't keep the
di sappoi nt nent out of his voice.

"I guess you're beyond ne, young feller me lad. |

can di g Andy Warhol when he paints tomato soup, but
you're in Picasso's school." Hi s father tousled his hair
af fectionately and even swung hi mup high so that, de-
spite his di sappointnent, Jereny was obliged to giggle
and squeal in delight.

Then his father told himto take his painting back
to his room

"But it's your nmasterpiece, Daddy. | can fix it

"No, son. You painted it. You understand it." And
his father went about sone Sunday errand or other.

Jereny did understand his painting. Even with the
snears he could plainly see the car, just like the Ad-
nmonsens', whi ch Daddy had admnired the previous

week. It had been a proper car. If only Daddy had
seen it...

H s grandnot her came, around lunchtine, and

brought hima set of pastel crayons with special paste
paper and a sinply superior picture book of North
Anerican ani mal s and birds.

"OfF course, he'll break every one of the pastels in

t he next hour," he heard his grandnot her saying to his
not her, "but you said he wants only draw ng things."
"I like the book, too, G anmm," Jereny said po-
litely, but his fingers closed possessively around the
pastel s.

Gramma gl anced at himand then went right on

talking. "But |I think it's about time he found out what
animals really look like instead of those nonstrosities
he's forever drawing. H s teacher's going to wonder
about his hone |ife when she sees those nightnares.™

"Ch, c'non, Mther. There's nothing abnor mal

about Jereny. |'d far rather he daubed hinself all over
with paint than ran around |ike the Reckons' kids,
slinging nud and sand everywhere."

"I'f you' d only make Jereny .

"Mt her, you can't make Jereny do anything. He
slides away fromyou like . . . like a squeeze of paint."

Jereny lost interest in the adults. As usual, they ig-
nored his presence, despite the fact that he was the
subj ect of their conversation. He began to |eaf through
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t he book of birds and aninmals. The pictures weren't



proper. That brown wasn't a bird-brown. And the red

of the robin had too nmuch orange, not enough gray.

He kept his criticismto hinself, but by the time he'd
cat al ogued the anatomical faults in the sketch of the
nmust ang, he was thoroughly bored with the book. H s
animal s mght ook |ike nightmares, but they were
proper ones for all of that. They worked.

H s mot her and grandnmot her were engrossed in dis-
cussing the fixative that would have nade the pictures
"permanent." Gramma said she hadn't bought it be-

cause it would be dangerous for himto breathe the
fumes. They continued to ignore him Wich was as

wel | . He picked up the pastels and began to experinment.
A green horse with pink mane and tail, however ana-
tom cally perfect, would arouse considerable contro-
versy.

He didn't break a single one of the precious pastels.
He even bl ew away the rai nbow dust fromthe tray.

But he didn't let the horse off the pad until after
G anma and his nother had wandered into the

ki tchen for |unch.

"I wish ...

The horse was |ovely.

"I wish | had some ..." Jereny said.
The horse went cantering around the room pink tai
stream ng out behind himand pi nk mane flying.

". . . Fixative, Geen Horse!" But it didn't work.
Jereny knew it took nore than just wishing to do it
proper .

He watched regretfully as Green Horse pranced too
close to a wall and brushed hinsel f out of existence.

M ss Bradley, his first-grade teacher, evidently didn't
find anything untoward about his draw ngs, for she
constantly displayed themon the bulletin boards. She
had a habit of pouncing on hi mwhen he had just

about finished a drawing so that after all his effort,
he hadn't nuch chance to see if he'd done it "proper"
after all. Once or twi ce he managed to recl ai m one
fromthe board and use it, but Mss Bradley created

so nmuch fuss about the missing artwork that he diplo-
matically ceased to repossess his efforts.

On the whole he Iliked Mss Bradl ey, but about the

first week in Cctober she devel oped the distressing
habit of making himdraw to order: "class assign-
ments," she called it. Wll, that was all right for the
ones who never knew what to draw anyhow, but "as-
signnments" just did not suit Jereny. Wile part of

hi mwanted to do hobgoblins, and w tches, and punp-

kin moons, the other part obstinately refused.



"I"d really | ooked forward to your interpretations of

Hal | owe' en, Jereny," M ss Bradley said sadly when

he proffered anot her pedantic | andscape wi th not hing

but ticky-tacky houses. "This is very beautiful, Jereny,
but it isn't the assigned project. Now, |ook at Cynthia's
wi tch and Mark's hobgoblin. I'"mcertain you could do
somet hing just as original."

Jereny dutifully regarded Cynthia's el ongated witch

on an outsized broonstick apparently nade from2 x

4s instead of broomreeds, and the hobgoblin Mark

had created by splashing paint on the paper and fol d-
ing, thus blotting the wet paint. Neither creation had
any chance of working properly; surely Mss Bradley
could see that. So he was obliged to tell her that his
| andscape was original, particularly if she would | ook
at it properly.

"You're not getting the point, Jereny," Mss Bradl ey
said with unaccustonmed sternness.

She wasn't either, but Jereny thought he m ght

better not say that. So he was the only student in the
cl ass who had no Hall owe' en picture for parents to
adnmire on Back-to-School N ght.

H s parents were a bit mffed since they' d heard that
Jereny's paintings were usually promnently displayed.

"The assignment was Hal |l owe' en and Jereny sinply
refused to produce sonething acceptable,” M ss Brad-
ley said with a slightly forced snile

"Perhaps that's just as well," his mother said, a
trifle sourly. "He used to draw the nost frightening
ni ght mares and say he 'saw them?"

"He's got a definite talent. Are either of you or M.
North artistically inclined?"

"Not like he is,” M. North replied, thinking that
if he hinself were artistically inclined he would use
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M ss Bradley as a nodel. "Probably he's used up al
his Hall owe' en inspiration.”

"Probably," Mss Bradley said with a | augh

Actual ly Jereny hadn't. Although he dutifully set

out trick-or-treating, he came hone early. Hi s nother
made himsort out his candy, apples, and noney for

UNI CEF, and permitted himto stay up long past his
regul ar bedtine to answer the door for other beggars.
But, once safely in his room he dove for his easel

and drew frenetically, slathering black and bl ue poster
pai nt across cl ean paper, dashing gl obs of |um nes-



cence for horrific accents. The proper ones took off or
crawl ed obscenely around the room squeaking and
groaning until he released theminto the night air for
such gambol s and aerial maneuvers as they were ca-
pabl e of. Jeremy was inpressed. He hung over the

wi ndowsi | I, cheering themon by moonlight. (Around
three o' clock there was a sudden shower. All the water
sol ubles nelted into the ground.)

For a while after that, Jeremy was not tenpted to
approach the easel at all, either in school or at hone.
At first. Mss Bradley was sincerely concerned | est she
had i nhi bited her budding artist by arbitrary assign-
ments. But he was only busy with a chenical garden

| unps of coal and bl uing and ammoni a and all that.

Then she got the class involved in maki ng candl es out
of plastic mlk cartons for Thanksgiving, and Jereny
entered into the project with such enthusiasmthat she
was reassured

She ought not to have been

Three-di mensionality and a mal | eabl e substance fas-
cinated Jereny. He went in search of anything re-
nmotely pliable. He started with butter (his nother had
a fit about a whole pound nelted on his furry rug;

he'd left the creature he'd created prancing around his
room but then the heat came up in the radiators.)

Then he tried nud (which set his nother screan ng at
hin). She surrendered to the inevitable by supplying
Kirn with Pl ay-Doh. However, now his creations

t hwarted hi m because as soon as the substance out of
whi ch the proper ones had been created hardened, they
lost their mobility. He hadn't minded the ephenera

quality of his draw ngs, but he'd begun to count on
the fact that sculpture lasted a while

M ss Bradley introduced himto plasticine. And
Chri st mas.

Success with three-di nensional figures, the avail -

ability of plasticine, and the sudden influx of all sorts
of Christmas mail order catal ogues spurred Jereny to
unusual efforts. This time he did not resist the class as-
signnent of a centerpiece to deck the Christmas festive
tabl es. Actually, Jereny scarcely heard what M ss

Bradl ey was sayi ng past her openi nhg words.

"Here's a chance for you to create your very own
Santa C aus and reindeer, or a sleigh full of pres-
ents ..."

Dancer, Prancer, Donner, Blitzen, and Dasher and

Conet and Rudol ph of the red nose, took form under

his flying fingers. Santa's sack was cranmmed with full-
col or advertisenents clipped fromnmail order w sh-
books. Indeed, the sleigh threatened to crunble on its
runners from paper weight. He saved Santa O aus til



the last. And once he had the fat and jolly gentl eman
seated in his sleigh, whip in hand, ready to urge his
harnessed team Jereny was good and ready to make

t hem pr oper.

Only they weren't; they renmai ned obdurately im
nmobi | e. Di sconsol ate, Jereny noped for nearly a
week, exam ning and re-exani ning his handi work for
the inhibiting flaw

M ss Bradl ey had been ent husiastically conplinmen-

tary and the other children sullenly envious of his suc-
cess when the finished group was displayed on a speci al
table, all red and white, with Ivory Snow snow and little
evergreens in proportion to the size of the figures.
There was even a conveni ent chimey for the good

Santa to descend. Only Jereny knew that that was

not his Santa's goal .

In fact Jeremy quite lost interest in the whole Christ-
mas routine. He refused to visit the Santa on tap at the
bi g shoppi ng center, although his nother suspected

that his heart had been set on the Masterpiece Gl
Painting Set with its enticing assortnment of brushes and
every known pignent in life-long-lasting color

M ss Bradley, too, lost all patience with himand be-

cane quite stemwith his inattentiveness, to the delight
of his classnates.

As so often happens when peopl e concentrate too

hard on a problem Jereny al nost m ssed the solution
i nadvertently provided by the pert Cynthia, now bask-
ing in Mss Bradley's favor

"He's naked, that's what. He's naked and ugly. Ev-
eryone knows Santa is red and white. And reindeers
aren't gray-yecht. They're brown and soft and have
fuzzy tails."

Jereny had, of course, neticulously detailed the
clothing on Santa and the harness on the aninmals, but
they were still plasticine. It hadn't mattered with his
other creations that they were the dull gray-brown of

pl asti cene because that's how he'd envi saged t hem
bei ng products of his imagination. But Santa wasn't,

or so he thought.

To conformto a necessary convention was obviously,

to Jeremny, the requirenent that had prevented his
Santa from being a proper one. He fabricated harness
of string for the reindeer. And a new sl eigh of bal sa
wood with runners of |aboriously straightened bobby
pi ns took sonme tinme and | ooked real tough. A judicious
coat of paint snmartened both reindeer and sl eigh. How
ever, the design and manufacture of the red Santa suit



proved far nmore difficult and occupied every spare
monent of Jeremy's tine. He had to do it in the pri-
vacy of his room at hone because, when Cynthia

saw him putting harness on the reindeer, she twitted
himso unnmercifully that he couldn't work in peace at
school .

He had had little practice with needle and thread,

so he actually had to perfect a new skill in order to
conplete his project. Christmas was only a few days
away before he was satisfied with his Santa suit.

He raced to school so he could dress Santa and nake

hi m proper. He was just as startled as M ss Bradl ey
when he slithered to a stop inside his classroom door
and found her tying small gifts to the branches of the
class tree. They stared at each other for a |ong no-
ment, and then Mss Bradley smled. She'd been so

hard on poor Jereny |ately.

"You're awfully early, Jeremy. Wuld you like to
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help ne ... Ch! How adorable!" She spotted the

Santa suit which he hadn't had the presence of m nd
to hide fromher. "And you did them yoursel f? Jereny,
you never cease to amaze ne." She took the jacket and
pants and little hat fromhis unresisting hand, and
exam ned them carefully. "They are sinply beautiful
Just beautiful. But honestly, Jereny, your Santa is
lovely just as he is. No need to gild the lily."

"He isn't a proper Santa w thout a proper Santa
suit."”

M ss Bradl ey | ooked at himgravely, and then put
her hands on his shoul ders, making himl ook up at
her .

"A proper Santa Claus is the one we have in our

own hearts at this tinme of year, Jereny. Not the ones

in the departnment stores or on the street corners or on
TV. They're just his hel pers.” You never knew which

of your first-graders still did believe in Santa Caus in
this cynical age. M ss Bradley thought. "A proper Santa
Claus is the spirit of giving and sharing, of good fellow
ship. Don't let anyone tell you that there isn't a Santa
G aus. The proper Santa Cl aus belongs to all of us."

Then, pleased with her el oquence and restraint,
she handed hi m back the Santa suit and patted his
shoul der encouragi ngly.

Jereny was thunderstruck. His Santa O aus had only

been nade for Jereny. But poor Mss Bradley's words
rang in his ears. Mss Bradley couldn't know that she
had i nproperly understood Jereny's dil emma. Once

again the blight of high-mnded interpretation and | ady-
like good intentions withered prinmtive magic.



The little reindeer in their shrinking coats of paint
woul d have pulled the sleigh only to Jereny's house so
that Santa could descend only Jeremy's chimey wth
the little gifts all bearing Jereny's nane.

There was no one there to tell himthat it's proper
for little boys and girls of his age to be selfish and ac-
quisitive, to regard Santa as an excl usi ve property.

Jereny took the garments and et Mss Bradl ey push
himgently toward the table on which his figures were
di spl ayed.

She'd put tinsel about the scene, and glitter, but they
didn't shine or glisten in the dull gray light filtering
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t hrough the cl assroom wi ndows. They weren't proper
snow and icicles anyway.

Critically, he saw only string and the silver cake
ornanents instead of harness and sleigh bells. He could
see the ripples now in the unbent bobby pins which

woul dn't ever draw the sleigh smoothly, even over

I vory Snow snow. Dully, he reached for the figure of
his Santa C aus.

Getting on the clothes, he dented the plasticene a
bit, but it scarcely mattered now After he'd clasped
Santa's mal |l eabl e paw around t he whip, the toothpick
with a bright, thick, nylon thread attached to the top
with glue, he stood back and stared.

A proper Santa Claus is the spirit of giving and
shari ng.

So overwhel mi ng was Jereny's sense of failure, so
crushing his renorse for making a selfish Santa C aus

i nstead of the one that belonged to everyone, that he
couldn't imagine ever creating anything properly again.

The Smal | est Dragonboy
ALTHOUGH KEEVAN LENGTHENED HI S WALK-

ing stride as far as his |l egs would stretch, he couldn't
quite keep up with the other candi dates. He knew he
woul d be teased again.

Just as he knew many ot her things that his foster

not her told himhe ought not to know, Keevan knew

that Beterii, the nost senior of the boys, set that spank-
i ng pace just to enbarrass him the snallest dragonboy.
Keevan woul d arrive, tail fork-end of the group,
breat hl ess, chest heavi ng, and nmaybe get a stem | ook
fromthe instructing wi ng-second.

Dragonriders, even if they were still only hopefu
candi dates for the gl owi ng eggs which were hardeni ng



on the hot sands of the Hatching Gound cavern, were
expected to be punctual and prepared. Sl oth was not

tol erated by the Weyrl eader of Benden Weyr. A good
record was especially inmportant now. It was very near
hat ching time, when the baby dragons woul d crack

their nottled shells, and stagger forth to choose their
lifetime conpani ons. The very thought of that glorious
nonment nmade Keevan's breath catch in his throat.

To be chosen--to be a dragonrider! To sit astride the
neck of a winged beast with jeweled eyes: to be his
friend, in telepathic communion with himfor life; to be
hi s companion in good tines and fighting extrenes;

to fly effortlessly over the lands of Peml O, thrillingly,
bet ween to any point anywhere on the world! Flying
bet ween was done on dragonback or not at all, and it

was danger ous.

Keevan gl anced upward, past the black nouths of
the weyr caves in which grown dragons and their chosen

riders lived, toward the Star Stones that crowned the
ridge of the old vol cano that was Benden Weyr. On

t he hei ght, the blue watch dragon, his rider mounted

on his neck, stretched the great transparent pinions that
carried himon the winds of Pern to fight the evil

Thread that fell at certain times fromthe skies. The
many-faceted rai nbow jewels of his eyes glistened fleet-
ingly in the greeny sun. He folded his great wings to
hi s back, and the watch pair resuned their statuelike
pose of al ertness.

Then the enticing view was obscured as Keevan

passed into the Hatching G ound cavern. The sands
underfoot were hot, even through heavy wher-hide
boots. How t he boot maker had protested having to sew
so small! Keeven was forced to wonder why being

smal | was reprehensi ble. People were always calling
hi m "babe" and shooi ng hi maway as being "too small"
or "too young" for this or that. Keevan was constantly
wor ki ng, twice as hard as any other boy his age, to
prove hinself capable. What if his nuscles weren't as
big as Beterli's? They were just as hard. And if he
couldn't overpower anyone in a westling match, he
coul d outdi stance everyone in a footrace.

"Maybe if you run fast enough,"” Beterii had jeered
on the occasi on when Keevan had been goaded to

boast of his sw ftness, "you could catch a dragon
That's the only way you'll make a dragonrider!"”

"You just wait and see, Beterii, you just wait," Kee-
van had replied. He would have liked to w pe the con-
tenmptuous smile fromBeterli's face, but the guy didn't
fight fair even when a wi ngsecond was wat ching. "No
one knows what | npresses a dragon!"



"They've got to be able to find you first, babe!"

Yes, being the small est candi date was not an en-

vi abl e position. It was therefore inperative that Kee-
van I npress a dragon in his first hatching. That would
wi pe the smle off every face in the cavern, and accord
hi mthe respect due any dragonrider, even the small -
est one.

Besi des, no one knew exactly what | npressed the
baby dragons as they struggled fromtheir shells in
search of their lifetime partners.

"I like to believe that dragons see into a man's
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heart," Keevan's foster nother, Mende, told him "If
they find goodness, honesty, a flexible mnd, patience,
courage--and you've got that in quantity, dear Keevan
--that's what dragons look for. |I've seen nmany a
wel | -grown | ad left standing on the sands. Hatching
Day, in favor of soneone not so strong or tall or hand-
some. And if my menory serves ne"--which it

usual |y did: Mende knew every word of every Harper's
tale worth telling, although Keevan did not interrupt
her to say so--"I don't believe that F lar, our Wyr-

| eader, was all that tall when bronze Menenth chose
him And Menenth was the only bronze dragon of

t hat hat ching. "

Dreanms of |npressing a bronze were beyond Kee-

van's bol dest reflections, although that goal dom nated
t he thoughts of every other hopeful candidate. G een
dragons were snall and fast and nore numerous.

There was nore prestige to Inpressing a blue or brown
than a green. Being practical, Keevan sel dom dreaned

as high as a big fighting brown, like Canth, F nor's fine
fellow, the biggest brown on all Pem But to fly a
bronze? Bronzes were al nost as big as the queen, and
only they took the air when a queen flew at mating
time. A bronze rider could aspire to becone Weyr-

| eader! Well, Keevan would console hinself, brown rid-
ers could aspire to become w ngseconds, and that

wasn't bad. He'd even settle for a green dragon: they
were small, but so was he. No matter! He sinply had to
I mpress a dragon his first time in the Hatching G ound.
Then no one in the Wyr would taunt hi manynore

for being so small.

Shel | s, Keevan thought now, but the sands are

hot !

"Inpression tinme is inmnent, candidates,"” the w ng-
second was sayi ng as everyone crowded respectful ly
close to him "See the extent of the striations on this
prom sing egg." The stretch marks were larger than
yest er day.

Everyone | eaned forward and nodded thoughtfully.



That particular egg was the one Beterii had marked

as his own, and no ot her candidate dared, on pain of
bei ng beaten by Beterii at his first opportunity, to ap-
proach it. The egg was marked by a large yell ow sh
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splotch in the shape of a dragon backw nging to |and,
tal ons outstretched to grasp rock. Everyone knew t hat
bronze eggs bore distinctive markings. And naturally,
Beterii, who'd been presented at eight |npressions al-
ready and was the biggest of the candi dates, had
chosen it.

"I'"d say that the great opening day is al nost upon
us," the w ngsecond went on, and then his face assuned
a grave expression. "As we well know, there are only
forty eggs and seventy-two candi dates. Sone of you

may be di sappointed on the great day. That doesn't
necessarily mean you aren't dragonrider material, just
that the dragon for you hasn't been shelled. You'l
have ot her hatchings, and it's no disgrace to be left
behi nd an Inpression or two. O nore."

Keevan was positive that the w ngsecond' s eyes

rested on Beterii, who'd been stood off at so nmany

| mpressi ons al ready. Keevan tried to squi nch down so

t he wi ngsecond woul dn't notice him Keevan had been
rem nded too often that he was eligible to be a candi-
date by one day only. He, of all the hopefuls, was
nost likely to be left standing on the great day. One
nore reason why he sinply had to Inpress at his first
hat chi ng.

"Now nmove about anong the eggs,” the w ngsecond
said. "Touch them W don't know that it does any
good, but it certainly doesn't do any harm™

Sone of the boys | aughed nervously, but everyone

i medi ately began to circul ate anong the eggs. Be-

terii stepped up officiously to "his" egg, daring anyone
to cone near it. Keevan sniled, because he had al -

ready touched it--every inspection day, when the oth-
ers were | eaving the Hatching Ground and no one

could see himcrouch to stroke it.

Keevan had an egg he concentrated on, too, one

drawn slightly to the far side of the others. The shel
had a soft greenish-blue tinge with a faint creany
swirl design. The consensus was that this egg contained
a nere green, so Keevan was rarely bothered by rivals.
He was somewhat perturbed then to see Beterii wan-
dering over to him

"I don't know why you're allowed in this |npression
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Keevan. There are enough of us w thout a babe," Be-
terii said, shaking his head.

"I"mof age." Keevan kept his voice level, telling
hi nsel f not to be bothered by nere words.

"Yah!" Beterii nade a show of standing in his toe-
tips. "You can't even see over an egg; Hatching Day,
you better get in front or the dragons won't see you

at all. 'Course, you could get run down that way in the
mad scranble. Oh, | forget, you can run fast, can't
you?"

"You' d better make sure a dragon sees you, this
time, Beterii," Keevan replied. "You' re al nbost overage,
aren't you?"

Beterii flushed and took a step forward, hand half-
rai sed. Keevan stood his ground, but if Beterii ad-
vanced one nore step, he would call the w ngsecond.
No one fought on the Hatching Ground. Surely Beteri
knew t hat nuch.

Fortunately, at that nmoment, the w ngsecond call ed

t he boys together and |l ed them fromthe Hatching
Ground to start on evening chores. There were "gl ows"
to be replenished in the main kitchen caverns and

sl eepi ng cubicles, the mgjor hallways, and the queen's
apartment. Firestone sacks had to be filled agai nst
Thread attack, and black rock brought to the kitchen
hearths. The boys fell to their chores, tantalized by the
odors of roasting neat. The popul ati on of the Weyr
began to assenble for the evening neal, and the drag-
onriders canme in fromthe Feeding Gound on their
sweep checks.

It was the time of day Keevan |iked best: once the

chores were done but before dinner was served, a fel-

| ow coul d often get close enough to the dragonriders

to hear their talk. Tonight, Keevan's father, K last, was
at the main dragonrider table. It puzzled Keevan how

his father, a brown rider and a tall nman, could be his

f at her--because he, Keevan, was so snall. It obviously
puzzled K | ast, too, when he deigned to notice his small
son: "In a few nmore Turns, you'll be as tall as | am
--or taller!”

K'l ast was pouring Benden wine all around the table.
The dragonriders were relaxing. There'd be no Thread
attack for three nore days, and they'd be in the nood
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to tell tall tales, better than Harper yanms, about im
possi bl e maneuvers they'd done a-dragonback. When
Thread attack was closer, their talk would change to



a discussion of tactics of evasion, of going between,
how I ong to suspend there until the burning but fragile
Thread woul d freeze and crack and fall harn essly off
dragon and man. They woul d di spute the exact noment

to feed firestone to the dragon so he'd have the best
flame ready to sear Thread midair and render it

harm ess to ground--and nan--bel ow. There was

such a ot to know and understand about being a drag-
onrider that sonetinmes Keevan was overwhel ned. How
woul d he ever be able to renenber everything he

ought to know at the right nmonent? He couldn't dare
ask such a question; this would only have given ad-
ditional weight to the notion that he was too young yet
to be a dragonrider.

"Havi ng ol der candi dates makes good sense,” L'vel

was sayi ng, as Keevan settled down near the table.
"Why waste four to five years of a dragon's fighting
prime until his rider grows up enough to stand the
rigors?" L'vel had Inpressed a blue of Rampth's first
clutch. Most of the candi dates thought L'vel was mar-
vel ous because he spoke up in front of the older riders,
who awed them "That was well enough in the Interval
when you didn't need to mount the full Weyr conple-
ment to fight Thread. But not now. Not with nore
eligible candidates than ever. Let the babes wait."

"Any boy who is over twelve Turns has the right to
stand in the Hatching Gound,"” K last replied, a slight
smle on his face. He never argued or got angry. Kee-
van wi shed he were nore like his father. And oh

how he wi shed he were a brown rider! "Only a dragon
--each particul ar dragon--knows what he wants in
arider. W certainly can't tell. Time and again the
theorists,” K last's smle deepened as his eyes swept
those at the table, "are surprised by dragon choice.
They never seemto nmake mni stakes, however."

"Now, K last, just |ook at the roster this |npression
Seventy-two boys and only forty eggs. Drop off the
twel ve youngest, and there's still a good field for the
hat chlings to choose from Shells! There are a coupl e of
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weyrlings unable to see over a wher egg much less a
dragon! And years before they can ride Thread."

"True enough, but the Weyr is scarcely under fight-

ing strength, and if the youngest Inpress, they' |l be old
enough to fight when the ol dest of our current dragons

go between fromsenility."

"Hal f the Weyr-bred | ads have al ready been through
several Inpressions,” one of the bronze riders said
then. "1'd say drop sone of themoff this tine. Gve
the untried a chance."

"There's nothing wong in presenting a clutch with
as wide a choice as possible,"” said the Weyrl| eader



who had joined the table with Lessa, the Wyrwonan.

"Has there ever been a case," she said, smling in her
odd way at the riders, "where a hatchling didn't
choose?"

Her suggestion was al nost heretical and drew as-
toni shed gasps from everyone, including the boys.

F'lar [aughed. "You say the nbst outrageous things,
Lessa."

"Well, has there ever been a case where a dragon
didn't choose?"

"Can't say as | recall one," K last replied.

"Then we continue in this tradition," Lessa said

firmy, as if that ended the matter.

But it didn't. The argument ranged from one table

to the other all through dinner, with some favoring
a weedi ng out of the candidates to the nost likely,

| oppi ng of f those who were very young or who had

had mul tiple opportunities to Inpress. Al the candi-
dates were in a swivet, though such a departure from
tradition would be to the advantage of many. As the
eveni ng progressed, nore riders were favoring elim -
nati ng the youngest and those who'd passed four or
nore | npressions unchosen. Keevan felt he could bear
such a dictumonly if Beterii were also elimnated. But
this seemed less likely than that Keevan woul d be
turfed out, since the Wyr's need was for fighting
dragons and ri ders.

By the time the evening nmeal was over, no decision
had been reached, although the Weyrl eader had prom
ised to give the matter due consideration

He m ght have slept on the problem but few of the
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candi dates did. Tenpers were uncertain in the sleeping
caverns next norning as the boys were routed out of
their beds to carry water and bl ack rock and cover the
"glows." Twice Mende had to call Keevan to order for

cl unsi ness.

"Whatever is the matter with you, boy?" she de-
manded i n exasperation when he tipped bl ackrock
short of the bin and sooted up the hearth.

"They're going to keep ne fromthis |Inpression.”

"What ?" Mende stared at him "Wo?"



"You heard themtal king at dinner |ast night. They're
going to turf the babes fromthe hatching.”

Mende regarded hima nmoment | onger before touch-

ing his armgently. "There's lots of talk around a sup-
per table, Keevan. And it cools as soon as the supper
I've heard the sane nonsense before every hatching,

but nothing is ever changed."

"There's always a first tine," Keevan answered,

copyi ng one of her own phrases.

"That' ||l be enough of that, Keevan. Finish your

job. If the clutch does hatch today, we'll need full rock
bins for the feast, and you won't be around to do the
filling. All ny fosterlings nake dragonriders."

"The first time?" Keevan was bol d enough to ask as
he scooted off with the rockbarrow

Per haps, Keevan thought later, if he hadn't been on
that chore just when Beterii was al so fetching bl ack
rock, things mght have turned out differently. But he
had dutifully trundled the barrow to the outdoor
bunker for another load just as Beterii arrived on a

sim !l ar errand.

"Heard the news, babe?" Beterii asked. He was
grinning fromear to ear, and he put an unnecessary
enphasis on the final insulting word.

"The eggs are cracki ng?" Keevan all but dropped

t he | oaded shovel. Several anxieties flicked through his
m nd then: he was black with rock dust--would he

have time to wash before donning the white tunic of

candi dacy? And if the eggs were hatching, why hadn't

t he candi dates been recall ed by the w ngsecond?

"Naw Cuess again!" Beterii was nuch too pl eased
wi th hinself.

Wth a sinking heart, Keevan knew what the news
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nmust be, and he could only stare with intense desol a-
tion at the ol der boy.

"C non! Cuess, babe!"

"I"ve no time for guessing ganes," Keevan nanaged
to say with indifference. He began to shovel black rock
into the barrow as fast as he coul d.

"I said, guess." Beterii grabbed the shovel
"And | said | have no time for guessing ganes."



Beterii wenched the shovel from Keevan's hands.

"Cuess!"

"Il have that shovel back, Beterii." Keevan straight-
ened up, but he didn't come to Beterii's bul ky shoul der
From somewher e, other boys appeared, some wth

barrows, some mysteriously alerted to the prospect of

a confrontation anong their numnbers.

"Babes don't give orders to candi dates around here,
babe!"

Soneone sni ggered and Keevan, incredul ous, knew
that he nust've been dropped fromthe candi dacy.

He yanked the shovel fromBeterii's | oosened grasp
Snarling, the older boy tried to regain possession, but
Keevan clung with all his strength to the handl e,
dragged back and forth as the stronger boy jerked the
shovel about.

Wth a sudden, unexpected nmovenent, Beteri

rammed the handl e into Keevan's chest, knocking

hi m over the barrow handl es. Keevan felt a sharp,

pai nful jab behind his left ear, an unbearable pain in
his left shin, and then a painl ess not hi ngness.

Mende's angry voice roused him and startled, he

tried to throw back the covers, thinking he'd over-

slept. But he couldn't nove, so firmy was he tucked

into his bed. And then the constriction of a bandage on
his head and the dull sickishness in his |eg brought back
recent occurrences.

"Hat chi ng?" he cried.
"No, |ovey," Mende said in a kind voice. Her hand
was cool and gentle on his forehead. "Though there's
some as won't be at any hatching again." Her voice
took on a stern edge.

Keevan | ooked beyond her to see the Weyrwoman,
who was frowning with irritation.
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"Keevan, will you tell ne what occurred at the
bl ack-rock bunker?" asked Lessa in an even voi ce.

He renmenbered BeterU now and the quarrel over

the shovel and . . . what had Mende said about sone

not being at any hatchi ng? Much as he hated BeterU

he couldn't bring hinmself to tattle on BeterU and force
hi m out of candi dacy.

"Come, lad," and a note of inpatience crept into

t he Weyrwoman's voice. "I merely want to know what
happened from you, too. Mende said she sent you for
bl ack rock. BeterU -and every WeyrUng in the



cavern--seens to have been on the same errand. Wat
happened?"

"BeterU took my shovel. | hadn't finished with it."

"There's nore than one shovel. What did he say to
you?"

"He'd heard the news."

"What news?" The Weyrwoman was suddenly
anused.

"That... that... there'd been changes."
"Is that what he said?"
"Not exact!ly"

"What did he say? C non, lad, |'ve heard from
everyone el se, you know "

"He said for ne to guess the news."

"And you fell for that old gag?" The Weyrwoman's
irritation returned.

"Consider all the talk |ast night at supper, Lessa,"
Mende said. "OF course the boy would think he'd been
eUrm nated. "

"In effect, he is, with a broken skull and leg." Lessa
touched his armin a rare gesture of synpathy. "Be
that as it may, Keevan, you'll have other |npressions.
BeterU wi U not. There are certain rules that nust be
observed by all candi dates, and his conduct proves him
unacceptable to the Weyr."

She smled at Mende and then left.

"I"'mstill a candi date?" Keevan asked urgently.
"Well, you are and you aren't, lovey," his foster
nmot her said. "lIs the numbweed worki ng?" she asked,

and when he nodded, she said, "You just rest. |I'Il bring
you sone nice broth."

At any other time in his U e, Keevan would have
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relished such cosseting, but now he just |lay there wor-
rying. BeterU had been dism ssed. Wuld the others
think it was his fault? But everyone was there! BeterU
provoked that fight. Hi s worry increased, because al -

t hough he heard excited conings and goings in the
passageway, no one tweaked back the curtain across

t he sl eeping al cove he shared with five other boys.
Surely one of themwould have to come in sonetine.

No, they were all avoiding him And sonething el se

was wong. Only he didn't know what.



Mende returned with broth and beachberry bread.
"Why doesn't anyone conme see ne, Mende? | haven't
done anything wong, have 1? | didn't ask to have
BeterU turfed out."

Mende soot hed him saying everyone was busy with
noonti me chores and no one was angry with him They
were giving hima chance to rest in quiet. The
nunbweed rmade hi m drowsy, and her words were

fair enough. He permitted his fears to dissipate. Unti
he heard a hum Actually, he felt it first, in the broken
shin bone and his sore head. The hum began to grow.
Two things registered suddenly in Keevan's groggy
mnd: the only white candidate's robe still on the
pegs in the chamber was his; and the dragons humed
when a clutch was being laid or being hatched. |npres-
sion! And he was flat abed.

Bitter, bitter disappointnent turned the warm broth

sour in his belly. Even the small voice telling himthat
he'd have ot her opportunities failed to alleviate his
crushi ng depression. This was the Inpression that mat-
tered! This was his chance to show everyone, from

Mende to K last to L'vel and even the Weyri eader that
he, Keevan, was worthy of being a dragonrider

He twisted in bed, fighting against the tears that
threatened to choke him Dragonnen don't cry! Drag-
onnen learn to live with pain.

Pai n? The leg didn't actually pain himas he rolled
about on his bedding. H s head felt sort of stiff from
the tightness of the bandage. He sat up, an effort in
itself since the nunbweed made exertion difficult. He
touched the splinted | eg; the knee was unhamnper ed.

He had no feeling in his bone, really. He swng him
self carefully to the side of his bed and stood slowy.
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The roomwanted to swimabout him He closed his
eyes, which nmade the dizziness worse, and he had to
clutch the wall.

G ngerly, he took a step. The broken | eg dragged. It
hurt in spite of the numbweed, but what was pain to a
dr agonman?

No one had said he couldn't go to the Inpression
"You are and you aren't," were Mende's exact words.

dinging to the wall, he jerked off his bedshirt.
Stretching his armto the utnost, he jerked his white
candi date's tunic fromthe peg. Janming first one arm
and then the other into the holes, he pulled it over his
head. Too bad about the belt. He couldn't wait. He



hobbl ed to the door, hung on to the curtain to steady

hi nsel f. The weight on his | eg was unw el dy. He

woul dn't get very far wi thout something to | ean on

Down by the bathing pool was one of the |ong crook-
necked poles used to retrieve clothes fromthe hot wash-
ing troughs. But it was down there, and he was on the

| evel above. And there was no one nearby to cone to

his aid: everyone would be in the Hatching G ound

right now, eagerly waiting for the first egg to crack.

The hunm ng increased in volunme and tenpo, an

urgency to which Keevan responded, know ng that his
time was all too limted if he was to join the ranks of
t he hopeful boys standi ng around the cracking eggs.

But if he hurried down the ranp, he'd fall flat on his
face.

He could, of course, go flat on his rear end, the way
craw ing children did. He sat down, sending a jarring
stab of pain through his leg and up to the wound on
the back of his head. Gitting his teeth and blinking
away tears, Keevan scrabbled down the ranp. He had

to wait a nonment at the bottomto catch his breath.

He got to one knee, the injured |leg straight out in front
of him Sonehow, he managed to push hinself erect,

t hough the room seemed about to tip over his ears. It
wasn't far to the crooked stick, but it seened an age
before he had it in his hand.

Then the humm ng st opped!

Keevan cried out and began to hobble frantically
across the cavern, out to the bow of the Weyr. Never
had the di stance between |living caverns and the Hatch-
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ing Gound seenmed so great. Never had the Wyr been

so breathlessly silent. It was as if the nultitude of peo-
pl e and dragons watching the hatching held every

breath in suspense. Not even the wi nd nuttered down

the steep sides of the bow. The only sounds to break
the stillness were Keevan's ragged gasps and the

t hunp-thud of his stick on the hard-packed ground.
Sonetimes he had to hop twice on his good leg to
maintain his balance. Twice he fell into the sand and
had to pull himself up on the stick, his white tunic no
| onger spotless. Once he jarred hinmself so badly he
couldn't get up inmmediately.

Then he heard the first exhal ation of the crowd, the
oohs, the nuted cheer, the susurrus of excited whispers.
An egg had cracked, and the dragon had chosen his

rider. Desperation increased Keevan's hobble. Wuld

he never reach the arching nouth of the Hatching

G ound?

Anot her cheer and an excited spate of appl ause

spurred Keevan to greater effort. If he didn't get there
in monents, there'd be no unpaired hatchling left.

Then he was actually staggering into the Hatchling

G ound, the sands hot on his bare feet.



No one noticed his entrance or his halting progress.
And Keevan coul d see nothing but the backs of the

whi t e-robed candi dates, seventy of themringing the
area around the eggs. Then one side would surge for-
ward or back and there'd be a cheer. Another dragon

had been | npressed. Suddenly a | arge gap appeared in
the white human wall, and Keevan had his first sight

of the eggs. There didn't seemto be any |left uncracked,
and he could see the lucky boys standing beside
wobbl e-1 egged dragons. He could hear the unm stak-

abl e plaintive crooning of hatchlings and their squawks
of protest as they'd fall awkwardly in the sand.

Suddenly he wi shed that he hadn't |left his bed, that
he'd stayed away fromthe Hatching G ound. Now
everyone woul d see his ignominious failure. So he
scranbl ed as desperately to reach the shadow walls of
t he Hatching Ground as he had struggled to cross the
bow . He nustn't be seen

He didn't notice, therefore, that the shifting group
of boys remai ning had begun to drift in his direction
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The hard pace he had set hinself and his cruel disap-
poi nt nent took their double toll of Keevan. He tri pped
and col | apsed sobbing to the warm sands. He didn't

see the consternation in the watching Wyrfol k above

t he Hatching Ground, nor did he hear the excited whis-
pers of speculation. He didn't know that the Weyr-

| eader and Weyrwoman had dropped to the arena and

were making their way toward the knot of boys slowy
nmoving in the direction of the entrance.

"Never seen anything like it," the Weyrl eader was
saying. "Only thirty-nine riders chosen. And the
bronze trying to | eave the Hatching G ound wi thout
maki ng | npression. "

"A case in point of what | said last night," the
Weyrwonman replied, "where a hatchling makes no
choi ce because the right boy isn't there.”

"There's only Beterii and K last's young one m ssing.
And there's a full wing of likely boys to choose
from "

"None acceptable, apparently. Wiere is the creature
goi ng? He's not heading for the entrance after all
Oh, what have we there, in the shadows?"

Keevan heard with di smay the sound of voices near-
ing him He tried to burrow into the sand. The nere
t hought of how he woul d be teased and taunted now
was unbear abl e.

Don't worry! Please don't worry! The thought was



urgent, but not his own.

Soneone ki cked sand over Keevan and butted
roughly agai nst him

"Go away. Leave me alone!" he cried.

Why? was the injured-soundi ng question inserted
into his mind. There was no voice, no tone, but the
guestion was there, perfectly clear, in his head.

I ncredul ous, Keevan lifted his head and stared into
the glowing jewel ed eyes of a small bronze dragon. His
wi ngs were wet, the tips drooping in the sand. And

he sagged in the middle on his unsteady |egs, al-

t hough he was nmaking a great effort to keep erect.

Keevan dragged hinself to his knees, oblivious of
the pain in his leg. He wasn't even aware that he was
ringed by the boys passed over, while thirty-one pairs
of resentful eyes watched him I npress the dragon

The Weynnen | ooked on, amused, and surprised at
t he draconic choice, which could not be forced. Could
not be questioned. Could not be changed.

Why? asked the dragon again. Don't you |ike ne?

H s eyes whirled with anxiety, and his tone was so

pi teous that Keevan staggered forward and threw his

arnms around the dragon's neck, stroking his eye ridges,
patting the danmp, soft hide, opening the fragile-I ooking
wings to dry them and wordl essly assuring the hatch-
ling over and over again that he was the npost perfect,
nost beautiful, nost bel oved dragon in the Weyr, in

all the Weyrs of Pem

"What's his nanme, K van?" asked Lessa, sniling

warmy at the new dragonrider. K van stared up at her
for a long monment. Lessa would know as soon as he
did. Lessa was the only person who could "receive"
fromall dragons, not only her own Ranoth. Then he
gave her a radiant smle, recognizing the traditiona
shortening of his nane that raised himforever to the
rank of dragonrider.

My name is Heth, the dragon thought nmildly, then
hi ccuped i n sudden urgency. |'m hungry.

"Dragons are bom hungry," said Lessa, | aughing.
"F'lar, give the boy a hand. He can barely manage his
own | egs, nuch less a dragon's."

K' van renenbered his stick and drew hinsel f up.
"We'| | be Just fine, thank you."

"You may be the small est dragonrider ever, young
K van," Flar said, "but you' re one of the bravest!"

And Heth agreed! Pride and joy so |leaped in both
chests that K van wondered if his heart woul d bur st



right out of his body. He | ooped an arm around Heth's
neck and the pair, the snallest dragonboy and the

hat chl i ng who woul dn't choose anybody el se, wal ked
out of the Hatching G ound together forever

Appl e

The | ate Hans Stefan Santesson approached ne at

a party to see if | could contribute to his proposed
Wal ker Ant hol ogy on crinme prevention in the future.

| had nothing conpleted but 1'd just finished "A
Wmanly Talent," in which parapsychics got nade
respectable. I'd proposed that there'd be such talents
as 'finders' enployed by |aw enforcement officers to

| ocate | ost persons and objects. Happily, that back'
ground generated this story, alnost in one sitting
rewardi ng ne in many ways. Authors dream yearn'

ingly of stories that'll wite thenmselves. It happens
infrequently and is regarded, at |least by nme, as a ninor
mracle--the good apple in the barrel of inmagination,
Juicy, tart, menorable.

THE THEFT WAS THE LEAD MORNI NG ' CAST

and ruined Daffyd op Omen's appetite. As he listened
to the description of the priceless sable coat, the
sapphire neckl ace, the couture-nodel gown, and the
jewel -strap slippers, he felt as if he were congealing
in his chair as his breakfast cool ed and hardened on
the plate. He waited, nunbed, for the commentator to
make the obvi ous conclusion: a conclusion which would
destroy all that the North American Parapsychic Cen-
ter had achieved so slowy, so delicately. For the only
way in which such valuable itens could have been re-
nmoved froma store dumry in a scanned, warded, very
public display windowin the five-mnute period be-
tween the fixed TV frames was by kinetic energy.

"The police have several |eads and expect to have a
solution by evening. Conmi ssioner Frank Gllings is
taki ng charge of the investigation

" 'l keep ny contractual obligations to the Cty,"
Gllings is reported to have told the press early this
nmorni ng as he personally supervi sed the exam nation

of the display wi ndow at Col es, Mchaels' and Chany
Departnment Store. 'l have reduced street and consen-
sual crimes and contained riot activity. Jerhattan is a
safe place for the | aw abiding. Unsafe for |aw
breakers.' "

The back-shot of G llings' stemface was sufficient
to break op Omen's stasis. He rose and strode toward
the corn-unit just as it beeped.

"Dafiyd, you heard that 'cast?" The |ong, unusually
grimface of Lester Wl ch appeared on the screen
"Goddammi t, they prom sed no prenmature announce-



ment. Medianmen!" Hi s expression boded ill for the first
unwary reporter to approach him Over Les's shoul -

der, op Ownen could see the equally savage face of
Charlie Morfield, duty officer of the control room of
the Center.

"How | ong have you known about the theft?" O

Onen couldn't quite keep the reprinmand from his voice.
Les had a habit of trying to spare his superior, par-
ticularly these days when he knew op Omen had been
spreading hinself very thin in the intensive public edu-
cational canpaign

"Ted Lewi s snuck in a cautious advice as soon as
Headquarters scanned the di sappearance. He also can't
"find" a thing. And, Dave, there wasn't a winkle or a
peak between 7:03 and 7: 08 on any graph that

shouldn't be there, with every single Tal ent accounted
for!™

"That's right, boss,"” Charlie added. "Not a single

Incident to account for the kinetic 'lift' needed for the
hei st."
"Gllings is on his way here," said Les, screwing his

face up with indignation

"Why?" Daffyd op Onen expl oded. "Didn't Ted
clear us?"

"Christ, yes, but GIllings has been at Coles and his
initial investigation proves conclusively to himthat
one of our people is a larcenist. One of our wonen,
to be precise, with a secret yen for sable, silk, and
sapphires.”

Daf fyd forced hinself to nullify the boiling anger he
felt. He could not afford to cloud reason with eno-
tion. Not with so nuch at stake. Not with the Bil

whi ch woul d provide | egal protection for Talents only
two weeks away from passing

"You'll never believe me, will you, Dave," Les said,
"that the Talented will always be suspect?"

"G llings has never caviled at the use of Talents,
Lester."

"He'd be a goddammed fool if he did." Lester's eyes
sparkled angrily. He jabbed at his chest. "W've

kept street and consensual crime low Talent did his

job for him And now he's out to nail us. Wth pub-

licity like this, we'll never get that Bill through. Christ,
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what | uck! Two bl oody weeks away from protection.”



"If there's no Incident on the graphs, Les, even GII-
ings nust admit to our innocence.”

Wl ch rolled his eyes heavenward. "How can you
be so naive, Dave? No matter what our renotes prove
t hat hei st was done by a Talent."

"Not one of ours." Daffyd op Omen coul d be dog-
matic, too.

"Great. Prove it to Gllings. He's on his way here

now and he's out to get us. W've all but ruined his
spotl ess record of enforcement and protection. That hits
his credit, nonetary and personal." Lester paused for

a quick breath. "I told you that public education pro-
gram woul d cause nore trouble than it's worth. Let

me cancel the nmorning 'cast.”

"No." Daffyd closed his eyes wearily. He didn't need

to resunme that battle with Les now In spite of this

di sastrous devel opnent, he was convi nced of the neces-
sity of the canpaign. The general public nust |eam

that they had nothing to fear fromthose gifted with a
parapsychic Talent. The series of public information
programs, so carefully planned, served several vita

pur poses: to show how the many facets of Tal ent

served the community's best interests; to identify those
peculiar traits that indicated the possession of a Tal ent;

and, nost inportant, to gain public support for the
Bill in the Senate which would give Tal ents professiona
imunity in the exercise of then- various duties.

"I haven't a vestige of Talent, Dave," Les went on
urgently, "but | don't need it to guess sone dissident
in the cormon mass of have-nots |listened to every word
of those 'casts and put what you shoul d never have
aired to good use . . . for him And don't confort ne
wi th how many happy cl ods have obediently tripped

up to the dinic to have they mnor Talents identified.
One renegade apple's all you need to sour the barrel!"

"Switch the 'cast to the standard recruiting tape. To
pul | the whole series would be worse. |I'm coming right
over."

Daf fyd op Onen | ooked down at the blank screen

for a long monment, gathering strength. It was no pre-
cog that this would be a very difficult day. Strange, he
nmused, that no pre-cog had foreseen this. No. That
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very onmission indicated a wild Talent, acting on the
spur of inpulse. What was it Les had said? ' The com
nmon mass of have-nots'? Even with the basic dignities
of food, shelter, clothing, and educati on guaranteed,
the appetite of the have-not was continually whetted



by the abundance that was not his. In this case, hers.
Daf fyd op Onen groaned. |If only such a Tal ent had

been nmoved to cone to the Center where she could be
trained and used. (Where had their so carefully worded
programm ng slipped up?) She could have had the furs,
the jewels, the dresses on overt purchase . . . and
enj oyed them openly. The Center was well enough
endowed to satisfy any material yearning of its nem
bers. Surely Gllings would admt that.

O Ownen took a deep breath and exhal ed regret

and supposition. He nmust keep his mnd clear, his
sensitivities honed for any nuance that woul d point a
direction toward success.

As he left his shielded quarters at the back of the
Center's extensive grounds, he was instantly aware of
tension in the atnosphere. Mst Tal ented persons pre-
ferred to live in the Center, in the specially shielded
bui | di ngs that reduced the "noise" of constant psychic
agitation. The Center perferred to have them here, as
much to protect as to help their nmenbers. Tal ent was

a doubl e-edged sword; it could excise evil but it neatly
divided its wielder fromhis fellow man. That was why

t hese broadcasts were so vital. To prove to the genera
public that the psychically gifted were by no neans
supermen, able to pierce mnds, play ball wth nassive
wei ghts, or rearrange the world to suit thensel ves. The
"Tal ented" person who could predict events m ght be
limted to Incidents involving fire, or water. He m ght
have an affinity for netals or a kinetic skill enabling
himto assenbl e the conponents of a mcroscopic gyro,
to be used in space exploration. He nmght be able to
"find" things by studying a replica, or people by hold-
i ng a possession of the m ssing person. He m ght be
able to receive thoughts sent from another sensitive or
those around him O he might be able to broadcast

only. A true telepath, sender and receiver--Daffyd op
Onen was only one of ten throughout the world--

was still rare. Research had indicated there were nore
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people with the ability than would admit it. There
were, however, definite limtations to nost Tal ents.

The Parapsychic had been raised, in Daffyd' s life-
time, to the level of a science with the devel opment of
ultra-sensitive el ectroencephal ographs which could re-
cord and identify the type of "Talent" by the mnute
el ectrical inpulses generated in the cortex during the
application of psychic powers. Daffyd op Oanen sone-

ti mes thought the word "power" was the villain in per-
petuating the public m sconceptions. Power neans
"possessi on of control"” but such synonyms as "doni na-
tion", "sway," "command" lept readily to the average
m nd and distorted the true definition.

Daf fyd op Onen was roused from his thoughts by
t he heavy beat of a copter. He turned onto the path



| eading directly to the nmain administration building

and had a clear view of the Conm ssioner's marked

copter landing on the flight roof, to the left of the con-
trol tower with its forest of antennal decorations.

| mredi ately he perceived a reaction of surprise, in-

di gnation, and anxiety. Surely every Talent who'd heard
the news on the norning 'cast and realized its signifi-
cance could not be surprised by Gllings' arrival. O
Ownen qui ckened his pace.

Oley's | oose! The thought was as |oud as a shout.

Peopl e paused, turned unerringly toward the I ong

| ow building of the Cinic where applicants were tested
for sensitivity and trained to understand and use what
Tal ent they possessed; and where the Center conducted
its basic research in psionics.

A tall, heavy figure flung itself fromthe dinic's
broad entrance and charged down the lawn, in a direct
line to the tower. The man | eaped the ornanenta
garden, plunged through the hedges, swung over the
hood of a parked | awn-truck, straight-arnmed the over-
hangi ng branches of trees, brushed aside several nen
who tried to stop him

"Reassure Ol ey! Project reassurance!" the bullhorn
fromthe tower advised. "Project reassurance!"

CGet those cops in ny office! Daffyd projected on his
own as he began to run toward the buil ding. He hoped
that Charlie Morfield or Lester had al ready done so.
Oley didn't ook as if anything short of a tranquilizer
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bull et would stop him Wo had been dimwitted

enough to let the telenpath out of his shielded room
at a tine like this? The nmoron was the nost sensitive
barometer to enotion Daffyd had ever encountered

and he was physically dangerous if aroused. By the
speed of that berserker-charge, he had soaked up
enough fear/anxi ety/anger to di snenber the objects

he was homing in on.

The only sounds now in the grounds were those of

op Ownen's shoes hitting the permapl ast of the wal k and
the thud-thud of Oley's progress on the thick | awn.
One advantage of being Talented is efficient comuni -
cation and total conprehension of terse orders. But the
wave of serenity/reassurance was not penetrating O -
ley's blind fury; the openness dissipated the nass
effect.

Three nen wal ked purposefully out of the adm nis-
tration building and down the broad apron of steps.
Each carried slimbarrel ed hand weapons. The man on
the left raised and ained his at the audi bly panting,
fast - approachi ng noron. The shot took Orley in the



right armbut did not cause himto falter. Instantly the
second man ainmed and fired. Oley lost stride for two
paces fromthe | eg shot but recovered incredibly. The
third man--op Oaen recogni zed Charlie Morfield

--waited calmMy as Oley rapidly closed the interven-
ing distance. In a few nore steps Orley would crash

into him Charlie was sw nging out of the way, his gun
slightly raised for a chest shot, when the noron
staggered and, with a horrible groan, fell to his knees.
He tried to rise, one clenched fist straining toward the
bui I di ng.

Instantly Charlie noved to prevent Orley from
gougi ng his face on the course-textured permapl ast.

"He took two doubl e-strength doses, Dave," Mor-
field exclaimned with sone awe as he cradl ed the
noron's head in his arns.

"He would. How n'ell did he get such an exposure?"

Charlie made a grinmace. "Sally was feeding himon

the terrace. She hadn't heard the 'cast. Said she was
concentrating on keeping himclean and didn't 'read
his growi ng restlessness as nore than response to her
until he burst w de open.”
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"Too much to hope that our unexpected guests didn't
see this?"

Charlie gave a sour grin. "They caused it, boss.

Stood there on the roof, giving Les a hard tine, broad-
casting basic hate and distrust. You shoul d' ve seen the
di al on the psychic atnosphere gauge. No wonder O -

| ey responded."” Charlie's face softened as he gl anced
down at the unconsci ous nman. "Poor dammed soul

Where is that ned-tean? | 'called them when we got
out si de. "

Daf fyd gl anced up at the broad third fl oor w ndows
that marked his office. Six nen stared back. He put an
i nstant danper on his thoughts and enotions, and
nmount ed t he steps.

The visitors were still at the w ndow, watching the
nmed-team as they lifted the huge |inp body onto the
stretcher.

"Orley acts as a human baroneter, gentlenen, re-

acting instantly to the enotional aura around him"

Les was saying in his driest, down-eastest tone. To op
Onen' s wi de-open mind, he emanated a ragi ng anger

t hat al rost nmasked the aura projected by the visitors.
"He has an intelligence factor of less than fifty on the
New Scal e whi ch makes hi m uneducable. He is, how

ever, invaluable in helping identify the dom nating
enotion in seriously disturbed nental and hall uci no-
genic patients which could overcone a rational tele-



path."

Pol i ce Commi ssioner Frank G llings was the prine

source of the fury which had set Harold Oley off. O
Onen felt sorry for Orley, having to bear such anger
and sorrier for hinself and his optimstic hopes. He
was monentarily at a loss to explain such a viol ent
reaction fromGIlings, even granting the validity of
Lester Welch's assunption that GIlings was | osing face
financial and personal, on account of this affair.

He tried a "push" at Gllings' mnd to discover the
covert reasons and found the nan had a tight natura

shi el d, not uncommon for a person in high position
privy to sensitive facts. The burly Conm ssioner

gave every outward appearance of being conpletely at
ease, as if this were no nore than a routine visit, and
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not one hint of his surface thoughts | eaked. Deep-set
eyes, barely visible under heavy brows, above fleshy
cheeks in a swarthy face m ssed nothing, flicking from
Daffyd to Lester and back

O Owen nodded to Ted Lewis, the top police

"finder" who had acconpanied the official group. He

stood a little to one side of the others. O all the visi-
tors, his mnd was wi de open. Forenpst was the

t hought that he hoped Daffyd would read him so that

he coul d pass the warning that G 1llings considered O -

| ey' s exhibition another indication that Talents coul d

not control or discipline their own menbers.

"Good norning. Commissioner. | regret such circum
stances bring you on your first visit to the Center. This
nmorni ng' s newscast has made us all extrenely anxious

to clear our profession.”

Gllings' perfunctory smle did not acknow edge the
tacit explanation of Oley's behavior

“I'"ll come to the point, then, Omen. We have con-
clusively ascertained that there was no break in store
security neasures when the theft occurred. The 'lectric
war ds and spy-scanner were not tanpered with nor

was there any evidence of breaking or entering. There
is only one nmethod in which sable, necklace, dress, and
shoes coul d have been taken fromthat w ndow in the
five minutes between TV scans.

"W regret exceedingly that the evidence points to

a person with psychic talents. W nust insist that the
| arceni st be surrendered to us inmediately and the

nmer chandi se returned to M. Grey, the repesentative
fromColes." He indicated the portly man in a con-
servative but expensive gray fitted.



O Owen nodded and | ooked expectantly toward
Ted Lew s.

"Lewis can't 'find" a trace anywhere so it's obvious
the itenms are being shielded." A suggestion of inpa-
tience crept into GIlings' bass voice. "These grounds
are shiel ded."

"The stol en goods are not here. Conmissioner. If
they were, they would have been found by a menber
the instant the broadcast was heard."

Gllings' eyes snapped and his Ups thinned with ob-
sti nacy.
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"I"'ve told you I can read on these grounds, Com
m ssioner,” Ted Lewis said with understandabl e indig-
nation. "The stolen..."

A wave of the Conmi ssioner's hand cut off the rest
of Lewis's statement. Op Owen fought anger at the in-
sul t.

"You're a dammed fool, Gllings," said Welch, not
bothering to control his rage, "if you think we'd shelter
a larcenist at this time."

"Ah yes, that Bill pending Senate approval,"
said with an unpl easant smle.

Gllings

Daf fyd found it hard to nullify resentnent at the
smug satisfaction and new ant agoni sm which G I1ings
was generati ng.

"Yes, that Bill, Conmm ssioner," op Onen repeated,
"which will protect any Talent registered with a para-
psychic center." Op Onen did not mss the sparkle of

G llings' deep-set eyes at the deliberate enmphasis. "If
you'll step this way, gentlemen, to our renote-graph
control system | believe that we can prove, to your
absol ute satisfaction, that no registered Talent is re-
sponsi bl e. You haven't been here before. Comm s-
sioner, so you are not famliar with our nethod of
recordi ng incidents in which psychic powers are used.

"Power, by the way, neans 'possession of control'
personal as well as psychic, which is what this Center
teaches each and every nenber. Here we are. Charles
Moorfield is the duty officer and was in charge at the
time of the robbery. If you will observe the graphs,
you'll notice that the period--between 7:03 and 7:08
was the tinme given by the 'cast--has not yet wound

out of sight on the storage druns."

Gllings was not |ooking at the graphs. He was star-
ing at Charlie.



"Next time, aimat the chest first, mister."”

"Sorry | stopped himat all ... nmister," replied
Charlie, with such deliberate malice that Gllings col -
ored and stepped toward him

O Owen quickly intervened. "You dislike, distrust,
and hate us, Conmi ssioner," he said, keeping his own
voi ce neutral. "You and your staff have prejudged us
guilty, though you are at this noment surrounded by

i ncontrovertible evidence of our collective innocence.

You arrived here, emanating disruptive enotions--

no, I'mnot reading your mnds, gentlenen (Daffyd

had all Gllings' attention with that phrase). That isn't
necessary. You're triggering responses in the nost con-
trolled of us--not to nention that poor witless tel-
enpath we had to tranquilize. And, unless you put a

lid on your unwarranted hatred and fears, | will have

no conpunction about punping you all full of tranks,
too!"

"That's conming on mghty strong for a man in your
position, Oaen," GIllings said in a tight hard voice
his body visibly tense now.

"You're the one that's coming on strong, G Ilings.

Look at that dial behind you." GIllings did not want

to turn, particularly not at op Onen's command, but
there is a quality of righteous anger that conpels, obe-
di ence. "That registers--as Harold Ol ey does--the
psychic intensity of the atnmosphere. The mind gives on
electrical inpulses, Gllings, surely you have to admt
that. Law enforcenent agencies used that prem se for
lie detection. Qur instrumentation nakes those early
regi sters as archai c as spaceshi ps nake oxcarts. W
have ultra-delicate equi pment which can neasure the

m nut est el ectrical inpulses of varying frequencies

and duration. And this p.a. dial registers a dangerous
high right now Surely your eyes mnmust accept scientific
evi dence.

"Those rows of panels there record the psychic
activity of each and every menber registered with this
Center. See, nobst of themregister agitation right now
These red divisions indicate a sixty-mnute time span
Each of those drunms exposes the graph as of the tine
of that theft. Notice the difference. Not one graph
shows the kinetic activity required of a "lifter' to
achi eve such a theft. But every one shows a reaction
to your presence.

"There is no way in which a registered Tal ent can
avoi d these graphs. Charlie, were any kinetics out of
touch at the tine of the theft?"

Charlie, his eyes locked on Gllings, shook his head
slow y.

"There has never been so nmuch as a civil m sde-
meanor by any of our people. No breach of confidence,
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nor integrity. No crine could be shielded fromfellow
Tal ent s.

"And can you rationally believe that we would jeop-

ardi ze years and years of struggle to becone accepted

as reliable citizens of indisputable integrity for the sake
of a fur coat and a string of baubles? When there are

funds available to any Tal ent who m ght want to own

such fripperies?" Op Onen's scorn made the Col es
man w nce.

"Now get out of here, GIllings. Discipline your eno-
tions and revise your snap concl usion. Then cal

t hrough normal channel s and request our cooperation
Because, believe ne, we are far nore determ ned--

and better equi pped--to discover the real crimna
than you could ever ever be, no matter what your per-
sonal stake in assigning guilt might conceivably be."

O Owen watched for a reaction to that remark, but
Gllings, his lips thin and white with anger, did not be-
tray himself. He gestured jerkily toward the one man

in police blues.

"Do not serve that warrant now, Gllings!" op Oaen
said in a very soft voice. He watched the frantic ac-
tivity of the needle on the p.a. dial

"Go. Now. Call. Because if you cannot contain your
feelings, Conmi ssioner, you had better maintain your
di stance. "

It was then that G 11ings becane aware of the pal-

pabl e presence of those assenbled in the corridor. A

wi de aisle had been left free, an aisle that led only to
t he open el evator. No one spoke or nmoved or coughed.

The force exerted was not audi ble or physical. It was,

however, undeni ably unanimous. It prevailed in forty-
four seconds.

"My firmwill wish to know what steps are being
taken," the Coles man said in a squeaky voice as he
began to wal k, with erratic but ever quickening steps,
toward the el evator.

Gllings' three subordinates were not so i ndependent
but there was no doubt of their relief as GIllings

turned and wal ked with precise, unhurried strides to
the waiting car.

No one noved until the thwapping runble of the
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copter was no longer audible. Then they turned for



assignnments fromtheir director

City Manager Julian Pennstrak, with a metropolis

of some four mllions to supervise, had a habit of
checki ng up personally on any disruption to the

snoot h operation of his city. He arrived as the | ast of
t he organi zed search parties left the Center

"I"d give ny left kidney and a million credits to

have enough Talent to judge a man accurately, Dave,"

he said as he crossed the room He knew better than

to shake hands unless a Talented offered but it was
obvious to Daffyd, who |iked Pennstrak, that the man
want ed sonmehow to convey his personal distress over
this incident. He stood for a nonent by the chair, his
handsome face without a trace of his fanmous genial
smle. "I'd ve sworn Frank G 1lings was pro Talent,"

he said, conbing his fingers through his thick, wavy

bl ack hair, another indication of his anxiety. "He cer-
tainly has used your people to their fullest capabilities
since he becane L E and P Conmi ssioner."

Lester Welch snorted, |ooking up fromthe map he

was annotating with search patterns. "A man' || use

any tool that works . . . until it scratches him that is."
"But you could prove that no registered Tal ent was
responsi ble for that theft."

" "A man convinced against his will, is of the sane
opinion still," Lester chanted.

"Les!"™ Op Omen didn't need our sour cynicismfrom
any quarter, even one dedicated to Talent. "No regis-
tered Tal ent was responsible.”

Pennstrak brightened. "You did persuade G Ilings
that it's the work of an undi scovered Tal ent ?"

Wl ch nade a rude noise. "He'll be persuaded

when we produce, both m ssing person and m ssing

nmer chandi se. Nothing else is going to satisfy either
Gllings or Coles."

"True," Pennstrak agreed, frowning thoughtfully.

"Nor the vacillating nenbers of my own Council. Oh,

| know, it's a flash reaction but the timng is so god-
dammed | ousy, Dave. Your canpai gn bore down heavy

on the integrity and good citizenship of the Talented."
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"It's a deliberate snear job--" Wl ch began
gl oomi ly.

"I thought of that," Pennstrak interrupted him

"and had ny own expert go over the scanner fil mns.
You know the high-security-risk set-up: rotating ex-
posures on the stationary TV eyes. One franme the
nodel was cl othed; next, exposed in all its plastic



glory. It was a 'lift" all right. No possibility of tamper-
ing with that film" Pennstrak |eaned forward to

Dave, though there was scarcely any need to guard

his statements in this company. "Furthernore, Pat

cane along. She 'read' everyone at the store, and
Glling' s squad. Not G Illings, though. She said he has

a natural shield. The others were all clean ... at |east,
of conspiracy." Pennstrak's snide grin faded quickly.

"I made her go rest. That's why there's no one with

ne."

O Owen accepted the information quietly. He had

hal f-hoped ... it was an uncharacteristic specul ation
for him However, it did save tune and Tal ent to have
had both store and police checked.

It had becone general practice to have a strong

tel epathic receiver in the entourage of any prom nent
or controversial public figure. That Talent was rarely
identified publicly. He or she usually performed sone
obvi ous service so that their constant presence was
easily explicable. Pat Tawfi k was overtly Pennstrak's
chi ef speechwiter.
"I have, however," Pennstrak continued, "used ny

of ficial prerogative to supervise the hunt. There're
enough synpathetic people on the public nedia chan-
nels to play down the Tal ent angle--at ny request.
But you know what this kind of adverse publicity is
going to do to you, this Center, and the Talented in
general . One renegade can discredit a hundred honest
I njuns. So, what can | do to hel p?"

"I wish | knew. W' ve got every avail abl e percep-
tive out on the off chance that this--ah, renegade
happens to be broadcasting joy and el ati on over her
hei st."

"Her ?"

"The consensus is that while a man might lift furs
and jewels, possibly the dress, only a worman woul d
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t ake the shoes, too. Top finders are conming in from
other Centers ..."

"A'find is reported, boss," Charlie said over the

intercom "Block Q"

As Pennstrak and op Onen reached the map, Welch
announced with a groan, "Gawd, that's a nultilayer
apartnment zone."

"A have-not," op Onen added.



"Gl Gacie made the find, boss," Charlie continued.
"And the fur is not all he's found but he's got a prob-
lem"

"You just bet he has," Les nmuttered under his
breath as he grinaced down at the map coordinates.

"Charlie, send every finder and perceptive to Bl ock
Q If they can come up with a fix ..."

"Boss, we got a fix, but there's one helluva | ot of
simlarities."”

"What's the probl en?" Pennstrak asked.

"We'll sinply have to take our time and elim nate,
Charlie. Send anyone who can hel p." Then op Owen
turned to Pennstrak. "In reporting a 'find,' the percep-

tive is aware of certain particular spatial relationships
bet ween t he object sought and its inmedi ate surround-
ings. It isn't as if he has seen the object as a canera
sees it. For exanple, have you ever entered a room
turned down a street, or |ooked up quickly and had

the feeling that you had seen just"--and Daffyd nmade

a bracket of his hands--"that portion of the scene be-
fore, with exactly the sane |ighting, exactly the sane
conponents? But only that portion of the scene, so

that the rest was an indistinguishable blur?"

Pennstrak nodded.
" '"Finding' is like that. Sonetinmes the Talent sees it

in lucid detail, sonetimes it's obscured or, as in this
case, there are literally hundreds of possibilities .
apartments with the same |ight exposure, same scene

out the wi ndow, the sanme floor plan and furnishings.

Quite possible in this instance since these are furnished,
standard subsi stence dwellings. Nothing to help us

single out, say Apartment 44E, Building 18, Buhler
Street."

"There happens to be a Building 18 on Buhler Street,
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boss," Les Welch said slowy, "and there are forty-eight
| evels, ten units per floor."

Pennstrak regarded op Oaen with awe.

"Nonsense, this office is thoroughly shielded and
I'"'mnot a pre-cog!"”

"Before you guys took the guesswork out of it, there
were such things as hunches," Pennstrak suggested.

For op Owen's peace of mnd and Lester's pose of

m sogyny, it was neither Building 18 nor Buhler Street
nor Apartment 44. It was Apartnment |E, deep in the
center of Q Block. No one had entered nor left it--



by normal neans--since G| Gacie and two ot her
finders had nade a precise fix. G| handed op Onen
the master key obtained fromthe dithering super.

"My Gawd," Pennstrak said in a voice nuted with
shocked surprise as they swing open the door. "Like
an oriental bazaar."

"Indiscrimnate pilfering on a whol esal e basis," op

Onen corrected, glancing around at the rich brilliant

vel vet drapes fram ng the dingy windowto the wildly
clashing pillows thrown on the el egant Enpire | oveseat.
A marbl e-topped table was a junble of pretty vases,
silver boxes, and goblets. Priceless china held decaying
remai ns of food. Underneath the table were jaggedly
opened, enpty cans bearing the | abel of an extrenely
expensi ve caterer. Two enpty chanpagne bottl es

poi nted green, blind eyes in their direction. A portable
color 'caster was piled with discarded clothing; a black-
| ace sheer body stocking draped in an obscene posture
across the inactive screen. "A nmagpie's nest rather,"

he sighed, "and |'d hazard that Maggie is very young

and has been poor all her life until . . ." He met
Pennstrak's synpat hetic gaze. "Until our educati onal
program gave her the hints she needed to unlock her
special Talent."

"Gllings is going to have to work with you on this,
Dave," Pennstrak said reluctantly as he reached for

the intercomat his belt. "But first he's going to have
to apol ogi ze"

O Owen shook his head vigorously. "I want his
cooperation, Julian, grudged or willing. Wen he really
believes in Talent, then he will apol ogize voluntarily

and obliquely," he couldn't resist adding.

To op Omen's consternation, Gllings arrived noisily
in the cowike |lab copter, sirens going, lights flashing.

"Don't bother now, " op Omen advi sed Pennstrak, for

he could see the City Manager forming a furious repri-
mand. "She night have been warned by the finders
activity anyhow "

"Well, she's certainly been warned of f now, " Penn-
strak stal ked off, to confer with one of his aides just as
Gllings strode into the corridor with his technicians.

According op Onen and Grade the merest nod,

G Ilings began issuing crisp orders. He knew his busi-
ness, op Owen thought, and he evidently trusted these
technicians, for he didn't bother to crowd into the tiny
apartment to oversee them

"As soon as your men have prints and a physica
profile. Commi ssioner, we'd like to run the data through



our computer. There's the chance that the girl did take
advant age of the open Talent test the Center has been
adverti sing."

"You mean you don't know who it is yet?"

"l found the coat since | knew what it | ooked |ike,"
Gl Gacie said, bristling at GI1ings" nmanner.

"Then where is it?" Gllings gestured perenptorily
to the sable-less apartnent.

"These are the shoes. Conmi ssioner," said one of
his team presenting the fragile jewel ed footwear, now
neatly sealed in clear plastic. "Traces of dirt, dust,
fleck of nail enanel and fromthe 'scope inprint, 1'd

say they were too big for her."

Gllings stared at the shoes disinterestedly. "No
sign of the dress?"

"Still 1ooking."

"Qdd that you people can't locate a girl with bare
feet in a sable coat and a bright blue silk gown?"

"No odder than it is for your hundreds of patrol nen
t hr oughout the city, Conmi ssioner, to overlook a girl
so bizarrely dressed,” op Oven said with firm good
hunor. "Wen you 'saw the coat, G|, where was it?"

"Thrown across the | oveseat, one arm hangi ng down

to the floor. | distinguished the edge of the sill and the
tree outside, the first folds of the curtain, and the

wal | heating unit. | called in, you sent over enough
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finders so that we were able to elinnate the simlarities.
It took us nearly an hour "

"Were you keeping an 'eye' on the coat all the
time?" Gllings demanded in a voice so devoid of ex-
pression that his contenpt was all the nore obvious.

G| flushed, bit his Iip, and only partially inhibited
by op Onen's subtle warning, snapped back, "Try
keepi ng your physical eye on an object for an hour!"

"Cet sone rest, GI," op Oanen suggested gently. He
waited until the finder had turned the corner. "If you
are as determned to find this crininal as you say you
are, Conmi ssioner GIllings, then do not destroy the

efficiency of ny staff by such gratuitous criticism In
| ess than four hours, on the basis of photographs of
the stolen objects, we located this apartnent. "

"But not the crimnal, who is still in possession of
a sabl e coat which you found once but have now un-
accountably lost."



"That's enough, GIllings," said Pennstrak, who had
rejoined them "Thanks to your arrival, the girl mnust
know she's being sought and is shielding."

Pennstrak gestured toward the di ngy wi ndows of the
flat, through which the vanes of the big copter were
visible. A group of children, abandoning the known
obj ects of the devel opment play-yard, had gathered at
a respectful but curiosity-satisfying distance.

"Considering the variety of her acconplishnments,”

op Owen said, not above using Pennstrak's irritation
wi th his Conmi ssioner to advantage, "lI'm sure she
knew of the search before the Conmissioner's arrival
Julian. Have any of these itens been reported. Com
m ssi oner ?"

"That console was. Two days ago. It was on 'find,'
too."

"She has been growi ng steadily bolder, then," op
Onen went on, depressed by Gllings' attitude. And
depressed that such a Tal ent had energed twi sted,
perverted, selfish. Wiy? Wiy? "If your depart ment
ever gets the chronol ogy of the various thefts, we'd
appreci ate the copy."

"Why?" Gllings turned to stare at op Omen, sur-
prised and irritated.

"Talent takes time to develop--in ordinary persons.
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It does not, like the ancient goddess At hena, spring
full-grown fromthe forehead. This girl could not, for

i nstance, have lifted that portable set the first time she
used her Talent. The nore data we have on ... the

lecture is ill-timed."

G Ilings' unspoken "you said it" did reach op Ownen,
whose turn it was to stare in surprise

"Well, your 'finders' are not novices," the Comm s-
sioner said aloud. "If they traced the coat once, why
not agai n?"

"Every perceptive we have is searching," op Onaen
assured him "But, if she was able to |l eave this apart-
ment after G| found the coat, taking it with her be-
cause it obviously is not here, she also is capable of
shi el ding herself and that coat. And, until she slips
that guard, | doubt we'll find it or her."

The report on the | aboratory findi ngs was exhaus-
tive. There was a full set of prints, foot and finger
None matched those on file in the city records, or Fed-



eral or Immgration. She had not been tested at the
Center. Long coarse black hah- had been found. Skin

fl akes anal yzed suggested an olive conpl exion

Ther no- phot ogr aphy pl aced her | ast appearance in

the room at approximately the tinme the four "finders"
fixed on her apartment, thus substantiating op Oanen's
guess. The thermal prints also reveal ed that she was of
sl ender build, approximately five-four, weighing 105
pounds. Stains on a kitchen knife proved her to possess
bl ood type 0. No one el se had occupi ed the apartnent
within the eight-day range of the thernography used.

From such records, the police extrapol ator nade a
rough sketch of Maggie 0 as she was called for want
of a better nanme. The sketch was taken around the
nei ghbor hood wi th no success. People living in Bl ock
Q didn't bother people who didn't bother them

It was Daffyd op Omen who renmenbered the chil -

dren crowdi ng the police copter. Fromthemhe elicited
the information that she was new in the building. (The
records indicated that the apartnent should be va-
cant.) She was al ways singing, dancing to the wall -
'caster, and changing her clothes. QOccasionally she'd
play with them and bring out rich food to eat, prom

i sing they could have such good things if they'd think
hard about them Wile the children tal ked, Daffyd

"saw' Maggie's face reflected in their mnds. The po-
lice extrapol ator had been far short of the reality. She
was not nuch ol der than the children she had pl ayed

wi th. She had not been pretty by ordinary standards

but she had been so "different" that her image had

regi stered sharply. The narrow face, the brilliant eyes,
slightly slanted above sharp cheekbones, the thin,

smal | nouth, and the pointed chin were unusual even

in an area of ethnic variety.

This |ikeness and a physical description were circu-

|ated quickly to be used at all exits to the city and al
transportation facilities. It was likely she'd try to slip
out during the day-end exodus.

The south and west airstrips had been under a per-
ceptive surveillance since the search had been inaugu-
rated. Now every facility was guarded.

Gl Gacie "found" the coat again.

"She must have it in a suitcase,"” he reported on the
pol i ce-provided hand unit fromhis position in the

main railroad concourse. "It's fol ded and surrounded
by dark. It's nmoving up and down. But there're so
many people. So many suitcases. I'Il circul ate. Mybe

the find"Ufix itself."

Gllings gave orders to his teans on the master unit
whi ch had been set up in the Center's control roomto
coordi nate the operations.

"You better test G| for pre-cog," Charlie muttered



to op Oven after they'd contacted all the sensitives.
"He asked for the station."”

"You shoul d've told ne sooner, Charlie. |'d' ve
teaned himwith a sensitive."

"Lookit that," Charlie exclained, pointing to a wildly
nmovi ng needl e on one of the renotes.

Les was beside it even as the audio for the I|ncident
went on.

"Not that track! OCh! Watch out! Baggage. On the
handcart! Watch out. Myve, nman. Mve! To the right.
The right! Ahhhh." The woman's voi ce choked off in
an agoni zed cry.

Daf fyd pushed Charlie out of the way, to get to
t he speaker.
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"Gl this is op Onen. Do not pursue. Do not pursue

that girl! She's aware of you. G|, come in. Answer ne,
Gl. . . . Charlie, keep trying to raise him G1llings,
contact your nmen at the station. Make them stop G|
Gacie.'

"Stop hin? Wy?"

"The pre-cog. The baggage on the handcart," shouted
Daf fyd, signaling frantically to Lester to explain in
detail. He raced for the energency stairs, up the two
flights, and sl ammed out onto the roof. Gasping for
breath, he clung to the high retaining wall and pro-
jected his mind to G1's.

He knew the man so well, trained G| when an em

pl oyer brought in the kid who had a knack for |ocating
things. Op Oaen could see hi mducking and dodgi ng

t hrough the trai nward crowds, touching suitcases, ig-
noring irate or astonished carriers; every nerve, every
ounce, of himreceptive to the "feel" of a dense, dark
sable fur. And so single-mnded that Daffyd could not
"reach" him

But op Owen knew the instant the | oaded baggage

cart swerved and crushed the blindly intent Tal ent
agai nst an |-beam He bowed his head, too fully cog-
ni zant that a double tragedy had occurred. G| was
lost... and so now was the girl.

There was no peace from his thoughts even when

he returned to the shielded control room Lester and
Charlie pretended to be very busy. GIllings was. He
directed the search of the railway station, arguing
with the stationmaster that the trains were to be held



and that was that! The drone of his voice began to
penetrate op Oaen's renorse.

"Al'l right, then, if the Talents have cleared it and
there's no fermal e of the same hei ght and weight, re-

| ease that train. Sonmeone tried the Johns, didn't they?
No, Sam you can detain anyone renotely suspicious.

That girl is clever, strong, and dangerous. There's

no telling what el se she could do. But she damm wel |
can't change her height, weight, and bl ood type!"

"Daffyd. Daffyd." Lester had to touch himto get his
attention. He notioned op Omven toward Charlie, who
was hol di ng out the hand unit.
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"It's Coles, sir.

Daffyd listened to the effusively grateful store nan-
ager. He made the proper responses, but it wasn't unti
he had relinqui shed the hand unit to Charlie that the
man' s excited nmonol ogue nade sense.

"The coat, the dress, and the neckl ace have reap-
peared on the store dummy,” op Owen said. He cleared
his throat and repeated it |oud enough to be heard.

"Returned?" Gllings echoed. "Just |ike that? Wy,

the little bitch! Sam check the ladies' roons in that
station. Wait, isn't there a discount dress store in that
station? Have them check for m ssing apparel. | want an
item zed list of what's gone, and an exact duplicate
fromtheir stock shown to the sensitives. W' ve got her
scared and runni ng now. "

"Scared and running now." G llings' snug assess-

ment rang onminously in Daffyd's m nd. He had a sud-

den flash. Superinposed over a projection of Maggie's
thin face was the imge of the lifeless store dumy,

el egantly reclad in the purloined blue gown and dark
fur. "Here, take them back. | don't want them any-
nore. | didn't nmean to kill him | didn't nean to. See,
| gave back what you wanted. Now | eave me al one!"

Daf f yd shook his head. Wshful thinking. Just as
futile as the girl's bel ated gesture of penance. Too nuch
too soon. Too little too |ate.

"We don't want her scared," he said out |oud. "She
was scared when she toppl ed that baggage cart.”

"She killed a man when she toppl ed that baggage
cart, op Oaen!"™ GIllings was all but shouting.

"And if we're not very careful, she'll kill others.™

"I'f you think I'mgoing to velvet glove a homnicida
mani ac. "



A shrill tone issuing fromthe renote unit forced
Gllings to answer. He was about to reprimand the
caller but the nessage got his stunned attention

"We can forget the paternal bit, Oaen. She knocked
down every one of your people and mine at the Oiole
Street entrance. Your nen are unconscious. M ne and
about twenty or nore innocent conmuters are afflicted
wi th blinding headaches. Got any practical ideas, Owen,
on catching this nonster you created?"

2?23

"Oriole? Was she headi ng east or west?"
"Does it matter?"

"If we're to catch her it does. And we nust catch

her. She's operating at a psychic high. There's no tell-
i ng what she's capable of now. Such Talent has only
been a theoretic possibility . "

Gllings lost all control of hinself. The fear and
hatred burst out in such a wave that Charlie Morfield,
caught unaware, erupted out of his chair toward G -
ings in an instinctive defense reaction.

"Gllings!" "Charlie!l" Les and Daffyd shouted to-

get her, each grabbing the whil om conbatants. But
Charlie, his face white with shock at his own reaction
had himself in hand. Sinking weakly back into his
chair, he gasped out an apol ogy.

"You mean, you want to have nore nonsters |ike

her and hin?" G I1ings demanded. Between his voice

and the violent enotions, Daffyd's head rang with pain
and confusi on.

"Don't be a fool," Lester said, grabbing the Com

m ssioner by the arm "You can't spew enotions |ike
that around a tel epath and not get a reaction. Look at
Daf fyd! Look at Charlie! Christ, nman, you' re as bad as
the scared, nixed up kid ..." Then Les dropped
Gllings' armand stared at himin amazenent. "Christ,
you're a telepath yourself!"

"Quiet, everybody," Daffyd said with such urgency

he had their instant attention. "I've the solution. And
there's no tinme to waste. Charlie, | want Harold Oley
airbound in the dinic's copter heading south to the
Central Station in nothing flat. W'IlIl correct course en
route. Gllings, | want two of the strongest, nobst stable
patrol men on your roster. | want themarned wth
fast-acting, double-strength trank guns and airborne to
rendezvous near Central Station.”

"Har ol d?" Les echoed in bl ank astoni shnent and



then relief colored his face as he understood Daffyd's
intentions. "Of course. Nothing can stop Harold. And
no one can read himconing."

"Not hi ng. And no one," op Oanen agreed bl eakly.

Gllings turned fromissuing his orders to see an
anbul ance copter headi ng west across the sky.

2?4
"W're foll ow ng?"

Daf f yd nodded and gestured for GIllings to precede
himto the roof. He didn't | ook back but he knew what
Les and Charlie did not say.

She had been seen running east on Oriole. And

she was easy to follow. She |eft people doubled up
wi th nausea and crying with head pains. That is,
until she crossed Boul evard.

"We' || head south-southeast on an intercept,” Gl -

lings told his pilot and had himrelay the correction to
t he anmbul ance. "She's heading to the sea?" he asked
rhetorically as he rummaged for the correct airmap of
the city. "Here. W can set down at Seanan's Park. She
can't have nmade it that far ... unless she can fly
suddenly." G llings | ooked up at op Onen.

"She probably could teleport herself," Daffyd an-
swered, watching the Conmi ssioner's eyes narrow in
adverse reaction to the adm ssion. "But she hasn't

t hought of it yet. As long as she can be kept running,
too scared to think . . ." That necessity woul d ever
pl ague Daffyd op Ownen: that they must run her out

of her m nd.

Gllings ordered all police hovercraft to close in on
the area where she was | ast seen, blocks of residences
and smal | businesses of all types.

By the time the three copters had made their ren-
dezvous at the small park, there were no nore visible
signs of Maggie 0's retreat.

As Gllings made to | eave the copter, Daffyd op
Onen stopped him

"I'f you're not conpletely under control, GIlings,
Harold will be after you."

Gllings | ooked at the director for a | ong nonent,
his jaw set stubbornly. Then, slowy, he settled into the
seat and handed op Oaen a renote corn-unit.

"Thanks, G llings," he said, and left the copter. He
signal ed to the anbul ance to release Harold Ol ey and
then strode across the grass to the waiting officers.



The two bi ggest men were as burly as he could wi sh.
Being trained | aw enforcers, they ought to be able to
handle Orley. Op Onen "pushed" gently against their

m nds and was satisfied with his findings. They pos-
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sessed the natural shielding of the untenperanental
whi ch made them | ess susceptible to enotional stornmns.
Nei t her Webster nor Heis was stupid, however, and

t hey had been briefed on devel opnments.

"Oriey has no useful intelligence. He is a hunman
barometer, nmeasuring the intensity and type of eno-
tions which surround himand reacting instinctively.
He does not broadcast. He only receives. Therefore
he cannot be harned or identified by ... by Maggie
0. He is the only Tal ent she cannot 'hear' approach-
ing."

"But, if he reaches her, he'd . " \Webster began
measuring Harold with the discerning eye of a boxing
ent husi ast. Then he shrugged and turned politely to
op Onen.

"You' ve the doubl e-strength tranks? Good. | hope

you'll be able to use themin time. But it is inperative
t hat she be apprehended before she does nmore harm

She has already killed one man . "

"W understand, sir," Heis said when op Omnen did
not conti nue.

"I'f you can, shoot her. Once she stops broadcasting,
he'll soon return to a manageable state." But, Daffyd
anended to hinsel f, remenbering Harold spraw ed on

the ground in front of the building, not soon enough
"She was | ast seen on the east side of the boul evard,
about eight blocks fromhere. She'd be tired, |ooking
for soneplace to hide and rest. But she is al so prob-
ably radiating sufficient emotion for Harold to pick up
He'll react by heading in a straight line for the source.
Keep himfromtrying to plow through solid walls. Keep
your voices cal mwhen you speak to him Use sinple
conmands. | see you've got hand units. I'Il be air-
borne; the copter's shielded but 1'Il help when I can."

FI anki ng Harol d, Webster and Hei s noved west

along Oriole at a brisk even walk: the two officers in
step, Harold' s head bobbing above theirs. H's being out
of step was a cruel irony.

Daf fyd op Onen turned back to the copter. He
nodded to Gllings as he seated hinself. He tried not to
think at all.

As the copters lifted fromthe park and drifted slowy
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west amid other air traffic, op Omen | ooked sadly down
at the people on the streets. At kids playing on the

si dewal ks. At a flow of men and wonmen with brief-

cases or shopping bags, hurrying home. At snub-nosed
city cars and squatty trucks angling into parking slots.
At the bloated cross-city helibuses jerking and settling
to disgorge their passengers at the street islands.

"He's twitching," Heis reported in a di spassionate
Voi ce.

Daffyd flicked on the handset. "That's normal. He's
begi nning to register."

"He's nmoving faster now. Keeps wanting to go

strai ght through the buildings." Reading Heis' under-
tone, op Omen knew that the nen hadn't believed his
caution about Oriey plowi ng through solids. "He's
letting us guide him but he keeps pushing us to the
right. You take his other arm Wb. Yeah, that's bet-
ter."

G llings had noved to the visual equi prent al ong

one side of the copter .He focused deftly in on the trio,
magni fied it, and threw the inage on the pilot's screen
too. The copter adjusted direction

"Easy, Oriey. No, don't try to stop him Wb. Stop
the trafficl!”

Oley's line of march crossed the busier w de north-
south street. Webster ran out to control the vehicles.
Peopl e turned curiously. Stopped and stared after the
trio.

"Don't," op Oamen ordered as he saw G |1ings nove
a hand towards the bullhorn. "There's nothing wong
wi th her hearing."

Oiey began to nove faster now that he had reached
the farther side. He wanted to go right through inter-
veni ng buil di ngs.

"Quide himleft to the sidewal k, Heis," op Onen
advised. "l think he's still amenable. He isn't running
yet."

"He's breathing hard, M. Omen." Heis sounded
dubi ous. "And his face is changing."

O Owen nodded to hinmself, all too famliar with
the startling phenonmena of watching the bl ankness of
Oley's face take on the classic nmask of whatever eno-
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tions he was receiving. It would be a particularly un-
nerving transition under these conditions.

"What does he show?"

"I"d say ... hatred." Heis' voice dropped on the
| ast word. Then he added in his usual tone, "He's
smling, too, and it isn't nice."

They had eased Oriey to the sidewal k headi ng west.

He kept pushing Webster to the right and his pace in-
creased until it was close to a run. Wbster and Heis
began to gesture people out of their way but it would
soon be obvious to the nei ghborhood that sonething
was am ss. Wuld it be better to land nore police to
reassure people and keep their enanati ons down? O
woul d they broadcast suppressed excitenent at police
interference? She'd catch that. Should he warn Heis
and Webster to keep their thoughts on Harold Ol ey?
O would that be |ike warning them agai nst all thoughts
of the canel's left knee?

Oley broke into a run. Webster and Heis were hard
put to keep himto the sidewal k.

"What's in the next block?" op Omen asked G 1 -
i ngs.

The Conmi ssioner consulted the map, holding it Just
above the scanner so he could keep one eye on the
trio bel ow

"Resi dences and an area parking facility for inter-
state trucking." Gllings turned to op Omen now, his
heavy eyebrows raised in question

"No, she's still there because Oriey is homing in on
her projection.”

"Look at his face! My God!" Heis exclai med over

the hand-unit. On the screen, his figure had stopped.
He was pointing at Orley. But Wbster's face was
clearly visible to the surveillers; and what he saw un-
nerved him

Oley broke fromhis guides. He was running,

slowy at first but gathering speed steadily, mndlessly
brushi ng aside anything that stood in his way. Heis and
Webster were after him but both men were shaking

their heads as if sonething were bothering them Oiey
tried to plunge through a brick store wall. He bounced
off it, saw the 'uni npeded view of his objective, and
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charged forward. \Webster had darted ahead of him

blowing his whistle to stop the oncomng traffic. Heis
alternately yelled into the hand unit and at startled



byst anders. Now sone of themwere afflicted and were
grabbi ng their heads.

"Put us on the roof,"” op Onen told the pilot. "G I -

i ngs, get nen to cover every entrance and exit to

that parking lot. Get the copters to hover by the open
| evel s. The nmen' U be spared sone of the lash."

It wouldn't do nmuch good, op Owen realized, even
as he felt the first shock of the girl's awareness of im
m nent danger.

"Close your mind," he yelled at the pilot and GI1I-
ings. "Don't think."

"My head, ny head." It was Heis groaning

"Concentrate on Oley," op Onen advised, his hands

going to his tenples in reaction to the knotting pres-
sure. Heis's figure on the scanner staggered after Ol ey,
who had now entered the parking facility.

O Owen caught the mental pressure and dis-

persed it, projecting back reassurance/hel p/protection/
conpassion. He could forgive her G| Gade's death.

So would any Talent. If she would instantly surrender
somehow the Centers would protect her fromthe | ega
aspects of her act. Only surrender now.

Soneone screaned. Anot her man echoed that pierc-

ing cry. The copter bucked and jolted them The pil ot
was groani ng and gasping. G Illings plunged forward,
grabbi ng the controls.

O Owen, fighting an incredible battle, was blind to
physical realities. If he could just occupy all the atten-

tion of that overcharged mind . . . hold it |ong enough
. pai n/ f ear/ bl ack/ r ed/ noi | ed- or ange/ pur pl es
breathing . . . shock. Utter disbelief/fear/loss of confi-

dence. Frantic physical effort.

Concrete scraped op Omen's cheek. His fingers bled
as he clawed at a | ocked steel exit door on the roof.
He could not enter. He had to reach her FI RST!

Sonehow his feet found the stairs as he propelled

hi nsel f down the fire escape, deliberately numbing
his mind to the intensive pounding received. A pound-
i ng that becane audi bl e.

2?79

Then he saw her, fingers clawing for |everage on the

st ab- post, foot poised for the step fromthe |anding. A
too thin, adolescent figure, frozen for a second with in-
deci si on and shock; strands of black hair Iike vicious
scars across a thin face, distorted and ugly fromthe
tremendous physical and nental efforts of the frantic



will. Her huge eyes, black with insane fury and terror
bl oodshot with despair and the salty sweat of her des-
perate striving for escape, |ooked into his.

She knew him for what he was; and her hatred
crackled in his mnd. Those words--after G| Gade's
deat h- - had been hers, not his distressed inagining.
She had known himthen as her real antagonist. Only
now was he forced to recognize her for what she was,
all she was--and regrettably, all she would not be.

He fought the inexorable decision of that split-second
confrontation, wanting nore than anything else in his
l[ife that it did not have to be so

She was the wi ser! She whirl ed!

She was suddenly beyond the heavy fire door w thout
opening it. Harold Oley, charging up the stairs behind
her, had no such Talent. He crashed wth sickening
force into the nmetal door. Daffyd had no alternative.
She had teleported. He steadied the tel enpath, de-
pressed the | ock bar, and threw the door w de.

Oley was after the slender figure fleeing across the
dimMy lit, lowceilinged concrete floor. She was head-
ing toward the down ranp now.

"Stop, stop,"” op Owen heard his voi ce beggi ng her
Hei s came staggering fromthe stairway.

"Shoot him For Christ's sake, shoot Oley, Heis,"
op Onen yell ed.

Heis couldn't seemto coordinate. Op Onen tried

to push aside his funbling hands and grab the trank
gun hinmself. Heis's trained refl exes made himcling al
the tighter to his weapon. Just then, op Oamen heard
the girl's despairing shriek

Two nen had appeared at the top of the ranp.
They both fired, the dull reports of trank pistols accen-
tuated by her choked gasp

"Not her. Shoot Oley. Shoot the man," op Oaen
cried, but itl was too late.
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Even as the girl crunmpled to the floor, Oley grabbed
her. Grabbed and tore and beat at the source of the
enpti ons which so disturbed him Beat and tore and
stanped as she had assaul ted him

Oley's body jerked as tranks hit himfrom several
sides, but it took far too long for themto override the
adrenal reactions of the overcharged tel enpath.

There was pain and pity as well as horror in



G llings' eyes when he canme running onto the | evel
The police .stood at a distance fromthe bl ood-spattered
bodi es.

"Gawd, couldn't soneone have stopped himfrom
getting her?" the copter pilot nurnured, turning away
fromthe shapel ess bl oodied thing hal f-covered by O -
| ey’ s unconsci ous body.

"The door woul d have stopped Oley, but he," Heis
grimy pointed at op Omen, "opened it for him™"

"She tel eported through the door," op Onmen said
weakly. He had to | ean against the wall. He was be-
gi nning to shudder uncontrollably. "She had to be
stopped. Now. Here. Before she realized what she'd
done. What she could do." Hi s knees buckl ed. "She
tel eported through the door!"

Unexpectedly, it was GIllings who cane to his aid, a
G I1ings whose m nd was no | onger shiel ded but broad-
casting conpassi on and awe, and under st andi ng.

"So did you."

The phrase barely registered in op Oxen's nind
when he passed out.

"That's all that remains of the | ate Sol ange Boshe, "
Gllings said, tossing the file reel to the desk. "As mnuch
of her life as we've been able to piece together. Gyp-
sies don't stay | ong anywhere."

"There're sone |left?" Lester Wl ch asked, frowning
at the three-inch condensation of fifteen years of a
hurman life.

"Ch there are, | assure you," Gllings replied, his
tone souring slightly for the first time since he had
entered the office. "The tape also has a lengthy inter-
viewwith Bill Jones, the cousin the social worker [o-
cated after Sol ange had recovered fromthe bronchi al
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pneuroni a. He had no idea,”" GIllings hastily assured
them "that there is any reason other than a routine
check on the whereabouts of a runaway county ward.

He had a hunch,” Gllings grimaced, "that the fanmly
had gone on to Toronto. They had. He al so thought

that they had probably given the girl up for dead when
she col | apsed on the street. The Toronto report sub-

stantiates that. So | don't inmagine it will surprise you,
op Owen, that her tribe, according to Jones, are the
only ones still making a living at fortune-telling,

pal mreadi ng, tea |l eaves and that bit."



"Now, just a mnute, Gllings," Lester began, bris-
tling. He subsided when he saw that his boss and the
Conmi ssi oner were grinning at each other

"So . . . just as you suspected, op Owen, she was a
freak Talent. W know fromthe ward nurses that she
wat ched your propaganda broadcasts during her hos-
pitalization. We can assume that she was aware of the
search either when G| Gacie 'found" the coat, or
when the definite fix was made. It's not hard to guess
her notivation in making the heist in the first place
nor her instinctive desire to hide." Gllings gave his
head an abrupt violent jerk and stood up. He started
to hold out his hand, remenbered, and raised it in a
farewel | gesture. "You are continuing those broadcasts,
aren't you?"

Lester Welch glared so balefully at the Comm ssioner
that op Onen had to chuckle.

"Wth certain deletions, yes."

"Cood. Talent nust be identified and trained.

Trai ned young and well if they are to use their

Tal ent properly.” GIllings stared op Oaren in the eye.
"The Boshe girl was bad, op Oaen, bad clear through
Li sten to what Jones said about her and you won't re-
gret Tuesday too much. Sometines the young are in-
flexible, too."

"I agree, Conmi ssioner," Daffyd said, escorting the
man to the door as calmy as if he hadn't heard what
Gllings was thinking so clearly. "And we appreciate
your help in the cover yarns that explained Tuesday's
odd occurrences. "
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"A case of mutual understanding,"” Gllings said, his
eyes glinting. "Oh, no need to see nme out. / can open
this door."

That door was no sooner firmy shut behind him
than Lester Wl ch turned on his superior

"And just who was scratchi ng whose back then?"

he denmanded. "Don't you dare come over innocent,
either, Daffyd op Omen. Two days ago that man was

your eneny, bristling with enough hate and distrust to
ant agoni ze ne."

"Remenber what you said about G I1ings Tuesday?"

"There's been an awful | ot of idle comment around
here lately."

"Frank Gllings is telepathic." Then he added as
Lester was choking on the news. "And he doesn't want
to be. So he's suppressed it. Naturally he'd be antag-
onistic."



"Hah! "

"He's not too old, but he's not flexible enough to
adapt to Talent, having denied it so long."

“I"1l buy that. But what was that parting shot--7
can open this door'?" Lester nmimcked the Comi s-
sioner's deep voice.

"I'mtoo old to eamnew tricks, too, Les. | tele-
ported through the roof door of that parking facility.
He saw nme do it. And she saw the nenmory of it in ny
mnd. If she'd lived, she'd ve picked ny mnd clean
And | didn't want her to die."

O Owen turned abruptly to the window, trying to

let the tranquility of the scene restore his equilibrium
It did--until he saw Harold Ol ey pl oddi ng al ong the
path with his guide. Instantly a white, w de-eyed, hair-
streaked face was superinposed over the view

The intercom beeped and he depressed the key for
his sanity's sake.

"W've got a live one, boss," and Sally Iselin's gay
voi ce restored him "A strong pre-cog with kinetic
possibilities. And guess what?" Sally's excitenment nade
her voice breathless. "He said the cop on his beat told
himto come in. He doesn't want any nore trouble

with the cops so he . "

"Woul d his nane be Bill Jones?"
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"However did you know?"

"And that's no pre-cog, Sally," op Onen said with
a ghost of a | augh, aware he was begi nning to | ook
forward again. "A sure thing's no pre-cog, is it, Les?"
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For those of you who have consistently asked for

nore Hel va stories, here is "Honeynmoon." Only it's

an un'story. | call it that because it cannot stand with-
out a lot of explanation which really makes the ninor
incident that is the neat of the story rmuch too top'
heavy. You really ought to have read at |east "The

Ship Who Sang," the story, if not the full novel, to
understand what is left out.

| have often called Helva ny alter ego. "The Ship

Who Sang" is ny favorite story; | still cannot reread
it without weeping, for I wote it in an unconscious
attenpt to ease my grief over the death of my father



the Col onel. The other yans in the novel were therapy
for other personal problens, none of which actually
figure in the plots. So, although this tale should have
been the starting point of a new volume about Ni al
Parollan and Helva, | don't really yet know if Helva
wi Il sing again. "Honeynmoon" does tie up the one |oose
end which the majority of ny readers have conpl ai ned

to nme about.

26?
wel |, that young
Honeynoon

"MAY | COVE ABOARD, HELVA?"

Hel va said yes w thout thinking because the traffic

in technicians and Base officials attending to her re-
fitting was constant. Then, she checked identity be-
cause while the voice was fam liar, no technician would
have couched such a formal request.

Rocco, Regulus representative for Mutant M nori -

ties, was her unexpected caller. Wth the easy nanner

of one used to the protocol of brain-brawn ships, the
Doubl e M man sal uted her behind the central colum

and sauntered into the | ounge, |ooking about himwth
interest at the choice artifacts N all had introduced,
the circuit prints and cabl es draped about the contro
consol e, the pattern of dust and grit |eading toward her
engi neering and cargo conpartnents

"I"ve stopped apol ogi zing for the ness,"” Helva said,
"but the galley's intact if you don't mind serving your-
self while Niall's not here ..."

"I''m here because he isn't, Helva," Rocco said,
refusing her hospitality with a courteous gesture and
seating hinmself facing her panel

"I'n which capacity? Double M or Rocco?"

"Unofficially, but Rocco is always willing." Then

he hesitated, biting the coner of his Iip while Helva
wai t ed, amused that the suave, fashionably attired
troubl eshooter for Double Mwas at a | oss for words.
He' d had no bl ock a scant seven days ago when he'd
been needling Chief Railly before she'd extended her
Central Worlds contract. "Let's just say that | had an
i nteresting conversation yesterday which leads ne to
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beg the indul gence of a chat--an unofficial chat-
with you."



"On what subject?"
" Coer ci on?"
"Whose?" Hel va was amused

"Yours, primarily. Parollan's
man can take care of hinself."

Hel va chuckl ed. "Now, M. Rocco, you were in
Chief Railly's office that day."

Rocco inpatiently brushed that side. "Yes, | heard

the official line. They got you to extend your origina
contract with them. .. which was al nost |egal ."
"Very legal, Rocco. | did sonme surreptitious check-

ing nyself. And | got them.

Rocco held up his hand, perenptorily cutting her

off. "Did or did not Railly deploy a detachnment around
you, effectively preventing you fromlifting off if you'd
so desired? And did or did not Parollan have to short

out a perineter fence to get to you?"
"There was a little m sunderstanding ..
"Littl e?" Rocco's swarthy face darkened to enpha-

size that single explosion. "My dear Helva, | have ny
sources, too. Railly had the entire planetary security
force, civilian and service, |ooking for Parollan.”

"I had Broley on ny side." Helva chuckled for the

city shell person's cooperation had been involuntary.
Broley still wasn't speaking to her because she hadn't
opted for independent status and taken on one of the
clients he bad lined up for her

"So you did. Do you now?"

"Ch, he'll sulk a while longer, | expect."

Rocco hitched hinself to the edge of the couch

"Now, | ook, Helva, | know what it says on paper but

| also know that Parollan's resignation fromthe Service
is still in effect. Ch, he's brawning you to Beta Corvi,
but there isn't anything contractual after that."

" G

"Helva, | don't nmean for you to be left high and

dry. Especially with an incredible extension of debt
whi ch you rmust work off. And with Chief Railly overtly
your eneny because of Parollan. Now that guy may

have been a brawn-brain ship supervisor for the |ast
twel ve years, and bl oody good at it fromwhat | hear
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but that doesn't mean he's going to be a good brawn.
By anything left holy, Helva, it's a long way fromtell -
ing to doing."



"Do you renenber ny |ast brawn, Teron of Acthion
that well-trained, physically stalwart tw thead?"

Rocco gave a long sigh that ended with a grudgi ng
grin. "Ckay, so he was a dud that BB School turned
out by m stake. You can go too far in the opposite
direction."” Cbviously Rocco felt she had with Parol -
lan. "Seriously, Helva, that contract extension nakes
my skin crawl. You're conmtted to repayi ng al nost
600, 000 credits ... by the latest figuring."

"You do have good sources, Rocco."

He grinned again, maliciously. "In Double M 1've

got to. Look, there's a lot nore to this whole affair
than the fact that in a scant ten years you paid off
your original indebtedness to Central Worlds for your
early childhood care, the initial shell, education, the
surgery needed to fit you into this ship, maintenance,
and so forth."

"I paid off partly due to Niall Parollan, remenber?"
"Granted, granted."

"And when this cycle-variant drive we're taking

back to Beta Corvi gets approved, we'll be out of debt
in next to no tine."

"Not when, Helva. //. |If w shes were horses, beggars
would ride. | saw the reports on that cycle-variant
drive, Helva. | heard what happened to the manned

test ship."

Hel va snorted with contenpt. "Ham handed fools."

Rocco woul d not be diverted. "I don't nean the fact
that they inadvertently cycled the power source too
hi gh, Helva, | mean that curious discharge that is

worryi ng the nucl ear boys juiceless.”

"Why do you think we're taking it back to Beta
Corvi ?"

"And thank the gods that you are." Rocco recrossed

his neatly booted |l egs in a nervous fashion. "\Watever
that particular force is, it's bloody dangerous. And no
one seens to know why or how "

"They'll tell nme." At least, she anended privately,
she thought they would. If only because the use to
whi ch humans put their mnor formof stabilized energy
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anmused them (And what did you do on Beta Corvi

for an encore, Helva?) She was far from happy about
having to go back to Beta Corvi, but the ends justified
the neans ... she hoped.



To have a warp drive in her bowels! To soar when

she'd been forced to plod in a plebeian fashion. And

the hell with Rocco's "if" . . . although the if was a
valid consideration. Still, she trusted the Corviki: she'd
been a Corvi ki

"Look, Rocco, that drive is worth a great deal of
hassling and stress. N all knows it. | knowit."

n W]y?"

"The cycle-variant is faster than light drive, it's
warp. By being able to stabilize an unstabl e isotope at
just the nmoment it is releasing its tremendous quantity
of energy, the cycle-variant drive captures all that
ener gy because the isotope doesn't dw ndl e downscal e

to a useless half-life. It remains at the constant high-
energy peak. That output is controlled inits cycle of
peak energy, and the rate of thrust--the speed of the
ship powered that way--is deternined by the ratio of
cycles used at any given time. True, you can't lift off-
pl anet on c-v drive, and a ship has to be structurally
reinforced."”

"And that odd trail of particles?" Rocco asked
sardoni cally. "Those unknown thingies that have

t hr own conmmuni cati ons haywire, |oused up astroga-
tional equi pnent, not to nention the solar phenonena
recorded in the systens through which that test ship
ran?"

Hel va was silent. She was | ess certain of how the
Beta Corvi ki could cope with those eni ssions. Unless
there'd been a sinple perversion of the data?

"Then there's the old phil osophical question: Is this
trip really necessary? Is man ready for this sort of
pr ogr ess?"

"Rocco! 1'd thought better of you." Helva was sur-
prised as well as scornful. " "If man were neant to
fly, he' d ve been given wings.' "

Rocco regarded Helva with great tol erance and sone
sadness. "Helva, in ny job, | becone painfully aware
that some progress costs too rmuch in terns of human
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adjustrent, or enotional, psychol ogical, or even phys-
i ol ogi cal stress.”

"On the pro side, ook at the exploration potenti al
for a hundred different mnorities."

Rocco sighed. "I suppose we're conmitted to prog-
ress at any cost. Onward and upward for bigger, better



faster, snaller, tougher. However, back to my origina
topi c, your coercion."

"There isn't any, Rocco."

"Ch? Have you any idea, Helva, how many circuits
lead into this?"

"I know of a few, but | think you' re going to tel
ne."

"Setting aside your understandabl e yearning to be
the fastest virgin in the Gal axy--and you'll need the
speed with Parollan aboard ..."

"Tsk, tsk, jeal ous?"

"Or Parollan's wish to prove hinself a better brawn
than the prototype, we have dear Chief Railly, all set
for that jump onto Central Wrlds Council.”

"I's that why he's been on our backs like a | eech?"

"You didn't know? Tsk! Tsk on you, Helva. Yesiree

ma' aml Since the civilian branch has blown it with

their manned ship, think of all the glory accruing to
one Chief Railly for getting the drive approved, of get-
ting you, the very valuable and very well known 834

to extend her contract, thanks to his masterful hand-
ling of the negotiations.”

Hel va nade a rude noi se. "Paroll an nmast ernm nded
it."

"Undoubt edly he did, but Railly gets the official
credit. Not only does Railly have a finger in your pie
to be gol d-pl ated; Dobrinon has first whack at the big-
gest Xeno plumin psychol ogi cal history; Breslawis
frankly starry-eyed with visions of commandi ng the

war p-dri ve squadrons. "

"Rocco? What's in it for you?"
"Me?" Rocco made his eyes innocently w de.

"I"d' ve thought you'd be flogging ne, too, to rescue
the four I left behind ne. --Ch, so that's it. Yes, they
woul d be classed as nutant mnorities."

"That's the kindest designation." Rocco cleared his

t hr oat .
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"Yes, there was a | ot of unfavorable publicity about
them 1'd've thought the news val ue | ong since ex-
hausted. "

"I't wasn't so much publicity, Helva," said Rocco,
again biting the corner of his lip thoughtfully. One



booted toe swung up and down. "No, society just
doesn't like its menbers opting out of its grasp, par-
ticularly into a total alien form"

"Not to mention |eaving their bodies behind." Helva
had al ways wondered what had happened to the enpty
husks of Kuria Ster, Solar Prane, Chaddress of Turo,
and . . . Ansra Colnmer. But not so nuch that she

could bring herself to ask. \When she and the rest of
the dramatic troupe had presented Roneo and Juli et

to the Beta Corvi--in exchange for the stabilization

of isotopes--they had had to use "envel opes" suitable
to the met hane- amoni a at nosphere of the planet. A
timer had been rigged in the transfer helnmets to insure
that that consciousness returned to its proper environ-
ment. After the final performance, four people had

not returned and were encapsuled in the Beta Corvi

envel ope. For very good and under st andabl e reasons,

or so Xenol ogi st Dobrinon would Iike her to believe.

"There has been considerabl e pressure, you know,"

Rocco was saying, "on both SPRI M and Doubl e M

to investigate their defection/emgration/tenpta-

tion . " He shrugged at the eupheni sns enpl oyed.

"Or at least to bring back concl usive evidence that they
are happy in their newlives."

"I know two who are--three. Solar Prane has a new

body; Kuria couldn't care | ess about hers so long as it
was near his; Chaddress had nothing to | ook forward
toin retirenent, and Ansra Col ner "

Rocco eyed Hel va keenly, expectantly. "And Ansra
Colner. . ."

"Ch, the Corviki knew how to handle her."

" Hmm "

"But aren't you slightly in conflict with yourself,
Rocco? | mean, you class shell people as nutant mi-
norities, though strictly speaking I'ma cyborg--"

"Yes, Helva," Rocco sounded purposefully pathetic,

"the boot does pinch." H's foot in fact was sw ngi ng,
whi ch was an unconsci ous gesture that would intrigue
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t he good Dobrinon. "I cannot reconcile coercing you

to find out if the . . . flitting four were in any way

coerced. "

"I quite appreciate your dilenma, so I'Il lift you off

one horn. | do not, not even after all your interesting

di scl osures, consider nyself coerced. Ah ah," for Rocco
began to protest. "Pressured? Possibly, but |'ve been



conditioned to a fine sense of responsibility, you see.
| brought the equations for that nardy drive back to

Regul us, and | inadvertently m splaced four passengers
who were, you nust admit, essentially ny responsibility
to convey thither and hither safely. 1'd |like some peace

of mnd on both counts.”

"Il forego know ng about our lost souls if you'l
forego that drive."

"No way. | want that drive. How el se can we pay
oS ny i ndebt edness?"

"Il call foul for you?"

"Rocco, |'m surprised. Shocked! This cannot be the
i ncorruptible ..."

"Dam it, Helva, | want you out of that contract

and out away from Parollan. He's dangerous!" Rocco
was on his feet and pacing.

"Good heavens! Why?"

"He's got a fixation on you, a brawn fixation."

"Who told you that? Broley? Ch, fardles, Rocco!
Because he had the Asurans extrapolate a solido of ne
fromny genetic background?"

"You knew?"

"He had a set nmade of every BB ship he super-
vised. "

Rocco pointed a finger at her. "You're different."

"Quite likely. He's ny brawn. Bluntly, Rocco, you're
maki ng a tenpest in a teacup."

"A fixation could be dangerous to you in space,
Hel va, in a man of Parollan's sexual appetite.”

"That fixation reached critical . . . and passed.
That's why Niall became ny brawn. He's far nore

aware of the inherent dangers of a brawn fixation than
you are, Rocco. Or Broley."

Rocco affected a shrug, but Hel va suspected he was
unconvi nced.

"Al'l right, Helva, we're back to Square One and 1"
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rephrase ny initial question: Do you want what you
now have, or were you nods to want it?"

"Hey, Helva," N all said into the corn-unit, "let the
l[ift down."



"Think on it, Helva, and remenber that you can
count on ny support if you feel that you have ac-
tual Iy been constrai ned agai nst your own best interests.'

Niall's hearty "Helva, | got '"em" as he waved the
grapelike cluster of circuit guards, dwi ndled off in
surprise at seeing their guest. "Well, we're honored,
Rocco?"

"My congratul ati ons on your appointment, Parollan
"Il be following the exploits of the NH- 834 with re-
newed interest."”

"Il just bet you will." N all's smle took the sting
out of his slightly aggressive words.

"Fair enough," replied the Double Mofficial, his own
expression sardonic. He noved toward the airl ock
"You are, you realize, very definitely in a mnority."

"How so?" asked N all, anmused, as he neatly ar-
ranged the circuit guards on the gutted consol e and
turned to face Rocco

"My good Parollan, you are the only man who
ever resigned fromBB ship service to becone a
brawn. "

"I"'mno nutant."

Hel va could hear the edge in Niall's voice, although
generally his small stature didn't bother him

"What is the definition of a nutant?" That was
Rocco's exit line as the lift took himdown, |ooking
entirely too pleased with hinself.

"Well, hunmp ne, what was he after?" N all asked.

"I gather he's been listening to Broley's gossip."

"And what is the gospel according to Gty Manager
Shel | Person Brol ey?"

"W're being coerced."

Ni al | scratched his ear, screwed up his face, and
gazed out of the open airlock. Helva was situated by
t he i mense Engi neering sheds of the Regul us Base
Conpl ex. N all had a clear view of the distant adm n-
istration buildings at the opposite end of the plain.
There were, as always, trenmendous com ngs and goi ngs
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of small ground vehicles and light helis. as well as slim



BB shi ps.

Ni al | | ooked away fromthe airlock, toward her
Reetingly Hel va wondered if Niall Parollan "saw' the
titani um col utm behi nd whi ch her encapsul ati ng shel
rested, or the solido the Asurans had nade, extrapo-
lating a mature human body from her genetic back-
ground.

"You shoul d have asked Rocco what's the definition
of 'coercion,' " he said.

Hel va gave a snort. "Well, you' ve never been re-
strained, either norally or physically."

"Balls,"” Nall replied in disgust. "And | don't need
Rocco on ny tail, too."

"Speaking of tails," Helva said gently because she

caught the pul se of the conset about to Iight up, "here's
our daily Railly now "

"Fardles! He's two minutes late. Railly," said Nial

before the Chief could speak, "I'"mup to ny crotch in
circuit guards that | should have had two days ago. o
way now and 1'Il call you back when |'ve finished."

"Parollan, there's isn't a Guild on this Base that
isn't . . . Cone out fromunder that console while |I'm
addr essi ng you!"

Hel va realized that all Railly could see of Parollan
was his rear end.

"As you're constantly addressing nme, and | know
what you | ook like, my position provides no inpedi-
ment to hearing every word you say. Besides which
' m busy."

"Parollan, 1'mwarning you .

"Whi ch you do hourly. But | thought you wanted
this expensive ship to lift ass and cease to offend your
eyes, so what are you conpl ai ni ng about now?"

"You are not, | repeat, you are not to walk into any
ot her section of this Base and badger, bully, or beat
any other section | eader or supervisor into giving
your request top priority!l"

"And if | don't conply, what'll you do? Throw ne
of f Base?" N all suddenly reversed his position and
glared up at the comscreen. "Good, then Hel va does
not have to conplete this mssionif |I amnot her
brawn.” He made as if to quit his task
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"Parollan! You get on with the job! But |I'm warning
you . "



"Let's see, that's the fourth warning today, isn't it,
Hel va?"

"I don't keep track, Niall," she said gently, hoping
her tone would warn himto be a shade nore diplo-
matic. They'd be conpletely at Railly's nercy if the
c-v drive weren't approved by the Corvi ki

Fortunately Railly broke the connection. Chuckling,
Ni al | ducked back under the panel

"You know, Niall, if ..."

"Helva!" His tone was slightly exasperated but re-
assuring. "The Raillys of this world can take a | ot
nore backtal k than you think. Particularly, my girl
with all he stands to gain with you . "

Hel va woul d rather he'd said "us.
"Even without that drive vetted, you're tw ce the
ship. And with nme to keep you from going soft with
the likes of Railly, we'll make out one way or the
ot her."

Hel va was grateful for the plural pronoun. Now why

had Rocco conme to disturb her with his questions?

VWhile it was flattering to think she had so many friends,
willing to do battle for her, she'd prefer to rely on her
br awn.

Just then Supply arrived with an order of energency
rati ons to be stowed away.

"Why the fardles get in '"fortified coffee'? Yecht!"
Ni al | was disgusted when the invoice was screened in.

"/ we try that drive and can't manage it, or the
particul ar em ssions disqualify that application ..."
"Thi nk positively, my dear, and besides you're not
ham handed, gal, |ike those cl oddi es on the manned
test ship."

"You m ght need concentrated supplies ..
"That coffee bubka is for--"

"It's better than no coffee. And half the supply hold
is coffee. | wish I could figure out why everyone

wants that stuff."

"Which reminds ne," said Niall, crawing out from
under the console and heading for the galley.

"Ah yes, you haven't had a cup in the last fifteen
m nutes. "
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"Longer. | had to extrude these things nyself, you
know. And we're having a party tonight."

"W've had a party every night."

Ni al |l shot an overly innocent glance at her. "All
#work and no play . "

"What' Il you do when we're aspace?" The question
slipped out of her, probably due to Rocco's crack about
enforced celibacy and Niall Parollan

"The nmodern man i s not domi nated by his gonads,
| ove. Think of the menories |'ll have to sustain ne."
He cracked the seal on the coffee contai ner as neat

enphasi s.

The Iift buzzer rang. "If that isn't Breslaw, |'Il have
himarrested on board."

It was indeed the engineering officer, panting from
the run across the huge engineering field. Helva was
certain that Conmander Breslaw had never, since he
reached that rank, worked as hard as he was in over-
seei ng each detail of her refitting, his conputer cas-
sette overheating fromhis constant demands. He

was | osing weight, too, Helva noticed with a critica
eye. Do hi mgood; nake him |l ook better in uniforns

if he won his ganble on Helva's future.

"Do you two appreciate ne?" asked Breslaw, |ean-

i ng agai nst the [ ock bul khead to catch his breath.
"Anyway, the ceramic coating is schedul ed for tonor-
row at 0900."

"About bl oody tine."
"Parollan . " And there was a slight edge to
Bresl aw s nock aninosity. "One of these days |'m go-
ing to-- "

"Cet that final stripe for doing some work for a
change," N all finished. "You' ve only been prom sing
that ceram c coating for the past three days. Fardles,
how do you guys run this Base at all?"

"Look, Parollan, | want to run a final check on
those tolerances in the drive room"

"Bl oody right. I don't want something conming adrift
at the speeds we'll be traveling."
"You hope," Breslaw anended gl oonily.

Ni al | ignored himbut the Conmander's pessim sm
did not reassure Helva, not after Rocco's disturbing



visit.
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"Hel va," her brawn said, "when those electricians
appear--"

"I"ll assenble them™
"Make "emdo it right the first tine."

No sooner had he and Bresl aw di sappeared down

the hatch to the drive roomthan the four tech ratings
arrived, trenendously relieved that Parollan was not

i n evidence.

"He's a bugger to work for," nuttered one of the
men as he surveyed the console.

"Then use the luck," said another, "and let's get
cracki ng before he does cone back or we'll have to do
the job over to prove we did it properly."

"Then do it right the first time," said Hel va.

"Fardl es," exclaimed the first man, |ooking nerv-
ously around him "I forgot she was here."

"Where el se did you think Hel va woul d be?" asked

the ol dest of the quarter. "Sorry, ma'am Now these
green circuits have to be laid in first. Get with it,
Sewvel . "

Hel va turned on mcrovision, focusing it on Sewel's
hands. Once she was certain he knew what he was

about, she scanned the others. That panel had to be
wired with the utnost precision or a cross-circuit could
short out the entire panel at a crucial time. Further
the work was done with a mini nrum of waste notion

Ni all Parollan may have been a bugger to work for

but work for him and her, was well and expeditiously
conpl et ed.

When they'd finished, she broached some of the
party spirits for themin appreciation

"Sun's over the yardarm for you, too, Conmander,"

said Niall, returning with a dusty but pleased Breslaw
"Well worth it," he said after he'd i nspected the consol e
wiring. "l appreciate it, nmen," he said, toasting them

nmy partner appreciates it," and he raised the glass to
Hel va' s col um: "Conmmander Bresl aw appreci ates

it, and the Service will undoubtedly not bother to ap-
preciate this unusual and pronpt performance of your
duties.”

Sewel and the others were not certain that they
shoul d appreciate his toast, but the spicy Vegan |iquor
was far too palatable to resist.
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After a third round fromthe bottle, Breslaw sud-
denly remenbered that he was the supervisor of the
Engi neering Section of Regul us Base and that there
were other matters for his attention as urgent as re-
fitting the NH 834.

"But not as rewarding," N all said, and restrained
Bresl aw.

Wien Sewel tried to | eave, he and his nmen were al
told to stay until the party had begun.

"Hell, your work day's over. W can't do anything
nore to Helva until tonmorrow when she gets her

unbr eakabl e, unbeat abl e, unwar pabl e, fusion-resistant
coat, so let's have sonme fun."

The tech ratings were far too nattered to think of
goi ng and Hel va was certain that the next tinme Nial
Parol | an needed an urgent electrical systens job done,
t hese same men would | eap at the chance to work on

it.

The Iift signal went just then as the duly invited
menbers of the party began to arrive.

As usual during one of N alTs parties, the |ounges,

t he cabins, the galley, the passageways soon filled with
peopl e prepared to enjoy and give enjoyment. Severa
brawns arrived, two of whom Hel va knew were

awai ti ng assignnent and very envious of N all's | uck,
but the majority of visitors were not service personnel
Therefore Hel va was not only pleased but flattered

that every new arrival first directed attention to the
hostess, conming to her panel and either introducing
thenselves if this were their first appearance, or re-
newi ng their acquaintance with a chat. They tended to
treat her as if she were visible and as nobile as them
sel ves. She woul d have expected such courtesy from
service-trai ned people, but in her travels Hel va had
regrettably discovered that the average person found it
hard to cope with the concept, rmuch less the reality,
of a shell person. She'd used that to her advantage,
but it was a wel come change to be considered a real
person. How rmuch of this was Niall's pre-party in-
struction or the good manners of intelligent, well-
travel ed men and wonen, she didn't know. But she
enjoyed it.

A youngi sh art deal er, Permut Capiam from Qphi u-
chus M nor, gave her one explanation

"Actually, I met N all when he comm ssioned those
Asuran solidos he used to get done for his BB ships.



He used to conplain that he had to spend a fortune
keepi ng solidos of your partners because you changed
so often. Seen yours?" Permut frowned. "No, | don't
suppose that'd be good or rather " he giggled, "a
bit too good for your old ego."” He waggled a finger at
her exact position behind the panel. "Can't blame old
Parollan for having a fix on you, Helva. You 'strapo-

| ated out the best of the lot. Mist say, though, that it
makes it easier to think of your solido than all this

tinplating."

So, Niall's enotional attachment to her was public
know edge? Was this a good sign or a bad one?

Permut rattled on know edgeably about Asuran

extrapol ations as he'd handled quite a few conmi s-
sions. "Prehistory Roman and G eek statues are the
rage right now The Asurans nerely need a fragnent

to do the whole scul pture, you know. They do it up in
what ever material the client w shes--anything inani-
mate. There's a | aw now against lowlife constructs.™
He becane very serious. "That way |ay nadness

ugh! Zonbie things. | was ever so relieved when the
whol e business was interdicted by CWC. The sort of
lowlife restoration is very dangerous." He stressed the
syl l ables of the |ast two words.

"Have you tri-ds of the work you've handl ed?"
Hel va asked, curiously.

"You nmean of the realities?" Pernut was startl ed.

"No, tri-ds of, say, your latest showing. | don't fit
in nmost galleries .. ."

"Ch ny word, ny gallery'd fit in you."

"And lately I've been so busy |'ve not had tune to
revise ny library."

"My dear Helva, what an appalling om ssion. Wat's
wong with Parollan? It's the | east he could do for you.
Man doesn't live by bread al one, nor exist on a diet of
pure physical sensation. Really. Say, | know just the
person to give you. --Abu, honey girl, don't you have
some spares of those marvel ous tapes you did of the
Ceta tour? You do |ike ET dance fornms, don't you

Hel va? | mean, you've done your stint on the boards,
so to speak. Abu has sone perfectly nmagnificent free-
fall performers.”

Abu was an incredibly lithe al bino who had capital -

i zed on her genetic inheritance. She did wear renedial
contacts for light sensitivity and, Helva noticed on fine
vision, the girl also utilized a skin filmso artfully ap-
plied that only nmagnification detected it.



Abu spoke with the lilt of one whose first |anguage
was pitched. The gently nusical voice and her extrene
grace fascinated Hel va. Abu was equal ly entranced

by Hel va and the three of them chatted about new
dance and art forns.

Suddenly Niall expl oded back into the main | ounge,
carrying two long flanm ng skewers with bits of nmeat and
veget abl es. Behind himdanced triplet girls, a dance
team from Bet el geuse now the rage of Regulus City,
dangerously brandi shing their |ighted skewers.

"Ancient earth recipe,” N all announced. "Shish

kebabs. Have 'emwhile they're hot. There're plenty
nore where these cane from Don't burn your tongue."

Hel va had wondered where he'd gone.

"Three of then?" Permut said with a rueful [augh
"No wonder he declared the galley out of bounds."

Hel va caught the inplication that nore than culinary
arts had been practiced there.

"Wth three of then?" asked Abu, taking the sane
interpretation. The gleam of regret in her eyes was not
conpl etely masked by her protective |enses.

"You know Parollan, my dear."

"Not as well as I'd |ike."

Then Niall was proffering themthe still snoking
neat s.

"QOooh, this is good," Abu said, nibbling delicately
and then rolling her eyes with appreciation. "This can't
be nutton?"

"Regul an mutton!" N all replied.

"It can't be," protested Permut, licking his fingers
and grabbi ng nore.

"All in the marinade, all in the marinade."
"I's that a new position?" Pernut asked archly.
Ni al | laughed tolerantly and noved on to serve
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ot her guests, but the anbiguous ribaldry disturbed
Hel va

"Do you have ol factory senses, Helva?" Abu asked.
"It seens rude to be so ... so ... rapacious in
front of you."



"I don't snell as you do but | amable to sense
fairly mnute alterations in the conposition of the
air within and about me that would indicate odor."

"That's not quite what Abu neant," Permnut said.

"I know but it's all I got."

"And you can't taste either?"

"No. "

Abu's sensitive face registered dismay at this |ack.
"I thought you shell people could do everything we

coul d."

"Not . . . everything," Permut said, and then sone
unuttered thought convul sed himw th | aughter

Abu regarded himblankly for a nmonent and then
with growi ng inpatience and di sgust.

"Everything cones back to sex with you, Pernut."

"Not . . . not everything,'
tween gasps of |aughter

he managed to say be-

"Actual ly, Abu, the progranm ng of the ol factory

sensors does give me an indication of a human's re-
ception of snells. If there's sulfur in the air, 1'd know
it, | assure you, as something distinctly unpleasant. As
for taste, | can't miss what | haven't had," Helva said,
hopi ng that Perrmut woul d stop being so prurient. He'd
been good conpany up till now. "I would |like to know

how coffee tastes. Everyone seens to fancy it so above

al | other beverages."

Abu laughed. "I think it snmells better than it tastes.
Especially if you've got roasted beans and grind them
fresh,” her tone of voice dripped with gustatory

pl easure.

"You know, |1'd forgot that coffee is brewed from
beans. |'ve only the container-type aboard."

"The best beans cone from | ponena in the Al phe-
can sector. |I've a small supply given me by an admirer
that | keep for special occasions.”

"You do?" Permut asked, abruptly recovering his
conposure. "You do?" he repeated, sidling up to Abu
and nmaki ng such absurd expressions that she began to

281

[augh. "1 tell you what, Abu, purely to aid in Helva's
education, | will partake of your I|Iponenan brew and



give her a critical opinion of the quality, arons,
flavor, savor. "

"Ch, you!"

Suddenly Niall's voice rang out in happy surprise.
"Davo Fillaneser? But of course, tw ce wel conme. Cone
on up, Davo. Helva!"

Niall's clarion greeting had effectively silenced the
babbl e and all eyes were on the newconer appearing
fromthe air |lock. Davo smled and so played up his
entrance, bowing with such el aborate flourishes of
nonexi stent cape and hat, that everyone appl auded.

"Fill aneser played Beta Corvi with Helva. Only he

cane back," N all said by way of introduction, and the
actor was qui ckly surrounded. Davo cast a hunorously
despairing gl ance toward Hel va, mouthing "I want to
talk to you later," as he was borne away.

It wasn't until after N all mendaci ously decl ared that
Railly'd i nposed a one o' clock curfew on his parties
and started shoving people out the hatch as quick as
the I'ift could make the trip, that Davo had a chance
to approach Hel va

"Any chance of speaking to you, Helva?"
"You nean, privily?"

Davo nodded with a mrthless smle for her Shakes-
pear ean | anguage.

"That is, if Nall can clear the deck ..

"Preferably of himself as well. O is that too nuch
to ask?"

Circumstances, in the persons of the triplets who

hel ped to clean up the party debris, abetted Davo's

wi sh. Niall found hinmself, or so he said, obliged to be
sure the girls had transport into the City.

"It is past punpkin time for Cinderellas," she said,
and N all comended her to Davo's conpany, and dis-
appeared with his giggling trio.

"Does he nean to take on all three of them Helva?"
Davo asked.

"I"munder the inpression that they've got sonething
cooked up,"'she replied, and then chuckl ed over her
phrasi ng. How woul d Dobrinon interpret that Freudian
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slip? Davo guffawed, so Hel va decided he'd been told
about the shish kebab episode.



The actor's laughter faded though, and he took to
paci ng around the | ounge. Helva waited. The next |ine
was all his.

"I"d heard you'd paid off, Helva."

"Great heavens to Betsy, does everyone in the Gl -
axy know t hat ?"

"You don't know how many friends you have,
Hel va, who nake it their business to keep track of
you. "

"I"d heard you'd volunteered to go back to Beta
Corvi for Dobrinon," she said, starting her own offen-
si ve.

Davo wi nced. "That's when they were sendi ng that
manned test ship with the c-v drive."

Hel va | aughed. "Just as well you didn't go, Davo,
you' d be com ng back for the next nine years."

"That wasn't why | didn't go, Helva. | copped out

at the last nonment. Did Dobrinon tell you that?" Davo

| ooked directly at her now, and she could see the ex-
cited glitter in his eyes, the tenseness of his jaw nus-

cles. "I turned coward. | couldn't go through that
again. As nmuch as | wanted to find out how Kuria
and Prane . . . and Chaddress were. Helva . "

Davo' s voi ce shook with barely contained emption, "is
it true? That you're being forced to go back?" The
guestion tunbled out of his mouth and his tone was

di straught. "How can they let you put yourself in
jeopardy like that again? | mean, Helva, you have
many i mportant friends, powerful ones. Al you have

to do is |let us know . "

Hel va was so fl abbergasted at Davo's concern, at his
suggestion that she al nost | aughed.

"Davo, ny very good friend, | amin no jeopardy."
"Now, | ook, Helva," Davo assuned a man-to-nman
stance, "I don't care how many circuits are being

tapped, who | have to buy or suborn, you--"

"Davo, where are you getting this notion fron®
Br ol ey?"

"Brol ey?" Davo's surprise suggested that the City
Shel |l Manager was not his informant.
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"No, | don't guess you' d have any contact with the
Cty Manager."

"I have spoken with him He goes to all the plays,"
Davo admitted, "but not this trip."



"Well, then, where did you get this wild notion that
I"min any danger?"

"It's all over," and Davo nade an expansive gesture.
"You can't want to go back to Beta Corvi?" H's con-
vul si ve shudder was not feigned; nor was the glint of
terror in his eyes.

"Truthfully, no. But it's the only way I'Il find out."
"Find out what, for the |ove of reason?"

"Ch, if the c-v drive works or will blow the cosnps
to bits with the particular em ssions, if our friends

exist. Take it easy, Davo," she added gently as
she saw the man working hinmself up to another expl o-

sion. "lLet's say I'mwilling to take a ganble . . . with
nmy eyes wide open to the probabilities. Which do,
after all, favor nme. The stakes are high, and when you

get right down to the wel ded seam there's nore than
that c-v drive to be vetted and | ost souls accounted for
Tell me, in all this wild talk, what's the gen on Ni al
Par ol | an?"

Davo | ooked unconfortable for a split second, and
then only hesitant. He took a sharp deep breath and
regarded her frowningly.

"I tell you, Helva, Parollan had a lot to do with our
debriefing when we got back here after Beta Corvi.

liked what | saw of the nman then. He had real sym

pathy for all of us--and he was very worried about

the effects of the mission on you. Get right down to it,
nost of his questions during his interview with ne had
to do with you."

Hel va fondly remenbered Niall's abrasively divert-

ing and restorative presence the night she'd come back
an enpathy utterly shattered days | ater when

he made known hi s opinion of her choice of Teron

of Acthion as brawn: a well-substantiated opinion

"What | hear about Regulus City now. . ." Davo
summari zed that in a long | ow whistle.

"Tell me, what's the betting on our length of partner-
shi p? On the success of our mssion? On Railly's mak-
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ing CWCouncil? And Breslaw hitting Chief?" Wth
each of her questions, Davo's eyes opened wi der

"Dam it, Helva, the whole tone about you and

Parol  an, not to nention those others, is so ... so
di sgustingly comrercial, so sordid, that | had to
see you. What | heard doesn't jibe with the Helva
know. "

"Or the Parollan you' ve net."



"Right!"

"Do you agree that people under stress react nore
honestly than people in a party or gossip situation?"

"Certainly."

"So. Don't think I'mnot highly flattered and t ouched
by your concern, Davo. | am But | think we, Nial
and I, the NH 834, are a w nning conbination."

"I certainly hope so, Helva. | certainly hope so."

Amusenent bubbled up in Helva. "I w sh you'd read
that line with nore convincing sincerity, Davo."

"I wsh |l felt it nyself. |I don't favor this part for
you, Helva. And I'm not al one. Renenber, gal, al
you gotta do is shout."

"Shout in an amoni a- net hane at nosphere?”

"Don't tell nme you want to play a return engagenent
there, Fillaneser?" N all asked fromthe |ock

"No entrance cues, Helva?" asked Davo, annoyed.

"This teamcan't operate on two | evels, Davo, not
and succeed. "

The actor nodded. He extended his hand to N all.

"I"ll wish goodspeed and a safe trip hone, Helva,
Parol |l an. "

That line did have the ring of sincerity.

"You weren't long about it," Helva said, relieved by
Niall's return for several reasons she didn't care to
pr obe.

Ni al | was peering out at the night, at Davo's descent,
so Helva left the I ock open until he gave a snort and
turned back to the | ounge, frowning as he surveyed it.

"No, when | got to the gate, the Yerries had been
refueling so | let themtake the girls on in. Besides," he
stretched and yawned mightily, "I need ny beauty

sl eep." He bent down to scoop up a container tucked

agai nst the end of a couch, |obbed it toward the disposa
chute, dusting his hands as his shot hit dead center

"And tonorrow, we skin you, mlove. And then .
He rubbed his hands with anticipation as he noved
toward his quarters

"Up, up, and away?"



"Yup!"

He stripped and washed with his usual neat despatch
and then lay on his bunk, hands cl asped behind his
head.

"That was a real good bash," he murmured, eyes
cl osed, a happy smile on his face. "Good night."

"Good night, sweet prince, and may

Niall's eyes flew open and he made a nock-

exasperated noise in his throat. "WII| you never rid ne
of your Shakespeare saws? Wien | think of a perfectly
good, well-behaved ship consorting with ribald, rowdy
actors ... | cringe." But he yawned agai n and was

asl eep before his jaw cl osed.

Hel va chuckl ed as she secured the | ock, |owered al

but her safety lights, and began her habitual nightly
check. Suddenly it was too silent; too enpty of Nial
and his energy. He was sort of |ike having one's own
private hurricane and he probably expended as nuch
energy as the nardy c-v drive could.

Wul d that thing work? And what accounted for

Bresl aw s pessinm sn? Had he rechecked sonme factor to

a lower probability? O was it the particle em ssion that
troubl ed everyone? Even if the c-v drive were fea-

sible, the enissions could make it highly inpractica

in settled space, which would rule out its use as far as
Hel va was concerned. Unl ess of course they detached

her to Search and Survey. But woul d that kind of

| ong-di stance lonely travel suit N all Parollan?

Why had she been pl agued with both Rocco and

Davo today? And why had Abu asked about her two

m ssing senses? She'd had themin the Beta Corvi en-
vel ope. Not that "coffee" would be anything tastable
by a Corvikan. Did they have its equival ent, Helva
wonder ed?

Had Niall really overcome that brawn fixation? Mre
corrosive to her peace of mind, if ruthlessly suppressed,
was her own di squieting wish to see that Asuran solido.
Shel | people were conditioned not to think about physi -
cal appearance. They were told that their bodies were
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physically stunted to fit in the shells. They knew that
they were necessarily imrersed in nutrient fluids, that
there were masses of wires connecting the various sec-
tions of their brains to the sensors that allowed them
to operate their particular vehicle or nechanisns. It
was tacitly understood that a shell person was a gro-
tesque in a civilization that could ensure physical per-
fection and pl easi ng | ooks.



Only now had it becone inportant to Hel va to know

that, but for the birth defect that had destined her to
be a shell person, she would have been beautiful. She
wanted to be, she could have been, but she wasn't.

And it was possible that Niall, deprived of all fem nine
conpani onship on long trips, mght succunb to the
tenptation to open her shell. Illegally he had obtained

the rel ease words, a sequence and pitch uni que and
supposedly known only to one person, which would
open the panel and give access to her titani um shel
beyond. As Rocco had said, a brawn fixation was
danger ous.

The unbi dden thought of N all sporting with the

three nubile girls in the galley exacerbated her m nd
Had he suggested to Permut and Abu that they keep

her occupied while he was . . . ?

You . . . are a jealous bitch! Helva told herself in
nmeasured tones of surprise and sel f-repugnance. A
shel | person jeal ous of a mobile? For a sexual reason?
Ri di cul ous and yet, she'd all the synptons of sheer
flam ng j eal ousy.

She'd | oved Jennan, but there'd been no trace of that
utterly human vice in their relationshinp.

Wl |, Helva thought sternly, you didn't have to

worry about sharing Jennan with half the femal e popu-
lation of the Galaxy. And you didn't love himthis
way: you |l oved Jennan with a purity equal to Juliet's,
with not a care as to things-as-they-are. You'd' ve
changed your tune if Jennan had |ived.

O would 1?

Jennan, at |east, had been discreet. Unlike the stud
she' d aboard her now.

Had N all passed the danger point of his fixation? O,
when his |ibido reached the unendurable in space,
woul d the tenptation to open her panel return?
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How much did Niall count on the Corvikis approv-
ing the drive? How | ong woul d he stay her brawn if
they didn't?

It was scant consolation to realize that the cycle-
variant drive wasn't the only one undergoing a test
run.

By the time the i nmense crane had swung her back
on her tail fins, Helva was eval uating her new suit of
superfine superskin.



"You gl eam baby, you glisten, you shine in the sun
like a jewel,” Nall said into his combutton. In the
conpany of Breslaw and Railly and several of the
ceram ci sts, he was standing at a distance from her on
the apron of the kiln building. "By god, you're blue in
some lights. Is that stuff iridescent, Breslaw?"

Hel va i ncreased the magnification of her scanner on

t he group. Breslaw was beaning fatuously, for the
process was a new application of old techni ques and
the coating had been acconplished with relatively no
halts or snags. Certainly the finished product was im
pr essi ve.

"How d' you feel, Helva," N all asked.
"How s one supposed to feel after a face-lifting?"

"Bruised. Stop being so eternally fermal e, woman.
Are all your systems go? We don't need a cl ogged pore
where we're going."

Hel va' d been doing a rapid check of her exterior
installations. Everything was in operating order, but she
felt differently. Not unconfortable, merely altered.

"So," Railly was saying to Nall in a steely, teeth-
cl enched voice, "now how soon can you lift?"

"Why, Chief, we'd ve been away two days ago if |

coul d've got any decent cooperation from servicing
personnel.” Blithely unaware of Railly's pop-eyed re-
action, Niall turned to the startled ceramcists. "Do we
need to wait until her skin cool s?"

The senior technician stanmmrered out somet hing
about tenperature variations and tol erances, and then
shrugged assent.

"Great. CGood-bye all. See you sonetine yesterday!"

Wth art insolent salute, Niall strode across the per-
matarm toward Helva. She let down the lift for a quick
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get away, keepi ng one eye on Railly, who was apopl ec-
tic at the cal cul ated insol ence. Bresl aw began speaki ng
to his superior, though Helva couldn't tell if he were
pacifying Railly or diverting himwith other matters.
The ceramicists had certainly departed quickly.

No sooner was Niall within than he brusquely sig-

nal ed her to secure for lift-off. She started to get clear-
ance fromthe Control Tower before she renenbered

a mnor detail.

"W' ve no supervisor."

"Ch yes, we have. Railly!" The name came out as



a grow ed curse. N all bounced into the pilot's seat,
strapped down. "Let's get off this fardling base. Now "

She began lift-off, sluggish because of the extra
wei ght in drive chanber, strut, and skin.

"It's heavy going, N all," she warned himand then
piled on thrust.

Once clear of Regulus's service satellites, Nial
spun hinself away from the console.

"One nore nonent down there listening to Railly

and |'d' ve done nmy nut!" He heaved hi nsel f out of

the pilot chair and fl oated across the | ounge, his ex-
pression bl eak and weary.

As she felt rather elated to be finally away, she was
nmonent arily dunmbfounded by the transformation in

her private whirlw nd. She was even nore surprised
when he bypassed the galley and hand-pulled hinself
into his cabin.

"Wake me, girl, if anything startling occurs.”

He kicked off his boots, stripped off the shipsuit,

roll ed under the cover, pulling the free-fall strap across
him and was asleep before his arm dropped slowy

back.

And so he slept and slept and slept. Wich was no
consol ation to Hel va.

She occupi ed herself at first by space-testing all her
functions, did a bit of jockeying on thrusters to get
the feel of how the nodifications in her hull affected
her maneuverability. She felt Iike a scow, and won-
dered if the now inert mass of the c-v drive would
lighten once it was operative.

Asl eep, N all Parollan did not resenble his waking
self; there was a curious vulnerability about his
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nmout h, the sweep of rather Iong eyel ashes on wi de
cheekbones. He | ooked altogether too young to be his
chronol ogi cal age and rat her defensel ess. He did not
twitch, toss, or snore, noving | ess than usual in what
she understood were normal sleep patterns. Econom -
cal that. She watched himfor quite a long tine, as if
menori zing the very pores of his rather coarse skin,
the way his hair pattern took an abrupt turn at the
back of his head.

She firmy closed off that scanner and searched
about her for sleeptinme occupation. She dialed for



Abu' s dance tapes and viewed the first five mnutes of
one before it occurred to her that the dance forns were
highly erotic and far too suggestive for her present
state of mnd. She nipped over to Permut's | atest
showi ng and, although she tried to be conpletely ob-
jective, discovered phallic synbols of one flagrant sort
or another were the thenes of all the art forns he

was currently exhibiting. Exhibition indeed!

Rat her appall ed at the prom nence of sexual notifs,

she sought refuge in the good Solar Prane's nighttine
occupation, but she had scarcely got into Julius Caesar
a play that ought to have been safe, when the tone of

j eal ousy began to nmake itself obvious. King Lear was
not nuch better, nor Coriolanus. She switched to
conedy and got a good way into The Conedy of Errors
before the stupidity of the | overs became too ironic.
The Tenpest was no good: she felt akin to poor Cali -
ban and that did her norale no good.

She decided that the only safe subject was the specs
of the c-v drive, and tried to i magi ne that she were a
Corvi ki exam ning the data and how it/she/they/ he
woul d react. The exercise was not felicitous because
she began to think the c-v drive wouldn't work: it was
an appallingly wasteful use of energy because the
thrust had to be directed away fromthe goal to protect
frail human bodies. Her concl usion depressed her so
she turned back to Abu's tapes. There nust be sone
dances that did not depict |ove-erotic or |ove-denied
or

Yes, the fifth tape was of a formal insect dance from
the Lyrae IV system color, notion, alnost nmesneriz-
ing, very soothing certainly to Helva's distressed sen-
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sibilities. Gatefully, she gave herself up to the play of
formand col or. Hal fway through the tape and nuch

cal mer, she wondered idly if it were Niall's sex drive
she'd have to worry about.

Si xteen hours later N all Parollan awoke, stretched,
catapul ted out of the bunk in one novement, and sang
merrily away in the shower.

"What's our running time to Beta Corvi?" he asked
as he was dressing. "And let's put on a bit of grav,
| ove."

"Fourteen standard days, twelve hours, and nine

m nutes. How nuch grav, three-quarters?" She began
to apply gravity as he settled hinself in the galley.
"That's it exactly," he said, holding up his hand,
and nmaking a cut-off gesture. He bounced a little as
he made for the coffee cupboard. Wth a warm ng con-
tai ner in one hand, he prepared a staggering protein
nmeal .



"What ? No shi sh kebabs?"

"That junk's for show " He took a long swig of the

now hot coffee. "Ah, that's the stuff. Cotta keep up the
i mge." He snorted as if repudiating that same image.

"I think what reconmends you nost to ne, dear girl,

is that | don't have to be anyone but N all Parollan
within your stately walls." He stretched again until his
shoul der bones cracked. "God, I'mstill tired, riding

t hose ship nmonkeys to get us out of there. Say, how s
your nutrient bal ance?"

"Just great."
"What'd you do to amuse yourself |ast night?"

"Actually, | settled on sone tapes Abu sent on
board .. . formal insect dances from Lyrae."

Niall stared at her. "Great junping puddl es of
fardl el Couldn't you find anything nore exciting?"

"Quite likely," and Helva giggled w thout explana-
tion. "But you know, the dances were very soothing."

"Do you al ways do something like that?" The no-
tion evidently distressed Niall, as if she'd suddenly
sprouted facial hair.

"Ch no. If |I'mnear enough, | can chat up an-
ot her ship."

He chuckl ed. "Yeah, you BB ships are diwils for
knowi ng gossip before groundstaff."
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They tal ked ami ably about other inconsequentialities
whil e he consuned his enornous neal. He stretched
out on the couch, then patted the bul ge of stomach.

"Do you eat like that often?"

"Fardles, no. 1'd be fat. That'll last nme a | ong
while." He yawned. "Did you get any new mnusic

on board? Abu was tal ki ng about sone new reels . "
He was asleep within half an hour. At first con-
cerned, Helva cane to the decision that one of the
reasons Niall Parollan seened indefatigable around
peopl e was because he coul d conserve energy at other
times. He woke up refreshed several hours later, ate
lightly, did isonetrics "to get rid of some breakfast,"
and then settled down to browsing through the tech-

ni cal journals he'd had her collect from Regulus Cen-
tral Information. They discussed the article on polyner



extrusions fromalien silicates, he studied the c-v drive
specs yet another tine, relaxed over a coffee while the
two worked a crossword puzzle in Deltan synbol ogy,

and then he bade her a fond goodni ght and went to

bed agai n.

That set the pattern for their trip as far as activity
was concerned, exactly in accord with what could be
expected fromany trained brawn. Two evenings from

Beta Corvi, it dawned on Helva that she had all owed
herself to be influenced too nuch by people who did
not know Niall Parollan at all ... who knew of him

and about his reputation. She, Helva the 834, knew

anot her side of the man "hinself," w thout image or

af fectation, and that personality was very |ikable, too
i kabl e. She sighed as she watched, for the twelfth
time, the Lyraen dances and | et herself be soot hed.

She could carry her true love through the stars and
never touch him But she could be nore to Parollan

than any other fenmale in the entire gal axy, and woe
unto her who tried to part them now

Beta Corvi pulsed a vivid orange-red on the view
screen as Helva picked up the first Corviki space

buoy on her scanners. Instantly it colored, a mcrosun
in the carpet of blackness.

She roused' Niall, who was sl eeping in eagle-spread
abandon. Simultaneously the psyche-transfer circuit in
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her mnd was activated and she felt the query of the
alien mnd

Inthe tine it took Niall to rise fromhis bunk, the
Corvi ki had established the identity of their visitors,
the reason for their return, the alterations in her hul
and the inactive core of the new drive, and issued her
orbital instructions.

"Hey," N all protested as a surge of power, unini-
tiated by Helva, sent himlurching into the door frane.

"Sorry, pal, they just took over."

"Took over?" Niall padded into the main cabin,
rubbing his right arm "I thought you' d wake me when
we reached their first buoy."

"I did." She turned on the rear screen, focused on
the fast-receding marker. "The Corviki don't waste
time, which they consider another form of energy."
"Hmm An interesting concept."

"We're approaching orbit," she told him

He blinked in astoni shnent. "One thing sure:



t hose nodifications of yours can sure take speed."
"A point."

"Hey, will they give ne tine to eat? A cup of coffee,
at least?" He gestured at his nakedness. "The head?
Cl ot hes?"

"We shoul d have a few nonments to spare,” Helva
said with a laugh. Hi s expression was snall -boy-
enbar r assed.

"Ever the courteous hosts."

He had managed to get hinself assenbl ed by the

time the glowing luminosity that was Beta Corvi's third
planet filled the viewscreen. Sonewhere down in that
moi | i ng envel ope of methane, ammoni a, and hydrogen

were the Corviki. O were Solar Prane and Kuria Ster
Chaddress or a vengeful Ansra Colmer rising in those
spectacul ar flares to greet the visitors? If anything re-
mai ned of those personalities. Helva preferred to share
Dobrinon's optimstic view that those immgrants re-

tai ned sonething of their former personalities.

Hel va felt the change in the ship before it registered
on the console before Niall

"We're in orbit? We can transfer?"

The eagerness in his voice produced a perverse
reluctance in Helva. Niall couldn't know, despite al
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she and Davo and the others had told him how devas-
tating that experience could be, how insidious. Now
a new fear threatened her: what coul d that experience
do to the fragile bond they'd been contriving?

"Yes, we can transfer," she said, trying to keep the
growi ng apprehensi on out of her voice. And she'd

t hought, Dobrinon had assured her, that she'd nmade

a good adjustment to this return. She'd fooled only
hersel f.

Ni all swung the chair round, helmet half-raised to
hi s head.

"Is it still that bad, Helva? | can go alone if it's that
hard."

"This we have to do together."
"That's the operative phrase, mgirl, together."
"Let's go--together."

"That's my Helva." The hel net masked his eyes but



not the eager confident snile.

Hel va fought/rel eased herself to the experience,
knowi ng an instant of fleeting terror at being outside
her safe shell. But as the transfer occurred, she re-
m nded hersel f that she bad survived a worse terror

of compl ete sense deprivation on Borealis, survived it
only because of the Corviki episode.

And Niall was with her this tine!

The pressure envel oped her in a deceptive confort.

She shuddered and the streamers floated up from be-
neath her.

"Niall!" she exuded, anxious lest in that instant
she nmight have transferred at a distance fromhim
"I"ma bl oody sea nonster." N all's reassuring dom -
nance was just beyond the large frond. "There you
are!" And he energed, a creature like herself, already
coloring the shell with his own personal intensity.

A creature |like herself!

"Helval You're . "
ot her.

And they spun toward each

"Do not express energy in such a sequence!" A new

dom nance, dark, dense, powerful, overwhel ned them
with its authority. "You have inperfect control of
your shells."

By a force nore potent than their pent-up frustra-
tions, they were held apart. The energi es which they
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yearned intensely to comnbi ne were danpened by the
domi nance.

Del i berately, Helva now sought to bury her all-too-
human reactions into the Corvi ki ethos. "Conserve
energy. Reduce spin. Lock suborbital speeds."

Niall's shell pulsed and shook with his effort to
control his emptions in an alien context and because
of the totally unfamliar, for him subjection to a
supra-aut hority.

"The emanations are unusually rich," the Corvik
emtted, withdrawi ng sone of the repressive authority.
"No simlar wastage has been observed despite the
variety now avail able for analysis." There was approval
in the comment, but also a reinforcenent of the initial
war ni ng.

Wth dark and awful despair, Helva forced her at-
tention to the dom nance, anything to distract her-

self fromNall's proximty. In doing so, she recogni zed
a famliar aura in the dom nance.

" Manager ?"



"Of the same thermal core. There have been re-

conbi nati ons within the mutual group,” and the entity
turned such a | avender-purple of Corvikian pleasure
that Helva interpreted "snugness"” in his tone.

Taki ng cowardly refuge in the mssion, Helva im
nmedi at el y expl ai ned the purpose of their unsolicited
return. As she got to the point, she recognized approval
in the Manager's density.

"From such an extrapol ation of the data for use in

the paraneters of your race's limtations, undesirable
factors mght indeed result from exposing irreconcil-
ables to stability forms," the Manager comented,
rippling with muddy blues. "The nultiple interaction
shows comendabl e concern for the proper conser-
vation of mass energies. The hypothesis is being ex-
am ned. |nproper equations cause ineffectual results
and perverse concl usions. Matter must be expended

only in constructive quantities.”

Si mul t aneously a host of other dom nances was felt,
conpoundi ng the authority about her and Niall. The
newconers were, to Helva's nind, dense with experi -
ential energies, held in | ease by i mense controls.
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Hel va had not encountered simlar energy groupings
inthe first Beta Corvi nmission, and began to emt tiny
di stressful | osses which she was unable to contain.

"Why are you so afraid, Helva?" N all asked. She
cane close to resenting his self-control

"These entities are so gross with power," she said.
"But fear is not a conponent in my energy |loss. On
Corvi, we have nothing to fear "

"But ourselves,"” N all finished for her, his trailing
tendrils floating gently beneath him

She kept hers tightly entwined | est they stray with-
out her volition . . . and touch him

"Do not waste energy so," she was advi sed by one

of the new power group. But the directive held no

censure and Helva let the suborbitals begin to spin
gently so that her tendrils drifted easily, if inevitably
toward Niall's. The Corviki would protect her from
hersel f.

She was distracted by a series of condensations and

di ssi pati ons, expansions and contractions, darting, it
someti nes seened, through both her shell and N all's,
as their interrogators fused nonentarily or attenuated



in the discussion of the problem presented by the visi-
tors. Apparently such a use of stabilized isotopes had
never occurred to the Corviki. Helva thought that
anusenent domni nated their discreet emi ssions. Dense

as these ancient entities were, they had never consid-
ered the possibility of such a direction for famliar
ener gi es.

One entity reasoned that, of all the handi caps

t hrough which life forms nust evol ve, the adol escent

vigor of this particular species was, at |east, divertingly
resourceful .

Helva and Niall drifted in this linbo, amused by an
occasional stormof colorful discussion

Suddenly the aura changed. Wth paternal forbear-
ance, the Corviki approved the c-v drive. However,
there were nodifications which woul d reduce the cuy
particles inprudently rel eased by such a clunmsy pro-
cess. An inhibiting feedback was required. O herw se,
al t hough the envel ope was unbel i evably awkward

and totally unnecessary, dictated as it was by the
exi gencies of protecting frail protein matter, they
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coul d deduce no anni hilative perversion of the applied
dat a.

They did stipulate that any further application mnust

be acconpanied by a simlar inhibitor. They woul d

know, by virtue of cuy particles in the galaxy, if

that restriction had been ignored. Punitive action would
instantly result.

As abruptly as the dom nances had assenbl ed, they

di spersed, leaving Helva, Niall, and the Manager in a
wel ter of |oose fronds and burping ochre eruptions.

Di stant novae of emissions drifted back like the |ight

| aughter of the godly, seen and felt, rather than heard.

"Has the drive really been approved?" asked N all
bewi | dernent apparent in the action of his tendrils.

"The em ssions were favorable," Helva and the
Manager agreed in chorus.

"Who are you now? Hel va?" he demanded, sw nging
fromone to the other, confusion making his tendrils
rigid.

"I am Hel va, here," she said, fighting with the
desire to remain Helva for his sake and the need to
remai n Corvi kan enough to control precarious excita-
tions.

"Let's find out about the others and | eave."

"l have," Hel va sai d.



"Did you not feel that thermal group near you?"
asked the Manager of Niall, shading to ochre neutral -

ity.

"He had not previously encountered their dom -
nances, Munager."

The Manager assunmed nore col or and then, bl eed-
ing alittle blue, he disappeared.

"You .did have a chance to speak to Prane and--"

"I encountered themin one of the thermal groups.
"Il tell you later when we're back on the ship."

"Then the nission's conpleted?" The triunph in
Niall's tone colored his shell a brilliant orange-red and
he pressed toward her eagerly.

From behind a frond, first one, then another Cor-
vi kan appeared, but Helva was diverted fromtheir ar-
rival by Niall's rapidly changing col or

"W cannot conbine!" she cried, and tried to keep
her distance fromhim
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One of the Corviki brushed agai nst her, pushing her
back toward N all

"Don't play the professional virgin with me now,

Hel va!" His furiously human response was enphasi zed

by the fiery glow of his shell as every particle becane
excited. The Corvi ki who had pushed her was now
throwi ng power toward Niall, exciting himfurther. It
flashed through Hel va's awareness on two | evel s that
the Corviki was fam liar to her. She'd no tine to iden-
tify it; she had to avoid Niall

"You don't understand! Don't, Nalll W' ve got to
get back to the ship!"

"Hel va! "

"I't's not safe for us. The energy levels are too hot
Integrity will be violated and--"

The outer edge of his shell touched hers. Sane

t hought, Corvi kan or human, was inpossible. Explo-
sively they began to excite one another, each level in
her seeking its equal in him slow ng, speeding, deli-
cately adjusting, seeking the nerger that would be the
i mposition of one pattern over the other, all levels
mat ched, all energies nutual, all..



O her thermal groups were attracted by the em s-

sions, attracted and held, transferring power so that
Hel va felt her Corvi kan envel ope engorge to incredible
di mensions, giving her unlimted nmass to energi ze at
an even higher excitation |evel. Faster the particular
forces spun, faster, to match speeds, to conbi ne, neu-
tronic shifts of dazzling force ..

Fission ... an incredible stoking of the avail able
energy . . . the atnosphere splitting with thunder as
i measur abl e positive forces began to reconbine

Di stance was where she was, sone bl ack, sense-

deprived consci ousness, sone tiny flicker of ego, |ost,
lost, lost. Umwmilling to resune. A slowreturn to aware-
ness. Exhaustion, death-deep in an overstressed m nd.

A shuddering violent release to fall with an endl ess

spi nni ng grace into unawareness, conforting and ki nd.

O fensive odor, acrid, strong, staining the lungs, re-
viving the senses that nust escape that burden

To be aware and wi sh for deprivation! How strange!
Reality came into focus. And, sadly, identity.
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Niall's body was sprawl ed by the consol e, the hel net
upturned on the deck, his grasping hand a scant inch
fromit. H's shipsuit was dark and danmp with stain.
Though he seened notionl ess, she never questioned

that he lived. She knew that, knew it as deeply as she
knew her own vitality, low as it was.

It was conforting to look at him the fatigue-Ilined
face unguarded and boy-young, the dark hair tousled,
the wiry body linp. Soon he would rouse and then

t hat dear form woul d change, woul d vary and not be
whol Iy hers.

No ... Helva hesitated. No, an intangible difference
i mpi nged on her grow ng awar eness. She was not
whol Iy herself. There was a subtle alteration

Curious, she began to explore her ship self. The
critical difference was not in her systens or hull. She
had full conmand of every area.

The steady vibration of power in her idling drive,
however, resonated at a new frequency.

A long groan was wrenched from her, reverberating
in the cabin and down the quiet corridors, huming
t hrough the deck plates to rouse N all

The c-v drive was functioning. Beta Corvi! Helva's

mnd reeled, fighting to deny/accept the experience
t hat surged back over her in a tsunam of enotions,
abradi ng stunned sensibilities.



Niall crawl ed on his hands and knees, staggered to
his feet, swaying as he took the two steps to the pilot's
chair.

But they were here. They had been .

She hadn't the energy to transfer back. She hadn't
the strength to tell N all, who woul dn't have been
strong enough to pick up the di sl odged hel net anyway.

Instinct marshal ed a response. She nust break this

di saster orbit, flee fromBeta Corvi. Strange the Cor-
vi kans were silent. Humans nust interdict that system
to prevent the unwary from ever encountering those
devastating sentients. Some progress was too costly in
terms of human enotions. Who'd suggested that?

She'd remenber later. R ght now, instinct and con-
ditioning prevailed. She had to escape. She began to
conpute a flight pattern, and stopped. The ship was
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not in orbit around an invidious planet. They were
drifting in space, far fromthe light of Beta Corvi.

Startled, Helva exam ned and identified star nagni-
tudes, was relieved to find familiar ones about her
confortable light-years fromBeta Corvi. Safel

She' d al ready escaped. How? She couldn't renmem

ber. She scanned the recording banks and realized

that three days. Gal actic standard, had el apsed since
they had initiated that fantastic transfer to Corviki I11.
And, judging by the distance they'd cone, she nust

have used the c-v drive. Wat had the Corvikans said

about an inhibitor? Had they left a trail of cuy par-
ticles? Punitive action?

Niall was stirring, groggily seeking his face with
hands that trenmbled. He | eaned forward, el bows jab-
bing with awkward force into his knees as he held an
aching head. His wiry body shook with an uncon-
trol | abl e paroxysm and an oily sweat exuded from his
por es.

"Drink sonmething, Niall. It's partly lack of food,"
she heard herself say in a voice she scarcely recognized.
"It's three days since we nade that transfer.”

As he lurched to his feet and stunbled to the galley,
she checked her nutrients and adjusted the acid bal -
ance hastily. Nall clutched at the counter for support
and funbled for a restorative spray, gave hinself a
massi ve dose. He pulled open the first container he
could reach, gulping its contents before they'd heated.
He knocked down several nore cans in an attenpt to



close his fingers around one. He finally opened a con-
tai ner of soup, drank it, and the shaki ng subsided. Stil
hol ding the restorative spray, he half staggered to his
cabin, into the shower. He funbled to turn the water

on, alternating hot and cold sprays, unconcerned that

he was still dressed. The treatnment and |iquid began to
revive himand he stripped, carefully washi ng away

the accurul ated filth of three | ost days.

Freshly dressed, he returned to the galley and found
coffee. As the container was warm ng, he carried it in-
to the | ounge, dropping to the couch that faced Hel va.

"Did you check yoursel f?" he asked anxi ously.
"Yes. Acid!."
"Not surprising. What was that about an inhibitor?

How did we get away from Beta Corvi ? No, don't ex-
plain how | know Fardles! Did we | eave a trail of
t hose cuy particl es?"

"I"'mnot certain I'd know a cuy particle if | met it,"
Hel va replied drily. "But they've done sonething to

the shielding about the drive. To the alloy itself. It's
denser and light. And | feel light, if that makes sense."

"Not hi ng they do makes sense or no sense." N al
gave a rueful snort.

"We did use that drive. D you realize how far we
went in three days?"

"Not far enough." Niall spaced the words out. "And

| et us not speed honme, c-v drive operative or not. I'm
in no shape to face debriefing. In fact, I'mgoing to
avoid it if at all possible.” But his grin was N all -
normal as he raised the hot coffee in a toast.

"That is good!" Helva said with mld surprise at the
taste.

Ni al | blinked. "What did you say?" He | eaned for-
ward. "You tasted that?"

I nexpl i cably, she had savored the coffee taste in his
nout h.

"Yes, that coffee tastes good," she said again after
a very long thoughtful silence.

"Well!" N all scratched his nose. "How d'you I|ike
t hem appl es?"

"You haven't tasted ne apples yet."
Ni al | took a deep breath that he exhaled in a |ong

chuckle, all the while regarding the tendril of steam
withing up fromthe coffee container



"Hel va, we didn't conplete the reconbination?"

"I think," Helva spoke slowy, trying her thought

out loud, "that the time limt flipped us back right at
the critical nmonent." She felt reluctant to exani ne

her reaction to that interference. She knew w th that
part of her which was Niall, just as he knewwith his
fractions of her how perilously close they'd cone.

"l wonder--would we have withdrawn at all from

Beta Corvi had the fusion been conplete?" N al

| aughed softly, his eyes brimmng with anusenent.

"Hey gal, into which one of us would we both go?

Hel |, you're pint-sized and so am|, but who' d ve been
us? O would we have been stuck in the shell? Say,
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what was goi ng on down there with that character who

kept pushing you? And pulling nme? Ch, that was

t hen? Fardles, did we dammed near get stuck with that

Col mer bitch?" H's dismay dissolved in a weak | augh

of relief, and then he sat, a long tine, while the coffee
cool ed, just staring contentedly at her panel. She knew
that he, too, was nmentally probing to estimte the ex-
tent of their meshing.

"I suspect it will take all our lifetimes to figure it
out."

"Quite likely."
The prospect daunted neither

"Hell, we can't wander off like this," Nall said after
a long, long period of nutual introspection. He shoved
hi nsel f out of the couch, |obbed the old coffee into

t he di sposal chute, and went for another.

"So they altered the shielding?" he asked, |eaning

agai nst the counter. "lIs there a separate inhibitor? O
is that the alternation in the shielding? And did you
grasp what the crot are cuy particles? Breslaw is going
to want to know somet hing nore specific than that

t hey' re dangerous."

"He suspects that.

"And inconvenient if the Corviki catch us nmaking/
exhal i ng t henf"

"I think their warning should be deterrent enough

There is a black core within the drive-isotope that
didn't previously exist. There is nore of that sane

bl ack stuff in a specially shielded container in the sup-
ply bay. It's radiating a purple shade."



"Hey, Helva, did you actually sort out the person-
alities of Kuria, Prane, and Chaddress. Wat'n'ell do
we tell Dobrinon?"

"As little as possible. No, they were there. At | east
| was aware of a Kurla-Prane core, but only because
it was a strong conbi nation."

She saw Niall wince with a regret that she shared
"W don't, do we, tell himabout that in us?"

"Never! | shouldn't like to have to explain some-
thing that is so personally subjective.”

"Li ke tasting cof fee?"
"Anmong ot her things. Dobrinon would take us apart
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to find out which facets of you got into me in the re-
assenbly. "

"Gal, we are together!" He enunciated each syllable
with a jab of his finger. "But no one, not any one,
gets any chance to dissect our feelings. R ght?"

"Right!"

Then his face dissolved into a smle, part malice,
part pure self-delight, part utter triunph.

"Yeah, gal, have we got a thing going together!"

He shook his head and sl apped his thigh. "Hell, yes!

By anything that's been left holy, Helva, there's noth-
ing we can't do now. C non, gal, pour on that power.
Cycle that crotty drive to get us back to Regul us yes-
terday. Scatter us cuy particles where we may. W're
going to buy the body corporate forever free of dear
Railly."

If stars had ears, they'd have heard the vast hal e-
| uj ahs ringing fromthe partnered ship.



